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    The exploding wastebasket is a prank, but slaughtered lab rats have graduate students Maggie Ryan, Monica Bauer, and the rest of the lab on edge. When the custodian is murdered, actor Nick O’Connor goes undercover to investigate.

    

    While Maggie and Nick search for the killer, Monica struggles to connect with a young man who was shot in the head in Vietnam.
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    I


    B-716 was not a particularly happy rat. She had not liked having her distended belly shaved, and she had not liked being disinfected. She did not like the ice-white dazzle of the room, and her little pink eyes searched for a darker, friendlier place. Monica experienced a sudden shiver of fellow-feeling for her. “Sorry, hon,” she murmured, “but life ain’t fair.”


    “What?” asked Dr. Weisen, masked like Monica. He was standing a few feet away, beside the Reyniers isolator.


    “Nothing,” said Monica, giving herself a mental slap and becoming brisk and coldly professional again. She immobilized B-716, grasped the white neck firmly with the forceps, and twisted expertly. B-716 died instantly of cervical fracture, with no pain and no knowledge of the further degradations she would now undergo, an unwitting sacrifice to the amazing future of her progeny.


    “We’ve got seven or eight minutes now,” said Dr. Weisen.


    Quickly, Monica fastened the disinfected rat to the center of the operating table of the isolator. B-716 was spread-eagled on her back, the sanitized shaved belly bulging up from the flat surface. Monica took her position by the window of the isolator. Inside the steel chamber everything was pure, uncontaminated, sterilized—the surgical instruments, gauze, sponges. Monica herself was showered, gowned, and masked, but she was still considered contaminated by the exacting standards set for the rats she was preparing to work with. She could not touch anything in the isolator chamber directly, but only by means of the sanitized gloves sealed into the chamber wall.


    A sturdy sheet of clear plastic was stretched over an opening in the floor of the sanitary chamber. Under it, she could see B-716 centered on the operating table. Despite her intensive disinfecting and shaving, B-716—like Monica—was still considered unclean. Gently and carefully, Monica manipulated the isolator’s controls, peering through the window into the alien germ-free world. She raised the operating table until B-716’s round belly was pressing up against the stretched plastic of the opening. Then she put her hands and arms into the long gloves that projected into the sealed chamber and picked up the tiny cautery gun inside the chamber. Very carefully, she made the incision along the pink shaved ventral surface, cutting through plastic and abdominal wall at once. The instrument sealed and sanitized the wound as it was made, so there was little blood and—more importantly—almost no opportunity for pathogens to enter.


    Three minutes gone. Monica was sweating. Inside the gloves her hands felt waterlogged and clumsy. But she could not let up now. Everything depended on her, and there were still many delicate steps ahead. Above all, she reminded herself, don’t puncture the intestine and don’t puncture the uterus. If she did either, the whole elaborate arrangement had failed. The carefully planned matings, the hours of sanitizing, the painstaking disinfecting, and B-716’s discomfort and death would all have been in vain.


    If she didn’t get a move on it would all have been in vain too.


    She made an effort, distanced herself again. B-716 became an object, an object that contained the fragile goal of her hunt. Monica’s dark eyes squinted tensely through the viewing window as she spread the lips of the cauterized incision, then, very gently, lifted the long, shiny, lumpy uterus up into the sanitized section of the chamber. So far, so good. Five minutes gone. She sectioned and cauterized the ovarian attachments, then did the same just below the cervix. This step took a couple of precious moments, but it allowed her to separate the operating area from B-716 and her dangerous, delicate intestine.


    Work fast, now, but don’t be clumsy. Carefully, she slit the uterus, and removed the pups with the placental material still attached. Then she began to remove the fetal membranes from each one, not yet cutting the infinitesimal umbilical cords. She started with the largest, working fast.


    “We’ve got ten of them,” she announced to no one in particular.


    “Great! The foster mother only has three,” said Barbara.


    “Not anymore, she hasn’t.” That was Tom. Their voices were muffled by the masks.


    B-716’s pups had a germ-free foster mother waiting for them in a second isolator that was attached to the sanitary portion of this one by an airlock corridor. The foster mother, like the pups, had never been exposed to the ordinary flora and fauna of the world. She was a foster mother of incredible purity, clean far beyond the imagination of the most careful housekeepers of the world, housekeepers who thought of rats as filthy creatures. Minutes ago she had been separated from her own three-day-old litter and now waited in a small cage in the second isolator. Her own pups had been removed and destroyed. A bit of her bedding, smelling of her own totally sanitary secretions, waited in a box near Monica’s gloved hands.


    “Do I have any time left?” Monica asked without looking up. She had cleaned and dried seven of the pups; they were wriggling.


    “Eight minutes gone,” said Dr. Weisen.


    She brushed her fingers quickly over the three remaining pups; one moved, and she cleared the membrane from its nose and mouth. Without much hope, she cleaned the last two, and prodded them to see if they would respond. Neither did.


    “Guess that’s it,” she said. “Eight are okay.”


    “Good job, Monica,” said Les.


    “Thanks. Not quite finished.”


    But the rest of the task did not require such nerve-shattering speed. The instant B-716 had died, the oxygen supply to her infants had stopped being renewed. They lived only on what was stored in the uterine environment until Monica cleared the membranes away and they could begin to breathe on their own.


    Now she could take her time about severing the umbilical cords and placing the tiny creatures into the box with the foster mother’s bedding. When they were placed in the second isolator, the foster mother would accept B-716’s eight pups as her own, because they would smell like her own three. One good thing about rats, thought Monica, they couldn’t count.


    “Good,” said Dr. Weisen. “That’s all for now. We can relax for a few minutes.”


    “Thank God,” said Monica. She withdrew her hands from the isolator gloves and walked to the side of the room to sit on the bench. She felt exultant, and drained. One step closer to her goal. Thank God I’m not going to be a surgeon, she thought; if I feel like this operating on a rat, how would I feel working on a human? But at least humans had nice, big, reasonable-sized organs, not the tiny beads and threads that made up a rat’s inner regions.


    She pulled down her mask. A tired pleasant face, a determined mouth, and intense dark eyes. When she closed them she had a sudden vision of herself, stretched soft and toasted on the pale sand of a tropical beach. He was there too, freckling in the sun, his hand sweet and slow on her glowing skin. Past and future obliterated, only a warm murmuring now. God, God, why couldn’t it be?


    “You made it look easy,” said Les cheerfully. He had cinnamon-colored hair and a little mustache. “So why do you look pooped?”


    She opened her eyes. “There’s a certain amount of pressure, buddy.” In fact, Tom had blown his turn last week, blundering into the intestine as he tried to lift out the uterus. As the invisible contamination billowed into the sanitary chamber from the tiny wound, he had stared helplessly, swearing, until Dr. Weisen led him away, leaving the others to clean up the now useless animals.


    Dr. Weisen, twinkling, said, “There’s always pressure. Learning to work under pressure is part of it.” He looked like a well-groomed Santa Claus, a round little man with a white beard, sleeker than Santa’s. He also had a sure surgical touch, a brilliant scientific mind, and a current experiment that might point the way to saving thousands of minds. He ran a respected program in this underfunded lab, and Monica considered herself fortunate to be among the half-dozen students who were allowed to study with him. True, she did not plan a career of doing Caesarean sections on rats. She wanted to study the human brain, that infinitely complex organ of vision and hearing, of love and hate, of sleep and movement, of mathematics and poetry. But her work too would require knowledge, precision, and skill; and she couldn’t have a better guide than Dr. Weisen. Now he smiled at her. “Good girl. You did well.”


    “Thank you.”


    Les sat down beside her and waited till Dr. Weisen was across the room talking to Tom and Barbara, then he repeated under his breath, “Good girl, Miss Bauer.”


    Monica was twenty-six. So was Les. She said, “Thanks, sonny.”


    He grinned, leaned back, stretched out his legs. “That’s what I need,” he said. “A mommy. I’ve got a Santa, with a mommy my second childhood would be complete.”


    “Shh,” said Monica. “It’s just his Old World personality. Maybe when we’re his age we’ll patronize the young folks too.”


    “Maybe. But I get culture shock every day when I go home. Sonny to Daddy inside ten minutes is not humanly possible.” Les was the proud father of two active little boys. He added, “You know a second drug company is after Weisen’s tumor stuff?”


    “Really?”


    “Well, the preliminary studies are looking good. They’d love his patent. He’ll be a rich little Santa one of these days.”


    “I thought the university owned the patents. Or the people who give him grants.’’


    “They usually do. But Weisen is special. His deal with the university gives him total independence in exchange for running the lab and teaching lucky us. He keeps the rights. That’s the main reason their miserly attitude hasn’t driven him away. He’ll probably get rich now and quit teaching.”


    “He wouldn’t! He loves his work!”


    “He loves the research. You think he enjoys watching his fifteen hundredth rat Caesarean?”


    Monica was silent. It was true. With money and research facilities from a big company, why would he continue teaching here, where he had to fight for every dollar?


    “Wonder what they’re discussing?” said Les, gesturing at Dr. Weisen and Tom and Barbara across the room. “I bet Tom’s trying to talk him into okaying his thesis proposal again.”


    It was hard to believe that neat, relaxed Les and shaggy Tom Conklin were the same age, in the same field. Tom was intense, voluble in his opposition to the Vietnam war. On weekends he and his friends picketed army depots or companies that manufactured napalm. Tom’s dark beard was untrimmed, his desk always piled with books, scraps, sandwich bags, mimeographed sheets. Norman, the night custodian, had often asked Tom to stop throwing half-filled coffee cups into the wastebaskets, but he kept forgetting. Tom and his friends in SDS were vehemently in favor of improving life for blacks in the abstract, but making the job of a particular black custodian easier was apparently not part of the agenda.


    Barbara, a year ahead of the other three, was black too; but, already busy with her thesis project, she merely muttered “Right on” distractedly whenever Tom directed his political statements to her.


    Monica stood up, refastened her mask, and went back to inspect the results of her recent work. There they were, eight tiny rats, eyes still shut, tiny lungs breathing the germ-free air, tiny hearts pumping blood through tiny vessels. And there were their two brothers, dead through Monica’s slowness, or their own inborn defects or immaturity. Outside the sanitary chamber, in the lower half of the isolator beyond the plastic, B-716 lay shaved and lifeless. Life. A mysterious condition, much desired by fully functioning living creatures, not desired by the dead. And the in-between? The baby rats twitched; they wanted it, wanted whatever it had to offer rats. But their brothers had given up. Because they knew they were somehow imperfect? Did the imperfect know their problem? Some of them continued to eat, to move, to strive toward goals, even when their eyes did not seem to see, or their ears to hear, or their brains to think. Did they want to live? Could someone who had been human still want to live like that? It was different for the tiny blind rats, they knew nothing better. But if you had been a bright and active human?


    Monica made herself stop thinking about that question, that unanswerable question. Her job and her passion was to learn about the brain, not speculate about feelings. And, because her teacher was Dr. Weisen, who insisted that his students be capable of performing every step of a research project, her job now was to make sure those eight baby rats reached their foster mother safely. She began to run down her mental checklist.


    


    At noon Maggie Ryan stuck her curly black head in the door of the communal grad office and said, “Congratulations, Monica! Les gives your Caesarean a rave review.”


    “Thanks.” Monica glanced up at her lanky housemate. “But you didn’t come all the way out here just to cheer.”


    “To cheer and to brag. They accepted my article!”


    “Hey, congratulations yourself!”


    “Thanks. But I really came to deliver these statistics to Dr. Weisen. See you soon.”


    But when Monica emerged into the tiled hall a few minutes later, Maggie, still holding her stack of printouts, was in laughing conversation with the custodian. He was here early today. Norman was in his sixties and a little deaf, a cheerful man who slept in a bedroom here at the lab. His night duties were various—keeping the lab clean, of course, but also checking the animals, feeding them if their schedules required it, recording births or deaths, incinerating the carcasses that the scientists left for him in neatly labeled bags by the incinerator room door. The remains of B-716 and her two stillborn pups awaited him there today. Norman reported to Gib Gibson, the head animal technician, and had done a good and competent job since the lab had opened six years ago.


    “What are you two laughing at?” asked Monica as she approached.


    “Just our innate good nature,” said Maggie evasively.


    Norman laughed again, his wrinkled dark face a map of mirth. Monica couldn’t help grinning too. “God, I almost believe you!”


    Dr. Weisen’s office door opened further down the hall, and he and Tom stepped out, holding foam coffee cups. Tom was explaining something earnestly. Dr. Weisen nodded, made a gesture of dismissal, and went back in. Tom headed toward the graduate office, looking grumpy but nodding at them as he passed. “How you doing?” he asked. Disregarding Norman’s sudden frown, he flipped his cup into the metal wastebasket by the office door.


    The wastebasket exploded.


    A brilliant flash. A loud report. The wastebasket flared and shuddered with multiple explosions. Monica froze in shock for an instant, then turned and snatched the fire extinguisher from the wall behind her. Tom was still cringing against the wall, pale behind his beard. Dr. Weisen’s office door snapped open again; and Les, together with Gib, the wiry little animal supervisor, came running through the fire doors down the hall.


    Monica, rushing toward the wastebasket with the big extinguisher cylinder, was stopped by Maggie’s firm hand on her arm. “It’s okay. It’s all over.”


    It was. The wastebasket sat calmly, a puddle of melted plastic cup in its depths.


    “What the devil is going on?” asked Dr. Weisen, approaching.


    Everyone looked at Tom. He shrugged, licked his lips, and shrugged again. “I don’t know. I just threw my coffee cup in.”


    Dr. Weisen and Les and Gib all looked into the basket, edgy and puzzled. Finally Gib said, “Pretty strong coffee,” and everyone laughed.


    “All right, boys and girls,” said Dr. Weisen. He was twinkling again; he had decided to be amused. “Anyone who comes up with a scientific explanation gets an A.” He turned and started back.


    “Dr. Weisen, I have another analysis for you,” said Maggie.


    “Good. Come along to my office.”


    So it was to be business as usual. Monica replaced the fire extinguisher, carefully buckling its metal belt, thinking furiously. She knew, almost, but didn’t dare say anything. But as she turned back she caught the delighted and triumphant glance that passed between Maggie and Norman, and was sure.


    She followed Maggie and Dr. Weisen down the hall and waited by the door, considering her unpredictable friend. Like Monica, Maggie was driving hard to finish her degree, but always had time for her friends. Monica found her as easy to talk to as a sister, her intelligence and empathy making up for their short acquaintance. Maggie’s appetite for knowledge was as fierce as Monica’s, but not as solemn; she snacked on humor. That wastebasket—poor Tom! Or that first warm day in April when Monica had come home to find her sitting cross-legged on the roof of their front porch, playing silly spring music on her flute while dipping it in a child’s bubble solution, so that shimmering spheres, light and silvery as the music, floated through the new air like promises.


    Dr. Weisen had paused over one sheet. “What is this?”


    “Confidence band on the kidney damage side effects,” said Maggie.


    “But for the tumors you’ve done significance tests.”


    “Right. And for all the side effects I’ve done confidence band estimates. That’s the best approach.”


    “I see.” Dr. Weisen sighed in mock exasperation. “Another statistical fad.”


    “Not a fad. A newly appreciated truth.”


    “Good girl, stand up for your beliefs!” Dr. Weisen seemed pleased by her firmness. “But you will do significance tests too, for old-fashioned folks like me?”


    “No, they aren’t appropriate. A confidence band tells you much better just how much risk of a side effect there is. This one says there are between eighteen and—”


    Weisen laughed, holding up a hand as though to fend off an attack. “All right! I won’t fight. I certainly can’t keep up with your field too.” He looked at the rest of the pages, then handed her a new stack of data sheets. “Fine. It’s in good shape.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Come in, Monica.”


    Maggie waited by the door while Monica asked, “Dr. Weisen, I understand that you may be selling the patent for this tumor treatment to a pharmaceutical company.”


    “I certainly hope to, Monica. They can finish testing it and help tumor victims.”


    “Yes. I was wondering, though, does that mean you’ll stop teaching?” Her face tensed with concern.


    He smiled reassuringly. “Perhaps, Monica. I’d certainly continue through the fall term, at least. But no one has bought it yet, and I don’t plan to count my chickens too soon.”


    “How soon will you know?”


    “Representatives from the companies will be here June twelfth. We should have this last set of experiments completed by then.”


    “June twelfth.”


    “That should be soon enough for you to make plans.”


    “Dr. Weisen, I need the very best training I can get.”


    “Yes.” He looked at her kindly, Santa Claus even as he was threatening to withdraw the gift he had been giving her. “Monica, I’ll help you however I can. I’ll write letters of recommendation, of course, wherever I am.”


    “Yes, Dr. Weisen, thank you. But it’s not just getting a good job. I want to be able to do the best work I can.”


    “I understand. That’s my motive too.”


    “Yes, of course.” She was being selfish, childish. As though her desire to do well justified keeping Dr. Weisen from realizing his own far more brilliant potential. She straightened and said firmly, “Thank you, Dr. Weisen. I do wish you the best of luck with the companies.”


    “Thank you, Monica. I won’t desert my students. Don’t worry.”


    Well, she’d have to be content with that. In four weeks, no, three, she’d know if she could complete her training with him, or if she’d have to start compromising. Hell. But no university could promise that their best professors wouldn’t suddenly be lured away by better offers, or take a sabbatic year off, or decide that the field in which they had earned their reputations was boring and they should move into some other research.


    “My God, is it the end of the world?” Maggie’s voice interrupted her thoughts, and she realized that they had been walking down the hall together while she frowned at the floor in moody silence.


    “No, not that.” She knew about the end of the world. “But it’s disappointing. It took me a whole year before he’d even consider accepting me. I was really counting on him staying.”


    “Yeah. It’s tough. But if he stays through December, you’ll have a year and a half of work with him.”


    “Something is better than nothing, you mean?”


    “Right. And maybe his replacement will be good.”


    “Maybe.”


    Maggie put a rangy arm around Monica’s shoulders. “And maybe I should shut up and stop trying to make everything look jolly when it’s really crappy.”


    “Maybe.” Monica met her friend’s sympathetic blue eyes and managed to return her smile. “Well, if he does leave, I’ll suck him dry between now and then, damn it!”


    “That’s the spirit.”


    They had come to the graduate office. Monica pulled her bag from her desk drawer and said, “Well, I’m off to see the veggies. See you at dinner.” Maggie waved good-bye.


    The nursing home was forty miles away in the upstate hills, a flat yellow-brick building. Mrs. Audley was at the desk and smiled as Monica approached.


    “Hello, Monica dear. It’s good to see you. They’re all looking forward to your visit.”


    “It’s good to be here.” Monica signed the visitor’s book.


    “I think they’re outside today. Lovely weather, isn’t it?”


    “At last. They haven’t had much time outside yet this year.”


    A long rectangle of ragged lawn, a wide gravel path around the border. On all four sides, yellow-brick wings rose three stories, pierced by little windows. Some wheelchairs were clustered at the far corner, where a locust tree had overcome the odds and spread vigorous lacy branches toward the sky. Monica walked quickly down the path toward them.


    There were four of them besides Pauline, the nurse. Mary was about sixty, sitting patiently, sleeping a lot. Her speech and vision were both nearly gone, half of her brain dead from an inexorably growing inoperable tumor. A few more years and Dr. Weisen’s new drug might help people like her, but for Mary it would be too late. Jock was forty, a stroke victim, eyes still working busily but legs and speech gone. Bibbsy, the youngest, had been a passenger in a car that had failed to beat a train to the crossing. The teenage driver had been killed; Bibbsy would live for years with her useless body, her half-vision, her cheery meaningless speech. And Ted. Ted had been a communications specialist in Vietnam, theoretically behind the front lines, when a nervous recruit had fired at a shadow and sent a bullet through his left temple and deep into the parietal lobe of his brain. Ted could see only half of a world, and that half as unrelated details. He had epileptic seizures and frequent blinding headaches. The VA hospital had put him on the proper drugs and released him, but after a few months his overstressed family had sent him to this nursing home.


    He could talk, a little. As she approached, his head drifted awkwardly to the side so that she was in the center of the visual field he could see. “Hello, Ted,” she said.


    “Hello, Monica.” A foolish smile on his face.


    “Hello Monica alonica alonica!” Bibbsy was euphoric, as usual, gibbering happily. Monica greeted Jock, shook his hand, then turned to the nurse.


    “Pauline, is it okay if Ted and I go read?”


    “Certainly, dear.” Pauline was a buxom, maternal-looking woman, skilled at her job without knowing a thing about neurons or parietal lobes. She did know that Bibbsy was distracting, and that Ted had great difficulty concentrating.


    “Let’s go to the sunroom, Ted.”


    “Okay.” The foolish smile again. Ted’s walking was skilled and automatic, but he could not place himself accurately in space, so she had to guide him into the building and to a seat on the sofa. She sat next to him on his left, and opened the book.


    “Okay, Ted, here we go.”


    The smile disappeared as he turned his head sideways to see the book better. He concentrated fiercely. “L,” he said gamely. “I, T. Lit?”


    “Good. Keep going.”


    “T, L. T, T, L. E.” He stopped, confused.


    “Little,” said Monica.


    “I can only read, one two three.” His speech was halting, apologetic. “Then I read, four. Then I forget. One.”


    “Yes, I know.” He could not see words as wholes. Three letters was his span, and if the next letters took any concentration, he forgot the first and had to start over. But he was better now. At first he couldn’t even remember the letters.


    He had once been a chemist.


    Painfully they went on through the sentences, from a fifth- grade reader, until he was exhausted. Monica closed the book. He said suddenly, “Dreaming. Am I?”


    “Dreaming?”


    “Am I dreaming?”


    “No, Ted. You’ve been here two years.”


    “Two years.”


    “Yes.”


    She waited. He could not summon words at will, except for the overpracticed early ones—hello, good-bye, okay. They both waited for the disconnected words to drift through his mind, waited for him to recognize the right one as it happened by.


    After a while he said, “Buzzing. In, in, what is it? Not nose, not eyes.”


    “Buzzing in your ears?”


    “Ears. Okay. In my ears.”


    “Does it hurt?”


    “No, except …” Long pause. “Sometimes.”


    “Sometimes your head hurts.”


    “Sometimes, yes. Always … buzzing.” He leaned back, tired.


    “Shall we sing a little?”


    “Okay.”


    He couldn’t remember words, but melodies were still easy for him. She had learned to sing “la-la-la” instead of trying to teach him to catch the elusive words. Now they sang together, her alto and his baritone blending pleasantly. It made him happy.


    Finally Monica said good-bye, signed out, drove away. Mary and Jock, Bibbsy and Ted never would. Four friends, trapped by their own broken brains. Four of her reasons for studying, perhaps someday helping. Especially Ted, who still struggled courageously to fuse the bits of his shattered world into coherence. Who still remembered that things had once been different, that he had once been whole.


    Maybe she would never discover anything that could help them. But with Dr. Weisen’s guidance, she meant to give it a damn good try.


    Back in Laconia, she parked in front of her square brick house, then paused to wait for Maggie, who was at the corner mailing a letter. “Trying to send a message to the outside world?” called Monica.


    “Yeah. My friend Nick.” Maggie, exuberant, sprinted from the corner, ending with a cartwheel. Then she pulled herself up with dignity and asked, “How were your friends today?”


    “Fine. Soaking up sun.”


    “Good for them. Listen, Mary Beth and Craig and I are going to the concert tonight. Can you come?”


    “No, I’ve got to get back to the lab right after dinner. Have to check on those baby rats I delivered today.”


    And so Monica was second on the scene. She unlocked the main door of the lab, and at the sound of her steps Norman erupted from the door of the animal quarters, gaping in terror.


    “Miz Bauer, Miz Bauer! Come quick!” he pleaded. “Something terrible happened!”


    Monica ran after him. He opened the door into one of the animal rooms, one of Dr. Weisen’s rooms. She said, “Oh, Christ!”


    In the center of the room lay a heap of slaughtered rats, their backs broken and mangled, their skulls smashed.


    


    

  


  
    II


    “Peace, you foul ramping jade!” howled Nick O’Connor.


    “Od’s foot, you bawd in grease, are you talking?” The rouged woman turned to him in fury, fingernails extended from her green sleeves. “Thou sow of Smithfield, thou!” She clawed at his snout.


    “Thou tripe of Turnbull!” Nick lifted his stained skirts from his rosy pink legs and, bellowing insults, kicked the shrieking green-dressed woman through the arch. Then he turned back, patted down his skirts and greasy cap with preening pride, and gave his enormous breasts a triumphant jiggle. His audience was roaring with laughter. When he exited a moment later, with a final flirtatious bounce of his padded haunches, there was a wave of applause.


    The familiar flowing warmth of work well done filled him. For a few moments here, in Nick’s greasy and repulsive self, Ben Jonson and Brooklyn had been linked. The seventeenth and the twentieth centuries had laughed together at their common human failings. His was a foolish and frivolous and worthwhile and deeply satisfying profession.


    He ought to be happier than he was.


    This was the final performance ofBartholomew Fair. The work had been the kind that Nick loved best, a meaty part in a good play. And once they were in production, George had found him some daytime TV work, a couple of weeks as the dying father of a young heroine on a soap opera. Add in last fall’s Elson Beer commercial and it had been a terrific year for an actor. His coffers were amazingly full. J. Pierpont O’Connor. His only problem was that he was too far away from Maggie. Who probably didn’t think it was a problem at all.


    After the curtain call he took off the repulsive pig-woman costume, cap and wig and breasts and buttocks and all, and hung them in the costume corner. Then he headed for the makeup tables, in nothing but pink tights and his own natural hairiness. Nick the dancing bear. His arms and neck and face all had the artificial ruddy glow appropriate to the fat bawd and pig-seller of Jonson’s fair. He slathered on cold cream and wiped it off, and gradually emerged again as broad, muscular, pleasantly ugly Nick O’Connor, inspecting his bald spot with melancholy as he scrubbed off the makeup. Wouldn’t be long now, he thought; the lovingly tended strands that stretched across the bare skin were fewer every day. He touched them encouragingly.


    Next to him his friend Carmen smiled her beautiful triangular smile. “Don’t feel bad, Nick,” she soothed. “Bald men are sexy.”


    “So I’m told,” said Nick. He turned his attention to removing the pink on his forearms and declaimed, “What he hath scanted men in hair, he hath given them in wit.”


    She laughed. “Well, I’ll have to admit they loved you tonight, you old pig-woman. Aren’t you sorry it’s over?”


    “Yeah. I’ve got a dull three weeks ahead, just one TV audition before my summer stock job starts. What can I do to fill up the time? Study Greek? Build the Brooklyn Bridge from toothpicks? What are you doing?”


    “I told you, Nick. A vamp inThe Wicked and the Wild.”


    “Oh, right. That ought to keep you in meat and potatoes for a while.” He threw away the last stained tissue and stood up.


    Carmen said, “Nick, come on over for a little drink, okay? Wind up the show properly.”


    Maybe it was the scolding his friend George had given him that afternoon, the stern instructions to quit mooning over Maggie, the offer to fix him up with yet another boring stranger. Or maybe it was just closing night. And he did like Carmen. She had shared with him the ups and downs of her affair with the stage manager until the final rupture two weeks ago; and Nick had told her a little about his wife’s sad death. Carmen was sympathetic, bright, and straightforward once you got past the facade. Back in Missouri she had been Susie May Holman, queen of her county fair, though she had decided that Carmen suited her dark-eyed and billowy beauty better. Perhaps it did. But Nick was fond too of the Susie May who still glowed beneath the veneer of studied glamour. They got along. Maybe she could help him forget. Hell, give it a try.


    He said, “I’ll meet you at the stage door in ten minutes, okay? I’ll just go get Zelle.”


    “Great!” There was delight in Carmen’s angular smile. “I love Zelle.”


    In the men’s dressing room, he let his wriggly black cocker spaniel puppy out of her crate and accepted her enthusiastic greeting. Then he peeled off his pink tights, pulled on his jeans, and carried her down to wait for Carmen at the stage door.


    


    He woke at that lowest of times, three-thirty in the morning, too warm, and too close to having a headache, and too lonely. Beside him, the queen of the county fair sprawled sleeping, as lascivious and irrelevant as a Playboy centerfold. The rank sweat of an enseamed bed. Nick turned his face from her.


    Last night, Carmen had been sweet and appreciative, eager in her lovemaking, timid in her suggestion afterward that something more permanent might be worked out, philosophical in her acceptance of his statement that he wasn’t ready.


    “Yeah. We’ll go slow,” she had said. “It’ll probably take a while. You know, your wife dying and everything.”


    “I guess that’s it. I’m just not ready for a commitment.”


    Which was a lie. He was committed already. To Maggie, who didn’t want him. And now, at three-thirty, when the dark parts of the mind stir in their sleep and make their presence known, Nick felt like a liar. Stewed in corruption. A filthy creature worthy of Jonson’s play. Nick the pig-man, taking off his steamy bawd’s breasts to rut in the hay with the queen of the county fair. God. Sweet Susie May, with her enthusiasm and her shy hopeful desire for commitment, deserved more than the pig-man could give her.


    He sat up quietly on the edge of the bed and reached for his shirt. He needed his own apartment now, the honest loneliness of his empty bed and coffeepot for one. As he buckled his belt, Carmen stirred.


    “You okay?” she asked drowsily.


    “Yeah. Zelle and I just got the urge to go home.”


    “Oh. Okay. Listen, you want a cup of coffee or something?”


    “It’ll be better if I just go,” he said, loathing himself. Carmen was no one-night stand. Accepting her invitation had been a promise, he had known that. A promise to give this new intimacy a fair chance. A promise he couldn’t keep.


    “Yeah, I understand,” she said. “Right after a show closes is a down time, isn’t it?” Her dark eyes were worried, bruised. But he had to get out.


    “Yeah, it always is. I’ll see you later, okay?” He made himself kiss her smooth forehead and then picked up Zelle’s leash and snapped it on. Zelle bounced toward the door, eager for adventure, her long curly ears flapping.


    “Okay,” said Carmen. “ See you later too, Zelle honey.” She watched soberly as he undid the locks and picked up Zelle’s folded crate. Then, with indecent haste, the little dog and the pig-man pushed out into the hall. As they started down the second of the two flights of stairs, Nick could hear her above, slowly clicking the locks closed again.


    Maybe for an encore he should find a nice little old lady to mug.


    It was a long walk to his own apartment. Over on his left, where streets slotted through the wall of looming buildings, he could see the river glimmering. Shiny, cold, seductive.


    With his beautiful Lisette he had learned the joy and pain and freedom that come with absorption in another’s life. It had taken a long while to piece himself back together when death had ripped her from him. With George’s help and Maggie’s, he had healed. But now, again, he felt divorced from himself, disgusted, attachments and appetites out of phase.


    Lisette was at peace now, and the river gleamed.


    Zelle tugged impatiently at the leash. He sighed and succumbed to her heartless enthusiasm for this dark trudge along the city streets. She quartered back and forth eagerly ahead of him, sampling the obscure information in each dark current of air, processing it into coherence in her mysterious canine brain. He let her set the pace, and they meandered along the sidewalk toward the bleakness of home.


    There were two letters in his box. One was a check; his commercial for Elson had been surprisingly successful, and money for residuals kept coming in as they reran it.


    The other was postmarked Laconia. From Maggie. He sat on the sofa, nuzzling Zelle’s curly head as he read it. As always, it was brief and breezy.


    


    Dear Uncle Nick,


    Great news! Last term Bennett said I should spiff up my term project on Bonferroni techniques and send it to theJournal of Statistics. They’re going to publish it! Joy!Freude! Do you feel like this, Nick, when the audience applauds you? I sang the Ninth Symphony all the way home.


    Do you suppose anyone will ever actually read the thing?


    My friend Monica—I guess you still haven’t met her—helped me get a job analyzing data for Dr. Weisen out at the neurology lab. Monica says this drug he’s testing is a real breakthrough, because it reverses one type of brain tumor.


    Two big companies are after the rights to it. The analyses I did on the first batch of data look terrific. It’s good to be involved in real research. A nice change from the hundred and forty-six students in Bennett’s summer statistics course. They’re good kids, but sometimes we get exactly the same question a hundred and forty-six times.


    News flash from the exciting world of chemistry! Did you know that a small piece of potassium in a wastebasket will explode when combined with half a cup of coffee? My buddy Norman, the lab custodian, helped me run the experiment. He’s tired of people dumping coffee in his clean wastebaskets. Nobody’s done it since our experiment. You would have approved—it was very theatrical!


    You must be almost finished with your pig-woman. I bet she was gross. Sue insists on referring to you now as Oinkle Nick but I’ll never stoop so low. Let me know what you’re doing next.


    Freude!


    Mlle M.


    


    Nick stared at the letter for a long time, not really seeing it, Zelle a groggy weight across his lap. Once, dancing with Maggie to that old Fats Waller record, there had been a moment of hope. But there was no promise in this letter, no change, only fulfillment of the terms she had insisted on: friendship, period. An honorary uncle. Her young world was so different from his, composed of classrooms and laboratories, equations and journals. And joy. Images of her shifted in his mind: Maggie bounding exuberantly up a cliffside, unmasking a sham French waiter, comforting a friend, playing Paganini on her flute. Watching a wastebasket explode.


    If he skipped the audition, he would have three weeks.


    He was really very tired of being the pig-man.


    He eased Zelle to the floor, stood up, and began to clean the apartment. Books and clothes into boxes, garbage out, sheets down to the laundry room. Scrub the refrigerator, scrub the stove. Nick the White Tornado. Outside, the tips of the buildings were becoming pink in the dawn sun; behind them in the west, though, there were clouds, nasty weather coming. No matter, that was where he belonged. He scrubbed the bathroom, crammed things into suitcases, and packed Zelle’s crate with dog food and toys.


    It was almost seven. Morning. The extravagant and erring spirit hies to his confine. He called George.


    “Mmph?”


    “It’s Nick, George.”


    “Jesus Christ.”


    “I’m leaving town. Just wanted you to know.”


    “Hey, look, it’s early. My ears aren’t awake. You didn’t say you were leaving. Did you?”


    “Three weeks in Laconia, then straight to the summer company.”


    “Three weeks—what about the Defender deodorant audition? You’re called back! Larry said you’d be a shoo-in!”


    “Scratch it, George. Let someone else become the nation’s symbol for sweat-free masculine daintiness. I’m called back for something more important.”


    “You’re crazy. Get some sleep and call me in the morning.”


    “Listen carefully, George. Number one: cancel the Defender audition. Number two: look after my mail until the subletter gets here. Okay?”


    “Where’d you say you were going?”


    “Laconia. Your advice. Yesterday you told me to straighten myself out, today I’m going. ‘In delay there lies no plenty.’”


    “Don’t quote at me. Listen, I thought I was telling you to forget her.”


    “I tried that. Didn’t work.”


    “God, Nick. It’s that bad, is it?”


    “Yep.”


    “Listen, you bastard, don’t get hurt, okay?”


    “The damage is done, George. I’m just looking for pieces to glue back together.”


    “Yeah. Well, give me a call when you can.”


    Nick drove across the bridge and started up the Palisades. On his left the sky was sullen; but on the right, sun shot gaily across the buildings and river and trees. Zelle, in the backseat, scrambled back and forth, peering myopically out the windows, trying to savor the entire world. In the recesses of Nick’s mind, Carmen’s violated gaze still burned. But when he heard an unobtrusive knocking in the motor he felt cheered. He noticed suddenly that he was whistling. Beethoven’s Ninth. Ode to Joy.Freude!


    


    The storm hit thirty miles east of Laconia. His headlights glanced back from the sheeting water; the road surface disappeared somewhere under a vast churning surf. Zelle, taking it personally, had subsided unhappily on the backseat. Finally the sky lightened a little and the rain settled into a workmanlike downpour as he approached Laconia. Neon motel signs were surprisingly bright in the gloomy daylight. None of them had vacancies. Awkward. Hero foiled; no room at the inn. He followed the broad curve of the highway toward town while the rain faded to a faint drizzle.


    The university was spread over the hills northwest of town. It was the major business in Laconia, and little signs pointed up one-way streets to direct everyone there. Today, there were extra signs in damp red and white: WELCOME BACK ALUMNI!


    She had pointed out the psychology building to him once, a thirties structure with square windows and a flat-roofed entrance lobby. He found a space in a nearly empty parking lot; it too was marked WELCOME BACK ALUMNI. He left the windows cracked open for Zelle and hurried through the last drops of rain to the shelter of the lobby. Not that it was much shelter when he got there. That flat roof must be as old as the building; thick dribbles of water were still coming through the ceiling in several places. The plaster was cracked and bulging, stained tobacco brown. Someone had put trash cans under the heaviest leaks.


    Bennett had an office on the second floor, the wall directory said. Start there. At least the stairs were warm and dry. And in fact, the second floor, though a bit creaky, had warm brown wainscoting and white walls, not an unfriendly place. A longhaired young woman told him that the statistics assistants were all in Room 226, and pointed down a cross hall. He took off his raincoat and wiped back his thin damp hair. He felt about as attractive as a drenched grizzly. Another swashbuckling entrance for the dashing O’Connor.


    A sign on the half-open door said DEPARTMENT OF AMBITION, DISTRACTION, UGLIFICATION, AND DERISION. That was it, all right. He stepped inside.


    Five red pencils were scribbling across sheets of mimeographed exams. Five heads were bent over the desks. Nick saw the one he wanted, black curls across the room from him. “Excuse me,” he said, “but I need a good mechanic.”


    Five faces turned to look at him, but he was only watching the one. And for the briefest instant the blue eyes that met his were unguarded, dilating and darkening in a startled and delighted welcome that warmed him through. But it was just for that instant; she looked back to her stack of papers hastily and was absorbed in straightening them by the time the four other faces had swiveled toward her and someone said, “Maggie, your services are required.”


    “Hi, Uncle Nick,” she said, and stood up with a neutral friendly smile. “You’re damp.”


    “Strange, Mademoiselle. The weather is so pleasant.”


    She waved a hand at him. “This is Nick O’Connor, everyone, an old buddy. Star of stage and boob tube.”


    “You’re kidding,” said a sandy-haired woman, looking unbelievingly at Nick.


    “Nope, really. He does commercials and villains and kings and Cyrano.”


    “Wet bears too,” said Nick. “And you ought to see me as a Brillo pad.”


    “Have I seen you?” The sandy-haired woman was curious.


    “Possibly,” said Nick. “Maybe you’ve seen Elson Beer. ‘A man owes it to himself.’” He hooked his thumbs in his belt, stuck out his paunch, and produced the famous Elson grin.


    “Hey, I’ve seen that one! Wow!” She was excited.


    “Personally, I prefer Cyrano,” said Maggie.


    He dropped the Elson character and grinned at her. “I do anything for money,” he said.


    “God. So do we,” admitted Maggie. “Look at us, slaving away at these hundred and forty-six exams. The crazed scribblings of terrified undergraduates.”


    “Sounds serious,” said Nick. “Is the end in sight?”


    “No. We’ll be here till five or six,” said a young man cheerfully.


    The sandy-haired woman still looked dazzled by the idiotic Elson commercial. She said, “Listen, Maggie. You want to go talk to your friend, go ahead. We can fill in this time.”


    “No, no. I’ll do my share.”


    “How about a trade? We’ll finish the questions, you can add them up and make the curve.”


    “Is that okay?” Maggie asked the room generally.


    “Sure!” said the young man. “That way we’ll be done sooner.”


    “Okay, thanks.” She grabbed a trenchcoat from an ancient coatrack by the door and slipped it on over her shirt and jeans.


    Nick fell into step beside her. He was still a little giddy from that first radiant glance. But there was something wrong. Today there was a shadow too.


    The dark blue eyes flicked toward him as she opened the door to the staircase. “Well, Unk. A surprise.”


    “But, Mademoiselle, I had to. The car was coughing.”


    “Describe the symptoms.”


    Nick said, “Tock-tock-tock-tock. Vroom, vroom!”


    She laughed. “That’s a direct quotation?”


    “Maybe you’d better listen for yourself.” They pushed open the doors at the bottom of the stairs. Water was still dripping into the trash cans in the lobby, but it had slowed down some. He said, “Your decorator must have studied in the Okefenokee.”


    “Right. A real swamp. They claim they’ve run out of maintenance money.”


    “They must have money! What about rich alumni? What about my state taxes?”


