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      I walk through Times Square with the unsubstantiated conviction that someone is following me. This has become an ongoing issue for me. Wherever I go, I think someone or something is there, lurking at the edge of my awareness.

      It’s like a canker sore you can’t help but touch with your tongue. No matter what, I can’t just chill and stop worrying about secret surveillance. The problem with this situation is that I know the name of the condition—paranoid schizophrenia—and the knowledge scares me more than my unseen stalkers.

      I glance up at the flashy billboards, but the models in the ads aren’t the culprits. Next, I look around and see thousands of happy tourists staring at the Naked Cowboy and taking selfies with all the unauthorized Disney and Marvel characters. I decide these aren’t my mysterious followers either—which is fortunate. If I thought Mickey Mouse or Spider-Man were after me, I’d commit myself to an institution this very moment. Nor do I think it’s any of the multitudes of annoyed New York natives who are following me, because all they want is to get through the hive of people and return to their offices.

      Then I freeze in place because, for the first time since my paranoia began, I think I spot one of my stalkers.

      It’s a man whose face I can’t discern. The only detail I can distinguish about this guy is that he’s dressed in a perfectly tailored designer suit.

      As soon as I spot one guy, I see a dozen more—all dressed in identical black suits.

      When the Suits notice I’m aware of them, they abandon stealth and begin pushing through the crowd, eager and ready to grab me.

      Since it will take too long to escape through the dense human fog on the street, I hurry toward the road instead. My walk quickly turns into a sprint toward 6th Avenue, and I push and elbow my way through to the car-beaten asphalt.

      A black limo screeches to a stop, blocking my way. The limo window rolls down, revealing more Suits inside it.

      Backing away, I glance in the direction of the traffic and spot a slew of cars descending on me—all driven by the Suits. I turn to look down the street and see an impenetrable traffic jam.

      I turn back, only to face a wall of running Suits—except now I notice something about these men is horribly wrong.

      As I attempt to register what I’m seeing, the ever-present bustle of Times Square quiets, creating the feeling that all the people and cars around me have frozen in place, perhaps as shocked by the Suits as I am.

      There is a reason for that.

      The Suits have no faces.

      No, that’s not exactly accurate.

      They have no eyes, nose, or lips, and where the face should be, I see a smooth mirrored surface instead. Their hands are also reflective, as though their skin is made of aluminum and covered in glass.

      What shocks me more is my reflection in their spherical mirrors. I look crazier than the homeless guy with Tourette’s syndrome I often see on the ride to Techno’s offices. My hair is long with a year’s worth of grease in it. I’m missing teeth, my bloodshot eyes with the pupils the size of nickels are darting in random directions, and my face is concentration-camp thin.

      The Suits approach me, and I have no choice but to assume a fighting stance.

      Before I can land a single strike, however, strong arms grab me and throw me at the One Times Square building. As the impossible arc of my flight takes me toward the fortieth-story window, I again question my sanity—because every person in Times Square now lacks a face, their features replaced with smooth reflective surfaces.

      I hit the window, and the glass shreds my skin with a million shards.

      More Suits are waiting for me in the room.

      They raise their hands, and mirrored blades eject from their fingers.

      A dozen of them approach me.

      I punch the nearest one in the stomach and wish Gogi were here to see the perfection of my movements, because he would be proud. Unfortunately, I don’t have time to dwell on that for long. Instead of doubling over in pain like a normal human, the Suit slices my face with his shiny claws.

      The pain is exquisite, and I realize something I should have long ago.

      I’m having a nightmare. Again.

      [image: ]

      “You have been unconscious for four hours,” Einstein reports somewhere in my groggy brain. “Current time is 4:37 a.m.”

      I’m about to mentally say something snarky to the AI but decide against it. I asked him to keep track of my brain awareness because I had a half-baked idea of dealing with my nightmares by asking Einstein a question along the lines of, “Einstein, am I sleeping right now?” The problem is that it’s hard to remember about Einstein while inside a nightmare. Also, if my nightmare were extra creative, I could potentially dream up Einstein’s answer.

      My eyelids fly apart, and I’m faced with the pools of amber that are Ada’s eyes.

      “Another nightmare?” she whispers and cups my face in her hands, her delicate features contorted in a worried frown.

      “Da,” I whisper, trying to fight the grogginess. Then, realizing I just spoke Russian, I say in English, “Second one tonight. Must be some kind of a record.”

      “Are you being followed again, or did your dad try to kill you?” She sits up, and the sight of her perky upper body distracts me from the nightmare better than anything she could’ve said.

