Unbending Eye by Jm Grimdey

Jm Grimdey tdlsus, "I'm working on anovel that carriesforward characters from a couple of my stories
from Asmov's, "Into Greenwood" (September 2001) and "The 120 Hours of Sodom" (February 2005);
I'm not incorporating those stories into the book, but | am following the characters out of the storiesinto
the next phase of their lives. In May, | won an Academy Award in Literature from the American
Academy of Artsand Lettersand in June | won aLambda Award for my last novel, The Ordinary.” He
returnsto our pages with a philosophical look at what it meansto be caught in the glare of the...

* k x %

Seeing Roger Dennisagain at dl wasthe surprise, much lessfinding himin abar on Chartres Street thet |
visited nearly every evening. | had heard he was dead some time ago. As| remembered the story, he
died suddenly in an emergency room in Canada after some kind of accident the details of which | had
forgotten, having listened at the time with only a polite modicum of attention, since | had not kept up with
Roger after college. Y et here he was in my neighborhood bar where | came most evenings after supper,
where the bartender had already seen me enter and poured out my favorite armagnac.

There was no mistaking Roger for anyone ese. When | had known him in college, he possessed a
singular, odd beauty that drew othersto him, the face of Helen but made masculine--pae blue eyes, dark
hair, lipslikeripefruit. We had shared a couple of classesin New Testament Greek. For awhilel
studied vocabulary with him, and we debated pronunciation and drilled each other in the conjugation of
present tense verbs. In appearance he had aged since then, but not in such away asto change him much.
So when | saw him gitting by the window on astool | thought to mysdlf, well, it must have been
somebody else who died, because here heis.

| took my brandy to join him, of course, thinking nothing peculiar, only that | ought to remember who told
me he was dead 0 that | could correct the misinformation. But when | approached, he looked up at me
and registered ajolt of shock; then he composed himsalf and greeted me with ahandshake. But | could
see that my appearance had frightened him. We greeted each other and the fear passed, but after we had
spoken afew moments he began to glance at the window and then suggested we move to the back of the
bar, where there were afew stoolsin a shadowed corner. There he seemed more relaxed and we spoke
pleasantly on ordinary topics-what we had done since school, when we had last seen each other, the
pains we had shared trand ating passages from Paul's epistles. | sSpped the armagnac and let my nogtrils
linger in the rich aromawhile he mentioned that he waslooking to get out of the country on aship herein
New Orleans but had not yet booked any passage. My family had any number of shipsin port at the
moment, some cargo vessals with room for afew passengers, and when | mentioned this, hiseyeslit up
and he nearly lunged toward me to take my arm. "1 need to leave the country very quietly,” he said, "can
you help me do that?"

| assured him that no one wasin abetter position to offer such help than I, and at hisdeep relief | was
struck by the strangeness of the situation--that here he was alive when | had heard otherwise, yes, very
much dive but needing to exit the country in secret. "Of course I'll help you,” | said, "but you've made me
very curious. Not just thisbusiness.” | waved my hand abit, feeling the liquor, but inginctively | kept my
voicelow. "I heard you were dead years ago.”

He stared into his glass and said nothing.

"Y ou must admit that it's very curious. And now here you are, wanting to sail away without atrace.
Unlessit redly wasn't you | heard about. Unless I'm mistaken, unlessit was someone e se.”

Something narrowed in his gaze, asif he were coming suddenly to focus, al of him drawn to a point.
When he looked into my eyes| felt the gaze so far indde methat | shivered. "No," he said, "it was me
who died," and ordered another drink, and when it arrived he told me this story.



* * % %

| will begin, he said, with thelast scene | remember before | died: | was looking up from the emergency
room examining table, listening to the doctor order atomographic scan of my head, and somehow |
knew, | must have heard, the fact that | had been injured. | had fallen down steps, crashing head first
againg awadll. | remember thefdl only asaflash of something rushing toward me and aforce on the top
of my head. Nausea rushed through me in the emergency room and | felt my head pounding and my
stomach heaved and someone propped me up and helped me to vomit and something split inside my
skull and everything after that was hazy.

| woke up in another room, lying with asheet pulled over my face. The thought occurred to methat |
might be dead, in amorgue, maybe, and | lay there for along time while a square of sunlight moved
dowly down my body. | lay sill until the room began to get dark. Feding asif | had been drugged. Near
sundown, for some reason the thought occurred to methat | should try to move, and | found | could
move and sat up and looked out the window. A view of pink light in the sky and the tops of somefir
trees, more tops of trees stretching away on dl sides. Hill country.

While | waslying under the sheet | had thought vaguely | would find mysdlf in ahospital but now | saw
quite clearly | wasin some other kind of place. | was Sitting on ahospital bed, it wastrue, and there was
some monitoring equi pment beside me. On ether sde of my bed, rolling screens blocked my view. | sat
up and faced the window with the emptiness of the room behind me, dl silence, adtilinessthat struck me
as eerie. My head began to throb.

