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On Call



July is a very bad month to be sick at Eisenhower Memorial. In truth, it’s the worst month to be admitted to any teaching hospital anywhere, Washington, D.C., being no exception. Medication errors rise by at least 10 percent. Death certificates spike like a child’s coxsackie fever. The sick seem to get sicker, and those teetering between breathing and not have a statistically higher probability of getting toe-tagged. So why would one chunk of the calendar be deadlier than the rest? July just so happens to be the month when all the newly minted interns, three weeks from their med school graduation, suddenly find themselves MDs.

On this particular early July morning, the Silverman Auditorium at Eisenhower was half-filled with about two hundred well-intentioned but exceedingly anxious interns and residents, most of whom were sitting as close to the front as possible. I was in the back, sandwiched between my two best buds, Paul Brosnan on my right, and Lou Welcome on my left. For years, they had called me Cowboy, on account of my Wyoming pedigree—Cowboy Gabe Singleton. But given as how my rodeo skills have waned since I took up big-city living, the moniker no longer quite fit. Over the four years since we arrived at EMH, the three of us had become known as “Los Tres Médicos.”

Paul, two years younger than I am, and a year older than Lou, is more than just a swarthy, brown-eyed, handsome man with an academic GI practice in his future. He’s also the new chief resident of the Department of Medicine. He’s effectively a role model, problem solver, morale booster, intellectual leader, and team mascot—which is to say, everything that I am not. The truth is, I couldn’t get Paul’s gig even if I wanted it. A year ago, still troubled by a fatal automobile accident I was involved in during my third and last year at the Naval Academy, I took a leave from my training, and haven’t gone back. I’ve been working as a lab assistant for the second-year students, and picking up hours wherever I could while waiting for some celestial sign as to what I should do with my life. Sweet Lou, as I call him, is done with his medical residency, and is doing a year of pathology research in Professor Hannah Radcliffe’s lab while waiting to take his ER boards.

Los Tres Médicos.

Thanks to managed care and the politics governing patient treatment, I’ve developed an ennui surrounding my profession, and haven’t yet decided if I even want to be a doctor. My pals seem to have other ideas for my future. The few but increasing times I’ve threatened to move back to my beloved Wyoming, they have taken it upon themselves to send me photos of ranch hands inseminating cattle, a reminder of the future awaiting me in the plains outside of Cheyenne. Not pretty.

Onstage at the moment was Dr. Annabelle Stern, aka the gloriously gorgeous, raven-haired, high-cheekboned, wholesomely delicious Annabelle Stern, aka our outgoing chief resident. In just a few minutes, she will ceremoniously hand over her stethoscope (our equivalent of the beauty queen’s crown) to Paul, who will assume her duties for the coming year. Seated to Annabelle’s right was George Kincaid, lean, brilliant, and distinguished. George is the chief of medicine, and someone I have always admired, although not as much as I revere his wife, Professor Radcliffe, an icon in the medical school community.


This being our fourth orientation lecture, we knew exactly what was coming before it happened. For Los Tres Médicos, the scene came off like a long-running Broadway play. After Annabelle finished her speech about what to expect in the coming year, Dr. Radcliffe went through the orientation schedule. Then she made a few stale (to us), slightly risqué jokes and introduced her husband. As he ambled to center stage, one or two of the women in the audience whistled approvingly. He was slapping a long, hefty bone against his palm.

“Can someone tell me what this bone is?” Kincaid asked, his stentorian voice catapulting from his clip-on microphone.

“A femur,” one fearless newbie shouted out.

“A natural guess, but wrong.”

“A humerus,” another ventured.

“A little large unless you believe in Sasquatches,” Kincaid said. “The point is, we all make assumptions based on what we see, or what we think we see. Assumptions, my dear residents, are what will make your patients dead.”

I looked at Paul, Paul looked at Lou, and we nodded in unison. This would probably be our last assembly together, so we had decided to go balls to the wall.

Paul stood first. “Is it possibly Oliver’s Twist, sir?” he asked.

Kincaid managed a knowing grin. After just a few seconds, he was already on to what was coming.

“I say it’s Huckleberry’s fin,” Lou chimed in.

“How about Herman’s Melville?” I contributed.


By now, even the most intense, nerdy resident had caught on. Kincaid’s real message to them was Relax and Have Fun When You Can. Rapturous laughter erupted in the hall. Kincaid paused, slapping the bone harder against his palm.

“Very creative suggestions this year, gentlemen, well done. Okay, everyone, as you appear to have been shown the right place to insert an apostrophe and ess, you know that what I am holding in my hand is in fact the baculum, or penis bone, of a sperm whale. Present in most placental mammals, but absent in humans, the bone aids sexual intercourse, thereby making the most descriptive answer—”

“Moby’s Dick!” the assemblage called out.

Kincaid droned on. Nothing we hadn’t heard before. About halfway through his vast PowerPoint presentation, the auditorium doors to our right burst open. Judging by the flashlight beams that followed, at least three people entered. When my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw that the party crashers were in fact a uniformed police officer, a man in a rumpled sports coat who had detective written all over him, and Susan Bickford the director of Human Resources. At first I thought it was part of Kincaid’s theatrics.

Then, directed by Bickford, the flashlight beams intersected on Paul’s face.

With startling quickness, the police officers hoisted Paul up by his arms and, faster than a rodeo calf roper, cuffed his hands behind him. Everybody stood, necks craning in that car accident kind of way. There was a lot of murmuring, but all I could hear was the detective reading Paul his rights as they marched him out of the auditorium.
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Drugs. Those always seem to be at the heart of a downfall—drugs or booze or lust. For me, booze was my Four Horsemen. I haven’t had a drop of the stuff since the accident years ago, and God willing, one day at a time, I won’t have a drop of it tomorrow.

Hours after Paul’s arrest, we had a sit-down with the hospital’s top brass and learned more about his stunning fall from grace. Word from HR was that someone called an anonymous tip line and reported seeing Paul dealing drugs in the hospital parking lot after work. That was enough to get a search warrant for Paul’s locker, where the police found three shoe boxes of oversized pill bottles filled with OxyContin, plus a good-sized bag containing vials of morphine. Although I never had even the slightest hint of it, I assumed that in addition to dealing, Paul was also using.

The police checked the hospital and local pharmacies for any inventory shortfall, but the drugs, it turned out, came from the Silk Road Marketplace—an anonymous Web site that NPR has referred to as the “Amazon.com of illegal drugs.” I later learned that to keep anonymity as strong as possible, buyers have to use crypto-currency to make a transaction. I didn’t know Paul had such tech smarts in him. But then again, this whole stunning turn of events was full of surprises.

The younger two Medicos smoked pot on rare occasions, and would drink when the time was right. But Paul kept a tight rein on himself, and Lou, who was the wild one of our trio, had other crowds he hung with when he wanted to get rowdy. Sobriety has taught me that my disease does not discriminate. Young or old, rich or poor, black, yellow, or white, anybody with a working brain is at risk for trouble. That included a guy with everything going for him—a guy like Paul Brosnan.
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A few days after Paul’s arrest, Lou approached me while I was in line for lunch at the hospital cafeteria. He looked worried about something. Make that totally freaked out.

“Can we talk?” he asked. “I’ve got problems. Big ones.”

“I hope your locker’s clean.”

“Empty as a dodo bird nest. I’ve even put a new lock on it.”

“Does it have anything to do with those gouges on your hand?”

Sweet Lou looked down at the rows of scratches as if he were noticing them for the first time. “Hell no. Those are from the rats I work with. They hate me, probably because they’ve figured out what Dr. Hannah of Radcliffe has me doing to them for our research.”

“So, what, then?”

We sat down at a remote table.

“Kincaid came to see me.”

“And that made you this squirrelly?”

“He asked me to be chief resident.”

“I know. The hospital grapevine is faster than a speeding bullet.”

