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CHAPTER 1

‘Dr Hallam … Dr Peter Hallam … Dr Hallam … Cardiac Intensive, Dr Hallam …’ The voice droned on mechanically as Peter Hallam sped through the lobby of Center City Hospital, never stopping to answer the page since the team already knew he was on his way. He furrowed his brow as he pressed six, his mind already totally engaged with the data he had been given twenty minutes before on the phone. They had waited weeks for this donor, and it was almost too late. Almost. His mind raced as the lift doors ground open, and he walked quickly to the nurses’ station marked Cardiac Intensive Care.

‘Have they sent Sally Block upstairs yet?’ A nurse looked up, seeming to snap to attention as her eyes met his. Something inside her always leapt a little when she saw him. There was something infinitely impressive about the man, who was tall, slender, grey-haired, blue-eyed, soft-spoken. He had the looks of the doctors one read about in women’s novels. There was something so basically kind and gentle about him, and yet something powerful as well. The aura of a highly trained racehorse always straining at the reins, aching to go faster, farther … to do more … to fight time … to conquer odds beyond hope … to steal back just one life … one man … one woman … one child … one more. And often he won. Often. But not always. And that irked him. More than that, it pained him. It was the cause for the lines beside his eyes, the sorrow one saw deep within him. It wasn’t enough that he wrought miracles almost daily. He wanted more than that, better odds, he wanted to save them all, and there was no way he could.

‘Yes, Doctor.’ The nurse nodded quickly. ‘She just went up.’

‘Was she ready?’ That was the other thing about him and the nurse marvelled at the question. She knew instantly what he meant by ‘ready’; not the I.V. in the patient’s arm, or the mild sedative administered before she left her room to be wheeled to surgery. He was questioning what she was thinking, feeling, who had spoken to her, who went with her. He wanted each of them to know what they were facing, how hard the team would work, how much they cared, how desperately they would all try to save each life. He wanted each patient to be ready to enter the battle with him. ‘If they don’t believe they have a fighting chance when they go in there, we’ve lost them right from the beginning,’ the nurse had heard him tell his students, and he meant it. He fought with every fibre of his being, and it cost him, but it was worth it. The results he’d got in the past five years were amazing, with few exceptions. Exceptions which mattered deeply to Peter Hallam. Everything did. He was remarkable and intense and brilliant … and so handsome, the nurse reminded herself with a smile as he hurried past her to a small lift in the corridor behind her. It sped up one floor and deposited him outside the operating rooms where he and his team performed bypasses and transplants and occasionally more ordinary cardiac surgery, though not often. Most of the time, Peter Hallam and his team did the big stuff, as they would tonight.

Sally Block was a twenty-two-year-old girl who had lived most of her adult life as an invalid, crippled by rheumatic fever as a child, and she had suffered through multiple valve replacements and a decade of medication. He and his associates had agreed weeks before when she’d been admitted to Center City that a transplant was the only answer for her. But thus far, there had been no donor. Until tonight, at two thirty in the morning, when a group of juvenile delinquents had engaged in their own private drag races in the San Fernando Valley; three of them had died on impact, and after a series of businesslike phone calls from the splendidly run organisation for the location and procurement of donors Peter Hallam knew he had a good one. He had had calls out to every hospital in Southern California for a donor for Sally, and now they had one – if Sally could just survive the surgery, and her body didn’t sabotage them by rejecting the new heart they gave her.

He peeled off his street clothes without ceremony, donned the limp green cotton surgery pyjamas, scrubbed intensely, and was gowned and masked by surgical assistants. Three other doctors, two residents and a fleet of nurses did likewise. But Peter Hallam seemed not even to see them as he walked into the operating room. His eyes immediately sought Sally, lying silent and still on the operating-room table, her own eyes seemingly mesmerised by the bright lights above her. Even lying there in the sterile garb with her long blonde hair tucked into a green cotton cap she looked pretty. She was not only a beautiful young woman but a clever human being as well. She wanted desperately to be an artist … to go to college … to go to a prom … to be kissed … to have babies … She recognised him even with the cap and mask and she smiled sleepily through a haze of medication.

‘Hi.’ She looked frail, her eyes enormous in the fragile face, like a broken china doll, waiting for him to repair her.

‘Hello, Sally. How’re you feeling?’

‘Funny.’ Her eyes fluttered for a moment and she smiled at the familiar eyes. She had come to know him in the last few weeks, better than she had known anyone in years. He had opened doors of hope to her, of tenderness, and of caring, and the loneliness and isolation she had felt for years had finally seemed less acute to her.

‘We’re going to be pretty busy for the next few hours. All you have to do is lie there and snooze.’ He watched her and glanced at the monitors nearby before looking at her again. ‘Scared?’

‘Sort of.’ But he knew she was well prepared. He had spent weeks explaining the surgery to her, the intricate process, and the dangers and medications afterwards. She knew what to expect now, and their big moment had come. It was almost like giving birth. And he would be giving birth to her, almost as though she would spring from his very soul, from his fingertips as they fought to save her.

The anaesthetist moved closer to her head and searched Peter Hallam’s eyes. He nodded slowly and then smiled at Sally again. ‘See you in a little while.’ Except it wouldn’t be a little while. It would be more like five or six hours before she was conscious again, and then only barely, as they watched her in the recovery room, before moving her to intensive care.

‘Will you be there when I wake up?’ A frown of fear creased her brows and he was quick to nod.

‘I sure will. I’ll be right there with you when you wake up. Just like I’m here with you now.’ He nodded to the anaesthetist then, and her eyes fluttered closed briefly from the sedative they had administered before. The sodium pentathol was administered through the intravenous tube already implanted in her arm; a moment later, Sally Block was asleep, and within minutes, the delicate surgery began.

