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  To Cathleen




  PROLOGUE




  Oh, my God.”




  These are not words a patient wants to hear from his doctor during a medical procedure. Larry Conkel was undergoing a myocardial biopsy. He was sedated, strapped to a padded table, and surrounded by people in masks. A long plastic tube, which minutes before had been inserted in a vein in Larry’s neck, was being delicately coaxed by his doctor through a valve in Larry’s heart.




  “Jugular intercourse,” Larry had joked nervously when the catheter was inserted. Dr. Bernard had politely chuckled. Now, the doctor’s mild oath transformed the relatively carefree atmosphere of the early minutes of the procedure to one of alarm and confusion. The remark was muttered under the doctor’s breath, whispered, but it was enough to send a whiplash of fear through everyone in the room, including the patient, despite the sedation he was under. Then Bernard said it again, much louder.




  “Oh, my God!”




  Something had gone dreadfully wrong, something that had never happened before in Dr. Edward Bernard’s twenty years as a cardiologist. The catheter had broken up. The plastic tube in Larry Conkel’s vein had fallen to pieces. Shards of various shapes and sizes bounced and spun inside his flaccid, oversized ventricle and went shooting through his pulmonary valve toward his innocent lungs.




  “I don’t believe it, I don’t fucking believe it.”




  The nurses and technicians assisting Dr. Bernard in the cath lab cast stiff sideways glances at each other, as if to say, “Bernard’s losing it.” A doctor was never supposed to lose control in the presence of a patient. But Dr. Bernard was overtly, exaggeratedly upset.




  “I don’t believe it. We’ve lost the fucking thing. Jesus!”




  For several long seconds, Dr. Bernard watched the angiogram, his brow furrowed like a bulldog’s. The lab was hushed, save for the treacherous murmurs and chirps of a multitude of steely monitors. Larry broke the silence, sputtering through a mist of cooling water being sprayed in his face to relieve the horrible flushing caused by the radiopaque dye coursing through his bloodstream.




  “What’s happening?” Larry tentatively asked, sounding as if he was not quite sure he wanted to know.




  Dr. Bernard shoved a short, red-haired nurse aside with his forearm and leaned over the patient. The doctor’s bulging eyes were bloodshot, and his sweaty upper lip twitched as he spoke, stale cigar smoke on his breath.




  “We have an unanticipated problem with the catheter. It’s very unusual. We may have to move you to an operating suite. Excuse me.”




  Dr. Bernard turned and stepped quickly out of the cath lab. Another long silence ensued, as the cath lab staff looked at one another, making small shrugging gestures, rolling their eyes toward the ceiling. The giant X-ray camera hovered menacingly over the patient, as if threatening to collapse and crush him. The room seemed to grow hotter and more stifling by the second, as the harsh overhead lights beat against the hard, sterile surfaces of the lab like sun on desert sand, and the tension grew more palpable. Again, Larry was the first to speak.




  “So,” he asked the red-haired nurse holding the misting device, a tremor in his voice, “do you know the difference between a hematologist and a urologist?”




  “Go ahead, Mr. Conkel. Tell me.”




  “A hematologist pricks your finger.”
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  Outside the cath lab, Dr. Bernard ordered a nurse to contact Dr. Herwitz, a surgeon who was the Chief of the Medical Staff at Shoreview Memorial Hospital. Dr. Bernard said to tell Herwitz he needed a consultation, stat. Within ten minutes, Bernard and Herwitz were huddled outside the cath lab, talking rapidly to each other in low tones.




  Bernard was tall and bulky, with short dark hair and a deeply lined face. He had a neck that projected forward from his husky torso, rather than up, as if it were collapsing under the weight of his massive head. His blue surgical scrubs were wrinkled and damp with perspiration. Herwitz was a much handsomer man, sleek as a greyhound, with silver hair and intense blue eyes. His patrician features were composed, and he exuded an air of self-assurance. Herwitz’s lab coat was starched white and crisp, his black dress pants neatly creased. The men concluded their discussion and walked off in opposite directions.
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  Twenty minutes later, Larry Conkel was in an operating room, prepped for surgery, with his hand on the wrist of a thin, middle-aged nurse holding an anesthesia mask. The nurse knew who Larry Conkel was. He worked at Shoreview Memorial, as the hospital’s chief financial officer. He had a wife and two children. He also had an enlarged heart, the reason he was in the hospital as a patient that day, which happened to be his fortieth birthday. Just before he was anesthetized, Larry looked up into the kind, concerned eyes of the nurse, and spoke.




  “Nurse,” he said quietly.




  She leaned forward to hear him. “Yes, Mr. Conkel?”




