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PROLOGUE
Wearing a black tuxedo, the Chief sat in a private corner of the balcony overlooking the Pacific. His gaze drifted among the guests, his district sales representatives gathered on the patio below. Before the night was done, each would expect a one-on-one interview with him. But they would never know their words would be unheard, their requests would be ignored.
The fog had swirled in, drifting slowly north. Many of the guests shivered in its damp chill. That pleased the Chief. Perhaps they would leave sooner than later.
Unannounced and uninvited, a tall woman, well dressed in shades of lavender, burst onto the balcony. Furious, he scowled at her.
Ignoring his obvious displeasure, she crouched at his side and began whispering. Gradually the sights and sounds about him faded into the whispering mouth that breathed out names, places, dates, events. As her words penetrated his mind, he reached for her hand. She flinched when he tightened his grip, but he demanded she continue.
When she was finished, his eyes still riveted on her lips, he asked her, “How do you know all this?”
She told him, and he released her hand. She turned and left as abruptly as she had come. He beckoned the powerful man standing behind him. “The party is over. Tell them anything; just get rid of them.”
The Chief disappeared behind the French doors of his mansion. After locking himself inside the walnut-paneled office, he settled in front of the computer. He entered a seven-letter code. The monitor flashed to life, displaying columns of colorful icons. For a long moment the cursor hovered over an icon shaped like an oblong coffin.
Under it was a caption: Red Twenty-Nine.
He clicked on the icon, then typed another password. A grainy, black and white video flickered onto the screen. He fast-forwarded it until he found what he was looking for. Then he set it to slow motion. Leaning back, he gazed at the flow of images. Soon they overpowered his senses.
He squeezed his eyes shut, but the images were still there, playing out the final scenes of his life as a man.
CHAPTER 1
In the tiny examining room reeking of iodine, Olie Nielsen stared vacantly at the cinderblock wall.
“I don’t think I’m going to make it, Greg,” he mumbled.
I twisted around. “What did you say?”
“Getting hard of hearing? I said I don’t think I’m going to make it.”
The words astounded me. I had often heard them from patients facing major surgery for the first time. But I didn’t expect them from Olie Nielsen, a former hockey superstar with a roadmap of surgical scars all over his body.
I spouted off the standard answer. “A lot of people feel that way before a major operation. You’ll be fine.”
“Look, I’ve had a dozen surgeries in my hockey career. But I’ve never had this feeling before getting cut up. Explain that, will you?”
I pondered the question. Olie was known for his sixth sense. Sportscasters had often mentioned it during his playing years. They said he knew where the puck would be before it got there. And he knew where to pass it without looking for a receiver. Was that sixth sense speaking to him now?
Olie slid his enormous hulk off the examining table. “You look worried, Greg.”
“Why did you say that?”
“Because you’re frowning.”
“No, I mean about you not making it.”
“I don’t know. Can’t explain the feeling.”
Should I give in to his sixth sense? Or should I go ahead with the surgery as planned?
Just about every sports addict loved Olie. He was a recent inductee into the ice hockey hall of fame and now the successful head coach at our local college. With his winning grin and friendly eyes, he was the darling of the media. Easygoing, great sense of humor, and an all-round decent person, he was a credit to his sport. If he should die during or soon after the surgery, millions of people, especially me, would mourn for him.
That aside, I hate losing a patient for any reason—terminal cancer included.
I said to him, “If you like, I could refer you to University Hospital in Ann Arbor.”
Olie’s cobalt eyes narrowed. “I don’t live in Ann Arbor. I live right here in Ironthorp, Michigan. And so does my family.”
“University Hospital is one of the best in the country.”
“What about our own little hospital?”
“Top notch.”
“Then why should I go to Ann Arbor? I don’t like being poked about by all those medical students. Someone once told me the trainees do most of the surgery at university hospitals. Is that true, Greg?”
“Depends on the situation. But the professor is always present and directing the operation.”
“I don’t need a director. I need a hands-on surgeon. And they tell me you’ve got a great pair of hands.”
“Thanks. But what about this feeling of yours?”
“You told me everyone gets it before major surgery.”
“I didn’t say everyone.”
“But a lot of people, right?”
“Right.”
“So I’m not that different, am I?”
“I guess not.”
“What’s the matter, Greg? Can’t take the pressure?”
I had never operated on a celebrity before. Admittedly, the pressure was intense. Reporters had swarmed into our four-stoplight town on the banks of the Ironthorp River. They asked a lot of questions, mostly about me, Dr. Grigori—“Greg”—Dostoyov. What’s he like? Is he competent? Where did he go to medical school? Is he board-certified in surgery? And how come Olie Nielsen doesn’t go to some renowned medical center in some big city? After all, that’s where major-league physicians and surgeons practice, isn’t it? Certainly not in Podunk, U.S.A.
I looked intently at Olie. “I can take the pressure if you can.”
He beamed. “So we’re on for tomorrow morning, then.”
“We’re on.”
Sitting at the narrow counter with the Formica top, I finished scrawling my office notes while Olie dressed. When ready to leave, he said, “I’ll see you in the morning, Doc. Good luck to both of us.”
I jumped up. “Luck has nothing to do with it.”
“That’s comforting to know. Will the doctor with the impossible last name be your assistant?”
“Andy Mortczenski. You met him, right?”
Olie nodded.
We were heading out of the room when he suddenly grabbed my arm. “Is your assistant any good?”
“The best.”
“I’m glad to hear it, because he bothers me.”
“Why?”
“Don’t know. He just makes me nervous. How many surgeries has he assisted you with?”
“I’ve lost count.”
“Is there something unusual about mine?”
“Nothing at all.”
“You’re positive?”
“Positive.”
* * *
Early that same evening I finished making hospital rounds, then headed to the locker room. After exchanging my white coat for a blue blazer, I was combing my mop of brown hair when the door creaked open. In the mirror I saw Andy Mortczenski step inside, look around, then slink behind a row of lockers.
I followed him. “What brings you here today, Andy?”
Mortczenski spun around. Sweat-drenched, he stared at me for a long moment. Then he clanged open his locker and rummaged about. “I’m—uh—looking for something.”
“We’re on for seven-thirty tomorrow,” I said. “You all set?”
“Yeah.”
“Lots of reporters around.”
“Who cares?”
“See you at seven-thirty sharp.”
He grunted something, slammed his locker door, and secured it with a combination lock.
I watched him stomp out of the room. Although an excellent surgical assistant, Mortczenski seemed disturbed lately—withdrawn, moody, given to fits of temper.
And there was this sinister air about him. Olie had sensed it, and now I sensed it.
CHAPTER 2
Awake at four in the morning, my thoughts immediately drifted to Olie Nielsen’s premonition.
I don’t think I’m going to make it, Greg.
Apparently those words bothered me more than they did him. Otherwise, why would he insist on going through with the operation and with me as his surgeon? I tried to downplay the forewarning, but couldn’t get it out of my mind.
A few days before, he had made an appointment to see me because he noticed blood in the toilet bowl. I snaked an endoscope through his colon and found a growth the size of a walnut. Burrowed deep in the intestinal lining, it would be too risky to remove through the instrument.
After the procedure I told him, “Colon polyp.”
He shrugged. “Who is he?”
“He—it, I should say—is a growth in your large intestine. It needs to come out.”
“I’ll shit it out.”
“I wish it could be that simple. An abdominal operation will take care of it for good. Where would you like to have the surgery done?”
“Right here, with you as the surgeon.”
“Okay. I’ll make the arrangements.”
“How about tomorrow?”
“You need preparation, like blood tests, x-rays, and an EKG. What’s more, your colon has to be clean as a whistle.”
“Whistles aren’t that clean. Especially refs’ whistles.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I have to take laxatives and all that?”
“You do.”
“Shit.”
“Exactly—till there’s nothing left.”
Now was the morning of his operation: reporters on the scent, hospital administration in a frenzy, me under a microscope.
And Olie’s premonition.
I gulped down a cup of instant coffee, then got into my running gear: T-shirt, shorts, and pre-Nike sneakers. My legs, which in high school and college had won me a bunch of trophies, easily handled the three-mile run along the country lane by my cottage.
After a hot shower, whole wheat cereal, and a dose of CNN bad news, I glanced at my throwaway watch. It read one-thirty. The battery must have died.
