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one

He ran for his life.

The camera gripped tightly in his hand—its flash bulb cutting through the dark jungle. Vines and branches racing at him from out of the darkness. In the wake of his light he could see the blur of his red-painted legs as he raced. Only his khaki shorts were not covered in the crimson body paint. Then he heard them.

The footsteps were closer now.

He focused on the tiny peephole into the darkness that his camera’s light provided. Thorny vines rushing at him, cutting his cheeks as he passed. All he could focus on was the pitter-patter of footsteps behind him—they were so close now! He leapt over a fallen tree trunk and lost his footing—

The smell of wet bark as he careened down the muddy embankment, arms flailing as he struggled to cradle the video camera. Skinning his knees, he landed on rock. Thunder rumbled high above as he sprang to his feet! The sudden bitter burn of iron against his tongue—the taste of his own blood. Suddenly he heard  rustling in bushes just behind him—dear God! He didn’t even want to think about what they would do if they caught him—

If they discovered what he’d taken.

He could feel the old woven backpack rubbing against his back. He could almost feel its precious package burning a hole into his body. The mere notion of it pressed him harder, red-painted limbs lunging fearfully into the night. Raindrops and sweat in his eyes. It was so hard to focus now. He was so thirsty—and exhausted. Everything had been so blurry since it happened. Why had they given him so much of it? The horrible images burned through him—a jolt to his heart as he forced back the fire of images. He had never expected it to be that way: It was more than a nightmare. It was more than real—

Footsteps ahead of him!

Had they managed to cut him off? If he could just make it to the Rio Negro, he’d at least have a fighting chance—because the Rio Negro led to the Amazon and that led to wide open spaces and cities and people, a man-made society to shield him from this jungle’s vengeance. After all, that’s what was really chasing him: the jungle. And it would not allow its most previous secret to be stolen—

He tripped again.

Slamming into the wet ground, the video camera tumbling out of his hands. Mud and rocks scraping his legs! The camera’s flash pointed straight up in the air—a beacon of light announcing his position. A wide circle of footsteps closed in from all around. The rustling of leaves as he fumbled to turn off the flash bulb.

Then . . . darkness.

The sound of the raindrops splattering in mud puddles. Tree-tops swaying high above in the storm. Then the patter of many feet. He thought he saw something moving amidst the shadows.  There was one last hope. He frantically fumbled for the eject button on the video camera. His red hands frantically drew the small package from his backpack. He quickly stuffed it into the empty cassette slot and slid the lid shut—

Hands upon him!

Fingers pinning him down. Wet palms covering his eyes. The smell of burned bark in their skin. The jungle had him now—no! No! No! It wasn’t supposed to end like this. Hands roughly searching the pockets of his khaki shorts. He heard them rifling through his backpack. An explosion of lightning illuminating the tiny spaces between fingers. He saw the crude spear lingering just above his neck. Were they going to slit his throat? The desperate pit in his stomach opened up.

Why had he stolen it?

He had never had a choice. It was too powerful a thing to let die at the edge of the world. Despite what he’d seen, it could help all mankind. He listened to them rip his backpack apart. When they began to search the bushes, he knew they still hadn’t found it. Angry grunts and whispers—were they going to let him go? The red-painted hands drew away from his eyes just as the knife’s blade edged toward his face. A new realization—no! No! No! Not this! The wild scalding flash of pain. He screamed—

And the world vanished into a cold, perpetual darkness.




two

Dr. Antonio Costas was never shocked.

Some people mistook his habit of chewing straws to be a mark of nervousness. But in fact it merely helped the old man resist the addiction that had become part of his very being—the warm fantasy of that next cigarette to light up during the next break. Yet within this never-ending scream for nicotine resided a mind made calm from experience.

Meandering through the familiar infirmary—really no more than an old windowless room of cinderblock, the aging physician spun the gnarled straw between his incisors. Then he turned to his fresh intern: a short, stumpy boy with a half-grown mustache. A child struggling to grow into a man, thought Costas as he swept back the worn curtain. The old man didn’t even flinch as he stared down at the red-painted body. His assistant’s gaze dropped down to the base of the rusty gurney, his inexperienced eyes refusing to connect with the patient’s two gaping eye sockets.