For the next few hours, Peter Hallam worked relentlessly to hook up the new heart, and there was a wondrous look of victory on his face as it began to pump. For just a fraction of a second, his eyes met those of the nurse standing across from him, and beneath the mask he smiled. ‘There she goes.’ But they had only won the first round, he knew only too well. It remained to be seen if Sally’s body would accept or reject the new heart. And as with all transplant patients, the odds weren’t great. But they were better than they would have been if she hadn’t had the surgery at all. In her case, as with the other people he operated on, it was her only hope.

At nine fifteen that morning, Sally Block was wheeled into the recovery room, and Peter Hallam took his first break since four thirty a.m. It would be a while before the anaesthetic wore off, and he had time for a cup of coffee and a few moments of his own thoughts. Transplants like Sally’s drained everything from him.

‘That was spectacular, Doctor.’ A young resident stood next to him, still in awe, as Peter poured himself a cup of black coffee and turned to the young man.

‘Thank you.’ Peter smiled, thinking how much the young resident looked like his own son. It would have pleased him no end if Mark had had ambitions in medicine, but there were other plans: business school, or law. He wanted to be part of a broader world than this, and he had seen over the years how much his father had given of himself and what it had cost him emotionally each time one of his transplant patients died. That wasn’t for him. Peter narrowed his eyes as he took a sip of the inky brew, thinking that maybe it was just as well. And then he turned to the young resident again.

‘Is this the first transplant you’ve seen?’

‘The second. You performed the other one too.’ And performed somehow seemed the appropriate word. Both transplants had been the most theatrical kind of surgery the young man had witnessed. There was more tension and drama in the operating room than he had ever experienced in his life, and watching Peter Hallam operate was like watching Nijinsky dance. He was the best there was. ‘How do you think this one will do?’

‘It’s too soon to tell. Hopefully, she’ll do fine.’ And he prayed that what he said was true, as he covered his operating-room garb with another sterile gown and headed towards the recovery room. He left his coffee outside, and went to sit quietly in one of the chairs near where Sally lay. A recovery-room nurse and a battery of monitors were watching Sally’s every breath, and so far all was well. The trouble, if it arose, was likely to come later than this, unless of course everything went wrong from the beginning. And that had happened before too. But not this time … not this time … please God … not now … not to her … she’s so young … not that he would have felt any differently if she had been fifty-five instead of twenty-two.

It hadn’t made any difference when he lost his wife. He sat looking at Sally now, trying not to see a different face … a different time … and yet he always did … saw her as she had been in those last hours, beyond fighting, beyond hope … beyond him. She hadn’t even let him try. No matter what he said, or how hard he had tried to convince her. They had had a donor. But she had refused it. He had pounded the wall in her room that night, and driven home on the motorway at a hundred and fifteen. And when they picked him up for speeding, he didn’t give a damn. He didn’t care about anything then … except her … and what she wouldn’t let him do. He had been so vague when the police stopped him that they made him get out of the car and walk in a straight line. But he wasn’t drunk, he was numb with pain. They had let him go with a stiff warning, and he had gone home to wander through the house, thinking of her, aching for her, needing all that she’d had to give, and would give no more. He wondered if he could bear living without her. Even the children seemed remote to him then … all he could think of was Anne. She had been so strong for so long, and because of her he had grown over the years. She filled him with a kind of strength he drew on constantly, as well as his own skill. And suddenly that wasn’t there. He had sat terrified that night, alone and frightened, like a small child, and then suddenly at dawn, he had felt an irresistible pull. He had to go back to her … had to hold her once more … had to tell her the things he had never said before … He had raced back to the hospital and quietly slipped into her room, where he dismissed the nurse and watched her himself, gently holding her hand, and smoothing the fair hair back from her pale brow. She looked like a fragile porcelain doll, and once, just before morning burst into the room, she opened her eyes …

‘… Peter …’ Her voice was less than a whisper in the stillness.

‘I love you, Anne …’ His eyes had filled with tears and he had wanted to shout, ‘Don’t go.’ She smiled the magical smile that always filled his heart, and then with the ease of a sigh she was gone, as he stood in bereft horror and stared. Why wouldn’t she fight? Why wouldn’t she let him try? Why couldn’t she accept what other people accepted from him every day? He stood and he stared at her, sobbing softly, until one of his colleagues led him away. They had taken him home and put him to bed, and somehow in the next days and weeks he had gone through all the motions that were expected of him. But it was like an ugly underwater dream, and he only surfaced now and then, until at last he realised how desperately his children needed him. And slowly, he had come back, and three weeks later he returned to work, but there was something missing now. Something that meant everything to him. And that something was Anne. She never left his mind for very long. She was there a thousand times a day – as he left for work, as he walked in and out of patients’ rooms, as he walked into surgery, or back out to his car in the late afternoon. And when he reached his front door, it was like a knife in his heart again every time he went home, knowing that she wouldn’t be there.

That was over a year ago now, and the pain was dimmer, but not yet gone. And he somehow suspected that it never would be. All he could do was continue with his work, give everything he could to the people who turned to him for help … and then of course there were Matthew, Mark, and Pam. Thank God, he had them. Without them he would never have survived. But he had. He had come this far, and he would live on … but so differently … without Anne …

He sat in the stillness of the recovery room, his long legs stretched out before him, his face tense, watching Sally breathe, and at last her eyes opened for an instant and fuzzily swept the room.

‘Sally … Sally, it’s Peter Hallam … I’m here, and you’re fine …’ For now. But he didn’t say that to her, nor did he even let himself think that. She was alive. She had done well. She was going to live. He was going to do everything in his power to see to it.

He sat at her bedside for another hour, watching her, and speaking to her whenever she came round, and he even won a small, weak smile from her before he left her shortly after one in the afternoon. He stopped in the cafeteria for a sandwich, and went back to his office briefly, before coming back to the hospital to see patients at four o’clock, and at five thirty he was on the motorway on his way home, his mind once again filled with Anne. It was still difficult to believe that she wouldn’t be there when he got home. When does one stop expecting to see her again? he had asked a friend six months before. When will I finally understand it? The pain he had come to know in the past year and a half had etched a certain vulnerability into his face. A visible hurt of loss and sorrow and pain. There had only been strength before, and confidence, the certainty that nothing could ever go wrong. He had three perfect children, the perfect wife, a career he had mastered as few men do. He had climbed to the top, not brutally but beautifully, and he loved it there. And now what? Where was there left to go, and with whom?