Another bad omen?
When I arrived at the hospital, a rowdy mob of reporters was gathered in the lobby. Weaving my way through the throng, I heard someone say, “Olie shouldn’t be letting some hick surgeon work on him.”
Someone else said, “Hey, watch it. I work for a hick newspaper. Besides, I hear Greg Dostoyov is a fantastic surgeon.”
“Good for you and good for him. If Olie gets through this okay, maybe I’ll do a nice piece on Dostoyov. But if he doesn’t . . .”
In the locker room I foraged through stacks of scrub clothes until I found a set not made for a behemoth. Anyone would think my five-ten, lean frame was out of the ordinary.
Nielsen’s operation would be in Suite B, the newer of the two O.R. rooms. For a small hospital in a small town, the suite was big enough to hold two operating tables with their ancillary equipment and room to spare.
Lucy Kimble, my scrub nurse with the smiling blue eyes, was inspecting the instrument tray when I approached her. “Any word on Andy Mortczenski?” I asked her.
“Dr. Mortczenski came earlier and left. He told me he’d be back just before the case gets started.”
“Okay. You nervous, Lucy?”
“Why should I be?”
“The flock of reporters hanging around in the lobby.”
“Did they hassle you?”
“No.”
“That’s strange. When I walked through, they were all dying to talk to Olie Nielsen’s surgeon. Last time I checked, that was you, Dr. Dostoyov.”
“I told them I was an orderly.”
Her smiling eyes suddenly turned sad. “I saw Olie last night. He’s such a neat guy, but . . .”
“But?”
“He seemed so depressed.”
“Got any Tums or Rolaids?”
* * *
Mortczenski, about fifty pounds overweight and short of breath, lumbered into the room. I said, “Good of you to show up, Andy.”
He didn’t answer.
He looked off-color. Pale complexion, dark circles under his eyes, and at least two days’ worth of gray stubble on his two chins.
I asked him, “Bad night?”
“Why do you think that?”
“You forgot your mask.”
Rubbing a hand over his bristles, Mortczenski walked out. Soon he was back wearing a mask, his hands dripping after having to scrub them again. “Let’s get on with the operation. I don’t feel well.”
“Should I ask for a replacement?”
“Hell no! Once we get going, I’ll forget all about my goddamn flu.”
“Good thing you have your mask on.”
At 7:45 I made the midline abdominal incision. At 8:15 Mortczenski excused himself. “I need the John.”
Five minutes later he was back, his brow beaded with sweat.
With his help I removed the portion of Nielsen’s colon harboring the growth. Then I asked the circulating nurse to call the pathologist for a frozen section. The tissue analysis would determine if the growth was benign or malignant. More importantly, it would indicate if the margins of the specimen were clear of any tumor invisible to the eye. I couldn’t continue the surgery without that knowledge.
Mortczenski said, “Why don’t you take the specimen out to the pathologist yourself? With you there, at least those damn people will hurry up.”
“I planned on it, Andy. In the meantime cover up the wound with saline-soaked towels. Then sit down and give your flu and your attitude a rest.”
He grunted something.
Looking over the screen that separated the anesthesiologist from the operative field, I asked her, “Is our patient stable?”
She pointed at the vital signs monitor next to her. “Like a rock. See for yourself.”
She was right.
I took the section of excised colon out to the tiny lab adjacent to the operating room. The lab was adequately equipped for performing frozen sections but not much else. The pathologist, a woman in her late forties with short-cropped hair and wire-rimmed glasses, was already there waiting.
“How is the surgery going, Greg?” she asked.
“Fine.”
“May I relay that to the thousand reporters milling about the lobby?”
“Yes, do that. But don’t tell them anything about the tumor. That’s his business.”
I cut open the specimen to expose the colon’s inner lining and the growth. Looking like a pink cauliflower, the tumor measured about four cubic centimeters. It seemed to be located well away from the ends of the excised segment.
I watched the pathologist preparing the microscopic sections. Some were taken from the cut ends of the specimen, the rest from the tumor itself. Once the histological slides were ready, she studied them, occasionally letting me peer through the microscope. Ten minutes later we concluded the tumor was benign. I had removed it entirely with plenty of normal margins to spare.
Heaving a sigh of relief, I went back to the operating room and re-scrubbed.
Lucy was sitting cross-armed on a stool and looking bored. The anesthesiologist was invisible behind the screen. Andy Mortczenski stood at the operating table, the circulating nurse wiping his brow with a damp cloth. He looked ashen and a little unsteady.
“You okay, Andy?” I asked him.
“Let’s just get this over with.”
He was really annoying me.
I announced the good news about Olie’s tumor to a chorus of cheers. Then I asked Lucy for the intestinal stapler. I used it to reconnect the two cut ends of Nielsen’s remaining colon. Checking the connection for any possible defects or leakage points, I found none.
“We’ll close as soon as I make a final check of the abdomen,” I said.
Starting the systematic examination, I reached up toward the patient’s liver. Like the jaws of a pit bull, Mortczenski’s hand suddenly clamped around my forearm.
What the hell?
I glared at him. “Take your goddamn hand off me, Andy, unless you want to lose it.”
The room hushed. I could feel all eyes riveted on me.
Mortczenski released his grip. “While you were out, I did a thorough exploration. Everything was okay. Besides, you looked around earlier, so stop wasting my time.”
What he said surprised me. As my assistant, he had never acted on his own before.
I said to him, “You consider a few minutes of your time more valuable than the patient’s life?”
He folded his arms and stepped away from the table. “You don’t trust me when I tell you there’s nothing wrong inside that belly? Maybe you should get yourself an assistant you can trust.”
I pointed to the door. “There’s the exit.”
“You throwing me out?”
“I thought you volunteered.”
He didn’t move, and I decided not to press him. The poor guy had the flu, and I needed to be more tolerant of his bad moods. Everyone gets those, me included.
With Mortczenski watching, I completed the brief abdominal exploration. Everything seemed in order. But like he said, I had already examined the insides thoroughly at the start of the operation. I glanced at the circulating nurse. She had just finished counting the surgical sponges.
“Is the count correct?” I asked her.
“Right on the money.”
“The same with the instrument count,” Lucy added.
She helped me close the abdomen. I noticed Mortczenski slinking out once we were done.
“Is it really the flu that’s bothering him?” I asked no one in particular.
“Menopause,” Lucy offered.
“Funny.”
But it wasn’t, really.
CHAPTER 3
Like it always did when I was stressed, my stomach groaned in pain. The problem was I didn’t know why I felt stressed. Olie Nielsen had breezed through the surgery and the immediate post-op recovery period without any trouble. No fevers, no infections, no wound complications. The intestinal reconnection seemed in perfect working order—his bowel movements were normal. Tonight, now five days after the surgery, I would discharge him from the hospital.
Then why the hell was my stomach in knots?
Just outside the main lobby, I ran across the hospital director: pear-shaped, wiry hair, enormous breasts, and all the traits of a fascist. She said, “You’re to be congratulated for the great job of Olie Nielsen’s surgery. Most people thought he should have gone to University Hospital in Ann Arbor.”
“Did you think that too?”
“Absolutely not! I’m sure your excellent work will increase our client referral base considerably. Well done, Greg.”
Hoping she hadn’t jinxed me, I muttered a thanks and headed to the surgical ward. The charge nurse greeted me warmly, then heaped on the praises.
I asked her for an antacid.
She blinked. “Why the antacid and why the glum look? You should be proud of yourself.”
I shrugged.
After guzzling a mouthful of the liquid chalk, I went into the glass enclosure housing patients’ records. For a few minutes I reclined in a chair, my eyes closed.
It’s my damn heritage. The depressive side of me often dominates. It was inherited—or learned—from Russian-émigré parents whose moments of cheer were memorable only because there were so few of them. In my youth they managed an isolated soybean farm in northern Minnesota. I was their only child and all-purpose gofer. They had almost no visitors except the migrant field workers who never stepped inside the house.
So I developed a huge imagination. It has this knack of quickly analyzing a situation, then boiling it down to the worst case scenario.
I pored over Olie Nielsen’s hospital records. All his lab tests had been completed, interpreted, and properly recorded. In one of the nursing notes, difficult to decipher because of the awful handwriting, I read something about the urine turning blue. But it wasn’t mentioned anywhere else. So I assumed I had misread the note.
