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CHAPTER 1

ack Forester eased his tall frame into a chair at the nurse’s station.

For the first time all night, there were no new charts in the rack
marked “patients to be seen.” Yawning, he closed his eyes and let his
mind drift.

For several days, a vivid image had visited him at odd moments, a
depressing mental vision he suspected had something to do with being
single and lacking much of a social life. It was of a small island with gray
waves washing on the beach. The beach was narrow and littered with
driftwood and seaweed. Dead jellyfish rolled at the surf line while tat-
tered brown palm fronds clicked in a constant breeze. There were no hills
or mountains, no cottages or hotels, not even a shack in the distance. It
was just a tiny place crumbling back into the sea, and he was walking
alone on the sand.

When he opened his eyes, the disembodied head of an old woman
hovered directly in front of him. She had oxygen tubing in her nostrils
and was smiling at him.

He rose to his feet. Mrs. Jones, the woman he’d just admitted with
pneumonia, sat in a wheelchair on the other side of the counter.

“Sorry to bother you, doctor,” she said.

Pushing the wheelchair was a slender man with Rasta braids named
Jimmy, dressed in the white scrubs of an orderly.

“Sorry, Doc,” he said. “She go upstairs now and want to say goodbye.”

“I wanted to thank you again, Dr. Forester. It was so busy when the
ambulance brought me in, but you were so kind and patient with me.”

Jack stepped around the counter and took her hand.

“Kind of you to say,” he said. “We were happy to help you out.”

“I hope things stay quiet now. Looks like you could use some rest.”

Jimmy began pushing the wheelchair away.



“I tell you a secret, Mrs. Jones,” he said. “Never say quiet in dis
place.”

“Why?”

Their voices receded down the corridor.

“It bring bad t'ings. We get busy.”

“Then what should I say—break a leg?”

A door at the back of the ED hissed open, and they were gone. Except
for the murmur of two nurses at the far end of the charting station, it was
finally quiet. Jack uncapped his pen and looked without enthusiasm at
the sprawl of papers in front of him.

One of the nurses came up and handed him a cup of black coffee.

“Bad doctor,” she mock-scolded. “Look at all those unfinished
charts.”

“The flotsam and jetsam of a busy night,” he replied, sipping the cof-
fee. “Thanks, Darcy. Must admit I'd like this job more if I didn’t have to
write down every bloody thing I see, hear, smell, touch, think and suspect
just to keep the lawyers happy.”

“You’re not supposed to complain. You're the director.”

“Then I'd better finish up,” he said. “It’s almost six. Only an hour to

B

go.
They heard it at the same moment—a faint, high-pitched beeping.
Darcy groaned. It was an ambulance backing up to the bay.

NA
IS

Since becoming an emergency physician, Jack Forester had seen people
impaled by many things—knives, shards of glass, a fork, even a number-
two pencil once—but never anything to match this. In the trauma suite,
two medics lifted the new patient onto the gurney. Snowflakes melted on
their blue jackets.

“Sorry to barge in without calling, Dr. Forester,” one said breath-
lessly over his shoulder. “Our radio’s down.”

Jack didn’t respond. He approached the patient, a man in his early
twenties with what looked like a short arrow protruding from his right
temple. It was brown and fletched with three yellow vanes. Yet his eyes
were wide open. They followed Jack as he approached.

“Self-inflicted with a crossbow, doc,” said the medic. “He was awake
and oriented times three when we got to the house. His vitals are all
normal. Having some relationship problems. We didn’t see any seizures
or nothing like that, and he’s moving all extremities okay.”

“I see. Thanks, Vince.” Leaning over the bed, Jack said, “Good morn-
ing. What's your name?”

“Fuck-up,” was the slurred reply rising from patient’s mouth on a
cloud of garlic-tinged alcohol.

“What’s your real name?” Jack insisted, recoiling slightly.

“I fucked up again. That’s all I can do.”
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“His name is Jason Peters,” supplied the medic.

“This was really dumb,” Peters continued. “I should have gotten a
fucking gun.”

“No, you shouldn't have,” Jack said. “Listen, I have to look you over
now. Are you in pain?”

Peters shook his head. It caused the crossbow bolt to tap the side rail,
and he winced.

“Hold still.”

Jack gently tested the shaft. It felt as solid as Excalibur in the stone.