CHAPTER 2

As Sally Block lay in her room in intensive care at Center City in L.A., the lights in a television studio in New York shone with a special kind of glare. There was a bright whiteness to them, reminiscent, of interrogation rooms in B films. Outside their intense beam, the studio was draugh and chill, but directly beneath their intense gaze, one could almost feel one’s skin grow taut from the heat and glare. It was as though everything in the room focused on the object of the spotlight’s beam, all points came together as one, intensifying moment by moment, as even the people in the room seemed drawn to its centre, a narrow ledge, a shallow stage, an unimpressive desk, and a bright blue backdrop with a single logo on it. But it wasn’t the logo that caught the eye, it was the empty chair, thronelike, waiting for its king or queen. Hovering about were technicians, cameramen, a makeup man, a hairdresser, two assistant producers, a stage manager, the curious, the important, the necessary, and the hangers-on, all of them standing ever nearer to the empty stage, the barren desk, on which shone the all-revealing spotlight beam.

‘Five minutes!’ It was a familiar call, an ordinary scene, yet in its own remote way, the evening news had an element of ‘show biz’ to it. There was that faint aura of circus and magic and stardom beneath the white lights. A mist of power and mystery enveloping them all, the heart beating just a shade faster at the sound of the words, ‘Five minutes!’, then ‘Three!’, then ‘Two!’. The same words that would have rung out in a backstage corridor on Broadway, or in London, as some grande dame of the stage emerged. Nothing here was quite so glamorous, the crew standing by in running shoes and jeans, and yet, always that magic, the whispers, the waiting, and Melanie Adams sensed it herself as she stepped briskly onto the stage. As always, her entrance was timed to perfection. She had exactly one hundred seconds to go before they went on the air. One hundred seconds to glance at her notes again, watch the director’s face to see if there was any last-minute thing she should know, and count quietly to herself just to calm down.

As usual, it had been a long day. She had done the final interview on a special on abused kids. It wasn’t a pretty subject, but she had handled it well. Still, by six o’clock, the day had taken its toll.

Five … the assistant director’s fingers went up in the final count … four … three … two … one …

‘Good evening.’ The practised smile never looked canned, and the cognac colour of her hair gleamed. ‘This is Melanie Adams, with the evening news.’ The President had given a speech, there was a military crisis in Brazil, the stock market had taken a sharp dip, and a local politician had been mugged that morning, in broad daylight, leaving his house. There were other news stories to relate as well, and the show moved along at a good clip, as it always did. She had a look of believable competence about her, which made the ratings soar and seemed to account for her enormous appeal. She was nationally known, and had been for well over five years, not that it was what she had originally planned. She had been a political science major when she dropped out of school to give birth to twins at nineteen. But that seemed a lifetime ago. Television had been her life for years. That, and the twins. There were other pastimes, but her work and her children came first.

She collected the notes on her desk as they went off the air, and as always the director looked pleased. ‘Nice show, Mel.’

‘Thanks.’ There was a cool distance about her, which covered what had once been shyness, and was now simply reserve. Too many people were curious about her, wanted to gawk, or ask embarrassing questions, or pry. She was Melanie Adams now, a name that rang a certain magic bell … I know you … I’ve seen you on the news! … It was strange buying groceries now, or going shopping for a dress, or just walking down the street with her girls. Suddenly people stared, and although outwardly Melanie Adams always seemed in control deep within it still felt strange to her.

Mel headed towards her office to take off some of the excess makeup and pick up her handbag before she left, when the story editor stopped her with a sharp wave. ‘Can you stop here for a sec, Mel?’ He looked harried and distracted as he always did, and inwardly Mel groaned. ‘Stopping for a sec’ could mean a story that would keep her away from home all night. Normally aside from being the anchor on the evening news she only did the major stories, the big newsbreaks, or the specials. But God only knew what they had in store for her now, and she really wasn’t in the mood. She was enough of a pro now that the fatigue rarely showed, but the special on abused kids had left her feeling drained, no matter how alert and alive she still looked, thanks to her makeup.

‘Yeah? What’s up?’

‘I’ve got something I want you to see.’ The story editor pulled out a reel of tape and flicked it into a video machine. ‘We did this on the one o’clock. I didn’t think it was big enough for the evening news, but it could make an interesting follow-up for you.’ Mel stared at the video machine as the tape began to roll, and what she saw was an interview with a nine-year-old girl, desperately in need of a heart transplant, but thus far her parents had been unable to get her one. Neighbours had started a special fund for Pattie Lou Jones, an endearing little black girl. And as the interview came to an end, Mel was almost sorry she had seen the film. It was just one more person to hurt for, to care about, and for whom one could do nothing at all. The children in her child abuse special had made her feel that way too. Why couldn’t they give her a good political scandal on the heels of the other piece? She didn’t need this heartache again.

‘Yes.’ She turned tired eyes to the man removing the reel. ‘So?’

‘I just thought it might make an interesting special for you, Mel. Follow her for a while, see what you can set up. What doctors here would be willing to see Pattie Lou.’

‘Oh, for chrissake, Jack … Why does that have to fall to me? What am I, some kind of new welfare bureau for kids?’ Suddenly she looked tired and annoyed, and the tiny lines near her eyes were beginning to show. It had been a hell of a long day, and she had left her house at six o’clock that morning.

‘Listen,’ he looked every bit as tired as she, ‘this could be a hot piece. We get the station to help Pattie Lou’s parents find a doctor for her, we follow her through the transplant. Hell, Mel, this is news.’