My stomachache was no better. I took another gulp of the antacid, then walked into Olie’s room.
He was dressed and ready to go home. “Thanks for everything, Greg.”
I said, “You’re more than welcome. But if you should ever need another operation, please don’t tell your surgeon you’re not going to make it, okay?”
“Sorry, but I still can’t shake that feeling.”
I suddenly understood my own anxiety. A contagious disorder, passed on to me from Olie.
Throughout his hospital stay he had acted as if something was about to go wrong. As if his life was about to end without knowing how or why. And now, despite an apparently uneventful post-op recovery, his sense of doom seemed stronger than ever.
I peered into his eyes. They telegraphed fear.
CHAPTER 4
Not being on call that August evening, I was on my second vodka martini over ice cubes and three olives. I felt pretty relaxed.
Six weeks had passed since Olie Nielsen’s surgery. He had gone through the post-operative recovery period without any major problems—at least none that I had heard of. The last time I had examined him, though, he did complain of mild abdominal cramps. Finding nothing wrong, I told him they were brought on by too much rich food too soon after the surgery. I advised him to cut back. After that visit, he didn’t keep his follow-up appointments with me. So I assumed the cramps were gone, and he was busy coaching hockey again.
The ominous phone call came at about seven o’clock. A woman’s voice screamed, “What the hell did you do to my husband?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Olie is dying.”
“He’s dying? Mr. Nielsen?”
“Who else have you butchered lately?”
“But he was . . .”
“Bastard!”
“What’s all this . . . ?”
The dial tone came on. At first I thought the call was a hoax. I looked up Olie’s home telephone number and dialed it. A recorded message came on. “This is Linda Nielsen. Please leave your name . . .” and so on.
The same voice that had accused me of butchery and illegitimacy.
Shivering off a chill, I thought about the problem. What could have gone wrong? Maybe an overlooked sponge or instrument left behind in Olie’s abdomen. It could have lain in there, festering, gathering bacteria, then . . . Boom! An overwhelming infection. Why else would he unexpectedly deteriorate now, so long after the operation?
Olie Nielsen: dying.
His premonition burst into my thoughts. Olie’s sixth sense had warned him about the surgery. It kept on warning him even after the flawless operation and during his uneventful recovery phase.
I called the hospital’s admitting office. The person in charge told me Olie hadn’t been admitted there. He hadn’t been to the emergency room either.
Wondering if Mortczenski had any information, I tried calling him at home. His telephone service was discontinued. Then I tried his cell phone, but got the please-leave-a-message-at-the-beep monotone. I talked with the hospital operator. She had some information. With little warning, Dr. Andy Mortczenski had closed his practice, put his house up for sale, and left town.
No forwarding address.
After gulping down a cup of coffee, I drove to Olie’s home on the outskirts of town in a torrential downpour. His place was along the Little Iron River, which was supposedly great for fishing. Aside from hockey, fishing was Olie’s passion.
I rang the doorbell several times. No one answered.
I went home and collapsed into a wicker chair on the rear porch. The downpour had come and gone, leaving behind the oppressive swelter of midsummer in Ironthorp. Mosquitoes thrived in the wooded mud-hole that was my backyard.
At around eight-thirty my doorbell rang. Thinking it might be news about Olie, I rushed to the front door.
A young man under a shock of black hair and a black raincoat stood before me. “My name is Dave Keenan, and I am from the Upper Peninsula Free Press. Are you Dr. Grigori Do-stay-off?”
“That’s close enough.”
“I have a few questions about Olie Nielsen.”
“What’s going on with him?”
“Are you aware he’s dying of cancer?”
I was a bit relieved it wasn’t a surgical sponge or instrument. But Olie was dying.
I said, “I was just told he isn’t doing well. I didn’t know he has cancer, though. I took out all his tumor.”
“His physician told the family the tumor you removed was benign. She wondered if you had looked around thoroughly while you were inside him. Any comments?”
Fair question. As soon as I was in Olie’s abdomen, I had explored it thoroughly and found no abnormalities. Before closing, I had also made a quick check.
Ignoring all the rules governing patient confidentiality, I said, “Yes, we explored his abdomen. And no, we didn’t find anything else wrong.”
The reporter eyed me, his upper lip curled into a sneer. “Then how come in the course of six weeks Mr. Nielsen is riddled with cancer? It’s all over his insides and in his spine.”
“Where is he?”
“At the University Medical Center in Ann Arbor.” With the now ingrained sneer, the reporter added, “If I were you, I wouldn’t go visiting him. You could be seriously hurt. His closest hockey buddies are there, and they can’t wait to meet you.”
Condescending bastard.
“Okay, you can take off now,” I growled.
“I understand you went to medical school in Mexico.”
I glared at him. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Couldn’t get into an American med school, eh?”
It took a lot of willpower to keep my clenched fists at my sides. “Beat it, you son of a bitch!”
He wagged a finger at me. “You shouldn’t have said that.”
I took a step toward him. Mumbling something incoherent, he slinked off.
I had another cup of coffee. Soon, dark thoughts replaced my anger. The truth was obvious. I had overlooked the cancer. It must have been in Olie all along, buried somewhere out of sight and beyond my probing fingers.
I screwed up. Simple as that.
CHAPTER 5
After hospital rounds early the next morning, I went to Mortczenski’s house. In front of it was a for-sale sign from a local real estate firm. No one answered the doorbell. I looked in through the living room window. The curtains were gone, as was the furniture.
Someone tapped me on the shoulder. “May I help you?”
I turned around to face a slim, middle-aged woman in a blue pantsuit. I asked, “Do you know where Dr. Mortczenski went?”
“Who are you?”
“Dr. Greg Dostoyov, his colleague. And you are?”
“His real estate agent.” She handed me a card. “He didn’t tell you where he was relocating to?”
“No. I didn’t even know he was planning to relocate.”
She shook her head slowly. “It’s all quite mysterious. He calls me every so often from his cell phone, but never tells me where he is. Like it’s a big secret.”
* * *
Later that afternoon I took a commuter flight to Ann Arbor, then rode a cab to University Hospital.
After introducing myself to the charge nurse of the surgical intensive care unit, I asked about Olie Nielsen.
She said, “He isn’t doing so well, I’m afraid. Perhaps you’d like to talk with his physician?”
Dr. Julie Landry came within five minutes. She was a slight woman wearing an oversized white coat. Courteous and professional, she asked me about my findings when I had operated on Olie. I told her.
She said, “He has a huge mass in his abdomen now. I did a biopsy. It turned out to be a nerve tumor, but we don’t know the exact type.”
“What are you going to do now?”
“We’ll try him on some chemotherapy, but I don’t think we’ll get to it.”
“Why not?”
“He’ll probably be dead within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”
“Mind if I see him?”
She looked at me sort of sadly. “I’m afraid the family doesn’t want you anywhere near him. I’m so sorry.”
* * *
The Upper Peninsula Free Press pounded me.
First, it wrote of the known facts about Nielsen’s critical condition. Then it mentioned my verbal assault “on the reporter who was merely investigating the region’s most compelling story of the year.”
A day later, the lead editorial commented on my background:
Dr. Grigori Dostoyov obtained his
degree from a medical school in
Mexico. Did American medical schools
reject him? He served his surgical
residency at a free-standing (not
university-affiliated) hospital that
subsequently succumbed to the inferior
quality of its training program. Did
first-rate training programs also
reject him? He then set up practice in
Ironthorp, a community that was in
desperate need of a surgeon. Six weeks
ago while operating on Mr. Olie
Nielsen, Dr. Dostoyov allegedly
neglected to remove or otherwise treat
an obvious cancer. It seems that some
physicians are more prone to error than
others.
The editorial ended with a call to the citizens of Ironthorp to unite in recruiting “an American-trained surgeon with impeccable credentials, one whom the good people of the region most assuredly deserve.”
The next day’s headline blazed Olie Nielsen’s death.
CHAPTER 6
The local media kept up the attacks on me. Keenan, the reporter who had confronted me, was particularly venomous. He took to nosing around the hospital. Once more he confronted me with questions about my medical background. With my temper again erupting, I asked him if he had good dental insurance. He took off in a hurry, and I didn’t see him again after that.
