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            REMOTE CONTROL

          

          SUMMARY

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Alanna Davidson’s life is upended when her father is shot and paralyzed the same night a cutting-edge medical robot is stolen from his laboratory at DARPA. Three years later, the crime remains unsolved.

      

      Alanna, now a senior resident at Los Angeles Memorial Hospital, is puzzled when high-profile patients start dying unexpectedly after routine surgeries and investigates the deaths.

      

      At the same time, the LAPD is tracking a serial killer with a surgical signature who is leaving bodies in the most dangerous neighborhoods of the city.

      

      When a Memorial resident becomes the newest victim, Alanna’s investigation leads to her father’s stolen robot and to a predatory healthcare company intent on taking over Memorial Hospital. But Alanna’s sleuthing brings her to the attention of the killer. Not only her career, but her life is now in danger.
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        March 20, 1992, 7:00 a.m.

        Arlington, Virginia

      

      

      Colonel Avram Davidson, MD, Ph.D, sat at the breakfast table, holding on to a mug of steaming hot, black coffee. His wife Miriam stood behind him, working her thumbs into his rock-hard trapezius muscles. Avram was a commanding figure, over six feet tall, tanned and well-muscled, his curly gray hair closely cropped, his green eyes alert under bushy black brows

      “Why are you so tense?” Miriam asked.

      “I wouldn’t say tense. Terrified is more like it.”

      “What’s going on, or would you have to kill me if you told me?”

      Avram laughed. “Today’s the day I test my medical device on a live patient. If I fail, the patient could die.”

      Miriam wrapped her arms around him and kissed the top of his head.

      “You aren’t going to fail. You’ve been practicing your technique on pigs for almost a year, and they are all alive and well, and rooting around in their pens. You are an exceptional surgeon, and the patient is lucky to have you. Finish your coffee and go to the O.R.”

      “Have I ever told you how much I love you?”

      “Every day.”
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        * * *

      

      Avram pulled his car into his dedicated parking space and took a breath before stepping out into the bright, windy morning. He’d taken every possible precaution, but the operating room was a place where the unexpected could always happen. He’d have to be alert every second. The stakes were incalculable, and everyone on his team was counting on him.

      He paused outside the main door of DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, and glanced at his watch. He was early. The wind picked up, and a cloud momentarily covered the sun. With a shiver, he passed through the main entrance and the security check, heading to the operating room. Composing his face into an expression of quiet confidence, he put on his booties and cap, fastened his surgical mask, and walked in.

      The elderly man lay on the table. The anesthesia and nursing teams worked on him, starting his I.V. and arterial line, washing his chest with sterile solution, and covering him with drapes. Avram walked over.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Nervous.”

      “We’re going to take good care of you, and you and I are going to make history today. Your surgery stands to benefit every veteran with heart disease. I can’t thank you enough for trusting us.”

      “My son’s a doctor at Walter Reed. He checked you out and told me you were the best.”

      Avram nodded at the anesthesiologist, who injected a sedative through the I.V. port. In minutes, the patient was asleep, and a breathing tube was inserted into his bronchus and attached to the anesthesia machine.

      “You’re good to go,” the anesthesiologist said.

      The patient, a retired veteran, was the perfect candidate for this very first robotic cardiac bypass surgery. His left main coronary artery was almost completely blocked, but the other major arteries would not require bypass.

      Next to the operating table stood the robot, with multi-jointed arms, each fitted with surgical tips. One tip was designed to hold and manipulate the laparoscopic scope and camera. Another grasped tissue, and a third could cut and coagulate it. Avram had named the device ELECTRA, in honor of the very first humanoid robot introduced by Dr. Barnett at the 1939 World’s Fair.

      The entire project staff was assembled, masked, and gowned: Major McGreavy, the systems software engineer, the anesthesiologist, and the O.R. techs. Another cardiac team was waiting, prepared to do the bypass with a traditional large chest incision, should the robot be unable to complete the procedure in a minimally invasive fashion.

      “Ready, sir?” the O.R. tech asked, as she adjusted the lights on the surgical field.

