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Outstanding Acclaim for Ann Rule’s
Brilliant New York Times Bestseller

BITTER HARVEST

“True-crime queen Rule continues her reign at the top of the genre with another tension-filled, page-turning chronology and analysis of a psychopath in action. . . . It is Rule’s expert attention to detail that makes this Medea-incarnate story so compelling. . . . Through exhaustive research, Rule slowly reveals the widening chinks in Green’s psychic armor as she fails in her first marriage, then in various attempts to become a practicing physician, and then in her emotionless marriage with her second husband. By the time readers reach the end of Rule’s gripping saga of sin and murder most foul, they will understand at least partly the roots of Green’s madness.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“An unnerving book . . . Rule offers some interesting theories.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“The case of Debora Green—a woman whose promise seemed boundless—is intriguing.”

—The Washington Post

“An outstanding chronicle of a crime investigation as well as a riveting profile of a brilliant mind and empty soul.”

—Library Journal

“Peeling back the layers of lies and chicanery, Rule takes us inside Debora Green’s mind. The result is both horrible and fascinating.”

—Kansas City Star

“No true-crime fan should miss this one.”

—Minneapolis Star-Tribune

“Rule’s book reveals as much about America as anything by the Great American Writers. . . . Her America is in the sociopathic fringes, the places where people who are barely human anymore try to appear human.”

—Stranger Books

“[A] tragic true-life story . . . A vivid account of . . . a wonderland marriage gone sour.”

—Naples News (FL)

“This is vintage Rule: a sad, grisly and cynical tale, rampant with questions about what causes seemingly normal people to commit horrendous acts.”

—Seattlemag.com

“With wealth, adultery, poisoning, arson, and murder among its ingredients, Rule’s compelling examination . . . seems readymade for true-crime aficionados. . . . In lush detail, Rule traces this brutal crime masterminded by a brilliant doctor.”

—Booklist

“Startling . . . will be enough to send a shiver of anger through anyone, most particularly those of us who are parents. . . . Rule is in her element.”

—The Pilot (Southern Pines, NC)

“Rule is a superb storyteller. . . . BITTER HARVEST becomes a page-turner with real force.”

—Flint Journal (MI)

“In the tradition of Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, Rule gives just a hint of the diabolic nature of the evil to come before she dives head first into the psyche of the evil-doer. . . . While Rule is patiently and vividly recounting events, the reader is barreling through the book, gasping in disbelief as each bizarre twist draws a map to the inevitable end. . . . A nonfiction mystery with all the best elements of spine-tingling fiction—a great plot, full-bodied characters, and an ending to die for.”

—The Virginian-Pilot

“What makes BITTER HARVEST a mind-boggling tale is that it is a true story. . . . Fans of Rule and true crime will be enthralled by this portrait of a family’s disintegration at the hands of a madwoman.”

—Internet Reviews

“Chilling . . . a page-turner . . . both fascinating and frightening, but well worth the read.”

—The Camera (Boulder, CO)

“This is, thanks to the vivid, fascinating portrait of Debora and of the slow unraveling of her homicidal schemes, one of Rule’s best.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“This horrifying middle-American saga is both painstaking and painful. . . . BITTER HARVEST reminds us how easy it is to misinterpret danger signs in relationships, both intimate and social.”

—The Post (Covington, KY)
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to Bonnie Allen of Roslyn, Washington

Teacher, artist, and my friend for three decades
you have overcome tragedy and adversity and
remained the embodiment of what
a mother and a grandmother can and should be

God Bless
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Sometimes the places where searing tragedies have happened are marked with visible scars. More often, when normalcy returns, only the most discerning eye or the most sensitive mind will know. This is the way the world is and must be; we cannot forever grieve over old wounds and ancient sorrows. New grass covers bare ground, and flowers come back in the springtime, no matter what has happened on the earth that nurtures them.

Prairie Village, Kansas, became one of those places where an unbearable, irredeemable tragedy occurred. Something terrible happened there on a windy October night in 1995, a catastrophe of such magnitude that it seemed that the street where it happened—Canterbury Court—could never recover, that no one living there could ever laugh again. And yet, when I walked along Canterbury Court long after the wildfire that had erupted there, I saw no sign that anything unusual had taken place on that quiet suburban street.

•  •  •

People who live in other parts of America often don’t realize that there are two Kansas Citys, one on the easternmost border of Kansas and the other on the western edge of Missouri. If they were sisters and not cities, the former would be an independent cowgirl, and the latter a graceful patron of the arts. Natives of each state seem to differentiate between the two with no difficulty whatsoever; they call one KCK and one KCMO. However, two cities with the same name create much confusion for visitors. Kansas City, Missouri, with a population of 450,000, is three times as big as its Kansas counterpart. Ward Parkway, in Kansas City, Missouri, is lined with beautifully landscaped homes and estates and has a proliferation of statues and fountains. Kansas City, Missouri, has opera and ballet companies, and quaintly restored shopping areas whose original glory days were sixty or seventy years ago. At Thanksgiving, thousands flock to the Country Club Plaza to see the tiny lights that outline the old stucco buildings turned on. Instantly, the picturesque plaza becomes a holiday wonderland. Residents in “KCMO” live “north of the river” or “south of the river”—meaning the mighty Missouri.

The Missouri-Kansas border—State Line Road—runs south from the confluence of the Kansas and the Missouri rivers where they become one: the Missouri. Indeed, in some areas the state line is the center of the Missouri River. Thousands of families live in the Johnson County, Kansas, suburbs of the metropolitan Kansas City area and commute to Missouri. Visitors to both cities fly into KCI, a shared airport on the Missouri side. The gift shops sell souvenirs of Kansas’s most famous—if fictional—characters: Dorothy, Toto, the Cowardly Lion, the Scarecrow, and the Tin Man, all the beloved players in The Wizard of Oz.

Johnson County is in Kansas; Jackson County is in Missouri. Johnson County has 430,000 residents and is one of the most sought-after areas for upwardly mobile families. The Shawnee Mission Parkway rolls west from Kansas City, Missouri, and intersects with I-35, which turns south—a feeder freeway to myriad communities with tree-lined streets and homes built for pocketbooks ranging from modest to sumptuous: Roeland Park, Leawood, Mission, Fairway, Mission Hills, Merriam, Shawnee, Prairie Village, Overland Park, and, some thirty miles down the line, Olathe, the Johnson County seat. Many of these towns actually straddle the state line; homes just across the street from each other are in different states. Police jurisdictions intermingle, as do fire departments’ perimeters. More than in most areas, cooperation between agencies is essential.

Of all these suburbs, Prairie Village is probably one of the most desirable (second only to posh Mission Hills), although its name scarcely describes its appearance. There is no prairie, and this is not a village but an upscale haven for professionals, with more doctors, lawyers, CEOs, and others with incomes well over $100,000 a year than almost any town in Kansas. Many of the houses in Prairie Village are “old money” classics of brick, built in the thirties or earlier. One small development, Canterbury, with its Canterbury Court and Canterbury Cul de Sac et al., is clearly “new money,” its mansions expensive imitations of English Norman, baronial Georgian, and Frank Lloyd Wright modern. Canterbury Court opens, somewhat incongruously, onto busy West Seventy-fifth, with its smaller homes and apartment houses.

It is an orchid dropped among dandelions and daisies—exquisite but out of place. Few of Canterbury’s privileged children go to public school; rather, they are driven to private schools like Pembroke Hill, whose tuition is prohibitive for the average working family. Schoolchildren who live one block on either side of Canterbury sometimes tease the “rich kids.”

In the mid-nineties, every other house in the first block of Canterbury Court seemed to house a doctor—or two. Mom-and-pop docs, as it were. And for someone who had grown up in a working-class family in a rural town, one mansion on Canterbury Court marked the pinnacle of achievement. A three-floor, 5,000-square-foot house with a swimming pool, it was meant to be a house to mend a marriage, a perfect home to solidify a family torn apart—a place to begin anew. But as a dread scenario unfolded, it became a house of horror.

•  •  •

When I first stood in front of what once had been 7517 Canterbury Court (the numerals still visible on an elm tree), it was January and desperately cold. I found it almost impossible to imagine that sheets of fire had consumed the house, flames fanned by autumn winds until they were higher than the treetops. In deepest winter, the ground was frozen solid; the huge maples and elms were bare. Even the blue spruce trees drew into themselves against the cold. Only a copse of seven or eight fragile white birches seemed alive. Incredibly, they had survived despite the heat that caught them in a deadly embrace, searing their bark and curling their leaves. The spring rains might revive them.

