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PROLOGUE

CONNIE HIDALGO’S CONTRACTIONS HAD BEEN LITTLE more than twinges for the first two hours of the drive; but as she and her fiancé passed the New London exits on I-95, the tightening within her began to intensify.

“Billy, I think something’s happening,” she said.

“Gimme a break. You been sayin’ that for a goddamn month, and you still got a month to go.”

“I should have stayed home.”

“You should have done exactly what you’re doin’, which is to make this trip to New York and help me make this buy.”

“Well, at least you couldda taken the Mercedes. This seat is killing me.”

Connie knew that taking the slick 500SL had been out of the question. The last thing Billy Molinaro wanted was to attract attention—or car thieves. Besides, he never was one to change his routine, especially when things were going well. The battered Ford wagon had always been their way into and out of Manhattan. There wasn’t a chance in the world he would have agreed to doing anything differently this night. He hadn’t told her how much money they were carrying in the two gym bags stuffed in the tire well, but she knew it was plenty—more than ever before.

She squirmed as another contraction built and stared out the window, trying to lose herself in the lights and signs as they flashed past. She was a slight woman—all belly, Billy kept saying—with wide, dark eyes and a fine, smooth face that she had learned made most men want her. At fourteen, she had delivered a baby girl and had given it away without so much as looking at it. Now, ten years later, God had blessed her with a second chance. And nothing was going to go wrong. Nothing.

“Billy, I love you,” she said softly.

“In that case, light this for me.”

He slipped a fat joint from beneath his seat, licked it expertly, and leaned toward her.

“Billy, no. It’s bad for the baby.”

“Crack is bad for the baby,” he corrected. “That’s why I haven’t let you do any since we found out you were pregnant. But no one has ever shown nothing wrong with weed. Trust me on that one.”

“Well, at least open the window.”

Connie lit the joint and, in spite of herself, breathed in deeply as he exhaled. As always, Billy was right. She had smoked daily during her first pregnancy—cigarettes and marijuana—and the baby had been born plump and perfect.

“Now listen,” Billy said. “Manny Diaz is a slime, but after all the deals him and me’ve done together, I pretty much trust him—especially with you around to translate when he won’t talk English. But this is bigger than any of those other deals, so we gotta take extra precautions. I’m gonna have you stay out in front with the motor running. You keep the doors locked until I come out and tell you it’s okay. If anything doesn’t seem right—anything at all—just get the hell away and call my cousin Richie in Newark. Got that?”

“I got it. I got it.”

Another contraction hit. Connie clenched her teeth and pressed her slender fingers against her womb. She had had two bouts of false labor in the past two weeks, and felt more certain than not that this was the same deal. She checked Billy’s watch. If the contractions continued to be this bad, she would begin to time them.

But as she worked at convincing herself that there was nothing happening for her to worry about, Connie began to experience another kind of pain—this one in the tips of her fingers. At first she couldn’t really call it a pain. It was more of a numbness—an unpleasant lack of feeling. By Stamford, the numbness had given way to a persistent, electric discomfort—worse when she pressed down, but not completely gone when she didn’t. Huddled in the darkness, she tested her fingertips one by one. All of them ached.

It was nerves, just nerves, she thought. Billy had relit the joint. One toke wouldn’t hurt, and it would probably help a great deal. Connie pulled his hand over, pressed her lips to the moist paper, and breathed in until she couldn’t hold any more. It had been nearly six months since she had been even a little bit stoned. Surely one toke wasn’t going to hurt the baby. In fact, she reasoned, with what it had in store, the little thing probably needed a buzz even more than she did.

By New Rochelle, Connie had smoked all of one joint herself. The pain in her fingers was no less, and the contractions were still coming every five minutes or so, but neither bothered her as much.

“Billy, I feel better,” she said.

“I knew you would, Sugar.”

Within just a few miles, though, she sensed the buzzing pain beginning in her toes. Frightened, she tried another joint.

“Hey, back off that stuff,” Billy said.

“I think the baby’s coming.”

“Well, I hope he knows enough to stay put until we get this deal done. I need you behind this wheel to do it right. Besides, if we blow it, the kid’d be better off not coming out at all.”

“Billy, I’m serious.”