She nodded slowly. It was news. But it was ghoulish too. ‘Have you talked to the family about it?’

‘No, but I’m sure they’d be thrilled.’

‘You never know. Sometimes people like taking care of their own problems. They might not be so crazy about serving Pattie Lou up to the evening news.’

‘Why not? They talked to us today.’ Mel nodded again. ‘Why don’t you check out some of the big-wheel heart surgeons tomorrow and see what they say? Some of them like being in the public eye, and then you could call the parents of that kid.’

‘I’ll see what I can do, Jack. I have to tie up my child abuse piece.’

‘I thought you finished that today.’ He scowled instantly.

‘I did. But I want to watch them edit some of it at least.’

‘Bullshit. That’s not your job. Just get to work on this. It’ll be an even tougher piece than the child abuse thing.’ Tougher than burning a two-year-old child with matches? Cutting off a four-year-old’s ear? There were still times when the business of news made her sick. ‘See what you can do, Mel.’

‘Okay, Jack. Okay. I’ll see what I can do.’ … Hello, Doctor, my name is Melanie Adams and I was wondering if you’d like to perform a heart transplant on a nine-year-old girl … possibly for free … and then we could come and watch you do it, and blast you and the little girl all over the news … She walked hurriedly back to her office, with her head down, her mind full, and collided almost instantly with a tall dark-haired man.

‘My, don’t you look happy today. Being on the news must be fun.’ The deep voice, trained long ago as a radio announcer, brought her eyes up from the floor and she smiled when she saw her old friend.

‘Hi, Grant. What are you doing here at this hour?’ Grant Buckley had a talk show that went on every night after the late news, and he was one of the most controversial personalities on the air, but he was deeply fond of Mel, and she considered him one of her closest friends, and had for years.

‘I had to come in and check out some tapes I want to use on the show. What about you? It’s a little late for you, isn’t it, kid?’ She was usually gone by then, but the story of Pattie Lou Jones had kept her around for an extra half hour.

‘They saved an extra treat for me today. They want me to set up a heart transplant for some kid. The usual, no big deal.’ Some of the clouds lifted from her face as she looked into his eyes. He was incredibly bright, a good friend, an attractive man, and women all over the network envied the obvious friendship they shared. They had never been more than just friends, although there were rumours from time to time. They only amused Grant and Mel.

‘So what else is new? How’d the special on child abuse go?’

Her eyes were serious as they met his. ‘It was a killer to do, but it was a good piece.’

‘You have a way of picking the heavy ones, kid.’

‘Either that, or they pick me, like this heart transplant I’m supposed to arrange.’

‘Are you serious?’ He had thought she was kidding at first.

‘I’m not, but apparently Jack Owens is. You got any bright ideas?’

He frowned for a minute as he thought. ‘I did a show on that last year, there were some interesting people on. I’ll look at my files and check the names. Two of them instantly come to mind, but there were two more. I’ll see, Mel. How soon do you need the stuff?’

She smiled. ‘Yesterday.’

He ruffled her hair, knowing she wasn’t going back on the air. ‘Want to go out for a hamburger before you go home?’

‘I’d better not. I should be getting home to the girls.’

‘Those two.’ He rolled his eyes, knowing them well. He had three daughters of his own, from three different wives, but none of them twins, or quite as adventurous as Mel’s two girls. ‘What are they up to these days?’

‘The usual. Val has been in love four times this week, and Jess is working on straight A’s. Their combined efforts are defying all my efforts to remain a redhead, and giving me grey hair.’ She had just turned thirty-five, but looked nowhere near her age, despite the responsibilities she bore, the job which weighed heavily on her at times, but which she loved, and the assorted crises that had come through her life over the years. Grant knew most of them, and she had cried on his shoulder more than once, about a disappointment at work, or a shattered love affair. There hadn’t been too many of those, she was cautious about whom she saw, and careful too about keeping her private life out of the public eye, but more than that she was gun-shy about getting involved after being abandoned by the twins’ father before they were born. He had told her he hadn’t wanted kids, and he had meant every word he said. They had married immediately after school and gone to Columbia at the same time, but when she told him she was pregnant, he didn’t want to hear.

‘Get rid of it.’ His face had been rock hard, and Mel still remembered his tone.

‘I won’t. It’s our child … that’s wrong …’

‘It’s a lot more wrong to screw up our lives.’ So instead he had tried to screw up hers. He had gone to Mexico on holiday with another girl, and when he came back he announced that they were divorced. He had forged her signature on the forms, and she was so shocked that she didn’t know what to say. Her parents wanted her to fight back, but she didn’t think that she could. She was too hurt by what he’d done, and too overwhelmed at the prospect of being alone for the birth of her child … which then turned out to be two. Her parents had helped her for a while, and then she had gone out on her own, struggled to find a job, and done everything she could from secretarial work to door-to-door sales for a vitamin firm. At last she had wound up as a receptionist for a television network, and eventually in a pool of secretaries typing up pieces for the news.

The twins had thrived through it all, though Mel’s climb hadn’t been easy or quick, but day after day, typing other people’s words made her realise what she wanted to do. The political pieces were the ones that interested her most, reminiscent of her college days before her whole life had changed. And what she wanted was to become a writer for the news. She applied countless times for the job, and eventually understood that it wouldn’t happen for her in New York. She went first to Buffalo, then Chicago, and at last back to New York, finally succeeding. Until a major strike, when suddenly management looked at her and someone jerked a thunb towards the set. She was horrified, but she had no choice. It was either do what they said, or lose her job, and she couldn’t afford that. She had two little girls to support, their father had never contributed ten pence and had gone on his merry way, leaving Mel to cope alone. And she had. But all she wanted was enough for them, she had no dreams of glory, no aching desire to deliver the stories she wrote herself, and yet suddenly there she was, on TV, and the funny thing was, it felt good.