Blizzards had come and gone, leaving a light dusting of snow over the brown grass and ice-hardened ridges made by some heavy vehicle driving through mud. I had to look closely to see that the small rocks at my feet were not rocks at all, but cinders, charred fragments plowed into the earth. That was all. There was no “For Sale” sign on the vacant lot, no yawning burned-out foundation, no blackened boards, no reminder of what had once been there. It was all gone—along with the hopes and dreams of the five human beings who had lived in the house that stood on this lonely place.

The neighbors’ leaded windows and heavy doors were shut tightly against anyone with questions. They were as impenetrable as the houses’ stone and brick façades. No one wanted to remember that windswept October night when there were screams and sirens and, finally, only the muted voices of firefighters moving with a kind of organized desperation.

By that time, there was no longer any need for haste.

When I revisited Prairie Village and Canterbury Court six months later—in July—the vacant spot between the two closest houses looked like a park. The grass was bright green and the trees made a canopy of leaves that cast long shadows on the lawn. There was nothing alive there, and that haunted me because, in the interval between visits, I had learned the details of what had happened nine months before. The adjacent houses seemed to have edged stealthily together as if to pretend that no structure ever stood between them—certainly nothing as massive as a stucco and fieldstone mansion with a four-car garage.

The children who lived in the neighboring houses woke less frequently from their fiery, wild-eyed nightmares now that summer had come. Their parents turned away from reporters and gawkers; they had told what they had to tell in a court of law. They wanted only to regain the safe feeling Canterbury Court once offered. They wanted to forget.

But, of course, none of them can really forget. Not ever. 
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Degenerate Sons and Daughters,
Life is too strong for you—
It takes life to love life.

—EDGAR LEE MASTERS
Spoon River Anthology 
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The wind had blown constantly that fall, but that wasn’t unusual for Kansas. Most Kansans scarcely acknowledge the wind; however, on October 23, 1995, gusts were strong enough to scatter carefully piled mounds of leaves and make lights flicker on and off. Housewives set out candles and flashlights—just in case.

In Prairie Village, Dr. Debora Green went about all her usual errands. With three children to take care of, she practically needed a timetable to coordinate their activities. She would have welcomed a power outage so they could stay home, light faintly scented candles, and just talk to each other. Later that day, they were all back together in their beautiful new house on Canterbury Court: Debora; her son, Tim; and her daughters, Lissa1 and Kelly. After supper they all went to bed in their separate rooms. Debora thought she had turned on the burglar alarm, and the smoke alarm was always set on “Ready.”

Fire can erupt with a raucous explosion or be as furtive as a mouse skittering silently along a wall. It was after midnight when the wind coaxed out the first tongues of fire and blew them into billows of orange before all the sleeping neighbors on Canterbury Court even knew they were in danger. The magnificent homes were so close together that squirrels could leap from one yard’s trees to those next door. And the roofs were made of picturesque wooden shakes, dry as bone from the long midwestern summer.

Debora Green was barely able to escape the flames that engulfed her house. She rushed to her neighbors’ house and pounded on the door, pleading for someone to help her save her children. Then she looked back at the fire and her heart convulsed at what she saw. Silhouetted against the glow in the sky, the small figure of a child scampered ahead of flames that were already eating away at the beams of the garage. As the child moved north, the roof just behind her began to give way and cave in. The child—it was Lissa—miraculously made her way up over the peak of the garage roof and down the other side, where she perched precariously on the edge of the disintegrating roof. In moments, she would surely fall into the fire below and perish.

“Help me!” Lissa screamed. Even through the thick black smoke, she had seen her mother standing by their neighbors’ house. The little girl called again and again, her small voice lost in the roar of the flames. Finally—as if Debora was moving through quicksand—Lissa saw her mother head toward her. She saw her! She was coming!

Lissa knew she would be all right now; her mother would save her. Debora stood beneath the edge of the roof, her legs spread wide and her feet planted firmly so that she would not slip. She held her arms open and beckoned to Lissa to jump down to her. But it was such a long way to the ground. For a moment, Lissa hesitated—and then she looked over her shoulder and saw that the garage roof was almost gone.

“Jump!” Debora ordered. “Jump! I’ll catch you.”

“I’m afraid. . . .”

“Jump! Now!” There was urgency in her mother’s voice, and something else, something that frightened Lissa more than the fire.

Lissa obeyed. With her arms above her head and the heat licking at her back, she leaped from the garage roof. But Debora didn’t catch her; her arms were not spread wide enough, or maybe she was standing too far back from the garage. Lissa crumpled to the ground at Debora’s feet. But the lawn was carpeted with a cushion of leaves and she was not hurt.

Lissa felt safe now. She was with her mother. She didn’t know how many houses were on fire, or if it was only their house. It seemed to her that the fire was everywhere, and the smell of smoke was also a taste of smoke in her mouth. Her mother led her toward their neighbors’ house, and Lissa looked around for her brother and sister. Lights began to appear in windows up and down the block. She heard sirens far away, then coming closer and closer until they died out, whining, in front of the burning house. And in her head, she kept hearing a voice crying, “Help me! Help me!” She tried to tell her mother about that, but Debora seemed to be in shock. She said nothing. She did nothing. She was just standing there, looking at the fire.

Lissa didn’t see her brother and sister and she began to scream for someone to save Tim and Kelly, someone to save Boomer and Russell, their dogs. Still her mother said nothing.

When Lissa saw a police car screech to a stop in front of the burning house and a policeman running toward them, she begged him to save her brother and sister. He listened to her screams and then ran by without even stopping. Lissa clung to her mother and looked up into her face for reassurance, but she saw no expression at all. Debora was transfixed by the fire. The two of them just stood there, braced against the wind that was turning their house into a raging inferno.

Debora had saved one of her children. Was it possible that the other two were trapped in the fire, unable to escape? It was every mother’s nightmare. And it was happening to her.



    1 The names of some individuals have been changed. Such names are indicated by an asterisk (*) the first time each appears in the book.
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Havana, Illinois, is a small town like thousands of other farming communities in the Midwest. For most drivers traveling from Keokuk, Iowa, to Bloomington or Champaign, Illinois, Havana is only a blur along State Highway 136 east of Adair, Table Grove, Ipava, and Duncan Mills, west of San Jose and Heyworth. Over the years, Havana’s population has remained at just over 4,000 citizens. It sits in historic country, close to the birthplaces of both Carl Sandburg and Wyatt Earp, and near a number of lakes and the Illinois River. The Spoon River, immortalized by Edgar Lee Masters, flows into the Illinois a few miles west of Havana. And, like the characters in Masters’s Spoon River Anthology, it has had its share of grotesques, tragedies, triumphs, and human frailties that spawn gossip, the vast majority of it of import only to people living in Havana.

Joan (which she has always pronounced “Joanne”) Purdy and Robert Jones settled as newlyweds in Havana. They were married very young; Joan was barely eighteen, and Bob was a year younger. Their second daughter, Debora, would recall that both her parents came from large families and that each had been raised “in poverty.”

Pretty and blond, Joan was a brilliant student and had won a partial scholarship to Stephens College in Columbia, Missouri. She did enter there as a freshman, even though Bob Jones hadn’t wanted her to go. Stephens is a prestigious women’s college; many of Joan’s fellow students were wealthy, while she had to work to make up the difference between her scholarship and the cost of tuition and room and board. College girls in the late forties wore cashmere sweaters with pearls and long skirts—sometimes so tight they could hardly walk. The “New Look” was in, and girls who wanted to be well-dressed had to toss out their entire wardrobes and start over.

Joan Purdy couldn’t afford to do that. She was an unsophisticated girl, she was homesick, she missed Bob, who was still in high school, and she felt out of place with the far more worldly coeds—“snooty girls”—at Stephens. It was, perhaps, inevitable that she would soon drop out of college and say yes to Bob’s marriage proposal.

Bob was a handsome young man, as good-looking as movie stars Guy Madison or Gene Barry, whom he closely resembled. His hair was almost black and naturally wavy, and he combed it back from his forehead. He wasn’t a big man, no more than five feet eight inches or so, but he was muscular and tan.