Returning to the charting station, he ordered an x-ray and stat-paged
the neurosurgery resident. A moment later, the phone rang.

“This one will pique your interest,” he said, and went on to describe
the situation.

“Jesus, you haven't tried to take it out, have you?” The resident's
voice was pitched high with excitement.

“Oh, yeah. Sure. I put my foot upside his head and tried to yank on it,
but the damn thing wouldn’t budge.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t do something that dumb, Dr. Forester, but half
the people who work for you down there make serious fuck-ups every
day.”

Jack felt his face burning, and he clenched his jaws. The young man
on the other end of the line might not have finished his training yet, but
he’d mastered the art of disrespecting emergency physicians. Valid or
not, his comment was uncalled-for.

Taking a deep breath, he managed to keep voice measured and calm.

“Listen, do you want to come down and take care of this patient, or
would you rather discuss hospital politics you know nothing about?”

“That ED is a joke, and everybody knows it. What’s hospital politics
have to do with it?”

“It’s called putting up roadblocks to our ability to recruit good peo-
ple, Dr. Schwartz, and it’s beside the point at this moment. Now, I'm
sorry if you've had a bad night. I'd also be sorry to wake up your chair-
man to talk about your attitude.”

A

T

When Jack got back to the trauma suite, an attractive young woman with
smudged mascara was holding Jason Peters's hand and shaking her
head.

“I'm sorry, Jason, but that just looks so weird,” he heard her say as he
paused in the doorway.

Darcy came up next to him and whispered, “This is one stupid Cupid.
And that was good how you handled that resident. You should have bit-
ten the bastard’s head off.”



Three-quarters of an hour later, as Jack was writing furiously, a
portly man wearing a white lab coat and blue scrubs came up to him, his
graying hair wet and slicked onto his scalp.

“Howdy, boss,” he said. “My turn. You ready to sign out?”

“You bet, Wally. The neurosurg resident just took my last case up to
the OR. Top this one—suicide attempt by crossbow. He came in awake
and alert with this thing sticking out to here.”

Wally Deutch shrugged.

“Not bad, Jack, not bad, but when I was in Baltimore, we had a guy
who tried to do himself in with a nail gun. He fired six ten-pennies up to
the hilt into his skull, and he didn’t even have a headache. Walked up to
registration. The triage nurse didn’t believe him and made him wait in
the lobby for a couple of hours. By the time I saw him, he just looked a
little cross-eyed.”

“You’re full of it, Walter.”

“No, God’s truth.”

“Listen, I have to run over to the faculty meeting now.”

“That’s right,” said Deutch. “Today’s the big vote. So, how do you
think it’ll go? You don’t look so confident.”

Jack shrugged. “All we can do is keep trying.”

“I hate to tell you again, Jack, but if they shoot this project down and
we can’t get properly staffed, I'm leaving.”

“Maybe you and me both.”



CHAPTER 2

Taking a shortcut, Jack left the ED and found a world completely
transformed. It was mid-October and early for snow, even in this
mountainous part of New York State; but the ground was blanketed, and
large wet flakes still settled from the overcast sky like tufts of down from
a million geese. The air was delicious to breathe, and he felt his mind
clearing, the fatigue falling away.

He made his way up the unshoveled sidewalk along Beech Avenue
toward the original three-story hospital, a brick building all but engulfed
by the new medical school on one side and the clinical towers on the
other. He pushed through the tarnished brass doors, stomped off his
shoes and entered what had once been the main gateway to New Canter-
bury Medical Center.

One corner of the old lobby had been turned into a coffee and pastry
shop, but the rest had been left to gather dust in its original state—mu-
rals, wooden wainscoting, oak receptionist’s station, well-worn leather
chairs and sofas, three brass-and-crystal chandeliers and a threadbare
oriental carpet. Toward the back of the space, a deeply worn marble
staircase led up to the mezzanine, where busts of famous physicians
studded the granite balustrade. He stood in the dimness and gazed
around; the meeting didn’t start for another fifteen or twenty minutes.

Someone called his name from the shadows, and a short, slender
man with hair as white as the snow falling outside approached. A smile
broke out on Jack’s face.

“Dr. Gavin,” he said. “What a surprise. It’s great to see you, sir.”

“It’s good to see you, too, my young friend. I've missed you.”

His old mentor's handshake felt as firm as ever.

“When did you get back?”

