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A scientist knew of a species of Arctic flounder that was resistant to freezing in cold temperatures. He wanted his tomatoes to resist cold temperatures so they wouldn’t die in frost. The scientist didn’t have to wait for the unlikely event of the fish mating with the tomato. Instead, he figured out which gene in the fish keeps it from freezing and then inserted that gene into the tomato’s DNA. The anti-freeze gene has never ever, ever existed before in a tomato. But now it’s in the scientist’s tomatoes and all their future offspring.


Jeffrey M. Smith,


Seeds of Deception




PROLOGUE


I’m finished.


I can’t believe this has happened again. I just blew up at one of my patients. The last time, when I screamed at Calvin Summers for continuing to smoke despite a massive heart attack, my medical license was suspended for six months, and I had to go away for treatment. The board of medicine said there was no excuse for that kind of behavior from a doctor, no matter how pure my motives.


Now it’s Roberta Jennings. She just stormed out, shouting at me that she was not going to tolerate that kind of abuse, and that she was going to contact the board as soon as she got home. My office staff heard her. The patients in the waiting room heard her.


What am I going to do?


I’m alone. On the wall, beautifully matted and framed by Carolyn, is the signed Hippocratic oath – my oath of office, pledging kindness and compassion to all my patients.


What in the hell have I done?


Jennings’s tires just screeched on the pavement as she sped out of the parking lot. I can picture her at the wheel, her face all flushed and angry.


The door to the hallway is closed. I can’t simply sit here like a lamb waiting to be dragged to the slaughter, especially when I didn’t do anything that wrong. I love my patients, but there’s not a chance in the world the board of medicine would understand that. They won’t care that Roberta Jennings is eating herself to death.


Hypertension . . . type 2 diabetes . . . ankle edema . . . varicose veins . . . arthritic knees . . . hiatal hernia . . . carbon dioxide narcosis . . .


They won’t know how many times I begged her to change – how many diets, how many referrals, how many discussions. They won’t see that I had every right to scream at her the way I did. They won’t care that I have been at work for hours, seeing my patients in the hospital, which no other docs even do, attending medical rounds, doing paperwork. I haven’t even had lunch. I have to do something to save myself – to save my career.


I gaze at two pictures of my family on the corner of my desk. My favorite is the one taken in springtime – Carolyn and our three daughters, huddled together on our front porch swing. The girls are raven-haired beauties, just like their mother. The milkman’s kids, I’d often half joke, because they didn’t look much like me. The other picture is of Chloe, my youngest. I know I’m not supposed to have a favorite child, so it feels horrible to admit to myself that I do.


Must do something.


Everything I’ve worked so hard for is in danger. My breathing is coming hard – shallow and more rapid. It’s like I’m trying to suck in molasses. I know exactly what’s going on inside me. Chemical signals from the amygdala area of my brain are instructing my heart to beat faster. Adrenaline is being pumped into my bloodstream like rocket fuel.


Witnesses.


Everyone out there is a witness to what happened. They will all be called before the board. That would be the end. A lamb to the slaughter. I must do something to prevent them. I don’t remember unlocking my desk drawer and bringing out my pistol. It’s still in the locked box I put it in when Joe Perry’s office was held up last year.


Now, it’s here in my hand.


I release the safety. Everyone out there in the waiting room will testify as to what they heard. And that’s all it will take to finish me off. Nobody cares about my patients the way that I do.


Can’t believe this happened . . .  What choices do I have? How else can I save my career . . . my family?


People heard. It would be their word against mine. He said/they said. The board would never pull a doctor’s license on a flimsy claim like that – especially one as dedicated to his patients as I am. Or would they?


Must do what’s fair.


No witnesses.


I open my office door and step out into the hallway. The fluorescent overhead lights are hurting my eyes. With the pistol hanging at my side, I head down the corridor into our newly furnished patient waiting area. My heart is pounding against my sternum. Blood is churning in my ears. The room has begun to spin.


I wish there were another way.


Two women are in the waiting area – Margaret Dempsey and Allison Roundtree. They both look restless, disturbed by what they heard. I wonder if they were talking about just leaving – deserting my practice and transferring their records to another doctor – probably to my partner, Carl.


Sunlight in the foyer is illuminating dust motes circling in the air. Small details, yet so clear. I double-check that I’ve got two additional clips tucked inside the pocket of my white coat.


‘No witnesses!’ I cry out.


Ashley is sitting behind the reception counter, looking distressed. The new nurse, Crystal, is behind her. Ashley is thirty. Two kids. Her glasses hang over her breasts, suspended by a gold lanyard that sparkles against her tight-fitting black sweater.


Details.


There is no other way. I need to protect my career.


For a moment I feel uncertain . . . confused. Then my resolve returns. Must act before they see the gun.


I raise it in front of me.


I’m doing this for us, Carolyn. It’s the only way to save the children – to save you and our way of life. Any doctor threatened like I am would handle things the same way. The first shot explodes in my ears. The gun recoils. I fire again and again and again. There is blood everywhere.


Glass shatters.


Ashley looks up at me wide-eyed.


I shoot her in the forehead. She flies backwards and lands on top of Crystal. I feel calm now. In control. I’m a doctor, and I always will be. I begged her to lose weight. I had every right to yell at her. In fact, I didn’t even really yell – just raised my voice a little. I walk with determination back down the hallway and turn toward our tiny kitchen. Teresa and Camille are there. They were undoubtedly discussing what to do about me when they heard the shots. Now they are on their feet, screaming.


‘No witnesses!’ I shout again and again. ‘No witnesses!’


My office manager tries to speak, but I can’t make out what she’s saying. My finger tightens, then loosens, then tightens again. The pistol spits fire. Teresa is hit in the throat, Camille in the chest. The women crumble like rag dolls. Camille tries to get up. A shot to the back of her head settles her down. I replace the clip.