“Paul isn’t speaking to me anymore.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I was going to talk to you about that as soon as I figured out what I wanted to say. He’s pretty upset.”

“The rumor’s taking root that I planted the drugs in Paul’s locker because I wanted the chief resident job. Now, Paul thinks that it’s true. You’ve got to help me, Gabe. Kincaid wants my answer by the end of today. If I accept, that’s only going to make the rumors worse.”


“Just so you know, I never thought for a minute you had anything to do with the drugs.”

“I know, but thanks for saying it anyway.”

“But you do want the job?”

Lou broke eye contact. “I’m not sure how I feel about that,” he said. “But chief resident is a plum.”

I hadn’t ever known Lou to be overly ambitious, and this was like seeing the dark side of someone’s moon. “I see…,” was all I could manage.

“Over the long haul, it would help,” Lou said. “The job market out there is more competitive than ever.”

“But if you take the job, Paul is going to believe the rumors.”

“Which is why I need you to go and talk to Annabelle.”

“Annabelle? What’s your thinking there?”

“I’m thinking she’s the one spreading the rumors about me.”

I took a bite of my now cold mac and cheese and wished I had gotten the pizza. “What makes you think she’s behind this?” I asked.

Lou took several furtive glances, leaned across the table, and whispered, “We were sleeping together for a while. She wanted to keep it a secret until after the training year was over, but I couldn’t take sneaking around and ended up breaking it off a couple of months ago. I thought she was okay with it.”

“Lou,” I said, “everyone from physical therapy to housekeeping knows that you were seeing Annabelle Stern.”

“Everyone?”


“More powerful than a locomotive.”

“That’s some grapevine. Why didn’t you say anything to me?”

“I respect your privacy. Besides, I didn’t want to jinx your mojo. Annabelle Stern is quite the catch, amigo. A part of me was actually a bit jealous. You can probably guess which part.”

“So you’ll talk to her for me?” Lou asked. “I’ve tried, but all of a sudden she won’t return my calls.”

“Pardon me for saying so, but it’s a little hard to believe that you’d call off an affair with the belle of the hospital. We all think she’s perfect.”

“Go figure, but there was just something about her that didn’t work for me.”

“In bed?”

“No, that worked. Too well, in fact.”

“So what was problem?”

“Just a vibe. It’s hard to explain. There’s something about her and her secrecy that I couldn’t handle.”

“So you think she’s the kind of girl who could start a rumor just to get back at her ex-lover?”

“I don’t know. If she did start the rumor, or even just supported it, all I want her to do is come clean so Paul will talk to me. I really love the guy.”

“So do I. He’s in a pretty bad place right now. He’s out on bail, suspended from the program, and facing felony drug charges. He’s looking at some serious prison time, too. Even if Annabelle owns up to starting the rumor, Paul might still want someone to direct his anger at. I’m just saying don’t expect this to be a miracle cure.”


“I get it. But I’ve got to do something. Without Paul’s blessing, I’m not taking the job, and honestly, Cowboy, my CV needs all the pumping up it can get.”
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Work got in the way, and it wasn’t until eight o’clock that night when I finally got a chance to go looking for Annabelle, who was staying around as chief until Paul’s replacement could be selected. A telemetry nurse thought she might be taking a nap in one of the on-call rooms. Despite laws designed to protect the house staff and patients from excessive hours on the job, no one stopped when they were supposed to, and everyone was in a chronic state of exhaustion.

Most departments have an on-call room where house staff can grab a few hours—or even minutes—of sleep. The rooms are often little more than glorified closets, but they’re clean and the beds are comfortable enough. Besides, most docs simply don’t care where they collapse. The chief resident is covering the whole hospital, and has no specific on-call room. If Annabelle was taking a nap somewhere, it might be in one of the resident on-call rooms on, like, orthopedics or cardiology. More likely, though, she’d take a stab at the legendary On-Call #6, so that’s where I headed.

[image: image]

On-Call #6 is located on the fourteenth floor of the Strother Building, but to get there, you have to take an elevator to the thirteenth floor, and then a flight of stairs that opens up into a back corridor. In contrast to the other on-call rooms, On-Call #6 has a queen bed, locker, shower, and freshly stocked linens. There’s even a linen closet with a lot of sheets, and a metal hamper outside the room to dispose of dirty laundry. By tradition, the janitorial staff doesn’t go into this room. The rules governing use are pretty simple: If you use the room, you clean the room. It’s an honor code system that nobody, at least to my knowledge, has ever violated.

Since it’s also known as the Love Shack, it is well understood that sleep is usually the last thing that happens in On-Call #6. For this reason, I checked to make sure the brass number 6 on the door was not flipped to a 9, which would indicate that the room was in use. Maybe Annabelle was so tired, she forgot to flip the number. That’s happened several times to the embarrassment of the couple within, who forgot that the keypad could open the door even if it’s locked from the inside. I knocked, first gently, then loudly. No response. Getting the combination to On-Call #6 is a rite of passage at Eisenhower, and though I’ve been so tired, I sometimes couldn’t remember where I lived, I’ve never forgotten the code.

I opened the door just a crack and peeked inside. Early evening light from a single small window bathed the otherwise unlit space. My eyes adjusted to the gloom. I saw a motionless figure on the bed and figured it was Annabelle, sleeping off some of the stressful events swirling about all of us. Then I noticed that her arm was dangling in an odd way off the side of the bed. I called to her tentatively.

“Annabelle? You awake?”

No response. My doctor radar went from dormant to white-hot in a blink. I flipped on the light as I called out her name again. My breath caught in my throat. The sight was one that will live inside me forever. Annabelle Stern lay on her back, gazing sightlessly at the ceiling. Her clinic coat was thrown over the single chair, her blouse partially torn open with two buttons ripped off. Her eyes, normally bright and absolutely riveting, were foggy. Her mouth had fallen open as though begging for one last gasp of air. I could see the welts, red and raw, around her neck where somebody had choked the life out of her. Not believing what I knew was fact, I raced over and checked for pulses in her carotid and radial arteries. Her skin was cool and slightly mottled, her limbs totally limp.

I had seen death before, many times, in fact.

But this was my very first murder.
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The police, of course, interviewed me. I went voluntarily to the station to give my account of the incident. Two detectives joined me inside the interview room. One, who was there for Paul’s arrest, looked like he could have eaten the other—the Abbott and Costello of law enforcement. The large one was Detective Anderson and the slighter of the pair was Detective Rodriquez. I told them why I went to On-Call #6, and that got their attention.

“So your friend Lou Welcome recently broke things off with Annabelle?” Rodriquez asked.

“He said he had reservations about the relationship.”

“Did he know that Paul Brosnan was also interested in Annabelle?”

The cramped room, with two-way glass, whitewashed concrete brick walls, and a pine-top desk, instantly got a whole lot smaller and more than a pinch hotter. I swallowed hard, sensing the coming storm. My feet tapped a nervous rhythm against the gray, nappy carpet.

“Paul is dating Annabelle’s roommate, a woman named Victoria,” I said.

“Well, Annabelle kept a diary, or a notebook,” Anderson said, interlocking his meaty fingers. “We found it locked in her gym bag. There are a bunch of entries about your pal Lou and another bunch about Brosnan. Only her version is different from yours. She wrote that she broke things off with Welcome. I don’t think they had even gotten laid when she did.”

“And Paul?”

“Looks like he came on to Annabelle pretty hot and heavy while she was still seeing your pal.”

“Some friend,” Rodriquez added.

“Anyway, from the diary entries at least, Annabelle was pretty clear with Brosnan. She wasn’t interested. Did the victim and Brosnan work together?”

“No,” I said, “except that she was his chief resident.”

“What about this Victoria person? Did Annabelle hook them up?”

“No, Paul met Victoria at the hospital cafeteria. She’s a physical therapist here at Eisenhower.”