    “I’ll show you.” She shoved open the big front door and went out into the damp day. Across the street was a building with a broad flagged approach, bright annuals banked in front of trimmed evergreens. “The administration building,” she explained. “Remodeled in 1966, three years ago, for a hundred thou. And again this spring for fifty thou. The reason for both remodelings was to make an attractive welcome for our distinguished visitors.”


    “Well, I’ll certainly go there next time.”


    “I said distinguished. Nick, where are we going now?”


    That brief shadow again. What was wrong? He asked, “How long do you have?”


    “About three hours.”


    “Suppose we go to your house first so you can change. Then to the Cafe Michel for lunch.”


    “That’s miles out of town!”


    “You can entertain yourself listening to the tock-tock.”


    She treated him to a sardonic smile, but did not refuse. The combination of a mechanical problem and French food, as he had hoped, was irresistible to her.


    “Someone you haven’t met yet,” he said as they approached the car and he opened the driver’s door. “Maggie, meet Zelle.”


    She laughed as the black puppy bounced up from the backseat, quivering with joy and affection, temporarily abolishing the shadow. “Hey, Zelle!” she said, reaching back to fondle the long ears. “Nick, what a terrific animal! Zelle, I bet your hair kinks up in this weather just like mine!’’ It was true—as she bent toward the spaniel the two clusters of dark curls blended, springy, black as jet. Something caught at Nick’s throat and he turned abruptly and walked around to the passenger door. She straightened and spoke to him across the top of the car.


    “Why Zelle, Nick?” she asked curiously. “Is it short for Zelda?”


    “No, Mademoiselle. Not Zelda. Here, catch.” He tossed her the keys, and even in her shock she caught them automatically. He sat in the passenger seat and slammed the door. For a long minute she stood outside, bouncing the keys in her hand, and he wondered if he had failed already. But finally she sat down behind the wheel and put the keys in the ignition without closing the door. Both hands gripped the top of the steering wheel and she leaned forward, tensed, a picture of wariness.


    “Nick,” she said, “please. What do you want?”


    What do I want. For a moment his mind churned with all the things he wanted. But aloud he said only, “The show closed. And it was pitiful to think of you singing the Ninth Symphony all alone. It takes two, at least.”


    Her mouth softened a little. “You came to celebrate?”


    “I wanted to get out of the city, yes, and celebrate. With champagne. Apologies for my tacky taste in the naming of animals.”


    She leaned back, studied her hands on the wheel, and decided to grant a reprieve. When she spoke her voice was bitter. “Wrong animal. She’s sweet. She should have been a hornet, Nick. Or a vulture.”


    “Maggie, it’s not just me, then. Something’s happened. You’re unhappy.”


    She slammed the door and started the car abruptly, pulling it skillfully out of the parking lot, heading toward the big brick house where she lived. After a moment she said, “It’s Norman, Nick. The custodian. My friend.”


    “Out at Dr. What’s-his-name’s lab? The one with the exploding wastebasket?”


    “That’s right.” She jerked the gear stick angrily. “Nick, he’s dead.”


    


    

  


  
    III


    “Dead! I’m sorry, Maggie.”


    “And things have gone crazy at that lab. And that trick with the potassium I put him up to. Nick, nobody would kill him for that. Not kill him!”


    “Someone killed him?”


    “I don’t know!” She shook her black curls in frustration. “I don’t know what happened, or why!”


    “Tell you what. We’re almost to your place. On the way to the restaurant, you can tell me everything, in order.”


    “Okay.’’ The blue gaze slid toward him, met his eyes, jerked away. “I’ll try to make more sense.”


    While she ran in to change, he let Zelle out for a walk. Then the door of the house burst open again and two young women bounded toward him, a tall blonde and a stocky brown-haired one. Nick found himself hugged from all sides.


    “Uncle Nick! Hey, you don’t look any piggier than last time!”


    “I got rid of it with Clearasil.”


    “Listen, I’m late for class already,” said Sue, her broad freckled face alight with welcome. “But you’ll stay for dinner, won’t you?”


    “If I’m invited.”


    “Of course! By decree of Sue the Most High!” Beaming, she bounced off toward campus. Nick turned to the quiet smiling blonde.


    “Mary Beth, how are you?”


    “Fine. Almost done. Craig and I will be leaving for Guatemala in September. Both jobs came through.”


    “Great! But we’ll miss you.” He watched Zelle check the credentials of a telephone pole, and added diffidently, “Mary Beth, what are my chances?”


    She looked at him in dismay. “Ask her, Nick.”


    “She won’t let me.”


    “That’s your answer!” They stood for a moment, uncomfortable, until she added guiltily, “She sneaks a look at Elson commercials when she can, and she watched every goddamn episode of that soap opera until you died.”


    He grinned at her. “Thanks, Mary Beth.”


    She kicked at the telephone pole, angry at her own betrayal. “Look, Nick, don’t push her. Really. She still hurts.”


    “Yeah. But I do too.”


    Her anger faded a little. She knew about hurting. She said, “Yeah, I know.”


    Maggie came out again then, rangy and delicious in a simple blue dress. Even George would have to approve. “All set?” she asked.


    “Sure,” said Nick.


    “I’ll drive, okay?” She slid behind the wheel again. Nick grabbed a paper towel and scrubbed Zelle’s damp paws before putting her in the back. Mary Beth waved from the curb as they left, wishing them both well. Don’t push, she had said.


    Maggie said almost eagerly, “Okay. Are you ready to be a sounding board?”


    “Nick the Ear, at your service. Take it from the top.”


    “Okay. The beginning was that wastebasket I wrote you about. Noon Thursday. It scared people, especially Tom Conklin, the guy who tossed in the coffee. That afternoon I mailed that letter to you. After dinner, Monica went back to the lab. Norman met her at the door, looking terrified. The reason was that someone had butchered a whole group of Dr. Weisen’s test rats.”


    “Butchered?”


    “And mutilated. Forty of them, twenty experimentals and twenty controls. Monica said there was no earthly way to get the data they would have provided. They check the brains for tumor size, but all the skulls were smashed. They check the internal organs too, for side effects. Heart, liver, kidneys. The bodies were all hopelessly mangled.”


    “God, Maggie! Why?”


    “No one knows. But it was more than just cruelty. You have to understand what goes into that sort of study. Each animal was carefully paired with a littermate of the same sex, same adult weight. All the rats were injected with a tumor agent and checked later to make sure they had one.”


    “Sounds expensive already.”


    “Right. These are not your garden-variety vermin. These are thoroughbred, elite rats. One batch even raised germ-free in a sort of space capsule. Anyway, one of each pair gets the new drug and the other a placebo. After the treatment, all the rats are killed. Humanely, Nick, not like these poor things. The tumors are compared, the various organs are tested. If it’s all been done properly, you know if the drug is really effective or not. If you blow it, the whole logic of the study is destroyed. You’ve learned nothing.”


    “So Dr. Weisen will have to do that study all over?”


    “Right. No usable data at all.”


    “But you said you’d already completed statistics on one set of rats. This was a second set?”


    “There are lots of sets. He’s doing a whole battery of tests. Different ages of tumors, different dosages of drugs. The two sets that I finished last week were for the lightest dose of drugs. This batch that was mutilated would have been euthanized in just a day or two. That’s why this vandalism is so upsetting.”


    “Poor Dr. Weisen.”


    “Yeah. He was beside himself. He’s a jolly old fellow really. But on Friday he kept stamping around asking, ‘Who would do it?’”


    “Who would?”


    “Nobody I can think of. Everyone at the lab knows what effort goes into research. Monica says they don’t even breathe on each other’s animals. In fact, the most likely suspect may be Norman, though I can’t believe that. But he was alone in the building at dinnertime. The assistants left, and Dr. Weisen too at about six, and Monica arrived at seven. The other people who use the lab, biologists and psychologists, had all left before Weisen’s group.”


    “Is the lab locked?”


    “Not in the daytime, but Norman locked it at night. He said it usually took him a few minutes after the last people left. So it’s just possible someone from outside slipped in. Everyone wants to think so.”


    “Who do they have in mind? The Pied Piper?”


    “Yeah. I know.” They were driving along the highway now, through a drenched summer world steamy with rain and growth. “But if it wasn’t an outsider, you see, everyone thinks it was connected with the wastebasket.” Her hands had tightened on the wheel. “Norman was so pleased with that trick. He might have let someone know he was involved. And after the rats, would they think he killed them too? And get back at him?”


    This was the shadow, then: the fear that she had contributed to her friend’s death. He said, “That doesn’t follow, Maggie.”


    “Maybe not, but … Nick, once you told me you watched someone die, and weren’t allowed to help him. He was trying to get over the Berlin Wall.”


    “Right.”


    “Well, I … once I watched a suicide.” The pain in her glance hurt him too. “We’d talked it over very rationally. It seemed … just. Merciful, even, compared to the alternatives. But I still get the shakes. Lousy dreams. It was right, and rational, but it won’t leave me.”


    “I know what you mean. Letting that kid die at the Wall was rational too. Avoiding World War III, we thought.”


    “But it keeps on hurting?”


    “Yeah. It was worse than playing God, Maggie. It was playing an indifferent God.”


    “That’s exactly it! You do understand! So you see, I can’t be indifferent. I’ve got to find out why Norman died!”


    He nodded. “To work, then. What exactly happened?”


    “Bicycle accident, they say. He was found Monday afternoon, near the lab driveway, in a roadside ditch. He’d hit his head on a rock. He’d been there since early morning. The bike was there, all bent out of shape.”


    “So it might not be connected to the rats at all?”


    “Oh, I know. A good statistician assumes that things happen at random unless there’s evidence that they’re connected.”


    He was grinning at her. “I didn’t mean it as a professional attack! I know you’re filled to the brim with scientific logic.”


    “Damn right! But also, if you were going to murder someone you saw every day, wouldn’t you make it look like an accident?”


    “I see. Knock him on the head and throw him and his bike into the ditch. Did he bicycle often?”


    “Yes. He was a widower, shared a house and car with his sister. In good weather he rode a bike. He reported for work at four p.m., heard from Gib about any problems, then started his work. He slept right at the lab, but he was willing to get up a couple of times a night to help out with special feeding schedules or whatever. He was very reliable. A good man.”


    “Yeah.”


    “And then he’d leave around eight in the morning, when Gib arrived. Gib said he was surprised Monday that he’d already left, because he usually waited for him to arrive.”


    “When did he die?”


    “Before eight, the police thought, though he wasn’t found till afternoon. Someone going by noticed the bicycle mirror in the weeds. They didn’t hear about it at the lab until the police came checking around. Monica said they asked a lot of questions. She gathered that they thought he’d been drunk.” She shook her head. “He was never drunk that I knew about, Nick.”


    “The police would have done blood alcohol tests.”


    “But—well, anyway, Dr. Weisen was worried that without Norman around, it would be easier for someone to get at the rats. Weisen stayed overnight himself that first night, got Gib to stay the second. The assistants may have to take turns too.”


    “Can’t he hire another custodian?”


    “Oh, you know regulations. Equal opportunity. He can’t make a permanent appointment until the required advertising is done. And nobody good would take a job for just a few weeks. It would take most people that long just to learn the ropes. Weisen has some funds. He was asking if any of the assistants wanted to take the job temporarily. But a full-time second job is outlawed by the terms of the assistantships. So they have to take turns doing it, for free.”


    “Bureaucracy strikes again.”


    “Yeah. By the way, if you’re still interested, your car is suffering from a lazy hydraulic valve lifter.”


    “Oh.” Nick had forgotten his original pretext. “Is that fatal or expensive?”


    “Neither. Just goes tock-tock.”


    “Maybe I can trade it in on a Timex instead of a Ford.”


    “Good solution.” She turned into the Cafe Michel parking lot. “Does your dog need anything?”


    “She’ll be fine out here if you park in the shade.”


    The restaurant claimed to be Provençal, with red-checked tablecloths and photos of the Mediterranean. They ordered bouillabaisse and, in honor of Maggie’s article, started on a bottle of champagne while they waited.


    “Okay,” said Nick when they were settled. “Uncle Nick will lay out the possibilities. Number one: Norman really was drunk, and his accident has nothing to do with the lab. Or, number two: it has to do with his private life.”


    “Right.” She was always hungry, was already on her second slice of fragrant sharp-crusted bread. “Though he was at the lab so much, he couldn’t have had a lot of private life.”


    “Three: Someone found out he helped make the wastebasket explode, assumed he had killed the animals too, and hit him on the head in vengeful fury.”


    That was the one that hurt. She said gamely, “That’s possible too. Or maybe crowded him with a car so he really did crash into the ditch. But if they only meant to scare him, they’d stop and help.”


    “Right. Four: Norman found out something about who killed the rats. He was murdered because of that knowledge.”


    “Right.” She gestured eagerly with her butter knife. “That seems most likely, doesn’t it, Nick? Maybe it’s just because I’d feel guilty as hell if it turns out to be number three. But I just can’t see anyone at the lab murdering to revenge forty rats. Scaring him, maybe, but not killing. On the other hand, if Norman could prove they’d damaged Dr. Weisen’s experiment, their whole career would be over. Now there’s a motive.”


    “Okay,” said Nick. “But the problem is, we don’t know what he knew. Why were those animals killed? I’m afraid it’s not my area of expertise.”


    The blue eyes lit on his a moment, amused. “Shucks. Another illusion shattered. Uncle Nick is not omniscient.”


    “Also, there’s no Easter Bunny,” he informed her solemnly, pouring more champagne. “Actually, I have been a janitor. But never an animal keeper. Closest I ever came was cashier for the Capri Lounge. They featured both live lobsters and cockroaches.”


    “Hush. Here’s the food,” she said, only her eyes laughing.


    Big chunks of halibut, flounder, and crab. Saffron and tomato and garlic scented the steam that curled from the big pottery bowls. She spooned up a bite and leaned back blissfully in her chair. “Mmm. What good ideas you have, Nick.”


    “Dr. O’Connor’s prescription for sad and worried statisticians.”


    “Right.” She began to eat in earnest, talking between bites. “Okay. You’ve zeroed in on the problem. Why were the animals killed? Who could possibly benefit? Well, there’s a hell of a lot of money riding on these tests. Two different drug companies are competing for the drug. Maybe one of them hoped that incomplete tests would cause the other company to lose interest, so they could get it cheaper. And maybe Norman saw the hit man.”


    “Then why didn’t he say something between Thursday and Monday?”


    “Well, maybe he didn’t figure it out till Monday. Or maybe it wasn’t the companies. Maybe it was professional jealousy, directed against Weisen. Some other professor, maybe, trying to get at Weisen through his research.”


    “Better. Okay, we have two possible villains so far. A company hit man and a jealous professor. Who else can we invent? Someone that Dr. Weisen wronged in the dim past? Or maybe a fanatic hater of science?”


    “We can eliminate anti-vivisectionists, at least. Whoever killed those rats was not squeamish. You’re right, though, it’s pretty far-fetched.” She frowned thoughtfully at a chunk of crab before popping it in her mouth. “There’s one other thing.”


    “Oh?”


    “If Weisen in fact sells to one of the companies, he’ll retire from teaching and end the best training program in this area. All of his students would suffer.”


    “So a student might have done it to prevent his departure?”


    “Or slow it.”


    “But you said this one group of rats wouldn’t stop the whole project.”


    “No. They’ll have to kill more of them.”


    “God, no wonder Dr. Weisen’s nervous! Who are these students?”


    “Well, Tom Conklin. The one who set off our wastebasket. Beard, anti-war, anti-establishment. Arrested briefly last year when SDS took over a campus building. He’s upset at the moment because Weisen won’t let him start pilot work for a thesis until he knows if he’s leaving or not.”


    “Aha. Motive.”


    “Next, Les Warden. Viet Nam vet. Family to support, so there’s pressure to finish and get a real job. Weisen leaving could slow him down.”


    “Aha again.”


    “Monica you’ll meet at dinner. Barbara Burke is winding up her thesis work. She’s a year ahead of the other three, very capable, ambitious black woman. She might or might not be done before he leaves. But Dr. Weisen is a sweetie. He’d make arrangements to be sure she got her degree if she was that close.”


    “He’s not making arrangements for Tom.”


    “That’s different. If he does leave, it’s kinder in the long run. If Tom tailors a thesis for Weisen, Weisen’s successor might not be willing or capable of supervising it. Tom would have wasted a lot of time.”


    “I see.”


    “There are two other senior assistants finishing, but they’re even less likely than Barbara. Martin has finished all the lab work. He’s writing it up now, and just comes in to do his share of Weisen’s analyses. And the other guy isn’t even in town. He’s collecting data at one of the big VA hospitals. And again, Weisen won’t let them down if they’re so close to degrees.”


    “Three students finishing, three getting ready for their last year. Is that all?”


    “Yes. There will be three more selected this summer, if he stays. God, Nick, it’s so good to be able to talk to someone about this mess! I haven’t been able to lay it all out before. Hope it’s not spoiling your lunch.”


    “Not at all. Next time we can discuss dissecting frogs, or maybe cancer of the bowel.”


    Her grin was like sunlight. “Here comes dessert. Let’s change the subject.”


    The waitress brought French pastries, and Maggie attacked a huge stack of flaky golden crust layered with whipped cream and shaved chocolate. Nick, watching her with a hunger of his own, realized suddenly that she was asking him something. A familiar question. How did you get started acting? He gave the automatic answer. “When I was about five, in a Christmas pageant—”


    “You played the ass.” She headed him off, laughing at him, jolting him back to the present.


    “That’s my line!” he objected. “Anyway, it’s donkey in mixed company. But how did you know?”


    “You weren’t paying much attention. But I really want to know, Nick.”


    A serious question, deserving more than the cocktail-party answer. He considered. “I can’t put my finger on any magic moment. As long as I can remember I liked to clown around. And I was happy to find out that people enjoyed seeing me do it.”


    “So acting is about pleasing people?”


    “No, it’s more than that,” he admitted. “Sure, it’s partly a power thing. All those people trusting me. All those people clapping. That’s fun. But that’s not the important thing. Maybe there was one magic moment after all, but it wasn’t me. When I was about fourteen I saw my first professional performance. A forgettable play, but Eli Wallach was in it. I was just sitting in the audience, expecting something like TV, I guess, just an ordinary bashful teenager with acne and a knack for reading aloud. And Wallach came out and said a few words and just overwhelmed me. Made all of us in that audience into one community, one creature. Wrapped us up and delivered us to the gods. A silly trivial play, but what he was doing was sacred, somehow.”


    “The word made flesh,” she murmured. She understood.


    “Yes. I was dazzled. If I could do that for just one moment, I thought, my life would be worthwhile.”


    “I’ve seen you do it, Nick. You were right.”


    “It’s what I’m here for.”


    She smiled, approving of him, and licked the last curl of chocolate from her fork with a unconsciously seductive tongue. Steady, Nick old man. He cleared his throat and asked, “What are you here for, Maggie?”


    “Nothing so glamorous. Not a priest. A messenger, maybe. Because it has its sacred side too, Nick. Math is so impossibly pure and true and certain, not like everyday life. And yet somehow it helps us figure out this impure and uncertain world. Helps us attack tumors. Or guides us across the ocean and up to the moon.”


    He filled the glasses with the last of the champagne and lifted his own. “To the messenger of the gods!”


    “And to the incarnation.” She touched her glass to his and grinned—at herself, at him, at their seriousness.


    After lunch they walked Zelle, then Nick took the wheel and waited until they were back on the highway to ask.


    “Maggie, you left out one person when you described the cast of characters.”


    “Yeah. I want you to be her friend. The others you’ll never even meet.”


    “But if laying it all out has any value to you, you’ll have to face the fact that she’s there too.”


    “Look, Nick. One thing has become crystal clear—I don’t have enough information. I’m going to have to nose around that lab, find out about drug companies, about pressures on Les and Tom and Barbara, about how Gib gets along with Weisen, et cetera.”


    “That’s all true. But Monica’s in the equation too.”


    “I know.”


    “And she’s in so far you don’t dare discuss it much with her. Have to wait for the ex-cashier of the Capri Lounge to be your sounding board.” She was silent, and he added, “Weisen leaving would really mess her up. Is that it?”


    She sighed. “Nick, you’re a goddamn mind reader. Look, okay, maybe objectively it wouldn’t. No more than any of the other students. But Monica—well, we were just talking about our own commitments, the religious edge that our work has for us.” The blue eyes, troubled again, glowered out at the puddled meadows. “Well, Monica is more intense than anyone I’ve ever met. Her work is the only thing she lives for. If you and I are priests, Nick, she’s the hair-shirted flagellant.”


    On the way back Maggie asked to stop for a moment at Norman’s sister’s house, to pay her respects while she was still dressed appropriately. It was a small neat pink house on a well-kept downtown street. Nick took advantage of her visit to settle into a telephone booth around the corner to call motels. As he had feared, the alumni coming for their class reunions had overflowed the campus housing provided, and none of the nearby motels had vacancies. Finally, as he neared the end of his supply of coins, a reservation clerk responded to the desperation in his voice and suggested that he try the Seville Motel, twenty miles west of town, inconvenient and so new that it was not yet in the Yellow Pages or motel directories. The Seville agreed to hold a room for him until six.


    Maggie, emerging from the pink house clutching a brown lunch bag, was sober and excited all at once. She climbed into the passenger seat, gave Zelle an enthusiastic pat on the head, and settled down to think, quiet only on the surface.


    Nick squinted at her a moment. “You’ve been granted absolution.”


    Surprised confirmation in her eyes; then the blue gaze was pulled away from him again. She said primly, “Nick, it’s rude of you to tell people how they feel before they know it themselves.”


    “O’Connor’s Instant Insight. Just add water. What happened?” He headed the car up the hill.


    “She was really glad to see me. Furious at the police for saying he was drunk. Norman’s been a member of AA for forty years. She said he’d been worried recently, but didn’t want to bother Dr. Weisen. So this weekend he was going to show me a couple of things. This”—she indicated the lunch bag—“is a rat from the slaughter. He didn’t incinerate it, thought something should be saved, so he took it home and froze it. He had some papers too. But he wouldn’t tell her what it was all about. Just told her to keep quiet. But she wanted to tell me because he was going to.”


    “What kind of papers?”


    “There were five or six papers, she said. One sloppy one he recopied. She doesn’t know what happened to the clean ones, but we scrounged through the wastebasket and found the original sloppy one.”


    “And? What does it say?”


    “Beats me.”


    He pulled over abruptly to the curb, to the consternation of the motorists behind him. “Okay. Show-and-tell.”


    She unfolded a rumpled, stained sheet of lined notepaper. It had been ruled hastily into clumsy rectangles, twenty along the length of the paper, eight the other direction. Each rectangle contained two numbers, except for several in the lower-right corner that were completely empty. They both frowned at the page for several minutes. “Do you see any pattern in it?” he asked at last.


    “Not much. Numbers range from one to eleven. The two numbers in each box are close, the difference is never more than three.”


    “Right. And the first number is usually greater than the second.”


    “Greater than or equal to,” she said. “Also, the smallest and the largest numbers are more likely to equal each other exactly.”


    “Yes, I see. Odd.”


    “It isn’t much, is it?”


    “Well, the implications are important. He wanted to show you something about the lab. Before he could, he was killed. Has his sister told the police?”


    “No. She said he was very mysterious but told her that no one was to know about it except me. She thought it was another joke we were planning. Now she’s frightened, glad to get the responsibility off her shoulders. Made me promise not to bring her into it. Nick, what the hell does this paper mean?”


    “Could it be some kind of code?”


    “One to eleven? Possible. Never heard of one like that.”


    “And they’re all in squares. Maybe there’s some particular pattern you’re supposed to follow through the squares. Hopscotch. Tic-tac-toe.”


    She nodded. “I wouldn’t put that past Norman.”


    They thought some more. Finally he said, “Nothing occurs to me. Guess I’ll let it simmer in my subconscious awhile.”


    “Not a bad idea. Listen, I should get back to those statistics exams before too long.”


    “Okay.” He pulled back into the traffic. “I’ll drop you at your building and then go check into my room. Meet you for dinner when? Six-thirty?”


    “Yes. That’ll be good. I hope I can finish and get off campus by then. The alumni are going to be overrunning the place in a few hours. Barbecues and cocktails for the reunions. Sometimes it’s a pain to be across the street from the administration building.”


    After that she sat quietly, holding Norman’s crumpled paper and glancing at it occasionally. The shadow was gone, abolished by this proof of Norman’s trust. Proof that he had known something that he was hiding from the others at the lab, but that he had been ready to share with her. Pain, sorrow, suspicion she could deal with; but the thought that she might have hurt a friend had lacerated her to the depths. Nick thought, we are so alike, and wished that Carmen could somehow absolve him.


    He parked in the same lot. There were a few cars now, and the paling sky shone in the puddles on the asphalt. As they started across toward the psychology building lobby, a young woman struggled from the flower-flanked door of the administration building, dragging a folded card table, big sheets of cardboard, and heavy wire structures that shifted and jammed against the door. Nick hurried to her and freed them. “Let me carry that for you,” he offered. Sir Walter O’Connor.


    “Oh, thanks. Gosh, I’m in such a mess!” She was an unlikely shade of blonde, carefully made up, in a pink suit. “Just set up the table by the curb, okay? I’m so far behind! That meeting just went on and on, and we’re supposed to have these signs up to direct the alumni. And it’ll take me fifteen minutes to get over to Duplicating to pick up the handouts for them. Dean Hughes is going to have my head!”


    Maggie said, “We’ve got a minute. Can we set things up?”


    “Oh, could you? The signs should point at the door here, one on each side of the street so they can see them as they drive into the parking lot. And if anyone asks, just tell them Dean Hughes and I will be here real soon.” She was running back toward the entrance, her heels clopping on the cement. “Oh, and if they want they can make out name tags. Everything is in that white bag. I’ll be back real soon!” She disappeared.


    Amused but faintly irritated at being drafted, Nick looked over at Maggie, who was erecting one of the signs in a planting plot near the curb. It was of the type used by realtors. A square frame of heavy black wire with legs that pushed into the ground, and a pair of cardboard signs sewn together like a pillowcase to slip over the frame. The legend consisted of the inevitable WELCOME BACK ALUMNI and large arrows pointing toward the door of the administration building.


    Except that Maggie, when the cardboard case was halfway on, pulled it off again thoughtfully, turned it around, glanced at Nick with impish challenge in her eyes, and slid it deliberately onto the frame the wrong way. The arrows now pointed unmistakably to the psychology building entrance.


    A couple of cars had pulled into the lot and several older people, laughing, were sauntering toward them. Hastily, Nick carried the table and the second sign across the street to the soggy grass plot in front of the psychology building, and pointed the second arrow at the lobby door. Maggie followed, laid out the name tags and felt-tip markers on the table, then advanced to meet the alumni with her best administrative-assistant smile. Nick hurriedly wrote himself a name tag.


    “Hi, how are you?” Maggie was saying brightly. “Are you here for the reunion?”


    “Sure are,” said one of the men.


    “Well, great! We don’t have our handouts here yet, but they should be arriving any minute. You early birds caught us unawares! Here, why don’t you just make yourselves some name tags? My name is, um, Zelda.” She had to struggle to keep a straight face as she focused on Nick, who had adjusted his tie and put on his most pompous smirk and his most dean-like paunch along with his name tag. But her voice remained bright and unflustered as she read it off. “And this is our assistant dean. Dean Connery.”


    “Very glad to meet you!” boomed Nick heartily, urged on by her delight in this escalation. “Welcome back! What class are you? Just write that on your name tags too, that’s good, then we’ll all know each other! Did you have a good trip?”


    “Not bad, except that it was raining when we left. Looks like you’ve had some here too, Dean Connery,” said the man. Elwood Simpson, Class of ‘29.


    “Oh, a tremendous storm, Mr. Simpson!” He saw that Maggie was going forward to greet a new group of alumni. Nick began to ease Mr. Simpson and his group toward the psychology building door. “Now, we’re starting our reunions in the lobby here. Do you know the building?”


    “Only the outside. It was built since my time, but of course I’ve been back several times since.”


    “Wonderful, wonderful! Glad to hear that! Hello, there!” Nick turned to the next group. “Mr. and Mrs. Cartwright! So glad you could come! Class of ‘39, I see. Have you met the Simpsons? Wonderful folks! You folks can go on into the lobby there, I’ll join you in a moment. Hello, Mr. Thiel! Mrs. Sanders! Class of ‘39,1 see!”


    Smoothly, as though they’d practiced for months, Dean Connery and his administrative assistant Zelda wove their fable, steered the swelling procession of alumni into the shabby lobby. After a few moments Nick went in himself, beaming, shaking their hands all over again. The ceiling still dripped sullenly into the cans and puddles on the floor.


    “Isn’t this an unusual location for the reunion?” Mr. Simpson asked him uneasily.


    “Oh, we’ll be moving on! We just wanted everyone to get a look at the campus, from the inside, so to speak!”


    “But this is disgusting!” Mr. Cartwright was not so reticent.


    “Oh, only when it’s raining, I assure you.”


    “Yes, but—”


    “Excuse me, Dean Connery.”


    “Yes, Zelda?”


    “I’d like you to meet Mr. Frank Carruthers. Gave us the new wing on the library.”


    “Yes, of course, of course! I’m honored, Mr. Carruthers.” Nick pumped the wealthy benefactor’s hand enthusiastically.


    “Connery? Don’t remember you.” Mr. Carruthers had shrewd eyes, bristly gray eyebrows, a brisk manner.


    “Oh, I’m quite new,” Nick assured him.


    “Thought so. What’s the idea, Connery? Why’d you put us in this hole? That must be the same coat of paint it had when I was here.” Class of ‘39.


    “No, I assure you, it—”


    “You’re new here. You wouldn’t know. What are you trying to tell us with this show? Are a lot of campus buildings in this shape?”


    “Well, quite a few, actually. It’s better when it hasn’t been raining.”


    “Why the hell haven’t you shown us this before?” Carruthers didn’t wait for an answer, but turned away to hail a portly man with gray hair and a dark suit who was pressing apologetically through the crowd at the lobby door. At the same moment Nick became aware that Maggie was melting unobtrusively through the doors to the stairwell. He moved toward the doors too, quietly, as Carruthers’s gravelly dominating voice rang through the lobby. “Dean Hughes! Charlie!”


    All eyes turned to the portly newcomer, who looked as though he’d been punched in the stomach. “Frank! I’m so—”


    “Charlie, I want you to arrange a tour of the buildings while we’re here. My God, what kind of administrators are you to let buildings get into this shape? Is this what you’re going to do with the Carruthers Wing? This was one of the best buildings on campus when I was here!”


    Someone’s collapsible umbrella had been left leaning against the wall. Nick scooped it up as, elated, he went through the stairway doors under cover of Carruthers’s raspy tirade. He jammed the umbrella through the brass handles of the two doors, an impromptu lock, before turning to where Maggie leaned giddily against the wall. The delighted gaze that met his was intimate with shared hilarity. The natural thing to do was to give her an exuberant triumphal hug, to kiss the merry smile, to exult in the hungry responding warmth.


    Until, after just an instant, she shoved him away, turning her face from him, saying, “Nick, no.”


    He did not release her hand. “Yes.”


    “Nick, please! I can’t. Please, you’d better leave.”


    “Not this time, Maggie. Let’s stop pretending.”


    “I’m not pretending! We have fun, Nick. But I don’t want this. Don’t make us both miserable. Please go away.”


    “No, Maggie. We’ve tried that. It doesn’t work.”


    Something flared in the blue eyes, anger or desperation, and was repressed. “Stay away from me, Nick!” Her voice was cold. The strong fingers of her left hand seized his little finger where it curled around her right and bent it backward, sharply and painfully. He had to let go.


    She vanished up the stairs.


    Nick stood for a moment, sucking at his damaged knuckle ruefully. She didn’t fight fair. Never had. It was part of what charmed him, that swift unsqueamish choice of the most direct path to her goals. Worthwhile goals, generally, except for this one. And it wouldn’t be easy to slip past her guard again.


    But it was right, damn it. And she knew it too.


    He pulled off his coat and tie, roughed up his thin hair, developed a slight stoop and a protruding lower lip, and limped unrecognized past the crowd still massed around Carruthers and the unhappy Dean Hughes in the lobby. Nick decided that a slight adjustment in his vacation plans was called for.


    First, a suntan. He headed for the drugstore to get a bottle of bronzer.


    


    

  


  
    IV


    D-832 moved calmly around his half of Professor Moore’s double-chambered training box. Then the light went on. Instantly, purposively, D-832 whirled and inspected the two newly revealed doors leading to the second chamber: one with vertical stripes, one with horizontal. Horizontal had been correct until three trials ago, but now he was being trained to reverse preference. He hesitated, then rushed at the horizontal stripes. The door didn’t budge. The barrier descended again, and electricity pulsed through the grid of the floor. D-832 squealed and scrambled and defecated; the brief current ended and he settled down again.


    Monica recorded the result and set up the last trial. Again, the light went on; again, D-832 hesitated, nervous, but this time he chose the vertical stripes. He escaped into the second chamber before the grid was activated. “Smart cookie,” said Monica, and put him back into his home cage.


    So much for the live ones. She scrubbed and went into the microscope room. Bright tile and steel counters, lined with the instruments of her work—microscopes, racks of slides, cryostat, a big steel door that led to the refrigerator. No one else here yet this afternoon. She sighed as she pulled out Professor Moore’s rack of slides. She was weary from too much work, too much tension, too much uncertainty. Things were not happy at the lab these days. The shock of the destruction of Dr. Weisen’s test animals, the horror of Norman’s death, the carefully hidden suspicions that each of them had for the others, all made the heavy work load hard to bear. And driving to the lab today, past wet meadows, wet vineyards, wet forest and pastures, a timid glimmer of sun had happened to hit a black-and-white holstein not far from the highway. Monica’s mind had shifted suddenly to a summer day long ago, to that first time. His fraternity picnic, held by a lake, about this time of year. After lunch he had said, “Come on! I found something yesterday you should see.” And Monica, that other, immeasurably younger Monica, had taken his freckled hand and followed him across the hilly pastureland and along a fence row. He tried to walk on the top split rail, exclaiming, “Look, Ma, no hands!” Then he suddenly lost his balance and jumped down, arms flailing.


    “Look, Ma, no sense,” said Monica acidly. He laughed and led her up the rocky meadow.


    “There, see?” he said as they reached the crest.


    “A cow? We came all this way for a cow?” And then, “Oh, I see!” Suddenly enraptured, Monica moved slowly down into the grassy depression, toward the tiny spotted calf that was teetering on spindly legs near its mother. She paid homage to the mother first, letting the big nostrils whuffle at her and rubbing the coarse black-and-white head until the cow went back to her cud, satisfied. Then Monica leaned over to stroke the calf. It had a sweet surprised face, knobby too-long legs, little switching tail. She told the mother what a perfect calf she had, then, remembering, ran back to him. “It’s wonderful!” she exclaimed in gratitude.


    “I thought you’d like it.” He was very serious. His eyes searched hers and he said clumsily, “Monica, you just shine somehow. You just shine!”


    It was not the first time he had kissed her. They had nuzzled cautiously at fraternity parties and a movie already. But that day was different. It was the joy of seeing new life, and gratitude, and soft new grass, and his lean freckled body, and his obscure but deeply felt murmur, “You just shine!” She was awash with love, with lust. Incurious but kindly, the cow, chewing rhythmically, gave benediction to their enthusiastic amateurish union.


    Anger. Hell, thought Monica. It’s over. Forget it. Goddamn cow. Moore’s study, that’s what she should be thinking about. That’s what she had to work on today. Two more rat brains to prepare, and then all of the tissue sections to inspect and code onto data sheets. She placed the first brain carefully into the cryostat and waited to be sure it was frozen. Then she opened the atlas to the appropriate page and adjusted the instrument carefully. Les came in and she murmured a response to his greeting, but she was already absorbed in the exacting work. Get the angle exact. Slice the frozen tissue. Mount the delicate little sheets of brain tissue on slides. Stain them for the microscope.


    Goddamn cow.


    She blinked the blurriness from her eyes, focused again on the cryostat. Frozen brain. Frozen world. Her life had become polar. Bleak, chaste, icy. Her work, her knowledge and growing skill, protected her like sealskin from complete despair, but sheltering inside it she was still cold.


    “You look like I feel,” said Les gently. He was at the nearest microscope, where he had been examining slides of heart tissue for Dr. Weisen’s experiments, but now he was looking at her. Kind, his rusty hair showing warm highlights even in the frosty fluorescent glare.


    “God help you, then,” she said, pushing back an escaped strand of her dark hair.


    “God help us all. Are you done?”


    “Only with this stage. I have to look at this batch of sections by the time I see Moore tomorrow. But hell, maybe I should break for dinner before too long.” She began to put away her work.


    “I’d love some dinner.”


    “Then you can’t feel all that bad.”


    “Are you kidding? Norman dead. Priceless experiments being destroyed. Weisen leaving us all in the lurch. Plus the refrigerator in the trailer just blew, and Anita’s pregnant again.”


    “God, Les! That’s supposed to be happy news.”


    “Popular mythology. The first time, maybe it was. Then the kid came, and reality opened our eyes.’’


    “Is she unhappy about it?”


    “Anita? Hell, no. She tends to turn placid. Tries to worry with me on the surface, just to humor me, but down in her core she’s convinced everything is fine.”


    “Wish I could borrow her hormones for a few weeks. My core isn’t convinced of that at all.”


    He grinned. “The hormones bring morning sickness too, I’m afraid.”


    “Will having another kid really be that bad for you?”


    “Oh, hell.” He stretched his neat flexible body, and with sudden decision began to put away his slides too. “The kids are okay. Actually they’re great. It’s the bills that depress me.”


    “Yeah.” Other people had problems too. She said, “The tough part will be over in a few years.”


    “Yeah. If we survive. I don’t want to tell you how far in debt we are. It’s really going to take a while to pay it off. And Weisen leaving may put us all behind a year or two.’’ He closed the refrigerator door.


    “Only if we let it,” she said firmly. She had decided that, whatever happened, she would not slow down.


    “You’re a scrappy kid.” The green-flecked eyes warmed on her again, and he opened the door and held it, gently guiding her through ahead of him with a hand on her waist. The touch was so rare in her life, so old-fashioned and protective, that her body kindled to him a moment.


    “Watch it,” she said to him brusquely, “or you’ll turnout to be as gallant as Dr. Weisen.”


    “Damn. I knew these were unhealthy surroundings. Free of all germs except fatal ones, like gallantry.” He was smiling at her.


    Tom was in the graduate office when they arrived. He had burrowed down to a bit of the surface of his desk, where he was now copying pages of data onto a master sheet.


    “How’s it going?” asked Monica.


    “Grim. How can we ever get any of our own stuff done? All day on the slides, all night copying data for him, or baby-sitting his little fascist rats.”


    Monica felt a little guilty. Her own assistantship was in the psychology department with Moore, work that could be spread out reasonably over time. Weisen’s assistants, however, had the strict June 12 deadline, and the various test groups were coming due now in swift succession. Les and Tom and Barbara were working long, long hours to get the analyses done. Even Martin was taking more time from his thesis to come in and help. She said, “Won’t it all be done in a couple of weeks?”


    “Won’t do me any good then. I wanted to get a proposal ready that he’d approve. Once he’s sold the goddamn patent he’ll be so wrapped up in his own plans he’ll forget us.”


    “No, he won’t. Anyway, do you really think he’ll approve projects for us this year?”


    Tom shrugged unhappily. “No, not really. But I hate to wait so long to get started. Thought it was worth a try.”


    “It’d have to be something you could finish awfully quick if he supervises,” said Monica dubiously. Her own plan was to work out three or four projects through the preliminary stages, getting feedback from Moore and Weisen, and then be ready to go with any of them when the new neurophysiologist arrived.


    “Well, it would be quick. But he says I haven’t thought through all the theoretical implications. Damn, how can I, when I can’t get to the library because of all his damn rat livers and data sheets?”


    “Life is indeed tough,” said Les dryly, sitting down at his own desk. Monica sat down too. It was five-fifteen already; she’d have to leave soon. It would be best to get things organized now, come in early tomorrow to look at the slides and get the data onto the sheets.


    Tom did not take the hint. He continued irritably, “And I’m supposed to be on duty tomorrow night. Martin has to come in too. It’s clear as hell, he doesn’t trust us. Pairing us off this way.”


    “Tripling us,” said Monica. “Les and Barbara and I are all together. It’s for our own protection, I guess.”


    “You’re on tonight?” asked Tom.