Almost done.


Back to the hall. Carl Franklin is in his office. He may not have heard what went on with Roberta, but maybe he did. Carl was never much of a doctor to begin with. He’ll probably be ecstatic when they pull my license and tell him to take over my patients because I’m never going to be allowed to be a doctor again.


His office door swings open just as I arrive. Two feet separate us. I can smell his fear. For a moment, I hesitate. I can’t get my brain around things. My thoughts are without focus. Is he going to be a witness or isn’t he?


‘John, what in the hell—?’ Carl cries.


I empty the entire clip into his chest and face. His blood splatters over me. Fragments of his bone cut into my skin. I want to tell him it’s all Roberta Jennings’s fault, but it’s too late. I slump against the wall, breathing heavily. They never would have understood. They never would have cared how much being a doctor meant to me.


All at once, I stop.


My God, I’ve done something very bad. Now the board of medicine will be hard-pressed to let me keep my license at all. I’ve made a terrible mess of everything. I replace the clip a final time. Then I close my eyes and press the muzzle of the gun to the side of my temple. I picture Chloe in my mind. I’m going to miss her most of all.


Wondering how it all unraveled so quickly, I pull the trigger.




CHAPTER 1


One hour down. Three hours to go.


The afternoon was turning out just as Lou had hoped it would. Enough traffic through the ER to keep things from being boring for Emily, but nothing that would leave her with a lifetime of nightmares and therapy bills. Not that the teen wouldn’t be able to handle just about anything that came down the pike. But in an inner city emergency room – even a small satellite facility like the Eisenhower Memorial Hospital Annex, the pike, on occasion, might be carrying violence of the highest order.


‘Okay, Em, Mr Schultz is being a perfect patient. Ten stitches and not a peep out of him. Two more and we’ll get him bandaged, up, and home.’


‘Thank you, Doc,’ the man beneath the saucer-shaped light said in a raspy voice that could have cut stone. ‘I didn’t feel a thing. Your dad does great work, miss.’


‘Thank you. I know,’ Emily replied. ‘He loves sewing my jeans when they tear, and he was always stitching up my stuffed animals, even when they weren’t ripped.’


‘My son’s school has Take Your Kid to Work Day, just like yours,’ Schultz said, ‘but I’m a roofer. Three stories up with the wind blowing doesn’t seem like a great place for a nine-year-old, so Marky went to the nursing home with my wife and helped her put the trays together. What does your mom do, miss?’


‘My name’s Emily, Mr Schultz,’ she reminded him. ‘Emily Welcome. My mom’s a psychologist. Mostly couples therapy. She didn’t think her patients would enjoy having her thirteen-year-old kid sitting in on their sessions.’


‘I can see why she might feel that way.’


‘But for a second choice,’ Lou said, tying off the final stitch, ‘I believe Mom might have chosen to send Emily up on the roof with you, rather than into this place.’


In fact, the first argument he and Renee had gotten into in months was about her belief that there had to be a rule against bringing a doctor’s family member into an emergency room – even one with only three nurses, a licensed nurse’s aide, an armed security guard, a receptionist, one ER resident, and one board-certified emergency specialist. The Annex essentially served as a walk-in center to reduce the volume of the massive mother ship, just six blocks away.


‘Let me send her into the office with Steve,’ Renee had pleaded.


‘Steve’s not her father. I am. Besides, how interesting could it be for her to hang out surrounded by a bunch of starched shirts and musty law tomes? I can hear her now reporting to her class: “I spent my day with my mother’s new husband, Steve, watching him making piles of money off a bunch of unfortunates who are suing a bunch of other unfortunates. Or you might as well send her to my brother’s office. Graham does even better at making money than Steve. Plus it might actually give him something to talk to me about besides my lack of a 401(k).”’


Even though Lou had ultimately won that round, he had to admit that as usual, Renee had a point, and he had told her so when he apologized for sounding like a jerk. For whatever reason, he had been feeling sorry for himself on the day the forms were due back to the Carlisle School. And despite some misgivings of his own about exposing Em to the raw underbelly of D.C., he had decided to turn Take Your Student to Work Day into Little Bighorn.


Two hours and thirty-five minutes to go.


So far, so good.


Despite a steady stream of patients, Gerhard Schultz was about as challenging a trauma case as the Eisenhower Annex typically saw. Lou missed the action in the main ER, but in his past life, he had squirreled away enough action points to star in a video game. For now, part-time shifts at the old Annex would do just fine.


Not surprisingly, the patients and the staff loved Emily to pieces. There was a grace and composure surrounding her that won people over almost as quickly as did her dark, unassuming beauty. Thirteen going on thirty. People loved to say that about their kids – especially their daughters. But the old saw, though true in Emily’s case, invariably brought Lou a pang. It was hard not to believe that in many ways he had robbed those seventeen years from her.


‘Okay, Mr Schultz,’ he said, ‘one of the nurses will be in to dress your arm in just a few minutes. No work until next Monday. If you need a note, the nurse will put one together and I’ll sign it. Last tetanus shot?’


‘A year or so ago. I . . . um . . . tend to bump into sharp things.’


‘Sharp, rusty things,’ Lou corrected. ‘We’ll give you a wound-care sheet.’


‘Your dad’s a good man,’ the roofer said again. ‘I been around a lot of doctors. I can tell.’


‘I’ve been around a lot of fathers, and I can tell, too,’ Emily said.


Lou wouldn’t have been surprised if her smile had healed Schultz’s nasty gash then and there, in addition to curing any illness that might have been lurking inside him.


Looking utterly perfect in her sky blue scrubs, she walked back to the doctor’s lounge, shoulder to shoulder with her father.