“But he’s probably been to Annabelle’s apartment a lot, to hang out with Victoria, I mean,” Rodriquez said.

“Probably,” I said. “You’ll have to ask Paul.”

“We did,” Anderson said.

I got the feeling that I’d sidestepped a trap.

“So, do you think Welcome knew about Brosnan coming on to the victim?” Anderson asked.

“He never said anything about it.”

“Is Welcome the sort of jealous man who wouldn’t want the victim to have anybody else?”


“He broke up with Annabelle, remember?”

“That’s not what she wrote in her diary,” Rodriquez said.

My blood pressure spiked. “Are you asking me if I think Lou killed Annabelle? That’s crazy! He wanted me to go find her and reason with her. Why would he do that if he had something to do with her murder?”

“So he could strengthen his alibi,” Anderson suggested.

Rodriquez looked over his notes. “You said it was like six hours between the time Welcome asked you to go look for the victim and when you found her body.”

“Plenty of time to commit murder,” Anderson added.

“Also, Welcome might have been pretty pissed at her,” Rodriquez said. “Wasn’t the deceased spreading rumors about him? That’s what you said, right?”

“He thought she was,” I clarified.

It was Anderson’s turn. They were the tag team detectives. “What about Brosnan? Did he ever mention wanting to hurt the victim?”

“He rarely talked about Annabelle. He’s in love with Victoria.”

“Did you know he was dealing drugs?” Anderson asked.

“No. Frankly, I don’t think he was.”

“So maybe you don’t know everything about your pal.”

“Maybe not…”

“Forensics found tissue samples under the deceased’s fingernails. Seems like she put up a fight before she died. We’ve got Brosnan’s DNA on file now. Welcome has just made an appearance on our list for the same treatment. How about you?”

I found myself fixated on the scratches on Lou’s hands. His rats, he’d said.


“Doc?…Doc.”

“Huh?”

“We asked if you’d be willing to give us a DNA sample.”

“Of…of course.”

Paul a drug dealer. Lou a killer. My brain couldn’t wrap itself around either possibility. All I could think of at that moment was getting the hell out of Washington and back to my horses.
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The next morning my apartment buzzer woke me an hour before my alarm. I lived in a nice enough brownstone on Thirteenth Street Northwest, but it wasn’t a palace by any means. Groggy and stiff, I went to the intercom and was surprised to hear Paul’s voice. I buzzed him in and waited as he climbed the stairs to my third-floor one bedroom. At least he was classy enough to bring two coffees from Starbucks.

“Victoria and I broke up,” he said. “We got into a huge screaming fight about Annabelle.”

“I guess she heard about the diary,” I said.

“Sorry to bug you so early, but I need to talk.”

“No drugs,” I said. “I can’t have you here if you’re high.”

“Gabe, for chrissakes, I’m clean. I swear. Somebody set me up. Except for like a few tokes of pot a month, I don’t use drugs at all, let alone deal them. Surely you know that.”

Do I? Can I really trust you? At this point, can I trust my own judgment about anything?


I parked my lingering doubts and took my sorry-to-bug-you coffee. In just a week, Paul’s clean-cut good looks had soured, leaving him with sunken eyes and sallow skin. He slumped down on the couch while I took a seat on the wonderful, ratty armchair across from him—a gift to myself from the thrift store when I threw away my last stuffed animal and moved to the city.

“Okay, buddy, I believe you. How do you explain the drugs?”

“Annabelle,” Paul said.

“Pardon me for stating the obvious, but that’s a very convenient choice.”

“She came on to me, Gabe. I swear she was, like, possessed.”

“That’s not what the police think.”

“I know. That’s why Victoria and I got into a fight. Victoria’s a sensational woman and a great person, but she has a problem that sometimes gets in the way. She can be insanely jealous. She is—was—especially jealous of Annabelle and the way men tripped all over themselves to get her just to smile at them. In fact, even before she and I decided to explore moving in together, she had decided to get out of their apartment. Then, when the police questioned her about Annabelle’s murder and dropped this bombshell about Annabelle’s diary—kaboom.”

“So you’re saying that Annabelle made it all up about you coming on to her?”

“I don’t think anybody has ever said no to her before,” Paul explained. “She’s used to getting what she wants when she wants it. I don’t think she knew what to make of my rebuff.”

“Wait,” I said. “She really came on to you?”


“More than once. I decided it was better just to say no to her and not say anything to Victoria. They were roommates and I knew Victoria was already suspicious that there might be something between us.”

“Lord. Well, if you’re right about her, maybe Annabelle planted the drugs in your locker and called the police to take revenge on you, and then spread rumors that Lou is the one who framed you to get back at him.”

“I wouldn’t put it past her. She’s not what she looks like, Gabe. She’s incredibly manipulative. Annabelle started to hit on me right after Lou broke up with her. It was like she wanted to prove to Victoria that she was superior, that she could get anything and anyone she wanted to have. It’s like…like there’s a piece missing.”

“Lou thought nobody knew he was involved with her. He alluded to the same sort of discomfort you just did.”

“Victoria kept me in the loop about Annabelle and Lou, but I figured if he wanted to talk about it, he’d talk about it. Now I feel like an ass.”

“Don’t worry. It made sense you’d think he might be involved. But he told me that unless he has your blessing, he won’t take the chief resident job.”

“Now, that sounds like Lou. I’ll get in touch with him as soon as I can.”

“That’s fine, Paul, but we’ve got bigger problems.”

“Like I’m going to jail for dealing drugs.”

“And the person who is probably responsible is dead.”

“What do we do?”

“We’ve got to find out who killed Annabelle, because right now, you’re a prime suspect there, too.”


A dark look crossed Paul’s face. “I’ve been thinking about something, something I’m not even sure I should say. That’s why I came over this morning after our big blowup. I had to tell somebody.”

“Go on.”

“It’s Victoria. We’ve been fighting about Annabelle on and off for weeks now. She said she knew Annabelle wanted me. She also said she’s never met a man who could resist her.”

“Lord knows I’m no expert, but I do believe trust is the cornerstone of a healthy relationship.”

“When Annabelle started hitting on me, Victoria suspected immediately, even though I never said anything to her about it. She went kind of crazy. Gabe, she was checking my cell phone almost daily to see if Annabelle had called or, I guess, if I had called her.”

“Annabelle was calling you?”

“All the time since Kincaid announced I was going to be chief resident,” Paul said. “I had to keep deleting my call history to hide it from Victoria, but that only made her more suspicious. She was insane about the woman. There is so much good about Victoria, but this jealousy thing was getting to be like the elephant in the living room. When the diary surfaced, it was the final nail in our relationship coffin. I didn’t know Victoria could get so angry. Honestly, Gabe, I was a little bit scared she might try to hurt me.”

“Have you been wondering if Victoria could be responsible for Annabelle’s murder?”


“I don’t know. At the moment, I don’t know anything. Maybe you can get a sense of what I’ve been up against, and whether it’s possible that…”

Paul’s voice drifted away.

“You want me to speak with Victoria and see if I think she could be a murderer? That’s what you’re asking me?”

Paul nodded. “It sounds so crazy to say.”

“Well, given what’s happened, crazy has become the new normal. I’ll talk to her and let you know what I think.”

[image: image]

Victoria and her now deceased roommate lived in the Adams Morgan section of town, in an immaculate two bedroom that could have been an ad for Crate & Barrel.

“It’s not going to help,” Victoria said.

She placed a silver tray on the coffee table and poured me a cup of Golden Mojito White from an extensive collection of exotic teas, claiming that it would make me a tea drinker forever.

I took a sip and hated it, but managed a grin and a thank-you. “Delicious,” I said. “Anyway, what’s not going to help?”

“Your being here. Paul sent you, didn’t he?”

“It’s that obvious, huh?”

“Why else would you call and come here like this?”

