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  January 9th




  The sky was an immense, inverted bowl of gray clouds that arched from one flat horizon to the other. It was the kind of sky that hovered over the American Midwest. In the

  summer the ground would be awash in a sea of corn and soybeans. But now in the depths of winter it was a frozen stubble with patches of dirty snow and a few lonely, leafless, skeletonized

  trees.




  The leaden clouds had excreted a lazy drizzle all day – more of a mist than a rain. But by two o’clock the precipitation had abated and the single functioning windshield wiper of the

  aged, recycled UPS delivery van was no longer necessary as the vehicle negotiated a rutted dirt road.




  “What did old man Oakly say?” Bart Winslow asked. Bart was the driver of the van. He and his partner, Willy Brown, sitting in the passenger seat, were in their fifties and could have

  been mistaken for brothers. Their creased, leather faces bore witness to a lifetime of labor on the farm. Both were dressed in soiled and tattered overalls over layered sweatshirts and both were

  chewing tobacco.




  “Benton Oakly didn’t say much,” Willy answered after wiping some spittle off his chin with the back of his hand. “Just said one of his cows woke up sick.”




  “How sick?” Bart asked.




  “I guess sick enough to be a downer,” Willy said. “Has the runs bad.”




  Bart and Willy had evolved over the years from mere farmhands to become what the local farmers referred to as 4-D men. It was their job to go around and pick up dead, dying, diseased, and

  disabled farm animals, particularly cows, and take them to the rendering plant. It wasn’t a coveted job, but it suited Bart and Willy just fine.




  The van turned at a rusted mailbox and followed a muddy road that ran between barbed-wire fences. A mile beyond the road opened up at a small farm. Bart drove the van up to the barn, made a

  three-point turn, and backed the vehicle to the open barn door. By the time Bart and Willy had climbed from the truck, Benton Oakly had appeared.




  “Afternoon,” Benton said. He was as laconic as Bart and Willy. Something about the landscape made people not want to talk. Benton was a tall, thin man with bad teeth. He kept his

  distance from Bart and Willy as did his dog, Shep. Shep had been barking until Bart and Willy got out of the truck. With his nose twitching from the scent of death, Shep shrank back behind his

  master.




  “In the barn,” Benton said. He motioned with his hand before leading his visitors into the depths of the dark barn. Stopping at a pen, he pointed over the rail.




  Bart and Willy ventured to the edge of the pen and looked in. They wrinkled their noses. The area reeked of fresh manure.




  Within the pen an obviously sick cow was lying in its own diarrhea. Raising its wobbly head, she gazed back at Bart and Willy. One of her pupils was the color of gray marble.




  “What’s with the eye?” Willy asked.




  “Been that way since she was a calf,” Benton said. “Got poked or something.”




  “She only been sick since this morning?” Bart asked.




  “That’s right,” Benton said. “But she’s been down on her milk for almost a month. I want her out’a here before my other cows get the runs.”




  “We’ll take her, all right,” Bart said.




  “Is it still twenty-five bucks to haul her to the ren-derer?” Benton asked.




  “Yup,” Willy said. “But can we hose her off before putting her in the truck?”




  “Be my guest,” Benton said. “There’s hose right over there against the wall.”




  Willy went to get the hose while Bart opened the gate to the pen. Trying to be careful where he put his feet, Bart gave the cow a few swats on its rump. Reluctantly it rose to its feet and

  tottered.




  Willy came back with the hose and squirted the cow until it looked relatively clean. Then he and Bart got behind the cow and coaxed it out of the pen. With added help from Benton they got the

  animal outside and into the van. Willy closed the truck’s back door.




  “What’d ya got in there – about four head?” Benton asked.




  “Yup,” Willy said. “All four dead this morning. There’s some kind of infection over at the Silverton Farm.”




  “Criminy,” Benton said with alarm. He slapped a few wrinkled greenbacks into Bart’s palm. “Get them the hell off my spread.”




  Bart and Willy both spat as they rounded their respective sides of the truck. The tired engine let out a belch of black smoke before propelling the vehicle out of the farm.




  As was their habit Bart and Willy didn’t speak again until the truck reached the pavement of the county road. Bart accelerated and finally got the van into fourth gear.




  “You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?” Bart asked.




  “I imagine,” Willy said. “That cow didn’t look half bad after we hosed her down. Hell, it looks a mite better’n that one we sold to the slaughterhouse last

  week.”




  “And it can stand and even walk a little,” Bart said.




  Willy glanced at his watch. “Just about the right time too.”




  The 4-D men did not speak again until they pulled off the county road onto the track that ran around a low-slung, almost windowless, large commercial building. A billboard-sized sign said:

  HIGGINS AND HANCOCK. At the rear of the building was an empty stockyard that was a sea of trampled mud.




  “You wait here,” Bart said, as he pulled to a stop near the chute that led from the stockyard into the factory.




  Bart got out of the van and disappeared down the chute. Willy got out and leaned up against the van’s rear door. Five minutes later Bart reappeared with two burly men dressed in

  bloodstained long white coats, yellow plastic construction helmets, and yellow midcalf rubber boots. Both sported a name tag. The heavier man’s name tag said: JED STREET,

  SUPERVISOR. The other man’s said: SALVATORE MORANO, QUALITY CONTROL. Jed had a clipboard.




  Bart gestured to Willy, and Willy unlatched the van’s rear door and opened it. Salvatore and Henry covered their noses and peered inside. The sick cow raised its head.




  Jed turned to Bart. “Can the animal stand?”




  “Sure can. She can even walk a little.”




  Jed looked at Salvatore. “What do you think, Sal?”




  “Where’s the SME inspector?” Salvatore asked.




  “Where do you think?” Jed said. “He’s in the locker room, where he goes as soon as he thinks the last animal has come through.”




  Salvatore lifted the tail of his white coat to get at a two-way radio attached to his belt. He switched it on and held it up to his lips. “Gary, did that last combo bin that’s going

  to Mercer Meats get filled?”




  The answer came back accompanied by static: “Almost.”




  “Okay,” Salvatore said into the radio. “We’re sending in one more animal. That will more than do it.”




  Salvatore switched off his radio and looked at Jed. “Let’s do it.”




  Jed nodded and turned to Bart. “Looks like you got a deal, but as I said, we’ll only pay fifty bucks.”




  Bart nodded. “Fifty bucks is okay.”




  While Bart and Willy climbed into the back of the van, Salvatore walked back down the chute. From his pocket he pulled out a couple of earplugs that he put in his ears. As he entered the

  slaughterhouse, his mind was no longer concerned about the sick cow. He was concerned about the myriad forms he still had to fill out before he could think of going home.




  With his earplugs in place, Salvatore wasn’t troubled by the noise as he traversed the kill-floor area of the slaughterhouse. He approached Mark Watson, the line supervisor, and got his

  attention.




  “We got one more animal coming through,” Salvatore yelled over the din. “But it’s only for boneless beef. There’ll be no carcass. Got it?”




  Mark made a circle with his thumb and index finger to indicate he understood.




  Salvatore then passed through the soundproof door that led into the administrative area of the building. Entering his office, he hung up his bloodied coat and construction helmet. He sat down at

  his desk and went back to his daily forms.




  Concentrating as hard as he was, Salvatore wasn’t sure how much time had passed when Jed suddenly appeared at his door. “We got a slight problem,” Jed said.




  “Now what?” Salvatore asked.




  “The head of that downer cow fell off the rail.”




  “Did any of the inspectors see it?” Salvatore asked.