      Avram gave the thumbs-up sign. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      The tension decreased a fraction as he walked into the adjacent room, removed his mask, and sat at his computer.

      At his fingertips were two unique pieces of hardware. They allowed the Colonel’s hands to perform cutting and rotating motions. They were also fitted with sensors, enabling him to feel the tissue remotely. Grasping the instrument handles, he adjusted them to position the robot’s arms over the patient.

      The cardiac surgeons in the operating room had made three tiny incisions on the man’s chest and inserted hollow metal tubes through which the robot could place its arms with its instruments.

      The laparoscope, a device with a fiber optic light and miniature video camera, was held by the first of the three robotic arms. The others, with their instruments, were inserted through the remaining two tubes.

      Avram would operate from his office, constantly watching the video image supplied by the laparoscope’s mini camera.

      The robotic arm holding the laparoscope moved forward, and gas was inserted to collapse the left lung. The underside of the chest wall came into view. Avram’s heart rate sped up, and he could feel beads of sweat forming on his forehead. He took some deep breaths, waited for his pulse to slow down, and made sure his hands were steady. He’d done this procedure on animals more times than he could remember. He knew how to do this. He needed to stay calm.

      He traced the path of the left mammary artery on the chest wall, dissected it carefully, freeing a large portion so he could connect it to the coronary artery past the point of blockage. He placed a clamp to control bleeding and cut the artery at its far end.

      “I’m ready to bypass,” Colonel Davidson said, through the microphone.

      The anesthesiologist infused heparin. Avram’s next job would be to join the mammary artery to the coronary artery past the point of obstruction. This was the part of the surgery that had always required a large incision dividing the breastbone, and a highly skilled microsurgeon working with magnifying glasses. Performing this procedure in a minimally invasive fashion had been beyond human abilities. ELECTRA changed the odds. At the operating table, the robot paused, and another surgeon made a two-inch incision over the beating heart, exposing the blocked artery.

      The first stitch would be critical. The two vessels had to be sewn together with individual sutures, spaced closely enough to prevent leakage. The thread was as fine as a cobweb. Tying surgical knots long-distance was the most challenging part of the procedure. He’d practiced it for months. With precise, delicate motions, he cinched his first knot tight.

      One stitch at a time, Avram sutured, tied, and cut his suture, an exercise in hand-eye coordination that left sweat pouring down his forehead.

      As the last stitch was placed, he removed his hands from the instruments, took a deep breath, and put them in his lap so that no one could see he was trembling with fatigue and relief. He removed the clamp from the mammary artery, resuming blood flow to the heart, and his repair appeared more perfect than he could ever have accomplished without ELECTRA.

      From the operating room came a round of cheering that he could hear through his closed door.
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        March 20, 1992, 7:00 p.m.

        Arlington, Virginia

      

      

      Avram did not usually join his staff at the get-togethers at The Capitol Bar and Grill in Arlington. He was not a beer drinker, was allergic to peanuts, and hated the cigarette smoke that seemed endemic in bars. However, tonight was a triumphant special occasion. Although he would have much preferred to head home to a glass of Merlot and a thick, juicy steak, he realized the political wisdom of being present at this particular celebration.

      A waiter elbowed his way through the bar crowd, carrying a tray with two ice-cold pitchers of beer and mugs for everyone. Another followed him with a bowl of pretzels in one hand and peanuts in the other. The staff crammed into a large booth with cracked red leather seats. Two additional tables had been added to accommodate the group, and the Colonel was seated at the head of one. The waiter put the tray down and started passing out the mugs. McGreavy sat down next to Avram, a bottle in hand.

      “In your honor, sir. You’ve earned it.” He popped the cork, and the champagne bubbled to the top and spilled down the side. McGreavy grabbed a mug and poured.

      “It’s well known you’re not a beer fan.”

      Avram wasn’t a fan of this particular brand of cheap champagne either, but he appreciated the gesture. He raised his mug and proposed a toast.

      “To a superb team effort and a great team. And let’s not forget our patient who was willing to be the first person in the world to be operated on by a robot.”