Victoria was a slender, pretty woman with shoulder-length chestnut hair and a pert freckled face that could easily have graced the cover of Connecticut magazine. She didn’t at all strike me as the murderous type, but as with relationships, I wouldn’t exactly label me an expert on the subject.

“It’s true, Paul sent me,” I said. “He wants you to know that he never slept with Annabelle.”

“Oh, and you believe him?” The venom in her voice hit me like cobra’s spit.

“How about you, Gabe? Have you bunked down with her?”

“Maybe I should go.”

“No, no. I’m sorry. That was out of line.”

“Like most men, I wanted to at one time or another. But it’s like smoking cigarettes after you’ve quit. It’s perfectly okay to want to. I just didn’t.”

“Yeah, well, that’s a good analogy, because Annabelle was like a cancer. I lived with her for two years, but I should have moved out after the first batch of men she seduced, before she got to Paul. Now I’m stuck in this damn apartment, living with Annabelle’s ghost, wondering if I can get out of our lease. Nobody is going to rent a murder victim’s room.”

“Maybe you and Paul can patch things up and he can move in with you,” I suggested.

“Ha! That’s a good one. Did you read her diary entries? The police showed them to me. At least a few of the more explicit ones.”

“Why would they do that?”

“I suspect they wanted me to turn on Paul.”

“Did you?”

“No.”


On the Singleton Believability Scale, I rated her response a five out of ten. Doubts remained.

“Do you know anybody who’d want to hurt Annabelle?” Like yourself, perhaps?

A disgusted look crossed Victoria’s face. “She’s a siren, Gabe. A lot of her lovers past and present might want to do her in. Hell, she has a box of letters from her admirers. Maybe it’s one of them.”

“She showed you this box?” I asked nervously.

Victoria’s expression turned sheepish. “No,” she said. “I went looking for it. Soon as she started hitting on Paul, I started going through her things, looking for evidence. Wouldn’t you?”

Paul’s description of Victoria’s jealous streak somehow seemed to have understated the reality. Sneaking a peek at her lover’s cell phone, rummaging through her roommate’s belongings were signs to me of a very disturbed individual. My mind’s eye tried to picture the last moments of Annabelle’s life, confronted by an enraged Victoria in On-Call #6, demanding to know if she was awaiting a Love Shack rendezvous with Paul. A furious scuffle ensues, Victoria’s hands finding Annabelle’s neck. Slowly, ever so slowly, Victoria squeezes the life out of her rival, her jealousy overwhelming each murderous moment. If anything, Annabelle was an inch or two the taller of the two, and perhaps a few pounds heavier. It seems that beyond the tissue under Annabelle’s nails, there would have been more signs of a struggle. I looked for the sort of scratches I had noticed on Lou’s hands, but saw none.

Victoria poured me some more tea. I took a thoughtful sip of Golden Mojito White and held back the grimace from my taste buds. Though I could see the scenario in On-Call #6 playing out as I imagined, there were many loose ends, and many other possibilities. Victoria had the motive, means, and opportunity to have committed the murder, but she was hardly the only one. Perhaps I’d find a more likely suspect amongst Annabelle’s many admirers.

“Would you mind if I had a look at that box of letters?” I asked.

“Sure,” Victoria said. “I’ll be right back.” Moments later, she returned with a much larger and much fuller box than I could have ever imagined.

“I told you she had a lot of admirers and lovers,” Victoria said with unbridled disgust.

I began rummaging through the letters, some of which were scented with cologne (bad cologne, but that went without saying). The envelopes were as varied as the handwriting within. Several of the men I knew. A few were from women. Without much effort, I was able to separate the letters into four categories: You are so wonderful; I’ll love you always; I want you to love me; and please love me again. I felt more than a bit voyeuristic, flipping through the longing and pain of these discarded admirers, but I was now digging for clues and determined to find something that would pull Anderson and Rodriquez away from Paul. I was about to look inside an envelope swathed in what I suspected might be Old Spice, when, for reasons I couldn’t pinpoint, a small blue envelope with the initials G.K. on the corner caught my eye.

I opened the envelope and read the contents of the letter dated one month before.


Darling,

The Medtransit deal is done. I think this will make you very happy. Soon we are going to be together forever, and we are also going to be very, very rich. See you at work tomorrow.

Your George



I could feel my heart jackhammering. It had to be him. G.K., who worked with Annabelle. George Kincaid. It would be easy enough to prove. All I needed to do was check up on Medtransit. I decided to keep my suspicions to myself. After committing the note to memory, I tossed the letter back into the box along with the others, checked one or two more just for effect, and closed the lid.

“I didn’t see anything helpful,” I lied.

“Gabe, I appreciate what you’re doing, but just so you know, I’m not ready to see Paul.”

“Well,” I said, “at least you let me plead his case.”

We gave each other perfunctory hugs and air kisses and I left, my thoughts dominated by the G.K. correspondence, and by a single word on the letter within: Medtransit.
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It took two days to get Los Tres Médicos reunited for the first time since Paul’s arrest. My two friends were again on speaking terms. We were at Lou’s place, seated around his kitchen table, Cokes in hand, discussing next steps. I had just finished telling the guys about Annabelle’s box of letters and the newest suspect in her unsolved murder investigation.


“So, Annabelle and George were seeing each other,” Lou said, shaking his head in disbelief and disgust.

“It certainly doesn’t sound as if old George had any idea he was one among many,” I said.

“So I think it’s safe to say that Annabelle was some kind of a sociopath,” Paul said, “at least when it came to lying, and to men.”

“So much for perfection,” I replied.

“It seems she probably made up the diary entries because in her mind, nobody could reject her. It was a coping mechanism. Then she took her revenge by framing me for dealing drugs and then trying to get Sweet Lou, here, blamed.”

“Good thing you didn’t get involved with the good doctor,” Paul said to me. “Or else maybe it was just that her dance card was filled.”

“Believe me, it was more a matter of our not being in the right place at the right time. Top to bottom, she was the stuff of dreams.”

“How really sad.”

“So, what now?”

“It may be time to speak to the police about Victoria’s obsessive jealous streak. It seems quite possible that she snapped and killed Annabelle in a moment of rage, although, as I said, I don’t know how she physically could have done it. I wouldn’t even reject the notion that the two of them were lovers. Maybe we should suggest that Victoria submit to a DNA test.”

“I gave mine yesterday,” Lou said.

“I’m sure they’ll get one on her as soon as they know she had a motive to kill.”


“Maybe we should wait another day or so and see what the police come up with. Meanwhile, we can keep researching Medtransit.”

“I checked it out on Hoovers,” I said.

“Hooters?” Lou said.

“Hoovers, you child, not Hooters. It’s a directory of companies, industries, and people. They have a Web site.”

“It seems like everybody has a Web site these days,” Paul said.

“If you ask me, I think it’s a fad,” Lou said. “Mark my words, when the millennium rolls around in four years, Web sites are already going to be a thing of the past—a fad like pet rocks.”

“Well,” I said, “pet rock or not, Hoovers had some pretty interesting information about Medtransit.”

“Like what?”

“Like the company is owned by George Kincaid and Hannah Radcliffe. Apparently, it’s some sort of electronic medical records business, and the stars seem to be aligned for a huge success. You know how Kincaid is always trumpeting that electronic medical records are the future.”

“Interesting,” Lou said.

“I couldn’t get more details off Hoovers, so I asked a good friend from my truncated Naval Academy days if he could dig up additional intel on the company. His name’s Drew Stoddard. His father is super well off and well connected. In fact, Drew was able to confirm that recently, Annabelle Stern’s name was added to the board of the company.”


“A true silent partner,” Paul said.

“So,” I said, “George Kincaid was not only sleeping with Annabelle, he apparently set her up with a stake in his business. I think it’s possible that she was blackmailing him.”