They farmed her out to Philadelphia after that, and back to Chicago again for a while, Washington DC, and at last home. In their estimation, she had been properly groomed, and they weren’t far wrong. She was damn good. Powerful and interesting, strong, and beautiful to watch on the air. She seemed to combine honesty with compassion and brains to such an extent that at times one actually forgot her striking looks. And at twenty-eight she was near the top, co-presenting the evening news. At thirty, she broke her contract and moved to another show, and suddenly there she was. Sole presenter, delivering the evening news. The ratings soared and they hadn’t stopped since.

She had worked like a dog after that, and her reputation as a top newswoman was well deserved. What’s more, she was well liked. She was secure now. The hungry days were long gone, the juggling, the struggling – her parents would have been desperately proud, had they still been alive, and she wondered now and then what the twins’ father thought, if he regretted what he’d done, if he even cared. She had never heard from him again. But he had left his mark on her, a mark that had dulled, but never quite been erased over the years. A mark of caution, if not pain, a fear of getting too close, of believing too much, of holding anyone too dear … except the twins. It had led her into some unfortunate affairs, with men who were taken with who she was, or used her cool distance to play around, and the last time around with a married man. At first, to Mel, he had seemed ideal, he didn’t want anything more than she did. She never wanted to marry again. She had everything she wanted on her own: success, security, her kids, a house she loved. ‘What do I need marriage for?’ she had said to Grant, and he had maintained a sceptical view.

‘Maybe you don’t but at least get yourself someone who’s free.’ He had been insistent and firm.

‘Why? What difference does it make?’

‘The difference it will make, my friend, is that you’ll wind up spending Christmas and holidays and birthdays and weekends alone, while he sits around happily with his wife and kids.’

‘Maybe so. But I’m special to him. I’m the caviar, not the sour cream.’

‘You’re dead wrong, Mel. You’ll get hurt.’ And he had been right. She had. Eventually it all began to cause her pain for just the reasons he had feared and there had been a terrible parting in the end, with Melanie looking gaunt and drawn for weeks. ‘Next time, listen to Uncle Grant. I know.’ He knew a great deal, mostly about how carefully she had built walls around herself. He had known her for almost ten years, meeting while she was on the way up, and he had known then that he was watching a bright new star rise in the heavens of television news, but more than that, he cared about her, as a human being and a friend. He cared enough not to want to spoil what they had. They had both been careful never to get involved with each other. He had been married three times, had a stable of ‘temporaries’ he enjoyed spending his nights with, but Mel was much more than that to him. She was his friend, and he was hers, and with Mel it was important not to betray that trust. She had been betrayed before, and he didn’t want to be the second one to hurt her. ‘The truth is, love, most men are shits,’ he had confessed to her late one night after interviewing her on his show, which had been fun. And afterwards they had gone out for a drink, and sat around at Elaine’s until three a.m.

‘What makes you say that?’ There had suddenly been something distant and cautious in her eyes. She knew one who had been, but it was grim to think that they all were.

‘Because damn few want to give as good as they get. They want a woman to love them with her whole heart and soul, but they keep an important piece to themselves. What you need is a man who’ll give you as much love as you have to give.’

‘What makes you think I have that much love left?’ She tried to look amused, but he wasn’t convinced. The old hurt was still there, distant, but not gone. He wondered if it ever would be.

‘I know you too well, Mel. Better than you know yourself.’

‘And you think I’m pining to find the right man?’ This time she laughed and he smiled.

‘No. I think you’re scared to death you will.’

‘Touché.’

‘It might do you good.’

‘Why? I’m happy by myself.’

‘Horseshit. No one is. Not really.’

‘I have the twins.’

‘That is not the same thing.’

She shrugged. ‘You’re happy alone.’ She searched his eyes, not sure what she’d find, and was surprised to see a trace of loneliness there. It came out at night, like a werewolf he hid by day. Even the illustrious Grant was human too.

‘If I were so happy alone, I wouldn’t have married three times.’ They both laughed at that, the evening wore on, and eventually he dropped her at her front door with a fatherly peck on the cheek. Once in a while she wondered what it would be like to get involved with him, but she knew that it would spoil what they had, and they both wanted to avoid that. It was too good like this.

And in the corridor outside her office, she looked up at him now, tired, but relieved to see his face at the end of a long day. He gave her something no one else did. The twins were still young enough to take from her, they had a constant need for attention, for love, for discipline, limits, new ice skates, designer jeans. But he put something back in her soul, and there was really no one else who did.

‘I’ll take a rain check on that hamburger tomorrow night.’

‘Can’t.’ He shook his head with regret. ‘I’ve got a hot date with a sensational pair of boobs.’

She rolled her eyes and he grinned. ‘You are without a doubt the most sexist man I know.’

‘Yup.’

‘And proud of it too.’

‘You’re damn right.’

She smiled and looked at her watch. ‘I’d better get home, or Raquel will lock me out, tyrant that she is.’ She had had the same housekeeper for the last seven years. Raquel was a godsend with the girls, but she ran a tight ship. She was inordinately fond of Grant, and had tried to press Mel into a relationship with him for years.

‘Give Raquel my love.’

‘I’ll tell her it was your fault I’m late.’

‘Fine, and I’ll give you that list of cardiac surgeons tomorrow. Will you be around?’

‘I’ll be here.’

‘I’ll call.’

‘Thanks.’ She blew him a kiss, and he went his way. She stepped into her office and picked up her bag with a quick look at her watch. It was seven thirty and Raquel was going to have a fit. She hurried downstairs and hailed a cab and in fifteen minutes the driver turned into Seventy-ninth Street.

‘I’m home!’ She called out into the silence, passing through the front hall. It was done in delicate flowered wallpaper and there was a white marble floor. From the moment one walked in, one sensed the friendly, elegant mood of the place, and from the bright colours, big bouquets of flowers, and touches of yellow and pastel everywhere, one had an instant feeling of good cheer. The house always amused Grant Buckley. It was so obviously a woman’s house. One would have had to begin decorating from scratch were a man to make his home there. There was a big antique hat rack in the front hall, covered with Mel’s hats and the favourites left there by the two girls.