      “Hear, hear!”

      “Our patient,” McGreavy said, “is alive and well. On Monday, another courageous volunteer will be having a double bypass.”

      “Will our post-op patient go home tomorrow?” someone asked.

      “Probably the day after,” Avram said. “I don’t want anyone to accuse us of doing drive-by cardiac bypass surgery.

      Avram sipped his champagne. It was making him dizzy on an empty stomach with all the excitement. In fact, it was making him nauseous. It was probably the smoke. He hadn’t been able to stand being in the same room with cigarette smoke since he gave it up ten years ago. He excused himself and went to the bathroom.

      The bathroom was hot and only slightly less smoky than the bar. He relieved himself, and the stale, warm scent of urine made his headache worse. His face glared back at him from the mirror over the sink, dark rings under his eyes testifying to the fact that he’d barely slept the night before. He’d better head home while he could still drive. Miriam would fix him up. Hot food, cool sheets, a couple of aspirin, and he’d be fine.

      He exited the bathroom, shaking hands on his way out.

      “Have a great weekend, everyone. You’ve earned it.”

      He stood outside for a few moments, breathing the cold, clear air. They’d probably be there, getting drunk until midnight. Certainly, they’d all have a better time without the boss putting a crimp in their style.

      It was almost eight. The working crowd had gone home, the restaurants were full, and the streets were quiet. The bar was on a side street, three blocks from the garage where Avram had parked his car. He took a look around, shoved his hands into his trench coat pockets, and began walking.

      His head was pounding. Lights flashed in front of his eyes as if he were having a migraine, but he’d never had one before. He must be coming down with some virus or other. Every muscle in his body ached. Acid regurgitated from his stomach, leaving a sour taste in his throat. He began to cough, trying to control a sudden need to throw up. He never even noticed the two men who stepped out of the alley behind him and hit the back of his skull with the butt of a revolver.

      They worked quickly, coming up on either side of him, supporting his sagging body until they’d dragged it out of sight in the alley behind a large dumpster. They opened his coat, checked all his pockets, and emptied them. As they left, one of them attached a silencer to his semiautomatic and fired it into Avram’s chest.
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        March 21, 1992, 12:30 a.m.

        Arlington, Virginia

      

      

      The security guard was bored. The eleven-to-seven shift at DARPA was always dead. Even the nerdiest of the computer nerds had gone home by the time he came on duty, and the building was dark and quiet. There was nothing to do for eight hours but sit at his security console watching a dozen small pictures of empty hallways.

      A faint noise caught his attention, and he watched through the locked glass doors as the familiar white van of the janitorial service pulled up in front of the building. He rolled his chair away from the desk and got slowly to his feet, feeling the stiffness in his knees from all that sitting. The two janitors rolled their carts out of the truck. He opened the front door and waited as they entered.

      “Hey, man. How you doin’?” The skinny young black man, his hair in dreadlocks, waved at him.

      “Hanging in there, I guess. How’s yourself?”

      The guard liked Jimmy. He’d been working for the service for three months now, and he always stopped for a little conversation. The other guy was new tonight. He was big and stocky with pale, pockmarked skin and a wispy mustache.

      “Who’s your friend?” the guard asked.

      “This here’s Beau.”

      The men wheeled the carts around the security station and donned heavy cloth gloves.

      “Brought you a little present,” Jimmy said.

      He bent down and retrieved a cardboard tray. There were three large paper cups of coffee balanced on it.

      “The way you like it,” Jimmy said. “Hot, black, and caffeinated.”

      “You sure know how to save a man’s life.”

      The coffee smelled delicious. He sat at his desk and sipped it slowly, savoring the rich, bitter taste.

      “Guess we better git workin,” Jimmy said, tossing the three empties into the plastic sac lining the garbage can. He rang for the elevator.

      “We’ll be on the second floor,” he said. “Ladies' room.”

      The guard nodded and sat back at his desk, staring at the screens. It was going to be a long evening. He stretched and yawned, supporting his head on his two palms. His lids felt extraordinarily heavy.
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        * * *

      

      The janitors took the elevator to the second floor and collected the trash from the ladies' lounge. They looked at their watches and nodded.