When | touched my head | remembered that | had fallen and hurt mysdlf but at this point my head had
been shaved and there was not awound to be found on it. But still | had the pounding headache that was
thelast thing | remembered, so | lay down again and the throbbing subsided. At the back of my head
something plucked at the fabric of the pillow and | touched the skin at the base of my skull--asmall
round hardness there, not ablood clot but plastic, it felt, like the cap on a catheter. Worrying at it with
my finger, | lay quietly till my head stopped hurting and | could breathe calmly again.

Presently | smelled an odor in the room and dowly stood. Pervasiveintheair, asif agas had been
discharged. The doors and windows appeared to have been carefully sealed; the room had never been
designed as air-tight, but someone had attempted to make it so. The throbbing surged in my head but not
so fiercely thistime, and soon subsided. A long narrow room, many beds, an aide down the center, walls
of anondescript browntile. As| have been dl my life, | was conscious then of the need to remain calm,
but for thefirst time, | reached astate of quietude without any effort, even as| surveyed the two rows of
beds, maybe twenty inall.

The bedswere dl separated by rolling screens, and each was attended by the same type of monitoring
equipment. On each of the bedslay abody, covered by the same sort of white sheet that | held to my
wast a the moment. As| waked dowly down the center aide, | could make out the peak of each nose
cutting across each face. Perhaps, gazing at these bodies, | felt abit colder, though only for amoment.

So | had been correct in my first impression. Thiswas amorgue, apparently, since these people were dl
dead.

The nearest of the bodies was awoman, perhapsin her late twenties, naked as | was, head shaven like
mine. Her body had no odor of decay, and she had died in rather good shape with no obvious wounds.
Shewaswell preserved. When | laid my fingers between her breasts, the moist cleavage yielded no trace
of aheartbeat. The flesh was soft and dightly cool. | leaned close to her, and smelled a sweet aroma
risng out of her, the same over her head as over her torso, her feet. Asif she had been dipped in a bath.

It occurred to methat she had died a beautiful woman. | say occurred to me because the thought did not



enter naturally, asit would have in the past. | gazed down at thiswoman, took the sheet off her, to see dl
her nakedness at once. Fedling hardly anything at dl.

Without hurry | examined dl the bodies, uncovering their faces, ther torsos, sometimes | etting the sheet
drop to the floor beside the bed. Once, when | noted that the sheet covering a particular body was
completely white and clean, | exchanged it for my own, which was marred by severa dull brown stains,
perhaps old blood stains that had been laundered many times but nevertheless remained clearly visible.
This|eft bare the fair-complexioned man whose grave | was, in asense, robbing, hisbronze fingers
curled gracefully againg histhigh, soft, the shadow like a Chinese ideogram. | felt nothing for thisman,
any morethan | had for the lovely dead woman several beds away, and | was certain he no longer
minded much of anything, including the fact that | wanted his sheet.

Nineteen bodies | counted, ten female and nine male. All appeared gpproximately the same age, which
was gpproximately my age; dl werein rather good physica condition, as| was; dl had the same sweet
smell, except me, who smelled his own ordinary body odor. All had shaven heads.

| would not say | was surprised by any of this, but there was one thing more. | chose ayoung woman.
Whatever had been added to these bodies to preserve them in thisway, with thislight scent of roses, of
jasmine, of honeysuckle, had left the flesh soft, if cool, and rendered the joints limber, so that it was easy
to raise her head. | had expected some hindrance of rigor mortis and was relieved, though puzzled, for
shewas clearly dead, but it was as though she had died only amoment ago.

At the back of her head, just a the base of her skull but dightly off center, aneat square in blue had been
tattooed onto the flesh and at the center of the square nested a small white cap. | could not remove the
cap inthe one easy tug | gaveit, and to do more seemed morbid.

Replacing her head gently on the bed, | covered her with the sheet again, and then, because | hardly
knew anything elseto do, | replaced the sheets over al the bodies, till everything wasjust asit had been
before. As| wasfinishing thistask, | heard a door open, followed by the sound of anumber of people
entering. Overhead, rows of fluorescent lamps flooded the room with harsh light. Though | had been able
to see perfectly wdl without it, every detall.

| turned unhurriedly to face the people who were waiting, drawing the sheet more closaly around me,
determined to make the best appearance possible. A group of men and women, dressed in dark suitsor
lab coats, approached me. Now one of them stepped forward, an older woman with along, crooked
nose, bad skin, asmdl of too much powder, and she was raising her handsto greet me, to tell me what
had happened to me, but | wastired already.

