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The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.

STEVEN WEINBERG


The word cause is an altar to an unknown god.

WILLIAM JAMES


What is not possible is not to choose.

JEAN-PAUL SARTRE












Contents



Cover




Title page





Copyright




Epigraph





Prologue




Chapter 1




Chapter 2




Chapter 3




Chapter 4




Chapter 5




Chapter 6




Chapter 7




Chapter 8




Chapter 9




Chapter 10




Chapter 11




Chapter 12




Chapter 13




Chapter 14




Chapter 15




Chapter 16




Chapter 17




Chapter 18




Chapter 19




Chapter 20




Chapter 21




Chapter 22




Chapter 23




Chapter 24




Chapter 25




Chapter 26




Chapter 27




Chapter 28




Chapter 29




Chapter 30




Chapter 31




Chapter 32




Chapter 33




Chapter 34




Chapter 35




Chapter 36




Chapter 37




Chapter 38




Chapter 39




Chapter 40




Chapter 41




Chapter 42




Chapter 43




Chapter 44




Chapter 45




Chapter 46




Chapter 47




Chapter 48




Chapter 49




Chapter 50




Chapter 51




Chapter 52




Chapter 53




Chapter 54




Chapter 55




Chapter 56




Chapter 57




Chapter 58




Chapter 59




Chapter 60




Chapter 61




Chapter 62




Chapter 63




Chapter 64




Chapter 65




Chapter 66




Chapter 67




Chapter 68




Chapter 69




Chapter 70




Chapter 71




Chapter 72




Chapter 73




Chapter 74




Chapter 75




Chapter 76




Chapter 77




Chapter 78




Chapter 79




Chapter 80




Chapter 81




Chapter 82




Chapter 83




Chapter 84




Chapter 85




Chapter 86




Chapter 87




Chapter 88




Chapter 89




Chapter 90




Chapter 91




Chapter 92




Chapter 93




Chapter 94




Chapter 95





Authors Note




Read on for an extract from the gripping new novel from Michael Crichton




Bibliography




About the Author




Also by Michael Crichton




About the Publisher













Prologue




Vasco Borden, forty-nine, tugged at the lapels of his suit and straightened his tie as he walked down the plush carpeted hallway. He wasnt used to wearing a suit, though he had had this one, in navy, specially tailored to minimize the muscular bulk of his body. Borden was big, six-four, two-forty, an exfootball player who worked as a private investigator and fugitive-recovery specialist. And right now, Vasco was following his man, a thirty-year-old balding postdoc, a fugitive from MicroProteonomics of Cambridge, Mass., as he headed right for the main room of the conference.


The BioChange 2006 Conference, enthusiastically entitled Make It Happen Now! was being held at the Venetian hotel in Las Vegas. The two thousand attendees represented all sorts of biotech workers, including investors, HR officers who hired scientists, technology transfer officers, CEOs, and intellectual property attorneys. In one way or another, nearly every biotech company in America was represented here.


It was the perfect place for the fugitive to meet his contact. The fugitive looked like a dink; he had an innocent face and a little soul patch on his chin; he slouched when he walked and gave the impression of timidity and ineptitude. But the fact was, hed made off with twelve transgenic embryos in a cryogenic dewar and transported them across country to this conference, where he intended to turn them over to whomever he was working for.


It wouldnt be the first time a postdoc got tired of working on salary. Or the last.




The fugitive went over to the check-in table to get his conference card to drape around his neck. Vasco hung by the entrance, slipping his own card over his head. Hed come prepared for this. He pretended to look at the event roster.


The big speeches were all in the main ballroom. Seminars were scheduled for such topics as Fine-Tune Your Recruiting Process, and Winning Strategies to Keep Research Talent, Executive and Equity Compensation, Corporate Governance and the SEC, Patent Office Trends, and Investor Angels: Boon or Curse? and, finally, Trade Secrets Piracy: Protect Yourself Now!


Much of Vascos work involved high-tech firms. He had been to these conferences before. Either they were about science or business. This one was business.


The fugitive, whose name was Eddie Tolman, walked past him into the ballroom. Vasco followed. Tolman went down a few rows and dropped into a seat with no one nearby. Vasco slipped into the row behind and sat a little to one side. The Tolman kid checked his cell phone for text messages, then seemed to relax, and looked up to listen to the speech.


Vasco wondered why.





The man at the podium was one of the most famous venture capitalists in California, a legend in high-tech investment, Jack B. Watson. Watsons face was blown up large on the screen behind him, his trademark suntan and striking good looks magnified to fill the room. Watson was a young-looking fifty-two, and assiduously cultivated his reputation as a capitalist with a conscience. That appellation had carried him through a succession of ruthless business deals: all the media ever showed were his appearances at charter schools, or handing out scholarships for underprivileged kids.


But in this room, Vasco knew, Watsons reputation for tough deal making would be foremost in everyones mind. He wondered if Watson was ruthless enough to acquire a dozen transgenic embryos by illicit means. He probably was.




However, at the moment, Watson was cheerleading: Biotechnology is booming. We are poised to see the greatest growth of any industry since computers thirty years ago. The largest biotech company, Amgen, in Los Angeles, employs seven thousand people. Federal grants to universities exceed four billion a year on campuses from New York to San Francisco, Boston to Miami. Venture capitalists invest in biotech companies at a rate of five billion a year. The lure of magnificent cures made possible by stem cells, cytokines, and proteonomics are drawing the brightest talent to the field. And with a global population growing older by the minute, our future is brighter than ever. And thats not all!


Weve reached the point where we can stick it to Big Pharmaand we will. Those massive, bloated companies need us and they know it. They need genes, they need technology. Theyre the past. Were the future. Were where the money is!


That drew huge applause. Vasco shifted his bulk in his seat. The audience was applauding, even though they knew that this son of a bitch would cut their company to pieces in a second if it suited his bottom line.


Of course, we face obstacles to our progress. Some peoplehowever well intentioned they think they arechoose to stand in the way of human betterment. They dont want the paralyzed to walk, the cancer patient to thrive, the sick child to live and play. These people have their reasons for objecting. Religious, ethical, or even practical. But whatever their reasons, they are on the side of death. And they will not triumph!


More thunderous applause. Vasco glanced at the fugitive, Tolman. The kid was checking his phone again. Evidently waiting for a message. And waiting impatiently.


Did that mean the contact was late?


That was sure to make Tolman nervous. Because somewhere, Vasco knew, this kid had stashed a stainless steel thermos of liquid nitrogen that held the embryos. It wasnt in the kids room. Vasco had already searched it. And five days had passed since Tolman left Cambridge. The coolant wouldnt last forever. And if the embryos thawed, they would be worthless. So unless Tolman had a way to top up his LN2, by now he must be anxious to retrieve his container, and hand it over to his buyer.


It had to happen soon.


Within an hour, Vasco was sure of it.