‘Well, that was fun,’ she said when he had settled her in on the sofa, around a cup of hot chocolate from the Keurig machine.


‘You think you might like to be a doctor?’ Lou asked, remembering that he could have answered that question in the affirmative when he was four.


‘I suppose anything’s possible. You and Mom are certainly good role models.’


‘She’s a terrific shrink.’


‘It’s hard for you, isn’t it.’


‘What’s hard?’ Lou asked, knowing perfectly well what she was talking about.


‘The divorce.’


‘It wasn’t what I wanted, if that’s what you mean.’


‘People get remarried to their exes. It happens on TV all the time.’


‘Em, Mom is remarried. You got that, bucko? Add me to the mix, and you get a sitcom that would compete with Modern Family.’


Emily chewed on her lip and picked at a fingernail. ‘I’m glad you won out and brought me in with you today,’ she said finally.


‘I didn’t win anything. It’s Take Your Kid to Work Day, and you’re my kid. You always were, and you always will be.’


Lou crossed to the door and glanced over at the two new arrivals in the waiting room – a Latina woman and the extremely ancient man he assumed was her father. The fellow’s color was poor, and he was working for each breath.


‘Check an oh-two sat on him, Roz,’ he said to the nurse, ‘and have Gordon start going over him right away.’


‘Thanks. I’m glad you feel that way,’ Emily was saying. ‘What would you say if I told you I was losing interest in school?’


Lou narrowly missed spraying out his coffee. ‘You’re, like, tops in your class. You get all A’s.’


‘I’m looking out the window and daydreaming a lot. That can’t be anyone’s idea of an education.’


‘You don’t go to school to get an education.’


Emily immediately perked up. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Call it Welcome’s Law. You go to school for the degree. Anything you learn while you’re there is gravy.’


Her eyes were sparkling now. ‘Go on.’


‘Every single day that you manage to stay in school translates into ten thousand people in the world that you won’t have to take BS from in your life. The more degrees you have, the fewer little, small-minded people there will be who have big power over you. I stayed in school long enough to get an M.D. degree. Now, nobody can boss me around.’


‘What about Dr Filstrup at the Physician Wellness Office?’


Lou groaned. In terms of insight and verbal sparring, Emily was her mother’s daughter.


So much for Welcome’s Law.


Lou’s affiliation with the PWO went back nine years – to the day when his medical license was suspended for self-prescribing amphetamines. He had always been a heavier-than-average drinker, but speed, which he took to handle the sleep-deprivation of working two moonlighting jobs, quickly brought him to his knees. Enter the PWO, an organization devoted to helping doctors with mental illness, physical illness, substance abuse, and behavioral problems. The PWO director arranged for an immediate admission to a rehab facility in Georgia, and kept in close contact with Lou’s caseworkers and counselors until his discharge six months later. After that, a PWO monitor met with him weekly, then monthly, and supervised his recovery and urine screens for alcohol and other drugs of abuse. After a spotless year, his license was restored and he returned to work at Eisenhower Memorial. Three years after that, he was hired as the second of two PWO monitors. For the next year, things went perfectly. Then Walter Filstrup was brought in by the PWO board to head up the program.


‘You know, bucko,’ Lou said to his daughter, ‘sometimes you’re too smart for your own good.’


Although he seldom went out of his way to discuss his job frustrations with his child, neither was Lou ever one to measure his words. And the kid was a sponge.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘Consider my current position with PWO the exception that proves the law. Now, let’s get out there and see some patients. You ready to stay in school?’


Emily cocked her head thoughtfully. ‘For the moment,’ she said.


‘That’s all I can ask for. So, let’s not fall behind. In the ER business, you never know when something’s going to come out of left field and slam you against the wall.’




CHAPTER 2


With a nurse, the licensed nurse’s aide, and the resident busy with the old man in one of the back examining rooms, Lou handled an ear infection in a toddler, an upper respiratory virus in an elderly woman, and a cracked finger bone in a fifteen-year-old high school shortstop, who was dangerously close to losing an entire limb if he didn’t stop leering at the doctor’s daughter.


Sixty minutes to go.


It may have been a case of doing the right thing for the wrong reason, but Take Your Kid to Work Day was proving to be a total success.


The nurse clinician, a newlywed named Barbara Waldman, appeared behind a wheelchair at the door to the treatment room. The man in the chair was someone Lou knew well – a sixty-two-year-old who lived in various doorways near the Annex.


‘Desmond!’ Lou exclaimed, helping the man onto the examining table and out of his tattered air force jacket. ‘That gang again?’


Desmond Carter dabbed at his bleeding nostrils with a rag and nodded.


For most of the homeless in the area, being beaten for sport by any of several gangs who roamed the neighborhood was routine. Usually, though, the attacks occurred at night. Desmond, though black, was known for playing Irish tunes on a battered pennywhistle. When the music business was slow, he cashed in bottles. A Vietnam vet, he was rail thin, but with eyes that never betrayed the hardship of his life. Today, his face was swollen and bruised, with a split lip and the bloody nose. His oily trousers were shredded at the knees, revealing deep abrasions. One shoe was missing.


‘Good to see you, Dr Lou,’ Desmond said.


‘Sorry this keeps happening, my friend. Want us to send for the police?’


‘Ain’t worth it. Just some bandages and fix my nose if it’s broken. How you been?’


‘Doing fine.’


‘Still at the gym?’


‘When I have time. A little sparring, some training when one of the up-and-comers asks for it. Listen, we got to get you undressed and cleaned up. Then we’ll check you over and get an X-ray of your nose and any other part that needs it. Desmond, that gorgeous young woman over there is my daughter, Emily. She’s here helping us out for the day.’