The aging doctor was reminded of a lifetime ago when his own chief attending sprung the cruelties of the world upon him,  one patient at a time. With the smell of bleach in the air, the teacher and student stared at the eyeless man. In his many years at the infirmary at St. Augustine’s Hospital, Dr. Costas had seen just about everything—from machine gun wounds to wards of cholera victims defecating their lives through holes in the beds. Manaus was the innermost metropolis along the Brazilian Amazon. Any major trauma upriver wound up in this large cement chamber.

Yellow fluorescent lights flickered as the doctor performed his primary exam. Running a gloved finger across the red-painted arm, he paused to eye the pale skin beneath. He examined the patient’s blonde hair and green eyes. His mind chattered with thought. The man was clearly a Caucasian male in his late twenties, roughly the same age as his intern. From his blistered skin, he was dehydrated—must have been exposed to the elements for some time.

Costas turned to the lanky paramedic lingering just beyond the doorway. “When was he found?”

The balding man scratched his underarm. “Yesterday . . . on the banks of the Rio Negro.”

Costas gestured at the heavy metal straps tied over the patient. “Is that really necessary?”

As if answering him, the patient convulsed upward—the sound of the leather restraints stretching under the force. The two gaping eye holes were thrust in front of Costas’s face. Only the paramedic seemed nonplussed as the doctor instructed his intern to administer “nine percent normal saline—”

The patient babbled quickly, “Areyougoingoutogeteggs or shouldwestaywithboys. Idin’tmeantotakeitbut—”

“He’s been singing like that all day,” the paramedic grunted.

The patient collapsed back, his babble now a slow, fading whisper. Costas knelt close, listening to the haunting voice deflate  to silence. Fluent in the language, the doctor immediately recognized the English words—with an American accent? The words finally tapering off slowly enough to understand: “It’s-too-cold-with-the-snow.”

Snow, the doctor wondered?

He indicated the signs of dementia in the chart. There was no name in the paperwork. The paramedic explained that the patient had no ID, but there was a luggage tag on the backpack handle. Costas eyed the dog-eared Delta logo. He flipped the tag over and eyed the handwritten address:William Terrel  
3184 Clinton St. Apt. 3B  
Cambridge, MA




This kid was a long way from Boston.

The doctor returned to the patient, eyeing the sagging left side of the man’s face—maybe facial nerve palsy? Shining his penlight into the ocular cavities, ideas swarmed through his head—were they picked out by animals? He saw signs of physical trauma from a sharp blade of some type. This was man-made.

The patient jerked his hand, babbling, “How-did-you-fix-that-car?” Then he broke into wild laughter.

The old doctor sniffed the skin of his wrist, his mind swirling as he smelled the faint trace of nicotine. The facial palsy, dementia, spastic motions were all clear indicators of cerebral hemor rhaging. Glancing at the EKG, he noted the heart rate—weak, but stable. They clearly needed to take a look inside his head. This was now possible since St. Augustine’s had just received its first MRI—an old, temperamental relic, but it did the job. As the intern  wheeled the patient away, Costas picked up the tattered backpack, toting it back to the tiny nurse’s station.

 

 

 

THE noises of the infirmary faded to a still murmur as he shut the door. Drawing the shades closed, he lit a cigarette. The soothing halo of tobacco swirled through his moment of calm. Then he saw the red light blinking inside the dark backpack. He hesitated before sticking his hand into the satchel. Carefully, he pulled out the tiny video camera, marveling at its size. The red battery warning light blinked madly on and off. Through curling smoke, he studied the three tiny cassettes secured to the shoulder strap. The tapes were bound together with thick rubber bands and a handwritten label reading: weeks 1-5.

His eyes returned to the backpack. He pulled out a smelly old sweatshirt. Unfolding it, he eyed the Harvard University logo. He turned his attention back to the camera. Pressing the play button, he glanced through the viewfinder. The camera simply wheezed as it spit out the empty cassette tray. Costas was surprised to find a plastic bag where a cassette tape should be. He held the worn zip-lock bag up to the light, eyeing the granules of brown powder rolling around inside.

His phone rang. He hated calls on his break. Anger flashed in his voice as he picked up the receiver with a blunt “What?”

“Sir,” his intern’s voice stammered from the other end, “you’re gonna want to see this.”

Costas grunted as he entered.