  “No,” Jed said. “They’re all in the locker room with the SME for their daily chitchat.”




  “Then put the head back on the rail and hose it off.”




  “Okay,” Jed said. “I thought you should know.”




  “Absolutely,” Salvatore said. “To cover our asses I’ll even fill out a Process Deficiency Report. What’s the lot and head number of that animal?”




  Jed looked down at his clipboard. “Lot thirty-six, head fifty-seven.”




  “Got it,” Salvatore said.




  Jed left Salvatore’s office and returned to the kill floor. He tapped José on the shoulder. José was a sweeper whose job it was to sweep all the filth from the floor into one

  of the many grates. José had not been working there very long. It was a chronic problem keeping sweepers because of the nature of the job.




  José didn’t speak much English and Jed’s Spanish wasn’t much better, so he was reduced to communicating by crude gestures. Jed motioned that he wanted José to

  help Manuel, one of the skinners, to heft the skinned cow’s head from the floor onto one of the hooks on the moving overhead rail.




  Eventually José caught on. Luckily José and Manuel could communicate without difficulty, because the job required two steps and significant effort. First they had to get the

  hundred-plus-pound head up onto the metal catwalk. Then, after climbing up there themselves, they had to hoist the head up high enough to secure it on one of the moving hooks.




  Jed gave a thumbs-up sign to the two panting men, who at the last second had almost dropped their slippery burden. Jed then trained a jet of water on the soiled skinless head as it moved along

  on the rail. Even to the hardened Jed the appearance of the cataractous eye gave the skinned head a gruesome aura. But he was pleased with how much of the filth came off with the high-pressure

  water, and by the time the head passed through the aperture in the kill-floor wall on its way into the head-boning room, it looked relatively clean.
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  Friday, January 16th




  The Sterling Place Mall was aglow with the marble, bright brass, and polished wood of its upscale shops. Tiffany competed with Cartier, Neiman-Marcus with Saks.

  Mozart’s piano concerto number 23 was piped in through hidden speakers. Beautiful people milled about on this late Friday afternoon in their Gucci shoes and Armani coats to survey the

  offerings of the post-Christmas sales.




  Under normal circumstances Kelly Anderson wouldn’t have minded spending a part of the afternoon at the mall. As a TV journalist it was a far cry from the gritty beats she was usually

  assigned around the city while putting together in-depth pieces for the six or eleven o’clock news. But on this particular Friday, the mall had not provided Kelly with what she wanted.




  “This is a joke,” Kelly said irritably. She looked up and down the expansive hall for a likely candidate to interview but no one looked promising.




  “I think we’ve gotten enough,” Brian said. Brian Washington, a lanky, laid-back African-American, was Kelly’s cameraman of choice. In her mind he was the best WENE had to

  offer, and Kelly had maneuvered, cajoled, and even used threats to get the station to assign him to her.




  Kelly puffed up her cheeks before blowing out her breath in an expression of exasperation. “Like hell we’ve got enough,” she said. “We’ve got

  diddly-squat.”




  At thirty-four, Kelly Anderson was a no-nonsense, intelligent, aggressive woman hoping to break into national news. Most people thought she had a good chance if she could find a story that would

  catapult her into the spotlight. She looked the part with her sharp features and lively eyes framed by a helmet of tight, blond curls. To add to her professional image she dressed fashionably and

  tastefully, and groomed herself impeccably.




  Kelly transferred her microphone to her right hand so that she could see her watch. “And to make matters worse, we’re running out of time. I’m going to have to pick up my

  daughter. Her skating lesson’s over.”




  “That’s cool,” Brian said. He lowered his camcorder from his shoulder and unplugged the power source. “I should get my daughter from day care.”




  Kelly bent down and stowed her microphone in her sizable shoulder bag, then helped Brian break down the equipment. Like a couple of experienced pack rats, they hoisted everything over their

  shoulders and started walking toward the center of the mall.




  “What’s becoming obvious,” Kelly said, “is that people don’t give a damn about AmeriCare’s merger of the Samaritan Hospital and the University Med Center

  unless they’ve had to go to the hospital during the last six months.”




  “It’s not an easy subject to get people fired up about,” Brian said. “It’s not criminal, sexy, or scandalous, and there are no celebrities involved.”




  “They ought to be concerned,” Kelly said with disgust.




  “Hey, what people ought to do and what they actually do has never been related,” Brian said. “You know that.”




  “All I know is that I shouldn’t have scheduled this piece for tonight’s eleven o’clock news,” Kelly said. “I’m desperate. Tell me how to make it

  sexy.”




  “If I knew that, I’d be the talent rather than the cameraman,” Brian said with a laugh.




  Emerging from one of the radiating corridors of the Sterling Place Mall, Kelly and Brian arrived at the spacious epicenter. In the middle of this vast area and beneath a three-story-high

  skylight was an oval skating rink. Its frosted surface glowed under the glare of klieg lights.




  Dotted around the rink were a dozen or so children along with several adults. All were careening across the ice in various directions. The apparent chaos resulted from the recent conclusion of

  the intermediate lesson and the imminent commencement of the advanced lesson.




  Seeing her daughter’s bright red outfit, Kelly waved and called out. Caroline Anderson waved back but took her time skating over. Caroline was very much her mother’s daughter. She

  was bright, athletic, and willful.




  “Shake a leg, Chicken,” Kelly said when Caroline finally neared. “I gotta get you home. Mom’s got a deadline and a major problem.”




  Caroline stepped out of the rink, and walking on the toes of her figure-skate blades, she moved to the bench and sat down. “I want to go to the Onion Ring for a burger. I’m

  starved.”




  “That’s going to be up to your father, sweetie,” Kelly said. “Come on, chop, chop!”




  Kelly bent down and got Caroline’s shoes out of her knapsack and put them on the bench next to her daughter.




  “Now, there’s one hell of a skater,” Brian said.




  Kelly straightened up and shielded her eyes with her hand from the bright lights. “Where?”




  “In the center,” Brian said, pointing. “In the pink outfit.”




  Kelly looked where Brian indicated, and it was immediately apparent whom he was referring to. A girl, around the same age as Caroline, was going through a warm-up exercise that had now caused

  some of the shoppers to pause and watch.




  “Whoa,” Kelly said. “She is good. She looks almost professional.”




  “She’s not that good,” Caroline said, as she gritted her teeth in an attempt to pull off one of her skates.




  “She looks good to me,” Kelly said. “Who is she?”




  “Her name is Becky Reggis.” Having given up trying to yank off her skate, Caroline was back to loosening the laces. “She was the junior state champion last year.”




  As if sensing she was being watched, the girl then executed two double axels in a row before arcing around the end of the rink, heel to heel. A number of the shoppers broke out in spontaneous

  applause.




  “She’s fantastic,” Kelly said.




  “Yeah, well, she’s been invited to the Nationals this year,” Caroline reluctantly added.




  “Hmmm,” Kelly murmured. She looked at Brian. “There could be a story there.”




  Brian shrugged. “Maybe for the six o’clock. Certainly not for the eleven.”




  Kelly redirected her attention to the skater. “Her last name is Reggis, huh?”




  “Yup,” Caroline said. She had both skates off now and was looking in her knapsack for her shoes.




  “Could that be Dr. Kim Reggis’s daughter?” Kelly asked.




  “I know her father’s a doctor,” Caroline said.




  “How do you know?” Kelly asked.




  “She goes to my school,” Caroline said. “She’s a year ahead of me.”




  “Well, bingo!” Kelly murmured. “This must be serendipity calling.”




