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Praise for
The Healer’s Heart

“The Healer’s Heart had me with the first paragraph. It’s a warm and intelligent novel of deftly drawn characters that tells a timeless story.”

—BILL MYERS, author of Soul Tracker

“With beautiful writing and an honest look at the harshness of the world we live in, Diane Komp creates a masterful story of faith and redemption in The Healer’s Heart. The journey of Luke Tayspill to discover the secret of his grandfather’s prophecy is our journey as readers to learn more about what it means to live by faith and sacrifice ourselves for others. This is a rich, meaningful novel that will resonate in your mind and heart long after the final page!”

—DAVE DRAVECKY, former major-league pitcher, and president of Outreach of Hope Ministries

“In The Healer’s Heart, Dr. Komp skillfully intertwines the lives and unfolds the healing hearts of Yale AIDS physician Dr. Luke and African American Bishop Paul. She brings together the timeless biblical picture of the healer into the modern setting as her real-life characters deal with the devastation of disease, modern epidemics, interethnic and intertribal wars, and human conflicts. She shows how people from other cultures and backgrounds can impact Americans in a positive way. In this fast-paced, thrilling story, courage, faith, and love triumph over prejudice, mistrust, and hate.”

—DR. TOM HALE AND DR. CYNTHIA HALE, medical missionaries in Nepal for twenty-five years, and joint authors of Medical Missions: The Adventure and Challenge

“Diane Komp brings us a modern-day Luke who finds healing by reaching out to those who are marginalized. The enormity of the HIV epidemic cannot be understood in numbers alone. Komp helps us understand that it can be embraced through individuals who transform our intellectual and spiritual struggles.”

—ARTHUR J. AMMANN, MD, president of Global Strategies for HIV Prevention

“A moving story about finding faith and discovering forgiveness. Komp challenges the reader with the same question presented to her characters: If you have no cause worth dying for, do you have a reason to live? Readers who take this compelling journey from Ohio to London to Sierra Leone will be inspired to answer that question.”

—KATRINA KITTLE, author of Traveling Light and The Kindness of Strangers

“I am very pleased to endorse Diane Komp’s The Healer’s Heart. The reach of the novel is truly global. More specifically, with the shifts from the Gullah islands and Sierra Leone, she has revealed the links among sites of the African diaspora. Her innovative use of the Gullah account of St. Luke, which begins each major section of the book keeps alive for the reader the blend of the biblical past and the Black diasporan present. I view these structural links and the treatment of the theme of generous, selfless caring as the book’s major achievements.”

—JOHN A. MCCLUSKEY, professor of African American and African Diaspora Studies and professor of English at Indiana University, and author of Look What They Done to My Song and Mr. America’s Last Season Blues

“In The Healer’s Heart, we’re reminded that the past is never just the past; it resonates through all that follows in sometimes painful, sometimes joyous, often unexpected ways. Diane Komp writes compellingly of secrets guarded and then revealed, of lives transformed when we face them honestly. A graceful book by a talented storyteller.”

—ROBERT INMAN, author of Captain Saturday and Dairy Queen Days
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Epilogue




 

So the story of … St. Luke is the story of everyone’s pilgrimage through despair and life-darkness, through suffering and anguish, through bitterness and sorrow, through doubt and cynicism, through rebellion and hopelessness to the feet and the understanding of God.

—Adapted from Taylor Caldwell,
Dear and Glorious Physician


THE TAYSPILL FAMILY GENEALOGY


Giles Tayspill (1548–1588)—son of Jean Tayspill and Martine van der Fosse Tayspill; Flemish Huguenot cloth maker exiled to England during the Protestant Reformation.

Lucas Tayspill I (1830–1875)—great-great-great-great-grandson of Giles; Quaker sailmaker born in Philadelphia; conscripted by the Federal army during the Civil War to serve in South Carolina.

Lucas Tayspill II (1864–1887)—also known as Junior; son of Lucas Tayspill I and Amoretta Capers Tayspill; born on St. Helena Island, South Carolina; moved to Hobart Corners, Ohio, after his marriage.

Giles Tayspill (1888–1969)—son of Junior Tayspill and Mary Elizabeth Biggs Tayspill; carpenter and painter; born and died in Yellow Springs, Ohio.

Martin Tayspill (b. 1924)—son of Giles Tayspill and Katherine Harrington Tayspill; born in Yellow Springs, Ohio; retired philosophy professor from Antioch College.