The young couple were married on Halloween, 1948, and Joan’s dreams of being a math teacher evaporated. She became pregnant almost immediately and gave birth to their first daughter, Pamela, in the hot summer of 1949. Her second baby came less than two years later: Debora (who was first called Deborah, then Debra, Debi, and Deb before she finally settled on a spelling that suited her) was born on February 28, 1951.

By all accounts, the Joneses’ marriage was happy enough, despite their youth. Had Joan worked, she would probably have earned more than Bob did in the early years. But spouses didn’t switch roles in the fifties, so Joan stayed home and kept house. The marriage lasted; they were still together as their golden anniversary approached.

Both Pamela and Debora were cute little girls. And both of them were exceptionally bright, but it was Debora who showed true genius. Her uncle Gordon Purdy, who lived in Minnesota, remembered that she taught herself to read at two and a half by poring over the newspaper. He was astounded to get a letter written by his toddler niece.

Some who knew her said that Joan resented giving up her education to marry Bob, and that she sometimes took her frustrations out on her daughters with verbal abuse. Perhaps. Maybe she only wanted them to succeed beyond anything she had ever accomplished. If she seemed resigned to her role as a mother and housewife, she nevertheless wanted her girls to go to college and have professions. When Joan found fault with either girl, it was usually because she had failed to study hard enough. Where Bob was easygoing, Joan could be almost obsessed with the idea that her daughters had to succeed. She would brook no criticism of them from anyone outside the family.

“Between my parents,” Debora would say cautiously later on, “I think I would say my mother was the strongest—the one who made the decisions.”

Joan was the serious parent, and Bob was fun—the parent who made jokes and played games with the girls. Joan demanded excellence and high grades, although the girls were both good students. Debora was, in truth, a lazy student, but it didn’t matter; she was so smart she didn’t have to exert herself, not even to make straight A’s. If she heard it once, she heard it a thousand times: she was a genius.

Forever after, Debora would define herself in terms of her scholastic accomplishments and her intelligence. She would also judge others, perhaps unconsciously, by how smart they were and how well they did in their careers. Everything came so easily to her that she had little comprehension of her peers’ problems in grasping reading and math. She was also agile and athletic, and a gifted musician.

Her father drove a Butternut Bread bakery truck and gradually moved up in the company. “We didn’t have a lot of money,” Debora recalled, “but we always had everything we needed.”

Later, when asked about her childhood, Debora could not remember anything unusual, anything negative. It was almost as if her memory was blank. She described an idyllic existence, with no family dissonance. But, in fact, there was at least one unpleasant incident. Debora was very angry with her father when he came home drunk from a bowling tournament. It was late, but she was still up and she startled Bob as he was counting several hundred dollars he had won in the tournament. Furious, Debora bawled him out. Later, when she found out that he had always meant the money for her college fund, she was ashamed about what she said to him that night. She did not mention that in her recall of her young years, nor did she speak of the fact that she wet her bed until she was twelve.

Debora and Pam shared a room, and they got along well—as sisters do, with the normal squabbles. If Pam resented Debora’s transcendent intellect, her sister wouldn’t remember it. Debora took piano and violin lessons and excelled at both, continuing the piano lessons well into her college years.

Pam was perhaps prettier than her younger sister, her features softer and more feminine than Debora’s. Pam’s hair was almost as dark as her father’s, and she was small-boned. Debora was more solid, but “square” rather than chubby; she was growing up to be a cute girl rather than a pretty one, given her round face and the slight bump on her nose. Her forehead protruded above her eyebrows, a feature that would become more pronounced as she grew older and that gave her a slightly masculine look. Moreover, she was something of a chameleon; all her life, her appearance and weight seemed to change and blur continually, so that even acquaintances sometimes failed to recognize her. One thing was constant, however: Debora’s hair was wonderfully thick and wavy, a gingery-auburn color. She wore it long and hanging down her back, sometimes naturally wavy and sometimes absolutely straight.

The Joneses moved to Metamora, Illinois, a hamlet even smaller than Havana, when Pam was in her last year in high school. Debora spent her freshman and sophomore years in Metamora’s small high school, where her academic excellence shone even brighter. But the family stayed in Metamora for only two years. Bob was moving up in the parent company, Roman Meal, and eventually stopped driving a bread route and became a district manager. The family moved to a house at 3122 North Sheridan Road in Peoria when Debora was about to begin her junior year. For most teenagers, that would have been an unfortunate time to move, and going from a high school in a little town of a few thousand to one in a city with almost 200,000 people would be terrifying. Not for Debora.

Asked if she had ever felt frightened inside even though she was capable of keeping up a fearless façade, Debora shook her head firmly. “I always felt confident,” she remembered. “I always felt I could accomplish anything I set out to do. I was never scared—not until later. . . .”

•  •  •

“Debi” Jones rapidly became a popular member of the class of 1969 at Peoria High School. Even then, she had developed the wonderful sense of humor that drew people to her. Extraordinarily witty, she could turn anything into a joke—to the delight of her fellow students, and occasionally to the annoyance of her teachers.

The late sixties were turbulent years for teenagers, but Debora never wandered from the path she had set for herself—or, perhaps, that her mother had set for her. Harry Whitaker, who was the principal of Peoria High in the sixties, would remember her twenty-five years later as an outstanding student. “She seemed to follow all the rules. She didn’t take drugs and she didn’t drink. She was rather an aggressive girl,” he commented. “You could tell she was going to be successful.”

Debora had entered Peoria High in the 1967–68 year, and 1968 was the year of the Illinois Sesquicentennial, celebrating the 150th anniversary of the state’s admission to the Union in 1818. “I remember we read Spoon River Anthology in English in my junior year,” she said later. “It was part of Sesquicentennial.” Although her intelligence was turned more toward science and math, Debora enjoyed reading Masters’s work, and tended to choose epic books with historical links after that. She would always be a prodigious reader, able to lose herself in a novel so completely that the rest of the world faded away.

Debora was a cheerleader for Peoria High, served on the Student Council, and was a National Merit Scholar. The list of accomplishments after her name in the Peoria High yearbook, The Crest, was as lengthy as those found under top students’ pictures in yearbooks all over America. She sang in the Concert Choir; she was a Music Accompanist, a member of the French Club, Music Workshops, Senior Services, and the Crest business staff. She was a superlative athlete as well, so much so that her steady boyfriend, Greg Short—who was on the varsity football and wrestling squads—wrote in her yearbook, “You know, it’s really terrible going with someone who is by far more athletic than I. . . . But, you know, I think I like you more because I have to compete with you. It isn’t fair, you being so darned talented. . . .”

Short, who went on to become a lieutenant in the Peoria Police Department, dated Debora for two years. They attended the proms together, posed for silly pictures that appeared in the yearbook, and were expected to stay together after high school. It would be fair to say that Greg Short was totally in love with Debora. He declared his devotion over and over in his yearbook “love letter.”

Debora was the covaledictorian of Peoria High School in 1969. She and the other valedictorian, Scott Russell—now assistant superintendent of the Peoria School District—had perfect grade-point averages. Debora had never had less than an A in her life. She had scored close to a perfect 800 on both sections of the Scholastic Aptitude Test. She was headed for the University of Illinois.

Most of the scribbled messages in Debora’s copy of The Crest referred to her intelligence: “To the girl who never studied in history but always managed an ‘A’”; “You really are too smart for your pants. . . .”; “All the luck at college, but you don’t need luck too much”; “To the laziest chemist in the class. For being so smart, you don’t look it or act it. Go easy on the profs next year—you’re so smart.”

Debora did excel at the University of Illinois, but her grade-point average was no longer unblemished. She received her first B in college. Greg Short remembered how that affected her. “She perceived it as an abject failure. . . . She was very, very, disturbed by that. She was the smartest person I ever knew.”

Debora continued to date Greg for the first quarter of college, but then the romance faded. “He wasn’t nearly as smart as I was,” she would say many years later. “He was just going to a community college or some small college—we drifted apart.” The last time Greg talked to Debora was in 1971; she had moved on to a new phase of her life and he didn’t fit in.

Debora was a natural at chemistry and had set her sights on becoming a chemical engineer. She had never had any particular pull toward medicine. “My mind works the way an engineer’s does,” she would explain. “But after I started in engineering, they told me there was a glut of engineers and I should consider another major. I chose chemistry—pre-med—and I graduated in three years.”