      “Being followed.” I force myself to refocus on her face. I know what she’s about to say, but truth can be an annoying habit, so I also add, “I’ve been feeling like this a lot lately.”

      “Then will you finally go see a professional?” As she did during those few earlier pleading attempts, Ada uses the puppy-eyes tactic to make it extremely hard to say no.

      “Shrinks did nothing for Mom when she needed help,” I remind her. “Besides, what if I am being followed?” We’ve had this argument before, and it doesn’t take enhanced intelligence to know I’m about to lose this battle.

      “Gogi doesn’t think you’re being followed.” Ada spikes her limp hair into a sad mockery of her usual Mohawk. “And the nightmares about your father are—”

      “Fine,” I say. On some level, I’ve been preparing to give in and see a shrink for a few days now. “I’ll see him.”

      “Her,” Ada corrects. “Dr. Golovasi.”

      “Of course that’s her name.” I snicker because the psychologist’s name sounds like the Russian word golova, meaning head. “Your doctor is lucky she’s not a proctologist.”

      Ada chuckles weakly. Her Russian has improved over the last five months, so she undoubtedly understood my joke. “Your appointment is at 11 a.m. later today. Now let’s go back to sleep so you can get enough rest.”

      That she already has the appointment scheduled doesn’t surprise me. She either just made it using her AROS—Augmented Reality Operating System—interface, or, more likely, she made it earlier in the hope (or certainty) that she could convince me to go. In fact, she probably scheduled and rescheduled this appointment every day for months while she was chipping away at my reluctance.

      We both yawn and get into our routine spooning position, her petite frame a perfect fit in my embrace.

      As though on cue, I feel a small, warm body cozy up to me from behind my neck. It’s Mr. Spock. He’s peacefully grinding his teeth in a monster bruxing session, which tells me he’s in rat nirvana. I launch the new version of the EmoRat app, and it allows me to feel what my furry friend is feeling—a blissful, in-the-moment calmness that us humans, at least the New York types, can only envy. He’s happy to be in bed with us and his fellow rats for the night, though the others are cozying up in front of Ada.

      “Good night,” I say. I almost add, “I love you,” but I stop myself.

      Before moving in together, Ada and I said we loved each other, the first time either of us has felt this way about someone. Sadly, I also learned that Ada is peculiar when it comes to the L word. She wants to see actions that show love rather than hear the constant repetition of those words. For some unfathomable reason, she finds them corny. I suspect this whole issue is something she should see a shrink about, but if she doesn’t want to hear me wear out the phrase, I’ll play along. This way, when I do say it on some auspicious occasion, like our twentieth anniversary, it’ll feel more powerful—and I think that might be Ada’s point.

      Feeling more relaxed, I focus on breathing evenly, and after about thirty more inhales of Ada’s coconut-scented hair, I fall asleep.

      If I have any more nightmares that night, I don’t remember them.
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      “Dr. Golovasi will see you in a moment.” The plump receptionist blows a bubble with her chewing gum. “Fill these out for now.”

      I take the forms, but before I fill them out, I locate the Wi-Fi and switch over from the slower cell connection. My whole world brightens, and I inwardly sigh at yet another confirmation that I’ve become as reliant on Wi-Fi (and connectivity in general) as a severely nearsighted person on their glasses. It’s gotten to the point where I would’ve canceled this visit if they didn’t have Wi-Fi—a purely hypothetical scenario since Ada made the appointment and she has the same quirks in this regard. Plus, this is a doctor in Manhattan, so Wi-Fi is pretty much guaranteed.

      I mentally instruct Mr. Spock to stay in my pocket in case they don’t allow pets at this office, and then I make quick work of the paperwork and hand it back. Once I’m back in my chair, I take out two Rubik’s cubes and busy myself by speed-solving both puzzles simultaneously. Once I solve and mix the cubes a few times, I try the same feat blindfolded, after first memorizing the state of colors on both cubes. This second way of solving the Rubik’s cubes is more interesting, but it only keeps me busy for a few minutes, plus the receptionist gives me weird looks. Bored with the physical world, I remove the blindfold, close my eyes, and launch the Telepathy app.

      Ada’s pride and joy, the Telepathy app is like a text messenger on steroids and amphetamines. The app uses Brainocytes to activate the areas in the brain that give the message receivers the eerie feeling that the thought they’re getting from the sender is making an audible sound in their head. The sender can also imbue the thought with a range of preconfigured emotions—like emoticons, but way cooler since you can feel them. On top of that, Mitya, Ada, Muhomor, and I developed a statistically optimized language to express ourselves quicker and more effectively via electronic communications, and that includes the Telepathy app.