“And what do you think I am—the Good Humor man?” He glanced nervously at his watch. “Right on schedule. We pull this buy off, Sugar, and we’re in the big leagues. Believe me. This is the test Dominic has been waiting to give me. And nothing’s gonna fuck it up.”

Connie heard the intensity in her lover’s voice and clenched her teeth against the throbbing in her hands and feet. Billy was right. It wasn’t just their money at stake, it was their future. When she was younger and fat and unattractive, the only thing men ever wanted from her was sex. When she changed and became beautiful, the men who hit on her had more going for them—took her nicer places. But what they wanted was still the same. Only Billy had been different. He had made her his girl. And from the very beginning he had treated her with respect. Now they were about to have a child. And as soon as this deal was done, he had promised they would be married.

Whatever she had to do to help Billy Molinaro tonight, she would do. If only the aching would let up … just a little.

With a discomfort that nearly brought tears, she reached up and flicked on the overhead light.

“Hey, what’re you doing?” Billy asked.

“Just … just looking for a tape to play.”

She glanced at her hands, and then quickly switched off the light and pulled them from his line of sight. Her fingers and thumbs from the first knuckle to the tip had turned almost black. The rest of her hands was a dusky gray.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Well, what tape did you pick?”

“Oh, I—I decided I’d rather rest.”

Please, God, she thought, just let me get through one more hour. Just one.

It was after midnight when they rolled down the Harlem River Drive and turned off onto 116th Street. The fierce contractions in Connie’s womb no longer concerned her as much as the fear that when they reached the meeting place, she would be unable to grasp the wheel, much less drive. Her left hand, now fixed in a semiclaw, was nearly useless. And although she could work her right hand and fingers, even slight movements of them sent intense pain shooting up her arm.

Please, God.…

“Well, this is it, Sugar,” Billy said, stopping beneath a streetlight in front of a dilapidated tenement. “These guys are scared shitless of Dominic, so I don’t expect any problems. It never hurts to cut the cards, though, especially with this size deal. So you stay here, doors locked, motor running. I’ll go up and check their shit. If it’s okay, we’ll make the exchange right here on the street. Okay? Connie, I said ‘Okay?’ ”

Connie Hidalgo, her hands and feet throbbing, bit at the inside of her lip while the pain from a particularly fierce contraction lanced through her. As the tightening subsided, she felt warmth begin to pool between her legs. Her water was breaking.

“P-please hurry,” she managed. “The baby’s going to come soon. I—I think we need to go to a hospital.”

Billy snatched up his test kit and adjusted the holster beneath his left arm.

“You just goddamn keep it together until we’re done,” he snapped. “Understand?” He noticed the pain in her face, and his expression softened. “Connie, honey, everything will be all right. I promise. I’ll finish this business with Diaz as quick as I can. And then if you want, I’ll get you the best damn doctor in New York.”

“But …”

“Remember, now, keep your door locked, and keep your eye out for trouble. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Connie said. But he was already gone.

With great effort, she slid behind the wheel and locked the driver’s side door. Having your water break was no great cause for alarm, she thought desperately. The birthing class nurse had stressed that over and over again. Five minutes passed. Then five more. The contractions were hell.

Anxious to distract herself, to check her fingers, Connie again turned on the interior light. The gray, cold hands with their blackened fingertips looked like some sort of Halloween prop. She glanced at herself in the rearview mirror. Something was wrong with her face. It took several seconds for her mind to understand the dark ribbons of blood that had begun winding down from her nostrils, across the top of her lip, and alongside the corners of her mouth.

“Please, Billy. Please hurry,” she whimpered.

She was clumsily searching her purse for a tissue when she noticed the deep crimson stain expanding over the groin and legs of her beige maternity slacks. This wasn’t the clear or slightly tinged fluid the nurse had spoken of. It was blood! Connie felt dizzy, confused. She tried to dab at the flow from her nose, which now was entering her mouth and spattering down onto her blouse. Her left arm felt leaden.

“Please! Please someone help me,” she cried. Then she realized that the words were in her mind, but she could not speak them. Her vision seemed blurred, the left side of her body paralyzed. Terror beyond any she had ever known took hold.

At that moment, the windshield of the Ford exploded inward, showering her with glass. Instantly, from across her brow, blood cascaded into her eyes. She pawed at it with the back of her right hand, managing to clear her vision briefly. Billy’s body was stretched across the hood of the car, his shattered head and one arm dangling lifelessly over the passenger seat beside her. Soundlessly Connie screamed and screamed again.