Medical school is a challenge to the most dedicated, the most motivated students. Debora became a physician by default. Medicine had never been a passion or even a goal for her. She applied to the University of Chicago and the University of Kansas medical schools. Her grasp of chemistry was phenomenal, of course, but her scores were lower in other areas. “I didn’t do that well on the medical aptitude tests,” she would say later. “But I was accepted at both. I chose the University of Kansas Medical School.”

KU is in Lawrence, midway between Kansas City and Topeka on the Kansas Turnpike with its medical school in Kansas City. It is the home of the famous Jayhawks basketball team, whose all-time star was Wilt Chamberlain, but Debora had little interest in the sport. She began medical school in the fall of 1972. She had picked KU because her parents were living in the Kansas City area. Bob Jones’s rise through the ranks at Roman Meal necessitated regular transfers; for the moment, Debora’s parents lived close to her.

•  •  •

She had chosen medicine, but Debora’s heart was not really in it. When she was asked later, “Which profession did you love?” she answered immediately, “Oh—engineering! My mind is very mathematical, very organized.” But she had decided to become a doctor. In the first of a number of coincidences that would lace her complicated life, one of her team of four medical students in anatomy class was a handsome, gentle young man named John Walker. * There was no romance between them, but they became good friends as they worked over the cadaver assigned to their foursome.

Debora recalled that she had no problem at all detaching herself from the humanity of the cadaver she and John dissected. “An autopsy is different,” she explained. “That person has been alive recently. I didn’t feel that way about the cadavers—but I always smelled of formaldehyde and I always felt greasy.”

Her fellow medical students found Debora likable. Reginald Hall, a classmate, remembered her as studious and caring. “She was a very easy person to get along with,” he said. “She always seemed very concerned about her patients and their well-being.”

Debora finished medical school in three years, graduating with her M.D. on May 16, 1975. During her internship rotations, she found that she enjoyed emergency medicine most. She did her first residency in the ER at Truman Medical Center in Kansas City: “I really liked it—something was always happening.” But after spending more time in emergency medicine, she was disappointed. “I found out that the biggest part of emergency medicine were patients who had earaches—or something that they should have had treated in an office call, but they waited too long and then showed up in the ER. It was boring.”

Later, Debora would switch to oncology, cancer treatment. “I picked oncology,” she said with a smile, “because I’m a ‘people person’—I really like people. But oncology was so depressing because I cared so much about my patients, and yet I knew they were going to die.”
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Debora had met and dated a fellow engineering student at the University of Illinois: Duane M. J. Green. Their relationship deepened, and they were married during her studies at the KU Medical School in Kansas City. It was a charming, if informal wedding. Debora was thin, almost willowy, and she looked very young and very lovely in her old-fashioned “pioneer” gown with a high collar and puffed sleeves. She wore a pinafore of white eyelet over the long pink cotton gown. Her beautiful hair, parted in the middle, fell straight and shining to her hips. Her matron of honor and only attendant was her sister, Pam, who wore a similar eyelet dress. They posed together after the ceremony, two sweet-faced young women beaming with happiness.

Duane was tall and thin, towering over Debora’s five feet four inches. His sideburns and waxed handlebar mustache, de rigueur for the seventies, made him look almost as old-fashioned as she did. Bob and Joan Jones attended the wedding and it would seem that all Joan’s dreams had come true. Her daughters were both married. Pam was interested in studying psychology and counseling; Debora was about to become a doctor and she was married to a handsome engineer who would soon have his Ph.D. The future couldn’t have looked brighter.

Debora and Duane Green lived in an apartment at first, but after she graduated from med school in 1975, they moved to a house at 3110 Sterling Avenue in Independence, Missouri, so that Debora would be within reasonable commuting distance to her residency in the ER of the Truman Medical Center and Duane could be close to his job in Kansas City. But their marriage had been in trouble almost from the beginning. When asked what went wrong, Debora shrugged and said, “I’m not even sure why I married him, but I knew as soon as I did that we had absolutely no common interests. He was an engineer. That pretty much says it all. Engineers are boring and they don’t communicate well.”

Odd. Debora had aspired to be an engineer herself, but she had been forced to drop out of the program at the University of Illinois because there weren’t enough jobs waiting. Now that she was a physician, she denigrated the engineering profession.

•  •  •

Duane and Debora separated in the late seventies; even before her divorce was final, Debora began what she described as a “hedonistic lifestyle.” She was in her mid-twenties and had been in school since she was five. She had never traveled, never taken long vacations. Now, she did. “My friends and I would fly down to Guaymas or Belize or wherever and just do what we liked. . . . But part of me had a need to be grounded—to have a more secure life.”

Though Debora had had long, monogamous relationships with men who cared deeply for her, in the months after she left Duane, she had numerous boyfriends. She had craved freedom. And she was probably as attractive as she had ever been—or would ever be—in her life. She was slender and her hair was perfectly cut so that it moved in bouncy waves when she tossed her head. Her wit was sharper than ever. She had friends who laughed with her, and she was totally competent as a senior resident in the emergency room of Truman Medical Center. She seemed to have boundless energy; she worked extra shifts to add to her considerable income. She bought a silver Jaguar XKE for $27,000 and zipped around Independence and Kansas City. Any man looking at her would have to notice how vibrant she was, how full of life. If there were less attractive aspects to her personality, they were not immediately apparent.

At least, not when Michael Farrar met her. Mike was a medical student, starting his senior year with an emergency room rotation at Truman Medical Center. Born in Lawrence, Kansas, and raised “north of the river” in Kansas City, Missouri, he was four years younger than Debora and considerably lower in the medical-education pecking order. He found her exciting. “She was an attractive woman—a thin, attractive woman,” Mike later recalled. “She was obviously exceedingly bright. She was tremendously witty; everyone who knew her knew how witty she was. But she had kind of a sarcastic, biting wit. She was very funny.”

Mike was drawn to Debora. And she noticed him. He was in his early twenties and around five foot ten; his facial features were as fine as hers were coarse. He was quite handsome, with dark hair worn in the long and curly style of the decade. He looked, if anything, younger than twenty. And, like Debora, Mike was extremely intelligent. “I got straight A’s too,” he said. “But I had to work very hard for them—Debora didn’t. Everything academic came easily to her.” Mike’s parents expected him to get A’s, and he had not disappointed them. But Debora was probably the smartest woman he had ever known.

In Mike Farrar, Debora perceived a stability she needed. Her “hedonistic” life left her as ungrounded as a balloon that has lost its tether, and she sensed that she needed a good, stable man to feel safe. Mike was brilliant; she knew he was going to be a very successful doctor. Speaking of him later, she did not say that she loved him. Rather, she said that he seemed to be a “good person,” someone she could count on. Apparently, the lifestyle she had been enjoying had left her frightened and in need of an anchor. Or perhaps she sensed some deficiency, some weakness in herself and needed a strong man to bolster her.

Debora and Duane were separated, and he no longer lived in the house in Independence, so when she and Mike started to date, Debora didn’t tell him that she was, technically at least, a married woman. At some point, Mike realized the truth, but she assured him that she was going to start divorce proceedings—and she did.

By December 1978, the marriage was legally over. It was, allegedly, an amicable divorce. Their attorney, Ronald Barker, said they had come to his office together and asked that he represent them both. However, although Duane was awarded the silver Jaguar in their divorce settlement, he would say many years later that he felt that he had been a convenience—that he’d helped pay Debora’s way through college and med school, only to be dumped when she had no further need of him.

Mike Farrar met Duane Green only once; Duane stopped by the house in Independence in October 1978, when Mike was visiting. “He seemed like a nice guy,” Mike remembered. “There were no problems with my meeting him. I didn’t realize until later that he had actually lived in that house.”

•  •  •

Looking back many years later, Mike tried to remember the early days of his relationship with Debora. Admittedly, he was seeing those days through the far end of a very dark tunnel; events in the interim had colored his recall. But he could not remember that theirs was ever a passionate coming together, or a matter of one seducing the other. Debora won him with her soaring intelligence and her wonderful sense of humor—and, Mike admitted, by the air of success that seemed a part of her. And just as she did not speak of loving him, he failed to mention that emotion as a component of their relationship.