      We call the new language Zik, short for yazik—Russian for language. Zik is as terse as we could get away with, so, like in Russian, articles such as “a,” “an,” and “the” don’t exist in Zik. The Zik alphabet, if you can even call it that, is simply numbers in base two, also known as binary. We took the most commonly used words in Russian and English and represented them using binary numbers according to usage. The least commonly used words get bigger numbers, and thus longer strings of binary, while the most commonly used words get smaller numbers, and thus shorter representations. For example, the word “have,” statistically the ninth word in our usage, is simply the binary for nine—1001. Something like “ossify” (turn into bone), though relatively short in English, becomes the binary for thirty thousand (111010100110000) in Zik. The number would be higher if it weren’t for Mitya’s penchant for boner puns raising the odds of that word getting used. Just for contrast, the original English “have,” when represented in ASCII form (one of the ways the alphabet can be encoded in computers) is a whopping 01101000 01100001 01110110 01100101. It might not seem like a big deal to a layperson, but using smaller binary numbers greatly speeds up communication for people with a brain boost.

      In any case, now that we have Zik, speaking with people in the outdated verbal manner is a chore. I’m constantly tempted to interrupt the slow-motion speech of my investors because I usually know what the person will say thirty percent into their sentence.

      “Hey, sweetie,” Ada greets me telepathically in Zik. A warm, fuzzy emotion that’s the Telepathy app’s equivalent of the smiley face emoji (with the little heart emoji thrown in) accompanies her words.

      Emojis are also numbers in Zik. That might sound cold, until you remember the standard smiley face emoji everyone texts to each other is merely the characters “:” and “)” or the number 00111010 00101001 in binary. In fact, in Zik, we can add intensity to our emojis, allowing for a wide range of subtlety in the emotional subtext we use.

      “Hi, babe,” I reply, imbuing my message with the Zik equivalent of a confident wink. “I’m here at the shrink’s office, in case you thought I’d flake out at the last minute.”

      Ada’s avatar appears in the air in front of me. She opted to look like a mischievous imp, so it must be another Monday.

      “Do you mind sharing?” she asks and waves her hand around her body.

      She’s requesting that I launch the relatively new app we call Share. When running, this app allows Ada to see what I see and hear what I hear—not unlike the rat version she developed for Mr. Spock and his kin.

      I activate the app, and the imp looks around the room.

      “You’re not in the office yet.” Ada’s voice rings throughout the waiting room. Obviously, her speech isn’t really here; it’s merely the Brainocytes stimulating the auditory center of my brain. More specifically, it’s a Zik message that our newly advanced version of the Teleconference app converts into speech experience. This is how we now “speak,” even when within earshot of each other and not in public. In public, we speak out loud so people don’t think we’re a couple of weird mutes who don’t even use sign language.

      “The appointment is for eleven. It’s 10:58 on the clock here.” I nod toward the digital wall clock. On Ada’s end of the conversation, my avatar looks like Misha, the Russian Bear mascot of the 1980 Summer Olympics in Moscow and my namesake. “I guess the doctor is punctual.”

      “Awesome, we have two minutes to kill. Time enough for a chat,” Ada says out loud, but she must’ve also used the Telepathy app, because I receive an emotion that’s probably smugness. I’m still not as adept as Ada at interpreting emotional subtext.

      With our current brain boosts, two minutes is plenty of time to have an actual conversation, albeit a light one. In the past five months, Mitya has stripped several of his companies of high-end servers in order to throw these resources at the brain boost project. This has given us all cognitive capabilities we’re still learning to exploit. We accepted Mitya’s servers because making money with boosted intelligence has become so easy for us that we can easily compensate the affected companies. And even without that, the companies will be better off because we used our boosted intelligence to design replacement servers that will be head and shoulders above the ones we’ve borrowed. In fact, many of these super servers are currently in the pipeline at major manufacturers. Among the new hardware available today, the highlight is probably the Braino servers, built with IBM’s custom and highly experimental neurosynaptic computer chips. Then again, if you asked Muhomor, he’d probably say the best hardware we have is the Qecho. The 100-qubit quantum computer isn’t yet used for brain boosts, per se, but it does help us solve several important and difficult problems, including encryption and decryption of secured messages—a branch of computer science that gives Muhomor the equivalent of what normal guys would call an erection.

      “Yeah, we can chat,” I tell Ada. “I was getting bored anyway.”

