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1.

Mike Hughes thought: It’s dead.

From where he stood, Tanglewood Memorial Hospital rose like a pile of bones, the remains of some animal that had fallen down behind the acres of trees that surrounded it and never gotten up.

On the other side of the rotunda, he saw workmen on scaffolding and ladders, hammering sheets of plywood across the windows, filling the evening air with the reassuring tap-tap-tap of endless American labor. They’d been working all week, covering every door and window to dissuade any thieves or vandals who would soon be tempted by Tanglewood’s unwatched grounds, and now the work was virtually complete. The entire building was boarded shut in an irregular crossword puzzle of wooden planks.

In two hours it would be dark. It was the Fourth of July weekend, temperatures in the mid-nineties with the kind of humidity that gave even the lightest fabrics an itchy, clutching dampness. Mike continued along the walkway, the moist heat creating little sweat blotches on the front of his blue scrub pants, and stopped outside the main entrance, where two men in yellow hard hats were packing up the last of their tools and carrying them to a waiting pickup.

“Almost done?” Mike asked.

“Just about,” one of the men said, not bothering to look up.

“How are people getting through?”

The hard hat nodded vaguely off to the right. “Emergency room exit.”

Mike followed the cement path beneath the long overhang where for decades ambulances had dropped off casualties. Exchanging sun for shadow, his eyes lost their squint and his face softened, becoming younger, friendlier. He was thirty-four years old, an age that had once seemed as insurmountable as Everest but now felt as lived-in as his old beach sandals. Parenthood had added the first wrinkles around his eyes, and his hairline was beginning to thin. Lately, without saying anything about it, Sarah had begun buying low-fat snacks and sending salads with his supper, which he knew was as close as she’d ever come to remarking on the fact that they were both, unthinkable as it once seemed, broaching the hinterlands of middle age.

Mike went inside, walking past Steve Calhoun in his alcove set just within the emergency room entrance.

“Seven o’clock already?” Calhoun asked, scowling down at the Sports page.

“Almost.”

“Ain’t you the eager beaver.” The security guard shook his head. “My old man said never trust a fella that isn’t late for work once in a while.”

“Sounds like the model employee.”

“Then there’s you,” Calhoun continued on, “never been a minute late in your life. Coming in early, even.” He seemed to mull it over in his mind. “Man like that must have something real special waiting for him downstairs.”

“Excuse me?”

“Come on, sweet Jolie Braun?”

Mike flushed. “Now listen—”

“Okay, take it easy,” Calhoun said, looking up from his newspaper to nod at the wall of video monitors rising alongside him. “I get paid to notice things, that’s all. Doesn’t mean I got to tell nobody.” A smile crept over his face. “You’re a married man, ain’tcha? Got a kid at home?”

Mike set his hands on the security counter and leaned forward, forcing Calhoun to meet his eyes. “You’re way off base on this.”

“Not that I blame you. Lord knows I’d give my left one to get my hands around some of that.”

“Look—”

“All right, all right, don’t get all bent out of shape.” Calhoun leaned back on his rickety stool and Mike heard the big key ring on his belt jingle. “You know, I’m surprised they even made your sorry ass come in to work tonight. You must have really pissed somebody off up the food chain, huh?”

Mike blew out his breath, relieved at the turn in conversation. “Must have.”

“And the midnight shift no less?” Calhoun scowled at him, the incredulity building in his eyes like an impending sneeze. “Christ Jesus, there ain’t even anybody here! Ambulance fleet transferred the last patients out to Good Sam’s this morning. All that’s left is files and furniture. Otherwise this whole place is as hollowed-out as my checking account.”

“Suits me.” He watched Calhoun’s hand move automatically to the breast pocket of his uniform, finding the soft-pack of discount cigarettes, shaking one out and installing it expertly between his lips. Though he couldn’t have been much older than Mike, Calhoun’s entire physical appearance betrayed a lifetime of spectacular misuse and neglect. He was a scrawny, limping, unshaven man with an enormous Adam’s apple who nonetheless evoked a kind of brute durability, as if the very ligature of his body was strung together by alcohol-cured leather.