The living room was done in a soft peach, with silky deep couches that invited one to be swallowed up, and delicate moiré curtains that hung in lush folds with French tiebacks, and the walls were painted the same delicate peach shade, with creamy trim on the mouldings and delicate pastel paintings everywhere. As Melanie sank down now into the couch with a contented sigh, it was the perfect setting for her with her creamy skin and her flaming red hair. Her bedroom was done in soft blues, in watered silks, the dining room was white, the kitchen orange and yellow and blue. Melanie’s home had a happy feeling that made one want to wander around and hang out. It was elegant, but not too chic and not so much so that one was afraid to sit down.

It was a small house, but perfect for them, with the living room, dining room, and kitchen on the main floor, Mel’s bedroom, study, and dressing room were one flight up, and above that were two big sunny bedrooms for the two girls. There wasn’t an inch of unused space, and even one extra body in the house would have seemed like too much. But just for them, it was exactly the right size, as Melanie had known it would be when she’d first seen it and fallen in love with it the same day.

She walked hurriedly up the stairs to the girls’ rooms, faintly aware of an ache in her back. It had been a hell of a long day. She didn’t stop in her own room, knowing already what would be there, a stack of mail she didn’t want to see, mostly bills relating to the girls, and an assortment of other things. But that didn’t interest her now. She wanted to see the twins.

On the third floor, she found both their doors closed, but the music was so loud, she could already feel her heart pound halfway up the stairs.

‘Good God, Jess!’ Melanie shouted above the din. ‘Turn that thing down!’

‘What?’ The tall, skinny redheaded girl turned towards the door from where she lay on her bed. There were school books spread all around, and she had the telephone pressed to her ear. She waved to her mother, and went on talking on the phone.

‘Don’t you have exams?’ A silent nod, and Melanie’s face began to look grim. Jessica was always the most serious of the twins, but lately she had been losing ground in school. She was bored, and the romance she’d had all year had just gone down the tubes, but that was no excuse, and she still had to study for her exams. ‘Come on, hang up, Jess.’ She stood leaning against the desk, arms crossed, and Jessica looked vaguely annoyed, said something unintelligible into the phone, and hung up, looking at her mother as though she were not only overly demanding but rude. ‘Now turn that thing down.’

She unwound the long coltlike legs from the bed, and walked to the stereo, flinging her long coppery mane over her shoulders. ‘I was just taking a break.’

‘For how long?’

‘Oh, for chrissake. What do I have to do now? Punch a time clock for you?’

‘That’s not fair, Jess. You can have all the leeway you need. But the fact is, your last grades …’

‘I know, I know. How long do I have to hear about that?’

‘Until they improve.’ Melanie looked unimpressed by her daughter’s speech. Jessica had been testy since the end of the romance with a young man named John. It was probably what had affected her grades, and for Jessica that was a first. But Melanie already sensed that things were on their way back up. She just didn’t want to let Jessica off the hook yet, not till she was sure. ‘How was your day?’ She slipped an arm around her daughter’s shoulders and stroked her hair. The music had been turned off, and the room seemed strangely still.

‘It was okay. How was yours?’

‘Not bad.’

Jessie smiled, and when she did, she looked very much as Melanie had when she was a little girl. She was more angular than her mother was, and already two inches taller than Mel in her bare feet, but there was a lot of her mother in her, which accounted for the rare bond the two women shared; there were times when it didn’t even require words. And other times when their friendship exploded because of the similarities that made them almost too close. ‘I saw the piece you did about the legislation for the handicapped on the evening news.’

‘What did you think?’ She always liked to hear what they said, especially Jess. She had a fine mind, and was very direct with her words, unlike her twin, who was kinder, less critical, and softer in a myriad ways.

‘I thought it was good, but not tough enough.’

‘You’re mighty hard to please.’ But her sponsors were too. Jessica met her eyes with a shrug and a smile. ‘You taught me to question what I hear and be demanding of the news.’

‘Did I do that?’ The two women exchanged a warm smile. She was proud of Jess, and in turn Jessica was proud of her. Both twins were. She was a terrific mother to them. The three of them had shared some damn tough years. It had brought them closer, in respect, and attitudes.

Mother and daughter exchanged another long look. In a way, Melanie was just a shade gentler than her oldest child. But she was of another generation, another lifetime, a different world. And for her time, Melanie had already come far. But Jessica would go farther, move ahead with even more determination than Mel had. ‘Where’s Val?’

‘In her room.’

Melanie nodded. ‘How are things in school?’

‘Okay.’ But she thought Jessica sagged a little as she asked, and then sensing her mother’s thoughts, she once again sought Melanie’s eyes. ‘I saw John today.’

‘How was that?’

‘It hurt.’

Melanie nodded and sat down on the bed, grateful for the openness that they always shared. ‘What did he say?’

‘Just “hi.” I don’t know, I hear he’s going out with some other girl.’

‘That’s rough.’ It had been almost a month now, and Melanie knew that it was the first real blow Jessica had suffered since she had started school. Always near the top of her class, surrounded by friends, and chased by all the best boys in school since she’d turned thirteen. Just shy of her sixteenth birthday, she had experienced her first heartbreak, and it hurt Melanie to watch it, almost as much as it hurt Jess. ‘But you know, what you’ve forgotten by now is that there were times when he really got on your nerves.’

‘He did?’ Jessica looked surprised.

‘Yes, ma’am. Remember when he showed up an hour late to take you to that dance? When he went skiing with his friends instead of taking you to the football game? The time he …’ Melanie seemed to remember them all, she knew her girls’ lives well, and Jessica grinned.

‘Okay, okay, so he’s a creep … I like him anyway …’

‘Him, or just having someone around?’ There was a moment’s silence in the room, and Jessica looked at her with surprised eyes.