* * % %

The doctors were very proud of their project, however, and so, after | had dressed in the awful clothes
they offered me, they took me to a conference room with all the latest eectronic equipment, including a
projection screen that they could al write on &t the same time, when they could get the eectronic pensto
work. Video-conferencing camerasin the four corners of the room, in case they should need to video
conference with somebody, and microphones at each chair, small and round. So much extremely modern
equipment housed in what looked like an old hospital from theforties, plaster wals and tile wainscoting,
crank windows and steam radiator pipes. In the conference room they introduced themselves, there
were, | learned, five doctors and four security people, asthey termed themsdlves. Ther chief, the woman
who had spoken to me, introduced herself as Dr. Carla L ucas, and after we had been served coffee and
sweet doughnuts, nearly inedible, she proceeded to ddliver abrief lecture on the nature and purpose of
this apparently dilapidated ingtallation. Research into a means for sugpending the effects of decay on
recently-deceased bodies, an attempt to extend the viability of the organs for transplant or other use. The
research was based on early success with the use of hyperoxigenated compounds injected into the



corpses of laboratory animalsjust after death. This had led them to an unexpected bit of serendipity:
certain laboratory mice when freshly dead and preserved in thisway had actudly come back to lifewhen
dimulated internaly with an dectrica charge. The viable percentage had increased dramaticaly when a
preparation that included a massive number of fetal neura cellswasinjected directly into the brain of the
dead mouse, and when the mouse's tissues were kept under one and one-haf atmospheres of pressurein
amix of gasesmorerich in oxygen than the usud.

| endeavored to listen to the details but could not for the life of me take my eyes off the doctors, al of
whom were dressed in quite shabby clothes, tattered deeves, and worn elbows, holesin the soles of their
shoes. The security people were dso wearing redlly awful outfits, some sort of blend of fabricsthat
ballooned out stiffly from the thighs, like jodhpurs. The doctors were endeavoring to convince me that
this research was being conducted by some branch of our Canadian government and the security people
were agreeing with this, but | had great difficulty believing that federa officias could be so badly dressed.
They looked as though they had al been hired by theloca school board.

| should try to remember al of what they told mein this conference room because | have afeding it was
important, but for the life of me, little of it made any impression on me whatsoever. | understood that they
were very excited by the fact that | was walking around, breathing, and that they meant to do alot of
tests on me to make sure my body was functioning asit had before | died.

Dr. Lucasflashed on the screen adiagram of the human skull, and her hand hung dackly at the point at
the base of the skull labeled, "Point Alpha," with some attempt at grandeur. The researchers had injected
their neurd stew into this point, and this had apparently jump-started the brain--my brain, she
meant--while at another insertion at Point Beta, into avein in the chest near the heart, they injected a
small, ingenioudy devised matrix of eectricaly charged proteins, akind of organic lightning bolt, she said
(and had said this phrase many times before, | intuited, from her pleased expresson). Thisbiologica
battery was designed to lodge a ong the heart wall and send eectrica pulses through the muscle,
stimulating the heart to beat. Asit had done, in my case. Therewas more, but | was never good with
very many polysyllablesat once.

At acertain point the lecture stopped and they waited for something. | studied Point Alpha carefully, no
less expectant than they. After amoment, Dr. Lucas asked, "Do you have any questions, Mr. Dennis?"

They had been waiting for me. To show someinterest. Smiling politely, | shook my head. "No."

The doctors dl seemed mildly surprised, and the security people appeared particularly put out. Dr.
Lucas, however, gave me a patient, motherly look. Asascientist, she could afford to be generousto me,
alayman. "Y ou have understood everything, just as| have explained?

"Y es, you've been very clear.”
She adjusted her reading glasses. "'I'm glad to hear it. | was afraid my explanation was too technica.”

Simply to reassure her, | said, "Oh no, you've been so helpful.” | was sitting at the conference table,
trying to appear cheerful, but they were al watching me asif | were saying something wrong. "'l suppose |
do have one question. How long hasiit been since | died?"

Dr. Lucas consulted with one of her colleagues, aman named Potter with alot of papersand apam
computer, who needed someone to repest my nameto him, and | heard it, my name, with such a curious
detachment. "Roger Dennis." After some checking he was able to announce, with complete satisfaction,
that | had been dead about two years, preserved by the hyperoxigenated refrigerant and heldin a
hyperbaric chamber till the recent procedure had been performed, the variousinjectionsin the
oxygen-rich gas, which had proven so successful.



"We can't preserve abody much longer than two years, even with the gamma serum,” Dr. Potter
continued, "0 it was agood thing for you we were ready."

" was getting alittleripe, was|1?'
Hetittered nervoudy, and they dl looked at one another, asif they wanted to laugh but were uncertain.

Dr. Lucas till smiled a me, but | detected arising level of discomfort in her stiff expresson. "1 must say,
| find your reaction to dl thisto be very unexpected.”

"My reection?'
"Y ou hardly show any surprise at dl. And yet you're dive again, after dying.”
"Wadl, | don't remember much about being dead.”