    “No, Gib is doing it again tonight. We’re the night after you.”


    “What a pain,” said Tom. “Barbara says she’s coming in every night anyway to do the night schedule with her thesis rats. I think those two guys in psych are doing their own too. So why do we have to bother?”


    “We have to protect the exalted Weisen rats,” explained Les.


    “Having Norman around didn’t protect his other rats. Anyway, what difference does it make in the great scheme of things if he gets his million or not?”


    “It’s not his million, it’s fighting the tumors,” said Monica.


    “Thank you, Queenie, for the lesson in science and civics. But we all know that if Weisen doesn’t invent it this year, somebody else will invent it in the next year or two. That’s how science works.”


    “The hell with science. I don’t give a damn about science. But there are people who need it now. A year or two can make a lot of difference to them,” said Monica.


    “Including us, right here, if Weisen stays. How do you know Les or I wouldn’t discover something just as terrific if Weisen forgot his big deal and hung around to teach us?”


    “I don’t know about you or Les. I’m going to discover things whatever Weisen does,” said Monica hotly.


    “Hey, wow! Queenie has a temper!”


    “C’mon, gang. Let it be,” said Les, a metallic edge in his voice.


    Tom looked at him, then at Monica, who was sitting bone-tired but game at her desk, waiting to deflect his next blow. He shrugged. “We’re just all so exhausted.”


    “That’s true enough,” said Les.


    “Yeah. Let’s get out of here soon.” Monica accepted the truce, turned to her work. “We’re lucky enough not to be on duty tonight.”


    They had only been working a few minutes when Dr. Weisen stuck his head in the door. “Hey, everyone. Want you to meet someone.”


    “Sure,” said Monica, pushing her chair around to face the door.


    “You’ll be glad,” Weisen continued. He was happy, Monica realized. The tension and concern that had marked him ever since the ghastly discovery of the slaughtered rats, the worry that had increased after Norman’s accident, had lessened now. Not disappeared, but retreated a little. One could almost believe that someday he would twinkle again. He said, “We’ve found a temporary night custodian. If things work out, you may only have to stay overnight once or twice.”


    “Hey, no kidding!” Les was pleased. Even Tom seemed suddenly less grumpy.


    “Rick?” Dr. Weisen motioned to a big man in the hall. “Here, these are some of the graduate students. Rick Donner, meet Monica Bauer, Tom Conklin, Les Warden.”


    Rick was middle-aged, a light-skinned Negro or maybe Hispanic, with clear brown eyes, thinning hair, a soft Southern-flavored voice. He shook hands with each of them in turn, smiling shyly. “Glad to meet you,” he said.


    “I’m glad too,” said Les to Dr. Weisen, “but I thought you weren’t going to hire a temporary.”


    “Yes, but Rick has good qualifications. He’s been a custodian before, and has cared for animals. I thought the special requirements of our lab here wouldn’t be too difficult for him to learn.”


    “I’ll sure try,” said Rick.


    “It won’t be too hard,” said Monica. She was grateful to this big deferential man who was going to save them all so many night hours. “The hardest thing is to learn which doors you’re allowed to open when.”


    “Yes, ma’am. Mr. Gibson told me a little about that. It is a little confusing, but I think I can learn.”


    “Will you be here tonight?” Tom asked.


    “Yes, with Mr. Gibson.”


    “That’s right,” agreed Dr. Weisen. “Gib is here tonight anyway; he can show Rick the ropes. We probably ought to help him out the next few nights in case questions come up, but as soon as he’s ready we can get back to normal.”


    “Are you applying for the permanent job too?” asked Monica.


    “Oh, no, ma’am. I’m just passing through.”


    “He’s been living in New York,” explained Dr. Weisen. “He started off to see his brother in Chicago. He stopped here to visit a friend, and someone stole his money.”


    “Ripped off, huh?” Tom was sympathetic. “That’s too bad.”


    “Yeah, I’m real happy to get this work,” said the soft voice.


    “Well, we’re happy too,” said Monica. “Really, Rick, you don’t know how glad we are to get some help now. We’ve got so much to do.”


    The intelligent eyes, lights and shadows like a woodland pool, seemed to look into her. “Thank you.”


    “Well, Rick,” said Dr. Weisen, “Gib should be back soon to start showing you around. Let’s go get the paperwork out of the way.” They left for Weisen’s office.


    “Whoopee!” said Tom. “Maybe we’ll be able to get some work done after all!”


    But Les was frowning. “Very odd,” he said.


    “What?” asked Monica.


    “That someone with good enough qualifications to satisfy Gib and Weisen should just happen to be passing through Laconia, and just happen to need money, and just happen to have a couple of weeks free, and just happen to hear about this unadvertised job.”


    “Well, coincidences have happened before. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” said Tom.


    “No, no. I’m not objecting. Just wondering,” said Les. He stacked a few papers on his desk, plunked a book on top of them as a paperweight, and picked up his raincoat. “Well, see you all later.”


    “Bye,” said Monica.


    He touched her shoulder encouragingly as he left. Monica ignored it and made a list for herself. Library tonight. Tomorrow was Thursday. First thing, she’d look at Moore’s slides, get the data onto the master sheets. She had a meeting with him at eleven, on campus, but that should be enough time if she got here early to start work. Afternoon at the nursing home. She was taking a new box of dominoes. Jock and Bibbsy and Ted could all play a little, but their old box had lost several pieces over the last year. She also had a fifth-grade math book that she wanted Ted to look at.


    She labeled a data sheet with the categories she would need for Moore’s study. It was an experiment on the physical results of a deprivation environment on the brain. Half the rats, like D-832, had been raised normally. The other half had been raised in a room with a constant, even noise level; constant lighting; no contact with other rats or with any objects except for food, water, and bedding. Moore was investigating the differences in behavior and learning ability of the two groups, and later looking at physical differences in different parts of the brain. She carried the labeled blank sheet down the hall and around the corner to the copier and ran off enough copies for the study. Then she started back to the office. As she passed the glass entrance doors, Maggie was just coming in from outside, scuffing the mud from her high-heeled shoes on the nylon mat. She was dressed in her best blue dress.


    “Well, hi, gorgeous!” said Monica.


    But Maggie sounded tired. More than tired. She asked, “Is Weisen still in, do you know?”


    “You may be in luck. He’s still here, hiring a new temporary custodian. Saw him just a few minutes ago. Listen, what’s wrong?” Maggie had been subdued and unhappy since Norman’s death, but nothing like the black despair that Monica sensed now.


    Maggie made an effort. “Oh, I’ll recover. I’ve just had one bloody hell of a day. Wanna get drunk with me tonight?”


    Monica regarded her friend critically and tried to keep the tone light. “Chicken soup and chamomile tea might be more to the point. Is the tragedy irrevocable?”


    “Yes, and I don’t want to talk about it. Would Weisen be in his office?”


    “Let’s try there.” Monica felt obscurely that she should stay with her, that this mood was dangerous. They started back along the corridor toward Dr. Weisen’s office. After only a few steps they saw the door open, and Dr. Weisen came out with Rick, shaking his hand heartily and saying something about how things would doubtless work out well.


    “That’s the new custodian, the one I was telling you about,” said Monica, and then realized that Maggie was no longer beside her, had stopped stock still in the middle of the corridor. Looking back, Monica caught a glimpse of an extraordinary war between delight, despair, and full-flaming anger before Maggie ducked her head to look in her bag for something. A moment later, as she pulled out a folder of papers and met Monica’s concerned gaze, all traces of conflict had disappeared.


    “Sorry,” she said calmly, “just getting Weisen’s stuff out. What were you saying?”


    “I just said that was the new custodian. Rick Donner. If he works out, we shouldn’t have to be on duty so many nights.”


    “Rick Donner, huh?”


    “Yes.”


    “You think he’ll be able to do the job on such short notice?”


    “Dr. Weisen and Gib seem to think so. The guy seems fairly intelligent.”


    “Does he, now?” Her face was a cool blank.


    “Yes, the little I’ve seen of him.” Monica was puzzled by Maggie’s flashing changes of mood. Maybe she was on some sort of drug trip, although she seldom took much of anything, even wine or grass.


    But now she was greeting Dr. Weisen normally enough. “Hello, Dr. Weisen. I’ve brought the next set of analyses.”


    “Good, good. Though we won’t have anything ready for you till tomorrow, I’m afraid. Maggie, meet our new temporary night custodian, Rick Donner. Rick, this is Maggie Ryan, the project statistician.”


    “Hello,” he said in that shy Southern-tinged voice. His hands were thrust into the pockets of his jeans.


    “Hello, Rick. Filling in for poor old Norman, right?” said Maggie with a hearty condescension that surprised Monica.


    “Yes, ma’am. He was a friend of my friend here. That’s how I heard about this job so quick, just when I needed it.”


    “Oh, we were wondering about that,” said Monica.


    “Pat he comes, like the catastrophe of the old comedy.” There was a thread of anger in Maggie’s voice. Rick seemed to be puzzled.


    “Well, we did think it was a coincidence,’’ said Monica, half in apology to him. What the hell was wrong with Maggie?


    “Actually,” said Dr. Weisen, “about a dozen people have inquired about the job already, and the ads haven’t even appeared. But Rick is the only one who needed it for just a short time, and also convinced Gib that he could learn it fast enough to be of use.”


    “You’ve done custodial work before, right?” said Monica.


    “Yes, ma’am. Two or three places in New York, once in a hospital.”


    “But have you ever taken care of animals?” Maggie asked, suddenly intent.


    He smiled at her shyly and became surprisingly loquacious. “Well, no, not laboratory animals. Just dogs, cats. But Mr. Gibson tells me it shouldn’t be hard. It’s not like a dog, that has to be played with and walked every few hours and fed a cup and a half of Purina Chow every night. He said with the animals here you just fill the water bottles and the hoppers, and clean out the bedding, and you’re finished. Except for the ones on special diets or special schedules.”


    “That’s right,” said Maggie. “You have to know where the special ones are. After that it’s not too complicated.”


    “I’m sure he’ll do fine,” said Dr. Weisen. “Well, Rick, let me put Maggie’s work into my file here, and then we’ll go around to Gib’s office.”


    “Yes, sir, thank you.” But he didn’t follow Dr. Weisen into the office. Instead he turned back to Maggie. His dark eyes were more shadows than light as he looked at her. He pulled his hand from his pocket and held it out. “Very glad to meet you, Miz Ryan,” he said seriously.


    For an instant Monica thought she was going to refuse, but then she took his hand grimly and gave it a brief shake. She murmured something like “Sure is great to meet you, prick,” but Monica must have misheard, it must have been his name, because Rick’s gentle face did not change except to smile a little as he turned away.


    Maggie whirled and sped with long strides down the hall. “Hey!” objected Monica, trotting after. “What’s the hurry?”


    “Gotta see a man about a dog,” said Maggie unhelpfully over her shoulder. By the time Monica reached the door, Maggie’s rusty Ford was skidding with reckless speed from the parking lot down the driveway.


    Must be drugs.


    Monica put away the blanks for Moore’s data, then walked slowly to her Chevy. She had parked at the side of the lot, near the old lab, a long clapboard barracks-style building dating from the Second World War. It was used now only for storage—extra shelving and cages, supplies such as mimeograph paper or shipments of bedding that were purchased cheap by the truckload and then used slowly over the course of months. The line of evergreens before the old building produced a bit of shade on the west side of the parking lot, and she often parked on that side in the summer. Not that she’d needed it today; the morning’s downpour was long gone, but the sky was still overcast. The promised fair weather was not quite here yet.


    She got home before Maggie. It was Mary Beth’s week to fix dinner, and she and Craig were producing something that filled the house with appetizing odors of chili and cinnamon. Misha, his lank hair almost hiding his dark eyes, was flopped on the living room sofa reading one of the mysterious Cyrillic volumes that he and Sue discussed at such length. From upstairs came the clatter of Sue’s typewriter.


    “Hi, Misha,” said Monica, hanging up her raincoat. “Have you been abandoned?”


    “No, no,” he said with a sweet crooked-toothed smile. “She busy. She finish chapter on Georgian personal pronouns. Report in seminar tomorrow.” Misha was an instructor in comparative literature and could write beautifully turned English sentences, but in speaking he still had the Russian disdain for Englishbe verbs and articles.


    “I see. But we’ll see her at dinner.”


    “Sure. Smells good tonight, no?”


    “Sure does.”


    She wandered to the kitchen door and observed a moment. Bashful, angular Craig was measuring coffee. Tall, blonde Mary Beth was chopping tomatoes and peppers. They were singing “Besame Mucho” in exaggerated Latin crooner style.


    “Smells wonderful,” said Monica when they finished. “Wish I could say it sounds wonderful too.”


    Mary Beth looked around, grinned. “We just need practice. Want to hear it again?”


    “Spare me!”


    “Well, this’ll be wonderful, anyway,” said Craig, poking a wooden spoon at a pan of bananas sizzling on the stove. “Guatemalan gourmet.”


    “What’s the occasion?” Monica wondered because, like all of them, Mary Beth usually fixed quick meals when it was her turn, just one or two special dishes on weekends when there was more time. Today was only Wednesday.


    “Maggie’s having a guest,” Mary Beth explained. “Her friend Nick is in town.”


    “Nick O’Connor? The Elson Beer guy?”


    “Right.”


    “Well, I’ve wanted to meet him.” Monica thought a minute, then asked, “She isn’t back yet?”


    “No. She’s grading exams for Bennett.”


    “Yes. But she’d finished those and stopped by the lab a little while ago. She left right before I did, driving like a fiend.”


    “Really?” Mary Beth frowned at her tomatoes.


    “And she was in an odd black mood. Said she’d had a hell of a day and didn’t want to talk about it. Insulted the new custodian, but he didn’t get it, thank God. Then she gave Weisen his stuff and raced off. She was really upset.”


    “Damn!” Mary Beth stopped chopping and looked at Craig. “I told him not to push. Idiots!”


    “Push what?” asked Monica.


    Mary Beth considered, then said, “Look, I’m only telling you so you can avoid stepping on sore toes. She’s been crazy for him for a year.”


    “Maggie has?” Monica was astonished. “She certainly hides it well.” She tried to remember some occasion on which Maggie had appeared crazy for the Elson Beer man, a paunchy bald type with a foolish smile.


    “Yeah. She maintains he’s just a friend, and I think that’s what she wants him to be. But when I saw him today he seemed tired of the game.”


    “The game?”


    Mary Beth shrugged. “I’m no mind reader. But, yeah, that’s my impression. You should see them together. Keep their distance. But their minds work the same way. Bounce off each other. Flint and steel. Do you know what I mean?”


    Monica remembered a freckled face, her own voice and his joined in earnest playful argument about science or morality or the purpose of life, tugging and nudging each other with words into unsuspected realms of insight and laughter. She nodded briefly. “Yeah. I know.”


    “God, I hope they haven’t messed themselves up. Idiots.” Mary Beth began chopping again ferociously, the slippery chunks of tomato piling into a glistening red heap on the cutting board.


    “What’s her problem?” asked Monica.


    “Hell, I don’t know. I gather she’s been unlucky a couple of times. She’s determined to control her own life. Scared of her own feelings, maybe.”


    “They can be scary sometimes.”


    Maggie didn’t get back till well after six. Her story didn’t fit anyone’s fears or suspicions, but she produced a very convincing proof of it.


    “He had to leave suddenly for a job,” she told them when the chorus of disappointment died down. “You know how actors are.”


    “How long?”


    “Two or three weeks. But he left Zelle as a pledge that he’d be back soon.” The little black spaniel was nosing energetically around the living room, investigating Misha and Sue and Monica and especially Mary Beth, who had been fixing food.


    “Better be soon, or the landlord will flip,” warned Sue.


    “I’ll watch her,” Maggie promised, and as she looked at the little dog, her determined nonchalant facade softened for a moment. Behind her Mary Beth and Monica exchanged mystified shrugs.


    “Tuck in, team,” said Craig, bringing in a big plate of Mayan chicken. Without the guest of honor, they made their feast.


    

  


  
    V


    Nick’s preparations had not taken long. The Seville Motel was filling up with alumni too, and the busy manager had checked him in with no more than a confirming glance at the required cash. Nick’s room, imitation Spanish with a red shag carpet, was hearteningly private, facing onto cornfields at the rear of the motel. He stowed away his I.D. cards and playscripts, then pulled out hair dye and bottles of a bronzer that claimed on the label to be “Sun-Safe! Sea-Safe!” His goal: a man who could almost, but not quite, pass for white.


    When he left a little later, he had become Rick Donner.


    Now he was listening carefully as his new boss explained the routine.


    “You see, Rick, you can think of it as an island inside a big rectangle,” Gib explained.


    “Okay,” said Nick.


    Gib was small, leathery, with black bright eyes like a monkey’s, a tough little man who was clearly very worried by the situation. His eyes bounced around the hall alertly, often resting on Nick with a curious mixture of hope and guilt. But the conversation was businesslike enough. Nick was preparing to accompany his wiry little boss on the rounds tonight, to learn about his new job, the details of the twenty-four-hour day of an animal laboratory. He was now being given a quick introduction to the physical layout.


    “The outside rectangle, where we are now, is dirty. The island is clean.”


    “Okay,” said Nick again.


    “My wife says, ‘What do you mean? This looks clean to me.’” Gib’s grin crinkled his weathered face, but his eyes were still alert.


    “Yeah, it sure does,” Nick agreed.


    “And she’s right. It is clean. Our dirty areas are cleaner than ninety-five percent of buildings. Part of your job is to help keep it that way.”


    “Okay. Sure.”


    “But the clean areas are even cleaner. Every piece of equipment in those areas has been sterilized. The bedding, the cages, the bottles, the mops, everything. Even the air. The air gets ultraviolet radiation before it’s blown into the clean areas. It’s blown in there under a little bit of pressure, so it flows from the clean area vents through the connecting areas and out to the dirty areas. That way, if there’s a crack, or if someone opens a door, the air is always flowing away from the clean areas.’’


    “And never from dirty areas into clean.” Nick looked impressed.


    “Right. You should still avoid having both doors of a connecting area open at once.”


    “What’s a connecting area?”


    “Three types.” Gib began to tick them off on his knobby fingers. “Number one: cage washers and autoclave. Right here in this wall.” He indicated an alcove where a pair of shiny steel boxes, with doors as complex as a safe’s, dominated the area. “I’ll show you how to work them later. We don’t have a load now. You see how they’re set into the wall?”


    “Right.”


    “Well, you put the soiled cages or whatever in here, and the machine pops them out sanitized on the other side of this wall, in the clean area. There’s also an ultraviolet box for supplies and stuff.”


    “I see.”


    “The second type of connecting area is the animal rooms themselves. Down this way.” Gib indicated the long main corridor. “Doors on the north are to offices, storage rooms, main entry, as you know. These on the south are animal rooms.” He opened one of them. “This one is part of Professor Farkas’s project.”


    Nick looked around. Clean gray walls, banks of cages on each side. Black and white rats peered at them through the mesh. Besides the cages, the room contained a sink, and another door at the far end.


    “What’s that other door?”


    “That’s a no-no for us right now. Goes into the clean area. Clean bedding, food, water come through that door from the clean area. Soiled bedding and so forth we take out this door.”


    “I see. One-way traffic, clean out to dirty. For the air, and for the supplies.”


    “And for people. There’s a third kind of connecting area. Come on this way.”


    Nick followed Gib past the cagewasher and autoclave to another room. “The shower locks,” explained Gib. “When you have to work in the clean areas, you go through here. Young ladies generally use the one at the other end of the building.” He was stripping, scrawny and pale except for walnut-tan face and arms. Nick imitated him, hanging his street clothes in the locker Gib indicated, and praying that “Sun-Safe! Sea-Safe!” implied shower-safe as well. Small and efficient, Gib stepped through the shower, scrubbing quickly, and when Nick emerged, still brown, tossed him a towel and indicated a lab coverall. “That one’ll be big enough,” he said.


    They emerged into a hall similar to the one they had left, except that the flooring was beige instead of gray. There was a steel door and a steel box set into one wall. Nick asked, “Is that the other end of the cagewasher?”


    “Right. And autoclave. I see you’ve got your bearings.”


    “Yeah. And those are clean supplies?” Near the doors, wheeled steel racks held cages and bottles.


    “That’s right. Okay, here we go. Other end of Professor Farkas’s room.” Nick glanced in; the dozens of little eyes glittered at him again. Gib continued, “You can see there are twenty-some of these animal rooms down this hall. We’ll just peek in each one. And down here at the end is the observation room. Come on in.” Nick did. Another row of cages, but larger ones, and all at waist level. Only two were occupied, by rats with bandaged heads. “You should check this room every couple hours when there are animals here. Often the experimenters will hang around too. This is where the animals go when they’ve just had operations, and if they start looking bad we’re supposed to notify the experimenter.”


    Nick inspected the two rats dubiously. “How do I know if they look bad?” They certainly weren’t as alert as Professor Farkas’s. Both had leaden expressions.


    Gib laughed. “The experimenters leave instructions to tell you what to look out for.’’ He pointed at a note clipped to the cage. “These two are okay, considering. They’re Barbara Burke’s rats, just had electrodes implanted in their brains.”


    “I see,” said Nick, not completely glad that he knew.


    “You’ll quit feeling queasy after a few days,” predicted Gib cheerfully. “Okay, back out. We’ll go next door into the microscope room.”


    A big fluorescent-lit tiled room, dozens of electrical outlets for the big microscopes and a variety of other equipment on the steel countertops. Gib pointed out a cryostat, racks of slides and supplies for staining, a big walk-in refrigerator. “We try to get the cleaning done here during the day,” he said, “but they’re at the equipment hammer and tongs these days, getting the Weisen experiment finished. So sometimes it’s free only at night, and you’ll have to do it.”


    They moved on toward the end of the building. “The western area is for isolators and the breeding colony, also Dr. Weisen’s experimental rooms.”


    “What’s an isolator?”


    “A special germ-free cage. Brains are very susceptible to infection. So for some types of research it’s necessary to have animals that have never been exposed to any kind of disease. They’re raised from birth in a hundred percent germ-free isolator.”


    “God. Cleaner than the clean areas.”


    “Right. And here are Dr. Weisen’s experimental rooms. The bloody mess of rats was found in that room.” The black simian eyes shifted toward him questioningly.


    “A bloody mess?” Nick remembered that Rick hadn’t heard the story yet.


    “Yes.” Gib told him about it, with nervous relish. It was clearly the most shocking thing that had happened in his entire career as animal supervisor. He finished, “Now, you keep an eye on this end of the building especially. We can’t afford to lose any more.” He was still eyeing Nick a little edgily, and Nick realized suddenly that Gib was afraid Rick would quit.


    He said earnestly, “I’ll watch. That’s a terrible thing.”


    Gib, somewhat reassured, went on. “Here’s one of Dr. Weisen’s rooms. Here, look at a cage card.” He pointed to a card fastened to one of the mesh cages. Every occupied cage that he had seen had such a card, Nick realized. “This rat is G-860. On this line you see that the diet and water supplies are both normal. No special notes. We just treat him like one of the gang.”


    Nick frowned through the mesh at G-860. “Maybe this never happens. But if they ever get out of the cages, how do you know which one is which?”


    “Oh, they don’t get mixed up. See, there’s a system of ear notches. You won’t have to bother learning it, but basically the number and location of the notches tell you what the number is. That’s built into the rat. No one can erase it.”


    “I was thinking of whoever killed those rats. I mean, if someone’s trying to ruin Dr. Weisen’s experiments, wouldn’t mixing up the rats do it?”


    Gib looked at him thoughtfully. “Yeah. Guess it would. But that scene I told you about was really crude work. Lizzie Borden and her ax.”


    “I’m sorry. Silly idea. Still, isn’t it possible that whoever it is knows his way around the lab?”


    “Yeah. Damn.” Gib peered into the cages, squatted and looked at the lower ones. “But there are a million ways to mess up an experiment. I guess you could sabotage the ID system, maybe. The cage cards are easy to change, but it won’t make any difference because there are duplicate records in Dr. Weisen’s safe, and those can be matched to the ear-notch numbers. In fact, we have a third running record book that we keep in the animal technician’s office. Not as detailed, but the notch numbers are recorded there too. So you’d have to do something to the rats themselves.”


    “How difficult would that be?”


    Gib straightened. “First, there are only certain changes that could be made. I mean, the absence of a notch is just as significant as the presence of one. And there’s no way to fill in a notch once it’s there. And of course we might notice if there were fresh notches. There aren’t any.”


    “Yeah. It was just a thought.”


    “Well, you’re right, we ought to keep our eyes open.”


    “Do all the animals get their ears notched?”


    “Rats do, as soon as they’re weaned. Up till then they just have an overall litter number on the card. Mice are smaller; we often use spots of dye on them instead, especially for short-term projects.”


    “Well, I’ll keep my eyes open.”


    “Right. Okay, come on through here to the breeder rooms.”


    The large room they entered next ran along the entire west end of the building. Racks of cages divided the room like library shelves. Some of the lower ones were empty, but most contained several rats or mice, even whole families. There was a rustling sound and then near silence as they entered; the animals, tame though they were, still obeyed the ancestral instinct to take cover when strange animals entered. The little eyes sparkled from the dimmest corners of the cages.


    “No special treatment here,” said Gib. “They all get practically identical care. Just check the food and water supplies. Water especially.” He was moving among the cages, refilling bottles occasionally at the sink. “They’re all on exactly the same diet and schedule, so you can get through pretty quick.”


    Nick found a bottle that needed refilling, filled it, figured out how to reattach the drinking tube, then asked, “Don’t they start experiments sometimes on baby rats? They wouldn’t be treated like the others, would they?”


    “No,” said Gib, “but in that case you move the pregnant female out of here into an experimental room, raise the litter there. Professor Moore had some like that, half of them raised in fancy cages with lots of toys, and the other half in deprivation cages. We weren’t even allowed in the room for weeks. His assistant, Monica Bauer, did all the work from behind a sort of wall so they couldn’t see her. Not even the lighting changed.”


    “I see. So if there’s any special treatment like that, they’ll be in experimental rooms.”


    “Right. Just check the cage cards in the experimental rooms pretty carefully. You don’t want to feed a rat that’s supposed to be on a thirty-six-hour fast for a learning experiment.”


    “Okay.”


    “In here, the only extra problem is to watch the pups right after they’re born. Every now and then rats turn cannibal. Count to be sure the total matches the cage card. Sometimes we take pups from a big litter to add to a smaller litter, but in that case a note is made on both cage cards. Watch for dead pups. And also watch for CRD.”


    “CRD?”


    “Chronic respiratory disease. Rat sniffles.”


    “What are the symptoms?” Nick was increasingly impressed with the amount of work that went into animal research.


    “Harsh breathing sounds. Runny noses, bloody noses. General shabby appearance. If you see one, zip the whole cage out of here into an empty room instantly. Leave me a note. But most of these guys are healthy. Look.” He pulled out a cage, set it on one of the long stainless steel tables that ran between the ranks of cages, and expertly lifted out a rat. The bright eyes peered around, the ears—neatly notched—swiveled about. “See, he’s alert, his coat is in good shape, his breathing is normal. He’s not too thin, and he’s not too fat.”


    “I see,” said Nick. He glanced around at the nearby cages. “This one is too fat, then.”


    Gib laughed. “That one is merely pregnant. Here.” He put back the sleek male rat and pulled out the other cage. “Look,” he said, carefully lifting the bulging rat. “All her weight is down here, and you can feel the fetuses.” Nick passed his fingers across her belly, felt the lumps under the stretched fur.


    “Yes. I see.”


    “You know how to pick up a rat?”


    “I can learn.”


    “Hand on her back, like this. Good, you’ve got it. Thumb and forefinger holding the head, so. Fingers under the belly. Good. That way they can’t bite, you can control the head.”


    “They bite?” Nick looked uneasily at the placid white creature in his hand. She did have quite a pair of incisors.


    “Nah. Not these. They’ve been handled a lot, tame as pussycats. But some of the experimentals get a little short-tempered when they haven’t been fed. Or the ones that are deprivation-raised, like the ones I was telling you about of Professor Moore’s. Bundle of nerves. They hadn’t been handled, you see, they were pretty edgy when they finally were picked up.” He signed for Nick to replace the rat and put back the cage. Then he leaned back against the steel table grinning at Nick. “Or the brain-operated ones. My God, I’ll never forget those eight rats Weisen was working with a few years ago! I couldn’t believe it. Holy terrors. They were deprivation-raised to start with. Then he destroyed a little bit of their brain, I think he called it the septal region. My God! They were vicious! Berserk! Bit everything in sight, jumped all over the place squealing. One of my assistants dropped one on the table when it bit him, and the damn thing jumped down to the floor, squealing like a pig, and started biting us all, actually chased us around the lab with those sharp teeth. Look!” He rolled down his sock to show white lines on his ankle. “Still scarred.”


    “God,” said Nick, half-amused. Hitchcock could use this. Gib’s leathery face wrinkled into a smile.


    “Well, we told Dr. Weisen if he ever did that again we’d have to charge for a hardship post.’’


    Nick grinned. “What did he say?”


    “He just laughed, said he saw our point. Never did do it again. I guess he’d found out what he wanted. Anyway, they stay gentle if they’re handled a lot, so don’t be afraid. Whenever we’ve got deprivation-raised rats we put a red circle on their cage cards. And usually the experimenters don’t want us in the room anyway until the job is over.”


    “That’s fine with me.”


    “If you have to handle one that’s fasting or something and you’re worried, you can wear gloves. Those heavy jobs in the supply cabinet. But generally if you move slowly and soothingly there’s no problem. Just try to avoid scaring them.”


    “Right.” Nick had wandered over to look out the big west windows, equipped with special shutters to keep out the solar heat when necessary. They were open now, and in the light from the eaves of the building he could make out a row of evergreens, and beyond them the old barracks-style building he had wondered about on the way in. “What’s that?” he asked.


    “That building? That’s the old lab. We use it for storage now. It’s pretty good, still vermin-proof. But it isn’t much good as a lab. The wiring is inadequate for modern equipment, and there’s no way to control temperature very precisely or even to separate clean and dirty areas. Anyway, you won’t have to worry about it. Dr. Weisen and I check supplies in and out. About three years ago one of the custodians was caught pilfering stuff from there, and ever since Weisen has kept the keys himself. There won’t be any work for you there; we don’t even have to clean it all that often.”


    “Fine. Are there any other buildings I should know about?”


    “Nope. This is the only one. There’s a kennel out back to the south, but it’s unoccupied now. Nothing else around, except for an old well house. I guess this used to be a farm or something. Our only neighbors are off west there about a mile on this road. But east of here and south it’s mostly state forest, all the way to the highway. Pretty boring.”


    “Is it good for hiking? I like hiking.”


    “Yeah, it’s probably okay for that. I noticed you walked in here.”


    “Right. My friend dropped me off down the road.” Actually he had parked in the Pine Tree Tavern lot a mile up the highway, cracked the windows open for Zelle, and walked here to the lab. He had picked up a restaurant matchbook in the parking lot as he left and had slipped it to Maggie along with his car keys as she grudgingly shook his hand. She’d take care of things.


    “Well, if you get tired of walking, there’s a minibus from campus every hour in the daytime.”


    “Yeah. It’ll be fine,” said Nick. “You know, after the city this is sort of like a country vacation. I mean, I’m sorry I can’t get to see my brother any sooner. But since I have to be here, I’ve decided to enjoy the change.”


    “Right. Well, I’m sure this will work out for all of us.” The little man looked him over, hopeful but still cautious.


    “Is there anything else I should know?” asked Nick.


    “Well, Rick, I’ve told you about these odd things that happened. It’s never been this way, never. The most unusual thing in my whole ten years working with lab animals was those rats of Dr. Weisen’s. Oh, I mean we’ve had odd animals from time to time. Goats, vervet monkeys, snakes. Mostly mice and rats, some dogs and cats. But the human problems have always been little ones. The worst was that pilfering I told you about. A couple of guys showed up drunk occasionally. One fellow had terrible arthritis but refused to quit. You know. Not this vicious kind of thing.”


    “Yeah, I see.”


    “I mean, our whole purpose is to keep the animals as happy as we can. That may sound silly. We give these poor rats tumors and brain damage and electric shocks and so forth. But it’s for a good reason, you see. The way Dr. Weisen explains it, we can’t do experiments on humans. I mean, who would volunteer to get a brain tumor? But people really do get them. And so to help those people we have to start with animals.”


    “Yeah, I see what you mean.”


    “But if we’re going to do these things to them, we at least should keep them comfortable, make their lives as easy as we can and their deaths as painless as we can. You know, really, these rats here are a lot luckier than wild rats, who get killed by a painful poison or by some cat ripping them apart or something.”


    “Yeah, that’s true.”


    “My philosophy is, keep them as healthy and comfortable as we can. And we have ways to kill them painlessly. Gas, drugs, cervical dislocation, depending on what they’re going to be used for.”


    “That’s why that bunch of Dr. Weisen’s is so upsetting.”


    “God, those poor mangled creatures! I just couldn’t believe it. Had to be someone really sick.” The black eyes bounced around the hall, settled on Nick again at last. “Rick, can you take care of yourself in a fight?”


    “Yeah. Unless the other guy has a gun or a knife or something like that.” Actually, he’d done all right against knives in his day too.


    “Good. I’m not saying you’ll need to. But if you catch anyone messing with these animals, let ‘em have it.”


    “Okay.’’ Nick followed Gib from the breeder room and along the main hall. “Do you think Norman’s death was connected to this other stuff?”


    “No, no, of course not.” But Gib looked frightened. “It has to be an accident. Coincidence.”


    “Yeah, look, Gib, you can level with me. I won’t quit. I need this job too much. I worked as a bouncer once, in a New York City bar.” This was true. An actor between jobs survives however he can, and Nick was big and cool-headed and quick, qualities valued by bar owners as well as by theatre directors. Nick added, “It’s just that I can handle it better if I know what I’m getting into.”


    “Yeah.” Gib looked glum for a minute. Then he said, “Look, it really has to be coincidence. I mean, first, Norman would never have killed those rats himself. He just wouldn’t. And even if he did, no one would take revenge on him like that. They’d be angry, report him, give him the sack. Not crowd him off the road.”


    “Suppose he didn’t kill them, but he knew who did?”


    “Well, then he would have said something, right? And he didn’t. Look, Rick, of course I’ve wondered about this. But nobody around here is like that. It’s just coincidence.”


    Nick said sympathetically, “Still, it must make your job that much tougher.”


    “Brother, you said it! And those university administrators give us peanuts for this job in the first place. With all this—” Gib caught himself and shrugged. “Well, it’s not all that tough, really. Okay, now, let’s check the east end.”


    The big room at the eastern end of the lab was similar to the breeding room at the west end but was set up to harbor larger animals. The only occupants were several cats in roomy wire crates. “Dog and cat room,” explained Gib. “We don’t have much going on now. Just Professor Iglesias’s cats. He’s studying something about sleep. Just check their water, they’re fed in the daytime.”


    A little hall led off one end of the cat room. “What’s that?” asked Nick, indicating a low door with an elaborate lock and a porthole window.


    “Gas chamber,” said Gib.


    “What?”


    “For euthanizing larger animals. We put them in there and turn on the cyanide. It used to be a decompression chamber too, but the pressure meter went haywire and Weisen hasn’t been able to get the administrators to give him funds to fix it yet.”


    “Cyanide. Isn’t that pretty dangerous?”


    Gib grinned. “They say it smells like bitter almonds. They also say if you can smell it you’re already dead. One good inhalation is all it takes to knock you out. So yeah, I’d say it’s dangerous. But it’s quick, and the chamber there has a good exhaust that detoxifies it afterward. Of course I’d rather use decompression. But I don’t control the purse strings.”


    “God. Is the gas just kept around?”


    “Hell, no. We mix it on site. A bowl of sulfuric acid and a pulley you work from outside that dumps potassium cyanide pellets into it. It’s perfectly safe.”


    “The animals don’t suffer?”


    “I told you, it’s quick. It’s a lot better than ether; that burns their lungs before they die. Ether is explosive too, so we don’t keep much around. Anyway, don’t worry about it. Not part of your job.”


    “I’m just not used to thinking about it, I guess.”


    “Well, it takes a few days. You’ve got a feel for animals, I could tell by the way you handled that rat. But this is a good death, if you can say that about death. Quick. And the animals have to go. They’re expensive to feed and keep, and once they’ve been used no one wants them. I mean, look at these cats. Out there all over the nation Mr. and Mrs. John Q. Public are letting dear little Pussy have just one litter of dear little kittens. Then they find out no one else wants them. So the animal shelter has to euthanize them, or they may even drown them themselves. And those are cute little kittens. How could these cats compete with them? Who wants a cat with a hole in its skull?”


    Nick saw then that, like Barbara Burke’s rats, the cats had steel plates for electrodes implanted in their heads. He nodded. “I see. But God, this research better be worth it.”


    “Yeah.” Gib nodded. “These scientists are pretty good about it. And you have to remember, these cats would be dead already if we weren’t using them. Dead, or suffering in a wild life, starving and sick. We make their lives generally comfortable and their deaths painless. Maybe they don’t live as well as a pet with a good master. But they live better than most, and die better than most too.”


    “Yeah. I understand.” With my head, thought Nick.


    “Okay. Back over here, your last job,” said Gib, leading the way back out of the cat room. “We try to do most of the animal work and cleaning during the day, but you’ll have to manage the floors and wastebaskets and incineration. The service door to the trash bins is over there.’’ He pointed to a big door at the east end of the building. “And here’s the incinerator. We run it every night, for sanitation purposes. Here, I’ll show you.”


    There was a small stack of bags with forms attached to them. “You tear off the forms and sign them, and pile the bags in here, like so. Lock these doors, push the buttons, twist the handle, and presto chango.” He was scrawling his own name on all the forms he’d taken off, and clipping them to a board he was carrying. “And that’s it. The forms go into that box outside the technician’s office, and we file them. That way we’ve got a record of every animal from the time it’s born until it meets its maker.”


    “I see,” said Nick. There were animals in the bags, then. He was grateful that he didn’t have to look too hard at what he was doing in this task. He turned away and changed the subject. “Listen, how often will I have to go into the clean area? I mean, a guy can only take so many showers.”


    “Right.” Gib laughed. “We all cheat a little on the showers, only take one the first time on the shift, unless we’ve been handling soiled bedding or something. But always put on a clean coverall.”


    “Sounds fair.”


    “And that’s all I can think of now. Let’s take a nap, do rounds again at two to check things. Got everything you need?”


    “Yeah, I’m all right. Should one of us stay awake, maybe?”


    “We aren’t guards, Rick. We should stay alert for odd things, of course, but our job is to keep the animals healthy and the lab clean. Dr. Weisen and I are real clear on that. If he decides he needs a guard, he’ll hire one. We just take care of the animals.”


    “Okay, I understand. See you in a little while.”


    “Right.” Gib headed for the cot in the technician’s office.


    Nick walked back past the entrance to the cluster of storage rooms that included his—Norman’s—bedroom. He made up the bed with sheets Gib had brought him, went across the hall to the bathroom that was incorporated into the shower locks, and returned to undress and switch off the light. He was deeply tired. As he stretched out on the bed—it wasn’t bad—he slowly began to return to himself. Rick’s brother in Chicago, his need for money, his life as a custodian, became mythical again. It was hard to shed Rick completely; even in the dark, Nick was aware of his brown skin. But in the blackness he could begin to feel like Nick again. A rather sad, excited, hopeful, despairing Nick, aching from worry and lack of sleep. God, no wonder, he’d been up since three a.m. at Carmen’s, hadn’t he? Quite a day.


    He tried to relax, but his mind kept circling edgily, gnawing at problems. The strange surroundings. The troubling fate of the man whose bed he now occupied. The many unfamiliar duties he suddenly had to learn. The welcome Maggie had given him, and the abrupt rejection. He had to find out why. That was his real problem. He’d let Rick handle the murder and sabotage.


    Was he really any better off now than he had been this morning, as her friend? Strangely, he felt that he was. Their feelings were in the open now; that was a step forward. And, forced to choose between banishing him by exposing his disguise, or allowing him to help search for the truth about Norman’s death from Rick’s peculiarly useful position, she had chosen to let him help. Angry, insulting, but loyal to Norman and sensible enough to see the advantages of Nick’s plan. Even to the extent of accepting responsibility for Zelle. And sometime soon they would talk. Things in flux were always unsettling, even painful, but they could—maybe—come to a happier resolution than the one this afternoon.