  “If I don’t make it out of surgery, tell Karen Hayes in the Legal Department to look in on Walter.”




  The nurse smiled and patted the back of Larry’s hand.




  “You’ll be fine, Mr. Conkel,” she said.




  Four hours later, Larry Conkel was pronounced dead. Within another hour, every person working at Shoreview Memorial knew what had happened to Larry.




  Only one knew why.




  PART I [image: image]




  You know, there’s always somebody playin’ with dynamite.




  —MOSE ALLISON




  CHAPTER




  1




  “No, Jake, not the Cabernet Sauvignon again,” Karen Hayes said, doing a deliberately bad imitation of a bored, affected socialite. She curled the telephone cord flirtatiously around her index finger and leaned back in her black leather swivel chair, surveying the spartan furnishings of her office.




  The office was of modest size, about ten by twelve. It contained a simple walnut desk, behind which Karen sat. The surface was empty save for one neat pile of work papers held firmly in place by a heavy, cut-crystal paperweight. Spread out on the matching walnut credenza behind her desk chair were a personal computer, a telephone console and a five-volume set of statute books. Two plain, modern guest chairs covered in practical gray cloth faced the desk. Behind the guest chairs a single window looked out through the branches of a small sugar maple to the front steps of the main entrance to Shoreview Memorial Hospital. The walls of the office were adorned by two small diplomas and two large steel-framed modern art prints of stark, geometric shapes.




  Karen propped one foot on the clean surface of her desk and the other on the bare hardwood floor. The skirt of her prim navy blue suit rode up to the middle of her thighs.




  “I rather feel like a Pinot Noir tonight,” she said.




  “I plan on spending the rest of the afternoon thinking about what you’ll feel like tonight, sweetheart,” replied Karen’s husband, Jake, in a husky baritone, “but I’m not sure Pinot Noir goes with the entrée.”




  “And that would be?”




  “Cheese pizza, reheated from last night.”




  “You’re right as always, dahling,” she conceded. “Cabernet it is. You’ve such a flair for these things. Pick up some oven cleaner while you’re at it.”




  “I don’t think we’re going to have time to clean the oven tonight,” said Jake. “I’ve got a long agenda.”




  Karen dropped the telephone cord and twisted her finger through a lock of her long, straight black hair. “A long agenda again? Tut, tut. You and your long agenda,” she teased, tilting her head back and rotating in her swivel chair far enough to see her secretary, Margaret, standing in the doorway.




  Margaret was twenty-five years old, had waist-length brown hair and was excessively thin. She wore a snug ribbed-knit sweater that showed all of her ribs. Large hoop earrings dangled from her earlobes and too many bangle bracelets clanged about her bony wrists. Karen blushed, uncertain how long Margaret had been standing there or how silly her conversation with her husband might have sounded to an outsider. The embarrassment passed and irritation at being interrupted took its place.




  “Hold on, Jake,” she said, not bothering to cover the receiver or push the hold button. “What is it, Margaret?”




  Karen’s secretary was flustered. “I told Dr. Bernard you were on the phone, but he insisted on talking to you right away. He said nothing could be more important; he said there was a disaster in the cath lab, big trouble for the hospital, he said …”




  “Margaret,” Karen blurted abruptly, “stop. Take a deep breath. Now, slowly, what am I supposed to do? Where is Dr. Bernard?”




  “He’s on my line. You have to talk to him right now or he’s going to raise hell with Mr. Grimes. That’s what he said.”




  “Okay,” sighed Karen, “put the call through on my line. Jake? Gotta go.”




  “Adios, Ms. Bigshot Lawyer,” said Jake.




  “Dosvidoniya, comrade,” said Karen, reluctantly pushing the reset button on her telephone console. Reluctantly, because she believed Edward Bernard, M.D., to be vulgar and vexatious. He was also unabashed about throwing his weight around at the hospital. He had plenty to throw. Dr. Bernard admitted a lot of patients, and therefore brought a lot of money, to Shoreview Memorial. He was what was known in hospital parlance as a “big admitter.” With two hospitals in town competing for the same patients, big admitters were treated like royalty by hospital executives. Karen knew she was expected to bow and scrape to the big admitters.




  In less than a second the phone chirped and she lifted her finger, releasing the reset button.




  “Karen Hayes.”




  Dr. Bernard sounded exhausted. “I had a catheter break up on me. It’s a bad outcome. Christ. There’s gonna be a lawsuit, and the hospital had better fucking protect me. This wasn’t my fault. The goddamn thing just dissolved. I did nothing wrong. I did nothing wrong. Nothing.”




