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THE ULTIMATE SACRIFICE
David Jennings sat frozen in his leather chair, enveloped by the semi-darkness of his study. It was three o’clock on a bright spring afternoon, and there was still plenty of daylight left. The room had a single window, high up on the wall behind him, shielded from the world by the sentinel oak tree which stood beyond. Little sunlight filtered through the tall oak’s branches, and he had not bothered to turn on either of the room’s lamps. This lack of light seemed entirely appropriate – the room’s appearance mirroring the darkness in his heart. He squeezed his eyes shut and was surprised to feel a tear make its way down one cheek. Surprised, because he would not have believed he had any tears left. Not now. Not after everything he had been through.
He glanced around the room and seemed confused to find himself there, unsure of how or when he had left the nook outside the kitchen. The last thing he consciously remembered was placing the tea kettle on the stove’s small back burner and then walking into the nook, where he had noticed the tiny red light blinking on the answering machine. He had automatically reached for his beeper, before remembering that Dr. Larsen was covering for him at the clinic. He had taken the afternoon off, removing his pager and placing it in his briefcase, grateful to be free from its shrill electronic signal; if only for an afternoon.
His patients did not have access to his home phone number, and he had no family or friends of which to speak. His initial thought had been that something serious had happened to one of his patients, and Dr. Larsen or his nurse was calling for assistance. But, after less than a minute’s thought, he had realized the idea was ridiculous. He and his partner valued each other’s free time, infrequent as it was, and Ben would never bother him at home. Plus, David could not think of a single medical emergency that Ben Larsen could not handle. David had been an internal medicine physician for almost seven years and felt reasonably competent in most situations, but Ben Larsen was quite a few ladder rungs above him after more than forty years of practice.
So, then, who was the message from? Suddenly David had a moment of pure terror, his mind shrieking at him that something must have happened to Natalie, his five-year old daughter. But how? He had dropped her off at the party not thirty minutes ago. Her best friend, Hillary, was having a birthday party – one with party hats and cake and games and even a clown! – and it was all Natalie had talked about since she had gotten the invitation a week ago.
David had been hesitant to let her go at first. He had good reason for his fierce feelings of protectiveness towards his daughter, and he had initially vetoed the invitation. But his daughter’s copious tears (which had nearly broken his heart), coupled with the repeated reassurances of Hillary’s mother, had persuaded him to change his mind. After all, he had cautioned himself, they could not go through the rest of their lives living in fear; wary of every ring of the doorbell, cringing at the sound of each phone call, refusing every opportunity the world offered, always worrying about “what if?”
So he had agreed to the party, taking the afternoon off and handing his patient responsibilities over to Ben. After locking up his office, David had hurried over to the Little Angels Daycare to pick up Natalie. He had taken her to McDonald’s, an unusual fast-food treat, and then driven her to Hillary’s. His daughter had chattered nonstop during the ride, excited beyond belief that THE DAY had finally arrived. Seeing her awestruck expression when she walked into the Davis’ house and discovered the colorful balloons, glitzy party hats, and huge frosted birthday cake had made him feel satisfied with his choice. He had made the right decision; and his daughter’s happiness was the proof.
And he had continued to believe this during the short drive home. Right up until the moment when he had walked into the kitchen’s nook and discovered the light blinking on the answering machine. His heart had immediately accelerated, matching the light’s frenetic pace beat for beat. Something had happened to Natalie - something huge and horrible - and it was all his fault! He was being punished for finally believing that they were safe; that danger and disaster had been narrowly, yet ultimately, avoided.
He had frantically jabbed his finger at the button marked “Play,” almost erasing the damn thing in his haste. First he heard only static, then a muffled thump, then, finally, a man clearing his throat.
“Mr., uh, Dr. Jennings, I’m sorry to bother you at home. This is Dr. Edmund Tate.” The voice had paused then, and David’s brain had struggled to place the name. He had been expecting to hear the voice of Natalie’s pediatrician, or of one of the two doctors who manned the Emergency Room at Mason General, the only hospital in town. But this name eluded him, and he furiously flipped through the Rolodex in his brain. Dr. Edmund Tate, Dr. Edmund Tate. Suddenly, his brain found a match, and he felt his stomach plummet. Meanwhile, the recorded voice had continued, callously undeterred by the reaction its words had created.
“I’m afraid I have some terrible news, and I wanted to relay it to you personally before you heard it from another source. Unfortunately, I tried both your pager and office number without success, and so I’m forced to leave you a message on this machine. Usually I would refrain from leaving confidential information on an answering machine, but I’m afraid that this situation is anything but usual.”
David had closed his eyes tightly and grabbed onto the table with both hands; clenching it tightly, knuckles whitened with the strain - like a mountain climber desperately holding on to his last piton.
“Earlier today we had a, uh, situation here at the hospital. Three of our patients used hand-made weapons to overpower a nurse and one of the orderlies assigned to their floor. I’m sorry to say that the nurse was killed. The orderly is still alive but is in critical condition. Police officers were able to apprehend two of the patients in a relatively short amount of time, but one of the patients is still missing.”