    They’d better, he thought, to make up for these weeks of cleaning up rat shit.


    Like all buildings at night, the lab made its own secret noises. A steady hum, probably the air supply. Overlaid on that, little creaks and rustlings. Made sense, the building was filled with mice and rats, hundreds of tiny intelligences. Nocturnal animals, at least wild ones were. Maybe these tame ones were also at their peak now. Unlike Nick, who was thoroughly groggy. Through a crack in the curtains by his head, he could see scattered stars against the velvety country sky. The weather had cleared, except for little, smudgy clouds blowing across part of the sky. The stars came and went behind them. Odd. He flicked the curtains a little further apart to see better, and realized what was happening. The smoke from this building was drifting on the light wind. The incinerator.


    God, thought Nick, I’m sleeping in a crematorium.


    But he did sleep.


    


    

  


  
    VI


    Almost everyone is innocent, Monica told herself firmly. And furthermore, Norman’s death was an accident, a coincidence. She should not waste time in fruitless suspicion of her colleagues and even her roommate. She should get on with her work, treat everyone normally, and avoid dangerous topics. That was why she said, “Tell me about your friend Nick,” as Maggie drove her to the lab Friday morning. Monica would be staying for twenty-four hours or more, because it was her night to stay and check the animals.


    “He’s hard to describe.”


    “I’ve seen that Elson Beer thing. So I know what he looks like.”


    Maggie laughed. “He doesn’t look like that often. He’s an actor, Monica. A real one. I don’t know what he’s like. He’s a million people.”


    “There’s no off-stage person?”


    “Well, yeah, but it may be one of the million.”


    “His dog is well-adjusted. He can’t be too freaky,” observed Monica sagely, from long experience with animals.


    Maggie grinned. “Yeah, she’s great. You think that means he’s okay?”


    “Can’t fool animals.”


    “Oh, I bet Nick could.”


    “Is he special? Mary Beth said that you and he—”


    Monica stopped herself. Dark with anger, the blue eyes flashed at her, then turned back to the road. “Yeah? What did fucking Mary Beth say?”


    “Oh, nothing. She wanted to keep me from putting my foot in it. She failed.” So much for avoiding dangerous topics.


    Maggie stared at the road.


    Monica said, “Look, I’m sorry, okay? I like you, I was curious, that’s all.”


    “Okay, okay.” Maggie glared at the sensual May greens of the passing landscape as though the source of her problems were out there. After a moment she added, with obvious difficulty, “I’m excessively prickly on the subject. Monica, have you been in love?”


    “Sure.”


    “But you aren’t now?”


    Monica fought down her own irritation and said, “Maggie, we’re both excessively prickly on the subject, I think. So let’s not discuss it.”


    “My turn to put my foot in it. I just wanted to know if you had a recipe for turning yourself off. Abstractly. As a neuropsychologist.”


    “No. I guess I’ve never wanted to turn myself off. Do I seem that way to you? Turned off?”


    “Yeah, a bit. I mean, I wish I could be more like you. The only thing you really care about is your work.”


    “I see.”


    “How do you do it?”


    An invitation to a confidence Monica did not want to give. Yet she found herself hesitating before she said lightly, “Oh, it’s interesting work, not hard to get involved in. And someday I can make a lot of money. Same reason you’re in statistics instead of French or something, right?”


    “Partly. What do you want money for?”


    “A South Sea vacation with the gigolo of my choice. Let’s talk about something else, okay?”


    “Sorry. I thought I was talking about something else.”


    The wise blue eyes were unoffended, friendlier even, and Monica had a sudden uneasy sense that she had revealed something after all. She tried to turn the conversation. “You care a lot about your work too.”


    “Yeah.” Maggie was suddenly talkative, as though responding to the confidence Monica had not given. “I care about my work and my friends. And music and theatre and food and gymnastics. And everything was going according to plan until I bumbled into Nick. Damn it, Monica, why can’t I shake it off?”


    “People can’t shake off what they’re built to do.”


    “I am not built for that!” Another flare of anger, or was it despair?


    Monica said mildly, “I thought you were asking a neuropsychologist about yourself as a human animal. Abstractly.”


    Maggie’s tense hand pushed back a windblown black curl. “Abstractly. Right. Okay, I’ll be good. Lecture away.”


    Monica kept her voice dry and detached. “There’s not that much to lecture about. We belong to a species that goes in for pair-bonding. So the majority of us develop a strong attachment to someone else. It involves sex, nurturing, grooming, feeding, rearing of young—practically everything we can share. And since human infants are helpless for such a long time, having two parents has turned out to be a good way to see that the species survives.” She stopped; she could hear the bitterness seeping into her own voice.


    Her friend had heard too. “Yes. Abstractly, it’s great. It may even be a good life for people who want to raise infants, and who stay pair-bonded, and who don’t suffer other catastrophes. But for the rest of us it’s hell. For you and me, right?”


    “All for the good of the species.”


    “Good?” asked Maggie. “To have so many people miserable? Because nothing hurts more than when that pair-bond breaks.”


    “Some things do,” snapped Monica, and found those eyes appraising her again. In hasty explanation, she added, “Like death.”


    “Yeah.” Maggie looked back at the road. “Or losing a child. You’re right, there are other ways to break bonds. Other agonies built in for the good of the species.”


    “Maggie, all I’m saying is that’s how we are. You can’t turn it off. Some people feel it more and some less, but it’s part of being human.”


    “So if I feel it more, why do the objects of my silly attachments feel it less?”


    “Yeah, that can probably happen sometimes,” said Monica sympathetically.


    “No probably about it. My first great love disappeared the minute a problem arose. Pretty good for the survival of the species, right? My second, well, it turned out that good old Rob was playing games. He was already pair-bonded, as you say, to someone else. Nature’s happy program blasted to bits, twice. And I’m still full of shrapnel.”


    “Maggie, I’m sorry.” Monica touched the hand knotted around the steering wheel. No wonder she was prickly on the subject.


    “But I’m not going to turn into one of those miserable women who wastes her life stumbling from one mistake to the next. I know there are things I can’t do. Can’t draw, can’t sing opera, can’t pick men. So why try? I just want to give it up. To stick to my work and my friends. To ride off into the sunset all alone and unhurt. Don’t you, Monica?”


    “No. No, Maggie. It was such a happy time. When it’s working it’s very good. You have to remember.”


    “Yeah, I remember, all right. Damn.”


    Monica patted her hand again, surprised at the strength and tenderness of her own feelings. Humans were built for friendships too, she reminded herself, a fact she had been neglecting since her move here to begin the strenuous program. They finished the trip in sad companionable silence.


    The lab atmosphere was like a splash of vinegar water, bracing but sour. Everyone was working at top efficiency; the microscope room was in full use, Les, Tom, Barbara, and Martin all working on Weisen’s project. Monica was on her way through to the breeder room to see what animals Gib could give her for Moore’s new project. “How are you doing?” she asked them.


    “Rotten!” exclaimed Barbara. “I’ve got kidneys dancing before my eyes!”


    “Try hearts,” grumbled Les. “At least you’ve got the odd bit of damage to keep things interesting.”


    “Not much. And I’ve got a thesis to run too,” retorted Barbara. Neither had looked up from the eyepieces. “My rats are all outfitted, and nothing to do. Wish he’d assigned me the gallbladders.” Everyone smiled; rats have no gallbladders.


    “Martin’s the lucky one,” said Les. “The brains have some variety.”


    “Sure,” said Martin. “But meanwhile my own thesis molders away.”


    “At least you’ve got one to molder away,” snarled Tom. He’d spent the night at the lab the night before, and was probably short on sleep.


    “Well,” said Monica, “sorry I asked.” She stepped to Barbara’s side and said quietly, “I could spell you for an hour today if it would help. Weisen drilled me on kidney lesions too.”


    “Bless you, Monica!” Barbara looked up from the microscope, a rare occurrence. “If I could just have time to familiarize my rats with the experimental apparatus it would be wonderful.”


    “Okay. How about eleven to twelve?”


    “Terrific!” Barbara planted a damp kiss on Monica’s forehead, then her face disappeared behind the eyepiece again. Dr. Weisen bustled in.


    “Good, good!” he said, beaming at the activity. “We’ll make it, people, I’m sure!”


    In the end, Monica helped Barbara twice, once before lunch and again late in the afternoon, because Barbara had only had time to work with eight of her twelve animals during the first hour. She could see why it was such tedious work for her friends. One kidney sample after another had to be checked for signs of abnormality, and the signs did not occur. It became very boring. In all of the slides Monica looked at, only one kidney appeared to have more than minor problems. She caught herself dithering over it, trying to describe the abnormality in detail, as though it deserved a full write-up as reward for breaking the monotony. I’ll write it a poem, she thought, amused at herself. Then, briskly, she checked off the proper boxes on Dr. Weisen’s form, tubular and interstitial cells both damaged, and went on to the next slide.


    Les had quit early. He said he had to come back that night anyway, he might as well finish the slides then. Tom, who was not on duty, finished the last of his liver slides a few minutes after six and stood up exultantly, free for the weekend. Barbara still had a long rack of slides to finish, but she was on duty that night with Monica and Les so she could finish later too.


    “How many more of these will you have?” asked Monica.


    “Gobs,’’ said Barbara. “We’ve only got this stack to do now. But next week will be worse. A big batch Tuesday, and another Friday or Monday. And they’ll have to be done instantly, because the drug companies will be here a week from Thursday.”


    “Close to the wire,” remarked Tom, pausing in the door.


    “Sure is. Listen, Tom, did you get any sense of how much longer this night duty will go on?”


    “Not long, I think. Tonight may even be the last. This new guy is working out well, Weisen says. He certainly didn’t make any mistakes last night.”


    “Terrific,” said Barbara. “I could use some sleep.”


    “Just two more weeks,” said Tom, and left.


    “Dinner?” Barbara asked Monica. “I’ll treat you to a cheeseburger. I’m overflowing with gratitude.”


    “Sure, but I want to buy my own. I’d rather have you owe me one, for when I get strapped for time someday.”


    “I was afraid of that,” said Barbara good-naturedly. “But at least let me drive.”


    They sat in a wood-grained plastic booth to eat their hamburgers and cole slaw. “Got any thesis ideas?” asked Barbara.


    “I’m working up three or four. Right now the most promising one involves hormones in rats.”


    “Yeah, that’s interesting. But you spend so much time at that nursing home, I expected you to think of something involving patients. You know, like Bill and his aphasia study.”


    “Well, yes, that’s what I want to do eventually. But right now I want a project where I can really tell exactly what’s happening physically. With patients you just don’t know what’s intact and what isn’t.”


    “Right. With a rat you know exactly what the problem is.”


    “Weisen says they’re developing some computer-assisted X- ray scans that look promising. Someday we can do humans too.”


    “Yeah. One of these days we’ll be able to look right in.”


    “But until that happy day comes, I’d rather do something more concrete for a thesis.”


    “Me too. That’s the beauty of my little bionic rats. Train them, stimulate them, dissect them, write it up. Abracadabra, Dr. Burke.”


    “Yeah.”


    “And pots of money and prestige.”


    “Well, that depends on where you work.”


    “Nope. Where I work depends on the money and prestige. Look, honey, I’m going to be a black female Ph.D.! Every big research outfit or university in the country is going to bid on me.”


    “Bid on you?”


    Barbara laughed comfortably, her teeth flashing white in her dark face. “My mother had a job like poor old Norman’s. She told me it was better than slavery. I told her sure, she was free to quit and get even poorer on welfare. That’s not for me. This little slave is setting her own price. I don’t give a damn how they want me to spend my time if they meet my price.”


    “God, Barbara. I couldn’t do that. I mean, they could put you to work testing cosmetics or something. I’ve got to be working on something that’ll help people eventually.”


    “Yeah? Well, maybe you honky idealists can afford to do that. But look how long it’s taken Weisen to do it.”


    “He made a lot of other contributions, too.”


    “Yeah, but nothing this big. See, I took a look at his career, and thought, Barbara honey, right now your degree and your color are salable, but five years from now, who knows? So that’s where I’m headed. Money first. Altruism later.”


    Monica smiled at her. “Don’t let Tom hear you.”


    “Another honky idealist. I watch my tongue around him, don’t worry. I won’t disillusion him. But you know, Norman told me once he wasn’t as idealistic as he seemed.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Oh, nothing more than that.” Barbara stood up, shot her used plate at a trash can, missed, and went over to stuff it in. “Let’s get on back to the lab.”


    Monica had a stack of journal articles to read and spent the early part of the evening working alone in the office while Les and Barbara completed their work for Weisen in the microscope lab. Then they returned to transfer the data to the master sheets. At about ten o’clock Rick knocked politely on the door frame.


    “Hi, Rick. Come on in.”


    “Hey, Rick. How you doing?”


    “Fine, thanks. I just wanted to say there was fresh coffee if you all want some.”


    “Rick, you mind reader!’’ Barbara gave him an exuberant hug and hurried down the hall. He looked after her, startled.


    “Don’t let Barbara bug you,” said Monica, smiling at him.


    “Okay. She’s a very definite person,” he said earnestly.


    Les laughed. “So she is. Come on with us, Rick. Aren’t you having some?”


    “Okay. Thank you. Yes.”


    They followed Barbara to the alcove that held a little sink and the coffeepot. She was already sipping at her cup. “Terrific coffee, Rick,” she pronounced. “You should go into the business.”


    “Well, yes, you see, I’ve been a waiter.”


    “Some posh place?”


    “A place in New York City. They were very particular about coffee.”


    “A man of many talents.” Les lit a cigarette. “What else have you done? I mean besides hospital custodian, waiter, animal keeper?”


    “I was a bouncer in a bar for a while. And a carpenter, I liked that. But I couldn’t get into the union so there wasn’t much work.”


    “Anything else?” Les was probing, still suspicious, Monica realized. But Rick’s innocent brown eyes met Les’s calmly.


    “Not unless you count the army.”


    “Les doesn’t count the army. Do you, Les?” said Barbara.


    “I got back in one piece. What more could anyone ask?”


    Nothing, thought Monica, thinking of Ted in the nursing home.


    “That’s true enough,” agreed Barbara.


    “Well, back to work now,” said Les. “Rick here, of course, can do anything. But my brain turns into a pumpkin at two a.m. or so, so I’d better finish Weisen’s stuff.”


    They went back to work. Les accompanied Rick on rounds once about midnight while Barbara checked her own animals. Alone in the office, Monica put down an article on the effect of testosterone on the brain of the rat and leaned back wearily in her seat. So much to learn. And to do it she had to sacrifice so much that she wanted to do. She seldom allowed herself the luxury of questioning her course of action, but tonight all her doubts seemed very near the surface. After all of this, would she actually be able to do anything useful? Would she even be able to accomplish the minor goal she had confessed to Maggie, of making enough money? Was Barbara’s strategy better? Was all this work worthwhile?


    Usually the trip to the nursing home helped, but yesterday’s had not. Mary had slept the whole time, the kindly personality more and more difficult to rouse from her perpetual doze. Jock was unchanged, but Mrs. Audley at the desk had murmured sadly to Monica that his wife hardly ever visited him anymore. She was finding his lack of improvement too depressing, she said. And then, during the math lesson in the sunroom, Ted had lifted his eyes from the book to Monica’s face, with his little apologetic smile. Oblivious of the others in the room—all in his damaged right visual field—he had said, hesitatingly, “Monica, I love you.”


    Tears blistered her eyes. She always braced herself against being moved too much by their problems. She made herself focus on little attainable goals and rejoiced with them as they were reached. But this was so unexpected, so sweet, so impossible. There was nothing she could say. He frowned a little, understanding on some level that she was distressed. Then his eye fell on the book again, and his unexpected demonstrativeness vanished into the vague chaos from which it had come. “Four,” he read. “Something. Five.”


    “Four divided by five. Good.”


    The lesson continued, but she had been shaken deeply. What ideas of her drifted wispily in the aimless tangle of his thoughts? It was so unfair.


    “Hey, kid, you look beat.” It was Les, returning with Rick from their tour of the animal rooms. Monica roused herself and smiled at them.


    “Well, kid, I am. Aren’t you?”


    “Sure. Down but not out. I’ve got too much to do.”


    “Do you want to borrow my cot, Miz Bauer?” As usual, Rick seemed anxious to please.


    “No, no, Rick, you need that. You do this every night. Maybe I’ll go to the technician’s office.”


    Les said, “I’m afraid Barbara beat you there. Tell you what. I want to get these slides done tonight, so I can go camping this weekend. I need a break before the big push next week. So why don’t you stretch out in the van awhile? You three can sleep now, I’ll get a nap later.”


    “Sounds good,” said Monica. “You’ll wake me in a couple of hours?”


    “Right.”


    Les’s van was outfitted with foam rubber pads under the carpeting. “Pillows there, blankets there. Just push that camping stuff aside,” he said, unlocking it for her.


    “Okay, thanks. See you later.” She closed the door behind her and pulled the pins from her coil of dark hair. The night was cool, not cold; it was almost June, and flowers were blooming already along the roadside. A pleasurable change out here from the odorless purity of the lab air. She shifted a box of camping supplies aside, dried food, soap, cigarettes, and plumped up her pillow. It felt very good to stretch out. Monica pulled a blanket over and slept deeply and gratefully.


    It was probably the smell of smoke that woke her. Cigarette smoke. The parking lot lights shone faintly through the windows, and in the dimness she could see his eyes, his mustache, the tip of his cigarette glowing.


    “Sorry,” she said groggily, sitting up. “Have you been here long?”


    “Not very. I didn’t want to wake you after all. You look so different when you’re sleeping, Monica. Peaceful. Soft.”


    “Yeah, well, everybody does.”


    “Not Anita. She looks exactly the same. I think maybe she never wakes up.” He was leaning against the opposite wall of the van.


    “Her life probably isn’t very stimulating, just now. With the kids.”


    “That’s God’s truth. And she gets tired.”


    “Yeah. That’s part of it too, I guess. Well, thanks for the nap. It’s my turn to go rounds with Rick, isn’t it? I’d better get back in there.”


    “He was starting around with Barbara when I left. Not that he needs us anyway. He’s doing fine.”


    “Good. I hope we won’t have to do this often.” She tucked in her shirt and found her bag. “See you later, Les. Sleep well. Shall I come out and wake you in a couple of hours?”


    “Your hair needs brushing.”


    “Oh.’’ Her hand went in reflex to her head. She had taken the pins from her hair to sleep, and now the rubber band that held her hair back from her face had slipped down too. She pulled it off and reached into her bag for her brush, then paused. “Well, I’ll do it inside, the light is better.”


    “Let me. Please.”


    So that’s where he was headed. Grooming behavior first. A male rat, attracted by a female, begins exploratory sniffing. If she is receptive—if she does not fight, claw, scratch at him—the rest follows in its proper order. Sniffing. Grooming. Mounting. Intromission. Ejaculation. And, after a few minutes, the same steps all over again.


    Humans, of course, were different. The most basic question for animals was never in question for humans—no human male had to worry about whether a female was in heat. Like males, human females were always physically ready for sexual arousal. Like males, they were creatures whose hesitations and disinclinations came from other sources—pair-bonding to another, fatigue, depression, fear of parenthood, lack of attraction for obscure cortical reasons. Like males, they could, in the right circumstances, achieve the intense neurological pleasure of orgasm, something that females of other species did not seem to do, or not in the same way. Human females had trouble too unless the male was patient and skilled. Unless they felt the strong attraction that seems physical but is really yet another activity of the cerebral cortex. Because sex for humans too is largely cortical, is not a simple reflex act. The neural pathways might originate in the genitals, but they are elaborated by the involvement of millions of cortical cells that link each person’s history, sensations, beliefs, affections, fantasies in unfathomable complexity, orchestrating the whole body and brain for sexual pleasure.


    Les ground out his cigarette. He was still waiting. They were humans; to show that she was nonreceptive, she did not have to bite and scratch. She would simply say, “Thanks, Les, I’ll do it myself; see you later,” and everything would be as before. They would pretend that his carefully disguised invitation had not happened, continue being friends and colleagues, go on ignoring the desires of a man whose partner was tired, pregnant and cowlike, of a woman whose mouth and breasts and vulva—okay, and cortex too—thirsted to respond to a loving male touch.


    “Thanks, Les,” Monica began; but then she stopped, and slowly, wordlessly, handed him her brush.


    He handled her thick dark hair gently, almost reverently, as though it were costly silk, and moved up to sit very close behind her so that his strong male thighs flanked hers, his hardening crotch pressed against her buttocks. Finally he put down the brush and almost timidly mouthed her earlobe. Monica was suddenly impatient and undid the top button of her shirt. His hands joined hers eagerly, unbuttoning, and his lips moved down her neck and shoulders as he uncovered her. He was gentle and knowledgeable, letting his enthusiasm for her body show in the way he cradled and stroked her, in the thorough circling of lips and soft bristly mustache on her responsive breasts and flanks. But despite the growing urgency that he built in her so skillfully, her perverse cortex would not grant her body release and pleasure, until at last she closed her eyes and pretended he was Ted.


    


    

  


  
    VII


    Halfway up the forested ridge that rose between the lab and the highway, an outthrusting of striated rock formed a natural protected hollow, shielded from view on three sides by the ridge and rock, on the fourth by determined bushes that had clawed their way into the stone to spread a leafy screen across the gap. Nick sat there now, waiting. She’d be here soon. It was nine- thirty already, the twilight fading rapidly from the flushed sky.


    He’d been on the job a week now, and had evolved an uneasy working relationship with Maggie. Last week, as he emptied wastebaskets at the start of his second day’s shift, she had come striding down the hall from Dr. Weisen’s office, given him a blank smile and a “Hi, Rick” for all to hear, followed by a muttered “Sundance eleven tomorrow” as she passed.


    “Hello, Miz Ryan,” he had answered politely, and gone on with his job. The next day, after a hurried search through the telephone book, he found Sundance, a crowded variety store near the university. Its narrow aisles were packed with cards, paperbacks, mugs, small appliances, plants, and a thousand other items; and its air was filled with the throb of rock music. Nick, browsing through a magazine—Rick, he had decided regretfully, would buy few books—had not been aware of her until she spoke almost in his ear, under cover of the music.


    “You know this doesn’t change anything, Nick.”


    She was standing with her back to him, studying a display of best-sellers on the other side of the aisle. He hadn’t turned his head, just flipped the page of his magazine casually as he replied, “Okay. But I want to help, if you want me to.”


    “I want you to leave me alone.” She grabbed one of the books at random. “And yes, damn it, I want your help. For Norman’s sake.”


    “Okay, then. For Norman’s sake we’re a team again.” He thought he’d better change the subject. “How’s Zelle?”


    “Fine. I put one of your shirts in the corner of my room. She sleeps on it.”


    “Good.” It was a comfortable thought, somehow.


    “She’s admired by all. Except our landlord, who luckily hasn’t noticed her yet.”


    “And the car?”


    “Parked a block south of the Y. The keys are in Rick’s name at the desk there.”


    “Fine. Okay, let’s go to work. Can you tell me exactly what all those different sets of rats are for?”


    “You mean logically, in Weisen’s experiment?”


    “Yes.”


    “Okay. It’ll take a while, not here. Can you find out how many people have access to them?”


    “Yes. Gib’s pretty talkative.”


    “Good. Tomorrow, then, at the fire lookout tower. Same time.” She focused at last on the book in her hand.Slaughterhouse Five. “Damn, I’ve read this.”


    “So it goes,” said Nick.


    She glared at him, grabbedThe Naked Ape instead, and hurried to the checkout. A little later Rick bought his magazine, had a lonely lunch, checked his car, and made his way back to the lab.


    In the last six days they had met four times. She was wary, yet hungry for what he could tell her about the lab routine. She listened, grave and intent, as he described the physical arrangement of the clean areas of the lab; outsiders, even project statisticians, were seldom invited through the shower locks, and casual visits were impossible. He explained the ear-notch identification system, the way the animals were moved to clean cages and the way the dirty cages were cleaned and sanitized, all the myriad details of the job Norman had held.


    In turn she described to him the logic of the various experiments that were going on. She explained what each study was attempting to show in terms of major experimental problem and side effects, and how it fit into the overall research plan. Between Gib and Maggie, Nick was getting a Berlitz course in brain research, a vast new ocean of knowledge about a field that, from a distance, had seemed important but arcane, its secrets known to only a few. Now, though he still had no grasp of the biochemical and structural details involved, he felt he understood both ends of the research process—the urgent problems and unyieldingly strict logic of the experimental design on the one hand, and on the other, the grubby, all too physical reality of the individual living animals as they ate, slept, defecated, mated, and died in the service of that logic.


    Together, they tried to discover the meaning of the items Norman had wanted Maggie to see—the mangled rat and the mysteriously numbered squares on the paper. But insight had not come.


    Where was she now?


    With Gib, he had inspected the ditch near the lab driveway where Norman had died. There was a slight curve at that point, but the main difference between this section and the others was that it was unusually deep, an area where the roadbed had been filled in to cross a dip in the terrain. The rock that had broken Norman’s skull still sat near the bottom: a jutting chunk of shale the size of a large book, wicked but, Nick noted, easy to heft. But Gib asserted again that it had to be an accident.


    Was something wrong? Maggie had never been late before.


    He saw her occasionally in the daytime, at the Y. Because he had to keep in shape for the upcoming summer stock job, and because it was convenient to park there and take the bus to the lab, he visited it daily for a workout, then went on to the Seville to study his scripts and check his skin color. Maggie, it turned out, was teaching beginning gymnastics to a class of little girls at the Y. But even there she acknowledged his presence distantly, a smile and a wave for Rick but nothing for Nick.


    He could see the lab from where he sat behind his screen of leaves, the concrete stretch of the new building punctuated rhythmically by brightly lit vertical windows, and at right angles, the barracks-like old lab, clapboard with flaking paint. The woods ran close to both labs, cut only by the service drives behind them and by the parking lot in the ell formed by the two buildings. The lot contained only two cars now, Dr. Weisen’s black Buick and a biology professor’s big Ford. Not hers. She would park out of sight on the highway side of this ridge, on the old road that led to the fire lookout tower, or on the rutted lane that long ago had served a farmhouse.


    At last she slipped around the big rock, sat down cross-legged across from him, and leaned back, tense, against the boulder.


    “Problem?” he asked.


    An instant’s hesitation. “Someone almost saw me. I had to come in the other way.”


    “You were seen?”


    “No, definitely not. It’s okay.” But he could tell that it wasn’t. He frowned, and she insisted irritably, “It’s okay!”


    “Whatever you say, fretful porpentine. Want my report?”


    “Yeah, without the editorial comments.”


    “Yessum. Here are copies of all the stuff in the grad desks that I couldn’t account for. Tom’s desk was a nightmare, but everything was identifiable except for these six pages. He keeps a lot of anti-war stuff around. These three are from Les’s desk, maybe part of the studies he’s working on. These three from Barbara Burke’s, five from Martin’s. Only one from your well-organized roommate’s.” He handed her the paper, and she tilted it to catch the fading light.


    “Oh, this is okay. Just the hours of that nursing home she visits.”


    “And these last three are orphans. They were squeezed between two lockers and I almost missed them. I copied them and put them back, and when I checked after everyone went home, they were gone.”


    “Hmm.” She inspected the papers. “Dates and measures. Doesn’t mean anything to me. What’s Brighton?”


    “I don’t know. But asking around doesn’t seem wise.”


    “I’ll check some phone books.”


    “Good. What do you want me to do next?”


    Businesslike blue eyes met his. “Might as well run Operation Mike. And there’s the old lab.”


    “The old lab?”


    “Yes. What’s in it? You said that only Dr. Weisen has a key.”


    “That’s what Gib said. I’ve only seen it opened once since I’ve been here. He sent Gib over to bring out some animal bedding.”


    “Can you get in?”


    “Can I get in? Mademoiselle, don’t underestimate your partner in crime, mild-mannered Rick Donner! Who escaped from the cell that held Garfield’s assassin? Who passed through the walls of a padlocked trunk?”


    She was grinning her sunlit grin. “Who?”


    “Harry Houdini, actually. But I’ll try.”


    “Okay.” The smile faded and she stood up. “Well, then. See you here tomorrow at ten.”


    He didn’t move. “I’m not finished.”


    Her glance flicked at him again, warily. “What else?”


    “The incinerator.”


    She sat down, long legs folding neat as bird’s wings. “What about it?”


    “I’m not sure, except that it’s slower than Gib says. I can generally see the smoke from my bedroom window, and nights that I’ve put in a full load it’s often still going near dawn. The cycle is supposed to be much shorter.”


    “That’s odd. Some sort of malfunction?”


    “Probably. But I thought I’d watch it a little longer before asking Gib about it.”


    “Good idea. Just in case.” She understood the implications. “Is that it?”


    “Yes. Except I love you.”


    She was on her feet again. “Jesus, Nick! What do I have to do? What’s your game? Look, I’ll be a sport. If I sleep with you tonight, will you leave me alone?” At the look in his eyes she turned away and punched her fist against the boulder.


    “Golly, ma’am, that’s a mighty handsome offer. Sure hate to turn it down. But y’see, I’m interested in more than your pussy. And more than one night.”


    She didn’t turn around. “Okay, so you think I’m being unfair. Maybe I am. But I’ve become addicted to independence, Nick. Because I’ve heard all that stuff before. Promises of eternal love. Pair-bonding, Monica calls it. She’s quite an advocate of it too.”


    “I see.” Nick was suddenly depressed. “Maggie, of course it doesn’t always work out. But don’t judge me by other people with other problems. I’m not Rob. Not Les or Monica.”


    The hand on the boulder tensed suddenly. “You know about Monica?”


    “Just following instructions, chief. Keeping track of people.”


    “And not telling me!” She turned back accusingly.


    “Maybe I was wrong. But I couldn’t see any relevance. I thought you’d have trouble believing it. And I’m not so depraved as to go looking for proof.”


    “Jesus.”


    “You believe it now.”


    “Yes,” she admitted. “And you’re right, I wouldn’t have said anything either. But I told you I was almost seen a few minutes ago. Because his van was already in the place I was going to park. He was helping her in. Hands all over each other.”


    “I see.”


    “So. Take a lesson from these biologists. Professional pair-bonders.” Her hand waved airily. “You’ve got dozens of gorgeous volunteers in every show you work, right? Just choose one. Or five or six. It’ll be easy to switch.”


    “Maggie.” Nick was on his feet now too. “That’s not true. Not for me. Because I’ve tried everything, including that, and nothing works. Damn it, that’s why I’m here! I have no choice!”


    In the twilight her eyes were beautiful, deep cloudless blue, full of despair. She said, “An hour ago, maybe I would have tried to believe you.” Then she dodged around the boulder and was gone. Nick cursed Les and Monica and Rob, kicked the long-suffering boulder himself, and wondered what dark god had enslaved him to this exciting unattainable woman. He had known Rob. Lean, laughing, magnetically handsome Rob, a creature worthy of a woman’s dreams. Unlike homely, bulky, balding Nick. A ridiculous middle-aged suitor to her bright youth. What half-witted obstinacy made him persist?


    He pushed through the bushes and hiked down the hill to finish his shift. By the time he reached the lab he had worked himself, gratefully, back into Rick’s character. Thank God Rick was not in love. The lucky dog.


    Rick had other problems, though. As he arrived at the front door, Dr. Weisen hailed him. “Oh, Rick, there you are!”


    “Yes, sir. Been on my break.”


    Weisen looked tired, his rotund form sagging. He was under a lot of strain these days; the high point of a distinguished career looming just ahead, and the necessity of making an attractive technical presentation to benefit from it, while he still had to deal with the needs of students, and with the problems presented by the cruel vandalism and by Norman’s death.


    “I wanted to take some records home with me tonight to look at. Could you give me a hand?” he said.


    “Yes, sir, of course. Just let me wash my hands.” Nick dodged into his room for supplies, then out to scrub the dust of the ridge from his hands. He followed Weisen into his office and picked up the box he indicated, waiting deferentially until Weisen collected his other things and started out. Following, Nick paused at the door, balancing the box on one hip with one hand, and checked the latch behind him. Then he followed Dr. Weisen to the car. “You have a lot of work to do, sir,” he observed, setting the box onto the passenger seat.


    “Yes, there’s much too much to do these days. My wife is beginning to complain, and she’s usually a good sport about my hours. That’s why I’m taking this home. But this phase will be over by Thursday. For better or for worse.”


    “The students tell me things are going well.”


    “Oh, they are.” The weary eyes smiled. “Perhaps I’m just getting old and tired. Not as able to take the strain. But it is a worry.”


    “The drug company representatives will be here Thursday afternoon, Gib said.”


    “Yes.” Weisen leaned against his car, friendly and unexpectedly garrulous. “But that’s only part of the worry, Rick. The students are working very hard. We should have this set of experiments ready to report. But there’s also the problem of that vandalism. If I had time, I’d follow that up more. It’s a terrible thing, something that should never be allowed.”


    “Yes, sir, of course.”


    “And I don’t know if you understand this, but there’s another problem. You see, the questions we deal with here are life-and- death questions, but more than that. They have to do with who people are. A human brain is a miracle, Rick. A person whose brain is damaged has usually suffered a far greater loss than that of an arm or leg.”


    “Yes, sir. My father had a stroke.” It had left him speechless, vegetable-like, for several weeks before the final fatal attack. The teenaged Nick and his sister and mother had clung to each other and screamed at each other and wept with each other in terrified reaction to the half-familiar living vacant hull that had been father and husband.


    “Yes, then you know.” Interest sharpened in the wise old face. “My interest too began with an unfortunate relative, long ago. My sister. My own work has to do with tumors, not with strokes, but the symptoms are often very similar.”


    “But it must be very satisfying to help people with that problem.”


    “Yes, of course. But you see, when you’re tampering with the brain, whether it’s surgery or drugs, you are tampering with the essential person. The ethical requirements are far stricter than if you’re working with bones, say, or kidneys. You have to be very sure that you’re right.”


    “You mean in case your surgery or drugs do other things besides get rid of the problem?”


    “Exactly. Most medical treatment is that way, Rick. Dangerous intervention that is done to eliminate something even more dangerous. And it’s important to know exactly what the problems are going to be.”


    “But you’ve done so many tests, sir. You must know what you have.”


    “Oh, yes, I know. Though not with humans, of course. The drug companies will do more tests yet. But the vandalism is still unfortunate. I hate to lose the information from even one study. The scientist in me always wants to do even more tests.” Dr. Weisen laughed suddenly, clapped Nick on the shoulder. “And I’m not going to finish even the few I’ve done if I don’t get home to work! Thank you, Rick. See you tomorrow.”


    “Good night, sir.” Nick watched the black car rumble down the driveway, the last car out of the lot, and realized that Maggie was not the only reason he was here. He had come to admire Dr. Weisen and those joined with him in the search for a deeper understanding of the brain. If he could help remove the problem that now shadowed their work, it would have been time well spent.


    He was alone at the lab now. Except for Maggie, off in the woods somewhere, and probably Les and Monica. Damn them. He went back inside and checked his list. He should take a look at the animal rooms again soon; he hadn’t checked since he had changed the cages earlier in his shift. And he had a couple of jobs to do in the microscope room. Do those first. He showered, put on his scrubs, and went into the room. A bit of cleaning up to do too. They were so busy these days, Gib wasn’t able to do it in the daytime. He unplugged the massive cryostat, moved the microscopes from their places, scrubbed and disinfected. Then he rolled the supply cart out, tossing his used scrubs over it as he went through the locker room, and left it by the side loading door for future attention. Next he carefully made the rounds of the animal rooms, smoothly and quietly, to avoid too much disruption. Everything was as it should be; the cats, Barbara Burke’s rats, all the experimental animals in their proper places, and the breeding room animals rustling and lively. The last two sets of Weisen’s rats eyed him suspiciously, the scalloped ears twitching. Some were clearly livelier than others; their tumors slowed them down, and half were getting only a placebo instead of the helpful new drug.


    As he came back into the hall he thought he heard tires on the driveway. It was hard to tell with the constant swish of the air in the ventilation system, the low hum of the machine. He hurried into the hall and looked out the glass doors, but the parking lot was vacant under its lights. It was only ten o’clock; Barbara Burke usually stopped by at eleven to tend her rats, so it wouldn’t be her car yet. The lab was still deserted, still all his own.


    He turned and walked confidently down the hall to Dr. Weisen’s office and opened the door that had not locked when he and Dr. Weisen left, because he had pressed tape across the strike as he pretended to check the latch behind them. He had brought his flashlight, and keeping the beam low so that it would not bounce out the windows, he searched quickly and methodically. It wouldn’t be on the bookshelves amidst the stacks of journals. He looked in the desk drawers—nothing. The file cabinet, perhaps. Most of the file drawers held animal records; but in the top one was a small box, and in the box were keys. Nick pulled out the pair marked “Old,” closed the drawer, and slipped out into the bright hall again. Nick Houdini, passing through the walls of a locked office. Whee.


    Still no sign of cars in the lot. But the woods might have eyes—Les and Monica’s eyes. He wandered out the front door casually, hands in pockets; but everything was still. Or rather, not still, but murmuring with the normal sounds of an early summer night. Whispering leaves, frogs and insects singing, crying aloud for a mate. Well, he certainly could sympathize with that. Feeling a rueful primeval kinship with them, mateless Nick strolled toward the rows of pines overgrown along the front of the old lab.


    He waited in the shadow for several minutes, still a bit uneasy about the tires he probably hadn’t heard; but nothing changed. The frogs cried, the wind brushed through the leaves, and far away occasional trucks or cars hummed faintly along the highway before passing behind the ridge and out of earshot. Nick turned to the door, unlocked it with one of Weisen’s keys, and stepped inside.


    He was not alone.


    An actor spends much time in the dark, waiting in the wings or on a black stage for the lights to come up. Much time dodging silently into position for his next entrance around invisible furniture and masking pieces backstage. He is familiar with the sense of another actor or stagehand lurking in the dark nearby, and with the mysteriously palpable presence of an unseen, unheard, attentive audience. But the sensation he had now was different; familiar, yet not the same as being in the same dark theatre with an audience, not like being in the same dark corner with another actor.


    He had moved swiftly and instinctively away from the door, and crouched now against the wall of the hall that ran the length of the building. He waited. Everything was dark except for a dim square straight ahead, a window at the end of the short cross hall that led from front door to service door and looked out onto dark woods. Everything was silent too. There was no ventilation system in here, and the sounds of the woods could not be heard inside. Minutes crawled by. Finally, after a dark eon, he heard again the faint sound that had registered subliminally as he had opened the door. A tiny crackling, far away, at the south end of the building. In another minute, though still barely audible, it had become steadier.


    There was no light coming from that direction. Nick debated briefly with himself about coming back later, but he was this far, and getting the keys might never be so easy again. But before tackling the door with the rustling, he needed a better idea of the overall layout. North end first.


    Most of the doors in the hall were unlocked, and it was a dull tour. The rooms still contained cage racks similar to the ones in the new lab, but instead of cages they held stacks of supplies—bedding, bags of food pellets, reams of paper and office supplies, slides. At the end of the hall, the door was locked. He tried the second key. He had been very quiet so far, but the key in the lock of this door scratched faintly, and again there was a sudden eerie silence from the south end of the long hall. Nick stepped into the little room hastily and let the door close. There didn’t seem to be a window in this room, but, as always, he kept the flashlight beam low.


    This was a small room compared to the others, lined with steel, cool. Small boxes and bottles were on the shelves. Chemicals. Gib had shown him the small storage cabinet in the new lab; these seemed to be more of the same. Disinfectants, Gib had said, anesthetics, medicines. Most of the labels were incomprehensible to Nick; pellets labeled KCN, a canister of MgS04. He recognized one, H2SO4, from high school chemistry class. Sulfuric acid. The little ditty jounced through his head: “We had a little Willy, now Willy is no more, ‘cause what he thought was H20, was H2S04.” Some of the containers had additional labels—ether, alcohol, pentobarbitone. And the boxes at the end were familiar. Paramustine. Dr. Weisen’s drug, the one worth millions, if he was able to finish the tests that proved it worked.


    He left the room silently, making sure it was locked, and returned to the entrance. Might as well check out the short back hall by the service entrance. Trash cans by the door, empty. But glancing out the window of the back door, he tensed suddenly.


    A car.


    A dark-colored car in the faint moonlight, half-hidden by the brush beside the service drive behind the building.


    Again, he waited motionless, back to the wall; again, no sounds interrupted the faint whispering rustle from the end of the building.