With wide, shocked eyes, his intern and the technician turned away from the MRI scans. Their eyes focused on the old doctor as he sat down, eyeing the patient’s brain scans. A strange, surreal  feeling swept across him—something he hadn’t sensed for years. He donned his reading glasses with shaking hands and took a second look.

“We thought the machine wasn’t calibrated,” the overweight tech stammered, “so we ran it three times.”

Costas set the scans down with trembling fingers. Fumbling for his cigarettes, he finally managed to blink and tear his eyes away from it. His mind was a flutter of thoughts. But he could structure no pattern from what he was seeing. He found himself staring at the patient’s red-painted legs sticking ominously out of the MRI machine, the pointed cotton footies sticking oddly into the air. They reminded him of the dead witch’s boots sticking out from beneath Dorothy’s house in the old Wizard of Oz film. Suddenly the certainty of this hospital evaporated in a sea of magic and fear. The aging physician felt the weight of eyes upon him, the hunger for reassurance from the wise superior—the need for an explanation to these brain scans. But for the first time in as long as he could remember—

Dr. Costas was speechless.




three

Taylor Briggs stared at his mother’s hands.

Slowly he rubbed the moisturizing cream across her fingers, working it in from the knuckles to the tips. She had obsessed over her hands, always opting for the clean French manicure. Strange that someone like her would obsess over a trifle like that. His hands passed like a bird over the thin, linear grooves of her fingerprints. To his mother, the current state of her nails would be an abomination. In a way, they had been the last part of her to go. Now Taylor feared that no matter how much cream he applied, he wasn’t ever going to be able to bring them back.

He looked up at her.

Her gray hair tied neatly in a bun as her eyes passed through him. They reminded him of a doll’s eyes, dark pupils locked on the bare wall behind him. Looking at her, Taylor would have liked to reminisce about her baking pies or palling around with him as a kid. But he couldn’t remember anything prior to bringing her to this nursing home that smelled of Windex. The fact that she had been a single mom and one of the first female professors at MIT  now felt like a strange fiction. But, then, these days it was hard to get his hands around any real memories of his mother. The sudden emptiness bursting inside—the realization that she was his only family. For the first time in a long while, he thought of his father—the man who had died before he was even born. A figureless void, neither hot nor cold. Not loved or hated. Just carelessly empty. He stared at his mother, realizing that when she was gone, he would truly be alone in this world.

“What was Daddy like?” he often asked her as a child. The most he’d ever gotten from her was that “he drove a black ’67 Ford Shelby 350 with a license plate that said Easy Rider.” The information was never given in one sentence, but rather was a patchwork of clues extracted over hundreds of conversations—

Easy Rider . . . that’s how he thought of his father.

“He was a reckless guy” was his mom’s sign that she didn’t want to talk about the man anymore. Only once did she explain how his dad had died in a car wreck in his beloved Ford Shelby convertible. It had happened before Taylor was born. There weren’t even pictures of the man. They had all burned up in an apartment fire when he was little.

So the man was just an empty space in Taylor’s life. Not something you cried over, but more like missing a limb that had never really been there at all. Still there were ghost pains. He couldn’t help but be curious. As a kid, he’d stare in the mirror, wondering what parts of his face were his father’s staring back at him. When he was eight, he bought a poster of the black ’67 Ford Shelby 350 at Spencer’s in the mall. He hung it next to his Han Solo poster. After it hung for a few years up there, he almost began to think of that car as his father. Racing up the highway, wind in his hair—these were things he could imagine his dad wanting.

His mother on the other hand was responsible. She always did  the right thing with a sense of optimism and confidence that he had never witnessed in anyone else. She believed no matter what a persons’ origins, everyone had the potential to be good. It was just a choice. Her choice. His mother never commented on his poster. But she was always fond of warning him, “Don’t get lost in the past.”

Mom was all about living for the moment.

But every once in a while he would lose her in a shopping mall and chase a possible past, following behind other children with their fathers. Tall men in sweatpants. Short men in blazers. Bald men in sweaters. He always kept his distance, but stayed close enough to study these fathers who walked with their boys through the aisles of B. Dalton and Kaybee Toys. He burned to know what it felt like to go home with a real dad. A man who would be there twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, for your whole life.