‘Ms Emily,’ Desmond said, nodding and managing a weak, toothless grin. ‘It’s fine with me if you want to stay.’


Lou considered the situation and shook his head.


‘Yeah,’ Emily said. ‘You walk around your apartment all the time in your boxers.’


Had Barbara Waldman been chewing gum, she would have swallowed it.


‘You have your hands full with that one, Dr Welcome,’ she managed.


‘Listen, Em,’ Lou said, ‘I don’t think so. Why don’t you wait in the lounge until we get Desmond taken care of.’


He missed his daughter’s glare as she left the room.


Nurse and doc gently stripped the vet down and helped him into a pair of disposable scrub pants and a johnny. He had absorbed a pounding, but it was hardly the first time. His abdominal wall was a road map of scars – the result of wounds, Lou had learned, that had led to two Purple Hearts.


Lou clenched his jaw. He had encountered more than enough violence and depravity to have developed something of an immunity, but in truth, he knew he would never be inured – especially when the victim was a guy like Desmond Carter.


He was preparing to examine the man when he heard the soft clearing of a throat from the doorway. Emily was standing there, hands on her hips, looking incredibly like her mother.


‘Dad, you know how much I hate being treated like a baby,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen street people before and black people, and even hurt people. It’s okay for me to watch – I promise you. You’re not protecting me from anything.’


Lou looked up at the ceiling and then the wall – anyplace but at his daughter’s wonderful face. He had been outmatched by her from the day she was born. Besides, exposing her to Desmond Carter this way seemed right. Still, it was probably something he should discuss with Renee. He envisioned his ex after the fact, arms folded, tapping her foot in exasperation, and heard her reminding him that she did, in fact, have a cell phone.


Better to ask forgiveness than permission, he decided.


‘Barbara, does Desmond have a record of an HIV test?’


‘Negative test drawn here four months ago,’ she said.


‘Em, you can come in,’ he heard himself say. ‘But stand over there by the wall. Barbara, how about getting her into double gloves and a gown. Might as well give her a face shield as well.’


Swimming in her gown and looking like a teenager from outer space, Emily inched forward and watched as Lou packed both Desmond’s nostrils and explained what he was searching for in each segment of his physical exam. He could see her eyes widen at the man’s scars.


‘Desmond, are you sure about no police?’ Lou asked.


‘Next time, maybe. I got a caseworker. I’ll tell her.’


Sure.


‘Barbara,’ Lou said, turning to the nurse, ‘how about ordering a chest film and nasal bones? Maybe get a CBC as well. Then we’ll do whatever we have to, to fix that schnoz.’


‘Okay. Then I’m going to stop in the back and see if Gordo and Roz are all right with that poor old man. I think they’re going to transfer him.’


‘No problem,’ Lou said.


Moments later, the receptionist appeared at the doorway.


‘Dr Welcome, there’s a Dr Filstrup on the line for you – he says it’s urgent.’


Lou suppressed a smile.


An urgent call from Walter Filstrup. That had to be an absolute first. He probably wanted Lou to pick up some tuna on his way home and drop it off at the office.


Largely because of the documented strength of his recovery, and the way he related to clients, Lou was well regarded by the PWO board. But he was hardly ready to take over as director. And the truth was, there were few beside Filstrup who seemed interested in the job.


From day one, he and Filstrup were like a cobra and a mongoose – actually, more like a cobra and a baby goose. The wellness office was a small one as physician health programs went, leaving the opinionated, bombastic therapist with only a couple of minions to boss around . . . chief among them, Lou.


‘Em,’ Lou said, ‘Barbara will be right back. Linda, please patch Dr Filstrup over to the doctors’ lounge. I’ll talk to him there.’


The phone was ringing as Lou entered the lounge.


‘Welcome? It’s me.’


Lou cringed at the sound of his boss’s voice. ‘I’m a little busy right—’


‘Welcome, listen. You’ve really blown it this time.’


‘I left the seat up in the office men’s room?’


‘You’re not funny. In fact, you’re never funny.’


‘Walter, what is this all about?’


‘It’s about your darling client, John Meacham, the man whose license you single-handedly got restored.’


‘He’s a terrific guy and a terrific doc. I had coffee with him the day before yesterday. He’s doing fine.’


‘Well, today he shot seven people to death in his office and then turned the gun on himself.’


Lou sank onto the arm of the worn leather sofa, unable to take in a breath. ‘If you’re messing with me, Walter,’ he managed finally, ‘I swear, I’m going to hang you by your thumbs.’


‘Turn on the news. Any news.’


‘You sure it’s our client?’


‘Your client. In case you forget, I never thought he was too tightly wrapped, and I told you that on more than one occasion. I kept pushing to get rid of that touchy-feely social worker therapist you were using, and to get him to a psychiatrist. But no.’


‘Walter, stop it! This isn’t the time. Tell me again. John killed seven people in his office and then killed himself?’


‘Not exactly. They’re all dead. He isn’t.’


‘Where did they take him?’


‘DeLand Regional.’


‘As soon as I can get relief here, I’m going out there. I can’t believe this.’


‘Believe it. And believe something else, too. All those supporters you have on the board may not be so supporting after this.’


Rather than make a disastrous situation even worse, Lou set down the receiver. Surprised when his legs held him up, he stepped numbly into the hallway, headed back to Emily. Ahead of him, facing into the treatment room, her arms folded severely across her chest, her magnificent profile as motionless as marble, was Renee.


Lou moved in next to her. Barbara Waldman had clearly not yet returned, and Emily was alone in the room with Desmond Carter. She had moved to the man’s bedside and was holding his hand.


Renee’s disapproving expression would live forever in the Take Your Child to Work hall of fame.


At that moment, Emily looked up. ‘Mom!’ she cried with unbridled glee. ‘Guess what? I’m going to be a doctor!’