They laughed abit at that, then the room got silent. Dr. Lucas was still watching me. To console hersdlf,
she entered into another long explanation, about the need for further tests, for, asit turned out, they were
puzzled by thefact that | was the only one of the twenty dead people to wake up. "Dead subjects,” as
she termed them. So many more tests would be needed on me, and on the failluresaswell, and she
hoped | would be willing to undergo them. "We have amission, now that we know our technique can be
successful. We need to know why it isthat you've come back to life, the only one of twenty."

"But have | come back to that?' | asked.
Poor dears, al puzzled again. | should not have been so smug, | suppose; it would haunt me later.
"Back to what?' Dr. Lucas asked.

"Tolife. I only meanto ak if you're surethat'swhét thisis."

* k% k %

My question hardly ruffled them, | think, though it would echo for awhile. The philosophica
underpinnings of our Situation never interested them, that | could detect, then or later. We werefinished
with the briefing, | could go. One of the doctors conducted me to my rooms, which were actudly rather
pleasant, if nondescript. A small bedroom adjoined asmall sitting room, with a bathroom tucked
between. Windows with old fashioned, and rather yellowed, venetian blinds. Clean down to the last
corner, astate so conspicuous | wondered if they were worried | might be susceptible to bacteriaor
contagion, mein my freshly dead state. Or post-dead, rather.

Dr. Potter stopped by to suggest that | ret, asin the morning | would be having several imaging studies,
under the supervision of Dr. Lucas herself. He asked me some questions, took my vital sgns, noted the
strength of my reflexes, al the while making neat notationsinto his computer. Dr. Potter expressed his
hope that | understood the importance of the work in which he and his colleagues were engaged.

"l believe | am engaged iniit, too," | said.
"What?You are, of course, you are. And you play the most vita role of al. One might say that, even.”
"l believe you could say that."

He lingered another moment and findly cameto the point. Do you remember your past life? Do you
know who you were?"

"l was-1 suppose | am--Roger Dennis, asystems analyst for asmall software company in Montredl. Is



that right? 1 could tell you some of my memories but | doubt you would know whether they're correct or

"No, | suppose | wouldn't.”

"Then | don't understand your question.”

"l was Smply curious because you've expressed no interest in any of that. Y our life. Y our family."
"But I'm deed, asfar asthey're concerned.”

"Wes"

| turned away from him, lay onthebed. "Then | redly don't seethe point.” And I didn't. | felt nothing.
Not for my mother, my ssters, the woman | had been dating. It was asif the memories had grayed.

Dr. Potter retired soon after, when the old man Farley came with my dinner. Setting thetray on atablein
the living room, nodding to the security guard posted at my door, Farley showed his name badge (for
what, | don't know) but refused to look mein the eye. | suppose he knew | had been dead and was
uncomfortable about it. Not ascientist, | guessed, but someone rather ordinary, though he had
remarkable blue eyes and shaggy, heavy brows hanging over them.

The med appeared to have been prepared carefully, but | found | had no taste for it at al until the hot
foods cooled. Even then | could not ssomach the small beef steak. | ate the leafy sdad and the
over-boiled broccoli. Presently the old man cameto take the plate away, still refusing to look at me,
snatching thetray and scurrying away, and | wished, vaguely, for apair of fangsto wear the next time he
camein.

Needing no rest, | went for awalk. | wondered if the security person would try to hinder me but she
smply fell in beside me. Her presence proved no bother at al, since she said not oneword. | was
ddighted that we might thus avoid dl persond tedium and we explored this post of scientific progressas
thoroughly as| was alowed, even leaving the building, a one point, to stroll in a courtyard, the moon
over thewall, razor wire thrown into silhouette.

Thefresh air smelled wonderful and | remarked on it. The security woman said she liked to get out, and |
smiled. The sarswere fierce. One would have thought that, once outside, my curiosity would have led
me to examine the exterior of what had evidently become my prison; but it was only the starsthat | cared
to watch. Fascinating, thousand upon thousand, teeming, dense, white-hot light drifting from such
incompreheng ble distances, aparticle of light bound al the way from agtar into my eye. Pouring
untroubled through dl that emptiness. | felt something familiar, sanding there, gazing upward. Some
shiver of fedling passed through me, an echoing londliness.

| asked the security woman to lead me back to the roomsthen, and shedid, and | lay in bed al night,
gtaring upward in the dark.

* k x %

Asit happened, those first examinations stretched into some months. | doubt any human body has ever
been better mapped, unlessit be one of the virgins of the 120 Days of Sodom. The staff of the
ingtalation was not large but there must have been forty or fifty people on site. They weredl bright,
earnest people who dressed very badly, and after atime | came to the conclusion that they were engaged
in the search for something amost out of habit, asif this project had been funded once, along time ago,
and continued because nobody had asked about it sSince. Most of the people here were doctors but |
was never sure which of them were medica doctors, though | did soon enough recognize Dr. Stewart as



aneurosurgeon by his arrogance and haughty trestment of his peers.