      Returning to the elevator, they pressed the button for the fourth floor. The door opened on a small lobby with a locked door. Jimmy removed an electronic access card from his pocket and used it. The men rolled the cart through the door into the high-security medical laboratory.

      “Sloppy security,” Jimmy said. His homeboy accent was completely gone. “Let’s hope the computer security is equally sloppy.”

      The office containing the workstation had a separate access card. Jimmy had that one as well. He flipped on the light and turned on the computer. Then he removed a blank disc from his coverall pocket and inserted it. The screen gave a login prompt. He typed CYBER.

      Password, the screen responded.

      Jimmy entered a six-letter sequence. The software came online, and he scanned the menu for a backup function and started the process. It was a large software program and would take a good fifteen minutes to upload. In the meantime, they could be doing something else useful.

      Jimmy reached into the depths of the garbage can, removed a metal tool kit, and handed it to Beau. Beau put on a pair of shoe covers and surgical gloves.

      The room adjacent to the office looked identical to a hospital operating room with one exception. A device of steel and aluminum stood next to the table, long, multijointed arms hanging down, wire connections leading to the computer next door. It made Jimmy think of an obscene spider.

      He hoped the boss was right about its value. Jimmy had devoted three months of his life to cleaning out trash cans to get hold of it.

      “Don’t disconnect any wires until the backup is complete,” Jimmy said.

      Beau waited until Jimmy retrieved the backup disc and began erasing the file from the computer’s hard disc. Then he disconnected all the wires.

      The device was remarkably light, its aluminum and titanium arms combining strength and mobility. The two men covered it with a black plastic tarp and placed it gently in the can, covered by the trash bags previously retrieved from the ladies’ lounge.

      One more detail, and they were done. The backup discs for the software were the final target. The likely locations were the locked file cabinet or the locked desk. Jimmy removed a set of picks from his back pocket. The cabinet’s bottom drawer held the backups, neatly labeled with dates. He took them all and relocked the cabinet.

      They took the elevator down to the lobby, and Beau drew a semiautomatic as the car slowed. The guard was still seated at the security desk, his head pillowed in his arms. He was snoring gently. He didn’t move as the men brought their carts to the front entrance.

      “Should I waste him?” Beau asked. “He can describe us.” He put the gun to the guard’s head.

      “Nah. The stuff I put in the coffee will take care of it. He won’t wake up tomorrow morning.”

      The men opened the door, rolled the cart up the ramp into their van, and drove off. The security guard continued to snore, his breaths coming further apart and more labored, until they ceased altogether.
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        March 21, 4:30 a.m.

        Arlington, Virginia

      

      

      Alanna Davidson and her mother, Miriam, sat in the waiting room of the Virginia Hospital Center, waiting for the surgeons.

      Miriam got up, walked to the vending machine, and brought back yet another paper cup of black, bitter coffee.

      “It’s been three hours. I can’t stand this much longer.” She took a sip.

      Alanna reached over and took the cup from her mother’s hand. “Caffeine is only going to make you more anxious than you already are.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening. Your father was jubilant when he called me. His surgery went perfectly, and they were going out to celebrate.”

      Alanna had been celebrating as well when she received her mother’s frantic call. The medical residency match results had come out, and she’d gotten her first choice, the prestigious OB-GYN program at Memorial Hospital in Los Angeles. She’d spent her life on the East Coast, close to Washington, DC, and she’d wanted a West Coast adventure.

      What if Avram died in surgery? It was hard enough for both her parents to care for her older brother. How could she possibly expect her mother to cope all alone?

      A door opened, and a masked surgeon headed in their direction, removing his hat and surgical mask as he approached. He looked exhausted as he pulled up a chair and faced them.

      “Mrs. Davidson, your husband is in post-op recovery.”

      Tears ran down Miriam’s cheeks. “Thank God. I was afraid you were going to tell us he didn’t make it.”