When he was ten, a kid at school called him a bastard. He tried to shrug it off, but the comment stayed with him. One day without telling anyone, he took the subway into downtown Boston. When the Arabic man in the clerk of court’s office told him there was no marriage license for his mom, it never occurred to him that she might’ve married in another state. He just assumed that she’d never been married at all. On the subway ride back, he whispered the word to himself . . . “bastard.” And for the first time he realized that his mother never liked speaking of his father. It was at that moment that his dad truly died for him. He ripped the car poster off his wall and focused on the future, on things that really mattered—

Things that were real.

He eyed his mother now, frail and vulnerable—like an origami sculpture. This was the person that he measured himself against. Even beneath her vacant stare, he somehow felt not quite as smart as when he’d entered the room. His mother was a genius. Alisha  Briggs graduated medical school at the age of twenty-one and then did a top-rated internship in neurology before she quit medicine altogether. She said she was tired of taking on the pain of the world. So she changed careers altogether, got a PhD in quantum mechanics and became a professor at MIT. Taylor remembered with envy how easily things came to her. All she had to do was read something once to retain it forever. She could recite the Canterbury Tales in Middle English, mathematical proofs, and the nutrition label on the back of a Lucky Charms box.

Everything recorded in total clarity.

Her mind was the most powerful he’d ever sensed. The world that she spun for her baby was a place of billions of molecules and trillions of atoms and neutrinos. Things too fantastic to ever be imagined or conjured in myth. The whole universe no bigger than a solitary grain of sand. Then ten to twenty billion years ago, a mighty blast created electrons and atoms and then stars whose fiery nuclear core would one day give birth to all the higher elements that made up his and his mother’s bodies. An explosion forging a path from the beginning of time all the way to this woman staring at a wall.

It had started so quietly.

After all, it was called the “silent epidemic.” He discovered it just after he graduated Duke Medical School. He took his mom to the Cape for the weekend. On the drive back, they stopped off for a snack at her favorite IHOP on Route 6. While she ordered a stack of blueberry pancakes, he went to the bathroom to wash his hands. It wasn’t a dramatic moment. He didn’t even look back at her. How was he to know it would be the last time he would ever see his mother again? But when he returned, the stunned woman told him to get up from her table. This was her booth, she  protested. It was surreal—all those IHOP patrons staring at him as if he were accosting her. He explained who he was to the overweight lady manager.

“You can’t be my son.” His mother was adamant. “I never had children.”

Then she became very confused. When he finally got her back to Brookline, she demanded that her home of twenty years wasn’t her own. He entered the house, stunned at the heaps of smelly clothes and dirty dishes all around. He remembered the tropical fish floating in the foamy grime of the water. There was no choice. He did his internship at Boston University and remodeled the downstairs dining room into a bedroom—so she could have twenty-four-hour nursing care. But as the dementia worsened and her violent bouts increased, he finally had no choice but to bring her here. And ironically, now there was no more confusion or swinging fists—

Just emptiness.

Had there been a history of telltale signs? the hospital staff asked when they admitted her. He remembered when he was a kid how she always misplaced her car keys. Could that be considered a sign? He certainly never imagined that the fabulous intellect foraging under couches for forgotten keys would one day forget what a key was for. But it started slowly. And now every time he forgot his own keys, the hot poker sliced through his heart—

Was it beginning for him too?

She blinked, her eyes still locked on the wall. He no longer continued the pretense of speaking to her. So he had taken to conversing with her in his head, saying all the things that he had never been able to say when she was there. He felt like a criminal thinking some of those thoughts, like he could never be as good as her. It was  as if they sedated a fierce tiger and let him run his hands through its fur. Yet he felt compelled to do it because it was the only connection they had left. The inner universe of unspoken words. But one horrible unspoken thought burned most brightly—

He wished she were dead.

He hushed the thought as quickly as it popped up. But something young within him wondered why it had not been a heart attack or a car accident—something quick and merciful. To an outsider, such thoughts were unimaginable. But an outsider had never been forced to watch his mother slowly disintegrate, one memory at a time.

Of course, he understood the scientific explanation—that Alzheimer’s disease was caused by “a depletion of the levels of acetylcholine, disturbing the chemical balance within the brain.” But no words could explain how your mother could suddenly be stolen away, leaving only a shell behind. Because Alzheimer’s didn’t kill the body—

It ravaged the soul.