  “I recognize that beady look in your eye,” Brian said. “You’re like a cat ready to pounce. You’re plotting something.”




  “I can’t find my shoes,” Caroline complained.




  “I just had a brainstorm,” Kelly said. She picked up Caroline’s shoes from the bench and put them in her daughter’s lap. “Dr. Kim Reggis would be perfect for this

  merger story. He was chief of cardiac surgery at the Samaritan before the merger and then, bang, he became one of the Indians. I’d bet he’d have something saucy and sexy to

  say.”




  “No doubt,” Brian said. “But would he talk to you? He didn’t come off too good in that ‘Poor Little Rich Kids’ piece you did.”




  “Oh, that’s water over the dam,” Kelly said with a wave of dismissal.




  “That might be the way you feel,” Brian said, “but I doubt he’d feel the same way.”




  “He had it coming,” Kelly said. “I’m sure he’s figured that out. For the life of me I can’t understand why cardiac surgeons like him don’t realize their

  moaning about Medicare reimbursement rates strikes a hollow chord with the public when they’re earning six-figure incomes. You’d think they’d be more street-smart.”




  “Deserved or not, I can’t imagine he wasn’t pissed,” Brian said. “I doubt if he’d talk to you.”




  “You’re forgetting that surgeons like Kim Reggis love publicity,” Kelly said. “Anyway, I think it’s worth the risk. What do we have to lose?”




  “Time,” Brian said.




  “Which we don’t have much of,” Kelly said. Bending down to Caroline, she added: “Sweetie, would you know if Becky’s mother were here?”




  “Sure,” Caroline said. She pointed. “She’s over there in the red sweater.”




  “How convenient,” Kelly said, as she straightened up to peer across the ice. “This truly is serendipitous. Listen, Chicken, finish getting your shoes on. I’ll be right

  back.” Kelly turned to Brian. “Hold the fort.”




  “Go for it, girl,” Brian said with a smile.




  Kelly walked around the end of the skating rink and approached Becky’s mother. The woman appeared to be about her own age. She was attractive and well groomed, although her clothes were

  conservative. Kelly hadn’t seen a crew-neck sweater over a white collared shirt on a woman since she’d been in college. Becky’s mother was deeply absorbed in a book that

  couldn’t have been bestseller fiction. She was carefully underlining with a yellow felt-tipped pen.




  “Excuse me,” Kelly said. “I hope I’m not disturbing you too much.”




  Becky’s mother looked up. She was a dark brunette with auburn highlights. Her features were chiseled but her demeanor was gentle and her spirit immediately empathetic.




  “It’s quite all right,” the woman said. “Can I help you?”




  “Are you Mrs. Reggis?” Kelly asked.




  “Please call me Tracy.”




  “Thanks,” Kelly said. “That looks like serious reading for the skating rink.”




  “I have to take advantage of every moment I get,” Tracy replied.




  “It looks like a textbook,” Kelly said.




  “I’m afraid it is,” Tracy said. “I’ve gone back to school in my early middle age.”




  “That’s commendable,” Kelly said.




  “It’s challenging,” Tracy said.




  “What’s the title?”




  Tracy flipped the book over to show its cover. “The Assessment of Child and Adolescent Personality.”




  “Whoa! That sounds heavy,” Kelly said.




  “It’s not too bad,” Tracy said. “In fact it’s interesting.”




  “I’ve got a nine-year-old daughter,” Kelly said. “I probably should read something about teenage behavior before all hell breaks loose.”




  “It can’t hurt,” Tracy said. “Parents need all the help they can get. Adolescence can be a tough time, and it’s been my experience that when difficulties are

  anticipated, they happen.”




  “Sounds like something you know a bit about,” Kelly said.




  “Some,” Tracy admitted. “But you can never be complacent. Before going back to school last semester, I was involved with therapy, mostly with children, including

  adolescents.”




  “Psychologist?” Kelly asked.




  “Social worker,” Tracy said.




  “Interesting,” Kelly said to change the subject. “Actually, the reason I came over here was to introduce myself. I’m Kelly Anderson of WENE News.”




  “I know who you are,” Tracy said with a touch of scorn.




  “Uh-oh!” Kelly said. “I have the uncomfortable feeling that my reputation precedes me. I hope you don’t hold it against me that I did that segment on cardiac surgeons and

  Medicare.”




  “I felt it was underhanded,” Tracy said. “Kim was under the impression that you were sympathetic when he agreed to do the interview.”




  “I was to an extent,” Kelly said. “After all, I did present both sides of the issue.”




  “Only in regard to falling professional incomes,” Tracy said. “Which you made the focus. In reality that’s only one of the issues that concern cardiac

  surgeons.”




  A pink blur raced past Kelly and Tracy and drew their attention to the rink. Becky had increased her speed and was now tensing as she streaked backward. Then, to the delight of the impromptu

  audience of shoppers, she executed a perfect triple axel. More applause erupted.




  Kelly let out a faint whistle. “Your daughter is a phenomenal skater.”




  “Thank you,” Tracy said. “We think she is a phenomenal person.”




  Kelly regarded Tracy in an attempt to interpret her comment. Kelly couldn’t quite decide if it were meant to be disdainful or merely informative. But Tracy’s face gave little hint.

  She stared back at Kelly with a soulful but undecipherable expression.




  “Did she get her skating talent from you?” Kelly asked.




  Tracy laughed freely, letting her head fall back in true amusement. “Hardly,” she said. “I’ve never had a pair of skates on my clumsy feet. We don’t know where she

  got her talent. One day she just said she wanted to skate, and the rest is history.”




  “My daughter says Becky’s going to the Nationals this year,” Kelly said. “That might make a good story for WENE.”




  “I don’t think so,” Tracy said. “Becky was invited, but she’s decided not to go.”




  “I’m sorry,” Kelly said. “Gosh, you and the good doctor must be crushed.”




  “Her father’s not terribly happy,” Tracy said. “But to be honest, I’m relieved.”




  “Why is that?” Kelly asked.




  “That level of competition extracts a high price from anyone, much less a prepubescent child. It’s not always mentally healthy. It’s a lot of risk without a lot of

  payoff.”




  “Hmmm,” Kelly said. “I’ll have to give that some thought. But, meanwhile, I’ve got a more pressing problem. I’m trying to do a piece for tonight’s

  eleven o’clock news since today’s the sixth-month anniversary of AmeriCare’s merger of the Samaritan with the University Med Center. What I wanted was the community’s

  reaction, but I’ve run into a lot of apathy. So I’d love to get your husband’s feelings on the issue since I know he’d have an opinion. By any chance is he coming here to

  the rink this afternoon?”




  “No,” Tracy said with a giggle, as if Kelly had suggested an absurdity. “He never leaves the hospital until six or seven on weekdays. Never!”




  “Too bad,” Kelly commented, while her mind rapidly processed various contingencies. “Tell me, do you think your husband would be willing to talk with me?”




  “I really have no idea,” Tracy said. “You see, we’ve been divorced for a number of months, so I couldn’t guess how he feels about you at the moment.”




  “I’m sorry,” Kelly said with sincerity. “I didn’t have any idea.”




  “No need to be sorry. It was best for everyone, I’m afraid. A casualty of the times and a clash of personalities.”




  “Well, I can imagine being married to a surgeon, particularly a cardiac surgeon, is no picnic. I mean, they think that everything pales in importance compared to what they do.”




  “Hmmm,” Tracy responded noncommittedly.




  “I know I couldn’t stand it,” Kelly said. “Egotistical, self-centered personalities like your former husband and I don’t mix.”