      “The bullet entered his chest and shattered two of his thoracic vertebrae. If it had been a few millimeters to the right, it would have hit his aorta. He was lucky. We operated on his spine and put in some hardware to bridge the gap. Unfortunately, there was a crush injury to his spinal cord. We won’t know the full extent of the damage until all the swelling subsides.”

      Alanna mentally translated the surgeon’s effort to break the news gently to her mother. It was likely that her father would be paraplegic and confined to a wheelchair. She didn’t think her mother could handle that information right now. She could barely handle it.

      “Can we see him?” Miriam asked.”

      “Of course,” the surgeon said. “I’ll take you to him. We only allow one family member at a time.” He glanced at Alanna. “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll wait here. Thank you for saving his life.”

      As she watched her mother following the surgeon to post-op, she finally allowed her control to slip, and her pain and anger exploded in tears.
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        May 30, 1992 , 4:00 p.m.

        Arlington, Virginia

      

      

      Alanna knocked on the door of her father’s room at the nursing home, her mother standing behind her. Every time she visited him, she hated the place more. It was so depressing and institutional, even if it was reputed to be the best rehabilitation facility in Arlington. No wonder her father was so depressed. They couldn’t wait for his discharge.

      “Come in.”

      Avram was seated in his electric wheelchair, reading glasses perched on his prominent nose, perusing the Washington Post.

      “Good morning, darling.” Miriam kissed his cheek. “I brought you croissants from your favorite bakery.”

      “Thank God. I’m not going to miss the food when I get out of this place.”

      “Dad, have you heard anything yet from the FBI or the Arlington Police Department?”

      Avram’s face fell. “Not a word. The FBI took over both investigations when they discovered that my access code was used to enter the lab, hours after I was shot. It had to be an inside job. Whoever stole the robot knew exactly what they were after.”

      “Can you recreate it?” Miriam asked.

      “Not without funding, and the government isn’t planning to provide it. The powers that be just notified me that I’ve been placed on mandatory retirement and disability.” A tear rolled down his cheek. “Even if they decide to rebuild the robot, they won’t put a paraplegic surgeon in charge.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Miriam gave him a long hug.

      “I’m so sorry, Dad,” Alanna said.

      Avram grabbed a tissue and wiped his eyes.

      “We do have some good news,” Miriam said. “The house is all ready for you. We have ramps and railings, and I’ve removed all the area rugs and rearranged the furniture to make it easy for you to navigate. The shower is now wheelchair friendly and they just installed the stair lift, so you can go up to the bedroom.”

      Alanna knew how much effort had gone into the renovation, and how painful it had been for her mother to sell the antique rugs she and Avram had acquired on their many travels to the Middle East decades ago. The rooms looked bare and forlorn.

      “I can’t wait to have you home,” Miriam said. “I’m going to interview some daytime caregivers to help you with transferring and with the bathroom.”

      “Will everything be ready in time for Alanna’s graduation?” Avram asked.

      “Of course,” Miriam said.

      “I’ll be off all of June,” Alanna said, so I’ll be available for whatever help you need.”

      “You should plan a vacation,” Miriam said. “This may be your last chance to have fun before you leave for California.”

      “About that,” Alanna said. “I’ve been doing some research. Not all the hospitals in the DC area have filled their slots for their OB-GYN residencies. I’m thinking of transferring to one that’s closer to home so I can be more available.”

      “Absolutely not!” Avram said, in a tone that conveyed he would not be disobeyed. “I won’t have my daughter give up one of the most prestigious residencies in the country for some second-rate hospital because of me. What’s happened is bad enough without you making it worse.”

      A look of disappointment crossed Miriam’s face. Alanna knew how hard the past few years had been with her brother Sam’s mental illness. Having a disabled husband at home would make things far more difficult. Miriam would have her hands full, but she wouldn’t argue with her husband.

      “I agree with your father, Alanna. I love you for even considering giving up Memorial, but we’d both feel terrible if you did. Go make us proud.”
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        January 8, 1996, 7:30 a.m.

