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PROLOGUE





  “YOU’LL NEVER SEE ANYTHING like this again,” Daddy said as he stooped to hold an x-ray between my face and the sunlight streaming in through his office window. He pointed to a shadowy gray blob near the center of a small rib cage.




  “See?” he said. “This little girl’s heart’s on the wrong side. It’s on the right.”




  I stared at the film, trying to appreciate what I was seeing. The silhouette of a little skeleton surrounded by vague swirls of silver mists and fogs looked okay to me, but I was only ten years old and trusted Daddy, a family doctor, to know which way the picture, and the heart, should go.




  When I didn’t say anything, Daddy said, “You could go a whole lifetime without ever seeing this even once, because it’s so rare.”




  I wasn’t sure, but I suspected this would be a good thing not to ever get to see again, because even though Daddy hadn’t said so, I got the distinct impression that this was a very bad thing for the little girl. I touched my own chest as I struggled to understand what the backwards configuration meant. But all I could think to say was, “How does she say the Pledge?”




  For days I wrestled with the girl’s problem by asking Daddy variations of the same question, “What does she do when they play ‘The Star Spangled Banner’? . . . Where does she cross and hope to die?” I couldn’t get over it. Left was right and right was wrong. What did it mean?




  Thirty years later, the image still haunted me.




  What point was God trying to make with the little girl’s life?




  He’d been more merciful with me. Despite my early fears that my destiny was to spend my entire life as an utterly powerless witness to one medical disaster after another, I’d eventually grown up and landed a good job in a city far from the mountains of East Tennessee, neatly sidestepping my role as spectator to any more catastrophes. Or so I’d thought.




  
Fall





  
ONE





  AS I UNLOCKED the front door of the office I could hear the phone ringing. I hurried inside and stretched across the reception desk to answer it.




  “Dr. Jourdan’s office,” I said, out of breath.




  “Do y’all wash out feet?” a woman shouted.




  I considered her question. Although I was accustomed to the local dialect and even to garbled medical terminology, I had no idea what she meant. I said, “Excuse me?” and quickly moved the earpiece a safe distance away from my head before she had time to respond.




  “Wash out feet! Do y’all wash out feet?” she screamed.




  “I . . . I don’t know.” I sent up a silent prayer that we did not.




  “Well she needs her foot washed out! How much do y’all charge for that?”




  If I was unsure if we even did such a thing, how could I know how much it would cost? “I don’t know,” I said.




  In the ensuing silence I managed to add, “I’d ask the doctor, but he’s not here yet. I’ll find out when he comes in and call you back and tell you what he says. Okay?”




  I fumbled through the piles of paper on Momma’s desk until I located a pencil and a blank scrap of notepaper, jotted down the woman’s name and number, and then hung up. I stared at the phone warily. Working as a temp for Daddy might be a little harder than I’d anticipated.




  I hurried around to the other side of the reception desk in an attempt to put a bit of Formica between myself and the medical world. But before I’d even gotten seated atop the wooden stool that was the main feature of my new domain, I heard the front door open and then the unmistakable sound of elderly ladies, their voices worn out from too many years of use. One squeaked like a rusty hinge and the other crackled in an unpredictable jumble of soft and then suddenly loud sounds, like a radio with bad reception. The ladies were advising and encouraging each other in an effort to negotiate a small step at the front door. I turned and saw that it was the Hankins sisters, Herma and Helma, and their friend who lived with them, Miss Viola Burkhart.




  I’d known them all my life. They were in their nineties. The Hankins sisters had never been married. Miss Viola was a widow who had come to live with them after her husband died. She was ninety-eight, weighed about seventy pounds, and had an advanced case of what the sisters called “old-timers.” Somewhere along the way she’d lost the ability or inclination to speak and now she wore a perpetual vacant smile.




  Helma was ninety-five and also weighed less than 100 pounds. She was extremely stooped, bent almost double from osteoporosis, and her eyesight wasn’t good. Herma was the baby at ninety-one and probably weighed more than both the other ladies combined. She was still sturdy but deaf as a post. So there was one who could hear and see, but not think or talk; one who could think, hear, and talk, but not see; and one who could think, see, and talk, but not hear.




  The ladies were inseparable. Helma did the cooking and talking on the phone and Herma did the heavy work and the driving. Both of them took care of Viola.




  Helma wore a faded green polyester leisure suit with an oddly intriguing assortment of safety pins arrayed along the edge of one lapel, while Herma had on baggy sweatpants and a misshapen sweater. Miss Viola was wearing a demure flowered dress. All three ladies wore shiny brown Naugahyde coats that had been fashionable in the sixties.




  When they moved, they shuffled along together, holding onto each other for support and navigational assistance. They made their way carefully to the reception desk and Helma said that it was Miss Viola who needed to see the doctor today. Herma said, “Hey there, girl,” and smiled. “We was sorry to hear about your ma. How’s she doing?”