But it didn’t stop his poisoned pen.
Then came a letter from the state’s medical licensing board. The death of Mr. Olie Nielsen was under investigation. I should be prepared to appear before the board sometime in October.
The next morning the hospital operator called me at home. The director wanted to see me right away.
After gulping down two cups of coffee, I rushed to her office: mahogany desk, leather chairs, Persian rugs, and a couple of potted palms. She was pacing the floor when I walked in.
“Please have a seat, Dr. Dostoyov.”
She usually called me Greg, so I figured she was mad at me. I sank into a leather armchair in front of her desk.
Sitting behind the desk, she picked up a pen and wagged it at me. “Do you realize what you have done to this hospital and to this community?”
“You must be referring to . . .”
“Can you even imagine what it will do to our reputation and to our patient referral base?”
“I suppose this is about Olie Nielsen’s unfortunate death.”
“What else? Haven’t you been watching our area TV stations or reading the papers?”
“A little.”
“Thanks to you, our hospital is getting crucified.”
“And like the media, you blame me for Olie’s cancer.”
“You missed it. That’s what I blame you for.”
“Guilty until proven innocent, is that it?”
She softened a bit. “Look, Greg, the reporters are hounding me.”
“Stop talking to them.”
“They’re forcing me to investigate your conduct of the case. But they want more than that.”
“What more is there?”
She shuffled some papers around her desk. “They’d like me to go over all your surgical statistics since you started practicing here. And they want the results to be made public—obviously without revealing the patients’ names.”
“Go ahead and do it. I have nothing to hide.”
Without looking me in the eyes, she said, “I’m afraid there’s even more.”
“What else?”
“The hospital’s board of directors has asked me to suspend your privileges until the investigations are over. Of course, I had to comply.”
I slapped the armrest. “Of course you did.”
“You’re being sarcastic.”
I stood up, marched to the door, and spun around. “While you’re about it, I suggest you find yourself another surgeon.”
“That crossed my mind.”
“You’re no different than all the other healthcare bureaucrats.”
“Huh?”
“You go through life covering your fat rear ends.”
“Get out!”
CHAPTER 7
I called University Hospital in Ann Arbor and got through to the pathology department. After introducing myself, I asked the pleasant-sounding secretary if I could talk to the pathologist in charge of Olie Nielsen’s postmortem—that is, if he had a postmortem. She told me no information would be given over the phone. But if I were to go there in person . . .
After hanging up, I thought about flying down to Ann Arbor again, but changed my mind.
What difference would it make to what was happening to me in Ironthorp? My hospital privileges were suspended, and I had already told the director to look for another surgeon. People in town and at the hospital now avoided me. Anyone within sight cast me angry looks. A group of teenagers filing out of Burger King saw me drive by and flicked me the finger—in perfect synchrony.
Even my faithful secretary, who had been with me from the beginning of my practice, seemed distant. She couldn’t make eye contact with me.
The community had enough of me, and I had enough of the community.
Time to start over, to get away from the provincial mentality. But first, I had to take some time off and think about the future.
Was surgery in my future? It had to be, because I wasn’t good at much else except long-distance running.
I was never in surgery for the money. I was in it because I could use my hands to save lives, to make a difference. Add to that the excitement and drama of the operating room. I couldn’t imagine doing anything else for a living.
I don’t really know why I embarked on a medical career. After graduating with respectable grades from high school, I attended the University of Minnesota on a track-and-field scholarship. Admittedly, I didn’t study hard. Just enough to get by. Throughout the four years there, I worked in the evenings as an operating room orderly at a local hospital. It gave me insight into the field of surgery. I liked what I saw.
On graduation day, my mother came to the ceremonies—alone. “Father got bad pains in head,” she offered. She spent a lot of time talking to the parents of the outgoing class president: honor student, handsome, popular, star athlete, and all that. Nauseating guy.
I overheard Mother telling the father of Mr. Perfect, “I wish Grigori be like your son.”
Right then, I decided to study medicine.
At hearing my decision, my parents were ecstatic—they actually grinned. They even promised to help with my expenses using whatever lifesavings they had.
For the next two years I took the needed amount of extra credits for pre-med requirements. All the while I worked to save money. Then I started the application process. At last my 3.2 GPA from the University of Minnesota got me accepted to a medical school—in Mexico.
With the medical degree in hand and after countless rejections, I managed to land an internship and surgical residency in Delaware. Thanks to a physician’s placement agency, I then established a practice in Ironthorp. For over two years the rural Michigan town had been trying to lure a surgeon.
So I had that dreaded epithet whispered after my medical degree: FMG. It stands for Foreign Medical Graduate. To some people, especially American-trained physicians, it also stands for third-rate. The FMG label bothered me a lot, but I tried to overcome it with hard work and diligence. Until the Olie Nielsen disaster, I didn’t think anyone gave my FMG status a second thought.
A year after settling in Ironthorp, I married my now ex-wife. She was an O.R. nurse ten years younger than me. She was also the bubbly, outgoing sort, which I guess is what attracted me to her. She said she was in love with my quiet ways, my high cheekbones, and my almond-shaped blue eyes. After we dated for a month or so, she asked me to marry her. I accepted because I was in love with her.
“Miracle you found wife,” my mother, dying of breast cancer, commented in what turned out to be her parting words—or at least those that were coherent.
“Miracle,” Father echoed.
The miracle lasted two years, produced no children, and ended when my spouse fled to Green Bay in her Toyota roadster. Last I heard, she was married to a lawyer. She had two children and a BMW roadster.
I feel responsible for her flight because I’m probably difficult to live with.
A month after Mother died, Father moved to Florida and remarried. I didn’t hear much from him after that.
So now I was free to start all over. No ties to work or family. It was exciting to think about it, and my imagination took over. How about relocating to a country where my hands would really be needed? Somewhere like Sudan or Somalia or Nepal—places where I could make a huge difference. Or how about joining Doctors Without Borders? It would be as rewarding a life as any physician could experience—with a lot of adventure thrown in.
CHAPTER 8
Feeling like the proverbial pariah, I put my two-story cottage and its scant furnishings up for sale. The real estate agent who had sold it to me took on the task. Then I gave a month’s worth of severance pay to my secretary. She had already hinted she was looking for another job.
After terminating the office lease, I sent letters to my active patients advising them of my intention to close the practice. Sure of being sued by Nielsen’s family, I gave my cell phone number to a malpractice lawyer with my insurance company.
On August 15, I packed some personal belongings into the back of my eight-year-old Ford Explorer. I headed toward Las Vegas. Once there, I would have some fun and wander around the desert for forty days and nights—well, maybe not that long. With my head rid of all the negative stuff, I could think more clearly about my future.
The first two days of driving were boring. The third day found me in Yellowstone Park. The drive through it wasn’t pleasant. First, the intermittent downpours; second, the traffic jams; third, the idiot in the Chevy truck tailgating me most of the way.
Somewhere south of the park, the weather cleared. I stopped to do my business at a primitive rest area offering a panoramic view of the Grand Tetons. The lot was deserted except for a rust-bound Dodge minivan, its hood lifted.
Walking back from the foul-smelling outhouse, I paused to gaze at the mountains. I couldn’t imagine anyone overlooking their majestic beauty. There’s a heck of a lot more to this world than Ironthorp and its hospital, I decided.
I followed a footpath winding through undergrowth to a stream below. The midday sun was hot, and the stream promised relief. I looked about and saw no one. Taking off my jeans and T-shirt, I tiptoed into the knee-deep water that was melted snow. It stifled my breath for a few seconds, then I got used to it. For the first time since Olie Nielsen’s death, I felt relaxed.
A woman’s voice called out. “Would you mind giving me a hand?”
I looked up at the ledge overlooking the stream. Seeing the lone figure wave frantically at me, I sank to my waist and yelled, “What’s the problem?”
“It’s my van.”
I said I’d be there in a minute, and she vanished out of view. After dressing while still wet, I climbed up to the parking lot.
The woman glanced up at me from under the hood of the minivan. “Are you the guy who was down by the stream?”
I ran a hand over my dripping hair. “I think so.”
She straightened up. “What do you know about cars?”
“They’re a means of transportation.”
“Are you being funny?”
“Not really.”