      “Oh?” Ada’s avatar looks extra impish. “You’re not multitasking?”

      “Of course I am. I’m pair programming with Mitya right now.”

      One of the coolest benefits of having extra brainpower is the ability to split my attention in a way that wouldn’t be possible unenhanced. That’s what allows me to virtually observe Mitya’s coding and provide him with feedback on the app he’s writing while sitting here and talking to Ada. Mitya’s app will allow someone with Brainocytes to move the latest model of the Roomba cleaning robot with their mind. Pair programming and my brain boost are how I’ve gotten way better at coding, though I’ve mostly concentrated on helping open-source projects online instead of writing Brainocyte-ware.

      “Let me know if you want me to take over for you.” Ada sends this telepathically, but her lips move as though she’s speaking. “Talking to the doctor might require your full attention.”

      “I might take you up on that,” I reply. “I could use the time to brush up some more on psychology.”

      The other day, when I started suspecting Ada would win our “see a shrink” argument, I read a bunch of psychology textbooks, but it’s a big field and I could be better prepared.

      “Just don’t be a wise-ass.” Ada’s face looks too serious for an imp. “According to Google, she’s the best in NYC.”

      “Fine, but I’m still skeptical,” I mentally reply. “How much can I tell her? From what I know about doctor-patient privilege, anything short of planning a crime is protected, but you know how complicated it is with—”

      “Tell her as much as you need to so she can do her job.” Ada’s avatar flies closer.

      “But that might include mentioning the Brainocytes Club,” I warn.

      Brainocytes Club is what Mitya, Ada, Muhomor, and I call ourselves. Like in Fight Club, the first rule of Brainocytes Club is you don’t talk about Brainocytes Club—a rule that’s easy to follow since we use the Telepathy app instead.

      “If you need to, I think it would be worth telling her about Brainocytes,” Ada replies telepathically. “Then again, if it doesn’t come up, don’t mention it.”

      “Just in case, I have a non-disclosure agreement that Kadvosky drafted.” I pull the paper out of my back pocket and examine the legalese that even the intelligence boost has trouble deciphering.

      The Kadvosky law firm is the most famous and, not coincidentally, most expensive law firm in the world. Mr. Kadvosky is the best of the best, and Mitya put in a good word for me with them, resulting in me being able to use Kadvosky whenever I need legal counsel. When I asked for this non-disclosure agreement, I learned more than I needed to know about my default protections in the eyes of the law, plus the extra protection this document provides.

      “That might be overkill, and she may not want to work with you.” The imp avatar crosses her arms and narrows her eyes. She doesn’t want me to sabotage this appointment. “Promise you’ll do your best to make this part go smoothly.”

      The receptionist pops her gum. “Dr. Golovasi will see you now.”

      “Saved by the bell,” Ada mumbles.

      I get up and approach the office door with a disproportionate amount of anxiety. I feel as though I’m seeing a dentist instead of a shrink. I debate launching BraveChill, the anti-anxiety app Ada and I collaborated on. It works with neural networks that connect the cerebral cortex to the adrenal medulla—the inner part of the adrenal gland located above each kidney, an organ responsible for the body’s rapid response to stressful situations. Then I chide myself. Using BraveChill in this circumstance would be like launching ballistic missiles as fireworks. App-medicating can be as addictive as using meds, and the last thing I need is an addiction.

      Taking the natural route, I draw in a deep breath, release it, and walk into the room where Dr. Golovasi lurks.
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      When I’m this nervous, I automatically stop multitasking and focus my full attention on my environment because I’ve been known to trip on objects around me. Once, I nearly stepped on man’s true best friend—a rat.

      Being this focused gives me an unnaturally complete snapshot of the room around me. I observe details that would normally take ten minutes of careful examination to glean. I guess the age and make of every piece of furniture, and I estimate when the central air filter will need a change. I figure out when the room was last dusted, and since dust is mostly made up of dead skin cells, I calculate how many patients the shrink has seen since the last cleanup. Last but not least, I take in the antique redwood bookshelves surrounding the office and mentally catalog each title to look up later. I also spot the article the doctor was reading in the New York Times on the small table, then get around to taking a good look at the doctor herself—and feel instant relief.

      If my first schoolteacher, Lydia Petrovna, mated with Mary Poppins and Mrs. Doubtfire, that odd hybrid child would look just like Dr. Golovasi after she reached menopause. Instead of anxiety, I suddenly feel like I should eat my vegetables and study geometry—and this in turn makes me smile at her. It’s weird how hard it is to feel nervous when confronted by such a kind sparkle in someone’s eyes.