There were certainly enough of them that their complete atention on my limited number of molecules
soon proved irksome. | was scanned in amagnet and under radiation, by positron emission, by sound
wave; | swallowed radioactive dyes and endured other kinds of contrast imaging studies, the whole
panoply available right there in the complex. My image was reconstructed in three dimensionsin the
various computersin the various rooms and | would lie there, watching the iodine-stained image of my
heart beating, the dight ischemic defect in one of the walls, present since | wasachild, from atimewhen
| nearly drowned and had to be revived by cardiopulmonary resuscitation. Even granted that some of the
equipment appeared outdated, the array of toys these fellows had was impressive. The imaging studies
proved only that my body had apparently taken on its norma human functioning once again, in pite of
thefact that | had suffered abrain concussion and death and had been preserved by means of something
caled gammaserum, followed by refrigeration for nearly two years.

When | chafed at all this attention, however, | did note that my fate was superior to that of the nineteen
corpses who had failed to resurrect, al of whom were undergoing the most extensive autopsies
imaginable, under supervision of ateam of pathologistsled by Dr. Shiraz.

They werelooking in thewrong place, and | aready suspected the truth, but | had no reason to say so. |
no longer felt present in aliving world, | felt | had settled into something else. This proved more than an
illuson. Nothing they did hurt mein the least, or caused me the dightest discomfort, not when they
sampled liver or lung tissue, not when they cored my bone for marrow. | said nothing. If offered a
painkiller | took it, but | felt nothing from it, except atemporary sense of concealment.

At night, in my smal suite, | lay on the bed watching the shadowed ceiling. No longer deeping, though |
only reveded thisto the doctors when they were performing their deep studies. Had | aways been an
insomniac? No, | had never had any trouble of that kind. But my medica records, which they had
gpparently obtained, indicated that | had asked for deeping pills on severa occasions from my primary
care doctor. Because | liked to take deeping pills, | said. Very pleasant.

They gave me more deeping pills. They gave meinjections. They could knock me unconscious, they
learned. But they could not put meto deep.

This caused some congternation, particularly for the neurologist Dr. Shabahrahmi, who performed various
scans of my brain, some lasting for hours, to determine exactly what type of brain-wave activity | had
when unconscious. He found nothing determinate, except that | never dept.

| often rested, however, lying in the bed dressed asif | were degping, staring up at the darkness, at the
ceiling, a whatever wasthere.

At theend of these first examinations, nothing had been determined that could differentiate me from my
dissected fellow specimens, except that | had, for some reason, gotten up from bed when | was
supposed to, and the others had not. The mystery had, in fact, deepened, since it was clear that, dong
with rising from the dead, | had undergone some kind of change. | had lost the need for deep. But these
learned people could not determine why.

| had lost other appetites, and these were duly noted and, in the secondary phase of their study of me,
testswere performed on these missing appetitesaswell. | had asked that the dietitian no longer dlow the
old man to serve me any mest, and, after awhile, | lost al appetite for cooked food. | ate fresh fruits and
vegetables. The doctors tested me by feeding me meat, which | would promptly vomit up, and they
would scurry to do tests on the vomit, to determine what type of ssomach acid was present init, and to
look a my stomach, to seeif they could learn why my stomach was suddenly rgjecting thisfood. But



again, the tests showed no conclusive results, vomit that was like anybody's vomit, feces that waslike
anybody's feces, nothing to lead them anywhere, only the fact that | had changed in some way, for some
reason that euded them.

It was suggested that my change in eating habits might be the result of some psychologica changes, and
that these might require study, but there were no psychiatrists or psychologists on the aff of the project,
and these branches of science were not held in high regard. Those ideas were never pursued.

* * * %

A week or so passed during which no tests were conducted and nearly all my time was my own. |
remember speculating that perhaps they were abandoning thisline of research and would set me free.
Looking back on that now, it seems such an innocent thought, particularly for aman who had aready
died once and ought to know better. But a certain innocence still remained to me. | was aware that many
discussons were going on around me during this quiet interlude, but 1 ignored them. With hoursto mysdif,
| sat for long intervasin the courtyard at night, staring up a the ars, watching them whedl dowly
overhead. Gazing upward into the face of something cold and unknowable.

Dr. Lucas cdled meto her office at the end of the week, and the security guard, Taguanda, the same
woman as on my first day, escorted meto her. They had kept up the practice of the continuous security
escort and guard for my quartersthough | had never shown the least inclination to escape, so | had
gotten to know some of my guardians by name. Dr, Lucas beckoned meinside and closed the door. She
always did her makeup very badly, doppy lipstick and crooked mascara, and today was wearing
something awful, aknit dressthat clung to her lumpish body in dl the wrong places; she seemed even
more hideous than if she had been naked, so that the interview was conducted, on my part, in a state of
horror, asthough | were conversing with Grendd's mother. " Can you guesswhy |I've called you here
tonight?'