Of course, people will try to obstruct progress, Watson said, from the podium. Even our best companies find themselves embroiled in pointless, unproductive litigation. One of my startups, BioGen, in Los Angeles, is in court right now because some guy named Burnet thinks he doesnt need to honor the contracts he himself signed. Because now hes changed his mind. Burnet is trying to block medical progress unless we pay him. An extortionist whose daughter is the lawyer handling the case for him. Keeping it in the family. Watson smiled.


But we will win the Burnet case. Because progress cannot be stopped!


At that, Watson threw both hands up in the air, waving to the audience as applause filled the room. He almost acts like a candidate, Vasco thought. Is that what Watson was aiming for? The guy certainly had enough money to get elected. Being rich was essential in American politics these days. Pretty soon


He looked over, and saw that the Tolman kid was gone.


The seat was empty.


Shit!





Progress is our mission, our sacred calling, Watson cried. Progress to vanquish disease! Progress to halt aging, banish dementia, extend life! A life free of disease, decay, pain, and fear! The great dream of humanitymade real at last!


Vasco Borden wasnt listening. He was heading down the row toward the side aisle, scanning the exit doors. A couple of people leaving, nobody looking like Tolman. The guy couldnt have gotten away, there was




He looked back just in time to see Tolman moving slowly up the center aisle. The kid was looking at his cell phone again.


Sixty billion this year. Two hundred billion next year. Five hundred billion in five years! That is the future of our industry, and that is the prospect we bring to all mankind!


The crowd suddenly rose to its feet, giving Watson a standing ovation, and for a moment Vasco could no longer see Tolman at all.


But only for a momentnow Tolman was making for the center exit. Vasco turned away, slipping through the side door and out into the lobby, just as Tolman came blinking into the bright lobby light.


Tolman glanced at his watch and headed down the far corridor, past big glass windows that looked out on the red brick campanile of San Marco, re-created by the Venetian hotel and lit brilliantly at night. He was going toward the swimming pool area, or perhaps the courtyard. This time of night those spaces would be crowded.


Vasco stayed close.


This was it, he thought.





In the ballroom, Jack Watson paced back and forth, smiling and waving to the cheering crowd. Thank you, thats very kind, thank you ducking his head a little each time he said it. Just the right amount of modesty.


Rick Diehl snorted in disgust as he watched. Diehl was backstage, taking it all in on a little black-and-white monitor. Diehl was the thirty-four-year-old CEO of BioGen Research, a struggling startup in Los Angeles, and this performance by his most important outside investor filled him with unease. Because Diehl knew that despite the cheerleading, and the press releases with smiling black kids, at the end of the day, Jack Watson was a true bastard. As someone put it, The best I can say about Watson is, hes not a sadist. Hes just a first-class son of a bitch.


Diehl had accepted funding from Watson with the greatest reluctance. He wished he didnt need it. Diehls wife was wealthy, and he had started BioGen with her money. His first venture as CEO had been to bid on a cell line being licensed by UCLA. It was the so-called Burnet cell line, developed from a man named Frank Burnet, whose body produced powerful cancer-fighting chemicals called cytokines.


Diehl hadnt really expected to land the license, but he did, and suddenly he faced the prospect of gearing up for FDA approval for clinical trials. The cost of clinical trials started at a million dollars, and went rapidly to ten million a pop, not counting downstream costs and after-marketing expenses. He could no longer rely solely on his wifes money. He needed outside financing.


That was when he discovered just how risky venture capitalists considered cytokines to be. Many cytokines, such as interleukins, had taken years to come to market. And many others were known to be dangerous, even deadly, to patients. And then Frank Burnet had brought a lawsuit, casting doubt on BioGens ownership of the cell line. Diehl had trouble getting investors to even meet with him. In the end, he had to accept smiling, suntanned Jack Watson.


But Watson, Diehl knew, wanted nothing less than to take over BioGen and throw Rick Diehl out on his ass.





Jack! Fantastic speech! Fantastic! Rick extended his hand, as Watson came backstage at last.


Yeah. Glad you liked it. Watson didnt shake his hand. Instead, he unclipped his wireless transmitter and dropped it in Diehls palm. Take care of this, Rick.


Sure, Jack.


Your wife here?


No, Karen couldnt make it. Diehl shrugged. Thing with the kids.


Im sorry she missed this speech, Watson said.


Ill see she gets the DVD, Diehl said.


But we got the bad news out there, Watson said. Thats the point. Everybody now knows theres a lawsuit, they know Burnet is a bad guy, and they know were on top of it. Thats the important thing. The companys now perfectly positioned.




Diehl said, Is that why you agreed to give the speech?


Watson stared at him. You think I want to come to Vegas? Christ. He unclipped the microphone, handed it to Diehl. Take care of this, too.


Sure, Jack.


And Jack Watson turned and walked away from him without another word. Rick Diehl shivered. Thank God for Karens money, he thought. Because without it, hed be doomed.





Passing through the arches of the Doges Palace, Vasco Borden moved into the courtyard, following his fugitive, Eddie Tolman, through the nighttime crowd. He heard his earpiece crackle. That would be his assistant, Dolly, in another part of the hotel. He touched his ear. Go, he said.


Baldy boy Tolman has reserved some entertainment.


Is that right?


Thats right, he


Hold on, Vasco said. Just hold that thought.


Up ahead, he was seeing something he could not believe. From the right side of the courtyard, he saw Jack B. Watson, accompanied by a beautiful, slinky, dark-haired woman, merging with the crowd. Watson was famous for always being accompanied by gorgeous women. They all worked for him, they were all smart, and they were all stunning.


The woman didnt surprise Vasco. What surprised him was that Jack Watson was heading directly toward Eddie Tolman, the fugitive. That made no sense at all. Even if Tolman were doing a deal with Watson, the famous investor would never meet him face-to-face. And certainly never in public. But there they were, on a collision course in the crowded Venetian courtyard, right before his eyes.


What the hell? He couldnt believe it was going to happen.


But then the slinky woman stumbled a bit, and stopped. She was wearing a short, skintight dress and heels. She leaned on Watsons shoulder, bent her knee, showing plenty of leg, and inspected her shoe. She adjusted her heel strap, stood up again, and smiled at Watson. And Vasco glanced away from them and saw that Tolman was gone.


But now Watson and the woman crossed Vascos own path, passing so close to him that he could smell her perfume, and he heard Watson murmur something to her, and she squeezed his arm and put her head on his shoulder as they walked. The romantic couple.


Was all that an accident? Had it happened on purpose? Had they made him? He pressed his earpiece.


Dolly. I lost him.


No prob. I got him. He glanced up. She was on the second floor, watching everything below. Was that Jack Watson that just walked by?


Yeah. I thought maybe


No, no, Dolly said. I cant imagine Watsons involved in this. Not his style. I mean, Baldy boy is heading for his room because he has an appointment. Thats what I was telling you. He got some entertainment.


Namely?