“About two this morning. I made it from Rio de Janeiro to New Can-
terbury in eighteen hours. I should be napping, but I wanted to catch the
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meeting this morning. I especially wanted to speak with you, so this is
fortuitous. “

“What brings you back early?”

“I just found out about Lester Zyman’s death.”

Jack was embarrassed. “Of course. Please accept my condolences.”

“We were very old friends, and he was a great man, indeed,” said Ga-
vin. “I'm heartbroken I missed his memorial service. But I was on a re-
search trip up the Rio Purus, and we had no communication.”

“We all knew you couldn't get back, sir. Bad luck.”

“Bad luck all the way around. When I returned to my office at the
university in Rio, there were two unpleasant messages waiting for me.
One was the news of Lester's death, and the other was a letter...”

He waited for the older man to continue, but Gavin’s face paled, and
his eyes lost their focus. Jack took a step closer.

“Dr. Gavin, are you all right?”

When Gavin’s gaze rose to meet Jack’s, his eyes held a look of anger
that in all the years Jack had known the man he’d never seen there be-
fore.

“The letter, my young friend, was from Les himself. He wrote it to me
the day before he died.”

Jack felt his throat tighten.

“Tell me,” Gavin continued, narrowing his eyes. “How have things
been going around here?”

“How so?”

“Let me rephrase the question. How have things been going since
Bryson Witner became the interim dean?”

At the mention of that name Jack stiffened.

“It's been...interesting,” he said, after a moment's hesitation.

Gavin nodded. “Go on.”

“To be honest, Dr. Gavin, I don’t know how much longer I can put up
with it,” Jack admitted.

“Could you be more precise?”

“It's his arbitrary style of management.”

“Arbitrary? That sounds like a euphemism.”

“Can I give you an example?”

“Please.”

“Okay—TI'd been holding open the post of assistant ED director until
we could find the right person.”

“Of course. That’s only sensible.”

“Last month, Witner informs me the opening needs to be filled im-
mediately, and he has just the candidate—Humphrey Atwood.”

“Hapless Humphrey? Ouch.”

“He would have been the last man on earth,” Jack agreed. “But it was
a done deal.”



“That decision should have been your prerogative as director.”

“So I thought.”

Other voices echoed through the old lobby from up on the mezza-
nine, where a handful of people in white coats were walking in the direc-
tion of the Flexner Room. An orderly pushed the usual cart bearing pas-
tries and coffee.

Jack looked back at Gavin. “Either you're one of Witner’s cheerlead-
ers, or he makes your life miserable,” he went on. “Frankly, I was shocked
when he was elected as the interim dean over Dr. Zyman. How he got
enough support, I don’t know. There was always something about him I
couldn’t warm up to. He’s obviously brilliant, but he’s too...slippery.”

“How do you mean, Jack?”

“His personality differs depending on who he’s with. He’s like a cha-
meleon. You can’t pin him down.”

Gavin seemed to consider this for a moment then slowly nodded.

“Jack, I should never have gone away on sabbatical. Part of this is my
fault.”

“Listen, Dr. Gavin, after all you’ve done for this place, you deserved a
sabbatical if anyone did. What worries me is that he may become the
permanent dean.”

“Trust me, Jack, that’s far from a done deal. I still have plenty of in-
fluence here, and the search committee is not finished with their work
yet. Let's go to the meeting. I could use a cup of coffee.”

Halfway up the staircase, Gavin paused, and Jack followed the direc-
tion of his gaze to the mural on the west wall.

“I can never look at that without smiling,” said the older man.

The old painting depicted a country doctor in a buggy being pulled
down a dirt road by a white horse bearing a pair of clumsy-looking wings.
The physician’s long hair and the tails of his frock coat flew out behind
him. Looking down from the upper left corner, a gray-bearded god stood
on a cloud holding a caduceus.

“We don’t know exactly who the artist was,” Gavin went on. “Proba-
bly one of the physicians on the original medical staff here around
eighteen-seventy, but his ambitions exceeded his technical skills. The
poor doctor looks terrified when he should be looking resolute, and
Apollo seems like he’s about to yell, Whoa, Pegasus—you’re going to kill
that boy!”

“You're right,” said Jack, smiling.

“This place is full of ghosts for me. Forty-seven years ago, I came
here to train in pathology, right after Korea. Over by that bay window, I
proposed to my wife Betty when she was a nurse and I was still a resi-
dent.” He was quiet for a moment. “Since Colin died, and then Betty, this
place is my family.”