      Dr. Golovasi notices my smile and gives me one in return. Her teeth are so toilet-white I bet they’d shine bright purple under a black light. She stands up and offers me her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Cohen.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dr. Golovasi.” Her hand is as warm as her face. “Please, call me Mike.”

      “Okay, Mike. Please call me Jane.” She gestures at the plush, overstuffed couch.

      “Sure, ma’am,” I reply as I sit down and wonder why I have such a hard time picturing myself calling her Jane. In the Russian tradition, calling an older doctor Jane instead of by her full name with the patronymic would be the equivalent of not addressing her by the plural “you.” Both cases are breaches of protocol and feel wrong, especially in light of her resemblance to my first-grade teacher.

      The doctor sits back in her chair, her gaze enveloping me like a warm blanket.

      “I—Before we begin… err… I’d like you to sign a non-disclosure agreement,” I say and get back up, rustling the paper in my hands. I feel like a complete idiot. “I know this might not be orthodox, but I’m an extremely private person, and if you don’t mind…”

      Dr. Golovasi’s eyebrows rise. “This is a safe place. Anything you tell me in here is already privileged.”

      “I get that,” I say, feeling even more of an ass. “But this document should reinforce the seriousness of my need for discretion. This way, I can take civil action should—”

      I don’t finish my thought because I see a miniscule frown creep into the corners of the doctor’s eyes.

      “Good going.” Ada’s telepathic message is chock-full of sarcasm. “You just threatened a nice old lady.”

      Whatever doubts Dr. Golovasi might have, they disappear from her face and she says, “Please, let me have a look at that.”

      I hand her the paper and amble back to the cushy couch.

      Dr. Golovasi puts on the pair of reading glasses hanging from her neck. That reminds me of the second nicest person I knew as a kid—a lady librarian who’d always save the newest science fiction releases for me in middle school.

      Since I have some time while the doctor reads, I code-review Mitya’s app, write a function for the open-source project I’ve been helping out on, balance my checkbook, do some light shopping on Amazon, research a couple of companies for my fund’s portfolio, skim the ebook versions of the more interesting books I spotted on Dr. Golovasi’s shelf, read a couple of articles in the IEEE Journal on Selected Areas in Communication, read an article in Advances in Physics, and write down an idea that occurred to me.

      “Hey, Ada,” I mentally say. “Check out my write-up. I think I figured out how we can make a transistor that can scavenge energy from its environment. If my back-of-the-head calculations are correct, that would lead to ultra-low power consumption.”

      “She’s done.” Ada’s voice is so loud I get the illusion my ears are ringing. “Focus on your visit for now. The transistors can wait.”

      “Okay, Mike.” Dr. Golovasi pushes her glasses higher on her nose, pulls out a pen, and signs the non-disclosure agreement. “Hopefully, this will make you feel safe here.”

      I retrieve the paper, sit back down, and look at the doctor.

      “Though it might seem redundant, I must go over your usual patient privileges,” she says and goes into an explanation that boils down to her being ethically, professionally, and legally obligated to not disclose anything I tell her, except something like me planning to hurt myself or others. She finishes with, “Do you have any questions about this?”

      “No, Dr. Golovasi, I understand.” What I don’t add is that my non-disclosure would probably cover me in the unlikely event that I told her I was planning on hurting someone.

      “Please, call me Jane,” she says and takes off her glasses.

      “Okay, ma’am,” I reply and mentally send to Ada, “No offense, but this is where I bid you farewell.”

      “Good luck,” Ada says without any hurt in her tone.

      I turn off my Share app and Mr. Spock’s equivalent (since Ada can and does access him), and say out loud, “Is this the part where I lie down and get in touch with my feelings?”

      “If that makes you more comfortable.” Dr. Golovasi gives me a wry smile. “To start, why don’t you tell me what brought you here?”

      “I’m not actually sure I even need to be here.” I decide I prefer sitting after all.

      She reaches for a notepad and pen. “The mere fact you came here proves you need to be here,” she says gently.

      To me, it’s the fact that I don’t call her out on that zany Hallmark-card wisdom that proves I indeed need to be here, but I don’t say that. Instead, I choose to go with a more careful, “My biggest concern is trouble sleeping.”

      She asks for clarification, and I admit I’ve had really bad nightmares every night for months.

      “We’ll come back to that shortly.” She scribbles something down, probably, Yep, a nut job, before looking up again. “Is anything else bothering you?”