For the three years Mike had worked at Tanglewood, Calhoun’s “office” had been a gauntlet that he had to run just to get to the time clock. Here the security guard sat with his keys, cigarettes, and closed-circuit video feeds from every corner of the hospital, as protected as any endangered species: the gainfully employed American functional alcoholic. And from the current smell of things, Calhoun hadn’t waited until he was home to start drinking.

Let him say what he wants about Jolie Braun, Mike decided. Nobody would believe him anyway.

“Ayuh.” Calhoun grinned in a way that made his long chin appear to grow even longer. “I guess you ought to have it quiet tonight.” He looked around with the comical bewilderment of the person the universe had chosen as its straight man more often than not. “But I still don’t see why they couldn’t give you one night off.”

“I appreciate your concern.” Mike was already leaning into the first step that would carry him away from Calhoun and whatever remained of this conversation when he heard rubber squealing up the service road in front of the hospital. Turning, he saw a line of police cruisers pulling into the rotunda, followed by an ambulance. Officers in blue uniforms were already getting out, moving with the swift urgency of men about their work.

Calhoun glanced up. “What the hell is all this happy crap?”

“Got your patient here,” a young cop in sunglasses said, walking up, thrusting a fat stack of pages in Calhoun’s direction.

“Hold it.” Calhoun put down his paper and stood up. But the EMTs were already opening the back of the ambulance, unloading a stretcher with a man in an orange prison jumpsuit strapped to the rails. The man stared into the blue summer sky with an absolute vacancy of expression that seemed to Mike’s eye neither childlike nor tranquil. Like the hospital, he thought, the man on the stretcher looked dead.

“Says here he’s going for an MRI,” the sunglasses cop said. “Either you two geniuses know where that is?”

Mike nodded. “I work there.”

“Yeah? Well, that makes you my new best friend.”

Craning his neck, Mike tried to get a better look at the face of the man strapped to the litter, but the shadows of the officers surrounding him continued to float over his features, obscuring them like a series of ill-fitting masks. It felt like the man’s face was hiding from him, ducking away just when he thought he might catch a glimpse of it. The cops, all five of them, stood looking at one another across the stretcher. Mike realized that the paramedics had already climbed back into the ambulance; within moments the vehicle sped off, leaving them there with the silent passenger.

“Who is this guy?” Mike asked.

Nobody said a word.
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The elevator doors jumped open and the cops came out with the stretcher—Calhoun had elected to stay upstairs—when Mike saw Jolie waiting for them. She was holding a digital camera, snapping photos of the man in the prison jumpsuit until the sunglasses cop gave her a hard look.

“If I were you I’d put that away,” the cop said. “That flashing light’s liable to make our friend here lose his happy thoughts.” He was still wearing his tinted aviator specs, despite the fact that he was now underground. “You put our boy here in an agitated state, it’s gonna get ugly in a hurry.” Without waiting for Jolie to reply, he looked over at Mike. “Which way we headed, chief?”

“That way,” Mike said in a voice that, to his own ears, sounded lost amid the unexpected flurry of activity. He hadn’t learned anything about the man on the stretcher, or why Jolie would want to take his picture, but he had finally gotten a clear look at the prisoner’s face in the elevator. It made him feel cold all over. Though the man still wore no expression, he could feel the green eyes watching him, drifting away and coming back again with the lazy watchfulness of a predator sizing up his prey.

They pushed the stretcher past the vacant X-ray and fluoroscopy suites, the waiting room, and a CAT scan whose door stood open to reveal the green glow of the control panel shining across the tile floor. The long hall ahead was empty except for a broken wheelchair and a stack of cardboard boxes. Mounted to the wall was a digital punch-clock, and Mike swiped his badge without breaking stride.

“Through those double doors.” He pointed with his chin. “There’s a button on the wall.”

One of the cops hit the button and they wheeled the litter into a larger space whose dimly lit perimeters receded into darkness. Monitors and computer equipment lined the walls, and Mike heard the low hum of climate-control systems cycling fresh air through the ventilation ducts. Thirty feet in front of him, behind a square of tinted glass, was the scan room, the six-foot bore of the 1.5 Tesla Philips magnet gaped like an open mouth.

He dropped his backpack on the floor and kicked it aside, out of the path of the stretcher.