Jack looked at the old physician and felt a surge of affection.
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“I didn’t know you were in the Korean War, sir,” he said after another
moment of silence.

“I never mentioned that?”

“No, sir.”

“Yes, and it was quite an experience. I was drafted right after my in-
ternship. That’s how I got this.” He touched a deep scar on the left side of
his chin. “A shell landed next to our hospital tent.”

More voices were coming from down the corridor now.

“Jack, something very disturbing is happening at this medical cen-
ter.” Gavin's voice lowered to a near-whisper. “The letter Les wrote me
the day before he died contained some things about which I can say no
more until I've done some research. In the meantime, I want you to
promise me you won’t quit. Not yet. This is your home, too.”

Jack thought back to his first day of medical school at New Canter-
bury, when Dr. Gavin had given the welcoming lecture. He had talked
about the glories and the hardships of a physician's life, the rewards and
the toil, and his words—his very example—had made the journey seem
utterly worthwhile.

“You’ve got my promise,” he said.

They began climbing again. As they neared the mezzanine, someone
recognized Gavin and a hail went up. He was soon surrounded, and Jack
let himself be swept along into the old conference room.

For the first time in weeks, he allowed himself a bit of optimism for
the future.



CHAPTER 3

The train headed north out of Pennsylvania Station in darkness, glid-
ing through the stone-and-brick gorges of Manhattan and the Bronx.
It crossed the Hudson River as the sun rose, picked up speed and entered
a world of hills, forests and occasional small towns.

Zellie Andersen studied the countryside rolling by. For the first time
since moving to New York City a decade ago, she was seeing the hinter-
lands of New York state, and she was struck by how quickly and pro-
foundly the urban world vanished behind her. Though the trees were
smaller and the barns and houses constructed for colder weather, she
couldn’t help but see a resemblance to the Piedmont region of North
Carolina, her home state; and she felt nostalgia for people and places she
hadn’t seen in many years.

They’d already stopped at several stations, and the car was now half-
empty, the seat all hers. She stretched, smoothed back her hair and re-
turned to the correspondence she’d been working on.

As she bent over her notepad and began writing, a sudden tingle
went down the back of her neck. She looked up. In the seat across the
aisle sat a man in his late fifties or early sixties. He was leaning in her
direction, and had a look on his face that indicated he’d just asked her a
question and was waiting for a reply. She remembered his face from ear-
lier that day when he’d smiled at her as they waited to board the train
back in Manhattan.

“Beg pardon?” she said.

The man pulled back as a young girl passed between them, and then
he repeated his question.

“Do you know what time we're supposed to get into Buffalo?”

She shook her head.

“Sorry,” she said.



“These things never run on time anyway,” he said, smiling. “I'm glad
I brought a stack of magazines.”

It was obvious he was also looking for conversation, but she had
never enjoyed small talk with strangers, and the truth was that conversa-
tion required a special effort. She went back to the letter she’d been writ-
ing.

Zellie had been partially deaf since the age of six, when an epidemic
of meningococcal meningitis had swept through Fort Bragg, where her
father was a helicopter test pilot. One of the first victims had been Zellie’s
mother, who worked as a civilian nurse at the base hospital. Zellie had
fallen ill just before her mother died.

Much of that time was thankfully a blur now. One of the memories
that stayed with her, however, sticking out like a rock in a muddy river,
was the day they opened the blinds and she saw her father standing there
with his lips moving and no sound coming out. She'd thought he was try-
ing to make her laugh.

The infection had damaged her auditory nerves. She could hear noth-
ing with her left ear, and the right one had about twenty-five percent re-
sidual function. A hearing aid could do nothing to help the left ear, but
when she wore one in the right ear she had about fifty percent of a nor-
mal person’s hearing ability. To converse normally, especially if a person
spoke softly or rapidly, she needed face-to-face contact, for she had de-
veloped an excellent ability to read lips.

Being a good lip reader meant she was also an acute observer of facial
expressions. There were times when she could predict what people were
going to say before they opened their mouths, and friends joked about
her powers of telepathy. Zellie—the BS detector.

She had taken the hearing aid out after boarding the train this morn-
ing, liking the way it added to a sense of privacy; and sitting here, she
could perceive only a faint clicking of the wheels, though the line between
hearing it and feeling the vibrations through the seat would have been
hard to pinpoint.