Through the shattered windshield, she could see several men approaching. With no conscious purpose other than to get away, she dropped her hand onto the gear shift, knocking it from park to drive. The Ford shot forward, striking at least one of the men and glancing off several parked cars. As the wagon careened onto Third Avenue, Billy’s body fell away. Connie, now more dead than alive, looked to her left in time to see the headlights and grillwork of a bus.

For one brief instant, there was a horrible, grinding noise, accompanied by pain unlike any Connie had ever known. Then, just as suddenly, there was blackness … and peace.


CHAPTER 1

July 1, Changeover Day

IT WAS EXACTLY SEVEN POINT TWO MILES FROM SARAH Baldwin’s North End apartment to the Medical Center of Boston. Today—a Monday—the roads were dry, the humidity low, and at six A.M., the traffic virtually nonexistent.

Sarah squinted up at the early-morning glare, getting a sense of the day. “Nineteen minutes forty-five seconds,” she predicted.

She straddled her Fuji twelve-speedy, adjusted her safety helmet, and set her stopwatch to zero. Just fifteen seconds either way had become the allowable margin in the contest. More often than not, she won. Over the two years she had been commuting by bike to MCB, she had honed her accuracy by factoring into her average time as many arcane variables as she could remember on any given day. Tuesday or Thursday? … Add thirty seconds. Regular coffee at breakfast instead of decaf?… Deduct forty-five. Two nights in a row off call? … A full minute or more to the good. Today she also factored in the need to pedal hard enough to feel she had exercised, but not so hard as to break much of a sweat.

She glanced along the quaint row houses lining her narrow street, keyed her stopwatch, and shoved off. Once a near fanatic about fitness, she had now all but given up on formal workouts. Instead, she would push herself to the limit on the ride to work, shower at the hospital, and then change into her scrubs for rounds. But today nothing would be usual. At the Medical Center of Boston, as at most of the teaching hospitals around the country, this was July 1—Changeover Day.

For every physician in training in every specialty, Changeover Day marked a major rite of passage. Brand-new M.D.s stepping into hospitals as first-year residents. First-year residents one minute becoming second-year residents the next. For Sarah, the changeover would be from second-year resident in obstetrics and gynecology to third year. Suddenly more responsibility. Literally overnight, less supervision, especially in the operating room. It helped put some perspective on the tension she was feeling, to reflect on the fears she had dealt with on Changeover Day a year ago, or worse, the year before that.

Now, all things being equal, in another year Changeover Day would usher in Sarah’s tenure as the chief resident of her department. On that day, in most situations, her decisions, her clinical judgment, would become the final word. It was a sobering thought. And although being a chief at a modest facility like MCB was hardly like being one at White Memorial or the other huge university hospitals, it was still impressive—especially considering that less than seven years ago, becoming a physician had been the farthest thing from her mind.

She dropped into third gear for the ride over Beacon Hill and then cruised into the Back Bay. Just a few blocks away was the huge, corner brownstone that had once housed the Ettinger Institute of Holistic Healing. As usual when she passed near that building, she wondered about Peter Ettinger—why had he never answered any of her calls or letters? Was he married? Was he happy? And what of Annalee, the West African girl he had adopted as an infant? She had been fifteen when Sarah left. Sarah had felt very close to her. It was still a source of sadness that their relationship had not survived.

Three years before, when she returned from Italy with her M.D. degree, Sarah had stopped by the institute. The place that had once been her home and the focus of her life was now six luxury condominiums. Peter’s name was not among the residents. Months later she had learned of Xanadu, Peter’s holistic community set in the rolling hills west of the city. She would drive out there sometime, she thought. Perhaps face-to-face they could set some things straight.

But she never did.

Distracted, Sarah cruised through a yellow light, drawing an obscene gesture from a cabby who was preparing to jump the green.

Be careful, she warned herself. Be very careful. The last place anyone should end up was in an emergency room on Changeover Day.

As she turned off Veteran’s Highway onto the MCB access road, Sarah checked the time. More than twenty minutes already. She dismounted and decided to walk the final few hundred yards. Her little contest had no predictive significance that she had ever discerned. Nevertheless, she did make a passing mental note that this Changeover Day had begun with a loss.

