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“The usual approach of science of constructing a mathematical model cannot answer the question of why there should be a universe for the model to describe. Why does the universe go to the bother of existing?”

—Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time


PROLOGUE

No one wanted to tell the old man.

They clustered in the courtyard outside his bedroom, under the wide overhang that sheltered the walkway. The residential wing, one of three, had been built in a square around a central courtyard at the western end of the compound to catch the slanting rays of the morning sun. This early, barely after dawn, the air was still fresh and cool, with the clean salty zing of a breeze off the Caribbean. Nonetheless, the three people could hear the AC going full blast behind the old man’s closed door. James, head of household staff, wearing slippers and a flamboyant silk robe that would not have been out of place in 1940s Hollywood, had been among those alerted by the night-duty tech as soon as the police arrived.

Julian had gone with the police to identify the body.

Two of Julian’s security techs, sent to inform the old man of what had happened, looked expectantly at James. He tightened the belt of his robe and said, “I don’t see why we have to wake him at all. There’s nothing for Dr. Watkins to do. He’s old and very ill. Let him sleep.”

The techs didn’t answer, but their glances at each other spoke terabytes: only someone not directly involved in the project would think that Dr. Watkins wouldn’t want to know instantly what had happened. But it was James who had the inspiration. “I know! Wake Dr. Weigert!”

Weigert had not been called already because Julian had left strict instructions that Weigert was never to talk to island police. The two young techs suspected the reason was Weigert’s sometimes indiscreet openness. They did not say this aloud. But now the police had gone. The techs nodded, and James phoned Weigert.

He, too, arrived in slippers and robe, although his was of faded terry cloth that looked older than all three young men. James explained in great detail what the police had told him. Weigert nodded slowly and knocked on the bedroom door.

“What the— Oh, it’s you, George. What is it?”

Weigert entered the bedroom, as small and white-washed as all the others set around the courtyard, although even more bare. Neither luxury nor home decoration interested Watkins; he never put personal bits and pieces on the walls or dresser. Weigert discovered that it wasn’t AC he’d heard through the door but a noisy space heater. The room was a sauna. Was that necessary for Sam’s condition? Weigert, a physicist rather than a physician, had no idea.

“Sam, there’s been an accident.”

Samuel Louis Watkins, genius Nobel laureate, switched on the bedside lamp and heaved himself upright in bed. Cheekbones sharp as chisels, bald head shining in the lamplight. “What kind of accident? Are the data and equipment safe?”

“Yes, they are. It’s a diving accident. David Weeks. He’s dead. Julian just left with the police to identify the body, but apparently there’s no doubt it’s Dr. Weeks.” Weigert, who had known Sam since their university days and who disliked confrontation, braced himself for a tsunami of expletives. Sam had told Weeks to cease diving. No, not told: ordered.

The tsunami didn’t come. Instead, Watkins adopted the intense, focused look that meant his remarkable brain was processing multiple ideas: imagining, synthesizing, evaluating. That brain had gotten them all here, in this remote island compound in the Caribbean, where Weigert, at least, had certainly never expected to be.

But all Watkins said was, “Tell me.”

“Weeks must have gone out last night. Julian hasn’t had time yet to check the surveillance log. The police said that Dr. Weeks’s body was discovered this morning, snagged near the top of a coral reef, by some fisherman. He’d dropped his weight belt and his buoyancy device was partially inflated, which was why the body rose. His fins had the address of the compound painted on them. The police said there was no sign of any violence by sharks or humans or anything like that, and that probably Weeks had a heart attack or something and tried to get out of the water but died first.”

Watkins said, “Damn idiot. I told him not to …” He looked away, at the white-washed wall.

“Yes,” Weigert said, because what else was there to say? Warmth and light abruptly poured through the open door. The sun had topped the compound walls.

Watkins was silent for a long time. Weigert couldn’t tell from his old friend’s face if Sam was thinking of personal memories of David Weeks, brought into the project a year ago, or of the project itself, now short a crucial member whose loss could jeopardize everything. It had not been easy to find a neurosurgeon willing to perform the unusual operations that the project called for. When the silence stretched on and on, and then on some more, Weigert couldn’t stand it.

“Sam, should I …”

“You don’t have to do anything.” And then, “George, I’m running out of time.”

Weigert, startled by the reference to what everyone knew but no one ever mentioned in Sam’s presence, didn’t know what to say. He settled on honesty.

“I know.”

“Of course you do. I’m sure everybody knows, right down to James’s kitchen help. All right, send for Haggerty.”

“The lawyer?” Bill Haggerty, another old friend of Watkins, was the only one connected with the compound who lived not only off-site but off-island. All communication with him was through heavily encrypted email.

“Yes. Tell him to come today.”

“But today—”

“Today.” And then, with a grimace on that disease-ravaged face, “Our project is too important to the future not to have thought of all eventualities. I have a Plan B.”
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THREE MONTHS EARLIER

When Caro walked out of the hospital administrator’s office, her legs felt wobbly. She stiffened them and, head held high, did not glance back at the doctors seated around the conference table. None of them followed her out—giving her time, a courtesy she recognized but did not appreciate. These people had just destroyed her future.

In the corridors of Fairleigh Memorial Hospital she willed herself to walk steadily, to return the impersonal nods of a resident, a medical student, two administrative assistants. The elevator was full; she took the fire stairwell. Its emptiness, silent except for the ring of her shoes on metal steps, was welcome.

She was catastrophizing, she told herself. There were other hospitals.

Not here, not for her talents.

She could have not reported Paul Becker.

No. She’d done the right thing.

She could have not asked Maisie to speak at the hearing.

But that one was still too painful to think about. Caro had thought that Maisie was a friend. She’d thought a lot of things that, it turned out, weren’t true.

What did you do when everything you’d wanted had been in clear sight and then slipped through your highly trained fingers?

At the bottom of the stairwell, Caro pushed open the heavy door and walked past the restrooms. And there, seated on a backless ottoman that was supposed to discourage lobby sitters and never did, was the last person Caro wanted to see.

Ellen jumped up. “Caro … Oh! The hearing went against you.”

Her sister could always read Caro, even when no one else could, even when Caro didn’t want to be read, or even seen. “Ellen, I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Of course you don’t. You never do. But you have to, it will just be worse if you bottle it all up.”

Ellen believed in never bottling up anything. In keeping a positive attitude. In finding the bright side. Which was remarkable, considering what Ellen’s life had become. Caro’s respect for Ellen was enormous, but now her sense of unreality about what had just happened took on another layer: disbelief that she and not Ellen was the one in trouble. It belied their entire childhoods, girlhoods, adult lives. Their playbook had been written early: Ellen floundered and big sister Caro rescued. Today, along with everything else the day meant, was a reversal of fact that upended the universe.

“You’re coming with me,” Ellen said. “Now. No, don’t tell me you have a patient or a meeting or a surgery, because I know you have the rest of the day free. You told me so yesterday. We’re getting in my car, which is illegally parked out front, even if I have to physically drag you there.” And then, in a different voice, “Caro … You know how hard it was for me to make arrangements to get here?”