“I was a twenty-three-year-old medical student living on ten bucks a week,” Mike said. “I ate a lot of tuna fish. I have to admit that knowing Deb was going to start practicing and make seventy thousand dollars a year impressed me. I was going into my internship and I would be making $14,190 a year. Debora drove that Jag XKE and then she paid cash for a cherry-red Fiat Spyder. I hate to admit it, but I think it was all of those things about her that attracted me—her vitality, her wit, her success. Even so, I somehow knew she was very insecure.

“She felt threatened by my family’s closeness. I have two sisters and my family is close. Her family was very cold. Her mother’s personality was similar to Debora’s. Her father, interestingly enough, was a very nice man—kind of a salesman type, garrulous. I always liked to play golf with him, took him to some football games. I thought he was a great guy.”

•  •  •

One aspect of Debora’s personality struck a dissonant note with Mike. “She was very volatile; she would fly off the handle and do things that were really embarrassing. I remember one time she got into an argument in a Kroger parking lot with two people who took the space we were headed for. Debora got out of the car and just gave them hell. I was shocked. I asked her, ‘What are you doing?’ But she walked with them all the way to the door—until, finally, the wife unloaded on Debora.”

Mike was mortified. It would be the first of many times when Debora’s rage at seemingly small slights would embarrass him.

Why Debora had such a propensity for sudden anger was puzzling. Her parents had not spoiled her, but her genetic gifts of talent and intelligence had always made her life so easy, and there were precious few things she wanted that she did not get. Perhaps that was why she behaved outrageously when anyone crossed her. She believed that she deserved to get what she wanted—whether it was a parking space or instant respect. She could not abide anyone who questioned her intelligence, or any glitch in plans that inconvenienced her.

Before their marriage, Mike and Debora lived together in a small apartment. Mike would also recall that their sex life was very low-key and that Debora seemed apathetic about a physical relationship. They were, of course, both working very hard and very long hours. It did not seem a serious problem to him—not then. Despite early warning signs, they were a committed couple, and although Mike entertained some doubts, they went ahead with plans to marry.

•  •  •

The wedding, on May 26, 1979, was far more lavish than Debora’s first. This time, she wore a simple long-sleeved white sheath; her veil was a lace mantilla. Mike wore a gray shantung tuxedo with wide lapels, and a ruffled dress shirt. Debora had carried a single red rose at her first wedding; now, she held a cascading bouquet of pink roses and white carnations. Mike’s sisters, Vicki and Karen, were her bridesmaids. They wore lovely pink dresses; the mothers and grandmothers of the bride and groom wore shades of pink.

But all was not as serene as it seemed in their wedding pictures, and Mike’s wide grin hid his sense that he might have made a wrong choice. “Even as I walked down the aisle,” he remembered, “I realized I was making a mistake.”

Any number of brides and grooms experience wedding jitters, but Mike felt more than that. As they made wedding plans, he had seen more of Debora’s moodiness and anger than ever before. She seemed to make no effort to fit into his family, and he knew his mother and sisters were worried by that. What he had first seen as Debora’s insecurity and shyness, Mike had come to recognize as self-absorption. Her needs came first—always.

To his disappointment and frustration, Debora at first declined to make love with her new husband on their wedding night. “She wanted to read a book,” Mike said. “Then I knew for sure I’d made a mistake.” Although Debora finally gave in to Mike’s wish to consummate their marriage, she did so reluctantly and with little enthusiasm. And then she went back to her book.

Mike tried to hope this was not a bad omen. “My parents had instilled in me that marriage was a commitment and you worked on it to make it right. . . . I really thought that over a period of time she would change.”

Debora and Mike honeymooned in Tahiti for two weeks. It was Debora who paid the $5,000 that the trip cost; Mike had precious little income at that point. They had planned to stop in San Francisco on their way home, but they were stranded in Tahiti after a tragic air disaster. On May 25, 275 people had perished in the crash of a DC-10 taking off from O’Hare International Airport in Chicago. “They shut all the DC-10s down the morning we were to come home,” Mike remembered. “And Air New Zealand didn’t have any other planes. So we had an extra five days there.”

The extension of their honeymoon didn’t thrill either newlywed. Theirs had not been a perfect honeymoon, or even a particularly happy one. If he had hoped that the atmosphere in Tahiti and the respite from their stressful careers would make his bride more responsive sexually, Mike was disappointed. Sex did not seem to matter to Debora one way or another. He wondered why she had married him. He was an impecunious intern; she was already in practice in emergency medicine. She didn’t seem to love him, and she didn’t like his family. She preferred reading novels to being intimate with him, and the vivacity that had first attracted him seemed to have disappeared completely.

Debora didn’t even take Mike’s name; she decided to keep her first husband’s, for professional reasons. This seemed emblematic of the distance between her and Mike. Still, he kept hoping that somehow things would get better—if only with the passage of time.
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It was clear, early in their marriage, that Mike had a kind of self-control that Debora did not. This was probably because of his background. His father, William Farrar, was an inspector with the U.S. Food and Drug Administration and a colonel in the Air Force Reserves. Bill Farrar traveled two weeks out of every month. He figured that, over the years, he had been in every town in Kansas, Nebraska, and Iowa, checking food-processing plants, feedlots, and drug companies. Although Bill didn’t enjoy his job much, the FDA willingly granted him time to fly for the Air Force Reserves, and he flew to the South Pacific, Guam, Midway, Panama, and Peru, among other exotic spots. It was Bill Farrar who imbued his son with a love of travel.

Mike’s mother, Velma, a grade school teacher, was an attractive, patrician-looking woman who prided herself on her perfect figure. When it came to raising children, discipline was important to both Farrars. Duty and honor meant more than mere words, so Mike was not about to tell his parents that his marriage had turned out to be a huge disappointment. He could not imagine what they would say if he were to give up and seek a divorce so soon. He had hoped for a warm, loving wife. He got, instead, a woman whose mercurial moods kept him continually off guard.

Debora’s predominant emotion seemed to be anger—anger at him. At first, Mike met Debora’s outbursts of temper by fighting back. If she yelled at him, he initially tried to reason with her, then yelled back. Neither approach did any good. Their arguments followed a predictable course, its timing set by Debora. And when she was not angry, she was withdrawn, losing herself in a book.

Looking back, Mike struggled to bring forth some good memories. “In Debora’s defense,” he said slowly, “I don’t want to say that my marriage was always unhappy. We had a number of things in common, besides medicine. We both liked to travel and we went on a number of very nice trips. I would never pretend that every moment of our marriage was horrible. The thing that was clearly lacking—always—was that affection, that caring, that intimacy, that was so clearly what I longed for.” And he was the last to know why.

Debora’s family was not in the picture much. Her sister, Pam, had been married several times, had borne a son, Isaac, in the mid-seventies. She later became a drug and alcohol counselor. Debora was scornful of Pam’s profession.

Bob and Joan Jones were still relocating frequently as he rose in the hierarchy of the Roman Meal bread company. Their somewhat nomadic life suited them. They bought a fifth-wheel camper and were constantly on the road, seeing America. They rarely visited Debora and Mike, and had fallen into a pattern of getting together only about every two years.

Mike was much closer to his parents and to his sisters, Vicki and Karen. But Debora seemed stilted and tense around her new husband’s family. She had virtually nothing in common with her mother-in-law. Velma Farrar had a highly developed sense of fashion, and clothes seemed to matter to Debora not at all. Mike’s sisters were slimmer and prettier than she was, and Debora’s biting sense of humor, which charmed so many, missed the mark with the Farrars.

At first, it seemed to Mike that his mother tried to form a friendship with Debora and Debora held back. Later, he thought, Debora tried but his mother pulled away. Christmases would always be difficult, as they are in so many families, although Debora decorated trees, wrapped packages, and made an effort to be festive—particularly after their children were born.

•  •  •

Mike did his three-year residency in internal medicine at the University of Cincinnati. He stayed on for a fourth year, as chief medical resident, and was then awarded a three-year fellowship in cardiology. Altogether, he would spend seven years in advanced study before he entered practice as a heart specialist.

Debora, of course, moved to Ohio with Mike; she went into private practice in emergency medicine at Jewish Hospital. But she soon soured on emergency medicine, and she had a number of run-ins with other doctors—even supervising doctors—in the ER. “One time she called me,” Mike said. “The patient had come in with a heart problem, and Debora told me she knew exactly what he needed. She called the attending physician, but the doctor didn’t agree with her. She was absolutely outraged. . . . But the fact is that Debora was right.”