His mother’s mouth hung open in a daze. He imagined her lost in a dark garden, huddled beneath branches, cold and alone, unable to remember how she got there or who she was. But that notion presupposed self-awareness. In truth, she wasn’t his mother anymore. He remembered when he first tried to take care of her at home—back when she had a name and he had a future and their biggest worries were a few missing keys. He never imagined that life could get this dark in such an over-lit place.

He stopped himself.

Pushing the surge of feeling back into darkness, he remembered his mother’s mantra: Live for the present. Every moment is a chance to change everything. He broke out of the spell. Fear rushing back into its hiding place. The ticking of his mother’s bedside clock in his ear. It was almost six. He was late. Standing up, he drew near to her, pressing his nose to the soft space between her cheek and ear. She still smelled like his mother: familiar and yet so foreign.

 

 

 

I can barely hear you,” he grunted.

The Massachusetts Turnpike was jammed. Gridlocked traffic transformed the highway into an uninterrupted sea of red brake lights. In the distance, he spotted downtown Boston rising over a line of autumn trees, all rust and bronze. He had opened all the windows in his old white Range Rover, hoping to enjoy one of the last mild evenings before fall turned to winter. But the fall chill had come early. Finally he gave in, rolling up the windows and turning on the heater. He strained to hear Becka, his assistant, through the cell phone earpiece. She rolled through the ridiculously long list of messages from his banker, the state regulators, and various creditors. The sound of his business empire crumbling.

You make your own future.

With a steady hand, his pen mechanically marked out the list of tasks that had to be done in order to navigate to the next month. He didn’t even feel like the medical resident he had once been. That story was myth to him. He was now a man who could barely stretch his recollections beyond his medical research company, Briggtech, Inc. He had founded it out of the back of his garage on a ten-thousand-dollar loan from his mom’s mutual funds. He would have gone broke had he not developed the hottest new blood anticoagulant. By thirty-four, Taylor Briggs had done pretty well, heading one of the fastest-growing boutique research firms in the Northeast.

His company was now solely dedicated to curing Alzheimer’s  disease. Except for his assistant, nobody at the office was aware of the fact that his mother had the disease. Nor were they aware that he walked the razor’s edge. Chances were he would be struck down by a rabid form of the disease inherited through her genes. He figured she had about a year left and he had a good eight or nine years before it came for him.

Pull-ups and bench presses couldn’t make the fear go away. That required a life drowning in work—a grueling, nonstop schedule to take his mind off the one icy thought. For no matter how fit and hardworking he might seem, he could almost feel the disease gestating inside him. Alzheimer’s in this case was a genetic disorder. The rare strain that ravaged his mother in her early fifties raced toward him like an oncoming train. He could imagine the deficiencies beginning in his neural networks. Sometimes he’d wake up in bed, bathed in cold sweat, lips tingling, believing the sickness was developing inside him. He’d run through a list of questions:

Where were his keys?

What did he do that evening?

What did he eat for lunch yesterday?

Even though he got the questions right, there was still a 50 percent chance that he’d be forty-five with a drooping mouth and blank stare, wasting away. A fate he could never allow himself to go through, having watched his mother farther ahead on the same path. He would die complete. Maybe that sounded grim. But after three years of researching this disease, trying to find a treatment or even a hope for a cure, Taylor was starting to believe that Alzheimer’s was a one-way trip. Those gears could not shift into reverse.

“Quit scribbling those things,” Becka scolded over the phone.

After four years of working with him, she was as candid as a  wife—maybe too candid. He set the pen down, realizing that he’d been doodling that same picture—the thing he always drew when he was stressed: the face of a person, hair and ears visible, but with no facial features whatsoever.

“Please don’t be late,” Becka pressed, “I’ll never hear the end of it from her.”

“I’m not late,” he reassured her as he ended the call.

He was late.

He stared out at the sea of traffic stalled in front of him, wondering why he’d gone all the way to his mother’s nursing home when he needed to be at Carol’s gallery by eight. But he’d canceled on her three times. Carol was now the closest thing he had to a parent. She knew him so well. That thought reassured him. Because out of everyone—

She knew to expect him late.

 

 

 

THE front door of Carol’s art gallery was locked.