Paul read the note I scrawled soon as I left Victoria’s apartment.

“I think this will make you very happy. That does have a slight ring of blackmail to it.”

A sharp knock on the door made us all jump.

Lou checked the peephole. “Hey, it’s those cops, Anderson and Rodriquez.”

As soon as Lou had the door open, the cops were on him. I stood quickly, knocking over my chair. Before I could utter a single protest, Anderson had Lou pressed up against the wall, while Rodriquez slapped handcuffs on him and patted him down.

“Louis Welcome,” Anderson said in his gruff cop voice. “You’re under arrest for the murder of Dr. Annabelle Stern.”
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I’d never seen Hannah Radcliffe look so distraught. We were alone in the pathology lab—both of us in mourning. Paul’s dismissal, Annabelle’s death, and now Lou’s arrest. To those intimately connected with a place like Eisenhower Memorial, the hospital itself was like an organism, growing and decaying as buildings came down and went up, and neophyte doctors learned and grew and finally moved on or advanced to the faculty—see one, do one, teach one. Even though I was considering calling it quits with medicine, I was still connected to the ebbs and flows of Eisenhower as though I were part of something truly alive. Since that orientation assembly, a part of our hospital had died a slow and painful death.

Motherly Hannah Radcliffe felt it, as did I.

The pathology professor, half of the first couple of the hospital, seemed to have aged a decade overnight. She was physical and emotional wreckage. Lou Welcome, perhaps her favorite resident, was locked away in a jail somewhere, denied bail because of the seriousness of the charges against him.

Murder.

Radcliffe was on the verge of tears. “I can’t believe that Lou…I mean…it’s inconceivable.”

“The DNA from the tissue samples found under Annabelle’s fingernails were a ninety-nine percent match for him,” I said. “They had to make the arrest.”

“What happens now?” Radcliffe asked.

“Now, Lou will defend his innocence unless Annabelle’s real killer can be caught.”

“You don’t think Lou is guilty?”

I shook my head emphatically, but my mind could not let go of the gouges I had seen on his hands. “There are other ways to explain his tissue being found under her nails,” I said. “They had a romantic relationship, for goodness’ sake. It could have suddenly rekindled.”

“What does that mean?” Radcliffe asked.

“I’ve got another theory about what might have happened to Annabelle. Perhaps you should sit down before I share it.”


Radcliffe appeared ill at ease. She took a seat as I advised, her fingers tightly interlocked. “Go ahead, please,” she said.

“Hannah, did you know that Annabelle Stern was a one-third partner in Medtransit?”

“That’s…that’s impossible.”

“No, it’s true,” I said. “I had a contact of mine look into it. George made Annabelle a one-third partner in the company.”

“Why? Why would he do that?”

I knew Radcliffe as a woman of science, a razor-sharp intellect who viewed the world through a prism of logic. The look of complete bewilderment on her face was heartbreaking. In a matter of seconds, I had upended her neatly ordered world…and I was about to do it again.

“I think he might have been blackmailed,” I said. “By Annabelle.”

“Blackmailed? How would Annabelle Stern be able to blackmail my husband?”

I didn’t say anything, figuring it would be best for Radcliffe to reach that conclusion on her own. It did not take long. Her hands covered her mouth while shock and surprise crossed her face like a storm cloud.

“Oh, my God. George was having an affair with her?”

I nodded. “I’m virtually certain of it. She kept letters from him to her.”

“You have proof George killed her?”

“No, but I’m trying to piece that together. I have a horse in this race. My best friend is in jail, and I don’t think he’s guilty. George has more of a motive for killing her than Lou, DNA or not.”


“Oh, Gabe, what happens now?”

“George is your husband, Hannah,” I said. “But if he’s capable of this, I believe he could be dangerous, especially when the walls start closing in. I think you should consider going away for a while, someplace safe.”

“And you?”

“I’m going to the police with what I know. Lou is innocent, but I’m sorry, Hannah, I don’t feel the same way about George. I think you should be careful.”
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I sat alone in my office, just down the hall from the pathology department, finishing up some work and thinking about exactly what I was going to say to Detectives Anderson and Rodriquez. Hannah Radcliffe had left her lab in tears, along with a promise to get away to her sister’s home in Saint Louis before I went to the police. As for me, I felt exhausted and still bewildered about how Lou’s DNA could have gotten under Annabelle’s nails. Had he lied to me in denying they had taken up again? Then there were those scratches and his offhand assertion that his lab rats were responsible. Still, I remained solid that my best friend was incapable of such a brutal murder.

On the other hand, I had always liked George Kincaid, but there was no doubt that the power of his position and the wealth he had accumulated were motivating forces in his life. And a woman like Annabelle Stern was capable of driving all but the most saintly men toward madness.

By nine, I caved into crushing psychological fatigue, and decided it was time to head home. I grabbed my bag and shuffled down the stairs. The hospital was drifting into night mode, with just a scattering of foot traffic headed from one building to another. Nearly all the buildings of Eisenhower Memorial were connected by a series of subterranean tunnels, some of which were rumored to date back a century. They were more heavily trafficked in the wintertime, but I liked to use them year-round because of the convenience of getting to the Metro several minutes faster than with the aboveground route.

I was about halfway to my destination, on B-1, the uppermost underground level, traveling along an older, less well lit portion of the tunnel system, when I sensed movement directly behind me. As I was whirling, my eyes adjusted just in time to catch the tubular shape of some object swinging for my head. I instinctively raised my wrists in defense and took the brunt of the blow from a metal pipe directly on bone. Pain exploded up my arm, and my knees buckled, dropping me to the cement floor. Immediately, I went into a roll.

Again and again, the pipe just missed me, sparking off the floor and wall. Finally, it struck me again, this time on the tip of my shoulder. The pain was blinding. Drills from high school football were all that kept me rolling. My body slammed hard against an exit door. The blows continued from the shadows. I tried to get a fix on the man, but the blows kept raining down, some missing, some not. A surgical mask registered, and some sort of woolen cap.

I pulled my legs to my chest and pressed my back up against the door for leverage. The attacker was swinging with a nearly regular rhythm. It was my only chance. His blow glanced off my shin, and when he raised the weapon above his head again—I plunged both my feet hard into his abdomen. My thrust drove him backwards. I heard the air explode from his lungs. The pipe clattered to the floor.


Moving as quickly as I could manage, I pushed myself away from the door, executed a painful shoulder roll, and grabbed hold of the pipe. Before I could stand, I was kicked hard in the face. I fell back. My vision blurred, but I started swinging the pipe wildly and connected at least once. The blow pulled me off balance. When I scrambled to me feet, I saw the exit door had been opened and my attacker was on the run. The pain in my face, wrist, and legs made it nearly impossible for me to follow. A dozen yards down, the tunnel split, and my attacker had vanished. I was cooked. I chose the left, followed it for a while, and gave up.

I dragged myself back to the spot where I had been attacked. On the floor against a wall, I found a thin fragment of red plastic. I had no idea what it was or if it was related to the attack. Still, I suspected the mystery would not remain unsolved for long. After all, I worked in a lab and, until she left for her sister’s place, had the chief of pathology at my disposal.
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The answer, at least to some of my questions, came in the form of a 2 A.M. call from Detective Manny Rodriquez. Rather than try to enlist Hannah’s help when she was under such stress, I had called Rodriquez, and he and his partner came by the hospital, checked over the tunnel, and then took the lead pipe and oddly shaped red plastic fragment off my hands.

Now, at eight on a cloud-shrouded morning, it was time for action. I stood on the front steps of George and Hannah’s sprawling Tudor-style mansion, with the gun I had first used as an apprentice rodeo clown tucked in the waistband of my trousers.


Seconds after I rang the bell, Kincaid was at the door. “Gabe,” he said, perplexed, “what are you doing here?”