Russian girl. Apparently he only likes Russians. Tall ones.


Anybody we know?


No, but I have a little information. And I got cameras in his suite.


Howd you do that? He was smiling.


Lets just say Venetian security isnt what it used to be. Cheaper, too.





Irina Katayeva, twenty-two, knocked on the door. In her left hand she held a bottle of wine, encased in a velvet gift bag with drawstrings at the top. A guy of about thirty answered the door, smiled. He wasnt attractive.


Are you Eddie?


Thats right. Come on in.


I brought this for you, from the hotel safe. She handed him the wine.


Watching all this on his little handheld video monitor, Vasco said, She gave it to him in the hallway. Where it would be seen on the security monitor. Why didnt she wait until she was in the room?


Maybe she was told to do it that way, Dolly said.




She must be six feet. What do we know about her?


Good English. Four years in this country. Studying at the university.


Works at the hotel?


No.


So, non-pro? Vasco said.


This is Nevada, Dolly said.


On the monitor, the Russian girl went into the room and the door closed. Vasco turned the tuning dial on his video monitor, picked up one of the inside cameras. The kid had a big suite, close to two thousand square feet, done in the Venetian style. The girl nodded and smiled.


Nice. Nice room.


Yeah. So, you want a drink?


She shook her head. I dont really have time. She reached behind her back and unzipped the dress, left it hanging from her shoulders. She turned around, pretending to be puzzled, allowing him to see her bare back all the way down to her buttocks. Which way is the bedroom?


This way, baby.


As they went into the bedroom, Vasco again turned the dials. He saw the bedroom just as she was saying, I dont know anything about your business, and I dont want to know. Business is so boring. She let the dress fall. She stepped out of it and lay down on the bed, naked now except for high heels. She kicked them off. I dont think you need a drink, she said. And I know I dont.


Tolman threw himself on her, landing with a kind of thud. She grunted and tried to smile. Easy, boy. He was panting, gasping. He reached for her hair, to caress her. Leave the hair alone, she said. She twisted away. Just lie down, she said, and let me make you happy.





Aw, hell, Vasco said, staring at the tiny screen. Do you believe that? He aint even a minuteman. When a woman looks like that, youd think


Never mind, Dolly said, over the headset. Shes getting dressed now.




So she is, he said. And rather hurriedly, too.


Shes supposed to give him half an hour. And if he paid her, I didnt see it.


Me neither. But hes getting dressed, too.


Somethings up, Dolly said. Shes walking out the door.


Vasco thumbed the tuner, trying to change to a different camera. All he got was static. I cant see shit.


Shes leaving. Hes still there. No, waithes leaving, too.


Yeah?


Yeah. And hes taking the wine bottle with him.


Okay, Vasco said. And wheres he going with it?





Frozen embryos in liquid nitrogen were transported in a special stainless steel thermos lined with borosilicate glass called a dewar. Dewars were mostly big affairs, shaped like milk jugs, but you could get them as small as a liter. A dewar didnt have the shape of a wine bottle, because they had a wide-mouth cap, but it would be about the same size. And would fit in a wine sack for sure.


He must be carrying it, Vasco said. It must be in the sack.


I figure, Dolly said. You see em yet?


Yeah, I do.


Vasco picked up the couple on the ground floor, near the gondola stand. They walked arm in arm, the guy carrying the wine bottle in the crook of his arm, keeping it upright. It was an awkward way to carry it, and they made an odd-looking pairthe beautiful girl and the diffident, slouchy guy. They walked along the canal, hardly glancing at the shops as they passed them.


On their way to a meeting, Vasco said.


I see em, Dolly said. Vasco looked down the crowded street and saw Dolly at the far end. Dolly was twenty-eight, and completely ordinary-looking. Dolly could be anybody: an accountant, girlfriend, secretary, assistant. She could always pass. Tonight she was dressed Vegas-style, teased blond hair and a sparkly dress with cleavage. She was a little overweight, which made the impression perfect. Vasco had been with her for four years now, and they worked well as a team. In private life, they got along only okay. She hated that he smoked cigars in bed.


Heading for the hall, Dolly said. No, theyre doubling back.


The main hall was a huge oval passageway, high gilded ceiling, soft lights, marble pillars. It dwarfed the crowds that moved through it. Vasco hung back. Change their mind? Or they made us?


I think theyre being careful.


Well, this is the big moment. Because even more than catching the fugitive, they had to know whom he was turning the embryos over to. Obviously someone at the conference.


Wont be long now, Dolly said.





Rick Diehl was walking back and forth along the shops by the gondola canal, holding his cell phone in his hand. He ignored the stores, which were filled with expensive stuff of the sort he never wanted. Diehl had grown up as the third son of a Baltimore physician. All the other boys went to medical school and became obstetricians, like their father. Diehl refused, and went into medical research. Family pressure eventually drove him to move West. He did genetic research at UCSF for a while, but he was more intrigued by the entrepreneurial culture among the universities in San Francisco. It seemed like every professor worth his salt had either started his own company or was sitting on the boards of several biotech firms. At lunch, the conversation was all about tech transfer, cross-licensing, milestone payments, buyouts and payouts, foreground and background IPRs.


By then Karen, Ricks wife, had come into a substantial inheritance, and he realized he had enough capital to get started. The Bay Area was crowded with firms; there was intense competition for space and hiring. He decided to go to the area north of Los Angeles, where Amgen had set up their huge facility. Diehl built a terrific modern plant, put bright research teams in place, and was on his way. His father and brothers came to visit. They were duly impressed.


Butwhy wasnt she calling him back? He looked at his watch. It was nine oclock. The kids should be in bed by now. And Karen should be home. The maid said she had gone out an hour before, she didnt know where. But Karen never left without her cell phone. She must have it with her. Why wasnt she calling him back?


He didnt understand it, and it just made him nervous as hell. Here he was, alone in this damn city, with more beautiful women per square foot than he had ever seen in his life. True, they were plastic, lots of surgery, but they were also sexy as hell.


Up ahead, he saw a schlumpy guy walking with a tall chick who was striding along on spike heels, and she was just a knockout: black hair, smooth skin, and a hot, lean body. The schlumpy guy must have paid for her, but even so, he clearly didnt appreciate her. He was clutching his wine bottle like it was a baby, and appeared so nervous he was almost sweating.


But that girlJesus, she was hot. Hot, hot


Why the hell, he thought, wasnt Karen calling him back?





Hey, Vasco said. Looky look. Its that BioGen guy. Walking around like he has nothing to do.


I see him, Dolly said. She was about a block ahead of him.


Nope, never mind.


Tolman and the Russian girl walked right past the BioGen guy, who did nothing but flip open his phone and dial. What was his name? Diehl. Vasco had heard something about him. Started a company on his wifes dough, and now maybe she was in control of their marriage. Something like that. Rich broad, old Eastern family, lots of money. Those broads could wear the pants.


Restaurant, Dolly said. Theyre going in that Terrazo place.