Up ahead of her, picketers lined both sides of the drive, jeering those entering to work and occasionally joining in a ragged chant. MCB had gone a week or more without a demonstration—the longest span Sarah could remember. Now some group or other was on the warpath again. Sarah tried to guess which one. Nurses—RNs and LPNs—maintenance, transportation, security, dietary, clerical, physical therapy, nurse’s aides, even house staff—at one time or another, each had run some sort of job action at the beleaguered institution. Today it was maintenance.


DOWN WITH GLENN PARIS … MCB = MORE COCK AND BULL … BETTER MANAGEMENT, NOT BETTER PROMISES … MCB NAY HMO YEA …



The placards were, in the main, professionally done. The messages on them ranged from snide to malicious.


Is PARIS BURNING? WELL WHY NOT?… PAY US OR FIX IT YOURSELF … YOU TRUST THIS PLACE WITH YOUR LIFE?!!!



Whatever their beef with MCB, Sarah noted, the maintenance workers had some money behind them.

“Nice day for a demonstration, eh?”

Andrew Truscott, a senior resident in vascular surgery as of today, fell into step beside her. Originally from Australia, Truscott had an acerbic wit, made even deadlier by an outback accent he could fine-tune from trace to dense. Now thirty-six, he was the only other resident Sarah’s age. He was a difficult person to warm up to—rigidly traditional, opinionated, and too often facetious. But he was also a damn fine surgeon. The two of them had met the day she arrived at MCB and had quickly connected. At first Sarah expected that rapport—that sense of comrades-in-arms—to grow into a true friendship. But comrade-in-arms turned out to be as close as Andrew ever allowed anyone at MCB to get.

Still, Sarah enjoyed her contacts with the man, and had certainly benefited from his teaching. She also acknowledged to herself that had Andrew Truscott not been married, she would gladly have dusted off her feminine wiles to try and break down his reserve. As things stood, she was still without the solution to the nagging problem of how she was to become a competent surgeon herself without totally suppressing the need for love, companionship, sex, and whatever else of merit went with life beyond the hospital.

“What would Changeover Day at MCB be like without a few pickets, Andrew?” she said.

“Ah, yes. Changeover Day at the Medical Center of Boston. At the east wing we have a lineup of professional drug-seekers, duping the new residents with textbook performances of the passing of a kidney stone or the slipping of a lumbar disk. At the west wing, we have a lineup of disgruntled maintenance workers, looking to squeeze a few more bucks from this stone of a hospital. Ain’t medicine grand?”

“MCB nay, HMO yea,” Sarah said. “Since when are the maintenance workers into hospital politics?”

“Probably since someone told them they might actually get those bucks if Everwell took the place over.”

“It’s not going to happen.”

Truscott smiled. “Try telling them.”

For several years, the ambitious—some said avaricious—Everwell Health Maintenance Organization had been waiting and watching like a predatory cat as MCB staggered beneath a crippling weight of fiscal problems, labor unrest, and the controversy surrounding its emphasis on blending nontraditional healing with traditional medicine and surgery. By charter, a vote of the hospital trustees, if approved by the state Public Health Commission, would turn the hospital over to the definitely for-profit operation. And each job action, each piece of negative publicity, brought the unique institution closer to its knees.

“It’s not going to happen, Andrew,” Sarah said again. “Things have gotten better every year since Paris took over. You know that as well as I do. MCB has become one of a kind. People from all over the world come here for care because of the way we do things. We can’t let Everwell or anyone else ruin that.”

“Look, mate,” Truscott said, his accent deepening, “if you’re going to become impassioned about anything, you’ve got to turn in your surgeon’s merit badge. That’s the rule.”

“You get just as impassioned about things as I do,” Sarah said. “You’re just too macho to let it show.” She glanced past the demonstrators at the bicycle rack, which was empty save two rusted three-speeds, whose tires appeared to have been slashed. “I think the nurse’s aides were a bit less physical during their strike,” she observed. “It looks like my bike gets chained to the bed in the on-call room. Andrew, don’t you have the feeling that someone other than the maintenance men has helped organize all this?”

“You mean Everwell?”

Sarah shrugged. “Possibly. But they’re not the only candidate. Thanks to Axel Devlin, there are more than a few people who have the wrong impression about the way we do things here.”