She put the finishing touches on the letter and reread it.
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She folded the pages, addressed an envelope, sealed it and placed it
inside her big leather satchel next to the several other letters she’d man-
aged to finish since the train had left Manhattan. Zellie was proud to be
among the dwindling number of people she knew who still wrote actual
letters. She composed dozens every week, the briefest on postcards she
bought in bulk from the Metropolitan Museum. It was easier than pick-
ing up the phone and gave her far more pleasure than email.

From a computer-obsessed friend named Esmond she’d heard ad
nauseam about the internet and how it revolutionized communications.
He encouraged her to get hooked up so she could write instantaneous
messages to friends anywhere on the planet. The internet was great for
research and sending in article drafts, but she wasn’t giving up on the
postal service yet. In any case, she needed a new computer, and her in-
come had shrunk again this year.

The topic of finances brought her agent to mind, and with a deep
sigh, she reached into the satchel and brought out Muriel's latest com-
munication and read it for the fifth time.

Muriel Gillman Literary Agency
19 Park Avenue, Penthouse North
New York, NY 10019

October 10, 1992

Dear Zellie,

It pains me to think we became cross with each other, or
rather that you became cross with me, because | truly was
not upset with you. As I've told you many times, Zel, you are
like a daughter, so | have a right to scold you a little. You see, |
care about more than just your career, please remember this!
You have so much talent, Zellie, so much inside to offer the
world.

I know you think this assignment from Coast-to-Coast
Magazine is insipid, but you really shouldn’t bite the hand
that feeds you.

| am as sorry as anyone that your first novel was only a
small success and that you can’t seem to finish another one.
But lots of writers have been in the same boat. It’s just a mat-
ter of finding out what’s really inside you.

Editors tell me that you pull your punches, that you're
not writing out of your real self whether its fiction or nonfic-
tion. You get by on sheer skill, but that’s only going to take
you so far. Readers want the soul. They’re like damn cannibals
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in that way. That’s the difference between a novel selling
3670 copies and one that sells 367,000. But | KNOW you have
it in you. | believe in you. The problem is that only you can fix
it. And you will. Patience! That synopsis you showed me, the
story based on your own life—that’s got real potential. | don’t
know why you won’t follow up with it! Please try. Never give

up!

Muriel meant well, but these pep talks were starting to sound like
eulogies. Here lies an unsuccessful writer who never gave up. She folded
the letter and stuffed it back then stared at her hands. She had always felt
they were too large, and now they were starting to age. They were
ringless, and the nails were cut short and unpolished. On the right mid-
dle finger by the last joint was a large callous from holding her pencils
and pens. She rubbed it. It was firm and manifest, like a talisman, a tes-
timonial to her ambition...and an eyesore.

She reached into her satchel and took out another piece of paper. It
was a handwritten note from the editor of Coast-to-Coast. At the top he
had written TALKING POINTS AND IDEAS. She groaned and read.

Make most of interview with Dr. Bryson Witner, new hotshot
dean and star of show. (Photos on file)

New Canterbury Med Center great old place but financial
troubles. One of first modern hospitals in East, founded same
year but big endowment almost gone. Once like Mayo Clinic,
rural Mecca, but community now is rust belt now and dying, sort
of off beaten track now.

Emphasize human interest here? What do these suckers do for fun?
Night life? Doubtful.

James Gavin, famous dean for 20 years, Nobel Prize, brought
glory but no money. Gavin steps down last year, gives reins to
McCarthy, another star from CA. But McCarthy dies in accident.
Good human interest there too. Then Bryson Witner steps up

to plate. From Harvard. Genius type. Looks suave. Family?
Background? Human interest always good.

Zellie rolled her eyes and continued reading.

Witner develops plan to put place back on map by televising
celebrity procedures. Main reason for this article. You will meet
Brenda Waters. Interview is nailed down. This is main thrust.
Should be fun. Future bright for this place. Phoenix rising, etc.



The note went on for another page, but Zellie balled it up and tossed
it in the satchel. He might as well write the damn piece himself.

Out the window, brightly colored autumn leaves flashed by under a
steel-gray sky as the car swayed gently, ticking westwards where, far in
the distance, she could see by leaning close to the cool glass what looked
like a dusting of snow on the rising hilltops.
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