Il Terrazzo Antico was a two-story restaurant with glassed-in balconies. The dcor was whorehouse modern, gilded everything. Pillars, ceiling, walls: every surface covered with decoration. Made Vasco jumpy just to look at it.


The couple walked in, right past the reservation desk, heading for a side table. And at the table, Vasco saw a heavyset guy who looked like a thug, dark-skinned and heavy-browed, and the thug was looking at the Russian girl and practically licking his lips.


Tolman marched right up to the table and spoke to the dark-skinned man. The guy looked puzzled. He didnt invite them to sit. Vasco thought, Somethings wrong. The Russian girl had stepped back a pace.


At that moment a flash went off. Dolly had snapped a picture. The Tolman kid looked, took it all in, and bolted.


Shit, Dolly!


Vasco started running after Tolman, who was heading deeper into the restaurant. A waiter held up his hands. Sir, excuse me


Vasco knocked him flat, kept right on going. Tolman was ahead, moving slower than he might, because he was trying not to shake his precious wine bottle. But he didnt know where he was going anymore. He didnt know the restaurant; he was just running. Whang through swinging doors, into the kitchen, Vasco right after him. Everybody was yelling at them, and some of the cooks were waving knives, but Tolman pushed on, apparently convinced there was some sort of rear entrance to the kitchen.


There wasnt. He was trapped. He looked around wildly. Vasco slowed. He flashed one of his badges, in an official-looking wallet. Citizens arrest, he said. Tolman cowered back by two walk-in freezers and a narrow door with a slim vertical window. Tolman went through the narrow door and it closed behind him.


A light blinked by the door.


It was a service elevator.


Shit. Where does this go?


Second floor.


Anywhere else?


No, just second floor.


Vasco pressed his earpiece. Dolly?


Im on it, she said. He heard her panting, as she ran up stairs.


Vasco positioned himself in front of the elevator door and waited. He pressed the button to bring the elevator down.


Im at the elevator now, Dolly said. I saw him; he went back down.




Thats a tiny elevator, Vasco said.


I know.


If hes really got liquid nitrogen with him, he shouldnt be in there. A couple of years back, Vasco had chased a fugitive into a laboratory-supply warehouse. The guy had nearly suffocated after he locked himself in a closet.


The elevator came down. As soon as it stopped, Vasco yanked the handle to open it, but Tolman must have pushed an emergency switch, because the door wouldnt open. Vasco could see the wine sack on the floor. The velvet had been pushed down to reveal the stainless steel rim of the dewar.


And the top was off. White steam around the opening.


Through the glass, Tolman stared at him, wild-eyed. Come out, son, Vasco said. Dont be foolish.


Tolman shook his head.


Its dangerous, Vasco said. You know its dangerous.


But the kid pushed a button, and the elevator started back up.


Vasco had a bad feeling.


The kid knew, all right. He knew exactly what he was doing.





Hes up here, Dolly said, standing on the second floor. But the door wont open. No, hes going down again.


Go back to the table, Vasco said to her. Let him go.


She realized at once what he was talking about. She hurried back down the plush red velvet staircase to the ground floor. She was not surprised to see that the table where the thuggish man had sat was now empty. No thug. No beautiful Russian girl. Just a hundred-dollar bill tucked under a glass. Hed paid in cash, of course.


And vanished.





Vasco was now surrounded by three hotel security guys, all talking at once. Standing half a head above them he yelled for quiet. One thing, he said. How do we get the elevator open?


He must have hit the override.




How do we get it open?


We have to kill the power to it.


Will that open it?


No, but then we can wedge it open, once its stopped.


How long will that take?


Maybe ten, fifteen minutes. Doesnt matter, this guy isnt going anyplace.


Yes, he is, Vasco said.


The security guy laughed. Where the hell can he go?


The elevator came down again. Tolman was on his knees, holding the glass door shut.


Get up, Vasco said. Get up, get up. Come on, son, its not worth it, stand up!


Suddenly, Tolmans eyes rolled up into his head and he fell onto his back. The elevator started to rise.


What the hell? one of the security men said. Who is he, anyway?


Ah shit, Vasco thought.





The kid had pushed some override that had jammed the elevator circuits. It took them forty minutes to get the doors open and haul him out. He was long since dead, of course. The instant he fell, he was immersed in 100 percent nitrogen atmosphere, from the liquid nitrogen that was streaming from the dewar. Because nitrogen was heavier than air, it progressively filled the elevator from the bottom up. Once the kid flopped on his back, he was already unconscious, and he would have died within a minute.


The security guys wanted to know what was in the dewar, which was no longer smoking. Vasco got some gloves and pulled out the long metal stick. There was nothing there, just a series of empty clips where the embryos should have been. The embryos had been removed.


You mean to say he killed himself? one of the security men said.


Thats right, Vasco said. He worked in an embryology lab. He knew about the danger of liquid nitrogen in a confined space. Nitrogen caused more laboratory fatalities than any other chemical. Half the people who died were trying to rescue co-workers who had collapsed in confined spaces.


It was his way out of a bad situation, Vasco said.





Later, driving home with him, Dolly said, So what happened to the embryos?


Vasco shook his head. No idea. The kid never got them.


You think the girl took them? Before she went to his room?


Somebody took them. Vasco sighed. The hotel doesnt know her?


They reviewed security cameras. They dont know her.


And her student status?


University had her as a student last year. She didnt enroll this year.


So shes vanished.


Yeah, Dolly said. Her, the dark-skinned guy, the embryos. Everything vanished.


Id like to know how all this goes together, Vasco said.


Maybe it doesnt, Dolly said.


Wouldnt be the first time, Vasco said. Up ahead, he saw the neon of a roadhouse in the desert. He pulled over. He needed a drink.















CH001




Division 48 of Los Angeles Superior Court was a wood-paneled room dominated by the great seal of the state of California. The room was small and had a tawdry feeling. The reddish carpet was frayed and streaked with dirt. The wood veneer on the witness stand was chipped, and one of the fluorescent lights was out, leaving the jury box darker than the rest of the room. The jurors themselves were dressed casually, in jeans and short-sleeve shirts. The judges chair squeaked whenever the Honorable Davis Pike turned away to glance at his laptop, which he did often throughout the day. Alex Burnet suspected he was checking his e-mail or his stocks.


All in all, this courtroom seemed an odd place to litigate complex issues of biotechnology, but that was what they had been doing for the past two weeks in Frank M. Burnet v. Regents of the University of California.


Alex was thirty-two, a successful litigator, a junior partner in her law firm. She sat at the plaintiffs table with the other members of her fathers legal team, and watched as her father took the witness stand. Although she smiled reassuringly, she was, in fact, worried about how he would fare.