Devlin, a Herald columnist with an unabashedly conservative slant, had dubbed MCB Crunchy Granola General. He made it a frequent target of “Axel’s Axe” in his popular Take It or Leave It column. As an M.D. with extensive training and expertise in acupuncture and herbal therapy, Sarah herself had been mentioned in the column on two occasions, not at all flatteringly. She never had figured out how Devlin learned of her.

“Who knows?” Andrew responded with no great interest. He nodded toward the dozen or so picketers. “They are a gnarly group, I’ll say that for them. Not a tattooless deltoid in the bunch.” He paused at the door marked Staff Only and turned to her. “Well, Dr. Baldwin, are you ready to pop up a level?”

Sarah stroked her chin thoughtfully, then took Truscott’s arm.

“What options exist for me are either unacceptable or illegal, Dr. Truscott,” she said. “Let’s do it.”

•  •  •

Fifty feet above the pristine mountain pool, Lisa Summer poised on the cliff’s edge. But for the garlands of white lilies around her neck and her head, she was naked. The sun glinted off her long, perfect body and sparkled in her straw-gold hair. All around her, wildflowers billowed, blanketing the cliffs and cascading down the rocks beside the shimmering falls. High overhead a solitary hawk glided effortlessly against the cloudless, azure sky.

Lisa tilted her head back and let the sun warm her face. She closed her eyes and listened to the churning water below. Then, arms spread, she tightened her toes over the edge, took a final, deep breath, and pushed off. Wind and spray caressed her face as she floated more than fell past the falls, twisting and tumbling through the crystal air … downward … downward … downward …

“Hang in there, Lisa. Beautiful. Hang in there. The contraction’s almost over. A minute ten … a minute twenty. That’s it. That’s it. Oh, you did great. You did just great.”

Slowly Lisa opened her eyes. She was propped on the futon in her cluttered room, bathed in the rays of the early-morning sun. Heidi Glassman, her housemate, friend, and birthing coach, sat beside her, stroking her hand. Across from her, waiting, were the crib and changing table she had found at Goodwill and meticulously refinished.

The weeks of practice in class and at home were paying off. Lisa was now in her third hour of active labor, but thanks to the series of sensual images she had developed, the pain of every contraction so far had been easily subverted.

Dr. Baldwin called the process internal and external visualization. It was, she had told Lisa, a modest form of self-hypnosis—a technique that, if practiced diligently, would enable Lisa to make it through even difficult labor and delivery without any anesthesia or other drugs. For some contractions, Lisa used external visualization to send herself soaring off her mountain cliff or for a wondrous undersea ride on the back of a dolphin. For others, she used internal visualization to see the actual muscles of her womb and the baby boy within, and to mentally buffer them both with thick cotton batting.

“How’re you doing?” Heidi asked.

“Fine. Just fine,” Lisa said dreamily.

“You look very peaceful.”

“I feel wonderful.”

Unaware she was doing so, Lisa slowly opened and closed her hands.

“Five minutes apart for nearly an hour. I think it may be time to call.”

“There’s time,” Lisa said. She closed her eyes for a few seconds. “I don’t think I’ve even started to dilate yet.”

Her mind’s eye saw her cervix clearly. It was just beginning to open.

“Want me to check?” Heidi asked.

Heidi was a nurse who had spent several years on an OB floor. Now she was poised to assist Dr. Baldwin with the home birth.

“I don’t think there’s any need,” Lisa said, rubbing her fingers now.

“Something the matter?”

“No. My hands feel a little stiff, that’s all—”

“Might be retained water. Let me check your blood pressure.”

Heidi slipped a blood pressure cuff around Lisa’s arm and set her stethoscope over Lisa’s brachial artery. The pressure, ninety over sixty-five, was a bit lower than it had been, although still in the normal range for early labor. Heidi mulled over the change, then decided it was of no significance. She wrote the pressure down in her notebook and made a mental note to check it again in ten or fifteen minutes.

“Who’s going to win the pool?” Lisa asked.

“Assuming it’s today?”

“Oh, it’s going to be today. You can count on it.”

“In that case, Kevin will be thirty dollars richer.”