“What’s this?” The sunglasses cop reached behind a desk and pulled up an aluminum baseball bat. “You and Florence Nightingale play ball down here when it gets slow?”

Jolie shook her head, pointing through the glass. The entire entourage paused to look at her. “There’s twenty miles of copper wire coiled up inside that bore that holds a constant electrical charge,” she smiled broadly, clearly happy to have everyone’s attention. “And the guys that installed the emergency vent were more interested in my chest than getting the shaft put on straight. If the chamber ruptures and the backup vent fails, we’ve got three seconds before helium gas fills the room. That’s where Mr. Louisville here comes in.” She pantomimed someone swinging a bat toward the glass.

The cop leaned over toward Jolie, and Mike was just close enough to hear him speak into her ear. “I can sympathize with those guys who installed the vent.” He took off his sunglasses. “You got a boyfriend?”

“I dated a cop once. It didn’t work out.”

“Yeah?”

“I wouldn’t let him bring his gun to bed.”

The cop said, “You serious?” and Jolie started saying something about handcuffs, as Mike glanced around the scan room, taking stock of the remaining equipment. Sitting out on the table next to the console was a foil-wrapped bottle and two plastic champagne flutes. It was just odd enough to jar him back into the flow of Jolie’s one-woman show, the kind of “here I am, boys” performance piece she could carry on almost indefinitely, given a willing audience of men.

“Hey, Jo?” He nodded at the champagne. “What’s that?”

A twinge of secrecy shadowed the corners of her lips. “Didn’t you get my note?”

“I got it,” Mike said and felt a prodding finger of unease whose source he couldn’t quite pinpoint. “What’s with the snapshots?” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the other cops once again pushing the stretcher toward the MRI door.

“I’m going to sell them on eBay. Candid photos of serial killers go for a lot of money.”

“Serial killers?” He looked at her more closely, wanting to see teasing in her face but not spotting any. “Who ordered this?”

“Dr. Walker.” Jolie turned to where the cops had stopped with the stretcher and pointed at the door. “Guys, hold up.”

A red sign there read:

         

WARNING—THIS MAGNET IS ALWAYS ON!

ABSOLUTELY NO LOOSE METAL OBJECTS!

“DO WE HAVE YOUR KEYS?”

         

“All those metal restraints are going to have to come off Mr. Snow before we put him into the magnet,” Jolie said. “You big strong men might as well get started stripping him down.”



3.

“Mommy, where are we going?”

“To the hospital to see Daddy.” Sarah had answered this question three times already since they’d left the house twenty minutes ago, and it was part of a routine so familiar that it hardly registered. In any case, her mind was preoccupied with more pressing matters.

They were on Route 72, having finally cut away from the herd of holiday traffic coming off the turnpike, deep into soybean fields and grain silos that gave this landscape its texture. Some of the silos had Bible verses painted on the side, most had American flags. On the Outback’s passenger seat, an empty cardboard box rode shotgun. Sarah told herself that she was dropping by to pick up whatever Mike had stored in his locker—books, clothes, coffee cups, the menagerie of personal items he’d accumulated after working three years at Tanglewood. But if she was going to be even remotely honest with herself, that wasn’t the real reason for her visit tonight.

Faintly, she heard her mother’s voice ringing through her head: Once a cheater, always a cheater. Because they know they can. The smug confidence of that voice always made her cringe. Once a cheater, always a cheater. Because they know they can. Because they—

“Stop it,” she said, under her breath, but still loud enough that Eli picked it up from the backseat. He’d always had her sense of hearing.

“What, Mommy? What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

“You said ‘stop it.’”

“Just talking to myself.” She turned off 72 onto Mill Valley Road, and up ahead in the distance, through the tree line, she could just barely make out the cracked concrete tablelands of Tanglewood’s outermost parking lots gleaming in the sun. “We’re almost there.”

“How much longer?”

“Five minutes.”

The cell phone in her canvas MasterCard bag started chiming Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy,” a custom ring-tone that she had personally programmed in but nonetheless always sounded slightly off-key. Digging past a box of Eli’s animal crackers, she pulled out the cell, thumbing the “talk” button before she’d even checked the number.

“Hello?”

“Sarah?”

Her mother: Sarah felt herself struggling for normalcy. “What’s up?”