Caro knew. She knew, too, that Ellen was capable both physically and emotionally of carrying out her threat. Ellen was built like a linebacker; Caro weighed 126 pounds.

Ellen never minds whom she embarrasses. I cannot teach that child restraint.

“All right, I’m coming,” Caro said.

The lobby teemed with people: a nurse pushing a smiling, home-going patient in a wheelchair, an entire happy family trailing alongside. Dr. Trilling from Radiology, in a tremendous hurry. Two med students carrying paper cups of Starbucks coffee. One said, “Hello, Dr. Soames-Watkins,” and then went on talking to the other. A normal conversation: the students didn’t know what had just happened to her. Theoretically, no one would know because hospital ethics hearings were not public, but after four years of medical school, years of neurosurgery residency with research, and her year of fellowship, Caro knew that hospitals did not work like that. Nothing stayed secret for very long.

Ellen’s car had been ticketed. She shoved the ticket in her purse without looking at it and drove several blocks to an ersatz Irish bar.

“In the middle of the afternoon?” Caro said.

“You need a drink.”

“I don’t.”

“You can’t tell me that the … Oh, all right. You can have an iced tea or something.”

The bar was dim and nearly empty. Vaguely Celtic music played, one wordless song blending into the next. They slid into a booth with hard wooden benches. Ellen, whose shaggy dark hair needed not only cutting but combing, said to the server, “Two iced teas, please.”

From Ellen, this was equivalent to surrendering her sword and bending the knee. Caro forced a smile, and then all at once she was glad that Ellen had brought her here, where she could unburden herself to the person she most loved and trusted.

Ellen said, “So the disciplinary committee didn’t believe you?”

Caro said, with a superhuman effort, “They didn’t want to. Same outcome.”

“But you had a witness! You told me that other doctor, your friend Maisie Somebody—”

“Not my friend. Not anymore.” Then the hurt under the six simple words broke to the surface, and Caro put her hands over her face.

Gently, Ellen pulled them down. Caro’s right hand tightened on Ellen’s and did not let go. Ellen said, “Sissy?”

“The hearing came down to ‘he said … she said.’ Maisie wasn’t a direct witness. No one else was upstairs at the party when Paul—Dr. Becker—dragged me into that bedroom. I insisted that Maisie be called to the committee because she’d seen that Becker was pretty drunk, and she knew that we were among the last to leave the party because our Uber didn’t show up. Also that I went upstairs to get my coat and came down upset and with a button torn off my shirt, and I told Maisie the same night what had just happened. She knew. But in the disciplinary hearing, right after Becker denied everything, Maisie did too. She said that she saw nothing and I told her nothing.”

“She lied?” said Ellen, who never lied. “Why?”

“She was protecting herself, of course. I don’t think you realize how influential Paul Becker is. He’s not only chief of neurosurgery, he has a brilliant international reputation, and he’s the best surgeon I ever saw. A rock star. Last week I watched him tease out a glioblastoma multiforme with no clean surgical plane, one that no one else could have so much as debulked, let alone never touch the brain tissue. He—”

“I don’t care. He’s an asshole. He tried to rape you.”

“I don’t think it would have gone that far. He was just getting some cheap and drunken gropes. Although you’re right, that’s enough to make him an asshole.” Caro tried to smile, a failure. “If I’d actually been raped, I’d at least have physical DNA evidence.”

“You shouldn’t need it! You should go to the cops and file charges!”

“I’m not going to do that. I’d lose, just like I lost at the hearing. He said … she said. But maybe … maybe at least the hospital might watch him more carefully now.”

The server brought the iced teas. Ellen said, “And two Scotches, please. Neat.”

This time Caro didn’t object. After the server left, Ellen blurted, “Sissy, why aren’t you angry? Why aren’t you furious?”

“I am furious.” She leaned across the table toward Ellen. “But I can’t show it, not at the hospital. You don’t understand. I’ve trained myself not to. In the operating room, you can’t show emotion.” And a whole lot of good that had done her. But she wasn’t going to say—not even to Ellen—that in the operating room, Caro thought of herself like a fighter pilot. Control was a necessity. Steadiness, calm, unflustered detachment. But saying that aloud sounded grandiose, possibly even ridiculous. Besides, there was never any point in trying to convince Ellen to value calm. Caro plunged into the rest of the mess.

“This means that after my Boards I can say good-bye to my chances of getting hired at Fairleigh. It just won’t happen. And there are no—”

“But you’re a rock star too! You told me that your evaluations or whatever they are—”

“Yes, but—”

“And your research! You did that brain mapping thing that even got published in—”

“Listen to me. I need you to listen. I’m good, yes. Very good.”

Caroline is so full of herself. I cannot teach that child humility.

Caro continued, “That’s part of the problem. Because I’m cross-trained in both neurosurgery and research and have done both, the only place I can work, would want to work, is a big hospital that runs clinical trials of new neurological developments. And there are no other hospitals like that in this city. Or in this state.”

“I see,” Ellen said. They sat in silence until the Scotches came. Ellen drank half of hers. “It’s not fair, Caro.”

“No. It’s not.” Which was why she’d thought that these doctors that she’d worked with, learned from, admired, would believe her. At the end of the hearing, Caro had looked at Dr. Borella, the only other woman in the room besides the treacherous Maisie, and Vera Borella had dropped her gaze to the polished conference table and not raised it again.

Caro had been naïve. No, it had gone deeper than that. The doctors at her hearing were faced daily with profound unfairness: The child who comes down with leukemia. The young father of three whose benign meningioma grows not in the pia mater of the right frontal lobe, where it would be easy to remove, but on the brainstem, where it destroys nerves and paralyzes him. The experimental drug that helps patients A, B, and C but unaccountably kills D. Somehow Caro had expected that physicians who experienced this profound unfairness every day would try to compensate with greater justice in their dealings with each other.

The hospital’s self-interest meant it hadn’t worked like that. Or, looked at another way, it hadn’t worked liked that because, faced with Becker’s denials, the others at the hearing had no evidence to go on, nothing tangible. He said … she said.

A sudden, profound sense of loss swept through Caro. If only she’d left the party earlier. If coats and sweaters had not been left upstairs. If she hadn’t bantered the last few weeks with Paul Becker, a banter which she’d seen as collegial friendliness, a relaxing of rank because after her Boards she would be his full colleague, and which he’d apparently interpreted as an invitation. If only just one thing of many had been different. But no, only a single “if only” mattered here, and Ellen startled Caro by voicing it.

“If only he wasn’t such an asshole,” Ellen said. “Because that’s what you were thinking, isn’t it, Sissy? That this mess is somehow your fault, because you’re supposed to be able to control everything. You can’t.”

Caro was silent. If Ellen had known anything about neurosurgery, she wouldn’t say that. Caro understood completely how many things she could not control. Inoperable spinal injuries, glioblastoma multiforme impossible to remove completely, arterial aneurysms that burst in the ambulance on the way to the ER. The difference between Caro and Ellen was that Caro fought to control each of them and counted it as a personal failure when she could not. Whereas Ellen, from some mysterious mixture of courage and fatalism, accepted whatever life threw at her.