CHAPTER 3


The First Lady of the United States, Darlene Mallory, snapped her flip phone closed and glanced over her shoulder at her chief of staff, seated directly behind her. That look was more than enough for Kim Hajjar to know what had transpired.


‘He’s not coming, is he,’ Kim said, leaning forward and whispering in Darlene’s ear.


‘No, he’s not. Try to look happy.’


‘You mean as opposed to looking like I want to wring your husband’s presidential neck?’


Strictly for any paparazzi who might be watching, Darlene forced a smile and nodded. ‘I’m getting tired of this, Kim.’


‘I know, hon, I know.’


‘Last week he announced his intention to begin his reelection campaign.’


‘No surprise to anyone.’


‘Except me. He never even spoke to me about it.’


Kim hugged her friend. It had been six years since she had agreed to join her former Kansas State roommate, then Senator Martin Mallory’s wife, in Washington. During that time, the two women had grown closer than ever. The press cared little about First Lady appointments, but what coverage they devoted to Hajjar never failed to mention that she was the first Lebanese White House chief of staff, and that she was a former beauty queen. They seldom touched on her master’s degree in sociology. With cameras watching Darlene’s every move, having an aide with whom she could communicate almost telepathically had proved invaluable.


‘Well, I suppose I’d better push on with this,’ Darlene said, sighing.


‘Does Martin know how much press is here covering this event?’


‘I believe that’s why he’s not coming. The kids are going to be so disappointed. The director says they’ve worked really hard on their song.’


‘I’ll schedule them to sing at the Rose Garden next week when you and Martin are welcoming the President of Ireland.’


‘Do you think Martin will be upset if we do that?’


‘I don’t think he’ll care. In fact, he may blow off President Callaghan the way he did these kids. The position sounds important, but in Ireland it’s largely ceremonial. Still, Callaghan being a woman, Martin may not want to withstand the flak of standing her up.’


Darlene smiled even though her insides were knotted up. ‘What would I do without you, Hajjar? Put yourself in for a raise.’


‘That’s just what I need to do. I can see the headlines now: ECONOMY DESCENDING DEEPER INTO DUMPER. FIRST LADY CELEBRATES BY RAISING STAFF PAY.’


‘Okay, no raise. I’ll think of something, though . . . Well, the director’s got a what-are-we-waiting-for expression. I suppose I need to move on.’


‘You’ll be great as usual.’


Darlene stood, smoothed her skirt, and gave the press corps her A smile. She had chosen a baby blue suit for the ribbon-cutting ceremony, which was in celebration of the grand opening of D.C.’s new Boys & Girls Club. The suit had cost $120 at Macy’s, and it sold out from every department store the first day she had worn it in public. Thanks largely to Kim’s tutelage, she now knew what colors best flattered her fair complexion, light brown hair, and hazel eyes.


Her brief speech would focus on her two favorite topics – raising her daughter, Lisa, now a sophomore at Yale, and working as first a pediatrician and then the president’s wife to improve the nutrition of all citizens of the world, especially children.


Unlike some First Ladies who embraced the guilty pleasure of fashion, Darlene did not, and whenever the cameras weren’t rolling, she favored the dungarees and plaid work shirts that were the mainstay of her wardrobe at K State.


‘Once a farmer, always a farmer,’ she had been oft quoted regarding her background as a wheat farmer’s daughter.


To the left of the two rows of folding chairs where they were sitting, a broad blue ribbon stretched diagonally across the glass doors of the gleaming new building fluttered gently in the breeze. The Young People’s Chorus stood off to one side on metal risers, waiting patiently to sing their song, ‘The Face of the Waters.’ Kim had researched the piece and passed on the information that it was about creation. It was a fitting anthem, thought Darlene, considering that once again, she needed to create an explanation for President Mallory’s absence. Politics aside, his recently unpredictable behavior concerned her the way it would any loving and devoted wife.


Martin’s nosedive in the popularity polls was one of the most historic drops in presidential history. But before the economy tanked, he had touted this particular Boys & Girls Club as a symbol of America’s renewed community spirit, and a shining example of the effectiveness of his controversial domestic spending policies. Now, with the country’s fortunes in free fall, the costly modern steel and glass structure might well become a symbol of his administration’s fiscal excesses.


Darlene crossed to the lectern and spoke to the crowd of several hundred. ‘I’m afraid I have just received a call from my husband. He is tied up in an emergency meeting and regrettably will not be able to attend this magnificent grand opening. However, he is making arrangements for the Young People’s—’


‘Is he scared to show his face in public?’


Through the glare of the afternoon sun, Darlene could not see the face of the man heckling her, but he was certainly close by. Too close. Kim must have sensed Darlene’s concern, because she immediately went into attack mode and began scouring the crowd for the potentially dangerous protester. The large Secret Service contingent did the same.


Meanwhile, Darlene continued with her address. ‘The president wanted me to let you know—’


The heckler wasn’t finished. ‘What’s next?’ he called out. ‘Will our tax dollars buy a new football stadium for the Skins?’


By this time, Kim had spotted the man and alerted Secret Service agents to his location. The agents acted quickly to cull the protester from the crowd. Darlene was used to hecklers, although their numbers seemed to be increasing at every one of her appearances. It made her sad that the outburst may have eclipsed the real story of the day, which was the children. Perhaps it would turn out for the best that the president had chosen to stay home.


Immersed in a forest of angry pickets, most of the anti-Mallory protesters that day were kept at bay behind a sawhorse barrier set up across the parking lot. Darlene estimated their number might be half as many as those attending the ceremony. In addition, signs with unflattering epithets for the president and his administration were nailed to nearly every tree in the area.


The kids were getting a serious lesson in civics, American style.