  Karen pulled a pen and a pad of yellow lined paper from the center drawer of her desk. “Excuse me, Dr. Bernard,” she said with forced patience, “but I’m not following. When and where did this happen?”




  “About four hours ago in the cath lab. Herwitz had to crack his chest. Pieces of the catheter lodged in his lungs and God knows where else. Herwitz put him on heart-lung bypass and spent almost four hours trying to dig chunks of plastic out of his lungs, but they were too hard to locate. He finally gave up. Then they couldn’t get him off bypass. His cardiomyopathy was too advanced. His heart was too weak.”




  Karen remained calm. This was what she called an “incident,” and she had managed hundreds of incidents of varying severity in her twelve years at Shoreview Memorial, some of them much more bizarre than a defective catheter.




  Karen was the “in-house” attorney for the hospital; she was an employee of Shoreview Memorial, and it was her only client. Little happened at the hospital that she had not previously seen. Even before Dr. Bernard got to the punch line, Karen had the legal situation pretty well sorted out: the hospital was not liable for Dr. Bernard’s mistakes, if he had made any. Like most physicians, Dr. Bernard was not an employee of the hospital; he was an independent professional and as such was responsible for his own mistakes. If Dr. Bernard truly had done nothing wrong, this was an injury caused by a defective product. The manufacturer of the catheter would be responsible.




  “What’s the status of the patient?” she asked.




  “The patient expired just after 1300 hours. Shit, I haven’t even had lunch yet.”




  “Doctor,” said Karen, trying to strike a business-like and confident tone, “as of now, this isn’t really a legal matter. We don’t even know if a claim will be made, do we? Other than having the Risk Manager prepare to talk to the patient’s family, there’s not much I can do at this point. I don’t get involved with the coroner or do the paperwork to transport the corpse.”




  “Don’t kid yourself, counselor,” sneered Dr. Bernard, “that little bitch will sue us all.”




  Karen suddenly felt a sinking, heavy sensation in her lower abdomen, and had a toxic, metallic taste in the back of her mouth. Her blue eyes darted around the office as she tried to figure out why she had this sick feeling. Something clicked.




  She closed her eyes tightly. “Dr. Bernard, weren’t you scheduled to do Larry Conkel’s biopsy this morning?”




  “This was Larry Conkel,” said Dr. Bernard.




  Was Larry Conkel. Past tense. Karen wanted no more conversation with Dr. Bernard. “Gotta go,” she said without expression, and put the receiver down, not waiting for a reply.




  Larry was dead. Someone Karen knew personally, someone with whom she worked, ate lunch, shared grievances, fought, and made up. Someone she genuinely liked. Someone who talked about politics and religion with her, showed her pictures of his kids, exchanged birthday presents, complained about his marriage. She momentarily felt a little involuntary exhilaration that something exciting was happening in the hospital. There would be gossip and drama, a break in the routine.




  Then she saw an image of big, sweet Larry in her mind, with his perpetually disheveled brown hair and rumpled suit, laughing at one of his own corny jokes, which he told incessantly, and Karen started to weep, quietly. She got up, walked with deliberation to her office door, and closed it. She walked slowly back to her desk chair, sat down, put her hands over her face, and sobbed. She rocked to and fro in her chair as sadness washed over her. When, after several minutes, her composure returned, a feeling darker and grimmer than sadness began to gnaw inside her. She dropped her arms to her sides and stared blankly across the surface of her desk.




  “This was my fault,” she said.




  CHAPTER




  2




  That evening, Jake and Karen Hayes sat in unfinished oak chairs in the kitchen of their small Victorian house. They faced each other, their knees touching, Karen still in her navy blue suit from work and Jake in a pair of old jeans and a gray sweatshirt. Karen was short and slight, with deep dimples, a thin, straight nose and exceptionally fair, freckled skin. Her usually bright eyes looked dolefully at Jake as he leaned over her protectively. Jake held one of Karen’s small hands in each of his own. He was over six feet tall and weighed two hundred pounds—roughly twice Karen’s size. Her vulnerable mood made their size difference seem even greater.




  “It’s not your fault. Not in any respect,” said Jake, with gentle intensity.




  “Why didn’t I let him go to St. Peter’s for the biopsy? That’s where he wanted to go. What business was it of mine? When was I appointed Marketing Director for Shoreview Memorial? That bunch of assassins!”




  “It was still his decision,” said Jake, “and somebody else’s screw-up.”




  “I know,” said Karen glumly. “But I had to put in my two cents.”