“I guess I’m stuck here then.”
I studied the pale, thirty-something woman. She could use a bit more nourishment, and she wasn’t especially attractive: chestnut hair swooped back into a severe twist; deadpan hazel eyes, one lighter in color than the other; a little bob to her nose; no makeup. Her clothes looked too big for her, the gray blouse hanging outside baggy jeans. Her sneakers, probably white when new, had gaps between the soles and insteps.
I unhitched my cell phone. “You’re welcome to use this and call a garage.”
“It won’t work here in the mountains. Mine doesn’t.”
I glanced at the display: No Service. I said, “My car still works.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“If you want, I could take you to the nearest gas station. You could arrange for a tow-truck there.”
She stared at me, eyes cold, eyebrows raised.
I pulled out my wallet and showed her my medical license. “It says here I’m a physician.”
“So?”
“I thought maybe you . . .”
“You thought maybe I was afraid you’re a murderer or rapist or something? Well, just because you’re a doctor doesn’t exclude you from that bunch.”
“Do I look like a violent criminal to you?”
She eyed me up and down. “Let’s see. Late thirties, about five-ten, and a runner’s build. High cheekbones, blue eyes with a bit of a slant to them—kind of an innocent Slavic look.”
I felt my cheeks flush. “I didn’t ask for all that detail.”
“Criminals come in all shapes and sizes—and professions. Jack the Ripper was a doctor. Or didn’t you know that?”
I laughed.
She was deadpan. “Well, go on. Don’t you want to defend yourself and your intentions?”
“Okay. First, if my intentions were evil, this would be as good a spot as any to carry them out. Second, it’s only a theory that Jack the Ripper was a doctor. Third, he only killed prostitutes. That’s not your line of work, is it?”
She glared at me.
I continued. “And finally, Jack the Ripper was at his busiest in the late eighteen hundreds. That should at least get me off the list of usual suspects.”
She smiled.
And with that smile, all traces of plainness suddenly vanished. Her harsh veneer shattered, and I found myself gaping at this lovely woman with the twinkling eyes that seemed to invite me in.
A magical metamorphosis.
I wondered if I could ever come up with a smile like that.
CHAPTER 9
During the drive to search for the nearest garage, she told me about herself. She was—still is—Kate Adams. A biology professor at the University of Utah, she was on leave to explore the ecosystems of Yellowstone and Grand Teton National Parks. She usually did that on her own.
“It gets me at one with nature,” she said. “And it gets me to asking why we humans are constantly trying to ruin it. Are you in love with mother nature like I am?”
I replied, “I guess so, because I grew up on a farm.”
“Brothers or sisters?”
“None.”
“Only child, huh? Spoiled rotten, I suppose.”
“My parents were hardworking Russian immigrants. They didn’t believe in spoiling kids.”
Anything but.
She said, “I was the sixth of six children—five brothers and me.”
“Must have been fun.”
“Wrong. I was last in line for all the good stuff.”
“Meaning?”
“The last in line for the ice cream, candy, cookies, you name it. I spent most of my teenage years finding ways to get the better of my brothers.” Pause. “And I almost always did.”
“I see.”
“What do you see?”
“Just an expression.”
She told me that even as a child she was fascinated by the western wilderness and its mountains. After graduating from high school, she left Upstate New York for Salt Lake City. She enrolled at the University of Utah and obtained her masters degree in biology. She stayed on the faculty and lived in a condominium at the foothills of the Wasatch Range.
“Is your husband a biologist, too?” I asked her.
“Is that your way of finding out if I’m married?”
“Making conversation, that’s all. You don’t have to answer.”
“Well, I’m not married. How about you?”
“Is that your way of finding out if I’m married?”
She winced. “Okay, so we’re even. Well, are you?”
“Am I what?”
“Married.”
“I was, about five years ago.”
“Did you dump her for a newer model?”
“Of course not.”
“So what happened? Did you abuse her?”
Her questions were getting to me. “Jesus! First you accuse me of being a murderer and rapist. Now you say I’m a wife abuser. Got any more zingers coming, or are you done?”
“Not quite. Your eyes are awfully cute.”
My cheeks heated up.
She chuckled. “You get embarrassed easily, don’t you?”
“A service station shouldn’t be far from here.”
CHAPTER 10
At the Teton Auto Repairs and Parts, an island in a junkyard, the manager was on the front porch. Sitting in an uprooted car seat, he stroked a can of Coors against a basketball-belly. In between belches, he finally agreed to send out a tow-truck. He instructed Kate to go back to the rest area and wait for the truck to arrive, which might take a couple of hours. She glanced at me, then looked away.
I said, “I’m in no hurry, so I could take you back. That is, if you’ve gotten over thinking of me as Jack the Ripper or a wife beater.”
“Let me see another ID.”
I started to pull out my wallet, but she held up a hand. “Just kidding.”
After returning to the rest area, we sat on the banks of the stream. We dipped our bare feet in the water and gazed at the mountain cones beyond.
Kate asked, “How come you’re in no hurry? Everybody nowadays is in a hurry to get somewhere.”
“I’m—in between jobs.”
“What kind a doctor are you?”
“Surgeon. I practiced in Ironthorp, Michigan, but I’m planning to relocate.”
“You’ll be missed there, won’t you?”
“I doubt it.”
Bad answer, because she gave me this sidelong stare, suspicion written all over her face. “Oh, really?”
“Really.”
“Why are you leaving Ironthorp?”
I shrugged, “Time for a change, I guess.”
“You got into some sort of trouble, didn’t you?”
Was she a mind reader? “I don’t know if you could call it that.”
“Then what?”
After a few seconds of hesitating, I replied, “I operated on this famous hockey player and coach. Soon after, he died of advanced cancer. The family and press blamed it on me because they thought I missed it during surgery. Which I probably did.”
“What kind of a cancer?”
“It had a nerve origin, that’s all I know. He ended up at a university hospital in Ann Arbor.”
“Did you operate on him because you thought he already had the cancer?”
“No. He had a benign growth in his intestine. Whatever tumor invaded his body after the operation grew and spread in record fashion. It must have been pretty small when I was in there. Otherwise, I guess I wouldn’t have missed it.”
Kate squinted at me. “What do you mean in record fashion?”
“Well, from the time of the operation to his death wasn’t much longer than six weeks.”
“So in about six weeks, what was probably a minuscule tumor sprouted all over his body and killed him.”
“I suppose.”
“You suppose. Don’t you think that’s kind of bizarre?”
“Bizarre stuff happens.”
“Nonsense. I’m a biologist, remember? I know all about how fast living matter grows. What you told me about your patient is definitely bizarre.”
“So what?”
“So you need to investigate.”
“I’m moving on.”
“You need to investigate.”
CHAPTER 11
After the tow truck finally arrived, we followed it in my car to the service station. The problem with the minivan was fixed within thirty minutes. “A loose wire in the ignition,” the manager explained. He handed Kate the bill.
She gaped at it, then at him. “Does a loose wire cost three hundred and twenty-six dollars?”
I noticed the blaze of her eyes, the flared nostrils, the pursed lips.
The manager backed away from her. “No, but towing the van and the labor to fix it does.”
Kate stepped up to him. “I think you guys bilk the tourists who get stranded out here. Maybe I should make some inquiries with the Better Business Bureau about your scam.”
“I don’t give a shit what you do, lady. Just hand over the plastic or the paper.”
I tugged on her arm. “Come on, Kate, forget it. It isn’t a big deal. I can loan you the money.”
“No, I won’t forget it. You don’t think it’s a big deal that this man cheats the public? And anyway, I don’t need a loan.”
Thinking she was too angry to listen to reason, I walked away.
After paying, she stomped over to her minivan, where I was waiting. She stopped, spun around, and shook a fist at the manager. “Your scamming days are over.”
The manager disappeared inside the garage, waving a middle finger.
I asked Kate, “Feel better now?”
“Darned right I do. At least I have him worried about an investigation. And don’t think he’s off the hook. As soon as I get back, I’ll call the Bureau about him.”
She got into the van and slammed the door. It didn’t close all the way, so she slammed it harder. She muttered something I couldn’t hear and started the engine. The wheels spun, spewing out dirt and gravel. The van jolted forward, skidded to a stop a few feet later, charged back in reverse. I was wiping off my jeans when I saw it coming. I jumped to the side.