Caro said, “How’s Angelica?”

“The same.”

Angelica would always be the same, until one day she wasn’t anything, and no longer defined Ellen’s life and the life of her other daughter, Kayla. They were all the family that Caro had, and she would do anything for them—although that’s what she thought she’d been doing, and now she’d screwed up.

“I’ll miss you,” Ellen said, “because of course you have to move where you can do your best work. My sister the hot-shot sawbones.”

Despite herself, Caro laughed. “Nobody says ‘sawbones’ any more.”

“Skull wizard. Brain editor. Gray Matter Cowboy.”

“Where do you get these terms?”

Ellen smiled mysteriously. Then she grew serious. “I can manage, Caro. I will miss you dreadfully, but I can manage.”

“I know.” Her sister managed, better than nearly anyone else could have done in her situation. But with a good salary someplace else, Caro could still send Ellen money. Ellen needed it. Social services provided inadequate help for Angelica, Kayla outgrew her clothes as fast as Ellen could get them from Goodwill, and nobody, including his parole officer, had received word—or money—from Ellen’s deadbeat husband in over a year. But what Ellen needed at least as much as money was adult companionship to relieve her terrible daily routine, and so few people besides Caro could stand to be in the house with Angelica.

Ellen said, “Where will you apply for a job?”

“Dunno yet. I have to start looking. Boards are next month.”

“Well, right now I have to go to the ladies.”

Alone, Caro pushed away her defeatist thoughts. After all, she sliced into thought every time she sent a microscope or a knife or a laser beam through the soft gray jelly of a living brain. Cutting through memories, through perceptions, through capabilities to move and speak and think. All as fragile as snowflakes, easily dissolved in a slip of the knife, a tear of a nerve. Thoughts changed nothing; only actions did. The party had happened, the hearing had happened. Both lay in the unrecoverable past, and now Caro would go forward. To a different city, a different life from the one she wanted, and she would travel back as often as she could to see Ellen and the kids. She could do this. She always had. The worst was over.

Ellen had left the second half of her Scotch undrunk. Caro hadn’t touched hers. While Ellen was in the restroom, Caro got up from the booth, found the server, and paid for the liquor and iced tea so Ellen wouldn’t have to. Then she pulled Ellen’s purse toward her, fished around until she found the parking ticket, and stuck it in her pocket before Ellen could realize the ticket was gone.
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The worst was not over.

Two days later, as Caro was finishing morning rounds, DeVonne Lainhart stopped her in the corridor. Later, Caro would remember that she’d been smiling as she left the room of Hannah Glick, a young woman that Caro had operated on the day before. Dr. Fleischauer, Caro’s surgical mentor, had stood back and let Caro perform the entire craniotomy on Ms. Glick, who’d been paralyzed on the right side by a frontal-lobe Grade 2 astrocytoma. Fleischauer had nodded in approval. The patient could now wiggle her right foot, and the patient’s ten-year-old daughter had just declared she wanted to be a doctor when she grew up.

These were the moments Caro lived for.

“DeVonne! How are you?”

DeVonne put a hand on Caro’s arm and said, “Caro, a word? Come with me. I have to show you something.”

“I can’t. I have to—”

“You have to come with me. Really. Seriously.”

Caro looked harder at him. She and DeVonne, now a board-certified cardiologist, had been friends since med school. They’d dissected cadavers together, studied together, complained together about all the things internships and residency gave you to complain about. Caro and a now-defunct boyfriend had vacationed with DeVonne and his wife Helen in the Blue Ridge Mountains for one glorious, lecture-free, carefully budgeted weekend. DeVonne had, during one bad episode with Angelica, loaned Caro money that Ellen had needed.

He led her to an empty patient room and closed the door. The dark brown skin around his eyes crinkled with concern. “Are you on Twitter?”

“No. Who has the time?”

“Caro, there’s been a backlash.”

She shook her head, bewildered. “A backlash? Against what?”

“You.”

“I don’t—”

“Word of your sexual-harassment accusations against Becker got out. Your accusations and his denial.”

She’d half expected that. There had been looks in hallways: embarrassed, mostly, but a few accusatory and a few sympathetic. Maisie? Most likely. Liars often felt a need to justify themselves to their friends, and what was it that Benjamin Franklin had said? “Three people can keep a secret, if two of them are dead.” Caro had decided to just ignore all looks, of every flavor. In a few months she wouldn’t be here anyway. Her fellowship would end, she’d pass her Boards, she would work in another city and leave behind Becker, Maisie, and other people’s uninformed judgments.

“DeVonne—”

“Just listen, Caro. I need to … You need to know that news of your hearing got onto Twitter, the way everything does nowadays. At first the tweets were pretty sympathetic. But then other people involved themselves in your story—a lot of other people. Women’s rights are undergoing a bad backlash from various men’s movements, a few legit, but a lot made up of aggrieved trolls who think that women go around blithely accusing men of sexual misconduct for fun or profit. The trolls seized on a patient of Becker’s, a woman whose life Becker saved with a Hail-Mary-pass operation on a clival chordoma with no good surgical plane. The patient knew enough medicine to realize how dangerous the operation was and how brilliantly Becker performed it. She Facebooked about it, and a troll calling himself ‘Avvvenggger’ picked it up and had his group run with it. They’re a big organization, dedicated to shaming anyone they see as—I’m quoting here—‘an enemy of good men.’ As part of the online backlash against MeToo, they decided you’re one of the enemies. These guys delight in taking somebody, anybody, down, and then other people believe what they read and just pile onto the shaming. The tweets and posts about you are terrible and getting worse, and I’m afraid there are a lot of them.”

“How many?” Caro could barely get the two words past her throat.

DeVonne took a deep breath. “Over 40,000 including retweets, and counting.”

“That can’t be!”

“It is. Let me show you—”

“No.” Caro was seized by a powerful desire to see this thing, whatever it was, without a witness.

He seemed to understand. “All right. But if you need to talk later, or any time at all, or if you want to come over tonight and discuss it with Helen and me—”

“Thanks, DeVonne. Just tell me how to find these tweets.”

“Type ‘pound sign, Caroline underscore doc destroyer.’ No spaces.” He left her after one reluctant look back over his shoulder.

Caro closed the door and stood by the sheetless bed. The room was stark and empty, the monitors silent, the over-the-bed table bare. It took a few fumbles on her phone before she had the tweets.

So many tweets.

“Trying to take down a doctor who saves lives—let’s crucify this bitch”

“She should be fired”

“She should never never operate on a man.”

“She should be disemboweled and burned!”

“Caro S-W: liar liar liar.”

“Too many women like her trying to ruin good men”

“I like feisty bitches—I’d do her”

“Shut up, this is serious. Health care in this country sucks”

“You shut up, asshole”

“Caroline S-W needs to be thrown out of AMA”

“Isn’t she related to some medical big-wig? Check your privilege, rich white bitch”

“Sterilize her so she can’t pass on those lying genes”

“Protest her”

“Yeah—protest!”