“Where are you, dear?”

“Going to visit Mike.”

“Everything all right?”

“Fine.”

“Your voice sounds funny.”

“It’s this pollen count,” Sarah said, already wishing she hadn’t picked up the phone. “And the reception’s about to go out. What’s up?”

Newspaper rustled in the background, a TV crackled from the other room. “Your father wants to know what time you’re coming over for lunch on Monday. He’s doing steaks on the grill.”

“I’m not sure we’ll be there.”

“We picked up sparklers for Eli and some of those lamb kebabs from the Greek place. How many do you think you’ll eat?”

“I don’t know if we’ll make it,” Sarah said. “I’ll have to let you know.”

“I’m sending your father to the store now. If—”

“Mom, please, all right? I’m about to lose reception.”

Now there was no mistaking the weight of the silence hanging on the other end. Sarah could think of nothing to fill it that wouldn’t make it worse.

“All right,” her mother said finally. “Let us know.”

“I will.”

“Give Eli a kiss from Nana.”

“Right.”

“You’re sure you’re all right?”

“Mom—” Just as she felt the last strand of her patience slipping through its pulleys, it occurred to her that there might actually be something else, an unspoken reason why her mother had called. “Is something wrong?”

Her mother was quiet for a moment. “No,” she said finally. “I just woke up with one of my feelings this morning. I wanted to make sure you and Eli and Mike were all okay.”

Sarah sighed. Despite everything, her mother’s concern sounded genuine. “Thanks for calling. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

“Bye, honey.”

Sarah closed the phone and set it aside with a heightened sense of unease. Her mother’s “feelings” came often enough that she rarely put stock in them, but once or twice—

“Mommy?”

She looked up. Mindless routine had taken her to the hospital’s sprawling employee parking lot, empty except for a discarded McDonald’s cup in the middle. Sarah realized that tonight she could park wherever she wanted. Nobody was going to ticket the Outback for taking up space in the ER lot on the last night the hospital was open.

“Yes?”

“Who was on the phone?”

She turned up the service drive, past the visitor lot, swung in alongside the main building. “Nana.”

“What’d she say?”

“Just calling to say hi,” she said, mindful that her son had listened to every word of her end of the conversation. She waited for further questioning on the subject, but instead Eli asked:

“Did we bring Daddy dinner?”

“No.”

“Then why are we going to see him?”

She caught her son’s face in the rearview mirror, put on a smile. “It’s a surprise.”

You can say that again.

They got out, Eli holding her hand all the way to the entrance. The hospital’s flag was down but the cable clanged against the steel pole. Sarah didn’t realize that Eli had been imitating the noise, softly, under his breath, until they got inside.
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Mike found Walker by the vending machines next to the ground-floor elevator, struggling to feed a wrinkled dollar bill into a coffee machine. He watched him thumb the creamer button several times, apparently not realizing the machine had already spit his dollar back at him.

“I think it’s empty.”

The tall man in the white coat flinched, visibly startled, and removed the dollar from the slot with a sheepish smile that looked completely out of place on his face. He was in his mid-sixties, with the finely chiseled, almost aristocratic features that made Mike wonder, on more than one occasion, what the rest of the world must look like from up there. Army ants? Chess pieces? Or something even more impersonal, components that Walker constantly strove to align according to his vision?

“Mike.” He smiled. “Didn’t hear you coming.”

“You brought in Frank Snow on our last night of operation?”

The doctor’s eyes lit from deep within. “He’s here?”

“Jo’s putting him on the table right now.”

“I’ll have to examine him before he goes in.” Walker began walking quickly up the hall toward the MRI suite. “Apparently Mr. Snow’s been experiencing headaches and numbness.”

Mike found himself hurrying to keep up. “We could’ve waited until the Harrisburg scanner was up and running. Hell of a thing to spring on us on our last night.”

“Just a routine brain MRI,” Walker said, opening the door into the suite. “Thirty minutes and he won’t be our problem anymore.”

“Somebody should have told the ambulance drivers that,” Mike said, letting a hint of irritation creep into his voice. “They couldn’t wait to get out of here.”

Walker gazed at him placidly. In front of them, the man on the stretcher held up his arms so the police could remove his handcuffs.