Undeterred, Darlene smiled and was about to start speaking again when she felt a tiny tap on her right arm. She looked down into the wide, tear-filled eyes of a boy, no more than seven or eight. The child was dressed splendidly in a green and blue striped tie and V-neck pullover sweater.


‘Please,’ he said. ‘I promised my mommy and daddy the president would be here. Please.’


Darlene laid a hand on his tiny shoulder and swallowed at the orange-sized lump in her throat. Kim immediately sized up the situation and led the child back to his parents.


‘Listen,’ Kim said when she had returned. ‘How about if I cover for you and you try again to get him down here? It’s only, like, a five-minute drive, and the motorcade is probably still standing by.’


Darlene smiled at her friend. ‘Did you just read my mind?’


‘No, I read your eyes – probably the easiest thing I’ll have to do all day.’


‘Do you need my talking points?’


‘Darlene, I might not spend my free time dissecting every global conflict like some First Lady that I know, but trust me, I could give this speech in my sleep. For now, I’ll just stall them – maybe do a little soft-shoe.’


Darlene stepped back to the microphone, introduced Kim, and then excused herself from the platform stage. A few feet away, she stopped at a relatively secluded area and, with Secret Service agents keeping close watch, called her husband for the second time.


‘Darlene, what is it? Is everything all right?’ Martin sounded genuinely worried, probably fearing that the protesters had turned violent.


‘Everything here is fine, Marty,’ Darlene said. ‘In fact, it’s better than fine. It’s really something special, except you’re not here and you should be.’


‘Is that why you’re calling me?’


Darlene heard the anger in her husband’s voice. He had never had much of a temper, but lately outbursts to one degree or another had been coming more and more frequently. At the podium, Kim was entertaining the crowd with stock humorous stories about Darlene’s college days.


‘Look, I know you’re concerned about the polls, honey,’ Darlene said to Martin, ‘but you need to stand up for what you believe. Polls don’t mean a thing. Polls didn’t get you reelected; people did. And these people care about you.’


Martin breathed heavily into the phone. ‘Darlene, what the hell is wrong with you! Are you blind?’


Darlene’s pulse accelerated the way it did in the moments before they fought. She felt defensive and was surprised at how quickly her husband had angered. ‘Please don’t speak to me that way, Martin,’ she said in a harsh whisper.


‘Agent Siliphant radioed me. I know how many protesters are there. Do you think I want to come just to get shouted down by an angry mob? Do you know what my approval rating is right now? Do you?’


‘Marty . . . I . . . ’


‘Thirty-eight! Down in less than a year from sixty.’


‘Please, Martin. Do this for the children.’


‘You better have made a good excuse for why it is I’m not there, Darlene. I don’t want to hear on the news tonight that President Mallory is a coward, or doesn’t give a shit about needy kids. That club wouldn’t exist except for my initiative.’


There was a click and the line went dead. Darlene stood shaking, breathing deeply to calm herself. At the podium, the mayor had taken over and was regaling the crowd with a story about his childhood on the harrowing streets of D.C.


Kim appeared by her side. ‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘It didn’t go well.’


Darlene’s hands were still shaking. ‘I’m really worried about him,’ she said. ‘It was never like Martin to behave this way. He’s never run from a fight in his life. What do you think we should do?’


Kim answered with an impish grin. ‘I say once we’re done here, we’ve got two choices for what we should do next.’


‘And those would be?’


‘Either we go shopping, or we go get a drink.’




CHAPTER 4


Fighting to control his speed and to maintain at least a modicum of concentration, Lou made the thirty-mile drive from D.C. to DeLand Regional in forty minutes. He hadn’t bothered to change out of his scrubs.


Over the years, like most people with a television, he had sat riveted to the set countless times, watching reports of pathetic souls who had, for whatever reason, lost it and gone postal – murdering at random. In most cases, the explanation for the carnage remained a mystery, cloaked in the catchall of crazy. After a short stay as the lead, the stories inevitably slipped from the news. The killers who didn’t take their own lives, or weren’t shot to bits by the police, vanished to prison someplace, or into an asylum. To everyone aside from their shattered families, and the shattered families of their victims, the memory of them vanished like April snow.


Lou could not recall the name of even one of the killers, no matter how many lives they had taken. But this killer was different. This killer was John Meacham – for nearly four years, his client, and more recently, his friend.


Flipping the tuner on the radio of his Toyota, he checked in on a series of stations. The story was front and center on many of them, and a bulletin on most of the rest. Within fifteen minutes, there was nothing new, and Lou settled back on 103.5 FM, the all-news station.


‘ . . . Meacham, a fifty-two-year-old internal medicine specialist had been practicing in Kings Ridge for three years. His partner, sixty-two-year-old Carl Franklin, was one of the seven victims. At this moment, Meacham is listed in critical condition at DeLand Regional Hospital. Police speculate that the recoil of his pistol jerked his shot off line enough to keep it from being immediately fatal.


“They report that all seven victims were pronounced dead at the scene of the carnage, Meacham’s medical office on Steward Street in the Kings Ridge Medical Park. Only one of the victims, a female, whose name is still being withheld, survived long enough to say anything to authorities. A source in the department has told reporters that all she said before she died was, ‘No witnesses.’”


No witnesses.


Lou shrugged and shook his head. Seven dead and one life hanging by a strand.


No witnesses.


What in the hell does that mean?


Emily had gone home with Renee, and the chief of the ER department at Eisenhower had rushed over to finish out Lou’s shift. The severe weather, which had been on and off stormy all day, was on again – fog, wind, and a chilly, pelting rain.


From what Lou knew, Kings Ridge, population maybe ten or fifteen thousand, was a bedroom community for D.C., surrounded by expansive farms, mostly corn. He had driven through it a couple of times, and remembered the downtown as being fairly affluent and well maintained, with a quaint village green, coffee shops, and restaurants spaced along on the main street.