I took a step inside, pulled the gun out, and jammed it into Kincaid’s sit-ups-enhanced midsection. The medical chief groaned as though he’d been sucker-punched.

“Get inside and don’t do anything stupid,” I said.

Kincaid backed into the kitchen, where Hannah was at the table cradling a hefty mug of coffee.

As soon as Radcliffe saw me and the revolver, the mug tumbled from her hand and shattered on the tile. “Gabe!” she cried out. “What are you doing?”

“Sit down, George,” I said, jabbing his midsection with the gun.

“We talked about this, Gabe,” Radcliffe said. “This isn’t the plan. You’re supposed to speak to the police after I leave for my sister’s. Please, Gabe! Be reasonable.”

“That was before he tried to kill me,” I said. “Didn’t you, George? I was getting too close, and asking people about you and Annabelle. So you decided bashing my head in was the simplest solution.”

I came up behind Kincaid and pressed the muzzle of the gun to his temple. He was shaking now. Radcliffe was, too. I must have looked like a rabid dog to them, spittle at the corners of my mouth, utterly dangerous.

“What do you want, Gabe?” Kincaid stammered. “What do you want from me?”

“I want you to admit that you killed Annabelle Stern,” I said.

“What? I’ll do no such thing!”


“My best friend is in jail because of you. You strangled Annabelle and you tried to kill me, you sonofabitch. Now, you’re going to confess to what you did, or I’m going to use every bullet in this on a different part of you.”

Radcliffe came at me. “Gabe, please!”

I whirled and pointed the gun at her. “Back off, Hannah. You don’t want to get involved in this. In fact, why don’t you just get out of here? Go to your sister’s like we planned.”

“This isn’t like you, Gabe,” she said. “Please stop!”

I turned back to Kincaid. It was clear I was no longer in control. “You were too good to get caught. I’m not going to let you get away with this while my best friend rots in prison.”

“No, I didn’t kill her. I didn’t!”

“She was blackmailing you about the affair. That’s why you gave her a third ownership of Medtransit.”

“No, it’s not true.”

“Admit it!” I was screaming now, shaking violently, face flush with rage. I dug the barrel of the gun against his temple. “You get until three. The first shot is going to be through your hip. Okay, one.”

“Please, Gabe,” Radcliffe begged. “You don’t have to do this.”

George began to whimper.

“Two.”

“No! God! No!” Radcliffe cried.

“Three…” I cocked the hammer and aimed at his right hip.


Radcliffe fell onto the ceramic shards on the floor, sobbing. “It was me,” she blurted out. “It was me, I killed the bitch. I did it.”

I lowered the pistol. “You arranged a meeting with her in room six and paralyzed her with a sudden shot of succinylcholine, didn’t you?”

“How did you—?”

“It wasn’t that hard to figure out. Forty seconds and she could barely move. When the paralysis had partially worn off, you were able to strangle her without a struggle. Then, last night, when I told you I was going to the police about George, you couldn’t face losing him, and tried to kill me.”

“It was all that bitch, Stern. She turned his head when all she wanted from him was his money and another notch in her belt. She was sick and she deserved to die, and I’m glad I did it.”

I handed Kincaid the gun. “Don’t worry, George. Like I told you when we set this up, I pulled the firing pin years ago.”

“Gabe, what about the DNA from Lou?” he asked.

I looked down at Radcliffe, who was bleeding at the knee through her pajamas and glaring up at me with brimstone eyes. “Want to tell him, Hannah? Might as well…Okay, I’ll tell him. It all came clear to me last night when I decided to believe that Lou couldn’t have committed murder, no matter what the evidence to the contrary. Ironically, it’s the lab you designed years ago that I helped you run with the second-year students, where they take samples of one another’s buccal smears for DNA analysis. You kept the frozen samples and then, when you decided to kill Annabelle, remembered that one of those samples was from Lou when he was a second-year.”


“You have no proof,” she said.

I laughed and unbuttoned my shirt enough to show her the wires. “Even if I didn’t have you on tape, we have the nail extender that broke off when you tried to bludgeon me to death, as well as your fingerprints taken from the pipe. Guys, I think it’s time.”

The front door opened, and Detectives Anderson and Rodriquez entered the kitchen, along with a flood of police. George Kincaid made no attempt to help his wife up so she could be handcuffed.

Kincaid buried his face in his hands. “I loved Annabelle,” he said. “We were going to get married. Hannah knew I was leaving her, but I didn’t think her anger would lead to murder.”

“Well, maybe the one-third stake Annabelle had in your business pushed her over the edge.”

“Annabelle never blackmailed me, Gabe. I did that out of love.”

I flashed on all the men and women pining for Annabelle in her big box of love notes. “Well, I guess love can make us do some pretty unpredictable things,” I said.
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Two days later, Los Tres Médicos were together once again. A bunch of the senior residents had gathered at McSorely’s Extra Special Watering Hole, our unofficial hospital bar, to celebrate Lou’s release from prison. In light of the tragic events—one murdered chief resident and one jailed chief of pathology—I thought it was in somewhat poor taste to hang a WELCOME HOME JAILBIRD banner behind the bar. Nobody else shared my sentiment. Annabelle Stern may have had many lovers, but she hadn’t made many friends among the staff.


“To Lou,” I said, raising my goblet.

Paul, Lou, and I clinked glasses. My Diet Coke tasted flat, but I didn’t complain. Life was inching toward normal. Justice had been served, at least in part. Annabelle Stern, despite all her failings—and the drugs she had planted in Paul’s locker—was a hell of a doctor, and did not, for my money at least, deserve her fate. But that’s the way it was.

“I sure owe you, big fella,” Lou said, setting his hand on my shoulder. “My freedom hinged on your faith in me. I’ll never forget you for that.”

“Hey, what are friends for? So I guess that’s it, then. Case closed.”

“Case closed,” Lou echoed. “Except for one thing—a toast to our new chief resident.” He raised his glass again. “To Paul Brosnan.”

“That remains to be determined,” Paul said. “If they offer it to me, I’ll take it.”

“They will and you should,” I said. “Any hope for you and Victoria?”

“None. I’ve seen jealous streaks before, but hers is bigger than the Great Wall of China. Maybe Annabelle’s death will send her on the right path, but I don’t want to walk it with her.”

“Jealously, betrayal, murder, and lies,” I said. “Just another typical week at Eisenhower Memorial. I’ve got to tell you, boys, this didn’t do much for making me want to stay.”

“You’re moving back to Wyoming, aren’t you, Cowboy?” Lou said.

“I hate to say it, but horses are a heck of a lot easier to figure than people.”

We clanked glasses once again, hugged, and then I shambled out of the bar.
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Prologue



May 3, 2003

The three men, members of Mantis Company, slipped out the open hatch of the C130 transport as it flew sixty-five thousand feet above the world. They had trained for this jump countless times. Their gear, ballistic helmets, oxygen masks, Airox O2 regulators, bailout bottles, all fastidiously maintained, assured them a successful landing. Altimeters marked their belly-to-earth rate of descent at one hundred fifteen miles per hour. Minutes of free fall were spent in an effortless dive, with the men dropping in formation, still and straight. Automatic activation devices engaged the parachutes eight hundred feet before impact, the lowest altitude allowed for combat high-altitude/low-opening jumps.

They descended through the low cloud covering like missiles, emerging out of nothingness beneath a starless predawn sky. Their landings, each completed with a puma’s grace, would have made their instructors back at Quantico proud. Perfection. Mantis demanded nothing less. In silence, the three exchanged their polypropylene undergarments, vital to protect against frostbite at high altitudes, for white cotton robes and the traditional head coverings of Taliban fighters. Then they zippered shut their fifty-pound combat packs.

Wearing their dusty garments, the men anticipated they would not immediately rouse any suspicion. Each of the three had a tanning-booth tan supplemented by professionally applied makeup, as well as a closely trimmed moustache and a fully grown beard. Moving stealthily, the trio blended in with their surroundings—a mountainous, rocky region in southern Afghanistan, barren as a moonscape.