"I suppose | could try. Y ou've been reassessing your results this past week and there's been alot of
disagreement as to what you ought to do next. But now you've come to some decision.”

"Yes, we have." She patted her hair, drab, thin stuff, no shape. At that moment, | understood | would
never be going home. Something about the indifference of her ugliness, none of the gentle peace of
homeliness. "WEell be taking another line of research sarting tomorrow."

| accepted the information without any show of interest, and she waited, and finally said, "Y ou redly
arent at dl curious about what we're going to do, are you?"

"You'renot going to let me go?'
"No, of coursenot.”
| shrugged. "Then the answer is, no, I'm not curious as to what you're going to do."

She appeared startled by my statements and leaned back in her chair, tapping that crooked nose with a
sharp fingertip. "We cant let you go, unfortunately, you're our only hope.”

"To bring back more people like me. From the dead.”
"Surely you understand the vaue of what we're doing.”

| gave no Sgn that | understood anything at dl, and findly, exasperated, she began to clean her
eyeglasseswith fiercelittle motions of her hands. "Well, | don't have anything more to say than that. Well
be trying another line of research starting tomorrow. | wish you the best of luck.”



"Youdo?'

"Yes, of coursel do." She spoke vehemently, asthough | had chalenged her humanity on some
consequentia ground.

"Wadl, then, | assumel'll need it," | said, and I eft her office and went back to my rooms.

| ate my dinner, an apple and two bananas, some orange dices, raw carrots, even araw potato, which
was good to keep and nibble. | have no ideawhich of the fruits or vegetables contained the preparation
called Serum Omega, the composition of which no one ever discussed with me, since they were ashamed
of itsexistence. | understood from the strange sensation, thetingling, in al my limbs, that perhapsthe
doctors were beginning their work earlier than announced. | who had not needed deep in dl these
monthsfelt asow lethargy seep through me, my limbs heavy. What kind of poison kills the body but
does not damageit? They came for me before | had completely lost consciousness, lost life, but by then |
was pardyzed, and smply felt them gtirring around me, dragging me onto a stretcher, whediing me down
the dull tiled corridor. Thelast thing | remember, in aroom that seemed suddenly familiar, was atingling
at the base of my skull, wherethe little cap had waited, dl thistime, in case it should be needed again.

* k k %

Thistimel surfaced inaglare. A light hung just above me, afierce, round light, and | could not see so
much asfed, and the light was not so much a brightness as an ingstent gaze trangfixing mefrom a
diganceinfinitely remote from me, out where existence isthe only thing thereis, out there so far away ...

A dream?| never wokefromit, | surfaced indgdeit, not asif | were waking but rather descending from a
height. | became aware of where my body was and then | wasinsideit, but the distance seemed greater
than before. | was aware of the room, the same clerestory windows, the square of sunlight traveling dong
the sheet that covered me. Not the same sheet, this one snow white. As before, till bodieslay in the
beds on ether sde of me and aong the opposite wall. The motionless sheets shone faintly white, and the
sweet smell was dmost more than | could bear. | quickly checked the bodies as before, and thistime |
found one of them breathing, not strong enough to pull the sheet down from her face, but breathing
nevertheless, so | pulled it down, and, as | bent over, she looked a me with a complete coldness, utter
contempt. She closed her eyes and turned her head away.

She continued to breathe for awhile, long enough for the doctors to arrive. They were excited, of course,
and rushed her off to revive her further, if they could, though by the time they wrestled her onto a
sretcher her breathing was dready dowing. She died, or faded, afew minutes|later, just down the hall.

While they were studying her they left me done, except to draw blood and samples of other tissue; her
they dissected, sampling her in every way possible, with every type of biopsy pincer and core needle, till
at the end of their studies her body was completely exploded into ten thousand pieces, al preservedin
formaldehyde in offices up and down the corridors. | used to wonder what pieces of tissue floating in
cloudy jarswere her, in the later weeks, after they could derive no more pleasurein carving her up into
even smaler dices, or mounting dices of her onto dides. Within weeks they returned their attention to
me

They studied me again, al the same tests, some even more invasive and uncomfortable than the first
battery. At timesthey looked at me asif they wanted to cut me apart too, but they were afraid to do it.
The cycle of testswent on and on, till again it Sopped for afew days, and | waited.

Onenight in my room | felt the drowsiness run through al my limbs, unnatural to me by that point, sncel
had not dept in many months; so | knew | wasto die again.