      “I’ve been getting anxious much too easily lately,” I admit. “Sometimes, it happens for no reason, but I think it’s just the effect of poor sleep. I also feel jumpy and easily irritated, and my girlfriend thinks I exaggerate the negative aspects of my life. But all these things can also be caused by insomnia.”

      I stop talking, but Dr. Golovasi looks at me expectantly, her patience reminiscent of a Buddhist monk’s. Her posture says, Okay, that’s a good start, but now tell me the really juicy details.

      I stay silent for a few more beats, then decide to just come out with it. “I also relive certain horrible events that happened to me recently. I feel a lot of guilt, though I think it’s a justifiable response.”

      Dr. Golovasi’s left eyebrow rises slightly, as though saying, Okay, I’ll definitely need to hear about these horrible events, but it seems like you’re still holding out on me.

      I take a breath and continue. “I guess the biggest issue is that I often feel like I’m being followed,” I say.

      This breaks through her calm facade. “Why do you say that?” she asks avidly, leaning forward—something I take as a bad sign.

      Seeming to realize she’s betrayed too much emotion, the doctor steeples her fingers in front of her face in a gesture that might’ve fooled someone whose brain wasn’t as overclocked as mine. “Why do you say this feeling of being followed is your biggest issue?” she clarifies.

      “Well, to start, no one believes I’m being followed,” I say, wishing we could converse in Zik so I could add a big dose of hesitation to my words, as well as speed this whole thing up.

      “You’ve told people close to you about these feelings?” There appears to be approval in her tone. “But you’re not happy with their reaction?”

      “I just told my bodyguard and my girlfriend,” I say. “And yes, it sucks that they don’t believe me.”

      She must have other patients with bodyguards, because she just looks at me expectantly again, her countenance saying, Get on with it already.

      “Okay, I didn’t even tell this to my mom.” I inhale some extra air and breathe it out. “The thing is, I recently learned that my half-sister suffers from paranoid schizophrenia.”

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize I never admitted this truth to myself. I never dared to connect the feeling of being followed with my research on my half-siblings—the kids my deceased father had with his wife of forty years. After the events in Russia, I learned I have a half-brother named Konstantin, or Kostya, and a half-sister named Masha. Kostya turned out to be one of the so-called New Russians. He made a lot of money in the oil industry, then invested in an internet startup that later exploded in growth. He’s unmarried, likely because he spends considerable time and money on psychiatric care for Masha.

      My half-sister believes poltergeists are after her. I learned that when Muhomor hacked the computers at the clinic where Kostya keeps her. In Masha’s defense, there was a time in the eighties when many Russians believed in poltergeists, perhaps in part because Russian folklore contains a mystical creature called Domovoi, an often mischievous but friendly house spirit. The spirits my half-sister believes stalk her are more frightening than the relatively benign Domovoi, though. Last year, Masha tried to take her own life, but she said it was the spirits. This was her sixth suicide attempt. When Kostya shared the fate of our father with her, Masha scratched Kostya’s face to the point of leaving permanent scars.

      So yeah, my biggest fear is that the stressful events that led to my father’s death triggered something in me, something like what poor Masha is going through.

      After all, we share a quarter of our DNA.

      “I can see there’s a story behind all this,” Dr. Golovasi says, taking me out of my reverie. “Do you feel comfortable sharing any of it?”

      “It’s a really long story…”

      “The purpose of the first session is for me to learn more about you,” Dr. Golovasi says. “I’m here for you to tell me long stories.”

      I sigh and do my best to tell her what happened five months ago. I explain how I enrolled Mom into the Brainocytes study and describe the kidnapping of Mom and the other patients, our trip to Russia, the rescue, and all the violence and death I witnessed along the way. I sugarcoat some of it—especially the murders my cousin Joe and his minions committed—and I don’t mention my Brainocytes.

      “I read about your mother’s kidnapping in The Times.” Dr. Golovasi shifts in her seat. “Your story sounds like it would cause anyone to have trouble sleeping.”

      I’m tempted to say that Joe sleeps like a psychotic little baby, but instead, I lamely mumble, “Yeah, it was pretty rough.”

      “At least you made new friends in the process. This Gogi and Muhomor sound like interesting individuals.”

      I nod. “True, though Gogi treats me like a client half the time, while Muhomor is just Muhomor.”

      “Oh?” She leans toward me again. “What do you mean?”

      “Muhomor was brilliant even before—” I was about to say, “before Brainocytes,” but I change it to, “Before he took a bunch of computer courses here in the States. Now his ego doesn’t fit through most doors.”