“You can sign petition @firecarolinesoames-watkins”

“This kind of stuff sucks men are the real victims in this country”

“protest tomorrow Fairleigh Memorial Croyden W Virginia 8 a.m. who’s in?”

“I be there”

“MeToo”

“Hah! Funny!”

“me”

“me”

“I live in Croyden and Dr. Becker operated on my sister. I’ll come.”

“me”

“me”

“Boil CS-W in oil”

“No, get six good men and make her—”

Caro clicked off her phone, her hand shaking.

Tomorrow. A protest against her, outside the hospital. Would anyone actually show up? Would the police be needed? Would there be violence?

Because of her.

Caro stood, felt her knees give way, and sat abruptly on the edge of the bed, holding her phone as if it were a bomb. Many of the vicious tweets had been retweeted. She didn’t dare open her Facebook page, unused for months.

With Ellen’s support, she had managed to regain her equilibrium after the hearing. This was different. No hospital would hire her if she were the cause of a protest that brought cops to the hospital’s front steps. All her hopes and dreams, all the years of grueling work, all the loans she’d taken out after her mother disinherited both her and Ellen … Without a good hospital appointment, how would she be able to repay her loans? How could she go on helping Ellen and the children? A neurosurgeon, unlike some other medical practitioners, could not just hang out a shingle and go it alone.

All her plans for the future …

She wasn’t sure how long she sat there. Eventually the door opened and an aide bustled in. “What are you doing in— Oh, sorry, Doctor. We have to ready this room now for an incoming patient.”

“Yes, of course. Yes.” Caro wasn’t even sure what she was saying. But her legs, more stable than her emotions, stood and began moving her toward the door, through the door, toward she couldn’t imagine what.
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Dr. Caroline Soames-Watkins:

We have never met. I am your great-uncle, your grandfather’s brother, Samuel Louis Watkins. You have heard of me.

I am not interested in family, but since I learned of your career choice in medicine, I have followed your progress with some curiosity, including the article you co-authored with lead researcher Reuben Fleischauer on neural outcomes of direct brain stimulation. I am told that you are now a board-certified neurosurgeon. Also, that you may have trouble obtaining a hospital appointment due to recent online activity in the pernicious sewer of unthinking mob opinion.

I am in a position to offer you employment combining neurosurgery and clinical research in a private hospital in the Caribbean. The salary is above what you would be offered elsewhere. The appointment is a unique opportunity that will not suit every candidate qualified to fill it. If you are interested, my lawyer, William H. Haggerty, will arrange to fly you to the hospital in the Cayman Islands so that you and I may interview each other for mutual suitability.

Please respond within a few days to the email address below. I cannot wait too long for a neurosurgeon.

Sincerely,

Samuel Watkins
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“W

hat?” Ellen said.

“A job offer. I think.”

“Really? Where? Angelica! No, sweetie, no!”

The smell of shit billowed into the room.

Angelica, age five but the size of a two-year-old, squirmed on a plastic changing table in a corner of Ellen’s shabby living room. She flailed her spindly arms and legs, her small face red with fury. Unable to speak or walk, she made her anger known the only way she could: with random movements as frenzied as her uncontrolled limbs could make them. Although her mother was practiced at restraining her, Ellen had jerked her head upward at Caro’s announcement. Angelica flung herself sideways and the tube with which Ellen was suctioning feces from the child’s rectum pulled out, spilling yellow-brown shit onto the table, Angelica’s legs, and Ellen’s shirt and hands.

Caro pressed her own strong hands onto Angelica’s body. “Go clean yourself up. I’ll finish here. Hush, Angie, it will be okay.”

Angelica didn’t hush. It wasn’t okay, not any of it. Angelica had been born with both severe cystic fibrosis and a brain injury from oxygen deprivation. Multiple times each day, Ellen siphoned the abnormally thick mucus from the child’s nose, throat, and lungs, and the feces from her rectum. Medicaid provided daily nursing help, but only for a few hours. Ellen, chained to Angelica’s care, could not hold a job. Her public assistance was inadequate. There was never enough money.

Tenderly, Caro cleaned Angelica. The tiny body calmed. Angelica’s eyes, the same clear light brown as Ellen’s, gazed up at the aunt she would never speak to, never hug, never run to. Yet Caro felt that Angelica recognized her. The little girl could feel the gentleness of being stroked, the warmth of sunlight on her skin, the comfort of a full belly and a soft diaper. There was a person in that badly damaged brain, maybe even a person who, however dimly, knew that she was loved.

When Ellen returned, she dressed Angelica and then walked her up and down the shabby living room until the heavy head that Angelica could not hold upright rested on Ellen’s shoulder and her eyes closed.

“Whew!” Ellen said, with her usual bright smile. “Okay, now that we can hear ourselves think, tell me about the job offer! Is it a good one?”

“I don’t know,” Caro said.

“You don’t know? What does that mean? Where’s it from?”

Caro took the letter from her pocket. Unwilling to burden Ellen more than her sister already was, and also—being honest with herself—from a sense of shame, Caro hadn’t told Ellen about all the rejections she’d received in the last two months. The protest against her, although sparser than it looked in news photos, had blocked the main entrance to Fairleigh Memorial even after police had been called. The Twitter and Facebook and Instagram takedowns had continued, the viciousness apparently kept alive by some group somewhere enjoying their power over a doctor. Caro had not done the things that were the subject of the gleeful lies, and she was not the privileged, rich, man-hating harpy they said she was. She’d said as much online, but her self-defense had only fueled the pile-on. The hospitals, of course, knew the massive shaming wasn’t accurate, but they also knew she’d “falsely” accused one of the most prominent physicians in the country. “We regret to inform you …”

Ellen repeated, “Caro, where is the offer from?”

“Not where. Who. It’s from our great-uncle.”

Ellen stopped walking Angelica. “No! The Nobel laureate?”

“Himself.”

“But where is he? Where has he been for the last fifteen years? You told me he stopped researching after he invented that drug and then just sort of disappeared!”

“He did. Only now he apparently runs, or at least is associated with, a private hospital in the Cayman Islands, and he wants to fly me out there to interview for a neurosurgeon position.”

“Caro, are you going?”

“I don’t know. How can I know? I Googled everything I could think of, I checked with the AMA, but Google had nothing and this facility, whatever it is, isn’t in the United States, and the AMA had no information either. I talked to this Haggerty, a lawyer, and he was evasive about everything except the salary. I have no idea what’s going on here, and is it a good idea to just waltz into a situation I don’t understand?”

Angelica started whimpering. Ellen resumed walking her. Caro said, “You look exhausted. Give Angelica to me.”

She took the little girl from Ellen. Angelica felt heavy in her arms.

Ellen said, “What is the salary?”

Caro told her.

“Holy shit! Really? And you’re not even going to go see the hospital? You can’t just— Is that a normal starting salary for a neurosurgeon?”