Same as before, aburning gaze above me, dl | can remember of that time, or place, or whatever it might



be cdled, between my deeth and wakening again. | lay benesth afierce eye examining me every momernt,
and | longed to be removed from its gaze, but | could only lie there while it watched me, ceasdesdly ...

| woke in the same room as before. For the third time | examined rows of bodies. Thistime no one had
responded to any of the serums or gases, only me. The arrival of the doctors was delayed, asit had been
each time, and only now did | become in the least curious that they should leave me done for so long
with these dead ones, this sweet sméll in the air. From the expressions of Dr. Lucas and Dr. Potter it was
clear they understood they had failed again, and now when they looked a me | could only wonder what
lay in gore.

For afew days| wasleft in peace. Then Dr. Lucas caled meto her office, and | followed with the escort
she had sent, into her Sitting room with the old fashioned crank windows, partly rusted near the top. Like
the office of some eementary school principal, the room was decorated with darkly stained wooden
furniture, datted blinds with frayed cords, pipes running celling to floor, asteam convector under the
window. Shewas sitting in this office, dressed more tastefully thistime, adark, high-waisted dress that
hel ped mask her lack of discernible shape, even apair of what were called ear-bobs in my mother's day,
white and round and big. A touch of lipstick. Fedling quite honored by the care with which she had done
her toilet, | took my seat on the long, wide sofa. Straightening a place for mysdlf in the twists of the
chenille throw, | wondered in an offhand way whether | should be prepared to die tonight, and after a
moment while she finished some notation or other in some computer file or other, | stated, "So | expect
you are preparing another phase of tests."

Shelifted afinger to signal that | should wait, tapped the keyboard intently for another few moments,
closed the lid of the notebook, the whine of the drive dying away. "Please excuse me. Y es, we have been
discussing our next phases.” She sagged in the chair, clearly exhausted. "We're puzzled more and more
by our repeated faluresin the aftermath of our one complete success. You, | mean.”

"How many moretimes do you think you can bring me back?"
Shelooked a me quite oddly, quite fixedly. "I really don't know."
"But you'll keep ontill | fail, too."

Her jaw set itsdlf into astrong line. "Well keep on until we can understand what is happening in your
body that isn't happening with the others. Well keep on until we succeed.”

| must have looked skeptical, for she continued. "We're close, and we know it. The discoveriesweve
aready made are remarkable, redlly. Tricks even the Egyptians never learned about the preservation of
tissue, evenits hedling after degth, asin the case of your brain injury.”

"Thefirg timel died, you mean.”

"Yes" Shewaited for awnhile, then asked, "Y ou don't have anything to say?'

"A question, perhaps."

Sheleaned forward, asif this were some turning point in our relations. "Go ahead.”
"How long was | dead? Thefirst time, | mean. Before your trestment to preserve me.”
"We had to give you thefirst infusion of hyperox before you were taken off life support.”
"Before”
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| smiled. ™Y ou must have avery efficient system for collecting subjects. To find the right kind of dead
people, so quickly.”

"We had anumber of hospitals helping uswith theinitial part of the study, the part that related to the
preservation of organsfor re-use. The other portion of our research is confidentia. For obvious reasons.”
"Sowhen | fell and hit my head, someone called your people as soon as| died. Or just before | died.”

"Something likethat." She seemed perplexed, thenirritated. " Are you implying some sort of impropriety?
We arent killing anyone. We didn't stedl your body out of amorgue. Y our own next of kin gave us
permission to use you in theresearch. | can show you dl the paperwork if you like."

"That won't be necessary,” | said. "How many more of me do you have? In the refrigerator, | mean. How
long can you go on?"

She st her mouth in aline. "What we're doing here could be of benefit to billions of people.”
"Of courseit could.” | Sghed. "That'sdl. | only had those questions.”

She thought about that for a moment. Relaxed, when my tone changed. "'l suppose | had expected you to
ask about your freedom.”

| laughed, and turned away from her, and laughed again.

She gave me the most chilling look, and | wondered if they had dready administered the killing specific, if
she had brought me to the office to watch me die thistime, to witness the exact moment of my passing.

"When I'm deed,” | told her, "before you bring me out of it. There's someone watching me.”

She moved her head just dightly. | believe she considered that | might have become unstablein some
way, and so | stood and waited in the doorway for amoment.

"Who do you think it is?" she asked.

"I don't know. But it strikes me that maybe someone is there, sending me back to you, over and over
again. Keeping me there for awhile and then sending me back. Only me.”

IIWWI
| shrugged.

But she had heard what | said, and judging by her expression, avison of the place | was describing
arosein her head at that moment, a place in which shewas lying suspended in darkness from all sides,
darkness and coal air, and above alight, a piercing eye gazing into the center of her. | believe she saw
thisas| had, hanging in that endless expanse, the fedling of a presence, the unbdievably fierce avareness.
She had alook of awe, awhitenessto the eyes, aface of glass, and | said good night to her and she
whispered goodnight to me as Taquanda took me back to my room.