    Only one room opened into this back hall. He was standing next to its door and tried the knob gently, with a vague thought of taking cover, waiting for whoever it was to make a move or return to the car. But the knob didn’t move. He turned toward it, tried the second key, and stepped in.


    Mustiness here, and bulk, and a low dim flickering light. He closed the door behind him. Again, no sign of a window, and no sounds; he risked the flashlight. A furnace room. The big still metal shape hunched in one comer, silent in the warm June night. Next to it, a water heater with its pilot burning. Against the other wall, stacks of old semi-useful objects—ancient folding chairs, a metal sink, old tires, Venetian blinds, several large animal cages of venerable design, rakes and hedge clippers.


    Nick switched off the light and thought a moment. This was not a good place for his purposes; with no window, he could not watch the car. And if the person was not here in the old lab, he should get back to the new lab to see what was going on. That surreptitiously parked car did not bode well. First, then, check the south end of the building, the rustle. Then, if no one was there, back to the new lab.


    He moved back into the silent black hall, waited again; no new noises. Silently, he crept down the hall toward the faint crackling sound. He located the correct door and tried the knob. Locked. Poised to leap back, he slipped the key into the lock. Again, sudden silence. He turned it quietly, flattened himself cautiously against the door, opened it slowly.


    Darkness. Not even the faint luminous rectangles of windows that had been in most of the rooms. No movement. And yet the atmosphere here was alive. Suddenly convinced of what he had suspected, Nick edged around the door, closing it behind him, and switched on the flashlight, low in the breathing silence.


    Hundreds of pinpricks of light answered its dim beam. Hundreds of eyes.


    The room was filled with rats.


    No humans. A quick sweep of the beam proved that. He stepped to the nearest bank of cages. Everything was neat, well kept—clean bedding, food and water. A cage card on every cage. He frowned at the animals inside, puzzled. These animals were all right—slightly unkempt coats, maybe not in the full bloom of health, but doing all right. Still puzzled, he memorized a few cage cards from different parts of the room, then turned back to the door.


    The time was a quarter to eleven; Barbara would be arriving soon, and he should be back in the new lab by then. Who was the other person on the grounds? And where? And why had he—or she?—parked in a hidden place? Nick moved quietly to the door, eased through into the black hall again, made sure the door was locked behind him. And dove to the left and across the hall, because now suddenly the sense of another person near him was overwhelming. As he whirled, still in a crouch, to face out into the hall, he heard a soft step by the door where he had been.


    The other had heard him too, and Nick dodged again in the nightmare blackness as a weight more sensed than heard or felt hurtled across the hall. Quiet escape was out of the question, then. He’d have to fight. He crouched again, took a second to brace and balance himself as he had been taught by the best stage combat instructor in New York. Then he switched on the flashlight as he tossed it back toward the door of the rat room. Its flight illuminated a stack of paper before it struck the floor and skidded to a stop by the baseboard, beaming crookedly down the hall.


    The other had already launched himself across the hall toward the moving brightness when he realized that Nick had not followed the light on the floor. In the dim bounce light from the walls, Nick saw the dark shape begin to check and turn toward him. But his adversary was too late. Nick had had that extra instant to aim accurately at the moving shadow, to throw his two hundred-plus pounds directly at the off-balance opponent. As they fell to the floor together, he went for the throat, for the carotids that his stage fight instructor had taught them always to avoid. The carotids that took oxygen to the brain. It took a second longer than he had expected because his hands closed first on hair, a beard, and for a dread moment he feared that he had attacked Dr. Weisen. But the violent twist of the body revealed strength, youth, and Nick’s hands knotted tight on the other’s neck. Hard, painful blows chopped against him, but he gripped stoically, buried his face against his opponent’s chest to protect it, and counted the seconds. One, two, three. The blows became twitches. Four, five. The body sagged in his hands. Six, seven. Nick eased the head to the floor gently, picked up the still-beaming flashlight, and shone it on the unconscious face. Then he switched off the light and melted away and out the front door again. Come like shadows; so depart.


    Tom. It was Tom. Why? What was he doing? How had he gotten in? Nick tried the door behind him; it had locked automatically, as he had thought. Tom must have a key. There had been the stack of paper by the rat room door; had that been Tom’s? What about the rats? Were they his? At least the car behind the building was explained.


    Nick wondered if he had been recognized. Probably not. Even if he had been, though, he doubted that Tom would report him. Unless, by some chance, he was working secretly for Weisen. But that would be unlikely; Weisen would trust Gib, or even Les or Martin or Monica, before Tom. So Tom had been just as unauthorized as Nick had been, and not likely to complain that he’d been assaulted in the old lab. Especially if, as Nick suspected, he had no idea of who the assailant was.


    He had been circling the lab in the shadow of the trees along the edge of the service drives. Now he came out, casually, from the direction of the ridge to cross the parking lot. It was still deserted. He strolled openly to the front door, whistling, and into the lit corridors of the new lab. No one. He sauntered to Dr. Weisen’s office, opened it, returned the wiped keys to their box in the cabinet, removed his tape from the door strike, and emerged into the hall just in time to hear the receding hum of tires on the asphalt drive. He leaped to the glass of the front door. The dark car, lights still off, was turning out of the driveway. Thank God Tom was okay. That chokehold had made Nick uneasy, no matter how necessary it had been. As Dr. Weisen said, the ethical requirements were a lot stricter when you were tampering with the brain.


    Nick went to the washroom, combed his sparse tousled hair, and saw that his shirt was ripped. He went to his room to change.


    Had Tom been here in the new lab too? He’d better check all the animal rooms again. Before he could start, though, the front door banged and Barbara’s voice sang out cheerfully, “Anybody home?”


    “Hello, Barbara,” called Nick. She didn’t like Miz Burke. He went out to meet her, pleasant and deferential.


    “Hi, Rick. How’s it going?”


    “Fine, thanks.”


    “Well, I’m off to dole out a snack to my little pets. Nice weather tonight. You’ve been out?”


    “Yes. I take a walk every now and then.”


    “Good. Well, I’ll see you in a little while.” She disappeared into the shower locks. Nick put away the flashlight and started his rounds of the animal rooms from the outside hall.


    At the seventh door he switched on the light and froze, appalled, his stomach lurching in protest. He swallowed, switched on the rest of the lights, and looked again.


    All the cages were empty, all the doors opened. In the center of the room, in an untidy bleeding heap, were the rats, smashed and mutilated. Dr. Weisen’s rats.


    Nick steeled himself, stepped closer, and looked them over swiftly. Forty of them; that would be a whole set of experimental and control animals. Every one with its skull smashed; every one with its back broken and mutilated. Trickles of blood had run down the heap, drying now, but still sticky. Not a lot of blood but sickening enough. No blood in the cages either. These were the same clean cages he had transferred the rats into this afternoon, early in his shift, and they were still fairly clean.


    Nick looked around the room—clean too. He frowned. Then, breaking all the rules Gib had taught him, he slipped through the other door of the animal room and picked up a couple of sterile animal bags from the supply shelves. He returned, put a mangled rat into each bag, and took them out the loading door and hid them among the papers in the dumpster. Finally, with heavy heart, he called Dr. Weisen.


    Weisen, arriving hastily dressed and very undapper fifteen minutes later, stared in anguish at the heap of rats.


    “Oh, lord.” He seemed to sag. He turned away from them. “I can’t believe it. Not again. Who would do such a thing? Why?”


    “I don’t know, sir.”


    “God. I can’t look at them. Clean them up.” He started for the door.


    “You don’t want to inspect them?”


    “For fingerprints?” snapped Dr. Weisen.


    “I’m sorry, sir.”


    “No, Rick. The truth is obvious. Someone is trying to stop the testing of the drug. The animals are useless now. Just clean them up.”


    Nick nodded unhappily. The little round man with the white hair looked miserable, as though his hopes had been crushed somewhere in that heap of lifeless animals. But when they heard a shriek from the hall, he followed Nick out.


    Barbara Burke, still in her scrubs, was running toward them. “Rick? Oh, Dr. Weisen, thank God you’re here!”


    “What’s wrong, Barbara?” Dr. Weisen seemed to be having trouble focusing on her.


    “The microscope!”


    “What about it?”


    “It’s gone, Dr. Weisen! One of the microscopes is gone!”


    The old blue eyes sharpened. “It can’t be. Let’s look around.”


    But a half-hour’s search later, he leaned back against the wall of the microscope room, staring at the gap in the row of instruments. “I don’t understand. I just don’t understand,” he said, bewildered.


    “It was here earlier, when I cleaned up,” said Nick with a puzzled look.


    “What are we going to do?” wailed Barbara.


    Dr. Weisen straightened then; Nick could almost see him summoning determination from somewhere. “Tomorrow,” said Dr. Weisen, “we’re getting a guard.”


    


    

  


  
    VIII


    Monday morning at the lab was very tense. Monica and the others had already heard of the new slaughter, because Barbara had called at midnight, brimming with horror and news and a need to be comforted. They all arrived early and went grimly to work, checking their prepared slides carefully for tampering. No one found any signs of damage, but no one could quite believe in them anymore. After a long conference with Gib, Dr. Weisen called them all together at ten. Hurt but determined, he explained the plan of action. Gib had convinced him that the police should be called. They would arrive soon, to see if anything could be discovered about the vandalism and burglary. Also, he had made arrangements for an armed guard to patrol the area Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday nights, at least. The grads were to continue their work as before, but were to make copies of all their records at day’s end, and take the copies somewhere away from the lab. Gib and Rick were also to continue their work as before; he commended Rick for finding the carnage so promptly. The animals had been dead for only a short period, he and Barbara agreed.


    “Didn’t Barbara and Rick see anything odd?” asked Les.


    “No. Nothing,” said Barbara. “Except when I went into the microscope room, the instrument was missing.”


    “This is really a serious problem,” Dr. Weisen said. “Please, all of you, think hard about anything unusual that might have been going on.”


    “What do you mean? Nothing’s been usual,” complained Tom. “Norman, the dead animals, the extra work. And all this pressure. It’s been weeks since anything was normal. That wastebasket too.”


    That wastebasket, thought Monica. Damn. It was time to ask her about it, wasn’t it?


    “I know,” admitted Dr. Weisen unhappily. “But there must be some explanation.”


    “Please, excuse me,” said Rick’s soft Southern voice. “I did see one thing.”


    “Yes? What is it, Rick?”


    “Maybe it’s not important. But just a few minutes before Miz Burke arrived—”


    “Barbara,” corrected Barbara.


    “Yes, ma’am. There was a car that drove away. I didn’t see it come, but it came out of the service drive for the old laboratory and drove away.”


    “Did you recognize it?” asked Les eagerly.


    Rick shook his head. “No. It was dark-colored. But I couldn’t see enough to recognize it.”


    “Dark-colored,” said Dr. Weisen. “Blue? Black? Green?”


    “I’m sorry, sir. It was night,” said Rick apologetically. His disturbingly intelligent eyes scanned the group.


    Tom licked his lips. “The old lab?” he asked.


    “Yes, that’s right. A little before eleven.”


    “It was a car? Not a van?”


    “God, Tom, what are you thinking?” asked Les.


    They eyed each other. “I’m thinking you’re around at night sometimes,” said Tom.


    “Of course. Everyone’s around sometimes,” said Les easily. Monica, trying not to look at Les, glanced toward Rick instead, and found that he was observing her, profound sadness in his brown face. God. Could he know? He was around most of the time, he liked to hike in the woods. Could he have seen something? For the first time, Monica considered Rick, the kind of person he was. Intelligent, yes; but not highly educated. Working as a bouncer, a carpenter, a janitor. Poor. Wiped out by a robbery. Honest? He seemed so. But a poor man might do desperate things for money. Such as blackmail. Her heart shivered. She had never thought of that possibility. To her, Les was a moment of comfort, an unexpected brief warmth in the bleakness of her life. But she did not want Anita to know. She would do almost anything to keep her from learning. They had been careful, very careful. But she remembered twice meeting Rick shortly after she’d been with Les, the first night and once since.


    Frightened, she risked another glance at the big dark man. He was listening to Dr. Weisen’s explanation of the new arrangement with the guard, of how they would be signing in and out of the lab for the next few days. He looked intent and sorrowful; not conniving, not evil. Surely he wouldn’t try blackmail. He seemed honest. And she was poor, and so was Les. Maybe not as poor as Rick, but too poor to do much for a blackmailer. Surely he wouldn’t try that. And anyway, he probably didn’t know.


    Yet she was uneasy all morning. She hurried through her work for Moore, because she had to go to the nursing home that afternoon. Usually she went Thursdays, but Weisen had asked her to change this week, because he wanted all the students on hand Thursday for the visit of the pharmaceutical company officials.


    Other people too seemed worried and distracted this morning—Tom, swearing as he dropped a set of slides he had just made; Barbara, babbling pointlessly about every slide she looked at, keeping her own spirits up; Rick, solemn and attentive, choosing to stay at the lab today during his time off to talk to Gib; and Les and Dr. Weisen, all uncharacteristically glum, throwing themselves into their tasks as a way to avoid the huge ugly questions.


    They were interrupted by a long visit from the Laconia police, who took all their fingerprints, checked the areas of the lab where the missing microscope had been, and shook their heads sadly. Dr. Weisen had told Rick to incinerate the slaughtered rats last night because he couldn’t bear to look at them; but except for that, Rick had wisely done only minimal cleanup work, and with his soft-spoken descriptions the police apparently had a good idea of what it had been like. “Well, we’ll try, Dr. Weisen,” they said finally. “And if anything else happens please call us right away.”


    “Yes, of course,” said Dr. Weisen, sad and shaken.


    The police questioning slowed them all down. Monica put her dismally small morning’s work away at noon and went out to her car. She had to stop off at the house first because, in her preoccupation with the problems at the lab, she had forgotten to pack a sandwich. As she unlocked her car door, Les’s van rolled into the lot, and Anita got out, pale and tired but resigned, almost content.


    “No, boys, you stay right there till I get Daddy,” she said as she slammed the door. “Oh, hi, Monica.”


    “Hi, Anita. How’re you doing?”


    “Pretty good. Morning sickness finally let up a little.”


    “Good. That must make it harder, with the kids.”


    “Oh, my! You said it! Those little tykes are up at dawn, and me not able to wiggle my toe without sicking up. Thank God Les understands, he’s just a gem.”


    “He’s a good father, huh?”


    “Oh, yes. They have a lot of fun together. He’s just got so much to do, though. Doesn’t get much time with them these days.” She didn’t seem upset, just resigned.


    “Well, things will ease up a little after Thursday.”


    “Thank God. Hey, I’d better go get him before the boys destroy our van. Good to see you, Monica.” She smiled her contented smile.


    “Nice seeing you too, Anita.” Monica watched her amble to the front door of the lab, thin, belly bulging a little already, joints loosening and spreading already, changing her gait. Monica was reminded suddenly, unpleasantly, of B-716. The distended female, dumbly responding to the inexorable program of hormones and neurons. Giving blood and nutrients and shelter to the new creature, eating and breathing and excreting for it. Tired, resigned. Beautiful somehow. And fulfilled? Maybe. Monica would never know.


    When she reached the house, Maggie was in the kitchen eating a banana and drinking a mug of coffee. “What’s the news?” she asked. She seemed a little guarded today.


    “Nothing much.” Monica got out bread and cheese and lettuce. There was a second package in the fridge now marked “Property of M. Ryan.Verboten! Touche pas!” Bargain treats for Zelle, Maggie had said. Monica spread the bread and added, “The police came and shook their heads and fingerprinted everyone. Put us hours behind.”


    “Yes, I know. They stopped by the psych department to get mine.’’ Maggie moved back from the table to give Monica room.


    “The only new thing that you might not have heard about last night is that Rick saw a dark-colored car leaving the old lab at about the right time.”


    “A dark car. Like yours?”


    It was not a joking question. Monica looked up from her sandwich, startled. “What do you mean?”


    “You’ve got a dark blue car. Was it like yours, or like somebody else’s?”


    “He couldn’t see.” She was definitely not joking. Hurt welled up in Monica. This, her roommate, her friend, should have been a support. Had been until now. What was wrong? The hurt merged into anger, and Monica counterattacked. “It didn’t have fins like yours. But that wouldn’t stop you, would it?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, you told me you could hot-wire cars from the time you were fourteen. You wouldn’t have to drive your own, would you?”


    “I see. I borrow someone’s dark car, hot-wire it, drive it to the lab, butcher a few rats, wave good-bye to Rick and whisk off again?”


    “And also steal a microscope, of course.”


    “Of course. And what is my motive supposed to be?”


    “Hell, Maggie! What was your motive in making that wastebasket explode?”


    “You knew it was me? Then you know why.”


    “I thought I knew. I thought you were helping out Norman because he hated cleaning up sloppy wastebaskets.”


    “Right on the button. You win the cigar.” She leaned insolently against the door frame.


    “But what am I supposed to think now?”


    “You mean now that I’ve taken up occasional rat slaughter as a hobby? Dr. Jekyll and Ms. Ryan?”


    “Listen, Maggie, you’ve never told anyone about that wastebasket. That’s what started it all. If it was so harmless why haven’t you told?”


    “And start a wild-goose chase, when there are real problems at the lab?” Maggie was angry too. “Anyway, why haven’t you told about Les?”


    Fear poured through Monica, drowning out the anger. “Maggie! You won’t tell anyone?”


    “Tell anyone? Why bother? Happens every day. Boring story. Woman gets pregnant, has kids, man gets tired of her and the office floozy lures him away.”


    “Maggie, my God!” The anger was back, in force. “You don’t know a damn thing about it!”


    “I know Les is married, Monica. Pair-bonded, right? A wife and two point-five children. And I know you’re full of nice words about bonding and loyalty and two parents necessary for the good of the species. But what am I supposed to think you were doing in the woods last night while those rats were being killed? If it wasn’t Les, the alternative is no better.”


    “What are you saying?”


    “Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it? You’re the original workaholic. One goal—your degree. So, the doctor threatens to leave? Easily fixed. Destroy his work.”


    Monica hurled the lettuce at her. It had hardly left her hand when Maggie reacted, bouncing high across the table in a gymnast’s straddle vault and catching Monica’s wrist on landing to twist her arm back in a painful hammerlock before releasing it. Monica stumbled away, rubbing her shoulder, struggling to regain control. Maggie too seemed shocked by the contact, silenced. There was a long taut moment. Then Monica said tightly, “I’ve got to go now. We can continue this discussion later.”


    “Fine!” Maggie favored her with a big insincere smile. “See you later, floozy!”


    It was too much. Monica screamed, “All right, bitch! You get in my car!’’


    “What?”


    “You’re coming with me! You know so damn much, you think. Well, I’m going to show you. It’s time you had a little education.”


    “Monica, what do you mean?”


    “Get in my goddamn car!’’


    “Okay, okay!” Looking at Monica warily, she followed her out and got into the car as bidden. Monica slammed herself behind the wheel and launched the car into the street, onto the highway. The traitor. The bitch.


    After a few furious miles Maggie asked, “Where are we going?”


    “To the nursing home.” Monica kept her voice under control.


    “God, that’s miles away!”


    “Educations don’t come easy, lady.”


    “Okay.” After a moment, tentatively, Maggie handed her the forgotten sandwich. Trust Maggie to remember food. Monica looked at it suspiciously, then took it. It was like agreeing to a truce.


    For miles they said nothing to each other. As her anger dissipated, Monica began to regret her wild impulse to bring Maggie. Was there any hope of making her understand? Someone who could make such cruel accusations? And even if she could understand, would anything be gained?


    A friend, she answered herself. A friend, maybe, would be gained. She was surprised at the depth of her sudden need. Or maybe not sudden, maybe just ignored until this moment. Except for her sister, the people she had thought were her friends before she came here had all drifted away. She had been alone now so long, sharing her work with her colleagues but her deeper feelings with no one except once or twice, to her own surprise, with Maggie. And now she found that that was the reason she had asked Maggie to come. She wanted the elusive comradeship that had bloomed occasionally between them, that had led to those first tentative confidences. It had been the beginning of something that Monica realized now she needed very much.


    Did Maggie need it? Or even want it?


    “Maggie, why are you coming?” she asked.


    “Because you forced me.”


    “Yeah, sure. I saw how much that lettuce scared you. Why are you coming?”


    “Curiosity. Why are you taking me?”


    The discovery of her need was still raw. She forced herself to say it. “I need a friend.”


    “Jesus, Monica!” Maggie looked away, stared out the window at the woods and fields. “I can’t promise anything. Not now.”


    “Okay. But why are you coming?”


    A long silence. Finally Maggie said, “Okay. I thought once we could be friends too. God, Monica, I swallowed that stuff you fed me about being human and loyal and so forth. I actually started to think it might be possible after all.”


    So that was it. She was feeling betrayed too. Monica said, “You won’t have to swallow any more. You’ll see for yourself.”


    “Fair enough.” Noncommittal, but underlain with what might have been hope.


    Monica took heart, a little. “I, um, didn’t really mean any of that stuff about the car.’’


    But Maggie bristled again. “Why the hell not? Look, Monica, from my vantage point it really could be you. Okay? And from yours it probably could be me. So let’s not pretend anymore. We owe each other honesty, at least.”


    “Okay. An honest request, then. Whatever you think after today, please don’t tell Anita.”


    “I won’t tell Anita. Not unless it’s connected to the rat slaughter and Norman, and has to come out.”


    “Okay, then.” Monica was relieved. She knew somehow she could trust her on that point.


    Mrs. Audley was delighted to see them. “How nice that you’ve brought a friend, Monica! They’ll be glad to see a new face. It’s so good of you to come, Miss Ryan.”


    “It’s good to be here.”


    “They’re out in the courtyard again today.”


    “Good,” said Monica. She led Maggie past the rosebushes, which were struggling now to produce a few buds, and along the walk to Pauline and her four charges. Mary was asleep. “Brain tumor,” murmured Monica to Maggie. “One of these days she won’t wake up.”


    As they approached, Bibbsy asked eagerly, “Did you bring a thing, you know, in the story of the second man, you follow?”


    “No, Bibbsy, I didn’t bring anything today. Maybe next week.”


    Jock’s sad eyes had brightened a little at their approach. Monica introduced them, and then added, “And this is Ted.”


    “Hello, Ted.” Maggie held out her hand. Ted twitched, held out his left hand, turned his head sideways until he could see his right hand, picked it up with his left uncertainly. Maggie, uncertain too, reached over and took his right hand in hers. He was pleased.


    “Hello,” he said.


    “Ted, this is my friend Maggie.”


    “Maggie. Hello.”


    “Hello, Ted.”


    “She’ll help me give him his math lesson today,” Monica explained to Pauline.


    “Okay. He’s been reading that book, you know. Everyday.”


    “That’s great, Ted!”


    “Math book,” said Ted. He groped around in the wheelchair, found the book. Holding it, he looked up at Monica, puzzled. He had forgotten again.


    “Time for your math lesson,” Monica reminded him. “Stand up, Ted.” He did. “Would you take his right arm, Maggie? We’re going into that building over there. Come on, Ted.”


    By the time they had settled him on the sofa, he had forgotten that Maggie was there on his right. When she pulled up a chair to sit by them, moving into his left visual field again, he looked at her in surprise. “Oh. Hello.”


    “Hello, Ted,” said Maggie, her eyes questioning Monica.


    “He has right visual neglect,” Monica explained. “He sees, but nothing on his right registers. It’s bodily too. For him, it’s as though the right side of his body doesn’t exist.”


    “But he walks well,” said Maggie.


    “I forget,” said Ted apologetically. “My hand, I forget my hand. My something too. Not hand. Not arm.”


    “Leg?” suggested Monica.


    “Leg. I forget my leg. Then I look for it.”


    “I see,” said Maggie, taken aback.


    Monica said, “Ted, Maggie is a mathematician.”


    “A mathematician.” He swiveled his head to center Maggie in his view and said earnestly, “I was, something. Something.” He struggled a moment. “Chemist! I was a chemist.”


    “That’s right,” said Monica. “Before Viet Nam, Ted was a chemist.”


    “Then, something, in my brain. Something. Injury. Brain injury.”


    “A trigger-happy new recruit,” said Monica.


    “Yes, recruit. But he was, something.” They waited. “Scared. He was scared. He didn’t, something. He didn’t.”


    “He didn’t mean to,” suggested Monica.


    “He didn’t mean to. Yes.” Ted smiled, pleased; then he added, “Hard. Hard for me, now.”


    “Yes, I see,” said Maggie. She seemed calm and accepting, but Monica could tell that she was shaken too.


    They went through the math lesson, painfully. For a while Ted kept being distracted by Maggie, surprised and puzzled each time he looked up and saw her. He kept losing his place. Then, on her own, she moved a little further to his right, and he ignored her for the rest of the lesson. Finally Monica suggested that they hum “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” When they finished, Maggie moved back around to where he would notice her. He greeted her as though she’d been away.


    “I want to sing too,” she said.


    Ted looked pleased. The three of themla-laed through “Michelle” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” and even managed a little Bach. Maggie’s singing voice was a bit higher than Monica’s, and they harmonized well. Ted’s face lost its tense, puzzled, apologetic look and became joyous as they sang. This at least had not been taken from him.


    Then it was time to go. They signed out and walked silently toward the car. The sun slanted across the patchy lawn, the scuffed gravel driveway. Monica felt let down. Somehow it all seemed flat, not what she had hoped. Could Maggie truly understand anything from seeing them here? Monica wished now that she had not risked it. Her unsuspected dependence on Maggie’s friendship, her angry shock at those hideous accusations, had led her to a foolish, pointless move. Well, she could still back off, regain her independence, try to head off any mischief Maggie might want to stir up with Anita. That would be best.


    Maggie said thoughtfully, “I see why you want to help them.”


    “Yes.” Well, that at least had come across. Encouraged, Monica went on. “I can’t really help them, of course. Not these particular people. If Mary lives long enough, Dr. Weisen’s drug might help her. But she probably won’t. And the others have different problems. It’ll be years before we can do anything for their situations. Too late for them. But I can at least be a sort of friend.”


    “Ted seemed—I don’t know how to explain it. With the music he was so completely with us. And sometimes when we were talking to him, just for a minute there was nothing wrong.”


    “Yes, I know. He has very little frontal lobe damage. The damage is in the connections. He has trouble with his visual field, his body image. He has trouble finding words. But he knows them.” Monica shook her head. “That’s the terrible thing, Maggie. He’s still there. He’s blocked off, disconnected from his own brain and body. But whatever it is that we call a person is still there. Whole, and suffering.”


    “Yes. Yes, that’s what I sensed.” They were standing next to the car now. Monica unlocked Maggie’s door, but a gentle hand on her arm stopped her from going around to her own.


    “Monica, you knew Ted before his injury, didn’t you?”


    Damn. How could someone who called her a floozy be so sharp? Monica was silent a moment. Finally, she confessed, “Yes, I knew him.”


    “He was a special friend.”


    Well, she’d asked for it, hadn’t she, demanding that her suspicious roommate come along. What had she expected, the Florence Nightingale award? It was no good trying to turn back now. But she still had a sense of gambling her life away as she raised her chin gamely and made her admission.


    “Maggie, Ted is my husband.”


    “Your husband!” The shock in the blue eyes was followed by comprehension.


    “Till death do us part,” said Monica, trying to sound flippant, and failing. Then she was enfolded in her friend’s contrite and sheltering arms.


    


    

  


  
    IX


    The drive back from the nursing home was exhilarating. Maggie was full of perceptive questions and unstinting approval of everything Monica had done in her attempts to carve out some sort of life from the shambles Ted’s injury had left her. One part of the conversation especially excited Monica with its possibilities.


    “Monica, tell me again why he can walk so well but still bumps into things. He doesn’t stumble, he just walks very confidently right into a chair.”


    “Well, there’s nothing wrong with his motor connections. The part that was destroyed linked the visual area to the motor pathways. Those pathways are still good, but the connections are haywire. So he can’t guide himself visually, even though he can still coordinate all the muscular feedback that helps him balance and stride correctly and so forth. In fact, he usually does better at sitting down, for example, if he doesn’t try to look at the chair or think of what he’s doing.”


    “Suppose exactly the same injury happened to me. If I did a gymnastics routine, I’d do pretty well blindfolded but I’d fall off the bars if I looked at them or thought about it. Right?”


    Monica smiled. “Well, I wouldn’t recommend that particular experiment. But yes, if you’d known the routine really well before the injury, and could really keep yourself from thinking about it, that would be true.”


    “And that’s why he can talk but not read. He can say ‘mathematician’ with no trouble once he thinks of the word. His speech muscles know what to do. But the connection with its meaning is slow. And he can’t read it easily because of the visual disconnection.”


    “Right.”


    “What about writing? He can probably do that too if he doesn’t look at the paper, right?”


    Monica was staggered. “I don’t know, Maggie! I never tried!”


    “You never tried?”


    “Damn! We worked on the alphabet, of course, and numbers. But I never thought to ask him to try it without looking. He was in the hospital, and then home only two months before I went bonkers. Damn! What an idiot I’ve been!”


    “Hey, you’re wonderful with him, idiot!”


    “Yeah, but he even had to start the singing himself. He was humming one day and I joined in. And I never thought of writing.”


    “What did you mean when you said you went bonkers?”


    “Well, he can’t be left alone long. The visual neglect, the seizures. When he was discharged from the hospital, I gave up our apartment and we moved in with his parents. It was so we could share the burden, we thought, and keep him in one familiar place. But it didn’t work. We were all so tense, yelling at each other. His mother seems to think it’s my fault, I guess for not throwing myself in front of his troop plane. And I was no better, I screamed right back at her. It was terrible for Ted. He understands anger, all right. Finally my sister Carol brought me to my senses, said we couldn’t go on that way, and if I didn’t look after myself I could never look after him. So I got his parents to agree to put him into the home. Usually I don’t even visit the same day his parents do.” She paused, then added guiltily, “Actually they’re wonderful about visiting him. I’m not faulting them.”


    “I know.”


    “Maybe when my life is under control I’ll try again with them. I’m just as angry about it as his mother. We just have to stop taking it out on each other.”


    “Yeah. Nobody’s to blame.”


    “The stupid war’s to blame.”


    “Well, yeah.”


    “So I went back to school.”


    “But you don’t want people to know about him?”


    “It’s so hard to explain it to people. Ted’s fraternity brothers visited a couple of times, found out how bad it was, and then told me how glad they were that Ted had a wife to nurse him along. They never came back.”


    “I see.”


    “And my own friends started out saying, don’t give up hope, he’ll keep improving. When I told them this was it, his development was going to be within these rigid boundaries, then they said I was still young, I’d find another husband with no trouble.”


    “God, Monica.”


    “They didn’t understand. He’s still Ted, somehow.”


    “I know.”


    “So I didn’t want to go through that again. It’s easier to pretend to be single. It’s a category people can understand.” Monica hesitated, then, not sure how to begin, said tentatively, “Um—about Les.”


    Maggie helped her out. “Anita isn’t interested at the moment. And when she is, then you won’t be. Is that it?”


    Monica shot her a grateful glance. “Yeah. Les loves his family.”


    “As long as you both understand. Ted can’t, is that it?”


    “I don’t know, Maggie. I just don’t know. He was in the hospital for a long time, and there’s no privacy, and the doctors pretend that part of your life doesn’t exist. He was really depressed too. When we took him to his parents’ house, I tried twice. He’d forgotten how to kiss, even. The second time I tried he had a seizure. A coincidence. It’s controlled by phenytoin and phenobarbital, but they can’t give him more than he gets now or it’ll interfere with function he has left. So the seizures are only seventy-five percent controlled. Anyway, you can imagine the scene. His parents heard and came in. There was their son thrashing on the floor, me struggling to get a hanky between his teeth, both of us stark naked. God, Maggie!” She winced at the memory. “I’ll never forget the look on his mother’s face.”


    “Oh, Monica!” Maggie winced too.


    “That’s when I gave up.”


    “Do you want his children?”


    “Oh, that’s out of the ques—no, damn it, I mean yes. I do. I really do, someday. If there’s any way in the world it can be managed. But that’s so very, very far away.”


    “What’s closer?”


    “Making money. Then l can bring him home, find a good day nurse while I work. And we’ll get to know each other again.”


    Maggie looked at her questioningly. “The gigolo of your choice?”


    Monica smiled. “Oh, I know he’ll never be a great lover again. But he still understands music. If I put Bolero or something on, who knows? And if it doesn’t work, maybe every now and then I’ll find someone like Les.”


    “Safely committed elsewhere.”


    “Right. And damn, why didn’t I think of writing before? Now with all this work we have to do for Weisen, I can’t try it with him until Friday. Damn.” She touched Maggie’s hand. “Also thanks. This has been the best day I’ve had since Weisen said he’d accept me.”


    Maggie squeezed her hand. “You’ve given me quite a day too. You’ve restored my faith.”


    “Your faith?”


    “That maybe some people—but even if he’s telling the truth—oh hell, I’m just not brave enough. But maybe I should tell him why.”


    “Maggie, you’re not making a lot of sense.”


    “Sorry.” Maggie focused on Monica again. “Listen, I’m going to be asking for your help. You’ll probably find it a burden.”


    “If I can help, just tell me how. No burden.”


    Maggie smiled sadly. “You’ll see. I’m not easy on my friends.”


    


    Nick was exhausted. He was used to the late, irregular hours of show business, used to piecing together a few hours at a time for rest. But he was not used to spending those few hours in other pursuits. Exploring laboratories. Fighting prowlers. Timing incinerators. For a week now he had napped rather than slept. His ravelled sleave of care was beginning to need knitting up.


    He and Gib and Murph, the big ex-Marine guard that Dr. Weisen had just hired, were sitting in the hall drinking coffee, but it wasn’t helping much. There was a new sign-in desk by the front door. The loading door and fire exits were not only locked but barred tonight, so they could watch the only possible entrance to the lab. Murph and his gun were supposed to tour the building outside every half-hour or so. He was not supposed to worry about the inside at all. Dr. Weisen had taken one look at the way he caressed his Smith .38 and, with visions of dead animals and holes blasted between clean and dirty areas, had forbidden its use indoors under any circumstances.


    “So,” said Murph. He had a nose even lumpier than Nick’s, and cauliflower ears. “Who do you guys think is doing it?”


    “Wish I knew,” said Gib.


    “Me too,” said Nick.


    “You’re new here too, aren’t you?” Murph took a gulp of coffee.


    “Yes. I’ve only been here a few days.”


    Murph’s little brown eyes inspected Nick. “You colored or what?” he asked abruptly.


    “My grandmother was,” said Nick. “But I’m mostly Irish, some German.”


    “Mm.”


    “A mongrel.”


    “Yeah.” Murph gulped some more coffee, clearly uncomfortable to find such a mixture of what he considered the best of races with what he considered the lowliest. He went back to his earlier question. “But seriously, you must think someone did it.”


    “I don’t see how anyone could benefit from it,” said Nick. “Unless maybe some student is doing it to keep Dr. Weisen from leaving. What do you think, Gib?”


    “Anything’s possible,” said Gib. “But there’s bigger fish than students around.”


    “You mean professors?” asked Nick.


    “No. I mean drug companies.”


    “These guys coming Thursday?” asked Murph.


    “Right. I guess it’s okay to say it now, there’s only three days to go. I was afraid if I noised it around before, some loony would decide to take advantage. But those babies are interested. Really interested.”


    “Sure. They haven’t kept it a secret,” said Nick, puzzled. “But there haven’t been any strangers around.”


    “Who needs strangers?” said Gib.


    Nick’s tired mind suddenly grasped his point. “You mean someone here is working for them? Spying?”


    “Right,” said Gib. “Course, I don’t know for sure, or I would have said something. All I know for sure is what happened to me.”


    “What happened?”


    “Guy called me up, couple months ago. Cagey. Don’t know who or where he was. Or even what he wanted me to do exactly. But he did ask if I’d be interested in a little money. I said sure. You know, my son is back from Nam trying to decide what to do with his life; he’s thinking about starting a business. I’d like to give him a hand. Anyway, the guy on the phone said he was interested in certain information related to Dr. Weisen’s experiment. And I said go to hell and slammed down the receiver.”


    “So you don’t know what he wanted?” Nick was wondering about Tom.


    “I thought later I was dumb. I should’ve led him on a little, maybe found something out. And all this other stuff just started last week. That call was two months ago. I told Dr. Weisen about it, of course, but he didn’t seem too worried. He said he had the patent, after all, and he also had a big head start. So maybe this has nothing to do with it. But it does make you wonder.”


    “So you think some drug company might be after him? Maybe trying to destroy his head start?”


    “Look, I’m not making any accusations. But that’s possible. Or if they’re working along the same lines, they might be glad to have his work discredited, so they can buy the patent cheap.”


    “What is this thing of Dr. Weisen’s?” asked Murph. “How come it’s so valuable?”


    “You ever known anyone with a brain tumor?” asked Gib.


    “No. Not really.”


    “Well, maybe you won’t understand. But people would give anything to cure it. The drug companies know that. So if Dr. Weisen has this drug that works, and can pass the federal tests, it’s worth lots.”


    “So I’m protecting a little gold mine,” declared Murph with satisfaction, patting his holster.


    “What’s left of it,” said Nick. He was still angry at himself for being in the wrong place while the rats were killed.


    “It may be okay yet,” said Gib consolingly. “The companies may be happy with the studies that are left. He told me once he tends to overdesign his investigations. Can’t help it, keeps thinking of extra questions.”


    “He’s a real scientist,” Nick said.


    “Sure is. Anyway, all I’m saying is, anyone could be a spy for the company. I think most of the students would say no, but who knows? And maybe after my reaction the company gave up. I’ve been watching, and I haven’t seen anything odd. But these experiments have been destroyed, of course. That’s the only way I can explain it.”


    “Makes sense,” said Nick. “But who?”


    Gib shrugged and put down his plastic coffee cup. “Let’s just get to Thursday,” he said. “But right now I’d better be off. See you guys tomorrow.” He signed out.


    “Wait a sec,” said Murph. He rose to his feet too. “I’ll go take my little tour of the grounds right now.” He and Gib went out.


    Nick yawned, picked up the used cups and threw them away, then started on his own rounds. He wasn’t meeting Maggie till ten. There wasn’t much work tonight; Gib had hung around late to answer Murph’s questions, and had gone with Nick on his last tour, so all the water bottles had been recently filled, all the soiled cages recently changed.


    He checked Dr. Weisen’s rats first—no problems. The other experimental rooms were in good shape too. Barbara’s rats looked fine, and the cats at the east end, and the various other projects. He went into the big breeder room last. No problems, except for one young family of rats that had somehow pushed their water bottle askew. He straightened it, fastened it again, and then started reading cage cards.


    He had memorized three cards last night in the old lab, but with the excitement that had followed, this was the first time he’d been alone with the time to look at these. He yawned again and moved to the next row of cages. A dull business. Half a dozen banks of cages, in rows of twenty. Suddenly, he stopped. There was one of the numbers, D-407. On the card in the old lab the number had been in the blank for the rat’s mother; but here she was herself, D-407, with a new litter of nine pups only days old. He hunted on and found another mother that had been listed on one of last night’s cards. But the third card he had memorized had no numbers that repeated here.


    Perplexed, he stood back, squinting at the bank of cages, eight high and twenty wide, that held D-407. So many rats. And so many more in the next building, the offspring of these, apparently. How had it been managed? Gib didn’t know about it. Or wasn’t admitting it. What was happening? What did the elaborate setup in the old lab mean?


    Suddenly he noticed what he was looking at. A bank of cages, eight high and twenty wide.


    Well. He had things to tell Maggie tonight.


    


    “Going for a walk,” he announced to Murph a little before ten. “Don’t shoot me when I come back, okay?”


    “Where do you walk around here?”


    “Woods. Not much else around. But I have to get out of that sanitary air for a while.”


    “Yeah. I know what you mean. I’m an outdoor guy myself. Well, when you come back, walk right up the middle of the driveway. I can see you then.”


    “Hands up, waving a white flag,” said Nick. Murph looked at him suspiciously, and he added hastily, “See you in about an hour.”


    Nick wandered off into the woods, toward the ridge. Once among the trees he angled south. The moonlight sprinkled through the leaves, but it was still hard to progress without bumping into saplings and bushes periodically. God, he was tired. He needed sleep. O gentle sleep, nature’s soft nurse, et cetera. He found his way finally to the stony shelf near the bottom of the ridge, where the rock prevented much growth, and followed it with better speed to the fire watchtower.