“I’ve never apologized for making anyone do their job. I don’t intend to start now.” At length the doctor took a syringe from his pocket and began filling it from a bottle whose label Mike couldn’t read. “Mr. Snow’s other symptoms include generalized weakness, with multiple incidents of dizziness, lethargy—”

“My heart goes out to him.” Mike looked over at Jolie as she turned to the detainee and took another photo. It looked like one of the cops was about to move to stop her, but the officer with the sunglasses held him back. Guy must really think his chances are pretty good, Mike thought. The flash danced over the prisoner’s indifferent face, glinting off something deep and broken in his eyes, and a moment later Mike felt the emotional aftershock like a rumble of thunder after lightning.

Frank Snow: he knew the name. Anyone watching the news ten years ago would have recognized it—a synonym for when things went so wrong the adjectives no longer sufficed. Knowledge of the man’s crimes felt both practical and primordial, a built-in cautiousness that came along with a grown-up fear of dark places and sudden noises. Mike didn’t even have to actively engage his memory to recall grainy newspaper photos of a remote barn with black-stained ropes and chains on the floor, notes, piles of clothes, and sneakers in one corner.

Snow turned his head toward Jolie’s camera, the flash leaping off his skin. A vein twitched in the back of his hand and Mike saw what looked like needle tracks on his arm, some possibly infected. Who knew what kind of diseases Snow might’ve picked up in prison? Had anybody even bothered obtaining an adequate medical history? He was suddenly struck by the realization that everything about this procedure felt poorly thought out by people with no stake in the outcome.

An older cop, who had introduced himself as McPhee, removed the last of the leg restraints. He glanced briefly at Jolie, narrowed his eyes, and turned toward Mike. “Ready when you are.”

Mike put on a pair of rubber gloves and walked over to Snow, who stood gazing back at him, expressionless once more, though now it seemed to come from deep within a man who had abandoned his body completely. His eyes were warehouse-empty. Within arm’s reach, Mike smelled a churchgoer’s bouquet of aftershave and the eye-watering sting of eucalyptus mouthwash.

“This way,” he said, nodding Snow through the doorway. Beyond it was the room where the scanner sat waiting, a long, narrow table protruding like a white tongue. Silver foil ventilation pipes squirmed from the top of the plastic housing straight up to the ceiling, where they passed between floors and eventually to the outside world.

The last ten steps to the scan table seemed to take forever. Snow shuffled forward as if shackled to the air itself. His head hung down, eyes to the floor, and as he turned to sit on the table, Mike noticed something rising from his collar up the back of his neck.

It was the spiny crest of a black serpent, its scales and pigmentation painstakingly engraved in a mesh of lines that must have taken months to accomplish. What would such a thing look like fully revealed? Had Snow gotten it done before he’d been caught? What Mike glimpsed now already looked far too sophisticated for prison ink.

“Lie down on your back,” he said, keeping his voice as flat as possible. “The test takes approximately thirty minutes. You’ll hear a series of loud knocking sounds, like a jackhammer. During that time you should hold perfectly still.” He settled headphones over Snow’s ears and slid the plastic head coil down over the man’s face, where it fit like a mask. “If you move during the scan…”

He hesitated, losing his train of thought. Snow’s smell had changed somehow. The aftershave and mouthwash were gone, overcome by a thick, feral stink pouring through the prison uniform. When he glanced down, Snow was grinning at him, his green eyes bright now, lips skinned back to the gum line. His arm shifted sideways along the jumpsuit.

“I forgot to take this out of my pocket.” Snow held up something, a folded silver square. “Mind holding on to it for me?”

Without really intending to, Mike felt himself reaching out and taking the thing. It was warm from Snow’s pocket, soft like a stick of gum. Holding it as far from his face as possible, he slipped it into his own pocket and flipped the toggle switch on the side of the machine, raising the table and aligning the laser light just above Snow’s eyes. The table slid deep into the mouth of the magnet until only Snow’s feet stuck out, encased in beige canvas prison shoes. From here Mike could see Snow’s fingers laced together on his chest, as poised as a corpse at a viewing.

“Oh, and don’t worry about your son,” Snow’s voice drifted out from inside the tube. “I’ve got special plans for him.”