  “Pretty good. She’ll be back Monday.”




  Herma looked at me in confusion. “I thought she had a heart attack.”




  “She did.”




  “Ain’t she in the hospital?”




  “Yeah, but she told me she’d be out by Monday.”




  I was relieved when Herma decided to leave it at that. The story sounded a little thin, even to me, but I desperately needed to believe it.




  Then, without even a hint of foreboding, I made my first executive decision in the health care arena. “You ladies can come right on back to the examining room,” I said. I figured it would be easier to get all of them up and down just once instead of twice; and waiting in the back would protect them from exposure to whatever germs the other patients might bring in. It seemed like a good idea at the time.




  As I helped them through the door that divided the waiting room from the rest of the office I said to Helma, “You ladies are lucky to have each other.”




  She smiled. “Oh yeah, we got enough spare parts between the three of us to make one whole person!”




  I took them back to Room 3 because it was the only room with enough places for all of them to sit down. Room 3 was used for surgery and contained Daddy’s pride and joy—the hydraulic surgical table.




  Thirty-five years ago, when he couldn’t really afford it, Daddy had bought the special motorized table that would raise and lower, so he could lift patients to a comfortable height while doing surgery. Even now the table still occupied a special place in his heart, like his Leitz microscope. No one was allowed to touch either piece of equipment but him.




  The table was controlled by four pedals that lay flat on the floor. The entire table could be either raised or lowered, or it could be tilted by raising or lowering either the head or foot.




  I seated Miss Viola in the middle of the table and told the ladies that the doctor would be in in a few minutes. Then I returned to my post at the reception desk. While I waited, I retrieved my phone messages from voice mail in Washington, D.C. My boss, Senator Hayworth, was conducting a series of hearings on corruption in the nuclear power industry, and I expected most of the calls would be related to that.




  There were eleven messages. I sorted them with respect to time zone and then numbered them to indicate the order in which they should be returned. First came the calls to people on eastern time: government affairs representatives for the University of Tennessee and Tennessee Valley Authority. The call to a huge nuclear power conglomerate in Chicago could be made after 10:00, to a colleague in Sedona an hour after that, and then after noon I could reach the Los Angeles offices of the lobbyists for the electric power industry. Tokyo Power Company would come last, after 8:00 tonight. No problem.




  As I dialed the Director of Federal Relations for the University of Tennessee, Daddy came in carrying a cardboard tray with a Styrofoam cup of coffee and a McDonald’s bag. He set his breakfast on the counter and I told him about the ladies waiting in Room 3. He nodded, fished his sausage biscuit out of the bag, and began to unwrap it.




  Then he looked at me with his head tilted. “What’s that sound?” he said.




  “I don’t hear anything,” I said, trying to stay focused on the opening pleasantries of my phone conversation.




  He laid his biscuit down next to his cup of coffee and walked down the hall toward the back. I heard him pause at the doorway of Room 3 and say, “Good morn—” Then he shouted, “What the hell’s going on in here?”




  “Gotta go,” I said, hanging up on the Director while she was talking. Then I bolted for the back.




  Things were not the way I’d left them. The surgical table’s motor, normally a low-pitched, almost inaudible hum, had changed to an angry whine. The head of the table was tilted as high as it would go, over five feet in the air, and the foot was down, almost touching the floor. Miss Viola had slid into a little wad at the lower end. Herma and Helma were frantically struggling to keep her from falling onto the floor, but she was oblivious. She smiled serenely as Herma tugged on her arms and Helma hoisted her ankles.




  I couldn’t understand why this was happening. It sounded like someone was standing on a cat’s tail. I looked down reflexively and noticed that Herma had somehow come to be standing on the floor pedal that raised the head end of the table. She clearly didn’t realize what she was doing, nor could she hear the table motor running.




  Daddy shouted a one-word accusation, “Carolyn!” and leapt forward to snatch up Miss Viola. As she slipped off the end of the table, her dress peeled up over her head. He tried to set her on her feet, but she was so dizzy she couldn’t stand by herself. He told Herma to get her foot off the control pedal, but she couldn’t hear well enough to understand what he was saying.




  He made a series of shuffling hops sideways, crushing Viola tightly against his side, and startled Herma by lifting her bodily off the pedal with his other arm. He held one lady under each arm while he stomped on the “Head Down” control.




  All of this confusion and manhandling sent the sisters into a tizzy. And Daddy was incensed that anyone would dare touch the controls of his table, much less put such a terrible strain on it.




  “What’d you do that for?” Daddy shouted at Herma in a voice so thunderous that she finally heard him.




  “Do what? I didn’t do anything. Your table there is broken.”




  “It better not be!” he said.




  When the table was level again, he set Miss Viola back down in the center and flipped her dress down over her legs. She seemed neither startled nor embarrassed. In fact, she seemed to have missed the whole ordeal.