  “Maybe that’s saying something about you,” Tracy suggested.




  “You think so?” Kelly said. She paused for a moment, recognizing she was dealing with a gentle but quick wit. “Maybe you’re right. Anyway, let me ask you this: would you

  have any idea where I might find your former husband right now? I’d really like to talk with him.”




  “I can guess where he is,” Tracy said. “He’s probably in surgery. With all the fighting for OR time at the med center, he’s had to do all three of his weekly cases

  on Friday.”




  “Thank you. I think I’ll head right over there and see if I can catch him.”




  “You’re welcome,” Tracy said. She returned Kelly’s wave and then watched the woman walk swiftly back around the rink. “Good luck,” Tracy murmured to

  herself.
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  Friday, January 16th




  All twenty-five of the University Medical Center’s operating rooms were identical. Having been recently renovated and re-equipped, they were up-to-the-minute in

  every way. The floors were a white composite that gave the impression of granite. The walls were gray tile. The lights and fittings were either stainless steel or gleaming nickel.




  OR twenty was one of two rooms used for open-heart surgery and at four-fifteen it was still in full operation. Between the perfusionists, anesthesiologists, circulating and scrub nurses, the

  surgeons and all the necessary high-tech equipment, the room was quite crowded. At that moment the patient’s still heart was in full view, surrounded by a profusion of bloodstained tapes,

  trailing sutures, metal retractors, and pale green drapes.




  “Okay, that’s it,” Dr. Kim Reggis said, as he handed his needle holder to the scrub nurse and straightened up to relieve the stiffness in his back. He’d been operating

  since seven-thirty that morning. This was his third and final case. “Let’s stop the cardioplegia solution and get this ticker going.”




  Kim’s command resulted in a minor flurry of activity at the console of the bypass machine. Switches were flipped. “Warming up,” the profusionist announced to no one in

  particular.




  The anesthesiologist stood and looked over the ether screen. “How much longer do you estimate?” she asked.




  “We’ll be closing here in five minutes,” Kim said. “Provided the heart cooperates, which looks promising.”




  After a few erratic beats, the heart picked up its normal rhythm.




  “Okay,” Kim said. “Let’s go off bypass.”




  For the next twenty minutes there was no talk. Everyone on the team knew his job, so communication wasn’t necessary. After the split sternum had been wired together, Kim and Dr. Tom

  Bridges stepped back from the heavily draped patient and began removing their sterile gowns, gloves, and plastic face shields. At the same time the thoracic residents moved into the vacated

  positions.




  “I want a plastic repair on that incision,” Kim called to the residents. “Is that understood?”




  “You got it, Dr. Reggis,” Tom Harkly said. Tom was the Chief Thoracic resident.




  “But don’t make it your life’s work,” Kim teased. “The patient has been under long enough.”




  Kim and Tom emerged from the OR into the operating-room corridor. Both used the scrub sink to wash the talc off their hands. Dr. Tom Bridges was a cardiac surgeon like Kim. They had been

  assisting each other for years and had become friends although their relationship remained essentially professional. They frequently covered for each other, especially on weekends.




  “That was a slick job,” Tom commented. “I don’t know how you manage to get those valves in so perfectly and make it look so easy.”




  Kim’s practice over the years had evolved into mostly valve replacement. Tom had gravitated more toward bypass procedures.




  “Just like I don’t know how you can sew those tiny coronary arteries the way you do,” Kim answered.




  Leaving the sink, Kim interlocked his fingers and stretched them high over his six-foot-three-inch frame. Then he bent down and put his palms on the floor, keeping his legs straight to stretch

  out his lower back. Kim was an athletic, trim, sinewy type who’d played football, basketball, and baseball for Dartmouth as an undergraduate. Because of the demands of time his current

  exercise had been reduced to infrequent tennis and lots of hours on a home exercise bike.




  Tom, on the other hand, had given up. He, too, had played football in college, but after years of no exercise, the muscle bulk that he’d not lost had turned mostly to fat. In contrast to

  Kim, he had a beer belly despite the fact that he rarely drank beer.




  The two men started down the tiled corridor, which at that time of day was relatively peaceful. Only nine of the OR’s were in use, with two more available for emergencies. It was about

  standard for the three-to-eleven shift.




  Kim rubbed his stubbled, angular face. Following his normal routine, he’d shaved that morning at five-thirty, and now, twelve hours later, he had the proverbial five-o’clock shadow.

  He ran a hand through his long, dark brown hair. As a teenager in the early seventies he’d let his hair grow beyond shoulder length. Now, at forty-three, it was still on the long side for

  someone in his position, though it was nowhere near as long as it had been.




  Kim looked at his watch pinned to his scrub pants. “Damn, it’s five-thirty already, and I haven’t even made rounds. I wish I didn’t have to operate on Friday. Invariably

  it cuts into any weekend plans.”




  “At least you get to have your cases run consecutively,” Tom said. “It’s sure not like it used to be when you ran the department over at the Samaritan.”




  “Tell me about it,” Kim said. “With AmeriCare calling the shots and with the current status of the profession, I wonder if I’d even go into medicine if I had it all to do

  over again.”




  “You and me both,” Tom said. “Especially with these new Medicare rates. Last night I stayed up and did some figuring. I’m afraid I’m not going to have any money

  left after I pay my office overhead. I mean, what kind of a situation is that? It’s gotten so bad Nancy and I are thinking of putting our house on the market.”




  “Good luck,” Kim said. “Mine’s been on the market for five months, and I haven’t even had a serious offer.”




  “I already had to pull my kids out of private school,” Tom said. “But hell, I went to public school myself.”




  “How are you and Nancy getting along?” Kim asked.




  “To be honest: not great,” Tom said. “There’ve been a lot of bad feelings.”




  “I’m sorry to hear that,” Kim said. “I sympathize since I’ve been through it. It’s a stressful time.”




  “This is not how I expected things to be at this stage in my life,” Tom said with a sigh.




  “Me neither,” Kim said.




  The two men stopped just beyond the OR desk at the entrance to the recovery room.




  “Hey, are you going to be around for the weekend?” Tom asked.




  “Yeah, sure,” Kim said. “Why? What’s up?”




  “I might have to go back in on that case you helped me with Tuesday,” Tom said. “There’s been some residual bleeding and unless it stops, my hand is forced. If that

  happens, I could use your assistance.”




  “Just page me,” Kim said. “I’ll be available. My ex wanted the whole weekend. I think she’s seeing someone. Anyway, Becky and I will be hanging out

  together.”




  “How is Becky doing after the divorce?” Tom asked.




  “She’s doing fantastic,” Kim said. “Certainly better than I am. At this point she’s the only bright light in my life.”




  “I guess kids are more resilient than we give them credit for,” Tom said.




  “Apparently so,” Kim agreed. “Hey, thanks for helping today. Sorry that second case took so long.”




  “No problem,” Tom said. “You handled it like a virtuoso. It was a learning experience. See you in the surgical locker room.”




  Kim stepped into the recovery room. Hesitating just beyond the threshold, he scanned the beds for his patients. The first one he saw was Sheila Donlon. She’d been his immediately preceding

  case and had been particularly difficult. She’d needed two valves instead of only one.




  Kim walked over to the bed. One of the recovery-room nurses was busy changing an almost empty IV bottle. Kim’s experienced eye first checked the patient’s color and then glanced at

  the monitors. The cardiac rhythm was normal, as was the blood pressure and arterial oxygenation.




  “Everything okay?” Kim asked as he lifted the recovery-room chart to glance at the grafts.