DeLand Regional, a few miles west of the town, was a level-two trauma center, which meant that orthopedics, neurosurgery, and plastics were covered, although not necessarily in house all the time. According to the news, John Meacham had survived a gunshot wound to the right temple. Under usual circumstances, patients with such an injury would have been transported by chopper to the nearest level-one facility, in this case, Eisenhower Memorial itself. Perhaps a neurosurgeon was available at DeLand, Lou speculated, and didn’t want to lose a juicy case. Or perhaps the weather was too chancy.


Poor goddamn Meacham.


What in the hell happened out there?


John Meacham was tightly wound, but not this tightly wound. In fact, he had a better-than-decent recovery program, and had mellowed considerably. Word was bound to get out that he had been attending Alcoholics Anonymous meetings for four years, and a few hundred alcoholics and drug addicts in need of the program would decide that they were better off going it on their own.


Any excuse in a storm.


Meacham was one of the first docs Lou had been assigned after he went to work part-time as the assistant to the director of Physician Wellness. A father of three, and a history buff, the internist was a lifelong Virginian, working in D.C. at the time. He played bluegrass on several instruments and could take his motorcycle apart and put it back together. The only two drawbacks in his life were his temper and alcohol. The day he exploded at one of his patients for continuing to smoke following a coronary, Meacham admitted to Lou that he had a ferocious hangover after drinking the night before. The result of his outburst was a report by his patient to the board, a six-month suspension, and a referral to the PWO.


Lou ordered an immediate psych evaluation and sent Meacham away for a month of rehab and anger management. As soon as he was discharged home, Lou signed him to a legally binding monitoring agreement – random urine testing twice weekly, regular psychological therapy, frequent face-to-face sessions with Lou, and involvement with AA.


What could go wrong?


Much to his chagrin and that of his dentist, Sid Moskowitz, Lou was a teeth clencher and grinder. Moskowitz had been pushing forever for some kind of mouth guard, but even in the ring, Lou could barely handle an appliance jamming up against his gag centers like two stalks of rubber celery. He could kick the grinding habit, he insisted, even as Moskowitz was totaling up the cost of the crowns he would soon be installing. He could kick the habit just as he had kicked the drugs.


But not today.


With the wipers slapping steadily, Lou turned into the crowded physician parking lot of DeLand Regional. Four cruisers, strobes flashing, were parked near the ER entrance. Twenty-five yards away was a phalanx of sound trucks. Lou estimated that the glass-and-redbrick three-story hospital had a capacity of somewhere between 150 and 200 beds. It had a decent reputation from what little he knew, although he had no firsthand experience with the place.


Before he made it to the elevator and up to the second-floor ICU, Lou’s credentials were checked three times. There were two uniformed cops – a woman and a man – posted outside the unit, and another man, a broad-shouldered African American in plainclothes, whom Lou guessed might regularly rehearse his air of authority in front of a mirror.


‘No one’s allowed in there,’ the man said, performing a heavy-lidded inspection of the new arrival.


‘I’m a doctor.’


‘So’s the guy in there who just killed seven people.’


‘Nice comeback. How about if I said I was a close friend of his?’


‘ID?’


Lou passed over his driver’s license and wallet-sized medical license. ‘Neither of these say I’m a close friend of his. I left that one at home.’


‘I can be a wise-ass because I’m in charge,’ the detective said. ‘You can’t, because you’re not. And the head nurse left word that no one is to be let in until she says so. They’re going after the bullet in your close friend’s head.’


‘They’re what!’


Incredulous that they were going after the bullet in the ICU and not the operating room, Lou stared across at the man, who looked perfectly serious. Not possible, Lou was thinking. Even in the most ragtag level-two trauma center imaginable, no one would be fishing for a bullet while inside the ICU. Generally, what remained of the slug were fragments, and more often than not, the brain trauma caused by trying to remove them wasn’t worth the benefits. But no matter what, any procedure, whether an exploration or a decompression maneuver to reduce swelling, would be performed in the operating room.


‘Going after the bullet,’ Lou said. ‘Of course. Just like they do all the time in the movies. Usually, that’s when I snatch up my popcorn and leave.’


‘Too gross?’


‘Too absurd.’


The remark appeared to have sailed over the cop’s head. ‘What kind of doc are you, anyway?’ he asked.


‘Emergency. I work at Eisenhower Memorial in the city. Who’s going after the bullet?’


‘I have no idea. I don’t live around here. I’m state police. We were called in to take over for the locals.’


Lou was about to grill the man for information when the glass doors to the unit glided apart and a trim, olive-complexioned woman in scrubs emerged. Tension was etched across her face. It took only a second for Lou to recognize her.


‘Sara!’


Sara Turnbull and he went way back – almost to the beginning of Lou’s residency, when he was razor sharp, thrilled to be having his dreams come true, and enthusiastic as the Energizer Bunny – back to before his father’s financial implosion, and Lou’s subsequent moonlighting jobs, and the extra shifts, and the utter exhaustion; back to before the unstoppable downward spiral and the amphetamines, and the visits from the drug-enforcement people.


‘God, am I glad to see you,’ Turnbull said. ‘When they called from downstairs to say you were on the way up, I nearly jumped through the phone. They’re killing him in there, Lou. I don’t care what he’s done, it’s not our job to judge.’




CHAPTER 5


‘Okay if I go in there, Officer?’


‘Sorry to give you a hard time,’ the cop said. ‘It looks like you have a boxer’s knuckle, there. I’m not used to seeing doctors with boxer’s knuckles.’


‘I work in a really tough ER,’ Lou replied.