Mike looked in. “What?”

Silence now, so unresponsive that Mike could almost have imagined the whole thing.

He’s messing with you.

Yeah, but how did he know—

Lucky guess. Just start this thing and get it over with.

Mike left the room, closed the door behind him, and sat down to scan.

“What was he doing in there?” Jolie said. “Asking you on a date?”

“He stinks.” Even out here, Snow’s smell was stuck in his nose just as the killer’s words were lodged in his head. Mike selected the first sequence and waited while the radio frequency amplifier started its warm-up on the other side of the glass. He couldn’t stop thinking about how Snow had grinned at him from inside the head coil, eyes so bright they might see in the dark, and the way his smell had soured, thickening as the man snapped to life.

Don’t worry about your son.

He took the silver square from his pocket, turned it over in his still-gloved hand. It was a piece of tightly folded paper, slightly damp, wrapped in grimy aluminum foil. He peeled the wrapper away, unfolded the paper.

It was a torn-out page from a hard-core skin magazine, its once-glossy sheen so faded and creased that Mike couldn’t tell the gender of the bodies depicted on it, only that they were all naked and complexly knotted together in twos and threes. There were words written sideways across the pictures.

Holding the page under the desk, Mike turned it lengthwise to read. Black marker was scrawled across the page forming thick crooked letters, a hasty child’s handwriting:


You have a choice. Stay and do your job or take your family and get out. Make this decision RIGHT NOW. You won’t get another warning.


Mike frowned, read the note again, not comprehending. His family wasn’t even—

“Whoa, Mike, he’s already moving,” Jolie said. Mike looked up through the glass into the scan room. Deep inside the tube of the magnet, Snow’s knee had started to bounce.

You won’t get another warning.

Behind him, he heard a voice say, “Daddy!”
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Mike spun in his chair and saw Eli running toward him, carrying his water bottle in one hand and a box of animal crackers in the other. Falling into his arms, the boy clasped him furiously in a tumble of smells and small muscles, love so intense it almost hurt. Mike looked up over his son’s head where his wife stood holding an empty box.

“Mike.” Her eyes flashed off Jolie, the bottle, two glasses. “We need to talk.”

“Not now.” Inside the magnet, Frank Snow had drawn his legs up so all that was visible was the lower half of his legs. Mike hit “Abort Scan” and the knocking sound stopped. “You have to get out of here.”

She was rooting around in her purse. “Mike—”

“Sarah, you have to leave!”

Now she looked up, face smooth with shock. Eli had drawn back to stare at him, speechless. Even the cops, who were crammed at the door of the scan room, momentarily turned their heads around in surprise.

“Go upstairs; I’ll meet you in the lobby. Find Steve Calhoun. He’ll keep an eye on you until I get a chance to come up.”

At first Sarah didn’t move. Then with no visible change in expression she dumped her bag on the floor, pouring out a wallet, wads of Kleenex, toy trains, a cell phone, fruit snacks, parking tickets, slips and scraps of paper that skittered in front of her. Mike saw her Coach key chain hit the worn tile, the one he’d given her on their first anniversary. Reaching down, Sarah picked up a crumpled slip and tossed it at his feet.

“I found this in your pocket last night,” she said. Her voice had a drab, resigned flatness that he’d heard only once before in their marriage.

“Sarah—” Too many things were happening at once. His wife had turned into an ice sculpture in front of him. Somewhere off to his right, Jolie was talking again, saying something to the police, but it no longer sounded remotely humorous, and the cops were all talking simultaneously.

“Sarah,” Mike said, “wait!” But she was already shoving piles of stuff blindly back in her bag. She grabbed Eli’s hand, pulling him away, the boy twisting around to look back at Mike. Mike dropped the note, shot to his feet sharply enough to send his chair rolling backward, where it banged into the desk. He looked over at the others. “I’ll be right back.”

Jolie stared; no one else seemed to notice. “Wait, you’re leaving now?”

“Just get the scan started. See if you can make him hold still.”

“I’m not even on the clock anymore. The only reason I even stayed—”

He was out the door before she finished, into the empty hallway. There were three different ways Sarah and Eli could’ve gone, but he knew she wouldn’t have taken the elevator. Swinging open a metal door to the
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