Kevin Dow, a painter, was another of the residents of 313 Knowlton Street. There were ten of them in all. Most were artists or writers, and none of them made much money. They called their living arrangement a commune, and in that light shared almost everything. Lisa, who sold her pottery and occasionally refinished old furniture, had lived in the massive, gabled house for almost three years. And although she had twice slept with one of the men in the commune, she felt certain the child within her was not his and had made that clear to him from the outset, much to his relief.

In fact, who the father was, or was not, did not matter to Lisa one bit. The baby would be raised by her and her alone. He would be raised in simplicity, with love and patience and understanding, and without the pressure of expectations.

With Heidi’s assistance, she stood and walked over to the window. Her right arm felt tired and heavy.

“Can I get you anything?” Heidi asked.

Lisa absently rubbed at her shoulder as she stared out at a squirrel that was leaping deftly along a series of branches that seemed far too pliant to hold it.

“Maybe some cocoa,” she said.

“Coming up.… Lisa, are you okay?”

“I—I’m fine. I think another one’s about to hit. How long has it been?”

“Five minutes, three seconds.”

“I think I’ll do this one standing.”

Lisa leaned forward and braced herself against the sill. Then she breathed deeply, closed her eyes, and tried to send her mind inside her body. But nothing happened—no images, no sense of peace, nothing—nothing except pain. She was trying too hard, she thought. She had to be centered—that’s what Dr. Baldwin had taught her—centered and prepared for each contraction. For the first time she felt a nugget of fear. Maybe she didn’t know how bad it was going to get. Maybe she didn’t have what it takes.

She gritted her teeth and stretched her arms and legs tightly.

“How long?” she asked.

“Forty seconds … fifty … a minute … a minute ten.…”

The intensity of the contraction began to lessen.

“A minute twenty. You okay?”

“I am now,” Lisa said, backing away from the window and settling down on the futon. Her forehead was dotted with sweat. “That one was a bear. I wasn’t ready.”

Lisa swallowed and tasted blood. She probed with her tongue and found the small rent she had made by accidentally biting down on the inside of her cheek. The pain of the contraction was now completely gone, but the weird ache in her arm and shoulder persisted.

Heidi left the room and returned just in time for the next contraction. With Heidi’s help and better preparation, Lisa found this contraction was much more manageable. Heidi slipped on the blood pressure cuff and once again took a reading. Eighty-eight over fifty, and even harder to hear than before.

“I think we should call,” she said.

“Is everything okay?”

“Everything is fine. Your pressure’s fine. I just think it’s time.”

“I want this to be perfect.”

“It will be, Lisa. It will be.”

Heidi stroked Lisa’s forehead and then went to the phone in the hall. The drop in pressure was minimal, but if it was the start of a trend, she wanted Dr. Baldwin on hand.

Across the street, in front of 316 Knowlton, Richard Pulasky crouched behind his car as he disengaged the high-powered telephoto lens from his Nikon. He had gotten at least two good face shots of the girl, he felt certain. Maybe more. He pulled the frayed photo of Lisa Grayson from his pocket. The girl in the picture didn’t look exactly like the woman in the window, but close enough. It was her, and that was that. Six months of work had just paid off big-time. Half the private dicks in town had taken a crack at finding the girl, but Dickie Pulasky had actually pulled it off.

Grinning to himself, Pulasky slid into his car through the passenger-side door. With any luck, he would be pocketing a fifteen-grand payoff within the week.


CHAPTER 2

SARAH SECURED HER BIKE TO THE METAL-FRAME BED IN the obstetrics on-call room. Over her first two years of residency she had spent nearly as many nights in the narrow cubicle as she had in her own apartment—and none of them very restfully.

After changing from her Spandex into the maroon scrubs favored by her department, she paused by the chipped bureau mirror. She rarely wore makeup of any kind, but in honor of Changeover Day, she smoothed on a bit of pale-pink lipstick. Then, as she often did just before starting her workday, she studied herself for a few quiet moments. Using sun block religiously during her years in Thailand had been worth the effort. Her skin still had good tone, and just a few freckles at the tops of her cheeks. There were some faint creases at the corners of her eyes, but nothing drastic. Her dark hair—mid-back length for most of her life—was short now, and sprinkled ever so lightly with gray. On balance, she decided—especially considering two years of low-paying, hundred-hour work weeks, with no financial or emotional support from the outside world—the woman in the mirror was holding up pretty damn well.