  “No problems,” the nurse said without interrupting her efforts. “Everything’s stable and the patient’s content.”




  Kim replaced the chart and moved alongside the bed. Gently he raised the sheet to glance at the dressing. Kim always instructed his residents to use minimal dressing. If there was unexpected

  bleeding, Kim wanted to know about it sooner rather than later.




  Satisfied, Kim replaced the sheet before straightening up to look for his other patient. Only about half the beds were occupied, so it didn’t take long to scan them.




  “Where’s Mr. Glick?” Kim asked. Ralph Glick had been Kim’s first case.




  “Ask Mrs. Benson at the desk,” the nurse responded. She was preoccupied putting her stethoscope in her ears and inflating Sheila Donlon’s blood pressure cuff.




  Mildly irritated at the lack of cooperation, Kim walked over to the central desk but found Mrs. Benson, the head nurse, equally preoccupied. She was giving detailed instructions to several

  housekeeping workers who were there to break down, clean, and change one of the beds.




  “Excuse me,” Kim said. “I’m looking . . .”




  Mrs. Benson motioned to Kim that she was busy. Kim thought about complaining that his time was more valuable than the housekeepers’, but he didn’t. Instead he rose up on his toes to

  look again for his patient.




  “What can I do for you, Dr. Reggis?” Mrs. Benson said as soon as the housekeepers headed off toward the recently vacated bed.




  “I don’t see Mr. Glick,” Kim said. He was still scanning the room, certain he was overlooking the man.




  “Mr. Glick was sent to his floor,” Mrs. Benson said curtly. She pulled out the controlled-substance log and opened it to the appropriate page.




  Kim looked at the nurse and blinked. “But I specifically asked he be kept here until I finished my final case.”




  “The patient was stable,” Mrs. Benson added. “There was no need for him to remain and tie up a bed.”




  Kim sighed. “But you have tons of beds. It was a matter of . . .”




  “Excuse me, Dr. Reggis,” Mrs. Benson said. “The point is Mr. Glick was clinically ready to go.”




  “But I had requested he be kept,” Kim said. “It would have saved me time.”




  “Dr. Reggis,” Mrs. Benson said slowly. “With all due respect, the recovery-room staff don’t work for you. We have rules. We work for AmeriCare. If you have a problem with

  that, I suggest you talk to one of the administrators.”




  Kim felt his face redden. He started to talk about the concept of teamwork, but he quickly changed his mind. Mrs. Benson had already directed her attention to the loose-leaf notebook in front of

  her.




  Murmuring a few choice epithets under his breath, Kim walked out of the recovery room. He yearned for the old days back at the Samaritan Hospital. Stepping across the hall, he stopped at the OR

  desk. With the aid of the intercom, he checked on the progress of his last case. Tom Harkly’s voice assured him the closure was proceeding on schedule.




  Leaving the operating suite, Kim marched down the hall to the newly constructed family lounge. It was one of the few innovations AmeriCare had instituted that Kim thought was a good idea. It had

  come from AmeriCare’s concern for amenities. The room was specifically designated for the relatives of patients in the operating or delivery rooms. Prior to AmeriCare’s purchase of the

  University Medical Center, there had been no place for family members to wait.




  By that time of day it was not crowded. There were a few of the omnipresent expectant fathers pacing or nervously flipping through magazines while waiting for their wives to have Caesareans. In

  the far corner a priest was sitting with a grieving couple.




  Kim glanced around for Mrs. Gertrude Arnold, the wife of Kim’s last patient. Kim wasn’t looking forward to talking with her. Her peppery and truculent personality was hard for him to

  bear. But he knew it was his responsibility. He found the late-sixties woman in the opposite far corner away from the grieving couple. She was reading a magazine.




  “Mrs. Arnold,” Kim said, forcing himself to smile.




  Startled, Gertrude looked up. For a nanosecond her face registered surprise, but as soon as she recognized Kim, she became visibly irritated.




  “Well, it’s about time!” Mrs. Arnold snapped. “What happened? Is there a problem?”




  “No problem at all,” Kim assured her. “Quite the contrary. Your husband tolerated the procedure very well. He’s being . . .”




  “But it’s almost six o’clock!” Gertrude sputtered. “You said you’d be done by three.”




  “That was an estimate, Mrs. Arnold,” Kim said, trying to keep his voice even despite a wave of irritation. He’d anticipated a strange response, but this was more than

  he’d bargained for. “Unfortunately the previous case took longer than expected.”




  “Then my husband should have gone first,” Gertrude shot back. “You’ve kept me waiting here all day not knowing what was happening. I’m a wreck.”




  Kim lost control and in spite of a valiant effort, his face twisted into a wry, disbelieving smile.




  “Don’t you smile at me, young man,” Gertrude scolded. “If you ask me, you doctors are too high and mighty, making us normal folk wait all the time.”




  “I’m sorry if my schedule has caused you any distress,” Kim said. “We do the best we can.”




  “Yeah, well, let me tell you what else happened,” Gertrude said. “One of the AmeriCare administrators came to see me, and he told me that AmeriCare wasn’t going to pay

  for my husband’s first day in the hospital. They said he was supposed to be admitted this morning on the day of surgery and not the day before. What do you say to that?”




  “This is an ongoing problem I’m having with the administration,” Kim said. “When someone is as sick as your husband was before his surgery, I could not in good conscience

  allow him to be admitted the day of surgery.”




  “Well, they said they weren’t going to pay,” Gertrude said. “And we can’t pay.”




  “If AmeriCare persists, then I’ll pay,” Kim said.




  Gertrude’s mouth dropped open. “You will?”




  “It’s come up before and I’ve paid before,” Kim said. “Now, about your husband. Soon he’ll be in recovery. They’ll keep him there until he’s

  stable, and then he’ll go to the Cardiac floor. You’ll be able to see him then.”




  Kim turned and walked from the room, pretending not to hear Mrs. Arnold calling his name.




  Retreating back up the hall, Kim entered the surgical lounge. It was occupied by a handful of OR nurses on their breaks and a few of the staff anesthesiologists and anesthetists. Kim nodded to

  those people he recognized. Having been working at the University Medical Center only since the merger six months previously, Kim didn’t know all the staff, particularly the evening and night

  people.




  Pushing through the door into the men’s surgical locker room, Kim pulled off his scrub top and threw it forcibly into the hamper. He then sat on the bench in front of the bank of lockers

  to unpin his watch from the waistband of the pants. Tom, who’d taken a shower, was busy putting on his shirt.




  “It used to be when I finished a case I felt a certain euphoria,” Kim commented. “Now I feel a vague, unpleasant anxiety.”




  “I know the feeling,” Tom said.




  “Correct me if I’m wrong,” Kim said. “This all used to be a lot more fun.”




  Tom turned from facing the mirror and chuckled. “Excuse me for laughing, but you say that as if it were a sudden revelation.”




  “I’m not talking about the economics,” Kim said. “I’m talking about the little things, like getting respect from the staff and appreciation from patients. Nowadays

  you can’t take anything for granted.”




  “Times are a-changing,” Tom agreed. “Especially with managed care and the government teamed up to make us specialists miserable. Sometimes I fantasize about one of the

  responsible bureaucrats coming to me for a bypass, and I make him get it from a general practitioner.”




  Kim stood up and pulled off his scrub pants. “The sad irony is that all this is happening when we cardiac surgeons have the most to offer the public.”