  A slice of cold pizza with a single bite out of it and an unread newspaper sat on the round oak kitchen table next to an empty bottle of inexpensive red wine and a full pack of menthol cigarettes. On the worn, faded kitchen counter several pieces of unopened mail were scattered haphazardly amid an assortment of harmonicas, which Jake, a professional blues musician, called harps. Two days’ accumulation of unwashed dishes was piled in the sink.




  “I bet you weren’t the only one at Shoreview Memorial who got on Larry’s case about going to St. Pete’s for his own operation. He’s supposed to be one of the boosters for Shoreview.”




  Karen realized Jake was right. When Larry Conkel was told he needed a biopsy on his enlarged heart to determine the cause of his cardiomyopathy, he had scheduled the procedure to be done at the other hospital in the city, St. Peter’s, by a physician not on the Shoreview Memorial medical staff. Larry confided to Karen that he had taken heat from his coworkers at Shoreview about being a “traitor.” The hospital CEO, Joseph Grimes, had spoken to him quite seriously about how it would look if one of Shoreview’s own executives went to “our competitor’s facility.” Grimes considered the city of Jefferson to be the battlefield of a great “holy war” in which only one of the city’s two hospitals would survive. Because HMOs and medical technology were shortening or eliminating hospital stays and the population of Jefferson had not grown in twenty years, there were not enough patients to keep two hospitals viable. So, the hospitals fought for patients like two packs of jackals having a tug-of-war over an antelope carcass. Grimes made sure all the executives knew that filling the beds at Shoreview Memorial was the top priority. And Karen knew Grimes would hold it against Larry if Larry went to St. Pete’s for his biopsy.




  Karen had not ridiculed Larry about his choice of hospital, nor had she preached loyalty. Out of genuine concern, she had simply asked him why he was going to St. Peter’s Hospital. Larry had given an unconvincing explanation about being embarrassed to have Shoreview employees, whom he knew personally and worked with, see him in a hospital gown, strapped to a table. Karen found Larry’s reasoning weak and told him so. She had suggested that Larry weigh the short-term embarrassment against the long-term effect on his career as a result of ticking off Grimes. A week later, Larry had made an appointment with Ed Bernard at Shoreview.




  “I should have stayed out of it,” Karen groaned. “Why am I always handing out advice like I’m so smart?”




  “Because you are so smart,” said Jake, “and you hand out great advice.” He checked the clock on the outdated avocado-colored oven and continued. “Hey, if you’re done eating, are we going to do anything about my long agenda?”




  Karen cocked her head and forced a smile. “Could your agenda wait until tomorrow, Jake? I’m wiped, and I still have the creeps about all this.”




  Jake shrugged good-naturedly, but Karen could see disappointment in his eyes. “Sure, no importa,” he said, “but tomorrow, I’ll need help relaxing.” Tapping the pack of cigarettes on the table meaningfully, he said, “Remember, next week I’m going to quit smoking.”




  Karen just looked at him with a tolerant, knowing smile that said, “Sure you are.”
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  Shoreview Memorial Hospital was a mid-sized hospital in a mid-sized city named Jefferson about twenty miles too far from Chicago to be considered a suburb. The hospital’s name was a lie. Although it was within walking distance of a murky, man-made lake formed by a dam on the polluted Weyawega River, there was no view of the shore from Shoreview.




  The structure had been built in two phases seventy years apart. The original building was a homely, two-story box of dirty red brick, full of yellowing linoleum, noisy radiators and asbestos. The new “wing,” as it was called, was actually an envelope, surrounding the original building on three sides. The new wing was four stories high and modern in design—steel, plate glass, and concrete—giving the hospital, as a whole, the appearance of an Atlantic City hotel encircling a hold-out rooming house. The surgical suites, physicians’ offices, and patient rooms were in the new section. The old building housed the administrative offices, including the Legal Department.




  At 8:15 A.M. the next morning—Tuesday—Karen Hayes entered her office, feeling weary after a fitful night’s sleep. She tossed her khaki trench coat on a chair, flopped down behind her desk, picked up the telephone and pushed the blinking red “Message Waiting” button on the console.




  “Enter your code number now,” said a mechanically recorded female voice. Karen pushed 0-6-1-8, the first four digits of Jake’s birthday.




  “You have four new messages in your mailbox” said the voice.




  “Damn, how could I have four messages already?” Karen asked the recording.




  “Message one, received Monday at 6:50 P.M. To hear the message, press 2.”




  “This is Dr. Bernard. Look, Hayes, I don’t appreciate being hung up on. It really pisses me off. So if I’ve committed any malpractice this afternoon, it’s your fault for upsetting me. Anyway, I didn’t get a chance to tell you, you better take control of this Conkel case right away, get the records fixed up, whatever. Just keep me out of any legal shit. I don’t need to remind you or Joe Grimes what my admissions are worth to this hospital. St. Pete’s would be glad to have me on staff any day of the week.”