At that point, David had let go of the table and fallen to his knees. His head had swung violently from side to side and a low keening sound assaulted his ears. When he had raised his head and looked around wildly for the source, he had been horrified to realize the noises were coming from him – climbing out of his chest and scurrying across his tightly strung vocal chords, before spewing from his lips. The voice on the machine had relentlessly continued.
“The patient still unaccounted for is your ex-wife, Patricia Jennings. I have frantically been trying to reach you because I have reason to believe that you and your daughter may be in grave danger. I have tried to share my concerns with the officers in charge, but they do not seem to understand the gravity of the situation. However, over the last week or two the delusions which have plagued Patricia on and off for many years now have resurfaced. She had been doing quite well over the preceding months, and so we were quite surprised at the sudden and dramatic reversal. By piecing together Patricia’s disjointed ramblings, along with her recent journal entries, I believe her destabilized condition may have something to do with the current planetary alignment. Unfortunately, I have no idea how the nature of that alignment relates to the resurgence of her psychotic behavior. I certainly hope you get this message in a timely fashion so that you can do whatever is necessary to protect you and your daughter.
“The police are currently here at the hospital searching for clues to your ex-wife’s escape, but they should be in touch with you very soon. Previous discussions between you and I had led me to believe that you understood her psychosis better than anyone, so hopefully this message will serve as an early warning until the police are able to offer their assistance. Thank you and please call me when you get this message.” Beep.
The answering machine had clicked off with a note of finality which seemed to accurately summarize David’s current situation. He had sighed then – an exhalation of breath which had swirled and echoed through the rooms of the house with an air of defeat. Standing slowly, he had walked through the living room and into his office, moving like someone who had aged dramatically in a matter of minutes; his gait a shambled shuffle, his stride that of an old and broken man. When he reached his office, he sat down in the chair at his desk and picked up the paperweight which sat on the corner, an old-fashioned ceramic sculpture of a kindly, bejowled doctor given to him by a patient several years ago. Lifting it in one hand, he had peeled back the felt cover of its base and reached into the hollowed-out structure, drawing from it a small golden key which he then fit into the lock of the bottom left drawer.
With trembling fingers, he had turned the key clockwise until he felt the lock disengage. Lips moving soundlessly, he said a quick prayer and then slowly pulled the drawer open. Reaching underneath several outdated medical journals, he lifted out a heavy silver case with clasps on either side of the handle. He set it on the center of his desk and then closed the drawer. For several minutes afterwards, he had sat quiet and motionless, trying to steel himself against the tendrils of panic which threatened to bind him in their sinewy grip. Biting his lower lip hard enough to draw blood, he suddenly reached for the box and, in one fluid motion, unhooked the clasps and threw open the lid.
One quick glance had confirmed his worst fears, and now, as the clock on his office wall struck three, he could do nothing but stare at the box. It was empty now. Well, not entirely empty. The foam inlay was still present, hollowed out at its center in the shape of a small handgun. But the gun was gone, and when he lifted up a corner of the foam padding and peeked underneath, he could see that the box of bullets was also missing. The gun was a 32 caliber pistol with a sandalwood grip and a shiny silver barrel; small, compact, and deadly. He had purchased it fifteen months ago; mere weeks after the event which had entirely transformed his life – and almost ended his daughter’s. David shuddered, remembering that night, and then jerked upright with a start as the tea kettle in the kitchen began to shriek.
He slumped in his chair, his chin falling to his chest, and closed his eyes. He was exhausted; so incredibly weary. His muscles were lax and rubbery, his joints stiff and sore, and he felt as if he had just run a marathon. But, although his body was completely fatigued, his mind was sharp and his senses hyperacute. He could hear the footsteps on the kitchen tile, the sound of high heels incompletely masked by the kettle’s whistle, and the faint but unmistakable scent of Liz Taylor’s White Diamonds perfume wafted by his nostrils. He could feel every point of pressure from the old leather chair, and his clothes felt scratchy and irritating. The metallic taste of fear was unmistakable, and the small hairs on the back of his neck lifted when the teapot was suddenly silenced. The creak of an opened cupboard and the clatter of dishes drifted back from the kitchen.
The footsteps resumed then, crossing the kitchen nook and then navigating the living room carpet, before heading down the hall towards his study. David kept his eyes closed, even as he heard the door to his office open. The motion produced a gust of air which gently pushed the hair back from his sweaty brow. There was a thump and clatter on the desk before him and, when he finally opened his eyes, he noted the tea service placed there: a beaten silver tray with two matched ceramic cups; blue with a red rose pattern, each containing steaming water; and several tea bags lying beside a small container of sugar with a spoon. With a sigh of resignation, he glanced up and greeted the woman standing there.
“Hello, Patricia.”
“Hello, David. Did you miss me while I was gone? No, wait, I remember,” she said, not pausing for an answer, “you’re the one who put me in that awful place. How could I forget?”
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