As in past years, the kickoff for Changeover Day at MCB was a continental breakfast and a presentation to the staff and residents by hospital president Glenn Paris, several department heads, and a member or two from the board of trustees. What made this year’s kickoff different were the security guards checking photo IDs at each entrance to the auditorium. Sarah caught up with Andrew Truscott just as he was being cleared.

“Planning to watch the show from the last row?” she asked. For years Truscott had staked himself a seat there at most conferences.

“Having seen ol’ Paris’s slides from that vantage for four years running, I thought I might try something a bit closer.”

“Fine by me,” she said as they made their way down the steeply banked aisle of the amphitheater to the second row. “At our age we might as well begin learning how to deal with presbyopia and otosclerosis anyhow. Do you happen to know why the security check?”

Truscott thought for a moment.

“I’ll bet they’re searching for lunatics,” he said.

“Lunatics?”

“Anyone who would come to this affair who didn’t absolutely have to.”

“Very funny.”

“Thank you. I have no doubt our fearless leader will address the heightened security—either before or after his yearly recounting of the history of our august institution.” He thrust his jaw out in a caricature of Glenn Paris. “ ‘In 1951, at age fifty, Medical Center of Boston moved from the midcity to the outskirts in order to occupy the nine buildings which once comprised the Suffolk State Hospital, better known as the nut house. And although that transition was completed decades ago, it is still rumored that late at night, the ghost of Freddy Krueger scrubs up and stalks our operating rooms.…’ ”

“Andrew, what is with you today? Is it the chief residency? Are you just angry at not getting it?”

“Hardly.” Truscott’s sardonic laugh was unconvincing. “I’m angry about having my all-too-meager paycheck signed by a man who raffles off elective plastic surgical procedures, sends his residents on well-publicized house calls, and has closed-circuit TV put in delivery rooms.”

“He’s raised thousands of dollars with those raffles and contests—probably hundreds of thousands. And most families love the chance to be part of a birth. We’ve become the second busiest OB service in the city.”

Before Truscott could respond, Glenn Paris stepped forward and tapped on the microphone. Immediately 120 staff physicians, residents, nurses, and trustees fell silent.

Glenn McD. Paris, the president of Medical Center of Boston, exuded confidence and success. He was only five feet eight, but many described him as tall. His jaw was as square as any Boston Brahmin’s, and the intensity in his gaze was arresting. He had been described by one supporter as a mix of equal parts Vince Lombardi, Albert Schweitzer, and P.T. Barnum, with a dash of Donald Trump thrown in. Axel Devlin, on the other hand, had once called him the most distasteful and dangerous affliction to descend on Boston since the British.

Six years before, a desperate board of trustees had lured Paris away from a major hospital in San Diego that he had turned around in a remarkably short time. The deal they struck with him included the promise of a free hand in fund-raising and all hospital affairs, generous financial incentives, bonuses tied to any hospital profit, and the rent-free use of a Back Bay penthouse, donated to the institution some years before by a grateful patient. Paris had responded with a vigorous campaign to give the hospital a positive, easily definable image and to turn its red ink to black at all costs.

In some ways, the man had succeeded. The hospital’s staggering debt had leveled off, if not lessened. At the same time, its increasing emphasis on whole-body medicine and personalized treatment had led to a growing reputation as a caring medical center.

But there was still a lack of respect for the institution in many quarters, both public and academic, and the feeling among some trustees that before long, the hospital would simply have to move in other directions.

“Good morning, troops,” Paris began. “I want to welcome you to the official beginning of MCB’s ninetieth year. The purpose of this annual kickoff is to introduce our new house staff and to help them feel at home.” He motioned for the new residents to stand and led a round of applause. “You should know,” he said to them, “that your group represents the best MCB has ever been matched up with in the national resident matching program.”

Again applause. Several of the residents shifted uncomfortably, obviously wishing they could sit down. Paris, beaming as if he were showing off his children, kept them standing. The news of the high match—hospitals make their preferential list, prospective residents make theirs, and a computer does the rest—had been well publicized. But he was not one to miss the chance to milk such a success for all it was worth.

Truscott leaned over toward Sarah. “Note how carefully fearless leader neglects to add that although the match is the highest in MCB history, it still ranks below any of the other Boston teaching hospitals.”

“For true?”

“Blankenship let that one slip out at lunch last week.”