  “If you would like to hear the message again, press 2. To hear the next message, press 3. To erase the message, press 4.” Karen saw no reason to save Bernard’s repulsive message. She had never “fixed up” a medical record and had no intention of fixing up Larry’s in order to protect Bernard. She did, however, jot a note to remind herself to have Larry’s record put in safekeeping. Records damaging to the physician had been known to “disappear,” leaving the hospital in an embarrassing and indefensible position. She pressed 4 to erase, and 3 to hear the next message.




  “Message 2, received Tuesday at 7:45 A.M. To hear the message, press 2.” Karen did so.




  “Karen, Joe.” It was Joe Grimes, the hospital CEO. “Stop by and give me a report on what we’re doing to avoid a lawsuit on this thing with Larry. We can talk about other business with the Jefferson Clinic, too. Oh, and have your secretary send Larry’s wife some flowers.”




  Not waiting for the prompt, Karen pressed 4 to erase, then 3 and 2 for the next message.




  “Hi there. My name is Dean Williams. I’m a stockbroker at Jackson, DeSalle. From time to time, we have exceptionally attractive investment opportunities …”




  Karen quickly pushed 4, then 3, and then 2.




  “Hello, Mrs. Hayes. This is Deb Jazinski from the surgical nursing team. I don’t know if I should leave this on your voice mail or call you in person, but, well, Larry Conkel gave me a message for you yesterday.”




  Karen sat bolt upright in her chair. A chill passed through her as she stared out through the one window in her office at the denuded branches of the sugar maple, shuddering in the damp November wind.




  “Just before he … well, you know, before … before his surgery, he told me that if he didn’t make it…” the digital tape hissed while she paused, “out of surgery …” She paused again.




  “Spit it out!” snapped Karen into the receiver.




  “Mr. Conkel told me if he didn’t make it, to tell you to look in on Walter. That’s all. Have a nice day.” Karen’s eyes dropped to her lap.




  “If you would like to hear the message again …” Karen pushed the reset button, and dialed her home number.




  “Y-y-yello,” Jake’s baritone voice answered, a Sonny Boy Williamson record playing in the background.




  “Jake, it’s me. I just got a message that has me totally weirded out.”




  “Tell me, tell me.”




  “Some nurse named… I forget, a Polish name, called and said she had a message for me from Larry, before he died.”




  “Heavy, heavy. At least it wasn’t from him after he died.”




  “Don’t make fun, smart-ass. I’m a little scared.”




  “Sorry.”




  Karen described the message, and after a thirty-five-minute discussion of acquaintances and relations all the way back to when they met each other in college, Karen and Jake concluded that they knew no one named Walter to whom Larry Conkel could have been referring. They considered whether the nurse might have heard the name wrong. Larry’s wife’s name was Paula. Sounds a little like Walter; could Larry have said, “Look in on Paula”? Maybe Larry was delirious, what with everything he was going through; maybe the nurse was a schizo; maybe it was a sick prank. Or maybe Karen heard the message wrong. She used the conferencing feature on her phone to play the message back so Jake could hear it. But after another twenty-five minutes of theorizing, they gave up.




  “‘There was the door to which I found no key’,” quoted Jake, “‘there was the veil through which I might not see.’ Omar Khayyam.”




  “Oh, thanks awfully for the literary reference, guy with a bachelor’s degree,” Karen retorted.




  “It was magna cum laude,” he said with mock pride.




  “It was in music. You know, my parents still can’t believe what you do for a living, considering that you have a college degree.”




  Karen and Jake, married for fourteen years, often joked about what was a real sore point with Jake’s in-laws, namely Jake’s occupation. Karen’s father was a cost accountant at a company that made industrial blades and a registered Republican. He listened only to classical music. Karen imitated her father’s deep voice: “A grown man playing a child’s harmonica.”




  “Harp,” corrected Jake.




  “And you play it like an angel,” she gushed, “but my daddy still thinks it’s a joke.”




  Jake sighed with feigned despair. “I guess dat’s why dey call it ‘da blues’.”




  CHAPTER




  3




  Karen Decker had met Jake Hayes in the winter of her junior year in college, when she was twenty years old. Jake was twenty-two at the time, but only a sophomore.




  Karen had been a disciplined, well-organized student, majoring in history, who chose her courses with careful consideration of what each would contribute to her degree requirements, grade point average, and chances for admission to graduate school Jake, on the other hand, took only what seemed interesting.