    Maggie was there already, sitting comfortably halfway up the ladder. To Nick’s weary eyes she seemed ethereal, a fantasy of black curls and long limbs from some imagined realm of youth and grace, Ariel to his own earthbound Caliban. When she saw him she rose and swung up the last steps to the little room. The thin light spattered the floor irregularly, leaving deep shadows. Nick hauled himself up after her and sat down heavily on the floor in one corner.


    “Tired?” she asked, sitting opposite him in a patch of dim light.


    “Not much time for sleep on this job.”


    “Think about that next time before you volunteer.” Her voice was almost sympathetic.


    “Yeah. The jobs George finds for me have more reasonable hours.”


    “He’d never have let you sign for this one.”


    “Never.”


    “Well.’’ She was businesslike again. “I got your packages.’’


    “Good. Sorry I couldn’t warn you, but someone was coming down the hall. I had to get off the phone.”


    “It’s all right. Takes more than a rat to shock me now. Though I’ll have to admit that these were not in good shape. They looked just like Norman’s. I refrigerated them all.”


    “Good.”


    There was a wicked smile in her eyes. “I just hope my roomies don’t decide to raid the fridge.”


    “God!” Nick shuddered. “Do you suppose the Guatemalans have a recipe?”


    “I told them it was dog food for Zelle.”


    “Wise.” With an effort, he pulled his dallying mind back to the business at hand. “Look, Maggie, I have a lot to report. For starts, I know what Norman knew. Some of it.”


    “You do?” A joyous sparkle lit her eyes. Suddenly it didn’t matter how tired he was.


    He said, “It’s a map of a bank of cages in the breeding room. His sister said there were half a dozen papers, right?”


    “Right!”


    “Six banks of cages in the breeding room, eight cages high and twenty cages wide.”


    “Terrific! And the numbers?”


    “First let me tell you about the old lab last night.”


    “Okay.’’ Elbows on knees, she was leaning forward eagerly.


    “Two things last night. Thing One, I found Tom Conklin sneaking around in the dark. Had to knock him out so he wouldn’t spot me.”


    “Tom! You mean inside the old lab? What was he doing?”


    “I don’t know. There was a stack of paper in the hall. And there was Thing Two. A room full of rats.”


    “In the old lab?”


    “Right.”


    “Lab rats?”


    “Lab rats. Caged. Carefully taken care of, clean bedding and so forth. This last week I’ve developed a connoisseur’s eye for rat bedding.”


    She grinned. “I warned you that this is an educational institution.”


    “Well, I’m ready for a doctorate in rats. These were related to the main lab rats.”


    “How do you know, doc?”


    Nick adjusted imaginary spectacles, shuffled imaginary papers. “Following the guidelines set down by a certain widely known statistician,” he intoned, “a random sample of three rats in the old lab was taken, and their cage cards memorized. Upon comparison with the cards of the main breeding colony, it was discovered that two out of three rats had mothers in the breeding colony.”


    “Sorry,” she said with mock regret, “not statistically significant. But even though you can’t publish it, I’ll accept your conclusion.”


    “Good of you.”


    “But how could they be there? Wouldn’t Gib notice if some of the rats were gone? Why wouldn’t he say something? Do you think he did it?”


    “There was one difference between them and the rats in the main lab.”


    “Yeah?”


    “They were all adults, well past weaning. But their ears hadn’t been notched.”


    She frowned as she worked out the implications. “That means they were moved before weaning, if their mothers are in the new lab. Because up till then they’d be part of a litter in a common cage, right? When they’re weaned they get their individual code numbers notched into their ears.”


    “Right.”


    “But how could someone steal a whole litter without someone noticing? Oh, I see. Leave most of them. But there’s still a problem. The number of pups in the litter is written on the litter cage card, you said.” He nodded and she went on. “But suppose you redid the cards, changed the numbers of pups written there. No one would know. Unless—” The blue eyes widened in excitement.


    Nick nodded again. “Unless someone remembered. Unless someone noticed that litters of nine kept turning out to be litters of seven, and so forth.”


    “Right!” Enthusiastically, her mind leapfrogged over this discovery to the next. “So somebody’s doing a secret study in the old lab! And Norman started noticing things, and Norman was killed!”
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    “But why would a study have to be secret even from Norman?”


    After a moment she said, “Quit asking hard questions.”


    “I thought that was what educational institutions were for.”


    “All right, here’s one for you. Who’s doing it?”


    “Well, there’s Tom,” he said dubiously.


    “Yeah.” She didn’t sound very satisfied with the idea either.


    “Of course, if he figured a way to get in, maybe others could too.”


    “Yeah. Let’s not rule anyone out yet. It could be anyone, professors, grads, Gib.”


    “Which reminds me. Just tonight Gib was telling Murph and me that someone offered him money to spy on Dr. Weisen’s research.”


    “Who?”


    “He was offended and hung up on them before he got any details. But he figured it was one of the drug companies.”


    “Well, that makes sense. Maybe that’s what Tom is up to. Do you think they would ask him to do a study? But that’s silly. They’ve got facilities of their own. It would make more sense for them to do it privately, themselves. Nick, we’ve got more questions than ever!”


    “That’s what progress is. Trading in old questions for new.”


    “Yeah.” She pulled her knees closer to her chin and studied her sneakered toes intently. “Part of the answer is probably sitting in my freezer. But I can’t figure it out. We need someone who can use a microscope.”


    “But what can we do, if we can’t trust Monica?”


    “Oh, we can. I’ve changed my mind about her, Nick. I mean, I don’t want to tell her much yet, because she’s not an actress. She might give you away. That would be dangerous for both of you. But we can let her look at the rats. She’s okay.”


    “You’re sure?” This was quite a change from yesterday’s hurt, betrayed anger.


    “I’m sure.” She nodded vehemently. “We had a long and confidential talk this afternoon. And she’s okay. She’s a remarkable person. She changed my mind about a lot of things.”


    Nick said, “I’m glad you’re friends again, Maggie.”


    “Mm-hmm.”


    What was it? She seemed more luminous tonight, softer, somehow. Probably just the moonlight, and his weary mind playing tricks. He was too tired to think quite straight. He waited a minute, but she didn’t add anything. So he said, “Ask her about two things when she looks at the rats.”


    “Okay. What?”


    “One, there wasn’t much blood. I wondered about that. And two, when rats are frightened, they defecate, as we say in educational institutions. My connoisseur’s eye saw very little sign of that. Not around the heap of rats, not even in the cages they came from.”


    “My God, Nick, you really throw yourself into a role, don’t you? Stanislavski would be proud of you.”


    “I’m hoping for a Tony. Best performance in a rat lab.”


    “Okay. Blood and shit it is. I’ll ask her. Anything else?”


    “Not for her. But I timed the incinerator last night after all the excitement.”


    “And?”


    “It ran a bit over twice as long as it should have.”


    “Wow.” She leaned back against the wooden wall of the little room and stretched out long legs in front of her. Nick, propped bone-weary against the opposite wall admiring her, found that he was sick of labs, of Rick, of Dr. Weisen’s highly important experiment. Sick of rats. The only worthwhile thing was the lanky, vivid woman sitting across from him.


    She, unfortunately, was talking about rats.


    “The incinerator time fits, doesn’t it?” she was saying. “The extra rats in the old lab have to be disposed of somehow when the experiment is done. So instead of leaving them around where someone might notice, the incinerator is used.”


    “And used very cleverly,” Nick agreed. “Our schedule is for me to put in the day’s carcasses, run it overnight, let the day people clean out the ashes next morning. No one will be around it at three a.m. or whatever. And from inside the lab, you know only if the safety lock is on. You can’t tell if it’s in its active phase or its cool-down phase. The smoke is all that tells you it’s still active.”


    “Why did you notice the smoke?”


    “I wouldn’t have, except that my window gives me a view of it, and I lay there my first night feeling morbid and thinking of Auschwitz.”


    “God, Nick.”


    “I’ll try to check it more often these next nights. Whoever it is has to add the new load at night after the incinerator has cooled down from the first.”


    “Have you heard anything? Footsteps?”


    “The ventilation system masks most noises. The building has its creaks and bumps in the night, of course, but you can’t really identify them. I’ll check in person.” More lost sleep ahead.


    “There’s the old lab too.”


    “Yeah. I’ll try. But I can’t be two places at once. And the rats were killed in the new lab, so that has to come first.”


    “Okay. God, we’re up against a tough one, Nick. He’s managed to spirit rats out of the new lab into the old one, and alter the cage cards so skillfully that only Norman noticed. He’s maintained those rats on a daily basis in the old lab, probably experimented on them somehow, and finally disposed of them in the new lab incinerator. Nobody was suspicious except poor Norman.”


    “And now poor us.”


    “I love the way you look on the bright side. Anyway, my idea is that this has to be a well-organized person. Keeps things going smoothly.”


    “That description fits everyone at the lab. Except Tom, maybe.”


    “Yes, but wait. Whoever this is panicked, you see, when Norman found out about the lost rats. So I think we should interrupt the smoothness. See what happens when something goes wrong.”


    “We know what happens, Maggie. Murder.”


    “Yes. Norman’s. That’s why we’re here, remember? Because the person who killed him is walking around here, free.”


    Nick said warily, “What do you have in mind?”


    “No confrontations. Hell, who would we confront? But suppose something went wrong with the incinerator?”


    “Maggie, I can’t! I don’t know how the damn thing works!”


    “Bet I could figure it out.”


    “I bet you could too. But mere statisticians aren’t allowed back in that area. No, that’s no good. Let’s think of something else.”


    “Like telling the police? Hey, officer, somebody’s doing experiments at the experimental lab? And even using the rat incinerator to incinerate rats?”


    “Doesn’t sound like a felony, does it?”


    “We could tell Weisen, I guess. But that would mean showing your hand. It’s the same problem as with Monica. He’s so open he’d give it away. I hate to reveal all this before we have something on the murderer.”


    “True. But we have another goal too. We want Weisen’s experiment to succeed. With Murph and me both watching, we can probably get to Thursday without catastrophe. We shouldn’t sacrifice that either.’’


    “No, of course not. But I still think a little bobble in the smoothness would be a good idea.”


    “Norman’s little bobble got him killed.”


    She stood up, crossed to the window, and looked down at the labs. “We’ll be careful,” she said. “Anyway, the person most likely to kill someone is that trigger-happy Irishman down there.”


    “Good old Murph.” Nick grinned. “Mislike me not for my complexion, the shadowed livery of the burnished sun.”


    “A bigot, huh?”


    “Yeah. I couldn’t resist telling him I was mostly Irish. Made him uncomfortable.”


    She laughed and sat down again. “Irish via Africa. The Nairobi O’Connors.”


    “Top o’ the mornin’, honky.”


    “Right.” Still grinning, she studied her shoes again. “Well, okay. Keep your eyes open around the lab, then. I’ll hit Monica with the problem tomorrow night. I just hope she doesn’t let anything slip. She has to spend hours around our chief suspects. And she’s not as good at lying as we are.”


    “We’re Olympic caliber, all right.”


    “But listen, Unk, be careful. We know as much as Norman now. More.”


    “Okay. No bicycling on the highway for you either, Mademoiselle.”


    “I promise.’’ She glanced up briefly, then down at her clasped hands.


    “Well, then,” said Nick. But when she still didn’t move, he asked, “Is there anything else?”


    “Yeah. George called.”


    “What did he want? Is there an audition or something?”


    “Well, no. He seemed to be calling as a friend, not as an agent. He started railing at me. Said I should leave you alone, you’re a decent guy, I should quit leading you on.”


    “I see.” Nick rubbed his tired face. Damn George. “So you said you’d told me to get lost a million times, and for him to get the hell off your back.”


    “Well, I didn’t put it so politely.”


    “I’ll bet.” George had probably had his ears burned off. Served him right. Nick said, “My friends are unanimous in their disapproval of my love life.”


    “Yes.” She flexed her hands, and added, “He told me to tell you not to worry about Carmen.”


    “Oh?”


    “He said she’d called asking about you twice this week, and the third time he took her under his wing, and you’re a damn fool.”


    “I see.” George was certainly right on that score. Well, maybe he and Carmen would be good for each other. Or maybe not. Nick was clearly not the one to advise people on how to run their lives. As Romeo he’d earned the booby prize.


    “Who’s Carmen, Nick?”


    “She was a friend.”


    “Why did George want me to know about her?”


    “He doesn’t understand.”


    “He thought I’d be jealous or something?”


    “Maybe.” Nick realized he had to explain. “I was trying to forget, Maggie, and poor Carmen happened to be handy. I was rotten to her. That’s what brought me to my senses. Or what passes for my senses. I realized that forgetting was not an alternative. Damn George anyway.” Wretched rash intruding fool. Things were bad enough without his meddling. The little whisper of partial victory he had felt earlier, when he realized what Norman’s diagram had meant, had evaporated now. Everything seemed pointless, or dangerous, or hopeless.


    Maggie said softly, “I’ve done that too, Nick.”


    “What?”


    “I’ve been rotten to people, trying to forget. Doesn’t work.”


    Suddenly reckless, too tired to be careful, Nick said, “Maggie, we’re both unhappy. And I’d leave you alone. But you love me.”


    A long silence while she studied her sneakers. Finally she said, “Yeah.”


    Astounding syllable. Confirming his hope, and simultaneously confirming his despair. He asked, “What is it, then? Why can’t we work something out? What the hell am I fighting?”


    Again, she was quiet, then said without looking up, “It’s that I can’t trust you.”


    He felt a sudden need to inspect his own shoes. “Can’t trust me? George Washington and Walter Cronkite rolled into one?”


    “I know, Nick. Look, imagine one of your happy little rats on an electric grid.”


    “An electric grid?”


    “And imagine a teenage girl. She’s going to be an astronaut and an Olympic champion and a concert musician and a mother of about fourteen kids. And a Nobel Prize winner. She can do anything.”


    “Still can.”


    “Not anymore. She meets a wonderful man. Older than she is, getting an engineering degree, a gymnast. All laughing blue eyes and intelligence and fun. There are a few wonderful months. Lots of promises and laughter. And then he disappears.”


    “Why?”


    “The old squalid story. She gets pregnant. And he’s married already, a father already. He forgot to tell her.”


    “Bastard!”


    “Yeah. Well, being pregnant at sixteen, and abandoned, is not one of life’s high points. Every answer is wrong. Every answer hurts someone. The bright-eyed girl who’s going to save the world can’t even—” She broke off, drew a deep shaky breath. “Anyway, it takes her four years to patch herself together again. She throws herself into schoolwork and music and friendships, and grieves, and gets better. Wiser, she thinks.”


    He was watching her carefully, afraid he knew what came next.


    “And then, after four years, she meets a man, older than she is. You know how some people keep making the same mistake, over and over? He’s a wonderful man, all laughing blue eyes and intelligence and fun.”


    “Rob?”


    “Rob.”


    “Damn.”


    “Wonderful weeks. Promises, laughter, music. And then the end. Not married this time, but as good as.”


    “And she throws herself into her work and her friendships.”


    “And grieves. And then one day a scary thing happens. There’s a man, older than she is, all laughing eyes …”


    “Damn it, Maggie!”


    Her own eyes were sad. “The girl is a woman now, Nick. And she’s not stepping on that grid again.”


    “This time it’s not a mistake.”


    “Didn’t seem like one before.”


    “I’m not Rob! Not that engineer!”


    “I know! If I just sort of liked you, maybe I could convince myself. Don’t you see? It matters too much. And I’m scared as hell.”


    “You’re the bravest person I know.”


    “Not about this, Nick. I’d trust you with my life, but—” Her strong hands made a strangely soft, irresolute gesture.


    After a moment he said, “But not with yourself.”


    “That’s right. My fault, not yours. I don’t know, maybe I’m broken. But I just can’t.”


    “Hell.” Nick stood up, hands in pockets, and went to stand in the shadow next to the window. Brushed by moonlight, the silvery forest rolled away in all directions. The shade of melancholy boughs. Everything was hopeless. Done. Finished. Far below, the lab and parking lot sent brave little yellow lights into the surrounding shadows. He could make out Murph, leaning against the lamppost by the driveway. He should get back soon. See this silly charade through to the end. Or quit. Quitting suddenly had great appeal.


    Except, of course, that she was right. Someone was trying to sabotage Dr. Weisen’s experiment, an experiment that deserved support. Someone, probably the same someone, had killed Norman. Norman’s killer shouldn’t go free just because Nick’s own future stretched bleak and pointless before him. He no longer even had the hope that George had held out, that he could somehow forget. But at least he understood now. That was progress, maybe. And she had such an appetite for life, such courage. Could he still hope that she would heal someday? As for himself, he could at least avoid the blundering cruelties to friends like Carmen, now that he knew more firmly where he was. Alone, but with the self-knowledge to rule the pig-man. That was progress too.


    Maggie stirred a little. “What are you thinking?” she asked.


    He looked back down over his shoulder. She was still sitting in the spatter of moonlight. “Chaotic thoughts,” he said. “Interspersed with curses for Rob. For that engineer. For Les and Monica.”


    She said, “Not Monica. I’m afraid she’s on your side.”


    “Anyway, you’re right, of course. We’ll just be buddies again.”


    “But I thought you wanted to change this situation. That’s why I explained. To help you forget.”


    “Maggie, for me that isn’t an option. I’m glued to that grid. I’ll just hang on as a friend. Settle for whatever you can manage.” He looked out at the forest again, and quoted, “I am a kind of burr; I shall stick.”


    She was quiet. He braced himself, and turned back with a Douglas Fairbanks swagger. “Well! Back to the lab, right? Mild-mannered Rick Donner, Olympic caliber janitor, returns to the ramparts!”


    She bounced up then, her eyes very shiny, and touched her fingertips lightly to his arm before she fled wordlessly down the ladder, still elusive as the wind.


    


    Tuesday night after dinner, Monica was in her room, gathering her notebooks for a trip to the library. One of the articles on her list was by researchers in Tennessee. It brought back that argument with Ted his senior year. His honors project, for a professor who specialized in metallurgy, had been on a Nitinol alloy. Monica remembered Valentine’s Day, when she had opened the package he gave her to find a foam plastic container full of ice.


    “This is supposed to make my heart go pitti-pat?” she asked, mystified.


    He didn’t take his arm from around her shoulder. “Keep looking,” he urged.


    She found a little plastic bag amidst the ice, but inside was just a little crushed snarl of wire, cold in her hand. “Ted, this doesn’t change my opinion, I’m afraid.”


    He was grinning. “Cherish it, Monica.”


    “Oh, goodness, yes, of course! I’ll sleep with it under my pillow, and wear it next to my heart!’’ She cupped it in her hand and clasped it to her breast.


    It began to move.


    “Ted, my God, it’s alive!” She jerked it away, stared at it.


    “Cherish it, Monica!” He was laughing at her.


    “But Ted! God!” Slowly, as it warmed in her hand, the tangled wire was unfolding itself, assuming a shape. A heart. And crude wire letters, T & M. “My God!”


    “The romance of chemistry.”


    “Ted! Is this that stuff for your honors project?”


    “Yep. Nitinol.”


    “It’s fantastic, Ted!” She inspected the clumsy valentine that had grown from the cold lump of wire, and kissed him.


    “Do I detect a little pitti-pat after all?”


    “The romance of chemistry. It’s magic.”


    “Yes. It also got me a job offer.”


    “A job? Where?”


    “An orthopedic center in Tennessee wants me to go there and work with this material. The idea is to use Nitinol to hold bones together while they knit, instead of those plates and bolts they use now. The Nitinol could be chilled and formed into a convenient shape for insertion, and then body heat would make it resume a shape that exerts the proper pressure and support for the bones.”


    “Ted, that’s great! That’s perfect! You can use what you know, and you’ll really be helping people!”


    He was frowning a little. “I’ve applied to Michigan too.”


    “I know. But this job sounds so good!”


    “It is good. Maybe I’ll take it.”


    “You mean you’d turn it down for more school? It won’t get you a more useful job, will it?”


    “No. But, Monica, what I really want is to understand things.”


    She was bewildered. “You don’t want to help those people? I mean, think of how many lives you could make better!”


    “I know. But, Monica, I want to know how things work. To me, the exciting thing about Nitinol is not what you can do with it. It’s the secrets of those molecules arranging themselves so that they remember what they were before they were chilled and crushed. I want to learn those secrets.” He grinned, spread his arms expansively. “I want to understand the universe!”


    “So do I, Ted. But shouldn’t helping people come first?”


    “Maybe it should. But I want to understand.”


    Monica looked at the funny heart again, at the magic wire that could help people heal. “You’ve got no morals, Ted Bauer.”


    “Yeah. Especially not on Valentine’s Day!” He wrestled her, laughing, onto the sofa. The secrets of the cosmos were forgotten for a time.


    Several days later he met her outside her comparative physiology class. Almost apologetically, he handed her three papers, and said, “Look, Ma, no morals.”


    In the top letter, Michigan appointed him to a graduate assistantship. The other two were carbons of his acceptance and of his refusal of the orthopedic center job. Monica saw the plea in his eyes and shrugged. “Selfish beast.” Then she smiled. “But listen, when you learn the secrets of the universe, tell me too.”


    He had not had time to learn many, of course. They had married and moved to Ann Arbor, but as soon as he finished his degree, he had been drafted.


    There was a knock on the door. Monica blinked the mistiness from her eyes and said, “Come in.”


    It was Maggie, holding her two packages of Zelle’s dog food. “Monica, can you spare a minute?”


    “Sure.”


    Maggie closed the door behind her. “This is a secret. Promise you won’t tell anyone at all.”


    “Okay, sure.”


    “I’m serious.”


    “Okay. Top secret. Cross my heart.” Monica was almost amused at her friend’s gravity. But when Maggie opened the packages, her throat tightened in protest.


    Three rats, smashed and broken like the ones Norman had shown her in the lab.


    She fought back her nausea, forced herself to be analytical. “Where did these come from?” she asked in a neutral voice.


    “The slaughters at the lab. I’m sorry, I can’t tell you more.”


    “I see.”


    “I have some questions about them, Monica.”


    Monica debated, and decided she would trust her. She was tired of suspicion, tired of friendlessness. She said, “All the rats Norman found looked like this. Did he give you these?”


    “I can’t tell you, Monica. Question one. To my untrained eye, they all seem to have very similar injuries. Is that true?”


    Monica looked more closely. “Yes. The pressure on the heads was applied at the same point. The blow on the back is almost identical.” She frowned. “Maggie, I think you’re right. I was so shocked I didn’t think to check. But I think maybe the injuries were the same on all of them. That’s surprising! Why?”


    “Question two. What did they die of?”


    “Either of those injuries would kill them!”


    “But wouldn’t there be blood? Wouldn’t they be shitting all over the place if someone with an ax was after them? The room and the cages were clean this time, Monica. Were they clean when you and Norman found them?”


    “I didn’t think to look.” Genuinely curious now, Monica picked up one of the chilly animals and inspected it with care. She repeated the process with the others, looked back at the first again, and shook her head. “All of them have cervical dislocation,” she reported. “It could have happened when the skulls were smashed, of course. But you’re right, there isn’t much bleeding, so I’d guess they were dead before the mutilation. Maggie, what’s going on? It’s not just a sadist, is it? Who’d mutilate dead rats?”


    Maggie repacked the rats in their bags, wrapped them in the freezer paper. “I don’t know. I do know we’d better not talk about this.”


    “But this could be an important clue for the police!”


    “The police don’t know anything about rats.”


    “We’ll explain! It might help them find the criminal.”


    “You promised not to tell, Monica.”


    “But Maggie! It could be important!”


    “Okay, look.” Maggie shifted her position. “Suppose we wait till Friday, okay? It seems to me that the last thing Dr. Weisen needs right now is police running around the lab. The last animals will be sacrificed tomorrow, then everyone works like hell to check the organs, then I work like hell to get the statistics done.”


    “Well, yes, but…”


    “I just don’t think Weisen needs the police now. It would be playing into the hands of the vandal to call them now.”


    The police had eaten up half a day last time. Monica hesitated, then said, “You’ll definitely tell them Friday?”


    “Definitely.”


    “Well—” Monica still didn’t like the idea of waiting. But it was true, they owed it to Dr. Weisen to get the work done.


    “But that means you mustn’t tell anyone else either. Okay? Because someone at that lab may be a murderer, Monica.”


    “Damn it, we should tell the police!”


    “Friday.”


    “All right, all right. Damn.”


    “Monica, do you have any ideas about what this might mean? I have the feeling that knowing about these rats is dangerous to someone. Why? Does it make sense to you?”


    “No. It doesn’t make sense. None of it makes sense.”


    “Well, think about it. But don’t let anyone guess that you know anything.”


    “Until Friday.”


    “Right. One other thing. What’s this?”


    Monica inspected the paper, and was suddenly concerned. “It’s a schedule of treatments. Tumor agent, drug dosages. It’s part of Dr. Weisen’s study.”


    “And this scribble in the corner looks like Brighton.”


    “The Brighton Pharmaceutical Company. One of the companies bidding on the drug.”


    “Could it possibly be someone’s own research?”


    “Not unless he’s replicating Weisen’s experiment. And we’d know if he was doing that.”


    “Why would a drug company want it?”


    “To run their own tests. They could get a drug chemically similar to the one Weisen patented and duplicate his studies, and if they were lucky it would work too, and they’d own it. It would save them lots of money because they’d be building on the years of pilot work that went into the design of his experiment.”


    “So they’d be willing to pay for this information.”


    Monica nodded. “But who would do that to Dr. Weisen?”


    


    Nick was to be at the fire tower again tonight at ten, to meet Maggie. His buddy. Who didn’t trust him. He had had another restless night, a furious morning workout at the Y, and a long exhausting run through the back streets of Laconia, but nothing had helped. It was not the kind of problem he could attack; he could only stumble along, hang on to the friendship and the frustration. Meanwhile, the problems at the lab were distracting, at least. He made his nine p.m. rounds with care, checking Dr. Weisen’s last sets of rats carefully. They seemed as healthy as rats with tumors, undergoing chemotherapy, reasonably could be. Maybe things would be calm tonight. But as he came out of the experimental rooms, he heard a shout and a gunshot.


    He raced out the front door. Murph was rushing toward the end of the building toward the ridge. Beyond him, already in the shadow of the trees, a dark figure was running away. Murph fired again. The figure stumbled and then went on, disappearing into the blackness.


    “Did you hit him?” called Nick.


    “Hard to tell,” shouted Murph. “Wouldn’t stop when I yelled at him. I’m going after him!”


    “Wait!” said Nick. Murph paused, and Nick hurried to his side. “He doesn’t seem to be armed, or he’d be shooting back. Let me chase him. I know the woods. And he may be a decoy. You’d better check around here and see if he has any friends.”


    “Right.” Murph stalked toward the service door at the end of the lab.


    “Did he come from that door?” Nick asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “Damn. I had it open earlier, fetching out the trash. It was twenty minutes or so before I barred it again. He probably sneaked in then.”


    “Well, hurry up. Guy’s quick. I yelled, but he was almost in the woods by the time I fired at him.”


    “Okay.” Nick unclipped his flashlight from his belt.


    The woods were murky, the moonlight dimmer than last night’s. Nick started at the point where he had seen the stumbling figure disappear, and hunted for a broken twig or footprint as a clue to the direction he should take. He found even more. A broad leaf was spattered with dark sticky circles; when he touched them, his fingers came up red in the flashlight beam. Murph’s aim had been good. Nick started off, inspecting his path with care. Damn, he should have gone for Eagle Scout when he had the chance.


    He had walked the area frequently in the past week and a half, often at night. But this nightmare hunt made it seem like foreign territory. Instead of searching for major landmarks, he searched for small indications of flight—snapped twigs, mashed undergrowth, and most of all, blood. The fugitive had clearly been too frantic for caution; and without a flashlight—or at least without daring to use one—he had left many traces of passage. The flight must seem even more nightmarish to him, thought Nick with a twinge of sympathy as a twig slashed his cheek. He paused, checked the path—more spatters. The prowler was losing blood steadily, but not in spurts. A vein, probably, not an artery. That steady sapping of strength meant that Nick had a good chance of catching him.


    Who was it? The murderer? The saboteur? Would this be the end of the search? Whoa, Nick old man. Quit counting chickens. One step at a time. First, don’t lose the trail.


    He had been listening for more shots, but none came. If there had been a companion, Murph had not found him, or had not had to shoot. Nick was unarmed, but all indications were that his quarry was unarmed, too, and probably weakened by loss of blood.


    Weakened, but not made stupid. The path of broken twigs led to the shelf of rock near the base of the ridge where plants did not grow and traveling was easier. Nick had often used it as a path himself. Now he found that the prowler had headed directly for it too; no more smashed plants or snapped twigs to follow here. Blood was a different story, though. With his light he could clearly see rocks with blood splashed on them. There were two arms to the path. One wound its way for a hundred yards or so toward the highway. The other narrowed and followed the base of the ridge past the rocky hollow where he and Maggie had sometimes met, ending a quarter-mile further on, downhill from the fire tower. The moonlight, dim, cast long fang-like shadows from each fragment of rock. He had to use his flashlight to see the spattered blood; the drops led clearly toward the highway. Odd, he thought as he moved on, the drops fall on individual rocks, and don’t touch the rocks next to them.


    He stopped, and with sudden conviction, turned the other way, toward the fire tower. After thirty yards of clear rock the drops began again. Ha, thought Nick exultantly, the old brain is still clicking along. The Daniel Boone of Laconia. This fugitive was desperate, and clever enough to turn his wound into a deception, tossing the telltale rocks in the other direction to lay a false trail. Must have some strength left after all.


    There would be a car. Probably in the lane by the fire tower, if the prowler had chosen to run this way. Nick began to hurry; he did not want his quarry to escape that way, he wanted at least to see the car. But at the same time, he knew that the fugitive might double back, or run off the rocky path into the woods again. He kept to the shadow of the trees, watching for the broken branches that might signal a shift of direction, but pausing to flash his light periodically onto the path to see if the bloody trail continued. It did; directing the beam ahead of him, he could see scattered drops on past the bushes that screened the little hollow above the path that led on toward the fire tower.


    The attack, when it came, caught him almost unaware; almost, but not quite, because he heard the extra rustle of leaves, a pebble bouncing. He whirled, his flashlight beam slashing through the dim silvery moonlight and shadows, and catching the attacker poised just above him on the ledge of the hollow. The arms held a heavy branch, longer and thicker than a baseball bat, cocked ready for a swing. The legs were tensed to leap, the face was pale and determined. Jolted with horror, Nick flashed the beam at his own face.


    The branch crashed heavily toward him, striking and numbing his left elbow but missing his skull. And then Maggie was hurling herself straight at him, and her full weight smashed into his chest.


    


    

  


  
    XI


    Nick staggered back, astonished, and clutched at her sliding body with his right arm. It took him a moment to realize that she was unconscious. He swore, lowered her to the ground, and ran his hands quickly over her. The blood was coming from her left leg. He unbuckled her belt and pulled off her jeans, and swore again. The bullet had burned across her thigh, a few inches below her bikini panties, leaving a short ugly gash that still dripped steadily.


    He pulled off his shirt and ripped it into strips, wadded part into a pad, pressed it against the wound, and tied another strip firmly around her thigh to hold the pad in place. Then he knotted the remnants of his shirt around his waist, draped her sodden jeans over his arm, and picked her up. Her car would be at the fire tower. He hoped.


    It was still a quarter-mile to the fire tower, and his left elbow was still not happy about working after the blow she had struck it. She was not light; slender, yes, but tall and strong-boned, a noticeable burden. Once or twice she moaned a little as they plodded on. It helped keep him going.


    Her car was off the lane behind the tower. He settled her in the backseat, then picked up her jeans again and fished in the pockets for the key. He wiped the blood from it and started the car, cringing in sympathy at each bump in the rutted lane.


    They reached the highway at last and he accelerated down the hill toward town. The road to the hospital branched off just this side of the university, to the east. But before they reached the intersection he heard her faint voice.


    “Nick?”


    “How are you?”


    “I thought you were Murph.”


    “I know.”


    An exhausted pause. Then she said, “Take me home.”


    “You need a hospital, Maggie.”


    “No.”


    “But you do. You’re in bad shape.”


    “I won’t go.”


    Bloodless, faint, but grimly determined. He thought a moment. “You’re worried that they’ll trace you to the lab?”


    “Damn bullet’s still in me.”


    “Jesus, Maggie! You are definitely going to the hospital!”


    “No. I won’t.”


    “Look. I know it’ll be the end of our plan, but the hell with it! You need a doctor!”


    “Monica can do it.”


    “Monica!”


    “Yeah.”


    “Maggie, she’s not a doctor!”


    “Better than a doctor.” The voice trailed off.


    She was wearing herself out fighting him. Nick was torn. Taking her to the hospital was the sensible thing to do. But sense wasn’t always Maggie’s strong point. Stubbornness was. Loyalty to her friends. A fierce sense of justice. She would fight going to the hospital until she collapsed. Or worse.


    Monica had no surgical supplies, no medical degree. And although Maggie seemed to have dismissed it, she was playing around with a married man, which was usually poor judgment.


    On the other hand, she’d done a Caesarean on a rat, hadn’t she?


    And surely she would be sensible enough to know if it was beyond her capabilities.


    He came to the stop sign. To the right was the road to the hospital. Straight ahead was the university and the square brick house on Walton Street where Maggie and Monica lived. There was a little scrabbling sound in the backseat, and he looked over his shoulder at her again. Pale and dizzy, she was trying to sit up, trying to grip the handle of the back door.


    “Hey,” he said. “No need to jump, Mademoiselle. You know Monica, and you know your own state. It looks dumb as hell to me, but here goes.’’ He went straight ahead toward Walton Street.


    She lay back, but was disturbingly docile from then on, drifting in and out of consciousness in a way that made him despair. She had lost so much blood. How could he abandon her to an inexperienced roommate?


    Better than a doctor, she had said.


    He had to have faith in her judgment. Even judgment made misty by semiconsciousness. Hell.


    He pulled into the driveway. Lights were still on, thank God. She let him carry her to the door, then whispered, “Nick, go back to the lab.”


    “Maggie, please!”


    “They’ll take care of me. I don’t want Monica to know about you. It would be dangerous for both of you.”


    “You’re the one in danger.”


    “Please. It’s important. Go back and watch for me.”


    He didn’t leave immediately. He sat her carefully on the porch, dropped her jeans beside her, rang the bell, and dodged back into the bushes. Only after Monica herself came to the door, exclaiming and calling over her shoulder to the others to help her take her friend inside, did he turn away and start his long heavy-hearted walk up toward the lab again. He paused only to rinse his bloody arms and the remnants of his shirt in a drainage ditch.


    “Hey, man, you all right?” Murph, excited and worried, called out as he toiled up the driveway.


    “Yeah. Fell in a ditch and tore my shirt running through the damn woods.”


    “You didn’t catch him?”


    “No. What about here?”


    “Nobody. Did you get a look at him?”


    “Only from a distance. But he had a car parked over by the fire tower. I ran after it trying to see it better. Some sort of dark sedan, like the one I saw the other night.”


    “Did you get the license?”


    “I never got very close, and it was dark. I ran all the way along that lane to the highway, but he was gone. So I walked back on the highway. Didn’t want to lose the rest of my clothes.” He waved the tatters of his shirt, hoping Murph wouldn’t look too closely.


    Murph nodded. “Yeah. Woods are tough in the dark.”


    “What was he doing here? Did you figure it out?”


    “Big zero.”


    “Have you checked inside?”


    “Yeah. Just a quick look. But I don’t know normal from not. You’d better do it. Only thing I knew to do was replace the bar on the service door.”


    “Good. Okay, I’ll check.”


    Nick showered, changed, and made the rounds. All seemed well. Dr. Weisen’s rats studied him as he looked at them; no problem. The other animal rooms and operating rooms were all right too. What had she been up to? He’d been afraid to ask when she was already wasting her little strength on fighting the hospital. He wished she had warned him first. Then he realized that she had. It would be the incinerator. It wasn’t running tonight because there had been no dead animals today; but tomorrow Weisen’s last set would be euthanized. Go back and watch for me, she had said. Okay.


    He completed his rounds automatically; but his mind and heart were still in the brick house on Walton Street.


    


    Monica stared at the pale determined face looking up from the tumbled bed. She asked unbelievingly, “What did you say, Maggie?”


    “I said, if you take me to the hospital, I’ll tell Anita about you and Les.”


    “Maggie, you need a doctor!”


    “No. I need you.”


    Monica shook her head, glanced wildly around Maggie’s room for help, but the jumble of bedclothes, books, and coffee mugs; the piles of junk on the table shrouded by an old sheet; the neat layers of notebooks by the typewriter gave her no answers. Not even Zelle, sitting on Nick’s shirt with her big anxious eyes glued to Maggie, offered a clue. Mary Beth and Sue were gone, banished by Maggie after they had helped settle her into bed. She had confessed her problem to Monica alone. And Monica alone had to convince her to be sensible.


    She tried again. “Okay, now, listen, Maggie. I don’t know why you were messing around the lab. I don’t know why you’re so anxious to keep people from knowing it. But right now you’re on the verge of shock, you’ve got a bullet in your leg, and you need a doctor desperately. Understand?”


    “Sure,” she said. Monica could see her struggling to stay conscious. “I’m on the verge of shock, okay. I’ve got a bullet in my leg, okay. But you’re wrong on the last count. I don’t need a doctor. I just need the bullet out.”


    “I can’t, Maggie!”


    “There’s an X-Acto knife on my desk.”


    “You’re crazy! I can’t!”


    “Then I’ll have to tell.”


    “You promised not to, Maggie.”


    “So did you.”


    It was true. Concerned about her friend, stupidly unsuspicious, Monica had given her word before Maggie had consented to tell her what the problem was. And it was true that a doctor removing a bullet would be required to ask questions. Report it to the police. And they’d link the report from the guard at the lab with Maggie. Taking her to the hospital would be tantamount to telling that she’d been at the lab.


    What had she been doing there? She’d had those rats. She’d had those papers. What was she up to?


    And would she really tell Anita? Monica could not bear the thought of Anita’s knowing. Maggie had seemed so understanding about it all. But now, cruelly, she was using that understanding as a threat. Blackmailing Monica into doing something she should not do.


    Maggie’s eyes had closed. Unconscious again? She needed medical help soon. Why was she resisting so doggedly? This threat against Monica was an act of desperation. Misguided desperation. But if she was that desperate, Monica decided suddenly, she’d back her up. She knew what desperation was. Worry about the reasons later.


    “Maggie?”


    “Yeah?” The eyes flashed open, fiercely alert, as though all the life left in her was concentrated in them.


    “Compromise. I’ll take it out if you’ll go to the infirmary right after.”


    “Done.” The eyes closed again. “God, I’m thirsty as hell.”


    Monica found the X-Acto knife and started for the door to go boil it. “You’re a manipulative bitch, Maggie,” she grumbled.


    “Yep.” A grin flickered weakly across the white face. “You too, bless you. Now would you get a move on and dig the thing out while I still can’t feel anything?”


    


    The telephone rang at two a.m. Nick, lying worried and sleepless on his bed, sprang to answer it. Murph was scouting around outside, suspicious that another prowler might appear.


    “Carroll Lab.”


    “Hello, Rick?”


    It wasn’t her. He said, “Yes, ma’am.”


    “This is Monica Bauer. Sorry to bother you so late, but Maggie insisted on me calling you.”


    “Oh. Yes, ma’am. It’s not late for me.”


    “Good. She said she’d lost something at the lab, but you weren’t supposed to worry about it anymore. She got it back.”


    “Oh, thank you.” Lost something? Blood, probably. “Yes, I was worrying,” he added.


    There was a note of exasperation in Monica’s voice. “She worries us all sometimes. Don’t take her too seriously, Rick.”


    “Is Miz Ryan okay?”


    “Yes, she’s fine. But earlier this evening she fell and gouged her leg on a metal spike of some sort and I had to take her to the infirmary. She’s there now. That’s why she couldn’t call you herself.”


    “Is it serious?”


    “No, no. They’re just keeping an eye on her because she lost some blood. Anyway, that’s why I’m calling. She was afraid you’d be wasting your time looking for what she lost.”


    “Well, thank her for me, Miz Bauer. I was worried about it. It was good of you to call.”


    “Sure. Don’t worry about it. You’ve got enough problems watching the animals.”