Although Debora was often on target in diagnosing and recommending treatment, she was unpopular. Co-workers found her abrasive, autocratic, and difficult to work with. She lacked the tact to differ with them in a diplomatic way. Instead, she exploded with anger if anyone questioned her judgment. Moreover, the vast majority of cases presenting in the ER were mundane; consequently, they irritated her. Debora could not understand why patients waited so long before they sought medical help, letting minor earaches become raging infections, small scratches turn into cellulitis, and colds into pneumonia. Her bedside manner was more confrontational than comforting. She had always been disgusted with stupidity, and she saw so much of it in emergency medicine.

As part of her training for emergency medicine, Debora had done a rotation in internal medicine. While she and Mike lived in Cincinnati, she decided to switch to that field. Doing so would mean another residency, of course. Her husband was already in an internal medicine program, and through attrition, there were always vacancies at the end of the year.

“So she came and joined my residency. . . .” Mike recalled. “She and I were both second-year residents. We were both on call on the same nights, one of us at the V.A. hospital and one at the University of Cincinnati hospital. I can remember the very first night she was on call as a supervising resident. She had someone helping her, because she had been out of internal medicine for a while. But she called me up and was absolutely beside herself. She didn’t know what to do; she didn’t know where anything was. . . . I told her, ‘Just ask someone. You’re learning the ropes.’ But Debora couldn’t do that. She couldn’t seem to admit that she needed help with all these things.”

That puzzled Mike. When he first met Debora, she had appeared very self-confident, able to deal with anything that came her way. Now, she was unsure of herself and hypersensitive to criticism. And she continued to avoid Mike’s attempts at greater intimacy. She seemed either to be frightened by it or have no need for it; rather, she enjoyed solitary pursuits, burying herself in books or playing solitaire. Later, she played computer games designed for one person. Still, when they went out with other people, she was the same witty and vivacious person Mike had fallen in love with. He figured that she was just apprehensive about trusting in marriage; she had been mistaken once and maybe she was afraid she would fail again.

She had a tender side. She talked about wanting to help people; she loved animals and adopted two cats—one a huge white cat and the other a tiny black kitten. A photograph that Mike took during their first year in Cincinnati reveals both his interests and Debora’s; she is sitting at her piano, holding her black kitten and white cat, while Mike’s first very modest wine collection of seven bottles is displayed in an inexpensive wine rack on top of the piano.

Debora is slender and pretty in the photograph, but she gives the camera lens only a half-smile. She and Mike had been married for more than a year. She had a handsome and brilliant young husband who wanted very much to love her—but in the photo she seems sad, as if her world does not suit her at all. Mike, an avid photographer, took hundreds of pictures of Debora over the years of their marriage, and many of them caught an expression of deep unhappiness—as if Debora’s mind and heart were far away.

•  •  •

Although Velma Farrar had her doubts about her new daughter-in-law and was not particularly welcoming at first, Mike’s parents tried to draw Debora into the family. Their efforts met with little success. One Christmas, the elder Farrars drove from Kansas City to Cincinnati—six hundred miles. Mike was still at the hospital when they arrived. “Debora had been reading a book in the back room,” he recalled. “She came out, let them in, and then went back to the bedroom and continued to read.”

At other times, too, Debora virtually ignored Mike’s parents. On one such occasion, “I was on call,” he said. “Debora got home from work and they were there at our apartment. She walked past them to the bedroom and they didn’t see her again all night.”

Clearly, Mike and Debora had a very different concept of family. Obviously, their principal common interest was medicine, and few professions demand as much in terms of time and commitment. It was relatively easy to overlook hollow spaces in their marriage, simply because they had so little time to contemplate them.

•  •  •

In retrospect, Debora and Mike seemed so mismatched that they might have been pieces from two different puzzles. Debora was a loner and as unpredictable as a caged tigress. She didn’t like housework or care about neatness for its own sake. She was highly intelligent about things but had virtually no aptitude for dealing with human beings, a flaw that was subtly undermining her medical career. Mike—gregarious, punctilious, neat—was progressing rapidly at the University of Cincinnati’s medical school, and higher-ups had their eyes on him. He was a passionate man, and his wife was disinterested in sex.

At the beginning of their relationship, it was Debora who had held the reins of power. She had been the resident about to go into practice, the laughing, witty woman in a cherry-red sports car, while Mike had been the poverty-stricken medical student. In Cincinnati, the balance of power at first became almost equal; then Mike’s star rose while Debora’s descended. But to an outsider looking in on them in 1980, they would have appeared to be a solid couple. With two M.D.’s in the family they could count on being wealthy. Mike was immersed in his medical training and loved what he was doing. Although his goals were entirely clear in his mind and Debora would change the focus of her career often, they seemed to have a workable marriage.

But then Debora began to have health problems, and Mike suspected she was taking drugs, either regularly or sporadically. “When I was an intern,” he said later, “occasionally I would find these bottles of sedatives or narcotics . . . Dalmane and Valium, that kind of thing. Sometimes Tylenol Number 3 or Tylox or Percodan. I’d find them at home, but they would have some patient’s name from the clinic at the hospital on them. It wasn’t very often, but I would find them from time to time. I asked Deb about those, and she would say, ‘Oh yeah—I picked that up when the patient brought his drugs in and I forgot to give it back to him.’”

At first, Mike wasn’t much concerned. In that inner-city hospital, many patients were on “a jillion different medicines,” which they commonly brought in in paper bags so that the residents could take inventory and keep track on the chart. It was within the realm of possibility that Debora could have found vials that had fallen on the floor or been left behind, and slipped them into the pocket of her lab coat.

“Anyway,” Mike recalled, “I remember coming home one day and there was a gouge in the wall—with a big black mark. . . . Clearly one of our wrought-iron chairs had been knocked into the wall, and it was lying on the floor. I went into the bedroom and Debora was lying there. She was sick and complaining of a terrible headache and was just kind of out of it. I thought, ‘What’s this?’ She continued to complain about these headaches, and said she felt awful, and had all these problems.”

Not only did Debora have excruciating headaches in the back of her head—an unusual site for a headache—but Mike was alarmed to see that she sometimes walked with a staggering gait, as if she was dizzy. Afraid that she might have a brain tumor, he took her in for a consultation with a neurologist at his own hospital.

Asked what health problems she had had recently, Debora mentioned that she had injured her wrist in a fall and had developed an infection so intractable that she’d had to have surgery to drain it. Mike agreed that her recovery from the wrist incident had been complicated.

After a series of tests, the neurologist diagnosed Debora as suffering from an unusual condition, cerebellar migraine. The cerebellum is located in the back of the brain and migraines in that area would account for Debora’s headaches. She was given a prescription for beta blockers, drugs usually prescribed for high blood pressure.

“Ultimately,” Mike recalled, “she did get better, so that’s what I assumed it was. Later, with more incidents, I realized that she probably had some continuing pain in her wrist and was using these narcotics to ease it.”

Debora Green had another affliction: she suffered chronically from insomnia. “She tried every way I know of to get [a good night’s] sleep—and she never could,” Mike said. “I think the sleeping pills were to let her get some rest. But, at the time, I believed her explanation that she had absentmindedly pocketed both the painkillers and the sleeping pills.”

•  •  •

Although Mike and Debora used no birth control, Debora did not conceive for almost two years after their wedding—perhaps because their intercourse was so infrequent. But when Debora found she was pregnant, in the spring of 1981, she was very pleased—and so was Mike. Aside from their shared nearsightedness, they were perfect genetic specimens for producing exceptional children. Debora’s IQ was 165, and Mike had tested at genius level. They were both healthy and attractive. A child born of their union would be smart, strong, and fair to look upon.

Timothy Farrar, born on January 20, 1982, was all those things. Debora had asked to have an epidural anesthetic, but her labor was overdue and had to be induced. Once the contractions started, Debora’s cervix dilated so rapidly that there was no time to inject the numbing anesthetic—so Tim was born, perforce, by natural childbirth. Mike was in the delivery room and remembers being thrilled to have a son. Debora would also recall that her husband was beside himself with happiness at Tim’s birth. The baby boy would have “Farrar” for his last name, as would all their children.