Frank Burnet was a barrel-chested man who looked younger than his fifty-one years. He appeared healthy and confident as he was sworn in. Alex knew that her fathers vigorous appearance could undermine his case. And, of course, the pretrial publicity had been savagely negative. Rick Diehls PR team had worked hard to portray her dad as an ungrateful, greedy, unscrupulous man. A man who interfered with medical research. A man who wouldnt keep his word, who just wanted money.


None of that was truein reality, it was the opposite of the truth. But not a single reporter had called her father to ask his side of the story. Not one. Behind Rick Diehl stood Jack Watson, the famous philanthropist. The media assumed that Watson was the good guy, and therefore her father was the bad guy. Once that version of the morality play appeared in the New York Times (written by the local entertainment reporter), everybody else fell into line. There was a huge me, too piece in the L.A. Times, trying to outdo the New York version in vilifying her father. And the local news shows kept up a daily drumbeat about the man who wanted to halt medical progress, the man who dared criticize UCLA, that renowned center of learning, the great hometown university. A half-dozen cameras followed her and her father whenever they walked up the courthouse steps.


Their own efforts to get the story out had been singularly unsuccessful. Her fathers hired media advisor was competent enough, but no match for Jack Watsons well-oiled, well-financed machine.


Of course, members of the jury would have seen some of the coverage. And the impact of the coverage was to put added pressure on her father not merely to tell his story, but also to redeem himself, to contradict the damage already done to him by the press, before he ever got to the witness stand.





Her fathers attorney stood and began his questions. Mr. Burnet, let me take you back to the month of June, some eight years ago. What were you doing at that time?


I was working construction, her father said, in a firm voice. Supervising all the welding on the Calgary natural gas pipeline.


And when did you first suspect you were ill?


I started waking up in the night. Soaking wet, drenched.


You had a fever?


I thought so.




You consulted a doctor?


Not for a while, he said. I thought I had the flu or something. But the sweats never stopped. After a month, I started to feel very weak. Then I went to the doctor.


And what did the doctor tell you?


He said I had a growth in my abdomen. And he referred me to the most eminent specialist on the West Coast. A professor at UCLA Medical Center, in Los Angeles.


Who was that specialist?


Dr. Michael Gross. Over there. Her father pointed to the defendant, sitting at the next table. Alex did not look over. She kept her gaze on her father.


And were you subsequently examined by Dr. Gross?


Yes, I was.


He conducted a physical exam?


Yes.


Did he do any tests at that time?


Yes. He took blood and he did X-rays and a CAT scan of my entire body. And he took a biopsy of my bone marrow.


How was that done, Mr. Burnet?


He stuck a needle in my hipbone, right here. The needle punches through the bone and into the marrow. They suck out the marrow and analyze it.


And after these tests were concluded, did he tell you his diagnosis?


Yes. He said I had acute T-cell lymphoblastic leukemia.


What did you understand that disease to be?


Cancer of the bone marrow.


Did he propose treatment?


Yes. Surgery and then chemotherapy.


And did he tell you your prognosis? What the outcome of this disease was likely to be?


He said that it wasnt good.


Was he more specific?


He said, probably less than a year.




Did you subsequently get a second opinion from another doctor?


Yes, I did.


With what result?


My diagnosis washe, uhhe confirmed the diagnosis. Her father paused, bit his lip, fighting emotion. Alex was surprised. He was usually tough and unemotional. She felt a twinge of concern for him, even though she knew this moment would help his case. I was scared, really scared, her father said. They all told meI didnt have long to live. He lowered his head.


The courtroom was silent.


Mr. Burnet, would you like some water?


No. Im fine. He raised his head, passed his hand across his forehead.


Please continue when youre ready.


I got a third opinion, too. And everybody said to me that Dr. Gross was the best doctor for this disease.


So you initiated your therapy with Dr. Gross.


Yes. I did.


Her father seemed to have recovered. Alex sat back in her chair, took a breath. The testimony unrolled smoothly now, a story her father had told dozens of times before. How he, a scared and frightened man, fearing for his life, had put his faith in Dr. Gross; how he had undergone surgery and chemotherapy under the direction of Dr. Gross; how the symptoms of the disease had slowly faded over the course of the following year; how Dr. Gross had seemed at first to believe that her father was well, his treatment successfully completed.


You had follow-up examinations with Dr. Gross?


Yes. Every three months.


With what result?


Everything was normal. I gained weight, my strength came back, my hair grew back. I felt good.


And then what happened?


About a year later, after one of my checkups, Dr. Gross called to say he needed to do more tests.




Did he say why?


He said some of my blood work didnt look right.


Did he say which tests, specifically?


No.


Did he say you still had cancer?


No, but thats what I was afraid of. He had never repeated any tests before. Her father shifted in his chair. I asked him if the cancer had come back, and he said, Not at this point, but we need to monitor you very closely. He insisted I needed constant testing.


How did you react?


I was terrified. In a way, it was worse the second time. When I was sick the first time, I made my will, made all the preparations. Then I got well and I got a new lease on lifea chance to start over. Then his phone call came, and I was terrified again.


You believed you were sick.


Of course. Why else would he be repeating tests?


You were frightened?


Terrified.


Watching the questioning, Alex thought, Its too bad we dont have pictures. Her father appeared vigorous and hearty. She remembered when he had been frail, gray, and weak. His clothes had hung on his frame; he looked like a dying man. Now he looked strong, like the construction worker he had been all his life. He didnt look like a man who became frightened easily. Alex knew these questions were essential to establish a basis for fraud, and a basis for mental distress. But it had to be done carefully. And their lead lawyer, she knew, had a bad habit of ignoring his own notes once the testimony was rolling.


The lawyer said, What happened next, Mr. Burnet?


I went in for tests. Dr. Gross repeated everything. He even did another liver biopsy.


With what result?


He told me to come back in six months.


Why?


He just said, Come back in six months.




How did you feel at this time?


I felt healthy. But I figured Id had a relapse.


Dr. Gross told you that?


No. He never told me anything. Nobody at the hospital ever told me anything. They just said, Come back in six months.





Naturally enough, her father believed he was still sick. He met a woman he might have married, but didnt because he thought he did not have long to live. He sold his house and moved into a small apartment, so he wouldnt have a mortgage.


It sounds like you were waiting to die, the attorney said.


Objection!


Ill withdraw the question. But lets move on. Mr. Burnet, how long did you continue going to UCLA for testing?


Four years.


Four years. And when did you first suspect you were not being told the truth about your condition?


Well, four years later, I still felt healthy. Nothing had happened. Every day, I was waiting for lightning to strike, but it never did. But Dr. Gross kept saying I had to come back for more tests, more tests. By then I had moved to San Diego, and I wanted to have my tests done there, and sent up to him. But he said no, I had to do the tests at UCLA.


Why?


He said he preferred his own lab. But it didnt make sense. And he was giving me more and more forms to sign.


What forms?


At first, they were just consent forms to acknowledge that I was undertaking a procedure with risk. Those first forms were one or two pages long. Pretty soon there were other forms that said I agreed to be involved in a research project. Each time I went back, there were still more forms. Eventually the forms were ten pages long, a whole document in dense legal language.