Kate leaned out of the window. “Will you be traveling anywhere near Salt Lake City?”
“I think I’ll pass through it. Why do you ask?”
“Stop by my place. I owe you a dinner for all your help.”
Not my kind of woman, I thought. But all the same, she intrigued me with her intelligence and bewitching smile. Could make for a nice change from eating alone.
I accepted her invitation. After giving me directions to her home, she told me to be there at six the next evening. Then she drove off, with a little less fanfare.
* * *
I easily located Kate’s condominium on the outskirts of the city. I wasn’t far from the University School of Biological Sciences. She greeted me with her fantastic smile. Her hair was down, stroking her brow and streaming over her shoulders. She had on a touch of mascara, a hint of a pearly-pink lipstick, a pale blue tank top, and white shorts.
I tried not to gape at her, but my eyes wouldn’t budge. This woman’s looks were special, far more attractive than what she had displayed when we first met. Was that some sort of camouflage?
She said, “Don’t just stand there gawking. Come in.”
Still stunned, I said, “You look a lot different from when I saw you last.”
“That was my plain look to keep away the predators.”
“Predators?”
“Like the men I used to go out with. Mostly yahoos and trophy hunters.”
“Who knows? Maybe I’m one of those.”
She laughed heartily. “You? I don’t think so.”
I wasn’t sure how to take that.
We went inside, and I glanced about the place. It was like her—nothing fancy, just sincere. Lots of plants, lots of flowers, lots of framed posters of the Utah wilderness. At the front of the living room, a picture window displayed a vista of the city below and Salt Lake beyond. At the rear, a glass sliding door opened to a small balcony cowering under the Wasatch Range. The highest peaks were still capped with snow.
She asked, “Would you like a drink?”
“Vodka martini, if you have it.”
“Just the vodka. No olives, no vermouth.”
“I’ll suffer in silence without them.”
Now almost seven in the evening, she led me to the balcony and handed me the martini. “I’ll finish cooking, then join you. Enjoy your drink and the view. While you’re about it, though, I want you to think about outliers.”
“What are you talking about?”
“As a biologist, I do a lot of scientific research. When I go over results of an experiment, I look for outliers. They’re interesting.”
“Why?”
“They fall outside the normal range. So I ask myself, why are they different? Are they just plain mistakes, or are they trying to tell me something? Like dangling a bit of information that could solve a huge biological mystery.”
Kate paused, maybe to let all that sink into me. I wondered where she was headed with this.
She continued, her eyes wide and sparkling. “Take penicillin, for instance. Alexander Fleming discovered it because of an outlier—a bacterial culture that didn’t spread all over the petri dish like it was supposed to. He wondered why not, so he investigated. And voilà! You have penicillin and a thousand derivatives of that mother of all antibiotics.”
She walked away.
I called after her. “What’s your point?”
She spun around. “Your patient was an outlier.”
“And?”
“His death from cancer was unexpected. Don’t you owe it to yourself and your profession to find out more? I mean, if his cancer grew so fast, maybe there was something unique about it—something you and other surgeons could learn from. Besides, your reputation was ruined by some catastrophe you had no control over.”
“I was the catastrophe.”
“Huh?”
“I didn’t find the cancer in the first place.”
“You’ve let this whole thing defeat you.” Pause. “I hear surgeons don’t know the meaning of defeat. Or do they?”
I shrugged.
She didn’t let up. “Well, are you a defeatist or what?”
My right knee quivered, and I tried to steady it. Too late. She saw it and flashed me one of those I’ve-got-your-number grins.
I said, “Look, I missed a cancer in a celebrity patient. Now I’m paying for the mistake. So stop with the damn psychoanalysis.”
“Just trying to figure out what my new friend is all about, that’s all. The way I see it, you could use a booster shot of confidence.”
I brushed past her and dashed to the bathroom.
After waiting in there long enough to make sure my knee had stopped quivering, I went back to the balcony. Moments later she called me into the kitchen. Dinner was on the table.
The food was barely passable: spaghetti with chewy meatballs, and salad with some dressing that tasted of syrup mixed with vinegar. I think it’s called vinaigrette.
After the meal, we drank coffee on the balcony. Dusk had brought swirls of mist creeping down from the mountain ridges. Kate waved a hand toward the mist. “Now you can’t see the snow. But if you were to climb to the very top, it would still be there.”
I asked her, “Is that a metaphor or something?”
“You got away from Ironthorp so you wouldn’t have to face a problem. But the problem is still there.”
“No. The problem is dead.”
CHAPTER 12
I spent a night in Las Vegas. It didn’t agree with me.
The rowdy crowd, the clatter of the slot machines, and the overbearing heat outside had driven me into a quiet bar. It was on a side street off the Strip. A young woman with a ton of makeup, six-inch platforms, and almost no skirt sidled up to me.
She winked. “Want to have some fun?”
“What did you have in mind?”
“For three hundred bucks, I’ll take you around the world.” She grabbed my crotch. “From top to bottom—get it?”
“Does that include Europe?”
She gave me this weird look like I was from another planet, then stomped away.
The next day I left Vegas and headed back to Ironthorp.
Just after crossing into Michigan, I decided to go to Ann Arbor.
* * *
The lobby of University Hospital’s pathology department was austere. No windows, no pictures, no plants. Not even a clock to indicate time wasn’t standing still.
The secretary, Mrs. Trocar according to the nameplate, was away from her desk. It housed, along with standard office equipment, a figurine vaguely in the shape of a Rottweiler. Hanging from its neck was a cardboard cartoon of ex-President Ronald Reagan. A caption blew out of his mouth: If it isn’t important, what the hell are you doing here? If it is, what the hell are you doing here?
I wondered the same.
After pacing about for about five minutes, I was ready to leave.
“May I help you?”
I turned to face Mrs. Trocar: mid-fifties, morbidly obese, perky.
I introduced myself. “Could I speak to the pathologist who was involved with the case of Olie Nielsen? I operated on him in Ironthorp.”
“Oh yes, I remember. You phoned us a while ago, didn’t you?”
“That’s right.”
“Sorry I couldn’t tell you anything over the phone, but those are the rules. Do you have a card?”
“I don’t, but here’s my medical license.”
She glanced at it, then disappeared down a gray corridor. Returning moments later, she directed me to a door at the farthest end of the hallway. I knocked quietly. A dark woman wearing a rust-colored sari greeted me. Introducing herself as Dr. Agrawal, she spoke with an accent like the Queen of England.
Her office was as uninviting as the lobby. On a workbench to one side of her desk stood a microscope surrounded by glass slides. They were smeared with purple and red blotches.
She said, “Dr. Dostoyov, I am so happy you came. Actually, a few days ago we mailed your hospital an official letter. We requested a copy of your operative report on Mr. Olie Nielsen. Now that you’re here, perhaps you could tell me what your findings were.”
“Just a benign polyp in his colon, like I told Mr. Nielsen’s physician. Did you do an autopsy?”
“Yes. This is a most baffling case. I showed gross and microscopic sections of his cancer to all our pathologists. No one had seen anything like them before.”
“What’s so different about them?”
She opened a desk drawer, pulled out a glossy photograph, and handed it to me. “Here is the cancer as it lay in the patient’s abdomen. It looks like the head of Medusa, don’t you think?”
After studying it, I mumbled, “A face with snakes for hair.”
“You will notice that the whole tumor is white. The face part is the shape and size of an apple. As for the snakes, they invaded his spine and most of his abdominal organs.” She shuddered. “Vicious creatures.”
I handed back the photo. “What about when you examined the tumor under a microscope?”
“The best way to describe it is that it is pure.”
“Pure?”
“Yes. The cells are all remarkably alike, down to their nuclei and even the cytoplasm that surrounds the nuclei. They’re not at all like you see in typical cancer cells with bizarre shapes and growth patterns.”
“What kind of cells are these?”
“Nerve cells—perfectly aligned and beautifully organized. I discussed the findings with some experts at the National Tumor Registry and at the Cancer Institute. None of them had ever heard of such a tumor either.”
I said, “So what happens now?”
“We will report the case in our leading pathology journal. Perhaps the publicity will bring out someone who has seen something like it before.”