        Los Angeles, California

      

      

      Chief resident Alanna Davidson stripped to her underwear, changed to a freshly pressed pair of surgical scrubs, and stared at herself in the women’s locker room mirror. She looked exhausted. Dark circles lined her warm brown eyes with their dark brows, and her olive skin looked sallow in the harsh glare of the bathroom light. Every joint and muscle in her body ached. At least she had showered.

      She drew her hairbrush through the tangles of her long black hair and twisted it into a ponytail. It was overdue for a wash. She pulled her makeup kit from her purse and applied blush and raspberry-frosted lipstick. A touch of mascara on her long lashes completed her grooming. At least now she looked human enough to make rounds.

      Digging in her purse, she located a double-strength Anaprox and swallowed it with a handful of water. Hopefully, it would take care of the joint pains.

      She’d lost twenty pounds during her residency. Most of it was due to the exhausting pace of the work, the lack of sleep, and little time to eat a decent meal, but the grief and guilt over her family had certainly contributed. It haunted her, even more than three years later.

      The weight loss flattered her face, bringing her cheekbones into sharp relief, but her body felt bony and awkward. She could feel the sharp angles of her hip bones beneath the scrubs, and her breasts had shrunk a bra size. Most of her good clothes were hanging on her, not that it mattered. She rarely had an opportunity to wear them.

      Glancing at her watch, she threw her purse in her locker and headed to the post-surgical ward. She needed to see her post-op patients and was due in Labor and Delivery at 7:30 a.m.
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        * * *

      

      Alanna stood at the scrub sink, watching through the window into the operating room as the anesthesiologist placed an epidural for the upcoming cesarean section. Beside her was the patient’s obstetrician, Dr. Vincent Swerdlow, Chief of Staff, mask in place, greying hair covered by a paper hood, his surgical blues tight over his pudgy abdomen.

      “I’ll be glad when this one’s over,” Swerdlow said, lathering his hairy arms up to the elbow.

      Alanna laughed. “I know what you mean. VIP patients are often the most difficult to take care of, even when their pregnancies are routine.”

      “A good deal is riding on this delivery,” Swerdlow said, “so don’t screw up.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      She felt her face flush.

      Swerdlow was a meticulous and skilled surgeon who kept up with new techniques and enjoyed teaching the residents. However, there were moments, like this one, when she wanted to strangle him. She looked forward to the day she graduated and ceased having to defer to all the surgical prima donnas. He was going to be doing most of the surgery, so if anyone screwed up, it was likely to be him.

      Alanna bit back the retort that rose in her throat, finished cleaning her nails with the plastic brush, and began soaping her hands.

      “I don’t think we have anything to worry about. It’s a routine Cesarian for a breech,” she commented.

      “True,” Swerdlow said, but it took Lancaster three wives and five IVF attempts to conceive this kid. Not to mention that he’s donating five million to the department for a new infertility research center.”

      Alanna raised her brows. “I didn’t know about the donation; only that he was a hospital board member.”

      “So now you know,” Swerdlow said, “The surgery needs to be flawless.”

      Could Swerdlow be nervous?

      Shaking the water from her hands, she followed him back into the operating room.
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        * * *

      

      Belinda Lancaster was lying on her back, a warm blanket over her legs and another across her chest and shoulders, leaving only her belly bare. A nurse tightened a wide black strap over her thighs, scrubbed her abdomen with a cool brown liquid, and placed blue drapes over her. Nicholas Broder, the anesthesiologist, informed the circulating nurse that the husband could now come into the room.

      As Alanna and Swerdlow gowned and gloved, Colin Lancaster entered. A nurse escorted him to a stool near his wife and behind the drapes.

      “It’s going to be okay, baby,” Lancaster reassured Belinda, caressing her blonde hair through her paper bonnet. “Just a few more minutes and we’ll be parents.”

      She smiled at him, the corners of her mouth trembling just slightly, obviously wishing they would get it over with.

      Vincent Swerdlow and Alanna took their places on opposite sides of the table.

      “Knife.”

      He made a careful incision through the skin, just below the hairline, and the two of them proceeded through the tissue layers down to the uterus.