  Karen had made one and only one attempt to take a college course strictly for the fun of it, a foray into spontaneity and self-indulgence that would last all of ten mortifying minutes. It would be years before it occurred to Karen how well the course had actually worked out.




  It was a music appreciation course, introductory level. She thought it would be a lot of listening to records and reading about composers. The first day of the class, the professor distributed songbooks containing vocal parts for Gregorian chants and other pre-Baroque choral works. The students divided themselves into sopranos, altos, tenors, baritones and basses. Karen was not sure where she belonged. She stood with the altos because it seemed safe, not too extreme.




  The professor had the class singing within the first five minutes of the course. Karen had no idea how to sight-read vocal music and was astonished that everybody else in the class did. After two and one-half years at Hartford College, Karen remained unaware that the school was a magnet for serious music students.




  She tried to get through the first piece by simply mouthing the words, relying on the four other altos and eighteen other voices in the room to conceal her ignorance. The professor silenced the class with a wave of his arm. He was an austere, middle-aged man with steel-rimmed glasses and a military bearing, who always wore a dark suit and tie to class. He pointed his baton directly at Karen.




  “You. I can’t hear you. Sing out.”




  The class repeated the chant, from the beginning. To Karen, the other students sounded like the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. They all seemed to have confidence and beautiful voices. She attempted to duplicate the notes being sung by the other altos. The professor waved the class silent again and aimed the baton at Karen.




  “Sing a descending major scale,” he ordered. “Start here.” He blew a note on his pitch pipe. Karen sang five notes. “You’re not an alto,” the professor declared. He took her songbook away and handed her another. Karen moved to the soprano section while the class watched silently. When the singing started again, Karen put her songbook on her chair and walked quickly out of the classroom. She broke into a run as soon as she was out the door. She wanted to find a deserted restroom and cry. Then she heard a man’s voice call out behind her.




  “Hey! Alto!” She stopped and turned around. It was a tall, broad-shouldered boy in a green plaid flannel shirt and blue jeans. He had long brown hair, a droopy mustache, and wide-set, friendly eyes. She had noticed him in the baritone section, smiling at her. He trotted up to her.




  “Dull class, eh? Good decision to bolt. I’m giving that one a miss, too. I mean, Gregorian chants? Talk about your oldies.” He sang a few notes from the chant. “Remember that one? Big hit for Thelonius the Monk in 1302.”




  By the time the boy paused for breath, Karen had lost the urge to cry. The two talked about course alternatives as they walked across the snow-covered campus to a small diner for coffee, which turned into a long lunch. Karen was charmed and intrigued by the young man, who had introduced himself as Jake Hayes, and who was so different from the other men she knew, especially the pre-med student she was dating at the time. She wondered if Jake had just taken pity on her. She was, however, less charmed when she awoke that night, violently ill from the salmonella bacteria in the greasy diner’s roast beef sandwich.




  She spent three days in the college infirmary recuperating. Jake visited her every day, always managing to avoid arriving when Carl Gellhorn, the pre-med Karen was dating, was there. During those three days, Karen learned that Jake was born in Canada, neither of his parents was alive, and he was a devotee of Eastern philosophies. He had once lived in an ashram in India where he learned to play the sitar and the tabla. He had visited the ashram on a lark, along with a number of his musician friends in the ’70s, but ended up staying for two years. While there, he met and had a love affair with a woman from Crete who spoke no English. Jake spoke no Greek. They had to communicate non-verbally.




  “We were both studying Hindi,” Jake explained. “And over a period of months, we both learned to speak it better and better, until we were able finally to communicate well enough to figure out that we couldn’t stand each other.”




  Karen also learned that before he had entered Hartford College, Jake held a variety of jobs, including piano tuner (he had perfect pitch), instrumental instructor at a boarding school (he was fired for smoking pot with the students), and forklift operator (he “needed the scratch”). He played several musical instruments, and wherever he was and whatever his day job, he usually “played for pay,” as he put it, somewhere, even if it was just ragtime piano at an ice cream parlor.




  Karen came to realize that Jake was a much more attentive listener than Carl, the pre-med student, warmer, funnier, and about eighty percent more physically attractive. She also learned that Jake had just switched majors, from philosophy to music. She was a little disturbed when she deduced that Jake had skipped out on the first day of a required course just to spare the feelings of a stranger. It seemed so frivolous.




  All these years later, Karen knew that Jake was the least frivolous, the most centered, and the most compassionate person she had ever met. How sad, how frustrating, she thought, that her parents still weren’t able to see or appreciate that. But they just couldn’t get past their doubts about the financial security of a blues musician.