“No. It’s astronomical. He could attract much more experienced people than me. Which means that there’s something fishy here.”

Ellen considered this. “No. Not from a Nobel laureate, because why would he endanger his great reputation with something illegal?”

“I don’t know. Although, offshore, a lot of stuff is legal that isn’t in the US. Particularly in the Caymans, if you have enough money. I’m not saying I haven’t thought about the offer. I haven’t thought about anything else since the letter came, but—”

The front door burst open and Kayla barreled through, sobbing. “I hate them! I hate them all!” She ran toward her tiny bedroom, hurling her backpack toward the sofa, which it missed.

Ellen caught her daughter as Kayla raced past. “Honey, what is it?”

“Let me go!”

Caro stopped walking Angelica and stared. Ordinarily, eight-year-old Kayla was calm and even sweet-natured in the living conditions imposed by Angelica’s needs. Now tears flew off her face as she twisted to free herself from her mother’s grasp. She didn’t succeed.

“Kayla, I need to know what happened. Tell me what’s upset you. Now. Who do you hate?”

“All of them! Jessie and Ava and Lily! They said … they said …”

“What did they say?”

“They said they won’t come to my birthday party and they won’t ever come to play at my house again because it always smells like shit and medicine!”

Ellen’s face creased. She folded Kayla close as the little girl cried. On her sister’s face, Caro saw the pain that all good parents face eventually: the inability to make things right for the child.

Kayla had been born just as Caro started med school, a few months after Ellen’s jailbreak marriage to Eric. When Ellen went into labor, Eric had again been “out with the boys,” and Caro had driven Ellen to the hospital and held her hand during an astonishingly quick and easy labor, especially for a first baby. When Kayla slipped into the world, Ellen cried, “Oh, let me have it! What is it?”

“A girl,” Caro said, before the doctor could. “A beautiful baby girl!”

“Let me have her!”

The nurse laid the baby in Ellen’s arms. “Just for a minute.”

Gazing at mother and child, Caro felt herself near totally unexpected tears. Her little sister had done this miraculous, totally commonplace, utterly joyous thing, and here was a perfect new human being who’d just added a whole new layer to not only Ellen’s life but also Caro’s. Sister, future doctor, aunt. She was Aunt Caro.

Ellen said, “I’m going to call her Caroline.”

“No,” Caro said, before she knew she was going to say anything. “Not my name. She’s … herself. Look at her, oh just look at her, Ellen!”

“A version of your name, then. I want to. Charlotte. Caitlin. No—Kayla!”

“Kayla,” Caro said, touching the baby’s cheek, still covered with vernix. “Hello, Kayla.”

“Why are we both crying?” Ellen said.

“I don’t know,” Caro said, swiping at her tears—she couldn’t do that when she was a doctor!—as the nurse picked up Kayla and bore her away to be cleaned, weighed, and recorded.

Now Caro’s gaze swept slowly around the tiny rented house: The stained carpet from mishaps with Angelica. The living room crowded with equipment for Angelica. The one ancient bathroom between the two doors to the bedrooms, one for Kayla and one crowded with Ellen’s single bed and Angelica’s crib.

Ellen crooned to her daughter, and Kayla quieted.

Was this really why Caro had come to Ellen’s today? To show their great-uncle’s letter to her sister, yes, but also to see again … all this?

Never enough money.

Not enough help for Angelica.

Kayla in tears and anguish.

An astronomical salary.

Caro said, “Ellen, I’ve changed my mind. You’re right. With that kind of salary, it’s dumb not to at least check it out. I’m flying to the Caymans.”


5.

“No.” Dr. Lyle Luskin stood by Watkins’s bed. “I’m sorry, Sam, but … no. Not yet.”

Weigert braced himself. Only two people ever said no to Samuel Watkins and, although Luskin was one of them, Weigert was not. Was he going to have to agree with Luskin? Why did people have to be so confrontational? No wonder Weigert preferred numbers. One could wrestle with algorithms but not bash them over the head. Physics was so much more restful than medicine.

However, Watkins surprised him by not exploding into his usual impatient rage. All he said to his physician was, “When?”

Luskin said, “I told you I can’t predict that.”

Sam’s voice rose. “Give me a range of time, then. Days? Weeks? Months?”

“You know I can’t do that accurately. You’ve got the lab results right there on your mobile. Look at them again. You—”

“I did look at them! What do I have you here for if all you can do is refer me to labs I’ve already seen?”

“I can tell you yet again what you already know, since apparently you weren’t listening. You have pancreatic cancer. The course of that disease differs radically in each patient. You also have a nasty, newly diagnosed viral infection. Until that’s cleared up, you are not stable enough for elective surgery, especially untested brain surgery. You—”

“The surgery’s been tested,” Weigert ventured. Facts, after all, mattered. “On Julian.”

“Who is thirty-five years old,” Luskin said, “and strong as reinforced concrete. You, Sam, are not. Let me put this bluntly—you will not survive the operation. Not until you overcome this infection and build up your strength. And maybe not even then.”

“You don’t know what I can and cannot survive! You just said yourself that this cancer differs radically from patient to patient!” His voice grew louder, a threatening rumble. Weigert knew that rumble. The storm was close.

“I know your condition,” Luskin said, a pre-emptory thunderbolt in his own voice. “You hired me as your oncologist to tell you about your condition.”

“I hired you to get me well enough for the surgery! This project will lead to the greatest contribution science has ever made to humanity, and if you think it’s going to be stopped by some pissant MD forbidding me to—”

“You hired me to tell you the truth. So listen to it, or find yourself a different pissant MD.”

Abruptly, Watkins’s voice dropped several decibels. “I know I did, Lyle. I hired you to be straight with me, and you’re right to do it. I’m sorry.”

Weigert blinked. As often as he’d witnessed these abrupt turnarounds in Sam’s moods, at least partially the result of his medication, they still surprised him. But Luskin had said the only word that really mattered to Watkins: “truth.” The only word that mattered to all of them, really. The only reason they were here, on this island, in this closely guarded compound, with this dying genius.

Watkins said, “Best estimate, Lyle?”

“If you beat this infection, you have five to six months left. Same as yesterday, Sam.”

The doorknob turned and Nurse Franklin backed into the room, pushing the door open with her ample behind, carrying Watkins’s breakfast tray. Weigert could never see her sparse reddish hair, blue eyes, and broad face without thinking Irish peasant. Even though he knew that the head nurse was actually of Polish descent and far from a peasant. Once Julian had taken Weigert to task for “thinking in stereotypes.” Weigert hadn’t tried to explain that sometimes stereotypes provided a useful framework for observation. Weigert, whose nanny had been Irish, associated Nurse Franklin with Nanny Kelly’s basic peasant qualities: resourcefulness, stubbornness, a devoted prickliness. He was also a little afraid of her, as he had been of Nanny. Nurse Franklin was the other person who said “no” to Watkins. Julian didn’t, although Weigert had noticed that Julian usually ended up getting his own way despite never directly contradicting Sam.