“Any injuries?”

“No, Sergeant,” the two men replied in unison.

“Miller, how many klicks to the target?”

Miller checked his handheld GPS.

“Five kilometers south, southwest of the target, Sergeant.”

“Gibson, ditch the gear.”

Gibson knew not to look long for a suitable location in which to hide their parachutes and other equipment. By the time any Afghani stumbled upon the array of high-tech military paraphernalia hidden behind a jagged boulder, it hopefully would be too late.

They walked in single file, moving silently across the rock-strewn terrain, with Miller and his GPS taking the lead. Behind them, dawn rose in streaks of brilliant pinks, yellows, and blues—giant fingers extending skyward, beckoning the new day. If anyone had checked the men’s pulses at that moment, none would be above fifty.

Miller found the road, a rutted stretch of dirt that would carry them to the outskirts of Khewa, a town of twenty thousand that would look the same today as it did a century and a half ago. Young women wearing chadors stopped farming the fields of wheat, rice, and vegetables lining the roadside to give the trio a cursory glance before quickly resuming their duties. The Marines’ disguises were good enough that none of the women bothered with a closer inspection. They had estimated that unless their luck was extremely bad, they could survive twelve hours or so before they were identified by soldiers or one of the villagers.

Way more than enough time.

The men of Mantis Company reached the crumbling clay brick walls of Khewa’s borders without incident. The town was defined by its absences—no cars, no electricity, no running water. Evidence of twenty years of war was seen everywhere. Craters left by bombs and land mines made what limited roads there were treacherous to pass even on foot. Bombed-out buildings and homes were in greater number than habitable ones.

The smells of the market guided the men toward their destination. They wandered about casually through shabby stalls built of boards, sheets, and mud and bunched together on each side of a single-lane dirt road. The central market was already bustling despite the newness of the day. In some stalls, slabs of fly-covered meat dangled like macabre wind chimes, while bloodstained butchers called out the day’s prices in Pashto. Persian music blasted from cheap radios as the Marines continued their stroll past stalls selling fruit, breads, and rudimentary household supplies.

Two hours had brought a sweltering midmorning before they caught the attention of a town elder.

“Don’t look now,” Gibson said, his voice hushed, “but it looks like we’ve been noticed.”

The Afghani, with a white beard descending to his chest, carrying a Kalishnikov assault rifle, approached the men the way he might a poisonous snake.

The three Marines turned their backs to the man and moved well away from the women and children in the crowded market. To the extent they could control it, this operation was going to be soldiers only. When they finally stopped, the Afghani took two cautious steps toward them…then a third. His dark eyes narrowed. Then he began to shout and point frantically.

His shrill voice rose above the market’s din, catching the attention of more men dressed in dirty grey or white robes, each, it seemed, carrying a weapon different in make and age from the others. The commotion rapidly crescendoed, with more Afghani men, some armed, some not, racing up from all directions to surround the intruders. They were screaming, shouting in Pashto, and pointing long, dirt-encrusted fingernails at the three men, now trapped inside the rapidly expanding circle.


“How do you like the show so far, Miller?” the sergeant asked, barely moving his lips.

“Just what you told us, Sarge,” Miller said, without a waver in his voice.

“Provided they go and get Mr. Big.”

He moistened his lips with his tongue.

The Taliban fighters were ten deep now, a hundred and fifty of them at least, many with weapons leveled—PK machine guns, ancient Lee-Enfields, plus a variety of handguns. They were pushing and shoving to get a closer look at the men who had so brazenly strolled into the center of their city.

“Just keep your hands raised,” the sergeant said to both his men, “and keep scanning the crowd for Al-Basheer. If our intelligence is correct, none of them will make a move until he gets here.”

The closest men in the milling circle were a smothering five or six feet away.

Miller spotted Al-Basheer first. His orange beard and bulbous nose were distinct giveaways.

“That’s him, Sergeant,” Miller said, as the crowd parted to admit their leader, one of the most powerful and influential fighters in the region.

Al-Basheer strode through the ranks. The sergeant smiled and nodded, and immediately the three Marines formed a tight triangle, facing outward with their shoulders touching. The sudden movement caused some of those surrounding them to step back.

But not Al-Basheer.


“Whatever it takes,” the sergeant said.

“Whatever it takes,” Miller and Gibson echoed.

In a singular motion, the three men threw off their robes.

The crowd began screaming

Strapped to each intruder’s chest were bricks of explosive, three on the right side and three on the left, with wires connected to a battery hinged to their waists.

“Whatever it takes,” the sergeant said again.

The push of a button, a faint click, and in an instant, every man within the warrior circle was vaporized within a white hot ball of carefully concentrated light.










Chapter 1



Dr. Louis Francis Welcome could do a lot of things well, but doing nothing was not one of them. His desk at the Washington, D.C. Physician Wellness Office, one of four cubicle work areas jammed inside 850 square feet, had never been so uncluttered. On a typical midafternoon, the voicemail light on Lou’s Nortel telephone would be blinking red—a harbinger that one or more of his doctor clients needed advice and support in their recovery from mental illness, behavioral problems, or drug and alcohol abuse. At the moment, that light was dark, as it had been for much of the past several days.

Lou got paid to manage cases and monitor the progress of his assigned physicians, with the expressed goals of guiding them into recovery and eventually getting surrendered licenses reinstated. The holiday season inevitably brought an influx of new docs, often ordered to the PWO by the D.C. Board of Medicine.

But not recently.

He strongly suspected the lack of clients did not indicate a dwindling need for PWO services. On the contrary, as with the general population, the stress accompanying the last six weeks of the year unmasked plenty of physicians in trouble for a variety of reasons. So why in the hell, he mused, absently constructing a chain from the contents of his inlaid mother-of-pearl paper clip box, was he not getting any new cases?

There was, he knew, only one logical explanation for the paucity of referrals—Dr. Walter Filstrup, the director of the program.


Rhythmically compressing a rubber relaxation ball imprinted with Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, Lou sauntered over to the reception desk, where Babs Peterbee seemed to be quite busy.

“Hi, there, Dr. Welcome,” she said, her round, matronly face radiating a typical mix of caring and concern. “I didn’t see you come in.”

“Ninja doctor,” Lou said, striking a pose. “Any calls?”

“A man who said he wanted to talk to you about the head of his department drinking too much. I referred him to Dr. Filstrup’s voice mail.”

“Did you get his name?”

Peterbee forced a smile.

“Not my job.”

The woman’s favorite phrase.

Lou said the words in unison with her.

The woman definitely knew how to make it through her day unscathed.

Not my job.

“B.P., is Walter in?” Lou asked. “His door’s been closed since I got here.”

“He’s having a telephone meeting right now,” Peterbee said, cocking her head to the right, toward the only door in the suite except for the one to the small conference room across from her. The door was also the only one with a name placard, this one bronze and elegantly embossed with Filstrup’s name and degree.

“Is this a real meeting, or a Filstrup meeting?”

Peterbee strained to smile.


“How’s your daughter?” she asked.

“Emily’s doing great, thank you,” Lou said shifting his six-foot frame from one foot to the other and switching the Pfizer ball to his left hand. “She’s closing in on fourteen going on thirty, and is far more skilled than even our esteemed boss at skirting issues she doesn’t want to deal with. So I’ll ask again, is Walter really busy?”

This time Peterbee glanced down at her phone bank and shook her head, as though she was no longer betraying whatever promise she had made to Filstrup.

“Looks like he’s off now.”

“When the employee of the year awards come up, B.P., I’m nominating you. Such loyalty.”

“You mean poverty.”

“That, too. His overall mood?”

“I would say, maybe, Cat-2.”