  Under the circumstances Daddy decided to go ahead and tend to Miss Viola’s medical problems before normal office hours. He patiently listened to the health concerns of all three ladies and wrote prescriptions all round.




  As the ladies drove away, Daddy went back to his sausage biscuit. He stared at me while he chewed and then said, “Don’t ever do that again.”




  “Don’t do what?” I said. “Don’t leave any old ladies alone with any of your stuff?”




  “Just don’t do it again,” he snapped and took his biscuit into the back to eat it in peace.




  We were both under a lot of stress.




  A few minutes later, Alma, Daddy’s nurse, confided that during her entire twelve years with the doctor she’d never heard him shout like that before.




  “Well, just stick with me,” I said. “I’ve been with him for forty years and I’ve been hearing it the whole time.”




  Daddy was fantastic at handling medical emergencies. He was unbelievably cool under pressure if, say, someone had cut off their arm or leg with a chain saw. But he simply wasn’t equipped to handle the kind of emergencies that seemed to crop up whenever I was around. He could cope beautifully with every kind of chaos, except the kind I created. And right now he was stuck. He couldn’t work with me, and he couldn’t work without me.




  I felt for him. It was a good thing I was only going to be subbing in this job for two days. If I stayed a week, he’d end up sharing a room with Momma in the cardiac ward.




  
TWO





  I SAT IGNOMINIOUSLY on what now seemed like a dunce stool as my mind wandered all the way back to yesterday when I’d been a successful, competent adult. Daddy had called me out of a televised Senate hearing to tell me Momma was in the emergency room with a possible heart attack. I’d stuffed a jumble of clothes into a duffle in Washington, climbed into my car, and raced 500 miles home to East Tennessee.




  During the drive I’d struggled to take in the shocking news. Momma had always seemed impervious to the blows of fate that sent other people reeling. I couldn’t recall the last time she’d been sick. She’d been a cancer survivor for more than forty years and hadn’t missed a day of work in decades. But as the miles passed, I kept coming back to the fact that she was seventy-two years old now, even though she didn’t look or act anywhere near her age. Her hardworking, no-excuses personality had never allowed room for any of the infirmities commonly associated with getting old.




  I’d torn through the Shenandoah Valley along I-81, blasting past Civil War battlefields and historic houses, numb to the beauty of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It was mid-October and the fall glory of the largest hardwood forest on earth should have been a rare treat, but I wasn’t in any condition to enjoy it.




  MOMMA WAS TRAILING wires and tubes in all directions and hooked up to a dizzying array of electronic boxes that beeped and chirped a medical Muzak and blinked with all sorts of numerical and graphic readouts. I scanned them until I found one that seemed to indicate her heart was still beating. The beat was erratic enough that it seemed unlikely she was being continuously paced, or “jumped off,” by a computer. So it seemed her heart was still working, at least for now. That had to be a good sign.




  Such a massive display of brute technological force was oddly comforting. Surely no one could die in this modern Frankenstein lab. If anything stopped working, they’d just plug in another machine.




  I was scared to see Momma like this. It wasn’t like her at all. To tamp down my panic I tried to think of the ICU as a sort of spa. A really, really expensive spa. For unconscious people.




  An impressive platoon of professionals were doing all sorts of tests, trying to determine whether or not she’d had a heart attack. She’d had an “episode,” a “cardiac event,” the previous afternoon while out walking. A retroactive diagnosis seemed pointless to me, but I guess it gave everybody something to organize themselves around. Daddy was out at the nurses’ station getting the latest news.




  Daddy’d told me that Momma was blaming the whole thing on the gentle walking program she’d recently undertaken. Her theory was that a couple of weeks of light exercise had hurt her more than fifty years of chain-smoking. She made a good case. She’d never done anything remotely healthy for seventy years. Despite the knowledge you might expect a medical professional to have about such things, she’d smoked like a chimney, was completely sedentary, and existed entirely on a diet of iced tea, hot chocolate, orange juice, and Goldfish crackers.




  I stood by her side watching her breathe until it became clear there was nothing I could do. Then I turned to leave. Without even opening her eyes, Momma startled me by grabbing my sleeve with the speed of a martial arts expert.




  She said in an uncharacteristically weak voice, “Somebody’s got to help your father.”




  I’d spent the whole drive preparing myself for bad news—but I hadn’t seen this coming.




  Daddy was a solo family practitioner. He had a full-time nurse, but Momma was his receptionist, bookkeeper, backup nurse, lab technician, and jack-of-all-trades sidekick. They’d worked together in his small rural office for my whole life.




  For someone who was officially certified to be at death’s door, she gripped my wrist with surprising strength. “You’ve got to fill in for me for a couple of days,” she said. “Just till the week’s out. I’ll be back on Monday.”




  I did some quick calculations. It was Wednesday. That meant she wanted me to work her job on Thursday and Friday. Two whole days.