And did you sign them?


Toward the end, no.




Why not?


Because some of the forms were releases to permit the commercial use of my tissues.


That bothered you?


Sure. Because I didnt think he was telling me the truth about what he was doing. The reason for all the tests. On one visit, I asked Dr. Gross straight out if he was using my tissues for commercial purposes. He said absolutely not, his interests were purely research. So I said okay, and I signed everything except the forms allowing my tissues to be used for commercial purposes.


And what happened?


He got very angry. He said he would not be able to treat me further unless I signed all the forms, and I was risking my health and my future. He said I was making a big mistake.


Objection! Hearsay.


All right. Mr. Burnet, when you refused to sign the consent forms, did Dr. Gross stop treating you?


Yes.


And did you then consult a lawyer?


Yes.


And what did you subsequently discover?


That Dr. Gross had sold my cellsthe cells he took from my body during all these teststo a drug company called BioGen.


And how did you feel when you heard that?


I was shocked, her father said. I had gone to Dr. Gross when I was sick, and scared, and vulnerable. I had trusted my doctor. I had put my life in his hands. I trusted him. And then it turned out that he had been lying to me, and scaring me needlessly for years, just so he could steal parts of my own body from me and sell them to make a profit. For himself. He never cared about me at all. He just wanted to take my cells.


Do you know what those cells were worth?


The drug company said three billion dollars.


The jury gasped.
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Alex had been watching the jury all during the latest testimony. Their faces were impassive, but nobody moved, nobody shifted. The gasps were involuntary, evidence of how deeply engaged they were with what they were hearing. And the jury remained transfixed as the questions continued:


Mr. Burnet, did Dr. Gross ever apologize to you for misleading you?


No.


Did he ever offer to share his profit with you?


No.


Did you ask him to?


Eventually I did, yes. When I realized what he had already done. They were my cells, from my body. I thought I should have something to say about what was done with them.


But he refused?


Yes. He said it was none of my business what he did with my cells.


The jury reacted to that. Several turned and looked at Dr. Gross. That was a good sign, too, Alex thought.


One final question, Mr. Burnet. Did you ever sign an authorization for Dr. Gross to use your cells for any commercial purposes?


No.


You never authorized their sale?


Never. But he did it anyway.


No further questions.




The judge called a fifteen-minute recess, and when the court reconvened, the UCLA attorneys began the cross-examination. For this trial, UCLA had hired Raeper and Cross, a downtown firm that specialized in high-stakes corporate litigation. Raeper represented oil companies and major defense contractors. Clearly, UCLA did not regard this trial as a defense of medical research. Three billion dollars were at stake; it was big business, and they hired a big-business firm.


The lead attorney for UCLA was Albert Rodriguez. He had a youthful, easy appearance, a friendly smile, and a disarming sense of seeming new at the job. Actually, Rodriguez was forty-five and had been a successful litigator for twenty years, but he somehow managed to give the impression that this was his first trial, and he subtly appealed to the jury to cut him some slack.


Now, Mr. Burnet, I imagine it has been taxing for you to go over the emotionally draining experiences of the last few years. I appreciate your telling the jury your experiences, and I wont keep you long. I believe you told the jury that you were very frightened, as anyone would naturally be. By the way, how much weight had you lost, when you first came to Dr. Gross?


Alex thought, Uh-oh. She knew where this was going. They were going to emphasize the dramatic nature of the cure. She glanced at the attorney sitting beside her, who was clearly trying to think of a strategy. She leaned over and whispered, Stop it.


The attorney shook his head, confused.


Her father was saying, I dont know how much I lost. About forty or fifty pounds.


So your clothes didnt fit well?


Not at all.


And what was your energy like at that time? Could you climb a flight of stairs?


No. Id go two or three steps, and Id have to stop.


From exhaustion?


Alex nudged the attorney at her side, whispered, Asked and answered. The attorney immediately stood up.




Objection. Your Honor, Mr. Burnet has already stated he was diagnosed with a terminal condition.


Yes, Rodriguez said, and he has said he was frightened. But I think the jury should know just how desperate his condition really was.


Ill allow it.


Thank you. Now then, Mr. Burnet. You had lost a quarter of your body weight, you were so weak you couldnt climb more than a couple of stairs, and you had a deadly serious form of leukemia. Is that right?


Yes.


Alex gritted her teeth. She wanted desperately to stop this line of questioning, which was clearly prejudicial, and irrelevant to the question of whether her fathers doctor had acted improperly after curing him. But the judge had decided to allow it to continue, and there was nothing she could do. And it wasnt egregious enough to provide grounds for appeal.


And for help in your time of need, Rodriguez said, you came to the best physician on the West Coast to treat this disease?


Yes.


And he treated you.


Yes.


And he cured you. This expert and caring doctor cured you.


Objection! Your Honor, Dr. Gross is a physician, not a saint.


Sustained.


All right, Rodriguez said. Let me put it this way: Mr. Burnet, how long has it been since you were diagnosed with leukemia?


Six years.


Is it not true that a five-year survival in cancer is considered a cure?


Objection, calls for expert conclusion.


Sustained.


Your Honor, Rodriguez said, turning to the judge, I dont know why this is so difficult for Mr. Burnets attorneys. I am merely trying to establish that Dr. Gross did, in fact, cure the plaintiff of a deadly cancer.




And I, the judge replied, dont know why it is so difficult for the defense to ask that question plainly, without objectionable phrasing.


Yes, Your Honor. Thank you. Mr. Burnet, do you consider yourself cured of leukemia?


Yes.


You are completely healthy at this time?


Yes.


Who in your opinion cured you?


Dr. Gross.


Thank you. Now, I believe you told the court that when Dr. Gross asked you to return for further testing, you thought that meant you were still ill.


Yes.


Did Dr. Gross ever tell you that you still had leukemia?


No.


Did anyone in his office, or did any of his staff, ever tell you that?


No.


Then, Rodriguez said, if I understand your testimony, at no time did you have any specific information that you were still ill?


Correct.


All right. Now lets turn to your treatment. You received surgery and chemotherapy. Do you know if you were given the standard treatment for T-cell leukemia?


No, my treatment was not standard.


It was new?


Yes.


Were you the first patient to receive this treatment protocol?


Yes. I was.


Dr. Gross told you that?


Yes.


And did he tell you how this new treatment protocol was developed?


He said it was part of a research program.


And you agreed to participate in this research program?




Yes.


Along with other patients with the disease?


I believe there were others, yes.


And the research protocol worked in your case?


Yes.


You were cured.


Yes.


Thank you. Now, Mr. Burnet, you are aware that in medical research, new drugs to help fight disease are often derived from, or tested on, patient tissues?


Yes.


You knew your tissues would be used in that fashion?