  Kim was about to toss his pants into the hamper by the door, when the door opened and one of the women anesthesiologists, Dr. Jane Flanagan, stuck her head in. Catching sight of Kim’s

  skivvy-clad body, she whistled.




  “You came mighty close to having these sweat-soaked pants draped over your noggin,” Kim warned.




  “For such a view it would have been worth it,” Jane joked. “Anyway, I’m here to inform you that your public awaits you out here in the lounge.”




  The door closed and Jane’s perky face disappeared.




  Kim looked at Tom. “Public? What the hell is she talking about?”




  “My guess is you have a visitor,” Tom said. “And the fact that no one has come in here leads me to believe it must be female.”




  Kim stepped over to the cubbyholes filled with scrub tops and bottoms and took a clean set. “What now?” he questioned irritably.




  At the door Kim paused. “If this is Mrs. Arnold, the wife of my last case, I’m going to scream.”




  Kim pushed out into the lounge. Instantly he saw it wasn’t Gertrude Arnold. Instead, Kelly Anderson was at the coffee urn, helping herself to a cup. A few steps behind her was her

  cameraman with a camcorder balanced on his right shoulder.




  “Ah, Dr. Reggis,” Kelly exclaimed, catching sight of the surprised and none-too-pleased Kim. “How good of you to come to talk with us.”




  “How the hell did you get in here?” Kim asked with indignation. “And how did you know I was here?” The surgical lounge was like a sanctuary that even nonsurgical doctors

  were hesitant to violate. For Kim the idea of being confronted by anyone here, much less Kelly Anderson, was too much to bear.




  “Brian and I knew you were here thanks to your former wife,” Kelly said. “As for how we got up here, I’m happy to say we were invited and even escorted by Mr. Lindsey

  Noyes.” Kelly gestured toward a gray-suited gentleman standing in the doorway to the hall who’d hesitated to come in himself. “He’s from the AmeriCare-University Med Center

  PR department.”




  “Evening, Dr. Reggis,” Lindsey said nervously. “We just need a moment of your time. Miss Anderson has graciously decided to do a story commemorating the six-month anniversary

  of our hospital merger. Of course, we’d like to assist her in any way we can.”




  For a moment Kim’s dark eyes darted back and forth between Kelly and Lindsey. On the spur of the moment he wasn’t certain who irritated him more, the muckraking journalist or the

  meddlesome administrator. Ultimately he decided he didn’t care. “If you want to help her, then you talk to her,” Kim said before turning to go back into the locker room.




  “Dr. Reggis, wait!” Kelly blurted. “I’ve already heard the prepared AmeriCare side. We’re interested in your personal view, from the trenches, so to

  speak.”




  With the locker-room door open a crack, Kim paused and debated. He looked back at Kelly Anderson. “After that piece you did on cardiac surgery, I vowed never to talk to you

  again.”




  “And why is that?” Kelly said. “It was an interview. I didn’t put words in your mouth.”




  “You quoted me out of context by editing your questions,” Kim fumed. “And you left out most of the issues I said were of primary importance.”




  “We always edit our interviews,” Kelly said. “It’s a fact of life.”




  “Find another victim,” Kim said.




  Kim pushed open the locker-room door and had taken a step within, when Kelly called out again: “Dr. Reggis! Just answer one question. Has the merger been as good for the community as

  AmeriCare contends? They say they did it for purely altruistic reasons. They insist it’s the best thing that’s happened to medical care in this city since the discovery of

  penicillin.”




  Kim hesitated again. The absurdity of such a comment made it impossible for him not to respond. Once again he turned back to Kelly. “I have trouble understanding how anyone could say such

  a ludicrous statement and have a conscience clear enough to sleep at night. The truth is that the entire rationale for the merger was to benefit AmeriCare’s bottom line. Anything else they

  may tell you is rationalization and pure bull.”




  The door closed behind Kim. Kelly looked at Brian. Brian smiled and gave Kelly the thumbs-up sign. “I got it,” Brian said.




  Kelly smiled back. “Perfect! That was just what the doctor ordered.”




  Lindsey coughed politely into a closed fist. “Obviously,” he said, “Dr. Reggis has given his personal view, which I can assure you is not shared by other members of the

  professional staff.”




  “Oh really?” Kelly questioned. She let her eyes roam the room. “Anybody here wish to make a comment concerning Dr. Reggis’s statement?”




  For a moment no one moved.




  “Pro or con?” Kelly prodded.




  Still no one moved. In the sudden silence, the hospital page could be heard like the backdrop of a TV melodrama.




  “Well,” Kelly said brightly, “thank you all for your time.”




  Tom slipped on his long white hospital coat and arranged the collection of pens, pencils, and flashlight in its upper front pocket. Kim had come into the locker room and, after

  removing his clothes and throwing them into the hamper, had gotten into the shower. He’d not said a word.




  “Aren’t you going to tell me who was out there?” Tom said.




  “It was Kelly Anderson from WENE News,” Kim said from the shower.




  “In our surgical lounge?” Tom questioned.




  “Can you believe it?” Kim said. “She was dragged up here by one of the AmeriCare admin guys. Apparently my ex told her where to find me.”




  “I hope you told her what you thought of that piece she did on cardiac surgery,” Tom said. “After my car mechanic saw it, I swear he raised his rates. I mean talk about

  backwards; my income’s plummeting and service people are upping their charges.”




  “I said as little as I could,” Kim said.




  “Hey, what time were you supposed to pick up Becky?” Tom asked.




  “Six o’clock,” Kim said. “What time is it now?”




  “You’d better get a move on,” Tom said. “It’s already heading toward six-thirty.”




  “Damn,” Kim said. “I haven’t even done my rounds yet. What a life!”
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  Friday, January 16th




  By the time Kim did his rounds and checked Mr. Arnold in the recovery room, another hour had passed. En route to his former wife’s house in the University section of

  town, he pushed his ten-year-old Mercedes and made record time. But it was still going on eight when he pulled up behind a yellow Lamborghini directly in front of Tracy’s house.




  Leaping from the car, Kim jogged up the front walk. The house was a modest affair built around the birth of the twentieth century, with a few Victorian gothic touches, like pointed arch windows

  in the second-floor dormers. Kim took the front steps in twos to reach the columned porch, where he rang the bell. His breath steamed in the wintery chill. While he waited he fanned his arms to

  keep warm. He wasn’t wearing a coat.




  Tracy opened the door and immediately put her hands on her hips. She was plainly anxious and irritated. “Kim, it’s almost eight. You said you’d be here by six at the

  latest.”




  “Sorry,” Kim said. “It was unavoidable. The second case took longer than anticipated. We ran into an unexpected problem.”




  “I suppose I should be used to this by now,” Tracy said. She stepped out of the way and motioned for Kim to step inside. She closed the door behind him.




  Kim glanced into the living room and saw a smart, casually dressed, mid-forties man in a suede fringed jacket and ostrich cowboy boots. He was sitting on the couch, with a drink in one hand and

  a cowboy hat in the other.




  “I would have fed Becky if I’d had any idea it was going to be this late,” Tracy said. “She’s starved.”




  “That’s easy to remedy,” Kim said. “I mean, we are planning on going out to dinner.”




  “I wish you would have at least called,” Tracy said.




  “I was in surgery and didn’t get out until five-thirty,” Kim said. “It’s not like I was out golfing.”




  “I know,” Tracy said with resignation. “It’s all very noble. The problem is, you were the one who picked the time, not me. It’s a matter of consideration. Every

  second I thought you were about to arrive. Luckily we’re not flying commercial.”




  “Flying?” Kim questioned. “Where are you going?”