  I was trapped. A possum in the headlights. I wanted to be a good daughter and lessen my parents’ worries. I loved my parents very much. It was just too bad that what they needed right now was not an expensively dressed nuclear expert or a fierce lawyer. I had those two areas of expertise down. It was just that, to their disappointment, I’d turned out to be squeamish and high-strung—characteristics that did not make for a reliable health care assistant.




  Although I wasn’t bothered by any medical problems, such as exposure to contagion, and could happily sit in a small room and swap stories with people who had flu, TB, or even black plague, I was terrified of being exposed to other people’s surgeries. I dreaded the on-the-job injuries like the crushings and maulings that Daddy attended to for the zinc mines, the slashes and gorings from the sausage factory, and the spatter burns from the rendering plant, not to mention the miscellaneous farming and hunting atrocities that popped up out of nowhere with alarming frequency.




  The triage process may sound straightforward, but it can get devilishly tricky. Once, when filling in after school while Momma worked on the books, I’d registered a clean and especially fair-skinned young man who worked at the sausage plant. He didn’t specify what he needed—he just gave his name—and because he had very little blood on him, I skipped asking him if he was bleeding. I let him take a seat and wait his turn. He sat perfectly still until Daddy happened to see him out in the waiting room and yelled, “Carolyn, what the hell are you thinking about? Look at that man’s color, he’s white as a sheet! Can’t you see he’s about to faint!”




  The man turned toward Daddy and said, “I got stabbed in the leg.”




  It turned out he wasn’t naturally that pale. He was quietly bleeding to death inside his rubber waders. How tidy, and sneaky, of him. He got sewed up pronto and fully recovered. I, on the other hand, was permanently traumatized by the certain knowledge that I would’ve let a twenty-year-old man bleed to death less than six feet away from me while I filed my nails. Previously I’d overreacted only to visible injuries, but now I had a paranoid fear that the people who looked fine were the ones who might be in the worst shape.




  Even the phone wasn’t safe. Once Daddy had walked up to the counter in time to hear me making fun of a woman caller, whose histrionic gasping and croaking I assumed was some sort of joke. I was only about thirteen then and going through an especially unsympathetic phase. Daddy, who was prescient about illness, grabbed the phone out of my hand in time to hear the woman gasping. Even though she never said an articulate word, he recognized her voice in time to rush over to her house and save her life. She’d been having a heart attack and had crawled to the phone to call for help. I still hadn’t gotten over that one either.




  What Momma and Daddy needed was a person who could calmly register nice people with hard jobs who routinely came in covered in hog or chicken blood, someone who could face apparent carnage with a sincere smile and casually inquire if any of the blood was human.




  Only because I could see no viable alternative, I said, “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything,” and tried not to sound like I was whining.




  I didn’t allow myself to speculate about the likelihood of Momma actually being back at work bright and early on Monday morning. And I told myself I could handle this little snag in my life plan. How tough could it be? I had seven years of higher education and another dozen of high-profile, high-pressure jobs, including the one I’d just left: Senate Counsel for nuclear issues.




  I told myself I could do Momma’s job with one hand tied behind my back (if I used the other hand to cover my eyes). And my father didn’t need a nurse, what he needed was a receptionist. That I could handle. All I had to do for two days was answer the phone, register people, pull charts, and await whatever came down the road, be it a case of the sniffles or a shotgun blast to the head. Then I’d have the weekend to catch up on my real job.




  “You just rest and get well,” I said, patting Momma’s hand as I pried it loose from my sleeve. But she didn’t seem to have heard me.




  Daddy’s office was about a ten-minute drive from home in a small, old-fashioned shopping center. The row of buildings contained a flower shop, hardware store, dentist’s office, and a beauty shop. A hundred feet farther down the highway was a matching strip of stores containing an auto parts store, a grocery, a tanning parlor, and another beauty shop. The shopping centers stood alongside one of the main highways through East Tennessee, east of Knoxville. For the last couple of decades, however, most of the long distance traffic had been siphoned off by the nearby interstate.




  I’d been raised in this understated storefront. In the earliest days I’d stand on a small rolling stool in the corner of the room and watch Daddy sew people up while I ate a giant Tootsie Roll; or, if it was a bad cut, two giant Tootsie Rolls. I was eleven when I finally grew tall enough to see over the top of the examining table without standing on the stool. I started assisting Daddy afternoons and weekends by using a small pair of sterile scissors to cut the threads after he tied each stitch. Even then I usually kept a Tootsie Roll in my left hand throughout the procedures.




  But that all changed when I was fifteen. Daddy was stitching up a gash in the sole of the foot of a high school classmate who’d stepped on a broken bottle in a creek one Saturday afternoon. As Daddy worked he pointed out anatomical highlights of the interior of G. W. Nance’s foot: the layers of fascia, the various muscles, nerves, tendons, and blood vessels. I stared in intense concentration. Then I noticed the bright light shining on the cut was going dim. That was strange.




  “Let go of the light, dammit!” Daddy said.