Yes, but not for commercial


Im sorry, just answer yes or no. When you agreed to allow your tissues to be used for research, did you know they might be used to derive or test new drugs?


Yes.


And if a new drug was found, did you expect the drug to be made available to other patients?


Yes.


Did you sign an authorization for that to happen?


A long pause. Then: Yes.


Thank you, Mr. Burnet. I have no further questions.





How do you think it went? her father asked as they left the courthouse. Closing arguments were the following day. They walked toward the parking lot in the hazy sunshine of downtown Los Angeles.


Hard to say, Alex said. They confused the facts very successfully. We know theres no new drug that emerged from this program, but I doubt the jury understands what really happened. Well bring in more expert witnesses to explain that UCLA just made a cell line from your tissues and used it to manufacture a cytokine, the way it is manufactured naturally inside your body. Theres no new drug here, but thatll probably be lost on the jury. And theres also the fact that Rodriguez is explicitly shaping this case to look exactly like the Moore case, a couple of decades back. Moore was a case very much like yours. Tissues were taken under false pretenses and sold. UCLA won that one easily, though they shouldnt have.


So, counselor, how does our case stand?


She smiled at her father, threw her arm around his shoulder, and kissed him on the cheek.


Truth? Its uphill, she said.
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Barry Sindler, divorce lawyer to the stars, shifted in his chair. He was trying to pay attention to the client seated across the desk from him, but he was having trouble. The client was a nerd named Diehl who ran some biotech company. The guy talked abstractly, no emotion, practically no expression on his face, even though he was telling how his wife was screwing around on him. Diehl must have been a terrible husband. But Barry wasnt sure how much money there was in this case. It seemed the wife had all the money.


Diehl droned on. How his first suspicions arose when he called her from Las Vegas. How he discovered the charge slips for the hotel that she went to every Wednesday. How he waited in the lobby and caught her checking in with a local tennis pro. Same old California story. Barry had heard it a hundred times. Didnt these people know they were walking clichs? Outraged husband catches wife with the tennis pro. They wouldnt even use that one on Desperate Housewives.


Barry gave up trying to listen. He had too much on his mind this morning. He had lost the Kirkorivich case, and it was all over town. Just because DNA tests had shown that it wasnt the billionaires baby. And then the court wouldnt award him his fees, even though he had cut them to a measly $1.4 mil. The judge gave him a quarter of that. Every damn lawyer in town was gloating, because they all had it in for Barry Sindler. He had heard that L.A. Magazine was doing a big story on the case, sure to be unfavorable to Barry. Not that he gave a crap about that. The truth was, the more he got portrayed as an unprincipled, ruthless prick, the more clients flocked to him. Because when it came to a divorce, people wanted a ruthless prick. They lined up for one. And Barry Sindler was without a doubt the most ruthless, unscrupulous, publicity-hungry, self-aggrandizing, stop-at-nothing son-of-a-bitch divorce lawyer in Southern California. And proud of it!


No, Barry didnt worry about any of those things. He didnt even worry about the house he was building in Montana for Denise and her two rotten kids. He didnt worry about the renovations on their house in Holmby Hills, even though the kitchen alone was costing $500K, and Denise kept changing the plans. Denise was a serial renovator. It was a disease.


No, no, no. Barry Sindler worried about just one thingthe lease. He had one whole floor in an office building on Wilshire and Doheny, twenty-three attorneys in his office, none of them worth a shit, but seeing all of them at their desks impressed the clients. And they could do the minor stuff, like take depositions and file delaying motionsstuff Barry didnt want to be bothered with. Barry knew that litigation was a war of attrition, especially in custody cases. The goal was to run the costs as high as you could and stretch the proceedings out as long as you could, because that way Barry earned the largest possible fees, and the spouse eventually got tired of the endless delays, the new filings, and of course the spiraling costs. Even the richest of them eventually got tired.


By and large, husbands were sensible. They wanted to get on with their lives, buy a new house, move in with the new girlfriend, get a nice blow job. They wanted custody issues settled. But the wives usually wanted revengeso Barry kept things from being settled, year after year, until the husbands caved. Millionaires, billionaires, celebrity assholesit didnt matter. They all caved in the end. People said it wasnt a good strategy for the kids. Well, screw the kids. If the clients cared anything about the kids, they wouldnt get divorced in the first place. Theyd stay married and miserable like everybody else, because


The nerd had said something that jogged him back to attention.


Im sorry, Barry Sindler said. Run that by me again, Mr. Diehl. What did you just say?




I said, I want my wife tested.


I can assure you, these proceedings will test her to the limit. And of course well put a detective on her, see how much she drinks, whether she does drugs, stays out all night, has lesbian affairs, all that. Standard procedure.


No, no, Diehl said. I want her tested genetically.


For what?


For everything, he said.


Ah, Barry said, nodding wisely. What the hell was the guy talking about? Genetic testing? In a custody case? He glanced down at the papers in front of him, and the business card. RICHARD RICK DIEHL, PH.D. Barry frowned unhappily. Only assholes put a nickname on the card. The card said he was CEO of BioGen Research Inc., some company out in Westview Village.


For example, Diehl said, Ill bet my wife has a genetic predisposition to bipolar illness. She certainly acts erratic. She might have the Alzheimers gene. If she does, psychological tests could show early signs of Alzheimers.


Good, very good. Barry Sindler was nodding vigorously now. This was making him happy. Fresh, new disputed areas. Sindler loved disputed areas. Administer the psychological test. Did the test show early Alzheimers or not? Who the fuck could say for sure? Wonderful, wonderfulwhatever the test results, they would be disputed. More days in court, more expert witnesses to interview, battles of the doctorates, dragging on for days. Days in court were especially lucrative.


And best of all, Barry realized that this genetic testing could become standard procedure for all custody cases. Sindler was breaking new ground here. Hed get publicity for this! He leaned forward eagerly. Go on, Mr. Diehl


Test her for the diabetes gene, breast cancer from the BRCA genes, and all the rest. And, Diehl continued, my wife might also have the gene for Huntingtons disease, which causes fatal nerve degeneration. Her grandfather had Huntingtons, so its in her family. Both her parents are still young, and the disease only shows up when youre older. So my wife could be carrying the gene and that would mean a death sentence from Huntingtons.


Umm, yes, Barry Sindler said, nodding. That could render her unfit to be the primary caregiver to the children.


Exactly.


Im surprised she hasnt been tested already.


She doesnt want to know, Diehl said. Theres a fifty-fifty chance she may have the gene. If she does, shell eventually develop the disease and die writhing in dementia. But shes twenty-eight. The disease might not appear for another twenty years. So if she knew about it nowit could ruin the rest of her life.


But it could also relieve her, if she didnt have the gene.


Too big a risk. She wont test.


Any other tests you can think of?


Hell yes, Diehl said. Thats just the beginning. I want her tested with all the current panels. There are twelve hundred gene tests now.