  “Aspen,” Tracy said. “I’ve given Becky the number where I can be reached.”




  “Aspen for two days?”




  “I feel it’s time for me to have a little fun in my life. Not that you would know what that is, apart from your surgery, of course.”




  “Well, as long as we’re being nasty and sarcastic,” Kim said, “thanks for sending Kelly Anderson to the surgical lounge. That was a pleasant surprise!”




  “I didn’t send her,” Tracy said.




  “She said you did.”




  “I just told her I thought you were in surgery,” Tracy said.




  “Well, it’s the same thing,” Kim said.




  Over Kim’s shoulder, Tracy saw her guest stand up. Sensing he was uncomfortable from undoubtedly overhearing her exchange with her former husband, Tracy motioned to Kim to follow her into

  the living room.




  “Enough of this bickering,” she said. “Kim, I’d like you to meet a friend of mine, Carl Stahl.”




  The two men shook hands and eyed each other warily.




  “You two entertain yourselves,” Tracy suggested. “I’ll run upstairs and make sure Becky has everything she needs. Then we can all go our separate ways.”




  Kim watched Tracy disappear up the stairs. Then his gaze returned to Tracy’s apparent boyfriend. It was an uncomfortable situation, and Kim couldn’t help feel some jealousy, but at

  least Carl was several inches shorter, with significantly thinning hair. On the other hand, the man was tanned despite its being mid-winter. He also appeared in reasonable physical shape.




  “Can I get you a drink?” Carl suggested, motioning toward a bottle of bourbon on a side table.




  “Don’t mind if I do,” Kim said. Kim had never been much of a drinker, although over the last six months a nightly cocktail had become a habit.




  Carl put down his cowboy hat and stepped over to the sideboard. Kim noticed he seemed to have a proprietary manner.




  “I saw that interview Kelly Anderson did with you a month or so ago,” Carl said as he shoveled several ice cubes into an old-fashioned glass.




  “I’m sorry,” Kim said. “I was hoping most people missed it.”




  Carl splashed a generous dollop of liquor over the ice and then handed the drink to Kim. He sat back down on the couch next to his cowboy hat. Kim lowered himself into a facing club chair.




  “You have a right to be angry about it,” Carl said condescendingly. “It wasn’t fair. TV news has an irritating way of twisting things.”




  “Sad, but true,” Kim agreed. He took a sip of the fiery fluid and inhaled before swallowing. He felt a comfortable warm feeling course through his body.




  “I certainly didn’t buy her premise,” Carl said. “You guys earn every penny you get. I mean, I personally have a lot of respect for you doctors.”




  “Thank you,” Kim said. “That’s very reassuring.”




  “Seriously,” Carl said. “In fact I was premed for a couple of semesters in college.”




  “Really? What happened? Didn’t you like it?”




  “It didn’t like me,” Carl said with a laugh that ended with a peculiar snorting sound. “It was a wee bit too demanding, and it began to cut into my social life.”

  Carl laughed again as if he’d just told a joke.




  Kim began to wonder what Tracy saw in the guy.




  “What do you do?” Kim asked to make conversation. Besides, he was interested. Considering the lower-middle-class neighborhood, the yellow Lamborghini outside had to belong to Carl.

  Plus there was Tracy’s comment about not flying commercial. That was even more worrisome.




  “I’m CEO of Foodsmart,” Carl said. “I’m sure you’ve heard of us.”




  “I can’t say that I have,” Kim said.




  “It’s a large agricultural business,” Carl said. “Really more of a holding company. One of the largest in the state, actually.”




  “Wholesale or retail?” Kim asked, not that he knew much about business.




  “Both,” Carl said. “But mainly export wholesale involving grain and beef. But we’re also the major stockholder in the Onion Ring burger chain.”




  “I’ve heard of them,” Kim said. “I even own some stock.”




  “Good choice,” Carl said. Then he leaned forward, and after furtively looking around as if he thought there were a chance of hidden eavesdroppers, he whispered: “Buy some more

  Onion Ring stock. The company’s about to take the chain national. Consider it an insider tip. Just don’t tell anyone where you heard it.”




  “Thanks,” Kim said. Then he added sarcastically: “I’ve been wondering what to do with all my discretionary income.”




  “You’ll be thanking me a thousandfold,” Carl added, insensitive to Kim’s tone of voice. “The stock is going to go through the roof. In a year’s time the Onion

  Ring will be out there challenging McDonald’s, Burger King, and Wendy’s.”




  “Tracy mentioned you two are flying to Aspen on a private plane,” Kim said, changing the subject. “What do you fly?”




  “Me personally?” Carl questioned. “I don’t fly. Hell, no! I’d be the last person to get into a plane with me behind the controls.”




  Carl laughed again with his peculiar style, making Kim wonder if the guy snored when he slept.




  “I’ve a new Lear jet,” Carl added. “Well, technically it’s Foodsmart’s, at least according to the IRS. Anyway, as you undoubtedly know, for such an aircraft

  the FAA mandates we have two highly qualified pilots.”




  “Of course,” Kim said as if he were intimately aware of the rule. The last thing he wanted to do was reveal his ignorance of such things. Nor did he want to let on how angry it made

  him feel that a businessman who did nothing but shuffle paper could have such perks while he, who worked twelve hours a day on people’s hearts, was having trouble keeping his decade-old

  Mercedes on the road.




  A clatter of footfalls on the uncarpeted stairs heralded Becky’s arrival. She had an overnight bag and her skates thrown over her shoulder. She dumped both onto a chair in the front hall

  before racing into the living room.




  Kim hadn’t seen Becky since the previous Sunday when they’d spent a happy day at a nearby ski area, and Becky acted accordingly. She made a beeline into Kim’s arms and gave him

  an enthusiastic hug, momentarily making him lose his balance. With his face pressed up against her head, Kim could feel that her brunette hair was damp from a recent shower. The remnant odor of the

  shampoo made her smell like an apple orchard in bloom.




  Without letting go of Kim, Becky leaned back and assumed a mock reproving expression. “You’re late, Daddy.”




  Kim’s aggravations of the day melted as he regarded his darling, precocious ten-year-old daughter who, in his mind, glowed with grace, youth, and energy. Her skin was flawless, her eyes

  large and expressive.




  “I’m sorry, pumpkin,” Kim said. “I understand you’re hungry.”




  “I’m starved,” Becky said. “But look!”




  Becky turned her head from side to side. “See my new diamond earrings? Aren’t they gorgeous? Carl gave them to me.”




  “Just chips,” Carl said self-consciously. “Sort’a late Christmas present, and something for letting me borrow her mom for the weekend.”




  Kim swallowed. He was taken aback. “Very impressive,” he managed.




  Becky let go of Kim and went out into the foyer to gather her things and get her coat out of the front closet. Kim followed and went to the door.




  “Now, I want you in bed at your normal time, young lady,” Tracy said. “You understand? The flu’s making the rounds.”




  “Oh, Mom!” Becky complained.




  “I’m serious,” Tracy said. “I don’t want you missing school.”




  “Chill out, Mom,” Becky said. “You have fun and don’t be so nervous about . . .”




  “I’ll have a great time,” Tracy said, interrupting her daughter before she could say something embarrassing. “But I’ll have a better time if I don’t have to

  worry about you. You have the phone number I gave you?”




  “Yeah, yeah,” Becky intoned. Then, brightening, she added: “Ski the Big Burn for me.”




  “Okay, I promise,” Tracy said, as she took Becky’s coat from her daughter’s arms. “I want this on.”