So that’s it, I thought. A rare form of cancer springing up in an ill-fated patient in record time. Should I go back to Ironthorp and explain everything to the hospital director and demand an apology? Maybe I would get one, but so what? Did I really want to live out the rest of my years in a community that had been so quick to turn its back on me?
After leaving the pathology department, I checked into a motel called Welcome Inn, and considered phoning Kate. I decided against it. Two very dry martinis at a nearby bar changed my mind. Surprised as to how warmly she greeted me, I told her of my findings at the university hospital.
The account seemed to excite her. “Can you get a couple of the microscopic slides to me as soon as possible? I’d like to show them to a colleague of mine here. He’s a world-famous cell biologist.”
“I’m sure they won’t release the slides to me.”
“And why not?”
“Those are part of the legal records.”
“Then take some.”
“You mean—steal some?”
“Steal, borrow, who cares? It’s for an important cause.”
As a child, I once stole a few dollars from my father’s wallet. Of course, I was caught. For the offense I received twelve strokes of his leather belt to my bare bottom. Which ended my foray into crime.
I said, “I try not to break the law.”
Then I hung up.
CHAPTER 13
At a seedy Indian restaurant, I ate lamb curry and some kind of vegetable mixture. Later, in my motel room I spent the rest of the night tossing about and passing gas.
I also thought a lot about what I had learned from the pathologist at University Hospital. One thing had become clear to me now. The cancer that had killed Olie Nielsen needed to be thoroughly investigated. But would the pathologist, Dr. Agrawal, aggressively pursue the matter?
At nine the next morning, I again found myself at Dr. Agrawal’s office. Straining to hold back another rush of methane, I asked, “Would you mind if I look at the slides? I mean, it’s just in case I run across a similar situation.”
After retrieving a partitioned wooden box for storing slides, she set it to the side of the microscope. “Be my guest.”
She resumed what she was doing when I had first walked in: reading a book titled The Principles of Zoroastrianism. I had heard of the religion. Something to do with the struggle between the forces of light and darkness. Sort of like the struggle now raging through my conscience.
Hunched over the microscope, I adjusted the low-power focus and squinted at one of the slides. Like the pathologist had said, the cells were pure and beautiful.
My back was to her desk, so the theft was easy. I slipped two of the glass slides into the breast pocket of my blue blazer. I thanked the pathologist, strolled out of her office, and quickened my pace. In the narrow hallway I barely avoided colliding with the secretary, apologized, and raced to the parking lot.
I didn’t stop driving till I was in Ironthorp.
* * *
I visited my real estate agent. She told me my house had a few interested buyers, but none of them had yet made an offer. I then talked to my attorney. He said I should stop fretting about lawsuits and get on with my life. He added, “Besides, you have good malpractice coverage.”
I said, “That’s not the point. I don’t want things to drag on. If the Nielsen family sues, I want you to convince the insurance company to settle. And I don’t care for how much.”
He scowled at me. “You may not care, but we certainly do.”
“Look, I am to blame for what happened.”
“That’s not for you to decide.”
“Come again?”
“The courts, if it comes to that, will decide if there is blame and who has to take it.”
It’s useless to argue with that kind of logic—or lack of it.
I FedExed the microscope slides to Kate. In an accompanying scribbled note, I indicated she should return them to University Hospital as soon as she was finished.
After stopping at a liquor store to replenish my supply of vodka, I went home. Sitting on a fallen sycamore by my backyard stream, I sipped a martini. Vacantly I threw dead leaves into the water, watching them drift away.
Drift about in Europe for a while, I decided. Unstressed, carefree.
But images of the cells that killed Olie Nielsen sprang into my head. An almost mystical quality to them, their surreal beauty holding the secret to Olie Nielsen’s death.
How unstressed or carefree would I be without exposing their secret?
CHAPTER 14
I was thinking about how to pursue investigating Olie Nielsen’s mysterious cancer when Kate called. “Those slides you sent me? I showed them to my famous biologist friend at the University. His name is Jake Fine.”
“Did you send them back to Ann Arbor?”
“Don’t you want to hear what we found out?”
“After you send them back.”
“Jake said he had seen cells like those before. They were shown at a biology convention in London a couple of years ago. They were in . . .”
“Did you?”
“What?”
“Send off the slides.”
“I will when I’m done with them. Now listen to me carefully. In the program booklet from the meeting, we found a photo of the same cells. They were from a lab somewhere in Scotland.”
“That’s a long way from Michigan.”
“The cells were grown artificially.”
“Olie Nielsen’s cancer wasn’t artificial.”
“The whole purpose of the presentation was to show how a single stem cell can be stimulated to develop into a unique kind of nerve tissue.”
“What’s that got to do with Olie Nielsen?”
“Maybe nothing. But that photograph was exactly like the histology slides you borrowed . . .”
“Stole, filched, robbed, burglarized, pilfered.”
“Okay, okay, I get it. And I’m sorry you feel so guilty about investigating a medical mystery. Anyway, we won’t know anything for sure unless we dig deeper, will we?”
I didn’t answer.
Kate was persistent. “How do you account for the resemblance between the cells from your patient and those from that lab in Scotland? They supposedly had different origins, grew under different conditions, and showed up on different continents. Try and explain all that, would you please?”
“Coincidence.”
“And if not?”
* * *
I telephoned Sean Stewart, Ph.D. He was the Scottish scientist who had presented the stem-cell study at the biology convention. Thanks to Kate’s connections at the university, she had located the scientist’s current place of work—a research laboratory in Baltimore, Maryland.
Before calling, I looked him up on the Internet. There wasn’t much written about him. A graduate of Glasgow University, he received his Ph.D in cellular biology from Oxford. Then he worked in Scotland as a research scientist for a pharmaceutical company. A few years later he came to America and joined the staff of the Johns Hopkins School of Biological Sciences. His specialty was producing growth factors that stimulate stem cells to develop into a variety of tissue types.
I finally got through to Stewart and briefly explained the reason for the call. He listened in silence, after which he said his research had nothing to do with cancer. He talked about his objectives in developing what he called the CL-93 cell line. He was passionate about his work, I sensed. But he also lapsed into periods of silence that were painfully long.
All the same, I found the scientist’s story riveting. Riveting because it seemed to have a bearing on the case of the unfortunate Olie Nielsen.
CHAPTER 15
I heard what sounded like a match striking, then a deep breath. After exhaling noisily, Stewart spoke like he was gargling. He had a thick Scottish accent, and he wheezed.
“Stem cells. If you could make them specialize, mature, and proliferate, they could replace just about any tissue in the human body. Just think about it. Your spine, say, is broken in two because you were crazy enough to play some violent sport. You’re paralyzed. So they implant into you stem cells destined to become nerves. In a few weeks you’ve got yourself a new spinal cord. Simple, right?”
“Right,” I agreed.
“Wrong. Instead, something completely unpredictable happens. Something so bizarre and bloody dreadful . . .”
I thought we had lost the connection. “Hello? Dr. Stewart, are you still there?”
“Aye. Where was I?”
“Something so bizarre and bloody . . .”
“I’ll start at the beginning.”
* * *
Stewart spoke of his early efforts at developing nerve tissue from stem cells. The pharmaceutical firm had somehow obtained a living human embryo for him—an embryo no bigger than a grain of rice. After isolating stem cells from its primitive spinal cord, he managed to make a few of them develop into recognizable nerve cells. But no matter what growth factors and nutrients he used, the cells would not come together to form nerve bundles. Almost at the point of giving up, he learned of a new method that used mouse cells as scaffolding, so-called “feeder cells.” The method supposedly enhanced stem cells to proliferate into well-organized tissue. He tried it.
On a rainy Tuesday afternoon in March, he peered into his Zeiss microscope. He was studying the latest generation of his stem-cell line, searching for something new or remarkable. His back hurt, so he leaned forward on his elbows. In doing so, he nudged the microscope, which jarred the glass slide on the adjustable platform.
That was when the strand suddenly appeared.
The cells in that strand sprung out from their nuclei that were grouped together in a tight circle. They were different from the other nerve cells he had developed. They were larger, uniform in shape and size, and had long projections.
After clearing off all the debris from the glass slide, he took multiple photographs of the isolated strand with a specially mounted camera. He entered the discovery into his logbook. This was the first time any of his artificially developed nerve cells had bonded.