  CHAPTER
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  Returning from a late lunch on Tuesday afternoon, Karen Hayes paused outside the threshold of her office. Anne Delaney was there, apparently waiting for her. Karen watched as Anne bit futilely at the hangnail on her thumb, having already chewed her fingernails all the way down, and gazed intently out the window. Although she appeared to be blankly staring, Karen knew Anne was checking to see if the first light snow of the season was accumulating on the front steps of the hospital. She would be relieved to see that it was melting on contact. Slips and falls on the sidewalk were the city’s responsibility. But the stairs were the hospital’s and, therefore, Anne’s.




  Anne Delaney was the Risk Manager at Shoreview Memorial, a job that combined a high level of responsibility with a low level of authority, similar to an air traffic controller for the Luftwaffe. It was her duty to keep as little money as possible from leaving Shoreview coffers to pay for injuries suffered by the hospital’s patients, employees, and guests. She arranged for insurance coverage, investigated claims, and constantly scanned the campus for hazardous conditions that could lead to lawsuits. She also met with persons injured on the hospital campus and their families in an attempt to persuade them not to sue.




  Karen noted that Anne was wearing a black suit—her uniform for meeting with bereaved families—a detail intended to suggest that she respected and shared their pain. Anne paid attention to such details; she was careful and thorough and, consequently, very effective in her job. Today her meeting had been with Paula Conkel, Larry’s widow.




  Anne had an attractive, slightly plump face and curly brown hair. The black suit fit her snugly. Anne’s weight fluctuated, the result of persistent binge eating that also aggravated her chronic heartburn. Karen suspected that Anne’s binge eating and heartburn were symptoms of job-related stress and had even spoken to her about it. But Anne, who was completely devoted to her job and derived great satisfaction from it, dismissed the notion. She lived alone, without pets, boyfriends, or other distractions. She had begun her career in hospital risk management at one of the largest hospitals in Chicago, Raasch Evangelical Medical Center. One evening after work, she was attacked in the hospital parking lot, in a corner of the lot where a burnt-out lightbulb had created a darkened area. Anne’s pugnacity and a powerful set of vocal cords had saved her from becoming a rape victim, but it took ten stitches to close the wound she suffered when her head struck the asphalt.




  When Anne told Karen her story, Karen realized that the burnt-out lightbulb in the parking lot was probably the seed of Anne’s compulsiveness about making certain the hospital premises were free of hazards. After the attack, Anne left Chicago for the safer, if duller, confines of Jefferson. Raasch Evangelical’s loss, our gain, thought Karen. If Anne Delaney, instead of being paid her modest salary, received a fraction of a percent of the money she saved the hospital, she’d be a millionaire.




  When Karen saw Anne waiting for her, she hesitated, uncertain whether she and Anne were obliged to hug and console each other over the death of their coworker. Karen deeply respected Anne’s competence and diligence and was very fond of her personally. Nevertheless, she was uncomfortable with displays of emotion in the workplace, finding it difficult to resume a crisp, professional demeanor afterward. She decided to avoid sentimentalism if possible.




  “Hi, Annie,” she said with little expression.




  Anne turned from the window with her arms crossed and pressed against her body, as if she were chilled. “Oh, Karen,” she said with obvious mournfulness. Anne’s instinctive empathy and willingness to share the emotional pain of others were valuable qualities since she had to meet regularly with families overwhelmed by some calamity.




  Karen’s hand shot up, palm out. “I won’t cry if you don’t. Deal?”




  The right corner of Anne’s mouth drew up slightly. Part of being a professional sympathizer was knowing when to back off. And like Karen, Anne was always pressed for time and preferred to get right down to work. “Deal,” she said. From the desk table she picked up a reddish brown folder already labeled “Larry Conkel—Wrongful Death Claim,” and sat down in one of the two guest chairs facing Karen. “Got a couple of problems with this one,” she said, opening the folder.




  “Why am I not surprised?” Karen mused, grabbing a yellow legal pad and a ballpoint pen and taking her place behind the desk. The high-backed chair made her look even smaller than her 108 pounds. She held the yellow pad on her lap and tapped on it with the ballpoint. “Fire away.”




  “I met with Paula this morning,” said Anne, stressing the name “Paula” with mild derision.




  “And how is the merry widow?” Karen plucked the cap of the ballpoint off with her teeth.




  “She had Ben McCormick with her.”




  “What!” exclaimed Karen, bouncing forward in her chair and spitting out the plastic cap of the pen. “You’re kidding me. Boy, she doesn’t waste much time, does she? The body’s not even cold. I wonder how she got an appointment with McCormick so fast? I wouldn’t have thought that was possible.”