    “Well, yes. They’re all fine. There was a prowler outside a little while ago, but Murph and I scared him off. No damage done that we can see.”


    She didn’t seem surprised. “Good. Well, see you tomorrow, Rick.”


    “Yes, thank you. Good night.”


    Nick hung up, full of relief and warm gratitude to the competent young woman who somehow had rescued his love, even got her to the infirmary, and was now covering up with talk about metal spikes. Maggie chose her lieutenants well.


    


    On Wednesday morning, Maggie was released from the infirmary. Monica picked her up; she seemed tired but content, her leg stitched and bandaged, her blood volume restored by intravenous saline solution, and her mental if not physical liveliness in evidence again.


    “I’m going to be lame and anemic for a while, they say,” she reported cheerfully, “but they think I’m healthy underneath it all.”


    “You don’t look too bad. A little pale.”


    “They told me to watch out for spikes in the future, and I promised very solemnly that I would.”


    “What the hell were you doing at the lab, Maggie?”


    “I can’t tell you. I’m sorry, Monica, after the way you rallied around. But it’s a secret, and I don’t tell secrets.”


    “You said you’d tell Anita!”


    “Sure. You were being too damn sensible, and I needed a weapon. And I wouldn’t have had one if I’d already told. Right?”


    “So you nose out secrets to use as threats?” Monica glanced at her in exasperation. “You’re a blackmailer.”


    “Yes. A manipulative bitch, to quote a friend.”


    “God, I don’t know why I bother with you. Can you stay out of trouble now for a few days? I’ve got work to do.”


    “I’ll try,” said Maggie, too evasively for Monica’s comfort.


    Monica dropped her on campus at the psychology building, where workmen were finishing the new roof, and then drove on to the lab. Yesterday Dr. Weisen and Martin had excised the brains, hearts, livers, and kidneys of the last set of rats. Les had checked each individual ear-notch number against the book, and the organs, labeled and double-checked, had been placed in formalin for fixation. Barbara had been pleased. “Look at those two kidneys!” she had exclaimed to Monica. “See how pale and rough? And in section you can see the white rays. Those are sick kidneys! I’m going to get to check off some new boxes!”


    “Most of them look okay,” Monica had said, looking at the rows of sleek mahogany-colored organs.


    “Variety is all I ask.”


    After fixation the organs had been embedded in paraffin. Today they would be stained, mounted, and inspected. Finally the drug-placebo key would be brought out and Maggie would assign the hundred and sixty observations that the others had recorded to their correct groups, run the statistical analyses, and tell them if there was anything beyond random variation in the characteristics they were studying with such care.


    A lot to cram into a day and a half.


    In the microscope room, Monica glanced at the neatly labeled rows of rat brains, so deftly deprived of their protective skulls. A skull seemed like such good protection from an evolutionary point of view, thought Monica. Thick hard bone to guard the splendidly delicate center of an animal’s complex behavior. But evolution hadn’t known about bullets, about how solid skulls were no protection against them. Skulls could be worse then no protection. The bullet in Maggie’s thigh had ripped muscle and blood vessels as it burrowed in; a nasty business, true. But the one in Ted’s skull had pushed shards of bone ahead of it, enlarging the area of destruction. A neat round hole would have been better, would have left a few more of his abilities intact. No, skulls were no longer the ideal covering in this technological world.


    Monica banished skulls and bullets from her thoughts and went across the hall to train Moore’s new rats.


    At lunchtime Les and Martin came from the microscope room, stretching and grumbling. Martin claimed to be hopelessly behind in writing up his thesis. “Can’t even remember what my hypothesis was,” he complained. Les, commiserating, paused a moment by Monica’s desk before going out with him. His van keys were dangling from his left hand. It was a signal. After ten minutes, Monica put away the data sheets she was working on for Barbara.


    “I’ll help some more this afternoon,” said Monica. “But it’s lunchtime now.”


    “Not for me. I’m going to be sylphlike by the end of this experiment, from skipping lunch,” said Barbara optimistically, still scribbling on her notes.


    “Like a model.”


    “A black Twiggy. Right. Well, if I’m not here when you get back, I’ll be back in the microscope room. Thanks, Monica.”


    “Sure. See you later.”


    Monica drove around to the lane that led to the old fire tower. Halfway along, in a clearing hidden even from the lane, the van was parked. She drove on past, glad that she could see no more than a glimmer of tan among the trees, and parked her car. Then she slipped back through the deserted woods to the van.


    The back door was ajar. Les, already stripped, lay smoking a cigarette. The kind green-flecked eyes welcomed her. “Hi, beautiful,” he said.


    She laughed and bounced in next to him, closing the door behind her.


    She lay for a moment afterward, playing with his hair, grateful to him for giving her shattered life an occasional illusion of wholeness. But then he murmured, “Monnie, we can’t do anything until after the baby comes, you know.”


    “Mmm. What do you mean?” She still felt dreamy, deliciously sluggish.


    “Well, it wouldn’t really be fair. She’s really—I mean, I just couldn’t now. It’ll be bad enough when she’s back on her feet.”


    Monica sat up abruptly. “What’ll be bad enough?”


    “The divorce. I’ve got to see her through the first few months with the baby. That’s so hard on her.”


    “Les, what are you talking about?”


    He sat up too, puzzled. “I know we haven’t said anything, Monnie. But I thought it was understood. All this means something. Doesn’t it?”


    “It doesn’t mean you abandon your wife and kids!” She grabbed for her underclothes.


    “No, that’s what I’m saying. I’ll have to see them through the next ten or twelve months. By then she should be able to cope with it better.”


    “Oh, Les.” Doors were sliding closed with his words, leaving her alone all over again. “I didn’t want that. I didn’t want that at all.”


    “What do you mean? Hell, Monnie, I thought you cared! I thought you wanted this too!”


    “I liked it, Les. A lot. But God, I didn’t mean for you to think about divorcing her!’’


    “How can you say that, Monnie? We’re so good together!”


    “Yeah, but it must be good with Anita too.” She pulled on her shirt.


    “Yeah. Once it was. But now there’s so much pressure. I look at her and think how much we need money, how much I have to get ahead. And I can’t tell her, she just shrugs and says it’ll be all right. It’s rough, Monnie. And you’re so understanding and comfortable and full of fun.”


    “Les, for heaven’s sake, use your head for just thirty seconds! You’ll always have to support Anita and the kids, you know that! If the kids keep her from getting a job now, she’ll be much worse off with a new baby. Right? The pressure on you will be worse. And you know you’ll want to be with your kids!” She reached blindly for her jeans, grabbed his by mistake. As she tossed them back, upset, his billfold fell out. What a fumbling fool she was. She picked up the billfold to stuff back into his pocket.


    “Maybe,” Les said. “But I thought maybe I could get a lump sum settlement, and we could start fresh. It’s so hard, Monnie. All the pressure.”


    Monica was looking unbelievingly at the paper sticking out of the billfold. Those numbers were familiar.


    She said, “A lump sum from Brighton Pharmaceutical, maybe?”


    He stared at her a moment. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking; the warm eyes were opaque now. Finally he picked up his shirt, pulled a cigarette from the pack in the pocket, and lit it. “I was doing it for you. Not at the beginning, maybe, but now.”


    “If that’s true, Les, I’m sorry.” It occurred to her suddenly that maybe she shouldn’t have said anything about Brighton. She stumbled on, “It’s a misunderstanding. I had no idea this was more than a temporary thing for you.”


    “Monnie, you just don’t seem the type for temporary things. I can’t believe you didn’t mean it. I just can’t.”


    He was right, of course, she thought. She had meant it, in her fantasy. But it would be too cruel to tell him that her enthusiasm had been for another, vanished man. She said lamely, “Look, Les, I liked it. Really. But it’ll have to be over now. Okay? It’s gotten too complicated.”


    “I just can’t believe it.”


    She’d thought he was safe. Committed. Bonded, like her. She’d thought it went without saying that this was brief, casual, unimportant. God, how stupid she’d been. She unlatched the van door and said bitterly, “Just think of me as the office floozy,” and hurried away from him.


    

  


  
    XII


    She opened the door of the lab to hear Dr. Weisen’s surprised voice. “What do you mean, it won’t work? We don’t have to incinerate at night. Right now we’ve got more than a full load.”


    He and Gib were standing in the hall outside the grad office. Gib bobbed his dark head quickly and said apologetically, “No, sir. I tried to start it. It won’t work. It won’t go on.”


    “It won’t go on?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Oh, hell! Well, call the maintenance people.”


    “Yes, sir. I did. They wanted to come tomorrow, but I thought it would be better to have them here Friday.”


    “Quite right, quite right. Hell. Of all days to have it happen!” Distracted, angry, he suddenly realized the implications of what he had said. He asked Gib, “Do you think it was the vandal again? That prowler last night?”


    “That’s possible, sir.”


    “Hell!”


    Monica said, “It doesn’t make any real difference, though, does it? Because you have the organs from the last set. They can’t stop you now.”


    Dr. Weisen looked at her, but it was a moment before her words seemed to register. “Yes. Yes, of course, that’s true, Monica. We have what we need. It’s just damned annoying.”


    “We’ll manage, sir,” said Gib.


    “Right. We’ll muddle through,” said Dr. Weisen. “Just refrigerate the bags for now, Gib.” He sighed and went into his office. His carefully cut white hair needed combing, a sure sign of pressure.


    Monica went back to her own desk and sat for a moment with her head in her hands. She felt overloaded with confusing problems, with a variety of feelings jostling for her attention. The old love and despair for Ted were there, leavened now with hope that learning to write whole words might open another door for him. The old determination to become the best brain researcher possible was there, but almost lost in a tangle of worry and apprehension about the situation at the lab.


    There was Les. She liked him, damn it. She felt stupid for not realizing that he might take it seriously. Maggie was right—some people didn’t bond as well as others. And Monica felt guilty for not making her position clear. And what should she do about his traitorous work for Brighton? Just now she had found herself unable to tell Dr. Weisen about it. Why? In the abstract, Les’s action was an unforgivable violation of his privileged relationship with Weisen. But in real life, Les was her friend, a desperately overburdened man. A man she had unwittingly used, and hurt. She couldn’t hurt him again. And the damage from the spying was done and couldn’t be undone now—Brighton had the information. Also, there was Les’s struggling family, who could use the—


    Come on, Monica, she scolded herself. Those noble sentiments aren’t everything. There’s more. She admitted unhappily to herself that she didn’t want to interfere because if it did hinder Dr. Weisen’s sale, then she might be able to continue her program with him.


    Monica examined this fact long and hard. She knew that she herself could never betray Dr. Weisen. But she found now that she could allow Les to do it. Okay, yes, she felt guilty for her inaction, but not guilty enough to tell anyone. She was just not very loyal to abstractions, like Truth, or Science, or Fair Play. People fighting for abstractions in Viet Nam had left her with a very real broken remnant of a husband. There was nothing abstract about Ted’s condition now. So why should she interfere with Les’s activities? They might hurt some sort of general principles, but they’d benefit Les’s family and, less directly, Ted. If the damage to Weisen couldn’t be undone, why should she go out of her way to help destroy her own plans, agonizingly laid and paid for?


    Look, Ma, no morals.


    Ted would never have let it pass. In the old days Monica was always the one who took the side of particular human needs. Ted believed in science, in searching for truth, in fair play. He would not have stood by while Les’s spying continued.


    But, Ted, sometimes both answers are wrong.


    She wouldn’t interfere. Let Les confess.


    Or maybe she should tell Maggie. Ask her what to do.


    Maggie. Damn.


    What was she up to? Monica was bewildered by her mercurial friend. Monday afternoon, Maggie had insulted her, wrenched the revelations about Ted from her, then given her the free, warm support Monica craved. But Tuesday night—God, that was just yesterday!—Maggie had hit her with three insane things. First had been the mutilated rats. How had Maggie gotten them, if she hadn’t killed them herself? Barbara? Dr. Weisen? Rick? None of them seemed likely to give them to Maggie. But no one else had been there. Except the killer. There was also the copy of the dosage schedule—Les’s work, Monica knew now. Clearly Maggie had been prowling around the lab secretly. A fact made even clearer by her knowledge of Monica’s meetings with Les. And clearer yet by the third thing, the bullet last night. Why had she been prowling? Why secretly? What possible reason could she have?


    In her loneliness, was Monica allowing her hunger for friendship to blind her to obvious guilt?


    She thought about her friend for a moment as objectively as she could: Maggie’s commitment to science, her spirited defense of the ideal statistical method even against Dr. Weisen’s skepticism. Her quick mind, piecing together facts about Monica’s relationship to Ted, to Les, to her work. Her friendships with Norman, with her roommates. Her honest and forward-looking sympathy for Ted.


    No. It was not just loneliness. Monica was right about her friend. Maggie was collecting information about the troubles at the lab, clearly. But she would not betray her friends, and she would not betray science. And she’d promised to go to the police Friday. Monica decided to trust her busy friend for a little longer. Meanwhile, there was a lot of work to do.


    She stood up from her desk resolutely, went through the shower locks, and entered the microscope room. “I’ve got an hour,” she announced. “Anyone need some time off?”


    Les did not look up from the microscope where he was again checking the hearts. But Barbara went off gratefully to look at her thesis animals while Monica spent an hour inspecting kidneys. Barbara had been right about those pale kidneys; a few slides, perhaps ten percent, showed distinct signs of inflammation. Some of these rats had received long, heavy doses of paramustine; maybe, after this extended tryout, they had finally found a side effect. Not that anyone would worry much; monitor the patient, and if a problem began to develop, switch to another drug.


    “More fun than the last batch,” she said when Barbara returned.


    “Yeah. I’m finally getting to check off a few different boxes,” Barbara agreed.


    Late in the afternoon, Maggie limped into the lab to collect the last set of observations so that she could run the analyses and get the results to the visiting representatives the next day. Everyone was finished except for Les, who was very slow this afternoon, Monica noticed guiltily. He had not spoken to her at all. She left him still working in the grad office and joined Maggie in the hall to wait for him to finish his summary sheets.


    “How’re you feeling?”


    “Fine. Ready to pull an all-nighter with Weisen’s data.”


    Rick emerged from the fire doors that led to the animal quarters, saw them, and hurried toward them, his brown eyes questioning. “Hello, Miz Ryan. How are you?”


    “Fine, Rick. Thanks.”


    “Miz Bauer said you were in the infirmary.”


    “Yes. Stupidly fell on a spike and lost a lot of blood. They bandaged me up and pumped me up again with saline solution. Good as new now.”


    “Not quite,” said Monica warningly.


    “Well,” said Maggie with spirit, “I never considered my red cell count or my graceful gait to be the essential me.”


    “No, ma’am.” Rick’s expressive Southern voice was warm with laughter and relief. Looked like Maggie had made another friend among the janitors.


    Just then Les came up, thrust the figures into Maggie’s hand, and said, “Here you go.” He left without looking at Monica.


    “Okay.” Maggie waved at them and hobbled away, in a hurry to get to the computer room. Monica realized that she’d have to wait to ask her advice about Les and Brighton.


    


    After all the worry of the past month, the visit by the pharmaceutical company representatives the next day was almost an anticlimax. Dr. Weisen gave them a quick tour of the lab while Monica and the other students stood smiling mechanical smiles at them. They inspected the experimental rooms, the breeding colony, the instruments, the various scientific safeguards, some of the slides. Maggie, hiding her limp well and looking very professional in a gray tweed suit, explained the statistics briefly and lucidly. Then the representatives all disappeared into Dr. Weisen’s office for an hour and a half.


    When at last they emerged, Dr. Weisen walked them to their sleek official cars, then came back into the lab and beamed at his assembled students.


    “Well,” asked Barbara, “is it over? Are you now rich as well as famous?”


    He laughed, his merry twinkle quite restored. “No, not quite over. They must negotiate the exact offer with their lawyers and put it in writing, and so forth. But I have good reason to believe that the offers will be quite favorable.”


    “Hurray!”


    “And I want to thank you all very much for your help. This has been a very difficult situation. We should all congratulate ourselves for a job well done. We’ve defeated a vicious vandal. We’ve done some important science. And we’ve made a contribution to the well-being of many, many afflicted human beings.”


    They all applauded and cheered; but Monica sensed that in their applause, as in hers, there was a hollowness, as befitted those about to be orphaned.


    


    “Well, Gib, you’re happy today,” observed Nick that evening, looking up from his mopping.


    Gib stopped whistling and paused at the glass entry doors. “Yeah, we’re all happy today,” he agreed. “I mean, it has its sad side too. None of us want Dr. Weisen to leave. But he really deserves this success, and everyone really came through for him. He thinks the offers will be very good.”


    “I’m glad.”


    “Yeah. He’s worked hard for it. Many long years. And this takes the pressure off us.”


    “The pressure?”


    “Oh, I may be wrong. But it seems to me that the vandalism was connected to this project. Maybe a drug company spy, maybe something else. Don’t you think so?”


    “Could be. Dr. Weisen must think so. He let Murph go.”


    Gib stepped back into the hall. “You sure you won’t stay on after next week?”


    “No.” Nick made Rick’s voice regretful. “It’s been a real good place to work. But I promised my brother I’d be there.”


    “Too bad.”


    “Will you have trouble getting someone?”


    “Oh, not really. I’ve been interviewing people, and there are already four or five possibilities that I’m going to ask Dr. Weisen to look over next week. But Norman was a pretty bright guy, and you’ve caught on quick too. It may take a while to train up someone else.”


    “Well, if I can help somehow this next week, let me know.”


    “Okay. And listen, if you need a reference or something when you get to Chicago, just give my name.”


    “Thanks, I will.” Nick watched him leave through the glass doors. A friendly little man. He’d had a lot worse bosses in his day.


    Gib was leaving late today. Most of his work had been completed very early, because of the visiting representatives. The stainless steel counters had never gleamed so, the animal rooms had never smelled so fresh, the windows had never sparkled so much. He had hovered, as they all had, waiting for Dr. Weisen’s report. Afterward he’d still had the daily logs to complete. Dr. Weisen and his students had all gone to have a beer in celebration, but Gib had declined the invitation to go along. Nick feared that the students might be back soon to finish more work that night, since they all claimed to be far behind in their own projects, and now that he had the building temporarily to himself, he thought he’d better move fast.


    All day, quietly, he had been looking for dead rats. If he and Maggie were right about the incinerator use, and were right that the extra use came when other animals were scheduled for disposal, then there was a good chance that, somewhere, extra carcasses were stored waiting for the incinerator to be fixed tomorrow. Of course, the extra animals might yet be alive; he had had no chance yet to check the old lab. And even if they had been killed, they might have been disposed of in some other way.


    But he had inspected all the trash bins carefully, and had even combed through the nearby woods. Nothing had turned up.


    Now he checked swiftly through the new lab, in the few places he had not been able to look carefully while people were around. The shower lockers, the gas chamber, the isolation rooms, the storage areas were all empty. He checked the cagewashers and autoclave too, but nothing was there. The only carcasses in this building were the ones from Dr. Weisen’s experiment that Gib had placed in the big refrigerator yesterday.


    He had taken Dr. Weisen’s keys again during the happy confusion that had followed the announcement of the favorable decision. Now, flashlight clipped to his belt, he wandered outside. But his careful imitation of a man enjoying a clear summer evening was wasted; the grounds seemed to be deserted. He unlocked the door to the old lab and stepped into the dark hall.


    Everything was silent here too. He paused for a moment, listening intently, then moved through the blackness to the door of the rat room. It opened quietly to his key, but although he switched on the flashlight to confirm it, he knew already that the room was empty. Deserted, clean cages were piled on the racks at one end of the room. Except for them, there was no trace now of the teeming colony of little animals he had seen here before.


    Where, then? He went back out into the hall and thought a moment. What could someone do with that many rat carcasses? Keep them away from the busy, populated new lab, to begin with. Also keep them away from areas that Gib or Dr. Weisen might stumble across if they came over here to the old lab to fetch bedding or supplies. The trash bins here? Possibly. But Gib might notice that the amount of trash in this theoretically empty lab had increased suddenly. Nick was not surprised to find no signs of the carcasses in the bins by the service door. As he straightened up from investigating them, his eye fell on the furnace room door. That was a possibility. He unlocked it, and there among the cages and Venetian blinds were numerous plastic bags. He flicked the light inside. Most were soiled bedding, but three were not. Piled in a white furry tangle, the mysterious extra rats sprawled in undignified death.


    He did not pause to inspect them further, but lifted the bags and removed them quickly through the service door into the woods. The first priority was to get them to a safe place. He slung them over his shoulder. Small creatures, but they added up. The three bags together were close to a hundred pounds. He made his way as quickly as he could through the dark foliage, across behind the new lab to the rocky ledge, and along the path to the little hollow where Maggie sat waiting for him.


    “Santa Claus!” she said delightedly when she saw him.


    “Ho ho ho,” said Nick. He put down the bags. “Actually that’s Weisen’s department. This department is more like coals for naughty little kids.”


    She peered into a bag. “Oh, God, Nick! Jackpot!”


    “Your incinerator trick worked. I think it’s the whole colony from the old lab. They’re all gone.”


    “At least they aren’t mutilated this time. Well, as the naughtiest kid here, I guess I’ll take them.” She retied the neck of the bag and looked up at him owlishly, triumphant and grateful and adorable. Steady, he told himself. This is merely your buddy, Nick old man. Damn, damn. She asked, “Do you have more to do at the lab?”


    “Yes. I should get some decoy bags filled with wood and pine cones and stuff. Maybe whoever it is will try to incinerate them when the incinerator’s fixed tomorrow.”


    “Okay. Why don’t I take these to Monica, get her started, and meet you back here in an hour? I want to ask you about something.”


    “Why not ask now?”


    “Well, it may be complicated. And we both have to hurry.”


    “Okay. See you soon, then.”


    She picked up the first bag and limped off, the weight and uneven path and sore leg giving her the ungainly look of a temporarily earthbound heron. She’d worked so hard. He hoped Monica could help answer the questions.


    He strolled back to the new lab and to the supply closet. He had just put three fresh plastic bags into his jeans pocket when he heard steps coming in the front door. Tom.


    “Hello, Mr. Conklin.”


    “Hi, Rick. How’re you doing?”


    “Fine, thanks.”


    “Working hard?”


    “Well,” said Nick, “I was just finishing up. Thought I’d take a little walk.”


    “It’s still pretty warm out there. Enjoy yourself.” Tom disappeared into the grad office and switched on the light there.


    A few minutes later Barbara came in, early tonight. “Hey, Rick. How’re things? Aren’t you excited about Dr. Weisen?”


    “Yes, ma’am. I mean Barbara. It’s wonderful for him.”


    “Sure is. You know, we’ve all been complaining about him leaving, but it seems to me that maybe he’ll be able to give us a better hand up from a new lab of his own. You too. You’ll probably need a recommendation sometime. He can write you a really good one now.”


    “Yes, I hope so.”


    “He can tell everyone we helped with this project.”


    “Yes. How is your own work coming?”


    “Oh, it should speed up some, now that Dr. Weisen’s work is done. My rats are starting to learn their task, but it’s been a little slow. I could only give them a little time each day.”


    “Yes. I guess everyone can get back to normal now.”


    “Right. We’ve all got a lot of catching up to do. Oh, hi, Tom.’’ She waved a hand through the door of the grad office as she headed for the shower locks.


    Nick walked out to the parking lot and then into the nearby woods. He picked up branches, pine cones, and chunks of a rotting log, and filled the sacks until they approximated the size and weight of the ones he had given Maggie. Then he went to the service door of the old lab. Neither of his keys worked on this door. He left his bags and went cautiously around to the front. Barbara’s car was gone, he saw, although Tom’s black one was still sitting not far from the front door of the old lab. Should he risk going in now? He took a few more steps toward the door. Then he paused.


    The door was opening. Tom was backing out, his arms full of a bulky load.


    Nick stepped forward quietly, put on his Southern accent, and said, “Hello, Mr. Conklin.”


    Tom jerked around, almost stumbling with the weight of his burden. In the light from the parking lot lamps his eyes were wide with fearful surprise. He said, “Oh—Rick!”


    “Excuse me, sir, what are you doing?”


    “I’m just, um, getting some supplies.” His burden, Nick could see now, was a dozen or so reams of paper.


    “Supplies? For what, sir?”


    Tom thought.


    Nick said apologetically, “You see, Mr. Gibson said that Dr. Weisen was supposed to have the only key. Is Dr. Weisen here?”


    “No. No, he’s not. But he, um, asked me to get this.”


    “Oh, I see. He gave you the key.” Nick could feel it in his own pocket and felt hypocritical. “I’ll tell Gib it’s all right, then.”


    “No. Look, Rick, I’ll level with you. I won’t give you any crap.” Tom was pulling himself together.


    “Okay, sir.”


    “Have you heard of Students for a Democratic Society?”


    “Yes, sir. SDS, right?”


    “Yeah. You don’t have to call me sir. Well, you must know SDS is on your side.’’


    “My side?”


    “Of course. Black people. Poor people. We want justice.”


    “Yes, sir. I want it too.”


    “Right! And we have rallies, and explain the problems of this country to people. The fascist system, the racist war in Viet Nam. You know.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “But we don’t have much money. I mean, our supporters are poor people, right?”


    “I wouldn’t know, sir.”


    “Well, they are. Anyway, we need paper and things to do the work. If the movement is going to succeed we have to communicate.”


    “Yes, I see.”


    “Well, that’s what this is for.”


    So the stack of paper in the hall the night of the fight had been Tom’s. Nick said, “But it’s the lab’s paper, isn’t it?”


    “It’s really the people’s paper. Taxes paid for it.”


    “Yes, sir. But the people bought it for the lab.”


    “Not the people! The bosses, who take the people’s money and spend it.”


    “Yes, sir. But it was spent on the lab. Not on SDS.”


    Exasperated, Tom shifted the weight of the paper toward his other arm. “Right. But if the people had anything to say about it, they would be glad to let SDS have it.”


    “I don’t understand, sir. The lab does good work too. I think the people would want the lab to be successful too.”


    “Yes, of course. But the movement—”


    “Yes, sir. But it still seems a little like stealing to me.”


    “No, of course not! It’s the people’s paper!”


    “Yes, sir, you’re probably right. I’ll ask Gib about it tomorrow.”


    “Oh, God,” said Tom. He shifted the weight again. Then he said, “Look, Gib might not understand.”


    “Yes, sir. But you see, I have to report it. It’s my job.”


    “You’re a friend of the movement, aren’t you? You know we were the ones that got higher pay for university blue-collar workers? You want justice, don’t you?”


    “Yes, sir. I sure do. But that higher pay is for doing a job, you see. I have to tell Gib about the people’s paper. I’ll do my best to explain it to him.” Nick looked worried.


    “Look. What if I put it back?”


    Nick put on a big relieved smile. “Well, then there wouldn’t be anything to report, would there?”


    “Right! Good man.” Tom dodged back into the old lab through the door that he had not yet allowed to close fully. A moment later he reappeared, empty-handed.


    “Good night, sir,” said Nick.


    “Listen, we’ll talk again. You could really help the movement, you know.”


    “Yes, sir, thank you.”


    “You don’t have to call me sir. You’ll remember your promise?” Tom added anxiously.


    “Yes, sir. Of course.”


    Tom jumped into his car, looked uneasily at Nick, and drove away down the driveway. Nick looked after him a moment. SDS propaganda. Dr. Weisen would be shocked to find that lab supplies had been going for this cause.


    He looked at his watch. Damn. Almost eleven. His hour was almost gone, and she would be waiting. He hurried to the door Tom had just vacated and unlocked it. Inside, he waited a moment, listening, but nothing could be heard. He brought in the bags from the service door, went cautiously to the furnace room door, unlocked it, and set the bags in their places by the tires.


    Something seemed wrong. A sound? All he could hear now was the faint blowing sound of the water heater pilot light, a soft crackle as a bag settled. He frowned at the tires, at the other bags full of bedding, at the furniture and cages, but saw nothing. He adjusted the top of a bag and stepped back into the hall, letting the door close behind him. And froze, his attention riveted on the little window of the service door.


    There was the problem. Subconsciously he must have heard the quiet approach of the dark car that was parked among the bushes behind the lab once more. Had Tom come back for some reason? Was he here now? Nick knew suddenly that someone was.


    He thought no further. A detonation of brilliant light splintered his world into shards of brightness. Then he was sinking through the beginnings of pain into the dense massive darkness beyond.


    


    

  


  
    XIII


    Monica rolled up the bright-colored sports poster that she’d bought for Jock and put it next to the package of paper and pencils for Ted. Tomorrow she would finish with Moore’s rats early and hurry straight to the nursing home. She wasn’t sure what she expected. Even if Ted could manage to write a word or two, he wouldn’t be able to read what he had written. He still wouldn’t be able to find words quickly, or to organize more than three or four into phrases. His visual problem would make it difficult for him to grasp the pencil to begin with, she knew from experience. Yet she was sure that he would find some way to use whatever small additional ability this technique might give him. She was trying to prepare herself for another disappointment, because there had been so many. But hope was stubborn tonight.


    She heard an irregular bumping step again on the stairs, Maggie limping up. Hadn’t she just come up a minute ago? Monica stuck her head into the hall. Maggie was placing a third trash bag outside her own door.


    “Monica! Just the person I need. Do you have a few minutes?”


    “Sure. I’ve got something to ask you too, about Les.”


    “Okay. But this will take quite a while.”


    “I’m just marking time until I can go teach Ted to write words.”


    “God, I hope it helps,” Maggie said warmly. She seemed to understand Monica’s excitement. She added, “Well, you can help me a lot tonight. I told you I was hard on my friends.”


    “Oh, God, Maggie! What have you done now?”


    “First let me put Zelle in your room, the damn little carnivore.” She unlocked her room and brought out the squirming puppy. “Go on in there. I’ll have to explain a lot.”


    Monica went into Maggie’s room, wondering uneasily what her unpredictable friend was about to reveal. Maggie followed her in, pulled the plastic bags in after her, and locked the door. Then, with a guilty bravado, she whisked the sheet away that covered the lumpy object on her table. Monica found herself staring at the missing microscope.


    “My God!” she said, all thoughts of Les’s sins forgotten. “I’m sorry. I can’t believe it. You didn’t steal the microscope!”


    “Not steal. Borrowed,” Maggie replied cheerfully, only a little embarrassed. “Now listen, Monica, I can’t get any further by myself. I need an expert. You.”


    “Maggie, you stole the microscope?” She still couldn’t believe it.


    “I borrowed it. I borrowed these too.” She untied the top of one of the bags. It contained a mass of dead rats. Monica took a step back.


    “You—borrowed them.”


    “I did not kill them. I borrowed them.”


    “Maggie, I just don’t understand! What the hell are you up to?”


    “Monica, listen, I’m trying to tell you. Just settle down.”


    “I can’t believe it!”


    “Sit!” Maggie pushed her into a chair. “Listen! Worry about believing later.”


    “Okay, but—”


    “Here are the facts. First of all, someone, I don’t know who, has been stealing weanling rats from the breeding colony, and running some sort of experiment with them in the old lab. It seems to parallel Weisen’s experiments.”


    “In the old lab? You can’t be—”


    “Listen, goddamn it! Yes, in the old lab! Sneaking over every day to feed them, clean their cages, et cetera. Sacrificing them at the same time Weisen’s rats were killed. Incinerating the carcasses on the same nights, so the janitors wouldn’t notice that the incinerator had been running extra time.”


    “The incinerator. So that’s what you were up to the night you were shot!”


    “Yep. And it worked. Weisen’s carcasses are in the refrigerator in the new lab. And here are a hundred others, also waiting for the incinerator to be repaired.”


    “A hundred? Are you sure?”


    “Nope, haven’t counted. That’s part of your job. You’re to find out what the experiment was about, what’s been done to these rats, why it seems to parallel Weisen’s work. Why would someone go to this amazing amount of trouble? And maybe the why will tell us who. Because Norman found out about the young rats disappearing from the breeding colony, and Norman was killed. If you figure it out, tell me or the police. Okay?”


    “The hell with that. I’m not making any promises. Last time I promised you something, I ended up practicing surgery without a license!” Monica was irritated because she was starting to believe this impossible story.


    “Okay, okay. We’re talking to the police tomorrow anyway, remember? But please, use your head. Now, if you’ll get to work here, I’ll go back to watch the lab, and maybe between the two of us we’ll get things back to normal.”


    “What do you mean, get to work? You want me to make slides from bits of rat hacked off with your all-purpose X-Acto knife?’’


    “Okay. I’ll go borrow some more stuff. Just tell me what you need.”


    “No, no, no!” Monica was horrified at the thought. “Things are bad enough. I’ll see what I can figure out.”


    She started her investigation, fascinated despite her misgivings. She began by autopsying one rat carefully. Not healthy, a shaggy unthrifty coat, but not dead of any disease yet either. Cause of death was cervical dislocation. That probably meant the organs were to be analyzed after death. Otherwise it would be far more efficient to use gas for such a large number of animals. But gas affected the internal organs; cervical dislocation did not. So the organs were important. She’d check them next.


    She had to work crudely, without laboratory equipment, and the animals had been dead and unrefrigerated for many hours. The answers were obvious anyway. The first animal had a small but easily visible brain tumor. Normal heart and liver. But the kidneys were in bad shape, pale and pitted. She sliced one and found the telltale white streaks radiating to the center, just as in the few of Weisen’s animals that had renal problems. Maggie was right; this could easily have been one of the rats that she had checked as a favor to Barbara. Except that its ears were not notched. Strange.


    Maggie had said that the rats had been taken as weanlings. That would explain the ears.


    The second rat she picked up seemed identical at first glance, even to unnotched ears and unthrifty coat. She thought, do I have to check every one of them? Then she noticed a small rough patch in the fur of its back and looked carefully. A needle mark? But it had died of cervical dislocation, like the first! Carefully, she removed the area and examined it. Another diseased kidney; she could see clearly that it too had been analyzed already by a biopsy needle.


    She turned her attention to the whole group, and now that she knew what to look for, she found the telltale needle mark on every rat. Eighty-nine rats, total; eighty-nine right kidneys biopsied. Working fast, she selected five more rats at random, removed the kidneys, and checked them. Every one showed moderate to severe damage.


    Clearly, whatever experiment was being done, it damaged rat kidneys.


    The fifth animal still lay by the microscope, and suddenly she noticed something about it. Its ears were notched. She went through all eighty-nine again, and discovered that sixteen of them had notched ears, including two of the seven she had checked for renal damage. Carefully, she wrote down the sixteen numbers, and stared at the list. She might be remembering wrong, of course. But she was almost certain that at least two of the numbers were the same as those of rats whose kidneys she had checked for Barbara just yesterday morning.


    What the hell could it mean?


    Okay, start from Maggie’s suggestion: this experiment was in some way parallel to Weisen’s. But if her random sample of seven rats was any indication, whatever was done to these rats was far harder on their kidneys than paramustine. Weisen’s experiment had shown that even at the highest doses he had administered, only a quarter or even fewer of the rats had suffered kidney damage, and the damage had been less serious. If this mysterious experiment had been truly parallel to his, only one or two of the random seven she had looked at would have shown such advanced damage. So that was one major difference—that, and the secrecy. These animals had received a more potent drug. Or perhaps even Weisen’s drug, in larger doses. Could that be it? Maybe she should check to see if the other rats had tumors too. But that would tell her very little. Without being able to do biochemical analyses, she wouldn’t know what drugs had been administered, much less the dosage. And checking the brains for tumors would be very time-consuming. It probably wasn’t worth the time at this point.


    Try another tack, then, still supposing it was Weisen’s drug, in larger doses. Who would want to find out about the effect of larger doses?


    Weisen himself might, of course. But he wouldn’t have done it this way. First of all, if he’d been interested in the question, he could easily have done it as part of his whole design. Why do it secretly in the old lab? Secondly, the dosages and length of time for his experiment had been laboriously calculated after extensive small pilot studies over the last two years. His estimates had been vindicated; the results of the middle and last experiments were so spectacular, in terms of tumor reduction, that giving larger amounts would be pointless, especially since the possibility of greater kidney damage was clear even from the existing studies. Federal law would require the drug companies to report on the lethal dose before they could market it, but the companies would expect to do that work themselves, along with many other required steps. Those studies were not Weisen’s responsibility. There was no reason for him to have done them at all, much less secretly.


    Les, then? She tried to think of his situation objectively. It was possible, wasn’t it? The Brighton people may well have wanted more than just descriptions of Weisen’s experiment. They may have wanted further figures, maybe a pilot for the lethal-dose studies. Or they may have wanted larger doses to discredit Weisen’s work and reduce the cost of the patent. If so, it hadn’t worked. And why not do it themselves? If Les could steal paramustine to administer to the secret rats, he could steal it to smuggle to Brighton representatives. Still, Monica had to admit that Les could well have been responsible for the secret study.


    Of course, if Les had been bribed by a drug company, it was possible that someone else had been too. Tom? Barbara? Probably not Martin; he was around so little these days. Still, he would have that much more opportunity to enter the old lab secretly. Not Rick; he had come too recently to do the whole long study. He was out. But Gib, like Les and Tom and Barbara, spent hours at the lab. And he would have found it easy to raid young rats from the breeding colony, easier than the others to get a copy of the key to the old lab. He seemed very loyal to Dr. Weisen, but then—like all of them—he might have been reluctant to see Dr. Weisen leave. He might have been motivated to prevent it however he could. Or he too might have been paid by a drug company. And hadn’t someone said his son needed money?


    Or Maggie. Monica considered Maggie. She was not at the lab for long stretches of time, but she was a regular visitor, in on the details of Weisen’s work, the first to know whether a given experiment was statistically significant or not. She was Monica’s friend. Wise, sympathetic, loyal, angry only when she thought Monica had been lying to her. Okay. She had been Norman’s friend too. She’d do a lot to revenge a friend. That was why she was nosing around the lab, stealing equipment, disabling incinerators, who knew what other appalling things. But if she could do all that, she could run a secret experiment if she wanted to. Could she be bribed? Could she have learned the necessary lab skills somewhere? Cervical dislocation and the use of a biopsy needle wouldn’t be hard to learn. But she would have had to implant the tumors and administer the correct dose of paramustine too. A big job for someone who spent so much time on statistics, music, gymnastics. And would she betray Weisen’s work to a drug company? No, screamed Monica’s heart. But Monica’s head realized that Maggie had no particular ties to Weisen. And in addition to the money, stopping Weisen’s departure would help people she did care about. Like Monica.


    The car Rick had seen had been dark, of course. Like Monica’s and Tom’s and Gib’s. Not a rusty finned blue-and-white car like Maggie’s.


    And why in the world would she have dumped all this evidence in Monica’s lap, if she was guilty?


    No, not Maggie. That explanation was too fantastic even for these fantastic circumstances.


    Back to the evidence, then. There was something she hadn’t considered yet, those sixteen rats with notched ears. At least two duplicated the numbers of the rats actually in Weisen’s experiment, if her memory was correct. That was odd. Why would the numbers be duplicates? If you were running a secret experiment to show the effect of higher dosages, why bother to notch some of your rats to match the ones treated with lower dosages in the publicized experiment?


    When the answer occurred to her, the situation underwent a Gestalt shift, like a Necker cube design flipping its orientation. Monica was gripped by sudden certainty. These rats were not in a separate experiment. They were to be substituted for Weisen’s rats. All the biochemical tests would come out correctly, all the information on tumors and even type of kidney damage would be irreproachably similar to Weisen’s, except that the kidney damage would be far more extensive. That must be the answer. Biopsy the kidneys, choose the ones with the most extensive renal damage, notch the ears appropriately, and substitute them for those in the real experiment. It would be almost impossible to tell the difference. Weisen and his students would use all their safeguards—ear-notch numbers, careful double-checking as the left kidneys were labeled—and would never know they were actually examining substitute rats from the old lab. With eighty-nine rats to choose among, the meddler could easily warp the statistics on kidney damage, making the incidence seem much higher than in the actual experiment.


    And—Monica was excited now, things were falling into place—this idea could explain the slaughters too, couldn’t it? Suppose the meddler didn’t have enough rats to substitute damaged ones for healthy ones in all the experiments. Or suppose he hadn’t started soon enough for the rats to develop much damage. Simply destroy two of the scheduled studies, and the task was more reasonable. Leave the earliest set alone, substitute what he could for the middle set, and by the end, with the doses he was using, he could have a lot of very sick rats. It would give a very convincing illusion of increasing kidney damage with increasing doses, making paramustine far less desirable as an antitumor agent. Far less likely to be sold at a high price.