“Now, Dr. Watkins,” Nurse Franklin said, “you’re going to eat every bite of this breakfast. Not like dinner last night.”

Watkins regarded both her and the tray with dislike. “We’re in the middle of business, Camilla. Bring it back later.”

“Now.” She set the tray on his bedtable and crossed her arms.

Watkins glared. “I said to bring it back later.”

Nurse Franklin, always willing to bring in reinforcements, said to Luskin, “Doctor?”

“Eat it, Sam,” Luskin said. “We’re done here. And you need to build up your strength.”

“Oh, goddamn it, all right. Now what? Why is my bedroom suddenly Grand Central Station? Oh, it’s you, Aiden. Come in. Lyle, thank you. Camilla, go.”

Doctor and nurse left. Weigert tried to follow them out, but Watkins said, “Stay.” Weigert stayed.

Aiden Eberhart closed the door behind him. Weigert considered Aiden, like Aiden’s boss Julian, too young for his position, even as he knew that to him all software people seemed too young for anything. But at least Julian was in his thirties. Aiden was twenty-four and looked fifteen. Surely Aiden was too young to be Julian’s head of cybersecurity for the project? At least Julian had trained all his software people to call Watkins “sir.” God knows what they might have come up with on their own. Sammy? Wizard-in-Chief? Death Lord? They all seemed to play those fantasy computer games. Weigert shuddered.

He could hear his long-dead wife, Rose, in his head: You really are a Victorian throwback, aren’t you, my darling?

Watkins said to Aiden, “What do you want?”

“I have the surveillance report on Caroline Soames-Watkins, sir.”

Watkins sat up straighter in bed. The blanket shifted, exposing the left side of his frail legs. “Good. Let’s have it.”

“As you guessed, when she asked for three weeks before coming here, it wasn’t really ‘to wrap up her affairs.’”

“Of course not,” Watkins said. “She has no affairs to speak of. She wanted to check up on me, and I’d think less of her if she didn’t.”

“Yes, sir. She hired a hacker named Donny Cockroach, real name Donald Richard Hibler. He’s not good, not bad. I don’t know how she got his contact info. That wasn’t in her emails. Must have been in person from somebody. But once she found him, they communicated by email. He—”

Weigert blurted, “You hacked private emails?”

Aiden and Watkins both looked at him, but here Weigert felt on sure ground. He said, “Sam, we agreed at the start that nothing on the project would be done illegally.”

Watkins said, “I know, George. But this is the only illegal thing. And it’s necessary. Nobody could have foreseen David Weeks’s stupid and unnecessary death.”

“But—”

“There are no ‘buts.’ Aiden, there’s no chance that either my great-niece or this Cockroach person could find out that you hacked her emails?”

“None,” Aiden said, looking affronted.

Well, Weigert thought, at least the boy had pride in his profession.

Aiden said, “If I can continue?”

“Go ahead,” Watkins said.

“I sent the full report to you on encrypt one, but the gist of it is that she wanted info on three things: you, the compound, and its funding. All Cockroach got about you was information from public records. About the compound, he got the building history and some of the orders for our equipment—that was inevitable. Also external pictures of the compound walls, the island, everything a tourist could get from a car or drone or helicopter. Nothing that reveals anything.”

“And the funding?”

“He tried, but whoever set up your multiple shell corporations and Cayman bank accounts and all the rest of it was very good. Cockroach didn’t get much. I would bet anything that Caroline—”

“Dr. Soames-Watkins,” Weigert corrected, despite himself.

Aiden nodded, but Weigert could feel the grin behind it. “Sorry, Dr. Soames-Watkins. But it’s going to be confusing with a Dr. Watkins and a Dr. Soames-Watkins.”

Watkins ignored this. He said, “Where did she get the money to hire Cockroach? Your initial report said both she and her sister were living pretty much on the edge, she’s carrying massive med-school debt, and there are no other living relatives.”

Weigert knew this part of the great-niece’s history. Caroline Soames-Watkins and her sister had grown up with some money—not, of course, on Samuel Watkins’s scale—but had apparently been cut completely from their late parents’ will. Everything had been left to some ballet company. Weigert didn’t know why (he suspected that Watkins didn’t know, either), but it seemed a dreadful thing to do. Ballet! All very well in its place, of course, but … There must have been some terrible family conflict. Sometimes Weigert was glad that he and Rose had not had children.

Aiden said, “Caroline—Dr. Soames-Watkins, I mean—borrowed the money from a friend, a cardiologist at Fairleigh Memorial. Dr. DeVonne Lainhart.”

“Good, good. Now she’s carrying even more debt.”

“Yes, sir. All the particulars are in my report.”

“Good. Nice job, Eberhart. You may go.”

Weigert liked the boy better when he saw Aiden’s brief blush of pleasure at Watkins’s praise.

After Aiden left, Weigert said, “So she’s coming.”

“Day after tomorrow. Haggerty made all the arrangements, including rushing through a passport. Hers had expired.”

“What do we do if she doesn’t choose to stay here?”

“She’ll stay,” Watkins said. “What happened to her at that hospital was brutally unfair, but that’s the modern world. And it’s turning out beneficial for us. Her performance evaluations are excellent.”

Did that mean Aiden had hacked into hospital records, too? No, Sam wouldn’t condone anything that illegal. Although Weigert sometimes suspected that Watkins would do anything at all for this project.

Well, he heard Rose’s voice in his head, wouldn’t you, too?

No, Weigert answered. But—almost anything. After all, the project’s underlying theory, before Sam’s and Julian’s separate species of genius had gotten hold of it, was Weigert’s. Weigert did not forget that, not even when the other two were bending the theory to their own purposes. To their chance at immortality.

Watkins lay back on his pillows and closed his eyes. Weigert said, “Is the pain bad, Sam? Shall I call Nurse Franklin?”

“God, no. That woman is a thorn in my side, which doesn’t need any more thorns. The pain meds will kick in soon. Talk to me, George. About something before … all this. Preferably way before.”

Watkins, glad to have a task he could perform for his old friend, thought briefly. “Do you remember that night at Oxford when we met? You had just arrived at college and stood in the quadrangle, looking lost, with your luggage piled around you.”

Watkins, eyes still closed, smiled. Encouraged, Weigert continued.

“I happened to be passing, and you bellowed at me in all your so obvious American-ness, ‘How do I find my goddamn rooms when nothing has any goddamn numbers?’”

“Not a bellow.”

“A bloody bellow. I found your rooms with you, and you offered me a rather good brandy you’d bought at the Heathrow duty-free. I had been ready to dismiss you as another crass American who’d somehow bullied his way into Oxford, but I was impressed when the conversation turned to molecular physics and I learned how good you were.”

“Not as good as you,” Watkins said.

“No,” Weigert said simply, “but still good. And then we forgot physics and got royally drunk.”

“I got less drunk than you,” Watkins said. “You couldn’t hold your liquor, George. You still can’t.”

“And you couldn’t find your own rooms in college. Or anything else there. Heaven only knows what would have become of you without me.”