‘You know, Mom … I’m not sure.’ She was stunned. The uncertainty was a revelation to her.

Melanie smiled. ‘Don’t feel alone. Half the relationships in the world go on because of that.’

Jessica looked at her then, her head turned to one side; she knew how difficult her mother’s standards were, how badly she’d been hurt, how careful she was not to get involved. Sometimes it made Jess sorry for her. Her mother needed someone. Long ago, she had hoped it would be Grant, but she knew long since that was not destined to be. And before she could say anything more, the door opened and Valerie walked in.

‘Hi, Mom.’ And then she saw their serious looks. ‘Should I go?’

‘No.’ Melanie was quick to shake her head. ‘Hello, love.’ Valerie bent to give her a kiss and a smile. She looked so different from Melanie and Jess that one almost wondered if she were related to the other two. She was smaller than both Melanie and her twin, but with a voluptuous body that made men drool as she walked by, large, full breasts, a tiny waist, small, rounded hips, shapely legs, and a curtain of blonde hair that fell almost to her waist. There were times when Melanie saw men’s reactions to her child and almost visibly cringed. Even Grant had been taken aback when he’d seen her recently. ‘For God’s sake, Mel, put a bag over the child’s head until she turns twenty-five, or you’ll drive the neighbourhood mad.’ But Melanie had responded with a rueful smile, ‘I don’t think putting it over just her head would do the trick.’ She watched Valerie with a careful eye, more so than Jess, because one sensed instantly that Valerie was almost too open and very naïve. She was bright, but not as sharp as her twin and part of her charm was that she was almost totally unaware of herself. She breezed in and out of a room with the happy-go-lucky ease of a child of three, leaving men panting in her wake, as she unconcernedly went on her way. It was Jessica who had always watched over her in school, and even more so now. Jessica was well aware of how Valerie looked, so Valerie had two mothers watching over her.

‘We watched you tonight on the news. You were good.’ But unlike Jessica, she didn’t say why, didn’t analyse, didn’t criticise, and in a funny way, what went on in Jessica’s head made her almost more beautiful than her dazzling twin. And together, they were quite a pair, the one redheaded and long and lean, the other so voluptuous and soft and blonde. ‘Are you having dinner with us tonight?’

‘I sure am. I turned down dinner with Grant to have dinner with you two.’

‘Why didn’t you bring him home?’ Val looked instantly chagrined.

‘Because I enjoy being alone with you sometimes. I can see him some other time.’ Val shrugged, and Jessica nodded, and that instant Raquel buzzed them from downstairs on the intercom. Val picked it up first, said ‘Okay,’ then hung up, and turned to her mother and twin.

‘Dinner’s on, and Raquel sounds pissed.’

‘Val!’ Melanie didn’t look pleased. ‘Don’t talk like that.’

‘Why not? Everyone else does.’

‘That’s no reason for you to.’ And with that, the threesome went downstairs, bantering about their day, Mel told them about the special on child abuse, she even told them about Pattie Lou Jones, desperate for a heart transplant which Mel had been assigned to find.

‘How are you supposed to do that, Mom?’ Jess looked intrigued. She loved stories like that, and thought that her mother did them exceedingly well.

‘Grant said he’d give me some names, he did a show on four big heart-transplant specialists last year, and the network research people will give me some leads.’

‘It should be a good piece.’

‘Sounds disgusting to me.’ Val made a face as they walked into the dining room and Raquel glared.

‘You think I gonna wait all night?’ She grunted loudly and whisked through the swinging door as the threesome exchanged a smile.

‘She’d go crazy if she couldn’t complain,’ Jessica whispered to them both, and they laughed, sobering their faces for her benefit as she returned with a platter of roast beef.

‘It looks great, Raquel!’ Val was quick to offer praise as she helped herself first.

‘Hrmph.’ She whisked out again, returning with baked potatoes and steamed broccoli, and the three of them settled down to a quiet evening at home. It was the only place in Mel’s life where she could totally, completely free herself of the news.




CHAPTER 3

‘Sally? … Sally? …’ She had been drifting in and out of consciousness all day, and Peter Hallam had been to see her five or six times. It was only her second postoperative day, and it was still difficult to tell how she would do, but he had to admit to himself that he wasn’t entirely pleased. She opened her eyes at last, realised who he was, and greeted him with a warm smile, as he pulled up a chair, sat down, and took her hand. ‘How’re you feeling today?’

She spoke to him in a whisper. ‘Not so good.’

He nodded. ‘It’s still pretty soon. Every day you’ll feel stronger.’ He seemed to will his strength into her through his words and his voice, but slowly she shook her head. ‘Have I ever lied to you?’

She shook her head again, spoke again, despite the uncomfortable naso-gastric tube scratching the back of her throat. ‘It won’t work.’

‘If you want it to, it will.’ Everything inside him went tense. She couldn’t afford to think like that. Not now.

‘I’m going to reject.’ She whispered again. But he doggedly shook his head, a muscle tensing in his jaw. Dammit, why was she giving up? … and how did she know? … It was what he had feared all day. But she couldn’t give up the fight … couldn’t … dammit, it was like Anne … why did they suddenly lose their grasp? It was the worst battle he fought. Worse than the drugs, the rejections, the infections. They could deal with them all, at least to a point, but only if the patient still had the will to live … the belief that they would live. Without that, all was lost.

‘Sally, you’re doing fine.’ The words were determined and firm, and he sat by her bedside for over an hour, holding her hand. And then he went to make rounds, in each room, turning his full attention to the patient he saw, spending as much time as was needed to explain either surgical procedures that were going to be conducted soon, or what had already happened, what they felt, why they felt it, what the medications and steroids had done. And then at last, he went back to Sally’s room. But she was asleep once again, and he stood for a long time watching her. He didn’t like what he saw. She was right; he sensed it in his gut. Her body was rejecting the donor’s heart, and there was no reason why it should. It had been a good match. But he instinctively sensed that it came too late for her, and as he left the room, he had a sense of impending loss which weighed on him like a lead balloon.