Stewart’s next task was to see if they would act as they were meant to: transmitting signals between the brain and its subjugate organs; bridging gaps created by disease, injury, or genetic defects.
In May he started the animal experiments. He used a mutant strain of mice lacking an immune system. Since his cells were human-derived, they would be destroyed by the immune system of any species other than human.
The experiments were disasters. Within a week of implanting the stem cells, the mice died. He performed the test many times, sometimes altering the original conditions, sometimes altering the implantation methods and locations. With each test the same complication arose. Finally, after almost a year of failed trials, he was ready to concede defeat.
* * *
“You can’t imagine my frustration,” Stewart said to me. “I was sure CL ninety-three would work.”
“CL ninety-three?”
“That’s what I called the ninety-third progeny of the stem cell line—the one developing into nerves bundles. And it was a prolific line. Multiplied like bloody rabbits. Now where was I?”
“You were frustrated.”
“Ah, yes. But it didn’t matter.”
“That you were frustrated?”
“No, not that. I was forced to leave the lab.”
“What happened?”
Stewart sighed. “I was laid off.”
“Just because your cells misbehaved? Doesn’t seem right.”
“Well, there was more to it than that. It started with Sophie.”
CHAPTER 16
Stewart sighed. “Sophie—the poor, wretched dog. Morris Gilliam killed her.”
“Who’s he?” I asked.
“My boss at the laboratory. He was fond of telling me, ‘You don’t need to throw a thousand bricks off the Empire State Building to prove they can’t fly.’ Bloody slipshod scientist, is our Dr. Gilliam. He constantly harassed me to come up with quicker results by using fewer animals and data points. I couldn’t stand him. And neither could my wife, Bessie.”
“Gilliam killed your dog?”
Stewart told me Sophie’s sad tale.
* * *
He hated the basement of the laboratory. The stench of animal waste, the slime on the granite walls, the dampness. But he could stand all that for the sake of looking in on Sophie. The unfortunate mutt had strayed onto the grounds of the laboratory, known as the JMP House. The animal caretaker brought her in, fed her, and disinfected her. He kept her caged in the basement.
Stewart saw her during one of his infrequent visits to the basement. He instantly took to her. No one would tell him why the dog was caged there, except that she was to “participate” in a project for the laboratory director, Dr. Morris Gilliam. He was an American scientist who, rumor had it, was once fired from a major American university. He had allegedly fabricated experimental data.
Stewart was almost certain of the rumor’s validity.
Sophie was rambunctious. She pranced noisily about her cage when she saw Stewart bringing her a dog biscuit. Hopelessly captivated by her, he made further inquiries as to why the poor dog was caged. According to the caretaker, Sophie was on a strict drug schedule to suppress her immune system. “Dr. Gilliam’s orders,” the caretaker added.
Stewart pressed Gilliam about it, but received no satisfactory explanation.
On one of Stewart’s visits to the basement, Sophie was comatose, as if anesthetized. When he approached her, she didn’t even look up. As she lay there, he couldn’t discern anything obviously wrong—just an odor of iodine about her. He turned her over and saw a yellow stain and a blood smudge on her shaved belly.
In the next two weeks Sophie gradually deteriorated, growing thinner by the day, looking more and more sickly. When Stewart brought her biscuits she would act hungry at first, but would stop eating after the first bite. During some of his later visits, her body would shake—not like a tremble, but like a convulsion. At other times she would stir from a slumber, whimpering, shivering.
Knowing Sophie was in pain, Stewart secretly injected her with twice-daily doses of morphine, hoping she would soon improve. But she didn’t. He watched her dying a slow, agonizing death until he could stand it no more. On a late Thursday evening when he thought everyone had left, he drew up lethal doses of morphine and potassium chloride into two syringes. After hugging Sophie for a long time, he put her to sleep.
Carrying her emaciated body over his outstretched arms, he took her outside. He headed to a shed at the side of the building where all the gardening tools were kept—and rarely used.
The lab director suddenly loomed in front of him. Stewart could never figure out how Gilliam always managed to materialize out of nowhere when least expected.
“Where do you think you’re taking her?” Gilliam snapped.
“To bury her.”
“Oh no you won’t. We need to do an autopsy.”
“Do it yourself.” Stewart placed Sophie’s body on the ground and marched off.
The autopsy was performed the next morning. Specimens were cut for preparing microscopic slides. On the following Tuesday, the slides were ready.
“Jesus Christ!” Gilliam shouted. “Sean, come and take a look at this. What do you make of it?”
Stewart peered into the microscope eyepieces. “It looks like my project. Who’s been meddling with it?”
“Let me remind you, Dr. Stewart, that you’re part of a team and not self-employed. But all that aside, this is the most stunning arrangement I’ve ever seen.”
“Stunning it is. But you must have known that, since you’re always snooping through my logbook.”
“Yes, that is true. And that is my right as your superior.”
“Is it your right to meddle with my experiments?”
“Absolutely.”
“That’s bloody bullshit.”
“Your cell line is bullshit, Stewart. It’s about time you admitted your project has failed. You have single-handedly killed off more lab mice than any scientist I’ve ever known. And now you’ve killed off a dog.”
“I didn’t implant the cells into poor Sophie. You must have done it, you bastard.”
“Call me a bastard, do you? I’ll soon be talking to the Chief about you again. I’ve kept him abreast of all your activities here.”
At that moment, Stewart knew his days at the JMP House were numbered. He started hunting for another job.
CHAPTER 17
Sensing the scientist’s anguish, I said, “It must have been terribly frustrating for you.”
“What was your name again?” Stewart asked.
“Greg—Greg Dostoyov.”
“Aye. Science can indeed be frustrating, Greg. Devoid of fancy, beset with fact. For those who practice it, proving a hypothesis wrong is as important as proving it right. But the day I got laid off, I felt betrayed by science. It stole almost two years of my life to prove me wrong. And I let my emotions run wild.”
“How?”
“The chief of the company that owns the lab called me and gave me a month’s notice. I had met him once before when he visited the place. I didn’t like him any more than I liked Gilliam. Slimy buggers, both of them. Anyway, I bloody well spouted off at the chief. Gave him a good piece of my mind, you might say.”
I remembered the last time I spouted off. It added a lot of venom to the newspaper reporter’s coverage of Olie Nielsen’s death and of my medical background.
I asked Stewart, “Wasn’t that kind of risky? I mean, giving the company chief a piece of your mind. He could have made trouble for you landing another job.”
“Fortunately, I had already applied for a position at Johns Hopkins. A day after my blowup, Hopkins accepted me. By the way, Greg, isn’t this phone call costing you a fortune?”
“I get a thousand free minutes a year.”
Stewart sighed. “Don’t you just love America? My wife Bessie does, too. I think she was going bonkers in Scotland, especially with me and my bad moods as my project crumbled.”
“Why do you think it ultimately failed?”
“Well, it didn’t fail entirely. My ninety-third progeny did form perfect-looking nerve tissue. It sprouted projections that rapidly invaded any muscular structures around. Sometimes, when I gave a wee electrical impulse to a bundle, the entire muscle group it invaded contracted. I got bloody excited, but . . .”
Silence.
“But what?”
“The mice died before I could complete the experiments.”
“Why did they die?”
“Those nerve projections were the problem. They were sort of like tentacles, strangling everything in their path: the spinal column, intestines, kidneys, pancreas, you name it. Like bloody boa constrictors.”
The scientist again fell silent, but I didn’t let it go on for long. “Did anyone at the lab carry on your work?”
“That’s a bloody good question. At first I thought they’d just drop the CL ninety-three project as soon as I was gone. But a friend of mine who still works there told me it’s all become kind of hush-hush. She thought the cell line was being maintained, but on the sly.”
“Where is the lab?”
Stewart chuckled. “On Mars.”
“Mars?”
“It might as well be. It’s buried somewhere in the wilds of northwestern Scotland.”
CHAPTER 18
Fascinating, I thought. Sean Stewart develops nerve cells that kill his lab mice by invading their internal organs. And the cells look and behave just like those that killed Olie Nielsen. Then Stewart is fired and someone else keeps the cell-line going. Why? Didn’t the lab director consider the project a failure? And why is there an air of secrecy about the whole thing?
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