  I looked around to see who could be such a jackass as to be messing with the surgical lamp during an operation and realized with some confusion that it was me. I had hold of the handle on the side of the light and was swaying from it precariously, suddenly feeling very faint. I slid down the wall, forcing myself to let go of the light as I dropped below the level of the table.




  Daddy warned, “Don’t you touch those scissors on anything. Here! Just give them to me!” I carefully held the scissors away from myself and handed them up to him an instant before my head flopped over onto the floor. That was the end of my career as a surgical assistant.




  Being the only local doctor wasn’t just Daddy’s job, it was a lifestyle. Not just for him, but for Momma and me too. Daddy treated everybody in the community, whether or not they could pay, and he didn’t make appointments. Not a single one in nearly forty years. This meant that in addition to a normal family practice, he took care of the poor plus all the patients who were misfits of one kind or another: the intellectually challenged, the mentally ill, destitute and stray humans of every kind, and, from time to time, their pets and livestock.




  Daddy hadn’t gotten rich, but he’d gotten a lot of interesting stuff from the people who couldn’t afford to pay with money. Sometimes he got things to eat, like handmade whole hog sausage or a sack of blackberries, but usually it wasn’t such a stereotypical token. Over the years he’d been given a twig wrapped in newspaper that grew into a magnificent climbing yellow rose, a half stick of dynamite, a rusty Confederate sword found in the woods, Indian arrowheads turned up by a plow, a handful of bungee cords scavenged from alongside the interstate, and even the back half of a 1934 Chevrolet pickup truck that he was told would “make a good trailer to haul things in.” Sometimes the gift was a burden in itself, but Daddy always accepted it gracefully anyway—a tiny blue jay that had fallen out of its nest, a cardboard box containing four deodorized baby skunks, an orphaned raccoon in a boot.




  The most unusual thing he ever got was the body of a red fox that a patient had seen get hit by a car. Daddy had the beautiful corpse stuffed and displayed it for decades until Momma could no longer vacuum the dust out of its thick fur.




  WHEN DADDY AND I drove back from the hospital and turned the corner to go up our long driveway, we were greeted enthusiastically by the bugling of the donkeys our neighbors raised to rent out to Dollywood. A half-dozen speckled guinea hens saw us coming and whirled into the driveway in their characteristic suicidal greeting.




  Our split-level brick house sat amid 100 acres of steep hills and valleys. In the southeast corner of the farm was a tiny ancient log barn that perched atop stacks of hand-chiseled rocks that provided a comfortable home for a roly-poly groundhog. Along the western edge of the property there was a wooden shed where we stored hay for the cows. The biggest barn stood near the house.




  We immediately separated to get the animals fed before dark. At the moment there were four dogs, at least a dozen cats, a couple of dozen birds, and about thirty cows. I fed the dogs and cats because I knew what they ate and I didn’t need a tractor to take their food to them. I filled the four stainless steel bowls, placed each one in a separate corner, then stood in the center of the room and acted as referee.




  Next I headed out to the big red barn. I shoved hard against one of the huge doors with my shoulder, using all my weight to slide it along on its ancient rollers, then opened it wide. Inside a barn is a whole universe, with its own time zone and climate and ecosystem, a shadowy world of swirling dust illuminated in tiger stripes by light shining through the cracks between the boards. Old leather tack, lengths of chain, rope, and baling twine dangled from nails and rafters and draped over stall railings. Generations of pocketknives lay lost in the layers of detritus on the floor.




  The barn was crammed with eight-foot-high stacks of hay that would feed the cows during the approaching winter. Two cats lounged calmly atop the hay, studying me, secure in knowing that they were out of reach. I moved just inside the doorway and let my eyes adjust to the dimness, shifting my weight from one foot to the other, unconsciously imitating the cows who stood alongside the manger patiently watching me. I fumbled for the light switch. It was comforting to move around under the familiar, weak, blue-green light of the ancient fluorescent bulb. I walked into the first stall where the cat food was stored in an old deep freeze. A small herd of cats squeezed out from between bales of hay and walked confidently along the top of the stall railings to reach their food without ever touching the barn floor.




  I sat on a low stack of hay under the flickering, buzzing light and watched them eat. Daddy’s best friend, Fletcher, suddenly appeared in the doorway.




  “Hey Fletcher,” I said. “What’re you doing here?”




  “Oh, I just thought I’d see if y’all needed anything. I figured what with everything, you two might need some help.”




  Fletcher was the nicest, most thoughtful man. He was always helping us do whatever needed doing. He helped Daddy repair the tractors and other farm machinery. He’d helped me and Momma hold my beloved seventeen-year-old cat atop the clothes dryer while Daddy treated its injured leg. He’d even said, “Here, let me do that,” and taken the rooster weather vane out of my hands and installed it atop a rustic hermit cabin I’d built for contemplation when he realized the clattering of the aluminum ladder was caused by my trembling legs.




  He stood beside me and watched the cats for a few moments. “You gonna take some time off?”