      “But you guys can bond on a work level?” She tilts her head quizzically.

      “Not really. Cryptography, Muhomor’s passion, isn’t my favorite branch of computer science. So we’re not exactly bonding over that. If anything, he and Mitya might be getting close, and I wish I was above feeling jealous, but I’m not.”

      She looks so uncharacteristically interested in my words that I wonder if this bromance jealousy is something she wrote her PhD on.

      “What do you think they do together that you don’t do with Muhomor?” she asks, confirming my suspicions that she’s latched on to this topic.

      “Muhomor developed an ingenious cryptosystem that only Mitya can truly appreciate,” I say with a shrug. “My girlfriend doesn’t care about the subject, and neither do I, really.”

      What I don’t mention is that, unlike Ada, I tried to understand Muhomor’s work, and it was too dense for me—one of the few things to challenge me intellectually in a long time. It literally made my brain hurt.

      Instead of her eyes glazing over at the word “cryptosystem,” Dr. Golovasi looks like she just shot espresso into her eyeballs. I recall that we’ve decided to keep Tema—short for the Russian word “kryptosystema”—on the hush-hush, so I say, “Anyway, I think I got sidetracked a little.”

      “You’re right.” She fiddles with her pen as though unsure if she should write a note in her pad. “Tell me, what have you done to cope with all this stress?”

      “Right. Stress management.” I prepared for this question to the point where I can demonstratively fold over a finger for each activity. “I’ve been keeping busy helping Mom recover, I picked up a couple of new hobbies, I make sure to get pet therapy from my rat, and I’ve started a new exercise routine.”

      “Those are great, especially the exercise,” Dr. Golovasi says, but I get the feeling she’s holding back some questions, such as, Did you just say rat?

      “Yes and no,” I reply. “My hobbies involve coding, which can be frustrating at times. I also started learning how to shoot. Though it’s therapeutic, it isn’t your typical calm hobby.”

      “I see.” She steeples her fingers again. “Then I urge you to consider things like yoga, meditation, and massages. Keep spending time with your pet.” She stops, then adds, “Intimacy is also a crucial stress reliever.”

      I consider her words. Continuing pet therapy is easy. I feel Mr. Spock against my pocket as we speak, and I sense happy thoughts coming from him while the little guy munches on a piece of dry mango. Regarding meditation, we recently developed an app that helps us concentrate, and Mitya claims it’s done wonders for his ability to meditate, so maybe I’ll try that. I had an ex who tried to get me into yoga, and Ada goes to yoga as well, so I might join her. I hate massages, but for the sake of my sanity, I’m willing to give it a shot. Perhaps I’ll start with a foot rub?

      Thankfully, intimacy is one aspect of my life I have completely covered. Ada and I have so much sex that running out of condoms has become a real hassle, though I’m not sure I want to discuss this with this older woman, who’s also a complete stranger.

      As though psychic, Dr. Golovasi says, “I completely understand if you’re not comfortable talking about your romantic relationship with me at this time. Just know it’s an important part of your life, and we’re bound to discuss it eventually.”

      “No, I don’t mind,” I lie, as much to myself as to her. Double-checking that the Share app is off, I tell the doctor, “There’s not much to say. On my end, I think the relationship is great. I love her. I think she’s amazing, caring, brilliant, and gorgeous. She gets me like no friend or girlfriend ever has. She loves me, though she doesn’t like saying it. The intimacy, especially the sex, is beyond my wildest dreams… I just worry she’ll get tired of my problems someday.”

      “What makes you think she will?”

      “Nothing.” I cross my arms over my chest. “If anything, she’s extremely supportive. For example, she’s the one who made this appointment for me. She cares about me and wants me to be well. It’s just that, well, it goes back to that feeling of being followed.”

      What I don’t mention is that Ada has been acting more than a little strange lately, and this change in behavior terrifies me. I hope I’m just being as irrationally paranoid about Ada’s weird behavior as I am about being followed. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that Ada wants to have a big talk with me about something, and when girls want to have a big talk, it’s never good news. But I don’t want to go into any of this with the shrink. I really am not comfortable with her yet.

      Realizing I won’t add anything more to this subject, Dr. Golovasi says, “Are you worried she’d terminate the relationship if you developed the same condition as your half-sister?”

      I look down at the Persian rug, glad I killed the Share app when I did. “That’s one of my biggest fears, yes.”