Twelve hundred! Sindler licked his lips at the prospect. Excellent! Why had he never heard of this before? He cleared his throat. But you realize that if you do this, she will demand you be tested, as well.


No problem, Diehl said.


Youve already been tested?


No. I just know how to fake the lab results.


Barry Sindler sat back in his chair.


Perfect.
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Beneath the high canopy of trees, the jungle floor was dark and silent. No breeze stirred the giant ferns at shoulder height. Hagar wiped sweat from his forehead, glanced back at the others, and pushed on. The expedition moved deep into the jungles of central Sumatra. No one spoke, which was the way Hagar liked it.


The river was just ahead. A dugout canoe on the near bank, a rope stretched across the river at shoulder height. They crossed in two groups, Hagar standing up in the dugout, pulling them across on the rope, then going back for the others. It was silent except for the cry of a distant hornbill.


They continued on the opposite bank. The jungle trail grew narrower, and muddy in spots. The team didnt like that; they made a lot of noise trying to scramble around the wet patches. Finally, one said, How much farther is it?


It was that kid. The whiny American teenager with spots on his face. He was looking to his mother, a largish matron in a broad straw hat.


Are we almost there? the kid whined.


Hagar put his finger to his lips. Quiet!


My feet hurt.


The other tourists were standing around, a cluster of bright-colored clothing. Staring at the kid.


Look, Hagar whispered, if you make noise, you wont see them.


I dont see them anyhow. The kid pouted, but he fell into line as the group moved on. Today they were mostly Americans. Hagar didnt like Americans, but they werent the worst. The worst, he had to admit, were the


There!


Look there!


The tourists were pointing ahead, excited, chattering. About fifty yards up the trail and off to the right, a juvenile male orangutan stood upright in the branches that swayed gently with his weight. Magnificent creature, reddish fur, roughly forty pounds, distinctive white streak in the fur above his ear. Hagar had not seen him in weeks.


Hagar gestured for the others to be quiet, and moved up the trail. The tourists were close behind him now, stumbling, banging into one another in their excitement.


Ssssh! he hissed.


Whats the big deal? one said. I thought this was a sanctuary.


Ssssh!


But theyre protected here


Ssssh!


Hagar needed it quiet. He reached into his shirt pocket and pressed the Record button. He unclipped his lapel mike and held it in his hand.


They were now about thirty yards from the orang. They passed a sign along the trail that said BUKUT ALAM ORANGUTAN SANCTUARY. This was where orphaned orangs were nursed to health, and reintroduced into the wild. There was a veterinary facility, a research station, a team of researchers.


If its a sanctuary, I dont understand why


George, you heard what he said. Be quiet.


Twenty yards, now.


Look, another one! Two! There!


They were pointing off to the left. High in the canopy, a one-year-old, crashing through branches with an older juvenile. Swinging gracefully. Hagar didnt care. He was focused on the first animal.


The white-streaked orang did not move away. Now he was hanging by one hand, swinging in the air, head cocked to one side as he looked at them. The younger animals in the canopy were gone. White-streak stayed where he was, and stared.


Ten yards. Hagar held his microphone out in front of him. The tourists were pulling out their cameras. The orang stared directly at Hagar and made an odd sound, like a cough. Dwaas.


Hagar repeated the sound back. Dwaas.


The orang stared at him. The curved lips moved. A sequence of guttural grunts: Ooh stomm dwaas, varlaat leanme.


One of the tourists said, Is he making those sounds?


Yes, Hagar said.


Is hetalking?


Apes cant talk, another tourist said. Orangs are silent. It says so in the book.


Several snapped flash pictures of the hanging ape. The juvenile male showed no surprise. But the lips moved: Geen lichten dwaas.


Does he have a cold? a woman asked nervously. Sounds like hes coughing?


Hes not coughing, another voice said.


Hagar glanced over his shoulder. A heavyset man at the back, a man who had struggled to keep up, red-faced and puffing, now held a tape recorder in his hand, pointing it toward the orang. He had a determined look on his face. He said to Hagar, Is this some kind of trick you play?


No, Hagar said.


The man pointed to the orang. Thats Dutch, he said. Sumatra used to be a Dutch colony. Thats Dutch.


I wouldnt know, Hagar said.


I would. The animal said, Stupid, leave me alone. And then it said, No lights. When the camera flashes went off.


I dont know what those sounds were, Hagar said.


But you were recording them.


Just out of curiosity


You had your microphone out long before the sounds began. You knew that animal would speak.


Orangs cant speak, Hagar said.




That one can.


They all stared at the orangutan, still swinging from one arm. It scratched itself with the free arm. It was silent.


The heavyset man said loudly, Geen lichten.


The ape just stared, blinked slowly.


Geen lichten!


The orang gave no sign of comprehension. After a moment, he swung to a nearby branch, and began to climb into the air, moving easily, arm on arm.


Geen lichten!


The ape kept climbing. The woman in the big straw hat said, I think it was just coughing or something.


Hey, the heavyset man yelled. Msieu! Comment a va?


The ape continued up through the branches, swinging in an easy rhythm with its long arms. It did not look down.


I thought maybe it speaks French, the man said. He shrugged. Guess not.


A light rain began to drip from the canopy. The other tourists put their cameras away. One shrugged on a light, transparent raincoat. Hagar wiped the sweat from his forehead. Up ahead, three young orangs were scampering around a tray of papayas on the ground. The tourists turned their attention to them.


From high in the canopy came a growling sound: Espce de con. The phrase came to them clearly, surprisingly distinct in the still air.


The heavyset man spun around. What?


Everyone turned to look upward.


That was a swear word, the teenager said. In French. I know it was a swear word. In French.


Hush, his mother said.


The group stared up at the canopy, searching the dense mass of dark leaves. They could not see the ape up there.


The heavyset man yelled, Quest-ce que tu dis?


There was no answer. Just the crash of an animal moving through branches, and the distant cry of a hornbill.






CHEEKY CHIMP CHEWS OFF TOURISTS


(News of the World)




AFFE SPRICHT IM DSCHUNGEL, FLCHE GEORGE BUSH


(Der Spiegel)




ORANG PARLE FRANAIS?!!


(Paris Match, beneath a picture of Jacques Derrida)




MUSLIM MONKEY BERATES WESTERNERS


(Weekly Standard)




MONKEY MOUTHS OFF, WITNESSES AGAPE


(National Enquirer)




TALKING CHIMPANZEE REPORTED IN JAVA


(New York Times, subsequent correction printed)




POLYGLOT PRIMATES SIGHTED IN SUMATRA


(Los Angeles Times)




And, finally, a group of tourists in Indonesia swear they were abused by an orangutan in the jungles of Borneo. According to the tourists, the ape swore at them in Dutch and French, which means it was probably a lot smarter than they were. But no recordings of the cursing chimp have turned up, leading us to conclude that if you believe this story, we have a job for you in the current administration. Plenty of talking apes there!






(Countdown with Keith Olbermann,
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