  “Yeah,” I said, “The Senator’s a good guy. He said I could take as much time as I needed.” I looked up at Fletcher’s weather-beaten face. “Momma and Daddy want to keep the office open like usual.”




  “How’re they gonna manage that with her in the hospital?”




  “Me,” I said. “She made me promise to cover for her till Monday.”




  “Oh,” Fletcher said. “That’s good. When he’s not open, there’s not much people around here can do for a doctor.”




  “I know,” I said. “I don’t think sudden retirement would be too good for them, either. Not right now anyway. But they’re both over seventy. It’s got to come sometime.”




  “I know what you mean,” Fletcher said, hands tucked into his pockets. “Well, I better go see if he needs help with the cows.”




  I got up and went with him to the door. We stood together and watched the last minutes of the sunset. The whole world was lit by a horizontal, gold wash. I looked at Fletcher, and he was gilded by the light from his worn baseball cap to his scuffed work boots. I was momentarily flustered, wondering if maybe this was the way angels looked, but I couldn’t say that. “Fletcher,” I said, “you look just like the FTD man.”




  As he walked away I turned to the north. The light from the west was being overtaken by gray clouds rolling in fast from the east. I could see and smell rain coming. I decided to wait for it.




  The wind picked up in gusts and dust and leaves whipped by. It took about ten minutes for the rain to reach the barn. First it was a fine, blowing mist, then a downpour. The din of the deluge beating against the tin roof was a powerful tranquilizer. I flipped the light off and sat down in the darkness, surrounded by the sweet smell of the new hay and cow manure, and the rain.




  
THREE





  OKAY, SO THE FIRST morning hadn’t started off as well as I’d hoped. I tried to shake off the misstep. Things were bound to improve. The next few hours were considerably quieter, but not much less stressful. I followed Daddy up and down the hall asking him questions, trying to figure out how to handle an assortment of incomprehensible paperwork.




  “What’s a ‘Spasm of the Sphincter of Oddi’?” I asked.




  “What?” Daddy replied.




  “A ‘Spasm of the Sphincter of Oddi’? It’s here in the Medicare codebook. What the hell is it? It sounds awful.”




  “It doesn’t matter what it is, because nobody here’s got it. How about Mrs. Holloway’s ankle? Did you find the number for that?”




  “Maybe. Was it fractured?”




  “No.”




  “Is it a ‘pain,’ a ‘strain,’ or a ‘sprain’?”




  “A sprain.”




  “Okay, then I got it. But where’s the Sphincter of Oddi?” But Daddy had already ducked into another examining room.




  There are surely better examples of government programs that started out as good ideas and ended up in a hopeless muddle, but I’d never personally encountered one as spectacular as the Medicare coding system. When I was a teenager I’d been able to fill out insurance forms easily with commonly used English words, but now that I was over forty and the government had allowed its legions of mathematicians, accountants, and computer experts to interfere, the mysteries of the new “streamlined” system were beyond my ability to penetrate. The most basic medical problems were the least likely to be found anywhere in the codebook. Instead there were comprehensive lists of the most lurid and preposterous conditions imaginable. I’d really like to know how often Medicare receives claims for the treatment of “Abderhalden-Kaufmann-Lignac Syndrome.” And what the heck was “Double Whammy”?




  I was aware of things like “Problem, Spoiled Child,” “Quarrelsomeness,” “Spring Fever,” and “Clumsiness,” but was amazed that Medicare considered them insurable medical conditions. They’d even assigned a code number to “Decapitation, Legal Execution (by guillotine).” What sort of Medicare claim would be reimbursable in connection with being guillotined?




  It could have been funny, but I knew better than to laugh, because if I didn’t find the right code we wouldn’t get paid and would instead get a nasty letter threatening fines of tens of thousands of dollars and decades in the federal penitentiary for a twenty-cent mistake. I flipped endlessly back and forth through the coding manual, a book as thick as a major metropolitan phone directory, filled with tiny print and even tinier alphanumeric codes. Most of what Daddy saw seemed to be some kind of -itis. He saw people with three-syllable -itises: arthritis, bronchitis, bursitis, cystitis, gastritis, neuritis, otitis, rhinitis. Others had four-syllable conditions: cellulitis, dermatitis, labyrinthitis, laryngitis, pharyngitis, prostatitis, sinusitis, and tendinitis. But for all the fancy names and numbers, what we were really talking about were mostly sore throats, creaky joints, stomachaches, and runny noses.




  So why couldn’t I find any of that?




  AT ABOUT 11:00 I heard the front door bounce against the wall and looked up to see one of Harley Hawkins’ huge silent teenage sons carrying him in. It was either Ronnie or Donnie. I wasn’t sure which, because they were identical twins. I could usually tell them apart if they were talking because Ronnie’s voice was a tad softer than Donnie’s. But this one wasn’t talking, he was simply standing there with his father’s limp body in his arms. It was a flashback to similar scenes that had recurred regularly throughout my life. I’d seen Daddy carry Harley into the office the same way many times. Harley’s face was all bloody, but that was typical too.