One moretime they killed me and | woke under the eye, with the wind of that place scouring through me
and the searching of that eye above me, never blinking or moving. A voicein my heed, not words, only
the voice, notes like music, and then my body closed around me like wet clay and | waslying in the
room, aonethistime, no other corpses to keep me company. Though perhaps somewhere ese, in some
other room, two rows of beds, faces under white sheets, asweet smell in the air. Perhaps the doctors



had decided to spare metheir failures, at least.

The routine had become settled by now, and that first night when | was alive again, or what they called
dive, | was dlowed to be on my own while the doctors assessed whatever data they had collected
during the resurrection. Since | had always been docile, even inert, the security people had become abit
lax, and the security person with me that night was one of those who had fallen under the influence of
Farley the cook, who thought me some sort of monster. She hung back from mewhen | went for awalk
and that provided the avenue of escape | needed. By then | knew thelayout of the ingtdlation fully, and
s0 | lured her into apart of the building that was sparsely inhabited and | strangled her there.

Curious, that | killed her. | had no plan to do anything of the kind, I meant only to immobilize her in some
way, maybe knock her out, but instead | put my bare hands around her neck and squeezed with such
force that she was quickly gone, despite some strugglesto free herself. | let her drop to the floor and
turned away. L et them revive her, | thought.

| escaped the place through the kitchen, where Farley was puttering, whistling something rather tuneless,
"Waltzing Matilda," | think; and for amoment | wanted to kill him, too, but | decided it was better to let
him go on humming, so that when the doctors learned of my escape he could swear that he had beenin
the kitchen the whole time, getting their dinner ready, and he hadn't seen me. | did through the pantry, out
the ddlivery door, and headed into the woods at the edge of the parking lot.

Therest istedious. | oleacar, | stole some money. | crossed the border into the United States on foot
and stole another car and more money. | avoided any more killing though the thought often occurred to
me on my journey. | have driven thelong way here. Though | am certain there are people trying to find
me, people who aready know where I've come. So | need to get on a ship going south, to where the sun
beets down more strongly from the center of the sky.

* * % %

When hisstory began | found it fantastic, but troublesome, and as he continued with it, | mysdlf became
quite uncomfortable in the noisy bar. So we interrupted the story to walk to my apartment in the Pontalba
Building, and he finished thetelling of it in my parlor, with the casement windows open and the breezes
dtirring from the front gdlery. He sat there with hiswhite handsin hislap. | knew he expected some
response, but | had nothing to offer, the story itself was so astounding.

"You cant redly believe me, of course" he said, after amoment, "but that doesn't matter, aslong asyou
hdpme"

"Of course l'll hepyou,” | said, "firg thing in the morning. We have aship leaving for Caracas, and I'll get
you on that."

He seemed very moved by this, settled back into his comfortable chair. | thought he might fall adeep but
remembered his story and watched, and he never more than blinked his eyes.

| led him back to my room, helped him to undress, lay him on the bed, undressed myself and laid down
beside him. | watched him dl night, hisgood body, hisfirm jaw, hisfacethat | had remembered from so
long ago. We smply lay there, side by side, and | knew | would remember that night, maybe wish we
had made love to one another, wish | had tested whether there was any warmthin himat all. To be able
to say later that | had made love to adead man, or aghost. He never closed his eyesthat | saw, though |
drifted off mysdlf, in the wee hours. When | woke the next morning he was lying exactly in the same
position, gazing upward at the celling, high and shadowed, a place into which only he could see.

The captain of the Sylvia Moon did not much like my ingstence in the morning when | caled him, but he
finaly saw the wisdom of acceding to my wishes when he remembered who | was, or, rather, who my



family was. My friend Roger Dennis st sail immediately for the northern coast of South America

| had no more ideathen than | do now of what to make of his story. Some people did come looking for
him and landed eventudly at the office of my family's shipping concern; they were persstent and
remained in New Orleansfor some days, but they were not able to penetrate through al the veils of the
company to me, and therefore | can only speculate as to who they were. But | made certain they learned
nothing of the Sylvia Moon or its passenger.

My caution was unnecessary, however. Roger Dennis never landed at any port. The ship's captain later
told me, with somefear for hisfuture, | expect, that as the ship was crossing the Caribbean, Roger legpt
overboard one noon and drowned. His body was not recovered. The crew gave him aburia service at
Seq, my captain said, and since | aone knew who hewas, could | please notify hisfamily?1 promised |
would take whatever steps were necessary, and | did make atrip to Ontario, though naturaly | saw
nothing at all of hisfamily. | checked the records of the hospitd a which Roger told me he had died, and
after various referralswas able to confirm his origina desth. Roger Dennis had perished of head trauma
after afadl nearly five years before. Asif the paper assurance were not enough, | made atrip to a
cemetery near Montred, where my uncertainty finaly increased to the point that | could credit him what
he had claimed. | can believe his story wastrue, so far as he himsdf knew the truth, now that | have seen
hisgrave.
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