Debora was a good mother; she nursed her son and took a six-week maternity leave so that she could stay with him for the first month of his life. But she never intended to be a stay-at-home mother. She had worked right up to the end of her pregnancy and, having hired a warm-hearted Jamaican nanny to take care of Tim, she went back to school. She had received a fellowship to study hematology and oncology at the University of Cincinnati.

Tim’s birth was unplanned, but welcome. Both Mike and Debora decided that they should have a second child within three years, so Debora’s next pregnancy was a mutual decision. Lissa was born two days after Christmas, 1984. Once again, Debora had requested an epidural; but this time the anesthesiologists mistakenly gave her a spinal anesthetic, which often leaves the patient with a severe headache. Nevertheless, Debora was out of bed the next day and walked down to the nursery with two-year-old Tim so he could look at his new baby sister.

Tim would always be the child who most resembled Debora physically. He had her coloring, her features, her sturdy, square body. He was blond (his hair would later turn russet) and brown-eyed, full of beans and very masculine, but Lissa was a delicate elfin baby, dark-haired and petite, with her father’s rounded forehead and fine features. Debora and Mike now had the perfect family: a little boy and a baby girl.

•  •  •

Again Debora went back to work almost immediately. Although she and Mike both had fellowships in internal medicine and were supposedly working the same hours, she was usually back at their apartment by four in the afternoon, while he worked three or four hours later. “She used to tell me that was because I was inefficient and I spent too much time stopping to talk to people,” Mike recalled. “And part of that was true—but I just don’t think she ever had a burning desire to excel. She never really wanted to be an excellent or outstanding doctor. Interestingly enough, here is a woman who is brilliant—and she had to take her oncology boards twice. Both times, she failed. She barely passed the internal medicine boards. Those were difficult tests, but if you’re an American who goes to a university training program, who works hard and does a reasonable amount of study, you should be able to pass those. . . . She was just ill-prepared.”

Mike rarely saw Debora studying medical books; she read only for pleasure. She went to classes and on rounds, and her keen mind made it possible for her to retain far more than most students—but it was not enough to pass her board exams.

The day the test results arrived was not a good one. Mike’s letter said, “Congratulations! You have passed the boards for cardiovascular disease,” while Debora’s began, “We regret to inform you . . .”

Debora opened both envelopes and phoned Mike. She was angry and crying—in hysterics—and accused him of caring only about his own test scores. She blamed him for her failure: she’d had to take care of Tim and Lissa, she said, and hadn’t had enough time to study. The truth was that both of them had cared for the babies until they were put down for the night, and that Mike then read medical books while Debora went upstairs with a novel.

Debora never passed either her hematology or oncology board examinations. That would not bar her from practicing in those specialties, but if patients checked, they would find she was not “board-certified.” She seldom read literature on medical advances in her field, and she rarely attended seminars and conventions. Apparently she had no desire to mingle with her fellow oncologists.

In 1985, Mike had one more year of his cardiology fellowship in Cincinnati to complete, but Debora was finished. With their dependable nanny caring for Tim and Lissa, she started a private practice in oncology and hematology. Dealing with cancer patients requires both compassion and acceptance of what is often tragic beyond words. Most oncologists manage to maintain enough emotional distance to protect themselves, while still evincing true concern for their patients. Although Debora insisted that she chose her specialty because she loved people so much, both her husband and her co-workers were appalled at her indifferent approach to patients.

Again, Mike wondered why. “She had trouble dealing with patients,” he recalled. “I can remember listening to her talking to a patient one night when she was on call. It was clear that the patient needed to go into the emergency room and that she would have to go in and check on her. Debora was very passive-aggressive with the patient—angry about the whole thing.” Nurses, too, were puzzled by her behavior toward patients. One commented, “She was the strangest doctor I’ve ever worked with in my life.” Another found her “cold” and “unfeeling.”

Mike, however, was emerging as a “real superstar,” according to a physician who worked with him in Cincinnati. “He was so good at everything. He showed unusual maturity. He related extremely well and had extremely good judgment, all of which marked him as someone who would be a superior cardiologist.”

In the spring of 1986, he completed his fellowship and agreed to stay at the University of Cincinnati as an assistant professor at the medical school; he would also serve as medical director of the heart transplant unit. “But the chairman of cardiology resigned and they were bringing in new people,” Mike said. “I wasn’t sure what my future would be there.” A physician friend in Kansas City, Missouri, invited Mike to join his partnership, so he and Debora decided to move back there rather than wait to see how things would shake out with the new regime at the university.

•  •  •

It was July 1, 1986, when they settled in Kansas City. Twelve twenty-four West Sixty-first Terrace, in an older, upscale neighborhood near the Country Club Church, was a beautiful house with stucco walls crisscrossed with heavy beams, and a brick façade with arched passageways that led into a side garden. After so many years of studying and deprivation, Debora and Mike brought their children home to the area where they had met and been married—the Kansas-Missouri border, where the wind blew all the time, a steady, almost comforting sound in the trees. It was, really, a whole new start. They both looked forward to their careers and to raising their two children. On West Sixty-first Terrace, children abounded and the neighbors were friendly. But the move meant leaving behind their nanny, who had been with Tim for four years and Lissa for two. Debora and Mike would have to interview applicants for child care in their home, and Debora did not go back to work until they found a new nanny.

Mike went into private practice with the group in KCMO, and Debora soon joined another group of physicians. They were on staff at many of the same hospitals and occasionally ran into each other during the day. Debora was thirty-five that summer, and Mike was thirty-one.

Mike’s practice did very well, although he ultimately moved on to join another group of doctors. At the end of Debora’s first year in her group, both she and Mike expected that she would be offered a partnership. That was medical protocol—but the offer didn’t come. Such a slight is almost unheard-of.

“I knew what the reason was.” Mike sighed. “She could not get along with patients—she drove them away. So she left that first practice in Kansas City at the end of the year, and went into private practice on her own.”

•  •  •

But the doctors in her group practice may have had more serious reasons for not offering Debora a partnership. An old bugaboo raised its head soon after they moved to Kansas City. Mike noticed that once again Debora’s gait was off-balance enough to make her stagger slightly, and her speech was sometimes slurred. And, though she had always written with flowing cursive letters so perfect they could have been used in a penmanship manual, Debora now began to scribble. A doctor she worked for called Mike and said, “Hey, what’s wrong with our Debora? She’s not being as attentive to details, and her writing has really deteriorated. What’s going on?”

There were other signs. Mike’s sister Karen was getting married and his whole family was thrilled with the new son-in-law. Debora had not been welcomed into his family with open arms and she began to complain that she was sick of hearing about Karen’s wedding. “One night,” Mike said, “she actually called my sister up and told her that we weren’t coming . . . for the wedding, and she was pretty insulting and her speech was slurred and almost incoherent.”

Debora had physical problems besides her wrist injury. Some years earlier, she had fallen while climbing stairs at the University of Cincinnati and somehow gotten a puncture wound in her knee. A stubborn infection developed; extremely painful, it required a ten-day hospitalization. Much like her wrist injury, the mysterious infection required draining by syringe several times a day. Antibiotics finally cured it, but Debora had had chronic pain in her knee ever since.

Now, with Debora behaving so bizarrely, Mike deduced what the problem was. His heart sank. She was using drugs again. He searched their house and found a drawer jammed with sleeping pills and painkillers—potent narcotics, including Tylox.

Mike told Debora that he had to talk to her alone. With the bedroom door closed so that neither Tim, Lissa, nor their nanny could hear, he silently lined up the narcotics vials on the dresser. For once, she did not shout at him. There was no way she could explain having so many bottles of Tylox, prescribed to different names, none of them hers.

“My knee has been bothering me,” she said weakly. “It’s hard to keep on my feet without something to ease the pain.”

“Debora, you can’t do this,” Mike said softly. “These prescriptions aren’t for you—these are for your patients. They have bone pain, and you have a minor knee injury. I don’t believe you’re taking Tylox for pain—I’m afraid you’re in trouble again.”

After a long silence, Debora lifted her head. “You’re right,” she agreed. “I know I have to stop. And I will. I promise you.”

“Are there any more of these?” Mike asked. Debora shook her head. He stared at her, drew a deep breath, and began to gather up the vials of pills and capsules. “I’m going to throw them out,” he said. “I’m going to believe you when you say it won’t happen again.”