  “Come on back,” I said. “Hang on a second and I’ll get the door for you.”




  I ran around the end of the counter and opened the door into the back and Ronnie or Donnie walked through, carrying a 200-pound load with no discernible strain.




  “Where do you want me to put him?” he asked.




  “Is he cut anywhere besides his head?”




  Ronnie or Donnie shook his head no.




  “Do you think we need to x-ray anything?” I asked.




  Donnie—at least I was beginning to think it was Donnie—shook his head again.




  “Okay, take him on back to Room 3 and put him on the table.”




  Harley Hawkins was a certified wild man. I guess it was a good thing because he had the scariest and most dangerous job I’d ever heard of. He worked for a company that specialized in sealing underground leaks. Not like in the basement of a house in the spring, but leaks two miles down at the end of some tunnel in an African mine where thousands of gallons a minute were thundering in because somebody had accidentally drilled into an underground river.




  Harley would wade around in the raging torrent until he figured out some way to plug it—like a professional little Dutch boy from hell. He traveled all over the world doing this. Red Adair got famous for doing less because putting out oil fires was flashy and easy to photograph. Harley’s work was so terrifying that no one was willing to go with him to take pictures. He worked mostly in the dark, because the electricity had to be shut off when there was an underground flood. He went into each job with 135 pounds of equipment on his back and, I suppose, an optimistic hope that there would always be a breathing space between the top of the water and the ceiling.




  Between jobs, though, Harley had a tough time coping with everyday life. Whenever he was off, Harley drank and drank. Even sober he had to be one of the most reckless people alive, but alcohol transformed him into a lunatic. He never got hurt on the job, but when he was drunk he got hurt more than anyone I’d ever known. Besides liquor Harley had three great passions in life: his wife Avon, driving, and handguns. It was a volatile combination.




  Harley loved Daddy, so he always insisted he be brought to him whenever he needed to be sewed up or x-rayed—which could be more than once a week if he was between jobs. His x-ray file was so enormous it was kept in four volumes: head, upper extremities, torso, and lower extremities. One year Harley’s doctor bill was larger than that of Daddy’s biggest industrial account, a zinc mining company with hundreds of employees. He had the body of a Greek god, but his skin looked like a crazy quilt that Daddy had been laboring over for years. Each scar held a memory—at least for Daddy. Harley probably couldn’t remember much about it.




  Daddy stuck his head out of Room 1 to glance at Harley as he was carried by, but then ducked back inside to finish what he was doing. He said over his shoulder, “Alma, draw up some Xylocaine.” That was a shot to numb the area that needed to be sutured. Not that Harley needed much numbing. It was amazing what the man had saved in anesthetic.




  In a couple of minutes Daddy came into Room 3. “What’d he get into this time?” he asked as he pulled on his surgical gloves. “You’re Donnie, aren’t you?”




  “Yeah,” Donnie said, smiling slightly at being correctly identified. “Aunt Arlene, Momma’s sister, had to go in the hospital for a couple of days for some kind of female surgery. Momma went to stay with her. Before she left she poured out all his stashes and she took the car keys with her, cause you know how he likes to drive.”




  Daddy nodded.




  “She forgot about the riding lawn mower though. He found some liquor somewhere and went for a ride down the shoulder of the four-lane. Momma’s brother C.A. lives about a mile down the highway, and when Daddy went by, he decided Uncle C.A.’s yard needed mowing, so he turned off and mowed it.




  “When he called us to come get Daddy, Uncle C.A. said he’d told his boy Samuel the yard needed mowing. Well, when C.A. got home and saw the yard, he went crazy. Daddy didn’t get as much grass as he did flowers. C.A. said he almost whipped Samuel over it. ‘That yard looks like it was mowed by a damn drunk!’ he said. ‘It was,’ Samuel said.




  “Then Samuel took him around back and showed him where Daddy was laying in the yard passed out. He’d wrecked the lawn mower against the birdbath. That’s how he cut his head.”




  Harley never spoke or even opened his eyes while Daddy sewed up his head, but when Donnie lifted him off the table to carry him back to the car, he mumbled, “Thanks, Doc.”




  MICHAEL MAYSHARK WAS NEXT after Harley. He’d come in to get the doses adjusted on his heart medicines. His health was precarious and juggling his pills was a delicate process that he talked out with Daddy fairly often.




  Michael and I watched Harley get hauled out. Michael smiled impishly and said, “Harley needs to learn to get high on life.” Then he slapped the counter top and laughed his big joyous laugh.




  Michael suffered from congestive heart failure and it was taking a whopping amount of medicine to keep him alive. He was clearly in a lot worse shape than when I’d last seen him, but you’d never know it from his mood.