The blinds were drawn closed across the front windows. The lights were off. Carol did that just to spite him. She was so different from his mother, with her cool demeanor. While Mom breezed through medical school, Carol was touring across the country with the Grateful Dead. Then the free spirit finally settled down, opening her beloved art gallery in Boston.

He turned, walking down the alley. The back door was locked too. The security light tripped on, illuminating the brick wall. Carefully he fished the key out from beneath the loose brick and opened the door. Cool air against his face as he called out her name, his heels tapped across the granite floors just as—

The screaming began!



four

SURPRISE!” they all cried together.

The flash of cameras. A millisecond of shock before the mind reset itself. The gallery was a sea of familiar, smiling faces. Carol’s eyes crinkled beneath auburn hair as she beamed up at him. In her early fifties, she sported one of her trademark dresses, elegant and stylish. Strapping a cone-shaped birthday hat on his head, she pecked him on the cheek, her smell warm and inviting. Then with great hoopla, Becka, his assistant, carried out the birthday cake, the icing spelling out:34’S A CHARM





“I scared the shit out of you this time,” Carol whispered in his ear, her breath laced with the soft scent of champagne.

“You finally did it.” He pecked her on the cheek.

The professional photographer snapped a picture, the flash exploding in his eyes. This was her third attempt at a surprise party. Last time he came home early from work to go jogging and ruined the whole thing. But she’d done it this time. Next came the glass of  Veuve-Clicquot, her favorite champagne. Then the pats on the back—like you’d achieved something by just surviving this long. Like always, Carol had a photographer who snapped tons of photos, the flash exploding around the open gallery space. Unlike his mom, Carol loved preserving the past. She had photos of everything—from him in the sand box to college varsity hockey games. Having never had kids of her own, she was always there for him. All his life, she’d give him little photo albums of a holiday or celebration—the photos pasted over with cute little dialogue bubbles revealing secret, comical thoughts.

Carol was all about memories.

Finally when no one was looking, he sought refuge in the corner, taking off the purple birthday hat. He scanned the art covering the bare white walls. Carol had always urged him to pursue painting. He had shown talent for it as a kid. She was so proud of a picture he painted of a cabin in the woods. She’d hung it in the front window of her gallery for many years. But after a lot of prodding from his mother, he found his aspirations leaning toward the sciences.

But not his mom’s physics.

It crystallized for him when he was fourteen. While on the way to see a movie, he saw a motorcyclist get hit by a bus. There was very little blood. Just the shattered back visor of the man’s helmet in the middle of Massachusetts Avenue. His hand kept trembling against the curb as people cleared the way. Just when Taylor thought he was dead, the trembling would start all over again. He didn’t die quick like in the movies, but clung to life with every fiber, expiring just as the man in the jogging sweats happened by. He was an off-duty ER doctor. As Taylor watched the man perform CPR and slowly bring the man back to life, Taylor knew this was what he wanted to do.

“Hey, that’s not the birthday mood.” Carol caught him crumpling his birthday hat between his hands. She straightened it out before plopping it back on his head. He glanced at her. Even now, she was a beautiful woman—lively with a face that still turned heads. And yet she’d never married. He suspected she couldn’t have children. Which made him feel all the more special around her.

She straightened out the hat. “So we still on for Tuesday?”

“Of course,” he replied with certainty. Ever since he was a kid, she would give him his gift at the same bench in Boston Common. The first present had been a remote control boat that they sent roaring through the pond. Sometimes it was a painting or a poem. Carol was really artistic.

“And be on time.” She raised her brow with a motherly scowl, taking in the details of his face as if it were some boat on a distant horizon. He marveled at how he changed around different people, the fine tuning of the machine—the calibration change that only you are aware of. Around Carol, he always felt a bit too uptight—like he should slouch or untuck his shirt.

“You putting on the pounds?” she asked.

“No,” he retorted in a voice that sounded a bit too young.

“You don’t want to turn into a blowfish again.”

“Carol, I was fourteen.” She was never going to let him forget that slightly overweight period. His mother didn’t even notice he’d gained weight. But Carol always spotted the little things about him. Which was maybe why his mother had included her in so much of his life?

She rolled her eyes. “And you’re not using that moisturizing cream. You’ve got bags again under your eyes.”

He rolled his eyes, suddenly catching sight of the statuette hanging over them from the ceiling: an Indian doll with wings and
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