    There was one problem with this theory, though, she thought. The animals she had just examined had more serious kidney damage than the ones she and Barbara had been checking. She reviewed her notes; yes, the two here whose ear-notch numbers she remembered were in far worse shape than any she had looked at in the lab. Why hadn’t they been used to discredit Weisen’s drug?


    Why bother with the whole elaborate setup if you weren’t going to use them?


    Well, maybe they were supposed to be used, but something had happened. The guard? Maybe the hiring of an armed guard had scared the person. He was a tough guard; he’d shot at Maggie. That made sense.


    The whole thing made sense now. This theory explained the secrecy and the slaughters, the reasons for the preliminary biopsy of the hidden rats, the notching of some of the ears in preparation for substitution. Only the unexpected addition of Murph had prevented the substitution of these notched, prepared animals for the true experimental rats.


    Okay. What should her next step be? She couldn’t consult with Maggie, who had gone back to the lab, taking Zelle along for the ride so that Monica and, more importantly, these dead rats would not be disturbed by the little dog. Obviously, the police must be told, but she would have to go with Maggie to do that too. She didn’t know where the rats had been found, and her story would be too insane to be believed without some corroboration. It would also be useful to have the numbers of the rats that had been analyzed in the last experiment, to be sure that her hunch about the duplicate numbers was correct. She could check those. But she would stop worrying about who it was. The police could check on that. Even Maggie was willing to go talk to them tomorrow. And the disruptions of the lab’s work by the officers would not be as inconvenient now that Weisen’s offer from the pharmaceutical companies was safe.


    Except that it wasn’t, she realized with a sudden sinking behind her breastbone. If she, Monica, publicized the possibility that some of the rats in Weisen’s experiments were substitutes, the logic of the whole experiment collapsed. No one would—or should—believe the results. Telling about this problem would snatch his hard-won prize away. The vandal would be the victor after all.


    And, chimed in a little unbidden part of her mind, Weisen might have to stay after all.


    Look, Ma, no morals.


    Damn.


    She had to talk to Maggie. Right away. She picked up the room key, relocked the door behind her to guard against the possibility that Mary Beth or Sue might look in and receive the shock of a lifetime, and hurried out to her car.


    


    

  


  
    XIV


    The blackness came in thick oily waves, impossible for him to resist. There would be a moment, not of clarity, but at least of sensation—of rough fabric, say, and motion—and then the blackness again. Or, later, an instant of brightness. Rubber-rimmed wheels on tile. And then the dark wave would overwhelm him. Or, again, heavy breathing, someone out of breath, close, someone pushing his eyelid up. To see if he was alive? But the blackness closed down again and he could not let him know that he was awake, because he wasn’t anymore.


    Finally the blackness rolled back a little, hesitated, did not come back but stayed nearby, rimming his small wavering consciousness. Nick became aware of pain first, pain in the back of his head. He lay quiet, waiting for the darkness to rescue him again; but it remained still, out at the edges. He noticed that his eyes were a little bit open. Something was wrong with them; they weren’t seeing anything. The world seemed smooth, shiny, in a dim light. No roughness, no texture of sand or fabric or grass or carpet. Not even the geometry of tile. Just a smooth, seamless, silvery world. Maybe he was going blind.


    Then suddenly there was something else. Shoes, trouser legs, stepping into his vision. He could feel the jar of the steps too, in his cheek and hip. He had a thought. I am lying on the floor. What floor? A cold steel floor. The shoes, black shoes, went away again. His head went on aching.


    After a while another thought arrived. If the shoes come back, maybe it will be a person who will help me. This seemed to be an important thought. He focused on it, and the pain intensified but the blackness rolled further back. He needed help. Okay. He was lying on a cold steel floor, and he needed help. His head hurt. Could he get up? He moved his arm under him to push himself up, and found that his arm would not move far. Something was binding it. Both his hands were bound behind him. He tried moving a leg, and found that his legs were bound too.


    Someone else was here. Someone with black shoes and trousers. Maybe that person would help him sit up. He hoped the black shoes would return.


    The darkness receded a little bit more. Why hadn’t the person helped him already?


    And something else. He had been in the old lab. The old lab had a floor of linoleum, not steel. Who had put him on this cold floor and bound his hands and feet?


    He no longer hoped the black shoes would return. He needed more time, so that his sore head could work things out. When there was a jarring in his cheek he closed his eyes again and relaxed. He felt the steps near him, stop. After a while there was another step, and then a sharp new pain. Someone had kicked him in the chest. But he lay relaxed, pretending that the blackness was still there. The steps went away again.


    The person in the black shoes was not going to help him.


    He risked opening his eyes again. Could he move his head? Yes, a little. He raised it from the floor an inch or two and looked around. His head ached. Across the room, not a very big room, he saw smooth steel walls with eyebolts, short chains dangling from them. He saw a steel door, slightly ajar, near his feet. The dim light in the room was coming through the porthole in the door.


    He was in the gas chamber.


    A surge of adrenaline drove back the last tatters of the darkness. He jerked his eyes toward the corner of the ceiling where the steel arm entered. A bag of pellets hung there above the little empty shelf.


    He had to get out.


    He hauled on his bonds, but with no effect except for a redoubling of the pain in his head. He understood now that he was chained to the wall, one leather collar tight around his wrists, another around his ankles. He pulled again. No use. Could he move his fingers enough to open the buckle? No. Could he double himself, pull the short lengths of chain together so that he could release his ankles? No, not that either.


    Was he going to die?


    No, of course not. That happened to other people. It just couldn’t happen to him.


    But it could, of course. After Lisette had died he had tried to bargain with God. Let it be a dream. Let me wake up. It’s too unfair. I don’t deserve it. I am special! But of course nothing had changed, except that he had learned that he was not special, that unfair things happened. And that despite all that, there could still be value and joy in life. Though not just now.


    He pulled futilely at the two constraining collars again, then settled in to look for a weak point. His probing fingers finally discovered that the eyebolt that held the chain to the wall was rough on one edge. He began methodically to rub the leather collar that held his wrists against it.


    There were voices now in the hall, indistinct through the crack in the door. Fear and hope surged through Nick all at once. It was Maggie and Dr. Weisen. Would they find him? Would they come let him out of this terrible room before the person with the shoes came back?


    But he stifled the cry that was about to burst from him to attract their attention, because his stiff-moving mind suddenly realized whose black shoes he had seen. The shoes had been Dr. Weisen’s.


    Swiftly, each piece thudding into place with an almost physical shock in his battered head, part of the story came clear to him. Dr. Weisen could raid the breeding colony. Dr. Weisen had free access to the old lab. His car was black; it had not been Tom’s car tonight behind the lab, it had been his. And the time before? Had Dr. Weisen been there the first time Nick had seen the car? He hadn’t been in the old lab while Tom and Nick fought in the dark. Where, then? In the new lab? Alone?


    Alone in the new lab, while the rats were killed.


    And Norman had said he’d been one of the last to leave the lab at the time of the first slaughter.


    But that was ridiculous. Why would he sabotage his own experiment?


    His aching mind dredged up another idea. Dr. Weisen was the one Norman would have told about the raids on the breeding colony. Gib, Les, Tom, Monica, Barbara—in Norman’s eyes, any of them might be able to profit from a private cache of experimental animals. Any of them were suspect. But not Maggie, the statistician who had so recently joined them; and in fact, Norman had been on the verge of telling Maggie. And not Dr. Weisen, who would have no reason to steal rats that were already his own.


    So maybe Norman had taken his discovery to Dr. Weisen. And Norman was dead. What had been wrong with Norman’s reasoning?


    For that matter, what was Nick—or rather, Rick—doing in the gas chamber now? What did he know that was dangerous to Dr. Weisen? Weisen had seen him come out of the furnace room, and must have realized that he’d seen the bags of rats. And must have tapped him most scientifically on the head, shoved him onto a wheeled rack, and hauled him in here to die.


    Why?


    And had Norman too been tapped on the head? Tapped on the head, filled with the alcohol he never drank, thrown into the ditch with his bike? Maybe hit again with that ugly rock?


    So it was possible, though senseless. Dr. Weisen might be the secret experimenter in his own lab. Dr. Weisen might be the one who had killed his own rats. He might be the one who had killed Norman. He might be preparing to kill Nick.


    But at the moment, only one thing was certain. Dr. Weisen was talking to Maggie in the hall outside, and his voice was annoyed.


    “What in the world are you doing here? Outsiders aren’t supposed to be in the clean areas.”


    “It’s urgent, Dr. Weisen. Anyway, I followed the rules. I showered and changed.” There was a hint of reproach in her voice. Dr. Weisen had not followed the rules. He was still in street clothes. By craning his neck, Nick could see tweed blocking the porthole window. For that matter, he had brought Nick here too without changing his clothes. Gib would be scandalized.


    Dr. Weisen said, “The point is, I’m very busy. There’s a lot of work to catch up with. I’m not here this late by choice.”


    “Yes, I know. But I don’t want to take up your time. I just want to talk to Rick. Oh, look at all the nice cats!” She was prowling busily around the hall, Nick realized, looking into all the doors and corners, except this one. Dr. Weisen was planted rock-like against this door.


    “You want to talk to Rick? Why?”


    “I think in all the celebrating today I left a set of student homework papers here. But they weren’t out there where I thought I left them. So I wanted to ask Rick if he’d seen them. I have to catch him before he throws them away.”


    Good, thought Nick, she was wary of him. Did she suspect him too?


    “I see,” said Dr. Weisen. “Well, you can check the trash bins by the service door.’’


    “I already did. No luck.”


    “Did you knock on his door?”


    “Yes. He wasn’t there.”


    “Look, Maggie.” Dr. Weisen was becoming impatient. “Rick may not even be around. He takes walks on his breaks at night sometimes, especially when the weather is nice. Why don’t you check back in the morning?”


    “I’m afraid he’ll throw them away.”


    “Leave him a note, then.”


    “Oh, he’ll be back soon. Don’t you think so? I’ll just wait around here. What are you doing? Is that sulfuric acid?”


    We had a little Willy, thought Nick. Dr. Weisen said, “Yes, I’m making a preparation. And I really must get to work.”


    “Sure! Go right ahead. I’ll just wait.”


    “Well, please wait elsewhere. I’m very busy.”


    “Okay.”


    Weisen had not moved from his position blocking the chamber door. But now the bit of tweed visible in the porthole jerked suddenly, the door opened a little further, and Maggie landed in an ungainly heap by it. For a fraction of an instant the blue eyes took in Nick and the chamber, and then, full of apology, turned back up to Dr. Weisen. “Oh, God, I’m sorry, Dr. Weisen! I’m so clumsy since I fell on that spike! This is the third time I’ve fallen down today!”


    “No, Maggie.” Dr. Weisen’s voice was cold. Nick’s hopes evaporated. He had not been fooled by her feigned stumble. And Nick could see from the sudden still tautness of her body that there was a new problem. Dr. Weisen continued, “I would not say you are clumsy at all. I would say you are rather fatally curious and deceitful. No—don’t get up.” He had responded to an infinitesimal bunching of her muscles. “I prefer not to shoot. It means an extra delay for retrieval of the bullet before incineration. But of course I’ll do whatever is necessary.”


    “Yes. I understand.”


    “Good girl. Now, if you’ll just crawl into the room—no, no, not next to our snoopy friend, over on this side—with your head toward the door, please. That’s right. Now please buckle that collar around your ankles. Both ankles at once, that’s right. It’s too bad you’re overly curious, Maggie. You might have turned out to be a fine statistician.”


    “What did you mean, incineration? Is this an incinerator too?”


    “No, my dear. You must know you are too large for our incinerator. But there will be a fire in the old laboratory tonight, and I’m sorry to say, two people will perish in it.”


    “Oh.”


    “Work a little faster, there.”


    “Aren’t you afraid someone will come?”


    “Everyone has already come and gone. Barbara has finished with her rats. Monica won’t need to work with Professor Moore’s animals until tomorrow. Les and Tom and Martin have been working on my projects, and have no reason to return tonight. And I’ve never seen any of the other professors here so late.”


    It was all true, thought Nick. No one else would come. He was lying very still. The room was only six or seven feet across. Weisen had bound him to the wall with his head away from the door. Now Maggie had buckled her own feet together four feet from his nose. Between them, Dr. Weisen stood guard with the gun. He was ignoring Nick’s limp form. Nick had edged as close as he could to the wall. The chains were only a little over a foot long, and if the opportunity presented itself, he wanted to be able to strike out at least the distance of that foot. Not that it could do any good. Weisen would just shoot them both. A miserable end to her bright young life. And she had come here searching for him, he knew. His foolish lapse of attention would cost them both everything.


    Dr. Weisen was saying, “All right, now, Maggie, take that collar—no, I mean the next one—and just slip the leather into the buckle. Don’t tighten, just let it slide. Fine. Now let’s have you facing out into the room, lying down, hands behind your back up high—right. Good girl. Now I must kneel on you.” He did, the gun never wavering from her temple. “Now hold very still.”


    He was no fool; he did not underestimate her. He held the gun steady in his right hand while he groped with his left, slipping the collar she had looped for him over her hands, then jerking it tight before he dropped the gun and buckled the collar tight with his right. “There. Very sensible, Maggie.” He heaved himself up and retrieved the gun. Unexpectedly, he gave Nick another kick; it was a painful shock, and it took all his acting ability and will power to remain limp. “Odd,” said Dr. Weisen. “The fire won’t destroy the bones, so I was careful not to fracture the skull. He should be awake by now. Well, it can’t be helped.”


    “What now?” asked Maggie. In her clear voice there was a quaver of fury and despair.


    “Now, I complete the preparation.” He went briefly into the hall, returned with a bowl in his hands. Maggie was bucking violently against her straps. “Perhaps I should warn you, Maggie. This bowl contains the sulfuric acid that you were so curious about. I must place it on the shelf above your head. If you happen to trip me or cause me to spill even a small amount on your face, you will suffer a far more unpleasant death than the one that is planned.”


    She lay still while he placed the bowl on the shelf, almost directly over her head. He stepped back quickly, and stood at the door a second regarding them. “All right,” he said. “I’m sorry to cut short a promising career, Maggie. Let me assure you that death will be quick and humane. Just breathe deeply. Now good night.”


    The door closed. Nick could hear him sealing the door, one latch after another. He whispered, “Strange. He didn’t say anything about my promising career.”


    “The Olympic caliber janitor! Thank God! Nick, what is he doing? How does it work?”


    “He’ll tip a lever and lower the bag of potassium cyanide pellets into the bowl of sulfuric acid up there. It produces hydrocyanic acid fumes. First breath we take, we’re dead.”


    “Can you unbuckle my ankles?”


    “Peculiar last wish.” But he set to work.


    The hardest thing was reaching her, the chains were so short, and with the door closed most of the room was in shadow. But by both of them straining against the bonds, and by almost pulling his arms from their sockets, he managed to catch the collar around her ankle in his teeth, and find the buckle. He explored his way with lips and tongue. It tasted like dogs. He gripped the leather in the center of the buckle with his teeth and tugged, lost it, gripped again, and managed to pull a loop up. His head ached, and he loved her, and he didn’t want to die. His eyes were watering, probably the sulfuric acid fumes, mostly. Straining painfully, he made the loop bigger, and suddenly the end was free. He pulled it back against the edge of the buckle and nudged the metal pin from the hole with his tongue. Then he began to work the buckle up the strap. She realized she was almost free and wriggled her feet, kicking Nick in the face in the process, but freeing herself. Then suddenly her feet were gone. There was a scrabbling noise in her corner and a click of porcelain on metal. Maggie drew in her breath sharply. “Shit, shit, shit!”


    Nick spat out the dog collar. “You okay?”


    No answer. The acid smelled stronger than ever. Outside the latching noises had stopped, but then Nick heard a more ominous sound. He said, “He’s released the safety catch on the lever. Are you okay? I mean, comfortable?”


    “Yeah. For a while.” Clenched-teeth sort of voice.


    “What are you doing?”


    “A headstand.”


    He understood suddenly, with a wild lurch of hope. He could picture her upside down, hands buckled low to the wall but those long gymnast’s legs free to reach up toward the bag of cyanide pellets, pull them aside, away from the basin of acid. Still whispering, he asked eagerly, “Have you got the bag?”


    “Yeah. Between my foot and the wall. I felt him release it.”


    “Look out for the acid.”


    “Yeah, I know. Tell me what he does next.”


    “When he thinks we’re dead he’ll reverse the lever, flush the room with fresh air. Then he can come in and take us to the old lab, where there will be a fire.”


    “So when the cord tightens again we’re safe?”


    “No. But I suppose we can expect some improvement in the air-quality index.”


    A quickly smothered chuckle. She asked, “How long will it be?”


    “Gib didn’t say. Can you hold on?”


    “I will,” she promised grimly.


    The minutes ticked by. Nick was rubbing the collar against the rough eyebolt again. Through the porthole he could see the back of Dr. Weisen’s gray jacket, shifting occasionally, probably as he checked his watch. Gib had said it was a quick death. It didn’t seem quick from in here. But then, miraculously, they weren’t dying. Yet. He wondered how long she could bear that position, strained and contorted, holding the lethal bag jammed against the wall and trying to avoid bumping the bowl of acid. His eyes were stinging and watery now from the acid fumes, his nose runny. Must be twice as bad where she was, right under the bowl. Maybe he should talk a little, try to distract her.


    “Um—tell me if you’d rather not talk,” he whispered. “But you said you had something important to ask me.”


    “Yes. But it’s silly to mention it now.”


    “Ask anyway, if you want.”


    “Well, I just wondered if you meant what you said in the fire tower. About being buddies.”


    He nibbed the collar on the eyebolt. “Yes. I meant it.”


    “You’d just go on this way? On and on? I mean, if we get out.”


    “I can’t help it, Maggie. That’s just how I’m built.”


    “A kind of burr, you said.”


    “Yeah,” he agreed sadly. “Olympic caliber burr.”


    “Yeah. Well, that makes it okay somehow.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Nick, if we get out, let’s give it a try.”


    He felt stupid, his aching head not working right. “Give it a try?”


    “Oh, shit. Nick, I’m no good at this kind of thing. But I’m trying to jump back on the grid with you. Trying to say yes.”


    For a moment he couldn’t answer.


    She whispered apologetically, “Poor timing, huh?”


    He redoubled his efforts to saw through the collar. But it was a slow business, plagued by poor grip and inexactness, and his wrists seemed to be abrading faster than the leather against the rough eyebolt. He found that he had to clear his throat. He said, “The time’s okay, love. But I don’t think much of the place.”


    


    

  


  
    XV


    The lab parking lot was empty. Had Maggie left already? Monica checked Rick’s room, but the door was closed. She knocked gently and was astonished to hear a soft yelp. The door was unlocked, so she pushed it open a crack and saw Zelle. So Maggie was here somewhere. Sneaking around again, maybe, or temporarily gone, but she’d be back for Zelle. Monica glanced quickly into Weisen’s animal rooms and the grad office; no one was there. She checked all of the areas where her roommate was allowed, and finally gave up for the moment. The thing to do was go compare the numbers of the sixteen ear-notched rats she had left in Maggie’s room, and then wait by Rick’s door until her friend returned for Zelle. She went through the shower locks, and to the big refrigerator. Weisen’s forty carcasses, deprived of brains, livers, hearts, and kidneys, were still in their bags. She found all sixteen numbers, and looked inside the bags to make sure. It was true; the ears on these dissected animals were notched identically. Duplicates. She had to be right. The rats Maggie had found must have been meant for substitutes.


    Now that she was in the clean area, she might as well give a quick look around to see if Rick was here. He might be able to tell her when Maggie would be back for Zelle. Or hell, Maggie might be here herself. She’d ended up with instruments that were supposed to be in the clean area. Maggie might do anything.


    She checked the area hastily, and as she entered the main hall of the east area, she heard a clank from the direction of the cat room. Maggie? Rick, more likely. But he might know where Maggie was. Monica went into the room but it was empty. Then she saw a light in the adjacent hall, and approached to see Dr. Weisen.


    It came to her suddenly that he was the logical person to talk to, even more logical than Maggie. He’d be the one who should decide what to do about this substitution of kidney-damaged rats into his study. Monica stepped into the hall and said, “Hello, Dr. Weisen.”


    Startled, he turned to her with a jerk. “Oh—Monica! What are you doing here at this hour?”


    “Oh, it’s a long story. But I’d like to talk to you.” There was a handgun lying on the sink counter across from him. Monica hated guns, had hated them ever since Ted’s injury. She moved to the counter and turned her back to it, because it distracted her. She was trying to think of the best way to explain the problem to him. “I, um, found out something you should know about,” she began awkwardly.


    “Oh?”


    “Yes. About your experiments on paramustine.” God, it was difficult. How could you tell a brilliant scientist, the man who held your future in his hands, that someone had destroyed the value of his last six months’ strenuous work?


    “Yes?” He turned from her briefly to adjust the controls on the decompression chamber, switching it to flush. A corner of Monica’s mind labeled it odd, but she was engrossed in the difficulties of explaining gently that all the work on his drug had been compromised.


    “Yes. Well, you see, Maggie and I were curious about the vandalism,” she began.


    “That’s right. You’re a good friend of Maggie’s, aren’t you?”


    “Yes. And we found out some things, but we only figured them out tonight, or I would have said something sooner.”


    “What did you find out?”


    “Well, first of all, someone’s been taking rats from the breeding colony.”


    “That’s impossible. They’re given ear-notch numbers when they’re weaned. Gib is quite good about keeping records.”


    “Yes. But they were taken just before weaning, and hadn’t had their ears notched yet. Most of them hadn’t. And Maggie said they were being raised in the old lab.”


    He laughed. “Monica, I’m sorry. But you’re usually so reasonable. This is a silly story. Maggie must have been teasing you.”


    “Wait, listen. These rats were given tumors, just like your rats. And they were given heavy doses of a drug, probably paramustine. Enough to give them severe kidney damage.”


    “Did Maggie tell you all this too?” he asked skeptically.


    “No, Dr. Weisen. I saw the rats. I saw the kidneys. All inflamed.”


    “Who have you told about it?”


    “No one, yet. I just saw it. I’ll have to tell Maggie, because I’ll have to know exactly where she found the rats.”


    “Good idea. That would be important to know. It might be a hoax, you know. Your friend Maggie can be a whimsical person. And what does all this have to do with me?”


    “It’s not a joke, Dr. Weisen! These rats were being substituted for your rats! I’m sure of it!”


    “What do you mean, substituted?”


    “A few of the rats had ear-notch numbers. And those numbers were exactly the same as the numbers of the last set of experimental rats we tested. So I figure they were prepared for substitution into your experiment, but it didn’t happen this time. Probably the armed guard you hired. The person wasn’t able to substitute them this time, but he probably did in your earlier experiments.”


    He was reacting very oddly. Not the horrified curiosity and denial she had expected, not the immediate grasp of the hideous rupture of scientific method that her story implied, not concern about the collapse of his arrangements with the drug companies. Instead he was smiling a little, and seemed more interested in her reasoning than in the ghastly truth. He asked, “Why do you think they were substituted earlier, but not this last time?”


    “Well, the only possible reason for substitution would be to discredit your work, right?”


    “Yes, I suppose so.”


    “So the animals would be given the same treatment as yours, except for higher dosages. That way the biochemical tests and our tissue analyses would look okay, except that the kidney damage would be very bad, and you couldn’t get much money for your patent.”


    “I see. An interesting theory.”


    “Except,” Monica added, frowning, “it’s sort of surprising that he didn’t substitute more animals with severe damage in the early experiments. Maybe he got a late start and they just hadn’t had time for much deterioration. Because these animals he was about to substitute had horrible damage. They’d probably be dead from renal failure in another few days. That’s how bad it was. It would have made the drug companies lose interest fast.”


    “Yes, I see. So I was lucky that the last substitution was never made.”


    “But Dr. Weisen, don’t you see? Even if the last exchange was prevented, the earlier ones weren’t! Whoever did it had free access to the labs. And I think those slaughters were done by the same person, because he didn’t have enough rats to substitute yet for your whole set of experiments. Maybe that’s why he decided that the major exchange would occur in the last group. Because he had sixteen ready, Dr. Weisen. Sixteen very sick rats. Sixteen out of twenty of your experimental rats would have had renal failure!”


    “I see.”


    “And also, if you’ll remember, the slaughtered rats all had been crushed in the kidney area. I think it was to conceal the marks of a biopsy needle.”


    “Yes, you’re very bright, Monica, to figure that out.”


    “But it’s odd that there should be marks to conceal, now that I think about it. I mean, he would biopsy his extra rats so he could pick out the ones with the worst renal problems to substitute. But if he was killing all the rats in your experiment anyway, why bother to check them? And if he hadn’t checked, why bother to damage that area so precisely in every rat?” She was frowning; a chink in her theory. “Why would he test the rats in the real experiment? It’s almost as though he thought they were the ones with the kidney problems!”


    Dr. Weisen said nothing, just smiled that odd smile, and suddenly there was another Gestalt shift, and Monica understood.


    “They were!” she exclaimed. “The substitutions went the other way, didn’t they? The rats from the old lab with the best kidneys were substituted for the rats in the real experiment with the worst kidneys! That’s why both sets had to be biopsied! And those rats I saw tonight, with ear notches, were from the real experiment. The substitution did take place, after all!” She looked at Dr. Weisen, horrified. “The ones we analyzed were substitutes! Not even the last experiment is valid! We analyzed the sixteen rats out of eighty-nine with the healthiest kidneys!”


    Dr. Weisen still did not react.


    Monica said desperately, “Dr. Weisen, don’t you see what this means? If you give paramustine to humans, their tumors may shrink, but they could die of kidney failure!”


    “Possibly. We haven’t done tests on humans yet.”


    “But, Dr. Weisen, don’t you see? This tampering with your results might lead the drug companies to test it on people without adequate monitoring of the kidneys.”


    “I don’t think so. The results show that kidney damage is a possibility. Your friend Maggie, with her special statistical treatment for side effects, saw to that.” He sounded bitter.


    “Even so, the results make it look like a minor possibility,” she said. “But those animals I saw were in bad shape. Terrible shape.” She was thinking of Mary, her brain increasingly useless from the tumor, but at least comfortable, at least not suffering from the systemic poisoning of renal failure. She added, “Kidney failure is no better than a tumor. Sometimes worse.”


    “Perhaps,” said Dr. Weisen. “But paramustine is a step forward all the same. I can work with its chemical relatives, and find one that has similar effects on tumors without the toxicity to the renal system. Or I can find a drug to combine with it that will prevent the damage without decreasing its potency.”


    She wasn’t sure exactly when she had realized that Dr. Weisen himself had substituted the rats. It was just a part of the whole understanding of the situation she had now. And yet she could not accept it. She was pleading now for the return of the unyieldingly ethical, perfectionist Dr. Weisen that she had idolized for years. “But the drug companies, Dr. Weisen. They’ll be testing on human tumor victims. Don’t you see?”


    “Monica, you’ve been one of the brightest students I’ve ever had. A good touch in surgery, a good grasp of both facts and theory, and amazing motivation and drive. You know that my statement to that effect would launch your career at any research center in the country.”


    “Yes, I—that’s why I wanted to work with you.”


    “You don’t want to throw that away.”


    Dazed, Monica looked down at her clasped hands. It was true. If his experiment failed, if people learned why it had failed, Dr. Weisen would not be the only person to suffer. She and Les and Tom, and even Barbara and Martin and Bill, would be tainted by the scandal too. But now he seemed to be offering her a choice. A bright and useful career, the one she had dreamed of and worked for, in exchange for her silence. Her guilty silence. Look, Ma.


    She protested, “But the experiments are completely compromised, Dr. Weisen. The logic depends on equivalent rats getting identical treatment except for one thing—one randomly chosen rat out of each pair gets your drug, the other gets a placebo.”


    “Are you teaching me experimental design?” he asked wearily.


    “And instead you’ve had lots of animals getting the drug, and you’ve selected the ones with the least damage. That’s not random at all. That’s not science!”


    “The rest of the logic is intact, Monica.” He was a little stung. “The substitutes are genetically correct, close relatives of the control group. They were treated with the same schedules, dosages, food, everything. The report is absolutely accurate about the treatment the rats received. I would never lie about that. And it’s absolutely clear that paramustine really does reduce tumor size.”


    “Yes, I know, Dr. Weisen. But—”


    “I’m working on problems of the brain, not of kidneys. I’ve found something that is truly useful, something that can free me from the problems of constant penny-pinching at this lab. Some of the animals were helped with no major adverse effects.”


    “But you claim seventy-five or eighty percent were! It’s more like ten percent!”


    “Twelve percent. But for that twelve percent, paramustine is a miracle.”


    “And for the other eighty-eight percent, it’s a death warrant! Better to depend on spontaneous remission! On chance!”


    “Come, Monica, more tests will be done. It won’t be marketed soon. And we may be able to solve the problems soon.”


    She did not want this responsibility. Why must she be the one to weigh his brilliance and future contributions against an abstract ideal of truth? To weigh her own hopes for a useful life against principles this very man had claimed to support? Why couldn’t he admit there was a problem? “Dr. Weisen,” she said desperately, “you don’t have to say exactly what happened. You could tell the companies there was an unforeseen problem with the analysis or something. Do it again right.”


    “Monica, Monica,” he sighed. “One thing I am known for is experimental exactness. No one would believe there was an unforeseen problem. Most especially, Les and Tom and Barbara and Martin would not believe it. They know things were done correctly. And doing it again would not solve the basic problem in any case.”


    “The basic problem. You mean that eighty-eight percent of the animals will die of renal failure.”


    “But they don’t die of the tumors.”


    “What difference does that make? You say you’re interested in the brain. But renal failure affects the brain eventually, doesn’t it? Decreased mental acuity. Convulsions. Muscle cramps, nausea, ulcers, stupor—God, I’m quoting from your own lectures, Dr. Weisen!”


    “Don’t worry. The drug companies will check those problems. Your overly bright friend designed statistics that made the possibility clear to future researchers. If she’d done the old, less accurate tests, I might not have run out of healthy rats. Wouldn’t have had to destroy two whole studies. But for you, Monica, the issue is simple. Do you want a career, or not?”


    “Yes. Yes, of course l do, Dr. Weisen. But—” He was going to force her to choose. He would not come around, would not relinquish his prize just because it was the best thing to do. And really, was it the best thing? He was right: the drug companies had the necessary information to watch out for renal failure in their tests. It wouldn’t be the first time that side effects had surfaced late in the development of a drug. He’d hurt the company, true, but not human patients, right? And if Monica reported him, it would delay her own career seriously, leave Ted without the home she longed to give him, set back Les and Barbara and Tom and the others as well. And it would end Dr. Weisen’s career, a career already full of genuine contributions. His enormous, real talent and insight would be wasted. For what? For a chimerical ideal, an abstraction. Truth. Science. Morals.


    She could let things be. She could tell Maggie there was nothing special about the rats, and help Dr. Weisen dispose of them. Then Dr. Weisen could go on, perhaps solve the difficulty with paramustine as he suggested. And her friends could go on, and she could go on.


    Dr. Weisen said, “I believe you have a relative with a brain injury. A husband?”


    “How did you know?”


    “One of your letters of recommendation mentioned it. It was a useful thing to know. I find experience of that sort increases commitment in my students. I wondered if perhaps I could help the young man.”


    “Oh, Dr. Weisen, could you?” In a rush, the improbable dream came back. All her frenzy after Ted’s injury, looking for information about the best surgeons, the best specialists. The crushing discovery that the best had already been tried. And then the determination to make her own contribution to the field that was not yet able to save him. By the time she had become Weisen’s student, she had known that nothing more could be done for Ted. And yet the obstinate hope would not die.


    “I could look at scans,” he said. “I could call my friend Dr. Morgan. The best.”


    “Yes.”


    Why hadn’t he offered sooner?


    She knew why. Because in fact nothing more could be done. He was using every means he could to get her to keep his secret. Even her love for Ted.


    Ted, who had always defended the abstract ideal of scientific truth against her claims that helping people had to come first.


    And was the ideal really so abstract? Dr. Weisen had already caused a hundred or so additional rats to suffer from brain tumors and renal failure. He was proposing to let additional animals suffer. And if the drug company hired him, perhaps even people. And it was not because of inadequate knowledge, as in so many medical failures. It was because he was creating falsehood for his own gain. In addition to the pointless suffering of animals and the false hope given to human patients and those who loved them, it would set back the development of genuine remedies by putting researchers on the wrong track. How many additional studies would be run, and rerun? How many animals would suffer and die in vain, how many hours of scientists’ lives would be wasted, how many human patients might risk their lives, before people reluctantly accepted the conclusion Dr. Weisen could report right now?


    She could not do it. She could not betray science. A goddamn abstract ideal that had goddamn real repercussions. And between the image of the smooth launching of her career and the image of old Mary suffering from renal failure, the choice was clear. Ted was right, and she was right too. She raised sad dark eyes to Dr. Weisen and said calmly, “No, Dr. Weisen. I can’t support scientific falsehood. Not even for you.”


    “I’m sorry, Monica.” He sighed, a weary sigh. He had seen it coming. “I suppose you’d like to see Maggie?”


    Monica was startled at the abrupt change of subject. “Maggie? Where is she?”


    “In here.” He unlatched the door of the decompression chamber. She looked at it, and at him, disbelief growing. What had he been doing at those controls? Was her friend really in there? Why? She ran the few steps to the door, wrenched it the rest of the way open, and stared into the little chamber. And for a second her attention was focused on her friend’s limp body, and on another body, Rick’s. Then she became aware of a cold pressure against her back, and of Dr. Weisen’s cold voice.


    “It’s loaded, Monica. I’m sorry. But you must see that I cannot allow you to spread this idea you have.”


    She realized then that the conversation with him, the supposed choice, had been a ruse. Like his offer to help Ted. He had talked to her only because she had unwittingly stood between him and the gun. Even if she had agreed to help him, she would have been killed soon. Like Norman, she thought. Like Rick and Maggie. Without hope, she asked, “Are they dead?”


    “Hydrocyanic acid fumes. It’s quick and humane, as you know. Go on in, now, you’ve been a good student. I owe you a painless death.”


    “Go in?” She was numb, could feel nothing but the gun.


    “Against the far wall. Now sit down.” The gun was still trained on her. She thought suddenly, what about Ted’s writing? Dr. Weisen continued, “At the end of the chain near Rick’s head there should be a collar. Pull it out and buckle it around your ankles.”


    She tugged. He said sharply, “What’s wrong?”


    “It’s caught. There’s a little bag on it.”


    Swiftly, he came in next to her, pressed the gun against her temple, and pulled up a little mesh bag of pellets with his left hand. He looked at it, unbelieving, then turned quickly to stare up into the corner above Maggie’s head, where a little bowl sat on a shelf. As he gazed, shocked, the gun against her head wavered for an instant. And in that instant Rick’s dead fist was smacking up against Dr Weisen’s hand, knocking the gun away, and Maggie’s lifeless form was springing up to tackle Dr. Weisen around the knees. In a quick purposeful flurry, so coordinated as to seem almost choreographed, they pressed Weisen against the wall where Maggie had been and buckled him down against it in her place. Rick kicked the gun out the door. The little bag of pellets still sat innocently at Monica’s feet.


    Maggie was leaning over her, saying something.


    “What?” said Monica. Fear and relief were washing through her. My God, she thought, I almost agreed to support him. I almost threw away my purpose in life. And Ted’s.


    Maggie said, “Are you okay?”


    “Yes. I’m okay. It was close, but I’m okay.” Monica stood up. “What about you?”


    “I’ll live too.”


    “How did you—I mean, you were dead!” They moved out of the chamber into the hall.


    Maggie nodded and jerked a thumb at Rick. “He unbuckled my feet with his teeth, and I stood on my head and pushed the bag of pellets out of the way of the acid with my foot. Awkward, but it worked.”


    “Yoga, the Way to Long Life,” said Rick solemnly.


    Maggie grinned at him and continued. “He sawed through his wrist bond, and while you were talking out here he got himself loose and took the pellets away. Then he unbuckled me. But we didn’t know what Weisen might be up to next. We couldn’t hear much through the door. So we lay back down, and just held still when he brought you in. Didn’t want to get his trigger finger too excited.”


    “Yeah.” Monica looked back at Dr. Weisen, and felt suddenly shaky.


    “I think it’s time to call the police,” said Maggie. But she was stripping off the coveralls and down to her underwear.


    “What are you doing?” asked Monica, puzzled.


    “Damn it, Maggie, that’s an acid burn!” Rick had dropped to a squat to inspect her leg. The left one, already bandaged at the thigh, now sported an angry blistered burn along the calf.


    “I bumped the bowl a little going up,” Maggie explained. “Hurts like hell.”


    “Monica, call the police.” Rick was suddenly commanding, not deferential at all, not even Southern. “I’ll take care of your roommate.” He picked Maggie up and set her on the counter with her feet in the sink, and turned on the water to rinse the ugly red burn.


    Monica closed the chamber door on Dr. Weisen and latched it carefully before going out to the main hall to call the police. It took a few minutes to explain things, though she tried to simplify, but finally all was clear. She went back to the hall outside the decompression chamber.


    “They say they’ll be right—” she began as she opened the door, and then stopped in blank surprise.


    Her proud, independent, fresh-bandaged roommate, in a lusty and joyous clinch worthy of Lady Chatterley, was enthusiastically embracing the janitor.


    


    

  


  
    XVI


    The detectives had a lot of questions. After a while the University Counsel came and had a lot of questions too. They all had to make statements, and it was almost dawn before they could leave. Maggie and Rick—no, it was Nick; Monica couldn’t get used to Maggie’s surprising friend—left together, and Monica took a brief nap on Rick’s cot so she could finish early with Moore’s rats and hurry on to the nursing home. As she was leaving, Barbara arrived.


    “My God,” said Barbara when Monica had sketched what had happened. Then she said, “Moore can be my new thesis adviser.” Then she said, “Mention my name too, okay? I let you look at the kidneys.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Monica, honey, the only thing better than being a black female Ph.D. right now is being a black female Ph.D. heroine. God, what a stroke! We can ride this publicity into any lab in the country!”


    But Monica’s real goal had still been the nursing home. Now, as the sky darkened outside, she realized that she had been watching Ted for hours. At first, he had not understood, had watched his hand form the letters one by one. But Monica urged him, “Don’t look, Ted. Think the word, and write it. Close your eyes. Think it.” And finally he managed. “Brain,” he wrote. “Brain,” read Monica.


    Astonished, he stared at the letters. “Brain,” she said again. He looked at her, thought a moment, and his fingers moved. “Monica,” she read.


    He said, “They know. My, not arms. Fingers.”


    “Yes. Your fingers know.”


    After that he would not be budged. He wrote word after word, and began to tear the paper into small bits, writing and saving words in a careful pile. Then he began something new. A fresh sheet of paper before him, he read his notes laboriously, letter by letter, straining to fix them in his tangled mind, and then effortlessly and joyously writing out short phrases. The lines were a little jumbled because he couldn’t look as he wrote, but his energy did not flag. Monica just watched now, fascinated, and when the nurses came to take him to dinner she waved them away. Finally, very late, he shyly handed her the paper. She was astonished. It held sentences. A whole paragraph, oddly scribbled but coherent.


    “Ever since my injury I have wondered what use I am now. sometimes I think that dying is better, in a way I died But now I hope I can contribute something, with the writing I can describe the effects of my injury. it is hard because words escape me the words come and go in my mind and I cannot control them but now if I know one is right I write it and save it. Then I try to make sentences then when I am pretty sure it makes sense I copy the sentence, maybe scientists like Monica can use my report to understand more about brain injuries maybe I can do something for science after all.” And at the very bottom, a little exuberant tag: “look ma no brain.”


    Later, she could cry. She managed to produce a sort of smile and put her arm around him, and said, “Okay, Ted, it’s a deal!”


    Together they might yet understand the secrets of the universe.


    


    Zelle had long since gone to sleep on the Seville’s shag carpet, and the Fats Waller tape had long since come to its twinkling close. Lying spent and contented at Nick’s side, Maggie trailed a drowsy fingertip along his arm and yawned. “Nick?”


    “Mmm?”


    She sounded dubious. “Monica says all this is mostly cortical.”


    “Sure.” He kissed her nose. “So does Shakespeare.”


    “Really?”


    “Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind.”


    “Well, can’t argue with two authorities like that.” She yawned again, nuzzled his chest, and slept.
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