“‘Dreaming spires’ my ass,” Watkins said, and Weigert saw that he was drifting into sleep—until the door burst open and Nurse Franklin bustled back in.

“Doctor! You haven’t eaten a thing! It’s getting stone cold!”

Watkins’s eyes opened. He scowled at her and stuck his fork into a piece of scrambled egg. “Go away.”

“I’m staying right here until I see you eat that breakfast. Every last bite.”

Everyone, even Sam, had to answer to somebody.


6.

Caro’s earliest memory had never actually happened. Everyone said so: Daddy, Mummy, Nanny. For a few years, Caro had stormed and insisted: “It did happen! It did!” Eventually she grew old enough to better describe the memory, but, by that time, she no longer wanted to share it, not even with Ellen. Ellen would not have understood. No one did, including Caro herself.

Yet the memory remained bright. She lay—at six years old? seven?—on a blanket in the back garden, watching clouds drift across the sky. Then, all at once, the clouds were no longer there, and neither was Caro. She was nowhere and everywhere, woven into what she much later thought of as “the fabric of the universe.” She was the clouds, the grass, the breeze, the ant crawling across her arm. Everything was her, and she was everything.

Eventually, she would explain it all to herself as akin to well-documented mystical occurrences and wonder if she’d had an episode of temporal-lobe epilepsy. But only one episode, without recurrence? Not medically likely.

Besides, the episode—“occurrence,” “neural storm,” “delusion”—still, decades later, seemed as real to her as the drone of a bone saw, the scarlet of fresh blood, the cottage-cheese texture of an exposed brain. Usually Caro, scientifically wary of the inexplicable, tried to ignore the memory. However, she recalled it as the Cayman Airways flight approached the island of Cayman Brac because the memory—after all this time!—seemed more real than the theatrically blue sea below her, the vividly showy green island, the pure white sand.

What the hell was she doing here?

But the answer to that was even less welcome than the memory. What Ellen called “your online shitstorm” still had not abated, kept alive by some vicious group of internet trolls whose motives she couldn’t begin to comprehend. Ellen had said, “You’re fresh meat. A change from politicians and actresses. Also, you’re a doctor, and there’s a whole class thing going on. Don’t go online. Just don’t look. I’ll tell you when it dies down.”

But Caro had been no more capable of not looking than of not scratching an itchy rash. Although this felt more like flesh-eating bacteria.

Did the kid next to her, his teenage scowl intent on his laptop, know about the shitstorm? Was he part of it? He’d taken one look at her, apparently decided she was too old to be of interest, and buried himself in a computer game that seemed to involve a lot of silent technicolor explosions.

The flight attendant said, “We are beginning our final descent to Captain Charles Kirkconnell Airport. Please stow all electronic equipment, lock your tray tables, and return your seat to its upright position.”

The kid did none of these things. Caro touched him on the arm. He jumped as if assaulted and tore off an earbud. “What?”

“Announcement. We’re there. Put away your laptop.”

“Oh. Thanks.” He gave her a sudden smile of unexpectedly childlike sweetness.

Caro turned back to the window. This was almost the worst of it: the suspicion. She couldn’t encounter anyone, even a goofy kid on an airplane, without wondering if they were one of those gleefully shaming her, trying to ruin her life. It had happened to others in her position: jobs lost and friendships broken over a wrong joke, a digital misstep, an action distorted and sensationalized and amplified, made into something it had never been. Basically, an eighteenth-century public hanging as entertainment, except that now the victim didn’t actually die, and the spectacle could be viewed over and over.

Professionally dead but personally alive. Unless she could somehow—how?—rebuild her reputation on Cayman Brac.

Someone named Ben Clarby was supposed to meet her at the airport. Google had offered her three dozen Ben Clarbys, and she’d no idea which this one was, or what connection he had to her great-uncle. Or very much about Samuel Louis Watkins, except for what was public knowledge.

Watkins had created and patented a genetically modified bacterium that altered the way the gut biome sent signals to immune cells in the intestinal lining. Those cells then altered signals sent to developing cells in bone marrow, creating immune-system cells that swiftly and effectively attacked adenoviruses. Watkins had sold both process and results to a pharmaceutical company, retaining a large percentage of royalties. The pharma developed Achino, now the best-selling drug in the world. Achino had saved countless people sneezes, coughs, and dripping noses, and saved industry billions of dollars in lost work time. The science won Watkins the Nobel Prize in Medicine; curing the common cold won him a fortune.

It did not, however, explain why he needed a neurosurgeon, or why his private hospital didn’t search for one through normal hiring channels.

But lately a lot seemed inexplicable to Caro. She watched as the tropical island below her loomed larger and larger until the plane touched down and taxied to a stop.

4

“Dr. Soames-Watkins? Welcome to Cayman Brac. I’m Ben Clarby. This way, please.”

He was younger than she by a few years and totally unremarkable, the sort of man you’d pass three times on a street without recognizing him the fourth. A beige sort of person: tanned skin, light brown eyes, sandy hair. She followed him out of the single-runway airport filled with tourists into muggy afternoon sunlight. Ben flung her suitcase into the back of a topless jeep and opened the door for her, although from his awkwardness Caro had the impression he didn’t do this often.

“Can I ask you some questions?” she said as they started off.

“Sure. You want to know about the island.”

“No. About the hospital. How many beds, how much staff, the intake area, the—”

“Oh, Dr. Watkins has to tell you all that.”

“Don’t you work there?”

“Yes. In cybersecurity. But I can’t tell you about the hospital.”

Surprise warred with alarm. “Can’t, or won’t?”

He grinned, but there was something sour in it. “Both. But Dr. Watkins and Dr. Weigert will tell you everything.”

“Who’s Dr. Weigert?”

“He, Dr. Watkins, and Julian Dey founded the project. Weigert’s the physicist.”

Why was there a physicist? “Stop the car!”

A little surprised that he did, Caro turned to face him. They hadn’t yet left the main road, lined with beach houses, ice-cream shacks, souvenir stores. “I’m getting out right here, Ben Clarby, unless you give me some answers. Now.”

All at once he looked scared. “I can’t, Doctor. I’m not allowed to. Please don’t … Look, there’s nothing sinister about this. The hospital is doing clinical research. Actually, it’s much more a research facility than a hospital. A physicist is there because it’s brain research involving quantum effects. I’m not a physicist or doctor, I’m cybersecurity. But if I don’t bring you back with me, I’ll be in deep trouble. And this is your uncle, right? He must be somebody you trust!”

Caro studied him. Clarby was both lying and not lying. His panic at losing her was real, his total ignorance of the place’s research was not. Still … how much of her suspicion came from her online ordeal rather than anything happening in this moment? Probably most of it. It was maybe justified, but still ridiculous, to feel threatened every time somebody seemed evasive. Before the Paul Becker episode, the hearing, and the online attacks, she hadn’t been so easily spooked.

She said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Clarby. I—”

“Call me Ben. Everybody does,” he said, and the sour note was back again. Why?

“Please forgive my rudeness. Let’s drive on, and will you please tell me about the island?”