  Ben McCormick was the most well-known, most successful, and most feared plaintiff’s personal injury attorney in the county. His incessant television ads trumpeted that he held the state records for the largest malpractice verdict, $50 million, as well as the highest number of verdicts over $1 million. His one-third share of the money awarded to his clientele of amputees, widows, and basket cases had enabled him to live in Babylonian opulence, acquiring the largest, most expensively decorated home in Jefferson, and a twenty percent ownership of an NFL franchise. Ben had also acquired a succession of stunning wives, each one more junior in age to Ben than her predecessor, no small accomplishment for a man who, although tall and imposing, walked with the aid of a cane and had the face of a gargoyle. He owned a vintage Ferrari that was older than any of his wives. Although his ethics were sometimes questioned, no one doubted his effectiveness. The letter advising an insurance company that Ben McCormick represented someone making a claim doubled the amount of money the liability insurer would reserve to pay that claim.




  “So, Annie,” said Karen, “I suppose your attempt at goodwill ambassadorship didn’t exactly leave the bereaved Mrs. Conkel with the warm fuzzies.”




  “Paula didn’t say more than two words the whole time,” said Anne. “McCormick handed me a retainer letter and he did all the talking. I laid it on about how sorry the administration and staff are about what happened. Which in this case is absolutely true. Everybody here liked Larry. I told her we were all devastated. I even offered to have the hospital pick up the cost of grief counseling in our Psych Department for her and the children, even though the accident was not the hospital’s fault in light of the defective catheter.”




  “Did McCormick have anything to say about that?” asked Karen.




  “Oh, yes,” said Anne. “He said he was certain there was plenty of fault to go around. He said that he expected St. Francis Medical Supply, which sold us the catheter, to be involved, as well as both Bernard and Herwitz. And he said the hospital, as the ultimate vendor of the catheter, could not wash its hands. Those were his words. He said the hospital had a duty to inspect and test the supplies and equipment it uses. He also said the hospital had probably been negligent in granting Dr. Bernard privileges to do the procedure.”




  Karen sat back and rocked in her swivel chair. A flash of red drew her eyes to the window. A male cardinal alit on a branch of the sugar maple tree, nodded his head twice for no apparent reason, and streaked away.




  “Good old Ben,” Karen said, shaking her head. “He goes into attack mode right out of the blocks. He’ll come at us with everything he’s got.” She smiled with bemused admiration. “How does he already know the manufacturer of the catheter?”




  “He asked, I told him,” admitted Anne.




  “Well, that’s the last free information he’s going to get.”




  Karen made a note to arrange for a letter from Shoreview’s law firm to be faxed to McCormick, advising him that the hospital had retained counsel on the claim. Under the canons of legal ethics, receipt of such a letter would require McCormick to go through those lawyers before contacting anyone at Shoreview, and thus protect the employees from further probing. “Did he say anything else?”




  “Yes,” said Anne, “he declined my offer on the counseling. He said he would arrange for competent therapists to treat Mrs. Conkel and the children, and would retain psychiatric and other experts not affiliated with us to evaluate the children’s emotional damage and Paula’s damages for loss of consortium.”




  “Ha!” erupted Karen. “That’s a good one. From what I know about the Conkels’ marriage, Paula will wear dancing shoes to the burial. According to Larry, there was no consortium to be lost, not for years.”




  “Lucky for Larry,” observed Anne. Both women laughed. Years of dealing with tragedy and loss on a recurring basis had given each of them a well-developed sense of gallows humor.




  The cardinal returned to the maple tree and hopped from branch to branch. Snow was beginning to accumulate on the steps below. Karen gazed out the window.




  “Well, I’m not going to get too worked up about this thing yet, at least as far as our liability is concerned. We’ll cross-claim St. Francis Medical Supply. Whatever McCormick does, we’ll get indemnification on the manufacturer’s warranty. So, Annie, you said you had a couple of problems. What’s the other one?”




  “The manufacturer’s warranty,” said Anne.




  Karen frowned. “Oh? Don’t tell me the product was expired.”




  “No, but it contains a caveat that might be relevant. Take a look at this.” Anne took a long sheet of white paper out of her claim folder and handed it to Karen. It was a package insert from St. Francis Medical Supply Corporation for the type of catheter used in Larry Conkel’s biopsy. Anne had highlighted a portion of it in yellow. She chewed a strand of her hair while Karen read:




  CATHETER MAY BE USED ONLY ONCE. DO NOT REUSE. DO NOT RESTERILIZE. RESTERILIZATION MAY RESULT IN FAILURE OF CATHETER AND VOIDS ALL WARRANTIES, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED.
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