  “But we’ll be in the car,” Becky complained.




  “I don’t care,” Tracy said, helping her daughter into the coat.




  Becky ran to Carl, who was standing in the doorway to the living room. She gave him a hug and got her mouth close to his ear. “She’s real nervous, but she’ll be okay. And

  thanks for the earrings. I love them.”




  “You’re welcome, Becky,” Carl said nonplussed.




  Becky ran to Tracy and gave her a quick hug before dashing out the door held open by Kim.




  Outside Becky ran down the stairs and waved to Kim to hurry up. Kim broke into a trot.




  “Call if there’s a problem,” Tracy yelled from the porch.




  Kim and Becky waved as they got into Kim’s car.




  “She’s such a worrywart,” Becky said, as Kim started the car. Then she pointed ahead, through the windshield. “That’s a Lamborghini. It’s Carl’s car,

  and it’s awesome.”




  “I’m sure it is,” Kim said, trying not to sound as if he cared.




  “You should get one, Dad,” Becky said. She turned her head to look at the vehicle as they drove by.




  “Let’s talk about food,” Kim said. “I was planning on picking up Ginger. I thought all three of us could go to Chez Jean.”




  “I don’t want to eat with Ginger,” Becky said poutingly.




  Kim drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. The stress of the day at the hospital, even the meeting with Carl, had him on edge. He wished he’d had time to play some tennis. He needed

  some form of physical outlet. The last thing he wanted was a problem between Becky and Ginger.




  “Becky,” Kim began. “We’ve been through this before. Ginger likes your company.”




  “I just want to be with you, not your receptionist,” Becky complained.




  “But you will be with me,” Kim said. “We’ll all be together. And Ginger is more than my receptionist.”




  “I don’t want to eat at that stuffy old restaurant either,” Becky said with emotion. “I hate it.”




  “Okay, okay,” Kim said, struggling to control himself. “How about we go to the Onion Ring on Prairie Highway. Just you and me. It’s just up the road.”




  “Fabulous!” Becky perked up, and despite her seat belt, she managed to lean over and give Kim a peck on the cheek.




  Kim marveled at how adroitly his daughter could manipulate him. He felt better now that she had reverted to her normal, vivacious self, but after a few miles Becky’s comment began to gnaw

  at him again. “For the life of me,” Kim said, “I don’t understand why you have this thing against Ginger.”




  “Because she made you and Mom break up,” Becky commented.




  “Good gravy,” Kim snapped. “Is that what your mother says?”




  “No,” Becky said. “She says it was only part of it. But I think it was Ginger’s fault. You guys hardly ever argued until Ginger.”




  Kim went back to drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. Despite what Becky had said, he was certain Tracy had to have put the thought in her mind.




  As he turned into the Onion Ring parking lot, Kim shot a glance in Becky’s direction. Her face was awash in color from the huge Onion Ring sign. She was smiling in anticipation of their

  fast-food dinner.




  “The reason your mother and I got divorced was very complicated,” Kim began, “and Ginger had very little . . .”




  “Look out!” Becky cried.




  Kim redirected his gaze through the windshield and saw the blurry image of a preteen on a skateboard off the right front fender. Kim jammed on the brakes and threw the steering wheel over to the

  left. The car lurched to a stop but not before colliding with the rear of a parked car. There was the unmistakable sound of breaking glass.




  “You smashed the car!” Becky shouted as if it were a question.




  “I know I smashed the car!” Kim shouted back.




  “Well, it’s not my fault,” Becky said indignantly. “Don’t yell at me!”




  The skateboarder, who’d momentarily stopped, now passed in front of the car. Kim looked at the child, and the boy irreverently mouthed: “Asshole.” Kim closed his eyes for a

  moment to control himself.




  “I’m sorry,” he said to Becky. “Of course it wasn’t your fault. I should have been paying more attention. And I certainly shouldn’t have yelled at

  you.”




  “What are we going to do?” Becky said. Her eyes anxiously scanned the parking area. She was terrified lest she see one of her schoolmates.




  “I’m going to see what happened,” Kim said as he opened his door and got out. He was back in seconds and asked Becky to hand him the registration packet from the glove

  compartment.




  “What broke?” Becky asked as she handed over the papers.




  “Our headlight and their tail light,” Kim said. “I’ll leave a note.”




  Once inside the restaurant, Becky immediately forgot the mishap. It being Friday night, the Onion Ring was mobbed. Most of the crowd were young teenagers in a ridiculous collection of oversized

  clothing and punk hairstyles. But there were also a number of families with lots of small children and even infants. The noise level was considerable thanks to fussy babies and competing ghetto

  blasters.




  The Onion Ring restaurants were particularly popular with children mainly because the kids could doctor their own “gourmet” burgers with a bewildering display of condiments. They

  could also make their own sundaes with an equivalent number of toppings.




  “Isn’t this an awesome place?” Becky commented as she and Kim got into one of the order lines.




  “Just delightful,” Kim teased. “Especially with the quiet classical music in the background.”




  “Oh, Dad!” Becky moaned and rolled her eyes.




  “Did you ever come here with Carl?” Kim asked. He really didn’t want to hear the answer because he had an inkling she had.




  “Sure,” Becky offered. “He took Mom and me here a couple of times. It was cool. He owns the place.”




  “Not quite,” Kim said with a certain satisfaction. “Actually the Onion Ring is a publicly owned company. Do you know what that means?”




  “Sort of,” Becky said.




  “It means a lot of people own stock,” Kim said. “Even I own stock, so I’m one of the owners too.”




  “Yeah, well, when I was here with Carl we didn’t have to stand in line,” Becky said.




  Kim took a deep breath and let it out. “Let’s talk about something else. Have you thought any more about skating in the Nationals? I know the entry deadline is coming up.”




  “I’m not going to enter,” Becky said without hesitation.




  “Really?” Kim questioned. “Why not, dear? You are such a natural. And you won the state junior championship last year so easily.”




  “I like skating,” Becky said. “I don’t want to ruin it.”




  “But you could be the best.”




  “I don’t want to be the best in competition,” Becky said.




  “Gosh, Becky,” Kim said. “I can’t help but be a little disappointed. I’d be so proud of you.”




  “Mom said you would say something like that,” Becky said.




  “Oh, great!” Kim exclaimed. “Your know-it-all therapist mother.”




  “She also said that I should do what I think is best for me.”




  Kim and Becky found themselves at the front of the line. A bored teenage cashier gazed at them with glassy eyes and asked them what they wanted.




  Becky looked up at the menu mounted over the bank of cash registers. She screwed up her mouth and stuck a finger in her cheek. “Hmmm . . . I don’t know what I want.”




  “Have a burger,” Kim said. “I thought that was your favorite.”




  “Okay,” Becky said. “I’ll have a burger, fries, and a vanilla shake.”




  “Regular or jumbo?” the cashier asked in a tired voice.




  “Regular,” Becky said.




  “And you, sir?” the cashier asked.




  “Oh, hell, let me see,” Kim said. He too looked up at the menu. “Soup du jour and salad, I guess. And an iced tea.”




  “Comes to seven ninety,” the cashier said.




  Kim paid, and the cashier handed him a receipt. “Your number is twenty-seven.”




  Kim and Becky turned around and left the order area. It took some hunting, but they found a couple of empty seats at one of the picnic-style tables near the window.

  Beckysqueezedin,butnotKim.Hehandedherthereceipt and told her he had to use the men’s room. Becky nodded absently; she had her eye on one of the cute boys from her school who happened to be

  sitting at the next table.
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