He did, reciting facts in a voice steady but with an undertone of resentment. Her threat to leave had frightened him. Way to get to know your new co-workers.

Ben told her that Cayman Brac, the middle-sized of the three Cayman Islands, was twelve miles long and a little over a mile wide. Steep bluffs, ringed with reefs and sea-level mangrove swamps, raised most of the island 141 feet above sea level. There were no rivers, but many fresh springs. Christopher Columbus had sighted the island in 1503, and Sir Francis Drake in 1586. In the seventeenth and eighteenth century, it had been a base for pirates. A local stone, caymanite, was found nowhere else and was used to make jewelry and art. “Cayman” came from a Carib word for “crocodile,” and “Brac” was Gaelic for “bluff.” Caro already knew all this information from Google.

She learned more by simply looking around her. The western, sea-level end of Cayman Brac held the airport, beach resorts, tourist attractions, homes both shack-like and grand. As they drove into the interior, the land rose. Caro could no longer see the ocean, although she could smell the salt breeze. The road became unpaved, hard-packed dirt, mostly deserted and lined with scrubby trees that Caro couldn’t identify. Bright birds flitted through the trees.

Abruptly, Ben slammed on the brakes. Caro grabbed for the dashboard to brace herself.

“Sorry,” Ben said. “Iguanas have the right of way.”

A huge, amazingly ugly lizard made its slow way across the road. Green with black feet, it stopped to yawn, then dragged its scaly tail over rocks leading into the forest.

Caro said, “How big is that thing?”

“Males can grow to two feet and twenty-five pounds. It’s a Sister Islands Rock Iguana, found only here and on Little Cayman. Endangered and protected. Only seventy-five left on Brac.”

“Are they dangerous?”

“Only if you’re a plum or a leaf.”

“And what was that bright-colored bird?”

“I didn’t see it, but probably a parrot. There’s a Parrot Preserve on the island.”

He didn’t elaborate, so Caro shut up and watched, although now there wasn’t much to see. Palm trees, non-palm trees, stumpy pines, a coconut lying in the middle of the road. Ben ran over it. Fewer and fewer houses, until the jeep made a sudden turn, followed by another, and pulled up at a sprawling structure of high, windowless walls topped with security cameras. A wooden front gate, also windowless, resembled the thick door of a medieval castle.

What kind of hospital had no windows?

Ben said, “I did tell you it was more of a research facility than a hospital.”

“You didn’t tell me how this ‘brain study with quantum effects’ is being researched.”

“No,” Ben said, “I didn’t.” He keyed in a code on his phone and the front gate slid upwards, like a portcullis. ‘Welcome to the compound.”


7.

Weigert’s first impression was smallness. Sam’s great-niece barely reached Weigert’s shoulder. Slim, dressed in something white over khakis, she looked about twenty. Then her eyes met his and he revised his opinion. They were Samuel Watkins’s eyes, titanium gray.

“Ah, welcome, Doctor. I’m George Weigert.”

She held out her hand. “Hello, Dr. Weigert. Caroline Soames-Watkins.”

Her handclasp was firm. Ben Clarby had vanished with her luggage, and Weigert and she stood alone under the portico, a covered area just inside the gate and open on one side to the courtyard beyond. Weigert, who’d never really been at ease with any woman except Rose, wondered what he should do next.

He didn’t have to decide. She said, “I’d like to see my great-uncle. Will you take me to him, please?”

Something concrete to do. But before he could speak, James bustled into the lobby. “Dr. Soames-Watkins? I’m James Warner, majordomo of the Watkins Research Compound. Welcome! I hope your flight was satisfactory. I’ll have your bags carried to your room in— Oh, someone already did that? Are you hungry? Dinner is not for a few hours yet, but I can easily arrange for a tray if you’re famished. Or something to drink?”

Dr. Soames-Watkins answered this effusion graciously. Weigert awarded her points for that. Manners.

“Thank you, but I’m good. Dr. Weigert is going to take me to my uncle.”

She hadn’t assumed the right to Weigert’s given name and hadn’t asked him to call her by hers. More points. Weigert was forty years her senior and there was already too much familiarity in the compound, especially among Julian’s ubiquitous software team. Still, Weigert felt his anxiety mount as he led her across Wing Two’s central courtyard. Planted with palm trees shading flower beds and picnic benches, Wing Two was airy, pleasant, and irrelevant. So was Wing One, a circle of tiny bedrooms with tinier baths, whitewashed inside and out, its courtyard also set with flowers and picnic tables. To Weigert, Wing One looked like a well-kept but bare-bones American motel. The only thing missing was a neon sign on the archway.

Watkins’s room was the first on the left. Weigert’s anxiety grew.

If Watkins disliked her …

If she disliked him …

If Watkins and Weigert could not convince her to join the project …

Weigert had given his life to this. He could not see it fail now.

He knocked. The door was opened by Bill Haggerty, the lawyer. Sam was still fighting his viral infection, and today had not been one of his better days. Sitting up in bed, he looked even more frail than usual. Weigert felt the young woman’s start of surprise.

Haggerty spoke first. “Dr. Soames-Watkins, I’m William Haggerty. I arranged your trip here.”

“Hello,” she said. “Dr. Watkins?”

Not “Uncle Sam.” Although, now that Weigert considered this, he could see how unfortunate the name would be.

“Yes,” Watkins rasped, and waited. Weigert knew this was a test. Did she know?

She stepped to the bed. “I’m glad to meet you. What kind of cancer is it?”

Haggerty’s surprise showed on his face, but Weigert was pleased. Direct. Sam would like that.

Watkins said, “Pancreatic. Stage four.”

“And your prognosis is …”

“Terminal. And soon. Although you MDs don’t really know, do you?”

“No. All we can offer are statistical probabilities. But you already know that. I’m sorry.”

Weigert’s tension returned. The two were regarding each other warily. What had Weigert hoped for? A softer bedside manner, a daughterly sort of concern, even a supplicant’s eagerness to please? Not from this woman. At least, not yet. Of course, she had reason to be wary, having been told so little about why she was needed. Haggerty had insisted on that.

Watkins said, “You want to know why you’re here.”

“Yes,” she said, “I do.”

Haggerty cut in. “Not until you sign binding non-disclosure agreements. I have the paperwork in the security-office conference room. Sam—”

All at once Watkins’s face spasmed in pain. The blood drained from his face. Caroline moved to his bedside and took his wrist, counting the pulse. “Does he get morphine? Why isn’t that IV operational? Where’s his doctor?”

Haggerty said, “I’ll get Camilla.”

The spasm subsided, leaving Watkins looking limp. He managed to get out, “Hasn’t … happened … before. Not … like that.”

Nurse Franklin burst through the door. She slapped a patch onto Watkins’s arm and passed a scanner over his forehead. “No fever.”

Dr. Soames-Watkins said, “Morphine? Doctor, can I ask why you’re using patches instead of that IV?”

“I’m not a doctor. I’m a nurse practitioner, and Dr. Watkins doesn’t like needles.”

“May I speak to his doctor?”
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