      “Maybe I can put your mind at ease, then,” Dr. Golovasi says, and her voice turns exaggeratingly soothing. “Given what I’ve heard, and speaking with you like this, I doubt you’re schizophrenic. If I had to diagnose you—and I don’t yet—in the worst case, I would say you might be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. It’s more likely, though, that you’re having a normal reaction to a horrific situation—if the word ‘normal’ can have any meaning in this context. I think more sessions will allow us to sort through all this in more detail, but I don’t think you should worry about becoming like your sister.”

      I exhale in relief. “Okay. So what do you recommend I do?”

      “Let’s start by having you come see me once a week. We’ll do talk therapy like today and try cognitive therapy to control your negative thoughts. I’ll also teach you some relaxation techniques that will help you cope with stressful situations. Your homework for today is to reduce the stress in your life as much as possible. Consider spending more time with your friends and family. Continue to exercise. Research meditation—though it’s also something I would be happy to teach you down the line. Develop healthy sleep habits by only using the bedroom for sleep and sex, not TV, and go to bed at a regular time. Don’t drink caffeinated drinks or other stimulants. And make sure your bedroom is dark and free of unwanted sounds.”

      “Okay.” I store my ongoing recording of everything I just heard and saw during the last hour to the data servers in case I want to replay what the doctor said at a later date. Then I mentally text Gogi my desire to have a training session today, since it’s what the doctor ordered. I also text Mom, telling her I’ll come visit today, and call a meeting of the Brainocytes Club for later in the day, since that’s also in the doctor’s prescription.

      Thinking of Mom reminds me of a joke I’ve been itching to tell the doctor, so I say, “You know, Dr. Golovasi, it’s been nearly an hour and we still haven’t blamed my mother for anything.”

      “As a mother, I find that stereotype insulting,” the doc replies, her eyes crinkling into laugh lines.

      “My mom is amazing,” I say to make sure she knows I was kidding. “If I’m messed up, it’s either my own fault or by random chance.”

      “As far as I’m concerned, when you can excel at your job, have fulfilling relationships with friends and family, and maintain a romantic relationship, you’re not formally ‘messed up,’” the doctor assures me. “If I were to use a car metaphor, I’d say you just need a little tuning, that’s all.”

      I smile and shake my head. “Normal people don’t need to see a shrink.”

      “Everyone should get therapy,” she retorts. “I visit a therapist myself, as does my son.”

      “Forgive me if I remain skeptical when a professional tells me everyone should use their services,” I say, but my tone is light.

      A soft alarm sounds, and Dr. Golovasi looks at her watch. “I’m afraid this is the end of our session. We should have more time in our next session.”

      “That wasn’t so bad,” I tell her and realize it really wasn’t. I know it’s probably pure placebo, but I already feel somewhat better. I read about this in one of the psychology books I studied for this appointment. The act of making changes in your life makes you feel more in control of your destiny and often provides noticeable relief. I wonder if I’ll feel like someone is following me at any point during the rest of the day.

      “To make the next appointment, please speak with Monika.” Dr. Golovasi gets up and offers me her hand.

      “Thanks, Dr. Golovasi,” I say and give her a firm handshake.

      “Please, call me Jane.”

      “Of course, ma’am.” I’m guessing if we continue this, in a year or so, I’ll be able to address her so informally. “See you next week.”
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      “Begin,” Gogi says and throws a punch at my shoulder.

      I dodge and telepathically tell Ada, “Given that I didn’t feel like anyone was watching me on my way to the pet sitter and here to the gym, I’d say therapy is already working.”

      “That’s encouraging,” she replies, her thoughts imbued with happiness. “I do wish you’d stop these brutal sessions, though.”

      There’s a lot of hippie in Ada, and that includes a deep dislike of violence. She refuses to watch overly violent movies, even though some of them are awesome. So it’s not a huge surprise that she hates my trips to the gun range and worries about Gogi’s lessons. Trying to keep any defensiveness out of my mental reply, I send, “The doctor approved this. Actually, she suggested I exercise more.”

      “Yes, but if the good doctor saw this so-called training, I bet she’d recommend simple cardio, or lifting weights, or, my favorite, resistance band exercises.”

      “You mean the exercises my mom does?” I reply.

      What I leave unsaid is that those puny resistance bands aren’t necessarily Ada’s favorite exercise, given how fond she is of dancing on that stripper pole in her bedroom. I don’t feel comfortable even thinking about that in front of Gogi, lest he sniff out my thoughts and make a comment over which I’d have to kick his ass for real.

      “Just because your mother does it doesn’t make it

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen-fixed.png