Sara Turnbull was a crackerjack nurse – as smart and intuitive as she was compassionate. There was a time when Lou could have added passionate to her list of attributes, but those times were long past. The last he had heard from her was a get-well card forwarded to him in rehab.


‘How long have you been working here?’ Lou asked as they joined the crowd milling in the gleaming ICU.


‘Just four months. My husband’s a nurse on med/surg. We have a one-year-old son. It’s not Eisenhower, but it’s a decent-enough place – at least it was. This is a mess, Lou. An absolute mess. I’m charge nurse today, and I can’t follow some of the things that are happening.’


‘Like someone blindly jamming a hemostat into a patient’s brain, fishing for a bullet?’


‘Exactly. That’s Dr Prichap. As far as I know, he’s a decent-enough neurosurgeon, but I’ve never seen anyone do that.’


‘It may be a while before you see anyone do it again,’ Lou said. ‘What else?’


‘Dr Meacham is going downhill fast, but no one seems all that alarmed. Do you know him?’


‘For a few years. We’ve actually gotten to know one another pretty well. This came right out of the blue. I can’t believe he did it.’


‘He’s over there in three. Dr Schwartz, the intensivist, has been in and out, but mostly it’s been Dr Prichap. It looks as if things have quieted down now. Prichap may have given up hunting for the bullet.’


‘I hope so,’ Lou said, almost to himself.


Lou followed Sara into the cubicle, which was crowded to near overflowing with nurses, radiology, lab, and respiratory techs, what appeared to be a resident, and a short, copper-skinned man – probably from India. ANTHAR S. PRICHAP, M.D. was stitched in blue over the breast pocket of his lab coat. Although he wore scrubs beneath his white coat, it appeared that he had performed surgery just as he was. Next to Prichap was a tray with bloody sponges and instruments piled on it.


No bullet.


On the bed, barely visible in the crowd, was John Meacham. His trachea had been intubated through his mouth, and he was being ventilated mechanically by a state-of-the-art machine that occupied most of the space the crush of bodies did not. A tall man – six feet or so – Meacham looked lost, almost diminutive. He appeared to be unconscious. His eyes were taped shut, and his head had been shaved on the right side. The bullet hole, just above his right ear, seemed to have been widened. On the wall view-box were anterior–posterior and lateral skull films showing a deeply embedded slug, fragmented into one small and two larger pieces, none of which were easily accessible to the entrance wound itself.


Dr Schwartz, the hospital-employed intensivist, was apparently off with other patients. Why hang around for a plain old everyday gunshot wound to the head?


Lou introduced himself to Prichap, and received an uninterested nod in return. No handshake. Then, without a word, the neurosurgeon drifted into the background as Lou conducted a quick visual scan of Meacham. What he saw immediately disturbed him. There were two intravenous lines – one inserted in the elbow crux of Meacham’s left arm, and the other at the wrist of the right. The line at the elbow was barely running, despite a blood pressure reading on the monitor screen that demanded fluids and pressor medications – eighty over forty. Surrounding the spot where the catheter had been inserted was a large swelling. The line was infiltrated, and rather than pouring life-supporting fluid into the circulatory system, it was pooling fluid in the tissues.


Careless, dangerous medicine.


‘Sara, that needs to be replaced,’ he said, pointedly ignoring Prichap, who, at that moment, was looking rather pleased with himself for whatever reason.


The Sara Turnbull he remembered would never have allowed a critically traumatized patient to have only one working IV. Perhaps in the chaos, she simply had not noticed. In seconds, she was taking down the dressing and preparing to replace the IV line – this time at the wrist.


Lou glanced up again at the perilously low blood pressure reading, which had dropped from a systolic of eighty to seventy-four. Unless the cause could be identified and reversed, John Meacham was heading out. Quickly, Lou began mentally ticking through the possibilities. It took only a few seconds to connect with the right one.


Stunned at what he was seeing, Lou worked his stethoscope into place and listened to Meacham’s chest. There were no breath sounds on the right side. The exam was not really necessary. All the information he needed was visible in the distension of the jugular veins along the sides of the man’s neck, the slight bowing of the trachea toward the left, the persistently low oxygen saturation, and the asymmetrical hyperexpansion of the right chest.


A tension pneumothorax – collapse of the right lung due to a tear, probably caused by excess pressure from the ventilator. Air was being forced by the vent through the ruptured lung and into the chest cavity. The midline structures including the heart, esophagus, aorta, and other great vessels were being pushed to the left. The absence of breath sounds on the right merely confirmed the diagnosis.


Lou noted that the vent pressure was dangerously high and turned it down. From beside the machine, the respiratory tech – a tall, pencil-necked man in his late twenties – stood smiling at him blandly.


Did you do this on purpose? Lou wanted to shout. Did you?


‘Everyone, please, listen to me,’ he called out, louder than he’d intended. The commotion immediately stopped. ‘I’m Dr Lou Welcome from the ER at Eisenhower Memorial. This man has a rapidly expanding tension pneumothorax. We need to dart his chest immediately to get the air out of there. Then we’ll get a chest tube in. I need an IV angiocath in a number sixteen or fourteen needle. Quickly, please.’


Missing from the emergency, except in himself, was any sense of tension and urgency. Lou wondered if anyone in the room really cared whether John Meacham made it or not. It would not be hard to understand if they didn’t, even though, as Sara had said, it should never be a caregiver’s role to pass judgment on any patient.


This was as bad as it could get . . . Poor bastard . . . Poor victims.


What in the hell happened?


A large-bore needle with a plastic catheter running through it was brought on an instrument tray, along with latex gloves, a large syringe, surgical sponges, some surgical snaps, and several culture tubes.


Blood pressure, seventy over thirty. Oxygen saturation, 60 percent. Color worsening.
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