      “We’re almost there,” Swerdlow announced. He gripped the scalpel and cut into the uterus, over the baby’s rump, stopping a hair’s breadth away from the amniotic membranes. He broke the bag of water. Blood and fluid poured over the incision, pooling on the floor.

      “Table down,” Swerdlow said. “Lots of pressure, Belinda. He’s coming.”

      He slipped a hand into the uterus and under the baby’s rump, easing it out of the incision. Alanna grabbed a towel and wrapped the infant from the waist down, elevating the body so that Swerdlow could free the arms. Once only the head remained to be delivered, Alanna applied pressure from above as Swerdlow’s hand cupped the infant’s face, one finger in his mouth, bending the head forward to complete the birth.

      “He’s perfect. A beautiful baby boy.” Alanna liked happy endings. She hoped this one would improve Swerdlow’s disposition.

      The infant let out a loud, demanding cry. Alanna cut the umbilical cord and held the baby up over the operating table so his parents could see him. She looked at Lancaster, surprised to see tears running down his cheeks. He hadn’t struck her as the sort of man who cried. He leaned over and kissed his wife on the cheek.

      “Thank you, honey,” he whispered.

      The two surgeons delivered the placenta and began to close.
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        January 8, 1996, 12:45 p.m.

        Los Angeles, California

      

      

      It was after midnight, and the hospital was quiet. The fluorescent lighting in the halls shone down on long, empty corridors. The nursing stations were empty except for one ward clerk who sat at her desk, filing lab reports for morning rounds. The phones were silent. The few nurses on duty made their rounds every four hours, checking temperature and blood pressure, and answering the occasional patient who woke in the night needing pain medication. Visitors were gone; patients and babies were sleeping. The only action was in Labor and Delivery at the other end of the hallway.

      Belinda Lancaster slept peacefully in her VIP room, among expensive flower arrangements. Her ring finger was adorned with her husband’s newest gift, a four-carat pear-shaped diamond, in appreciation of his new son. The baby was in the nursery, attended to by the hospital staff.

      A visitor entered Belinda’s room, injected the contents of a small syringe into her I.V. line, and slipped quietly out the door.

      Belinda opened her eyes and raised her head. The slight sound had awakened her. She wished the nurses would leave her alone. She was a light sleeper under the best of circumstances, and their constant vigilance made it impossible for her to get any rest. She wanted to roll over, but she couldn’t. The I.V. in her arm and her bandaged belly were limiting her mobility. With a sigh, she let her head fall back onto the pillow.

      She wasn’t feeling well. Her head pounded, and she found it hard to breathe. She tried to take deep, easy breaths, the kind her labor coach had practiced with her, but her lungs didn’t want to cooperate. She started to panic.

      In the dark, she reached for the call button, which had been at her side when she fell asleep. Her fingers searched the blanket, jerking it involuntarily, causing the call button to fall on the carpeted floor. A wire attached it to the bed. If she could only find the wire, she could retrieve it. Her breaths were coming in ragged gasps now, and the room, what little she could see of it in the dim light, was beginning to spin. She tried to yell for help, but all she could get out was a rasping breath before she fell unconscious.
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        January 9, 1996, 2:10 a.m.

        Los Angeles, California

      

      

      The harsh sound of her beeper woke Alanna from a deep, dreamless sleep. She groaned and rolled over, feeling, in the dark, for the switch to the bedside lamp in her on-call room. As the chief resident, she usually had at least a few hours of rest on her on-call nights.

      The digital clock on the bedside table said ten past two. As she reached for the phone, she became aware of the hospital’s public address system making an announcement. It was impossible to make out the words, so she rushed to open the door.

      “Code Blue, two Southeast.” Two Southeast was postpartum. That must be why they paged her. She slipped her feet into her rubber-soled sandals and sprinted down the corridor. At the far end, she spotted the Code Blue team entering a room and felt a jolt of panic. The room was Belinda Lancaster’s.

      She elbowed her way past the nurses and residents to the bedside. Belinda lay flaccid on the bed. Broder, the anesthesiologist, had intubated her and was ventilating. An intern pumped her heart. The cardiologist applied electrodes to her chest.
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