He went to the small cubicle he used as an surgery when he was there, and called his office to see if they needed him there.

‘Everything’s fine, Doctor,’ the efficient voice said. ‘You just had a call from New York.’

‘From whom?’ He didn’t sound overly interested in the call, it was probably from another surgeon wanting to consult on a difficult case, but his mind was filled with Sally Block, and he hoped it could wait.

‘From Melanie Adams, on Channel Four news.’ Even Peter knew who she was, as isolated as he sometimes was from the world. He couldn’t figure out why she had called him.

‘Do you know why?’

‘She wouldn’t say, or at least not in detail. She only said that it was urgent, something about a little girl.’ He raised an eyebrow at that. Even television newswomen had kids and maybe this had to do with her own child. He jotted down the number she had left, glanced at his watch, and dialled.

They put him through at once, and Melanie ran halfway across the newsroom to pick up a phone.

‘Dr Hallam?’ She sounded breathless.

‘Yes. I had a message that you called.’

‘I did. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon. Our research department gave me your name.’ She had heard it often too, but as he was on the West Coast it hadn’t occurred to her to call, and the four names she’d got from Grant had done no good at all. Not one of them would do the surgery for the little black child – the publicity frightened them too much and the surgery had to be performed. Melanie had also called a surgeon of some note in Chicago, but he was in England and Scotland doing a lecture tour. She explained to Hallam quickly about the little girl, and he asked her a number of pertinent questions. She had learned a lot in one day, talking to the other four.

‘It sounds like an interesting case.’ And then he spoke bluntly. ‘What’s in it for you?’

She took a quick breath, it was hard to say. ‘On the surface, Doctor, a story for my network, about a compassionate doctor, a desperately sick little girl, and how transplants work.’

‘That makes sense. I’m not sure I like the publicity angle though. And it’s damn hard to find a donor for a child. Most likely we’d try something a little more unusual with her.’

‘Like what?’ Mel was intrigued.

‘It depends on how severe she is. I’d like to see her first. We might first repair her old heart and put it back in.’ Mel knit her brows. ‘Does that work?’

‘Sometimes. Do her doctors think she’d survive the trip?’

‘I don’t know. I’d have to check. Would you actually do it?’

‘Maybe. For her sake, not yours.’ He sounded blunt again, but Mel couldn’t fault it. He was offering to do the surgery for the child, not make a spectacle of himself on the news. She respected him for that.

‘Would you give us an interview?’

‘Yes.’ He spoke up without qualm. ‘I just want to make it clear why I’d do it at all. I’m a physician, and a surgeon, committed to what I do. I’m not looking to turn this into a circus, for any of us.’

‘I wouldn’t do that to you.’ He had seen her stories on television before, and suspected that that was true. ‘But I would like to interview you. And if you do the transplant on Pattie Lou, it would provide an opening for a very interesting piece.’

‘On what? On me?’ He sounded shocked, as though he’d never thought of that before, and at her end Mel smiled. Was it possible that he didn’t realise how well known he was? Maybe he was so involved in his work that he really didn’t know. Or care. The possibility of that intrigued her.

‘Heart surgery and on transplants in general if you prefer.’

‘I would.’ She heard a smile in his voice, and went on.

‘That could be arranged. Now what about Pattie Lou?’

‘Give me her physician’s name. I’ll call and see what I can find out from here. If she’s operable, send her out, and we’ll see.’ And then he had another thought. ‘Will her parents agree to this?’

‘I think so. But I’d have to speak to them too. I’m kind of the matchmaker in all this.’

‘Apparently. Well, at least it’s all for a good cause. I hope we can help the child.’

‘So do I.’ There was an instant’s silence between them, and Mel felt as though miraculously she had fallen into the right hands, and so had Pattie Lou. ‘Shall I call you back, or will you call me?’

‘I’ve got a critical case here. I’ll get back to you.’ And suddenly he sounded desperately serious again, as though he were distracted. Mel thanked him again, and a moment later he was gone.

That afternoon she went to see the Jones’, and their desperately ill child, but Pattie Lou was a game little thing, and her parents were thrilled at even the faint shred of hope Mel offered them. There was enough in their meagre fund to pay for the plane fare to LA, for one of the parents at least, and the child’s father was quick to urge his wife to go. There were four other children at home, all older than Pattie Lou and Mr Jones felt sure that they could all manage on their own. Mrs Jones cried, and her husband’s eyes were damp when they said goodbye to Mel, and two hours after she returned to her office, Hallam called again. He had spoken to Pattie Lou’s physicians and in their estimation it was worth taking the risk of the trip. It was the only hope she had. And Peter Hallam was willing to take the case.

Having seen Pattie Lou that afternoon, tears instantly filled Mel’s eyes, and her voice was husky when she spoke again. ‘You’re a hell of a nice man.’

‘Thank you.’ He smiled. ‘How soon do you suppose you could arrange to have her on the plane?’

‘I’m not sure. I’ll have the network work out the details. When do you want her there?’

‘From what her doctors said, I don’t think tomorrow would be too soon.’

‘I’ll see what I can do.’ She checked her watch, it was almost time to do the evening news. ‘We’ll call you in a few hours … and Dr Hallam … thank you …’

‘Don’t. It’s part of what I do. And I hope we understand each other about all this. I will do it gratis for the child, but there will be no cameras in surgery with us. And what you get is an interview after it’s all done. Agreed?’

‘Agreed.’ And then she couldn’t resist stretching it a bit. She had an obligation to the network and her sponsors too. ‘Could we interview you about some other cases too?’

‘In what regard?’ He sounded faintly suspicious of her now.

‘I’d like very much to do a story on heart transplants as long as I’ll be out there with you, Doctor. Is that all right?’ Maybe he had some preconceived prejudice about her. She hoped not, but one never knew. Maybe he hated the way
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