Dr. Eli Blankenship, the chief of staff, was also the head of the MCB resident training program. It was his impressive knowledge of alternative healing and his enlightened attitude toward Sarah’s desire to blend her techniques that had convinced her to rank MCB number one on her match list. At the time, largely because of her unique background and high scores on the National Medical Boards, several more prestigious hospitals had already expressed interest in her.

“Please sit down,” Paris said finally.

“In 1951, at age fifty …” Truscott murmured.

“Before going any further,” the CEO continued, “I want to address the heightened security to which you were all subjected this morning. Over the past year, too much of this hospital’s business has been finding its way to certain reporters and other special interests, who have gone out of their way to paint an unfavorable and damaging picture of the Medical Center of Boston. Some of these leaks involve the minor day-to-day errors—no, most are too trivial to be called errors—I should say problems in patient care which plague any hospital, and which are never shared with the public. Others involve exchanges at our staff meetings and conferences.”

Sarah’s beeper went off, the readout summoning her to an outside call. Wishing she could have crawled to the end of the row rather than stand up directly in front of Paris, she made her way to the nearest auditorium phone.

“All hospitals,” Paris continued, “are in competition to maintain their allotment of beds and to keep a reasonable percentage of those beds filled. And as you know, that competition is often intense. Hospitals as large and prestigious as White Memorial now advertise in the yellow pages. Negative publicity for MCB, especially groundless negative publicity, hurts every one of us. From now on, no unauthorized personnel will be allowed in our medical rounds or staff meetings. Further, anyone other than our public relations office who speaks about hospital business with the press will be asked to leave our employ …”

Sarah listened for a minute to her call, gave some instructions, and returned to her seat.

“One of my home birth patients is in active labor,” she whispered. “She’s still got a ways to go, but her bp’s a little low. I hope this program doesn’t run over.”

“You’re doing home births yourself?” Truscott looked at her incredulously.

“No, Andrew. I assure you, I only look dumb. Dr. Snyder will be coming out with me. This will be our second one.”

Randall Snyder, the OB/Gyn chief, was one of those seated on the stage behind Glenn Paris. As Sarah nodded up toward him, she realized that Paris had stopped speaking and was glowering down at her.

“Sorry,” she mouthed, color rushing to her cheeks.

“Thank you,” Paris mouthed in return.

He cleared his throat and took a sip of water. The silence in the hall was dramatic.

“Believe me,” he went on finally, “this subversion from within is serious, serious business. As you know, outside interests and some more financially secure institutions have been just waiting for us to go under. Ours is an attractive facility with a wonderful location. But those folks are in for a rude awakening, my friends. A rude awakening. For some time now, I have been negotiating with a very well-endowed philanthropic group whose primary aim is the improvement of health care. We are currently on the home stretch of an extensive grant application. If that grant comes through—and at present all the signs are right—MCB will have financial stability and a vast capability to grow. That was the goal I set with you six years ago, and today I am pleased to state that it is a goal well within our reach.”

There was a smattering of applause, which gradually spread until all in the auditorium—including Andrew—had joined in.

“That’s the spirit,” Sarah said to him.

“My hands were getting cold,” Truscott replied.

Behind the podium, Glenn Paris again was beaming.

“Please don’t stop on my account,” he said as the response died down.

“He’s a crafty one,” Truscott whispered beneath the laughter that followed Paris’s comment. “I’ll say that for him.”

“He’s working a miracle.”

“He’s hyping himself.”

“Before I introduce those seated behind me,” Paris went on, “and while we are on the subject of outside interference in hospital business, I want to say just a few words about the gauntlet of demonstrators some of you were forced to traverse to get here this morning. Some on our maintenance staff are currently conducting an illegal job action which we have good reason to believe has been instigated and is being abetted by one of those operations committed to our demise. Mark me well. We shall not allow them to interfere one iota with patient care or any other business of this institution.” He pounded his fist on the podium for emphasis. “And that you can take to the bank!”

The word “bank” was still reverberating throughout the amphitheater when a set of power lines was crossed, causing the main electrical generator at MCB to short out. The backup system, supplying electricity to the operating rooms, ICUs, and part of the emergency ward, kicked in immediately. But the amphitheater, which was windowless, was thrown into instant, stygian darkness.

The kickoff program for Changeover Day was over.
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