  It was amazing to see the differences in the two men’s approach to life. Harley had a death wish. He’d been graced with an extraordinary physique, and he abused his body and sought release from the world. Michael, who’d been born with a bad heart and several other major physical handicaps, struggled heroically to stay alive day by day.




  If there was one thing I’d learned growing up in a doctor’s office, it was that people’s mood was rarely dependent on their external circumstances. Its origin was almost always internal.




  Michael had been born with a rare health problem called Holt-Oram syndrome or “heart-hand” syndrome, which meant that he had deformities of both his heart and his hands. He hadn’t been expected to live long with his heart defect, so his hand and arm deformities hadn’t been a focus of attention during his childhood. On the left side he didn’t have a thumb but had a partially working hand that was attached to a forearm that was noticeably too short. On the right side his forearm was especially short and he didn’t have much of a hand at all.




  Despite his physical problems, Michael was the happily married father of three smart, healthy children, a successful businessman, and a wildly popular guy. He was brilliant too, with some savant capabilities. He could remember license plate numbers. All of them, everybody’s he’d ever seen in his life. He was a veritable Department of Motor Vehicles. The police could have radioed him to check for stolen cars. He was the same way with telephone numbers.




  As he’d gotten older, his heart problem became even more precarious. He was forced to manage his diet like a long-term, precise chemistry experiment—which was what it was. It was an experiment in trying to stay alive. He had to keep track of every ounce of fluid he drank and every bite of food he ate. He had to know the content of every morsel he took into his body and attempt to calculate, in advance, its effect on his fragile system.




  Michael had an enormous heart. While that sounded like a good thing, it wasn’t. His heart filled up the whole center of his chest x-ray, leaving considerably less room for his lungs and everything else in his chest. In addition to being too big, his heart had malformed chambers and leaking valves. It was getting bigger and bigger because its pumping was getting less and less effective. The muscle kept growing to try to take up the slack. It was a losing proposition.




  But so it had been since the day he was born, and he was sixty now. He lived by the grace of God and a valiant nature second to none in this world. Michael didn’t just think positive. He lived in a continuous state of joy, like each breath was a special treat.




  He teased me about the Mercedes I’d tried to park as inconspicuously as possible at the extreme edge of the parking lot. I’d known he would notice it. We were both car nuts. He ran a large used auto parts business called Redneck Parts. He pointed out the window toward my car. “Better watch out,” he said smiling. “That car will part out for three times what you think it’s worth!”




  “I’ll keep an eye on it,” I said.




  AFTER MICHAEL LEFT we checked with the hospital again and found Momma was resting easy. I decided to try to return some more phone calls while Daddy went home for lunch. I listened to my voice mail again in Washington and the robotic female voice warned, “You have twenty . . . six . . . messages.”




  I dialed the Hart Senate Office Building, or Hart SOB as it was abbreviated, to check in with my dear friend and coworker Jacob Goldman. Just as the phone started ringing on his end I saw Wanda Slover drive up. She’d been my babysitter and had never stopped treating me like a kid.




  Elizabeth, secretary to both Jacob and me, answered. “Hey, Elizabeth,” I said, praying Wanda was heading for the hardware store. “It’s Carolyn.”




  “Carolyn. How’s your mother doing? We’ve all been thinking about you.”




  “They don’t really know yet what her condition is. So I’m gonna need to stay down here for a few more days.”




  “Well, don’t worry. You’re not missing anything here. The Senate’s in recess and the boss is in Nashville. And Jacob’s over at the Library of Congress. He’ll be upset that he missed your call. He’s really been worried about you.”




  I missed Jacob desperately. He and I had rarely been separated for more than a few days at a time during the last ten years, functioning as two halves of a single brain. We made an odd couple. He was dark where I was fair and he had an intimidating ethnic nose to contrast with my small snubbed one. He was always perfectly turned out without a speck of lint or wrinkle anywhere, while I generally scored quite a bit lower on the scale of sartorial splendor.




  Although the romantic part of our relationship was long over, having run a distant second in Jacob’s mind to our crackerjack professional partnership, we’d been best friends for nearly a decade. It felt strange to have to endure any difficulty without his steady presence close at hand. But this time we were stuck 500 miles apart.




  I said, “Well, if you need me for anything, just call.”




  “Oh, that obnoxious associate producer from CBS keeps calling,” Elizabeth said. “She wants a quote from the Senator and she’s getting mean. What do you want me to tell her?”




  Wanda burst through the door and called out in her loud voice, “Is Doc in?”




  I shook my head at Wanda and said into the phone, “Tell her I’m out of the country for a few days and will call her when I get back.”




  “Well where is he?” Wanda demanded.




  I swiveled on my stool, turning my back to Wanda, and tried to concentrate on my telephone conversation.




  Elizabeth was asking, “What about the dinner at the French ambassador’s residence? Jacob wants to know if you’re going. If not, he’s got a long line of hopeful replacement candidates, some of whom are willing to pay.”
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