As far as Mike could tell, Debora kept her promise. Things got better for them after that, and he didn’t notice any suspicious signs that Debora was using narcotics.

•  •  •

Rather than apply to join another group practice in Kansas City, Debora opened her own office, and having a one-woman practice seemed to work for her. She was on staff at St. Mary’s Hospital. It wasn’t a really busy hospital, and there weren’t many doctors there covering oncology. For the first time since she had gotten her M.D., Debora didn’t have other physicians looking over her shoulder or second-guessing how she treated her patients. Her quick temper and her confrontational behavior when she was questioned were, for a time, not an issue. She employed an answering service and hired a woman to do her billing.

“It really went pretty well for her,” Mike said of Debora’s solo practice, which lasted a little less than a year. “The problem was that St. Mary’s closed. And then Debora got pregnant with Kelly. She was pretty upset about that.”

Although Debora was thirty-seven, which is no longer considered unusually late for childbearing, she and Mike had assumed that there would be no more children. She was shocked when, in May of 1988, she recognized the unmistakable symptoms of pregnancy. This, added to the closing of the only hospital where she had felt comfortable, effectively ended her attempt to establish a private practice in Kansas City.

Kelly was born almost exactly four years after Lissa—on December 13, 1988. This time Debora got the epidural anesthetic she had chosen for each of her deliveries. All through the labor, Mike stood beside Debora’s bed, trying to comfort her. He fed her ice chips, rubbed her back, and reached out to hold her hand. But she brushed him away impatiently; she didn’t want him to touch her at all. They had been married nine years and this was their third baby, but Debora seemed to resent Mike because she was delivering a child she didn’t want, a child who had interfered with the first successful practice she had ever had.

“She clearly didn’t care if I was there or not,” Mike said. “It was kind of upsetting to me, because I thought that this was something that we would always go through together.”

Kelly turned out to be a special child, an unexpected gift, a curly-haired blond pixie of a baby. And there was something more: she exuded love and seemed to have the somber wisdom of an old soul. She was, her father would judge, the most intelligent of the three children born to him and Debora. Of course, it wasn’t long before everyone forgot she had begun as an unwelcome surprise. Both her mother and her father adored her, and Tim and Lissa welcomed their baby sister.

Debora had always been an excellent mother to newborns and toddlers. Mike was proud of her for that. She seemed to enjoy them tremendously—and they her. There were always special birthday cakes and parties. Debora taught them to swim and saw that they had tennis lessons and dancing lessons and that Tim started in sports early. She had great ambition for her children.

If only their marriage could have grown as naturally as their children. But it didn’t. Debora suspected that Mike was looking at other women, a concern that may not have been unfounded. One nurse who worked with Mike later recalled that Debora seemed obsessed with him and would follow him around to see what he was doing when he was away from her.

Even so, nothing changed at home. Debora either would not or could not control the tantrums brought on by frustration at delays and small annoyances. She had never been a homemaker and she was clearly not about to change. She and Mike had the children in common, but the physical side of their marriage, the intimate man-and-wife side, scarcely existed.

And while Debora had been able to lose her pregnancy pounds easily after Tim and Lissa’s births, she found it difficult to get back to her normal weight after Kelly was born. She was discouraged by that, and by other small—but cumulative—blows to her self-esteem.
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One activity the family enjoyed together was traveling. Somehow, tensions eased once they got to their destinations. They had a time-share condo on Sanibel Island, off the western coast of Florida, and all five of them looked forward to their vacations there. They went to Alaska, British Columbia, Puerto Vallarta, Knott’s Berry Farm, Hollywood, and Disneyland. They traveled to Cabo San Lucas, to the Alamo, took a real western wagon-train trip in the Flint Hills, and to Breckenridge, Colorado. Perhaps Debora and Mike were seeking an escape from their marriage. If things weren’t good at home, maybe they could travel to some spot so exotic and so different that their marriage wouldn’t matter.

Mike recalled that he and Debora and their children did have a great time on vacations. The problem was getting there. “There were more scenes in airports than I can count,” he said wearily. “I would absolutely cringe at the thought of traveling with Debora. When we got there, it was okay. But if the flights were delayed, if there was a change in schedule, she would become absolutely unglued. I can remember her chewing out people at the desk because planes were delayed because of storms.”

On one trip to Sanibel Island, the airline announced that the flight would be delayed by storms in Dallas. Debora could not deal with the few hours’ wait, despite Mike’s argument that they would get to Sanibel even if they were a little late. It was a concept that Debora could not accept.

While other disappointed passengers murmured to each other, Debora began to shout at the airline representative at the desk. “We will never fly on this damn airline again!” she said loudly. “You are incompetent, ridiculous, and you have no consideration for the people who pay your salary!”

“Debora—” Mike said, trying to draw her away from the counter.

“My husband, Dr. Farrar, agrees with me,” Debora said, pounding on the counter. “And I am Dr. Green. You are a very sorry excuse for an airline! Don’t you agree, Michael?”

Mike could have cheerfully sunk through the floor as he felt scores of eyes watching them. He knew what was coming next: Debora was getting ready to use her extensive vocabulary of four-letter words.

“Michael, tell them what you think of this kind of lousy, stupid, fucking inefficiency!”

“Debora, they can’t help it if there’s a storm in Dallas,” Mike said quietly, balancing Kelly in one arm and trying to hang on to Lissa with his other hand. Tim stood there quietly, staring at his mother as her face got redder and redder. “It isn’t safe to fly,” Mike said. “When it’s safe, we’ll fly. We’ll get there.”

Now Debora was furious with him because he wouldn’t side with her against the airline. She blasted Mike with a few more vulgar epithets and then stomped off down the airport corridor.

“You’d see that over and over and over,” Mike recalled. If planes were delayed, Debora would demand that he rent a car and drive them where they were going. Debora was a “perpetual pessimist” who always believed the worst. “You couldn’t talk to her, you couldn’t reason with her when something like that happened,” Mike said. “She used absolutely vile, terrible language. It was embarrassing.”

It was a paradox: Debora loved their vacations—yet made the trip itself hell. But once they reached Sanibel or the dude ranch or Disneyland—wherever they were headed—everything would smooth out; anyone looking at the hundreds of happy-family-on-vacation photographs that Mike took would have no hint that anything roiled beneath the surface.

Debora had her own version of their vacations: “Mike had everything planned from the time we got up until the time we went to bed. We were on a schedule. We couldn’t relax. One year he couldn’t go to Mexico with us and we had a wonderful time. We got up when we woke up and I asked the kids, ‘Well, what should we do today?’ We just did what we wanted, and we rested when we felt like it. It was so much better without him.”

Mike didn’t dispute Debora’s complaint. “I did want to see everything there was to see,” he said. He had been attracted to Debora because of her energy and the air of excitement about her; once married, she seemed to him to have little enthusiasm for anything.

•  •  •

Mike was working punishing hours in his cardiology practice, often leaving the house at six and coming home after eight or nine. When Debora was working, she was usually home by four or five. “Of course, societal mores dictated that she was the one who was home with the kids more,” Mike said. “In her defense, she worked fewer hours because of that.”

Mike was a perfectionist in many aspects of his life. Because he seemed able to compartmentalize his world and concentrate completely on whatever task was at hand, he expected that Debora could do the same. He liked schedules and well-planned trips, with no spur-of-the-moment flights of fancy. He felt most comfortable when he could control his environment and, in a sense, Debora and their three children were part of what he wanted to organize. But Debora was the most disorganized and chaotic woman he had ever known. Her sense of humor and her slapdash approach to life didn’t mesh with Mike’s need for order.

Debora’s poor study habits, lack of social graces, sloppy housekeeping, and, finally, failure at the practice of medicine all disappointed Mike. It seemed almost as if she had decided that if she could not please him, she would displease him, would go out of her way to behave outrageously. Or perhaps she thought her rages were a way to control and manipulate him, to demonstrate her importance and superiority. But, in fact, she was allowing herself to become completely dependent upon Mike and their marriage for her support and survival.

Nevertheless, after Kelly’s birth, Debora tried to reestablish her practice, going on staff at Trinity Hospital. The competition there was rough, particularly because the doctors who had failed to offer her a partnership were well established at Trinity. She failed to attract enough patients to warrant keeping her on staff. And so, in 1989, with her practice failing and her knee bothering her so much, she let her career go.
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