The small staff at the PWO measured the volatile director’s demeanor on the Saffir-Simpson scale used by meteorologists to rate the power of hurricanes.

“Cat-2 isn’t so bad,” Lou said, mostly to himself. “Blustery but not life threatening.”

“It won’t stay that way if you go barging in there, Dr. Welcome,” Peterbee admonished.

Lou blew her a kiss.

“Never fear,” he said. “I’ve got a Kevlar life preserver on under my shirt.”


Lou knocked once on Filstrup’s door and opened it. The director’s office, filled with neatly arranged medical textbooks and bound psychiatric journals, was even less cluttered than Lou’s cubicle, a reflection not of the man’s thin calendar, but of his overriding need for order. Fit and trim, wearing his invariable dark blue suit, wrinkle-free white dress shirt, and solid-colored tie—this day some shade of gray—Filstrup shot to his feet, his face reddening by the nanosecond.

“Leave immediately, Welcome, then knock and wait.”

“And you’ll beckon me in?”

“No, I’ll tell you I’m expecting an important call, and you should come back in an hour.”

Lou pulled back the Aeron chair opposite Filstrup and sat. On the desk to his right was an orderly pile of dictations to review, alongside a stack of client charts. No one could accuse the man of not running a sphincter-tight ship.

“I haven’t seen you for most of the week, boss, so I thought I’d stop by and find out how business was.”

“Snideness was never one of your most endearing qualities, Welcome, although I’ll have to admit that it’s not one of your worst, either.”

“Who’s monitoring all these cases?” Lou asked, gesturing towards the stacks. “Certainly not me.”

Filstrup looked down, favoring Lou with an unobstructed view of his bald spot, and theatrically signed a form that Lou suspected might be the equivalent in importance of a follow-up survey from the Census Bureau.


“The Board of Trustees keeps renewing your contract,” Filstrup said, “but they don’t say how I’m supposed to use you.”

“How about some work?” Lou asked, his tone not quite pleading but close.

“I’m chomping at the bit.”

“You have cases to monitor,” Filstrup said.

“What I have is a handful of doctors who are in terrific, solid recovery,” Lou said. “I’m here to be helpful. I like doing this job, and I’ve never gone this long without getting a new case to monitor. What gives, Walter?”

“What gives is we have a new hire who’s working full-time, and I’ve got to get him up to speed on what we do around here and the way that we’re supposed do it. You know yourself that the best way to indoctrinate somebody new is to get them huffing and puffing in the field.”

“Huffing and puffing,” Lou said. “I like the image. Colorful. Asthmatic even.”

“Wiseass,” Filstrup grumbled.

“So I’m being punished because I’m not full-time, even though I’ve done more than my share of huffing and puffing?”

Lou had been part-time with the PWO for five years. Five years before that, he was one of their clients, being monitored for amphetamine and alcohol dependence—the former used to cope with a killer moonlighting schedule, and the latter to come down from the speed. It was Lou’s belief that having battled his own addiction benefited the docs assigned to him. Filstrup, who was hired by the board well after Lou, would not concur.


“That’s not it at all,” Filstrup said. “You’re working almost full-time in the Eisenhower Memorial emergency room, and twenty hours a week here.”

“Can you spell alimony? Listen, Walter, I enjoy both my jobs and I need the income, so I put in a little extra time. Have there been complaints?”

“Since you got moved from the hospital annex back to the big ER, you’ve seemed stressed.”

“Only by my reduced case load. There should be enough work for both Oliver and me.”

“I told you,” Filstrup said. “Oliver needs to get up to speed.”

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with him being a psychiatrist like yourself? Would it?”

“Of course not,” Filstrup replied, dismissing the statement with a wave.

Lou knew better. He and Filstrup had been at odds since day one, in large measure over their disagreement as to whether addiction was an illness or a moral issue.

“Does Oliver think every monitoring client should go through extensive psychotherapy?”

“It doesn’t always have to be extensive,” Filstrup said.

Don’t drink, go to meetings, and ask a higher power for help.

Lou knew that the terse, three-pronged instruction manual was all that the majority of addicts and alcoholics involved with AA ever needed. Psychotherapy had its place with some of them, but protracted, expensive treatment was often over the top.


He could sense their exchange was getting out of hand, and kept quiet by reminding himself, as he did from time to time for nearly every one of his docs, that whether the stone hit the vase, or the vase hit the stone, it was going to be bad for the vase.

Filstrup removed his glasses and cleaned the lenses with a cloth from his desk drawer. Lou thought the gray tie would have done just as well.

“Just because you were once a drug addict,” Filstrup went on, “doesn’t give your opinions greater authority here.”

“I can’t believe we’re going at it like this because I came in here to ask for more work.”

The phone rang before Filstrup could retort. He flashed an annoyed look and pushed the intercom button.

“I thought I told you to hold all my calls, Mrs. Peterbee,” Filstrup said.

I thought you were expecting one, Lou mused.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Filstrup,” the receptionist said. “Actually, this is for Dr. Welcome. I have the caller on hold.”

Lou gave Filstrup a bewildered look and shrugged.

“Who is it, Mrs. P?” Lou asked.

“Our client, Dr. Gary McHugh,” Peterbee said. “He said it’s urgent.”

Filstrup reflexively straightened up.

“McHugh, the society doc?” he said. “Put him through.” Filstrup allowed the call to click over, then said in an cheery voice, “Gary, it’s Walter Filstrup. How are you doing?”


The director’s conciliatory tone churned Lou’s stomach, but it was not an unexpected reaction given who was on the other line. Gary McHugh tended to the D.C. carriage trade and probably numbered among his patients a significant portion of all three branches of the government. He was renowned for his acumen, loyalty, and discretion, as well as for making house calls. What he was not known for, at least within the confines of the D.C. Physician Wellness Office, was for being one of Lou Welcome’s closest friends since their undergraduate days together at Georgetown.

Several years before, McHugh had lost his driver’s license for operating under the influence and refusing to take a field sobriety test. The Board of Medicine’s knee-jerk policy was to refer such physician offenders to the PWO, and in the absence of another associate director, Lou was placed in charge of his case.

Although McHugh adhered to the letter of his monitoring contract, he regarded the whole business as something of a joke. Lou could not help but enjoy the man’s spirit, intelligence, and panache, even though he never had much trust in the strength of McHugh’s recovery—too much ego and way too few AA meetings. Still, McHugh, a sportsman and pilot with his own pressurized Cessna, had always been irrepressible, and Lou looked forward to their required monthly progress meetings, as well as any other chance they had to get together.

“Am I on speakerphone?” McHugh barked.


“I was just finishing a meeting with Lou Welcome,” Filstrup said, as if the appointment had been on his calendar for weeks.

“Dr. Filstrup, I need to speak with him.”

“I’m here,” Lou said.

“Dr. Welcome, get me off speaker, please.”

Lou stifled a grin at Filstrup’s discomfort, and with a what-can-you-do? shrug, took the receiver.

“Hey, Gary,” he said, pressing the phone to his ear to seal off as much sound as possible, “what gives?”

“Welcome, thank God you’re there. I’m in trouble—really, really big trouble. I need to see you right away.”

“Talk to me.”

“I can’t. Not from where I am.”

“Where, then?”

“My house. You have the address?”

“Of course,” Lou said.

“When can you get there?”

Filstrup kept quiet and still. Lou forced any urgency from his voice, and pressed the receiver even tighter against his ear. He checked his Mickey Mouse watch, a Father’s Day gift from Emily. Nearly four o’clock—eight hours before he was due at the ER for the graveyard shift. McHugh lived in a tony neighborhood, midway between the Capitol and Annapolis.

“I can be there in about forty-five minutes,” Lou said.


“Get here in thirty,” McHugh urged. “Before too much longer, the police are going to show up here to arrest me.”

“For what?”

“For murder.”

He hung up without saying good-bye.
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