Luke Tayspill III, MD (b. 1964)—son of Martin Tayspill and Edith Yancey Tayspill; born in Yellow Springs, Ohio; AIDS specialist at Yale University School of Medicine in New Haven, Connecticut.




PROLOGUE


Jedus … say, “Come folla me!” Bot de man ansa um say, “Sah, fus leh me go an bury me papa.”

—LUKE 9:59, De Good Nyews Bout Jedus Christ Wa Luke Write (Gullah)



Thanksgiving Night

It would be easier to bury my father, he thought, if he had already died. Dr. Luke Tayspill hesitated at the door of his father’s study. The simple act of returning home had reduced a confident doctor to a hesitant child. He reached for Theo’s hand—an automatic gesture—but came up with air. That motion, intended as a spousal embrace, ended in a clenched fist. Inhale … exhale … inhale … exhale … Luke’s measured breaths failed to banish the thousand and one thou-shalt-nots that fixed him in place. He remained frozen on the threshold.

He had come to the room to find a dying man’s living will. As far as Luke knew, his father had never signed such a document, but now, to withhold life support, the hospital wanted a clear indication of Martin Tayspill’s wishes. Under most circumstances Luke would have considered such a request to be quite reasonable. When his own patients were dying, he wanted clarity in such matters. However, standing at the door to his father’s study, the head of Yale’s AIDS Care Program wasn’t operating within the realm of reason. When he entered Martin Tayspill’s house, Luke abdicated the role of eminent scientist and reassumed the posture of child.

In a hallway looking glass, he caught a glimpse of himself framed by late Victorian oak. He frowned at the younger specter of his father he saw reflected back. A few years earlier, when his facial hair began to show specks of silver, Luke had shaved off his mustache. He was thirty-four at the time, too young (in his opinion) to be sporting gray. Just that morning at the nursing home, he had noticed the milky arcs that dulled his father’s eyes. Luke hated the betrayal of age that allowed others to prejudge a man. How soon would medical students call him “the old man” behind his back? Most of his patients died too young, but standing in front of the mirror, Luke could think of nothing good to say about growing old.

Framed by a pair of diamond-paned windows, the desk that drew him to his father’s study loomed tall against the southeastern wall. Now as in his childhood, Luke felt as welcome in this room as the late-morning sun now flooding in through Belgian-lace curtains. Closing his eyes, he willed himself back to his fifth year of life, when the room and the Queen Anne secretary desk with a thousand secrets had belonged to his grandfather. So had the sunshine.

Inside the room to the left of the door, a longcase clock struck eleven in Whittington chimes. The clock was the last piece of furniture Grandpa Giles had crafted before his death. An easel with half-used tubes of paint stood in the far-right corner of the room, just as it had when Luke was a little boy. Giles’s self-portrait, muttonchops camouflaging jowls, remained propped up on the easel, unfinished. These days, Luke thought, Grandpa only comes to me in my dreams.

Finally Luke found the courage to step into the room. Drawing close enough to the desk to caress its slanted lid, he allowed his fingers to trace the wounds in the wood that had banished him from this room more than thirty years before.

[image: ]

Three years after Giles’s death, Luke had yearned for the comfort of his grandfather’s lap. The boy came into the room and sat down on the Chippendale chair. He studied the old familiar desk. Until Grandpa took sick, the two of them would come to the study together after breakfast. Luke’s task had been to guess which cubbyhole hid that day’s special treat. The desk was rich with concealments, including drawers that only Giles—its designer—could have located. Luke wondered if, before he died, his grandfather had hidden one last treasure for him to find.

He pulled down the desk lid and found a picture card secreted in a niche. Was it Grandpa’s final surprise? On one side he saw printed words. On the reverse side a robed man knelt in a painted garden, his face looking as sorrowful as Luke felt that morning. The boy—who had never been in a church—could not explain why that religious picture appealed to him. Nor could he explain why he took a letter opener from a drawer and gouged three words into the folding top of the desk: WHERE ARE YOU?

Martin Tayspill’s eyes blazed the day he found the defacement. After Giles’s death, the study and the desk had become his property. Luke’s father sanded and stained the desk surface but ignored the child’s lament carved in the wood. Martin banished the culprit from the room, but scars remained on the barrier that locked the picture in. Grandpa Giles was gone, shut away with Jesus so many years ago.
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In vain Luke searched for his father’s living will. Then he yanked on a fixture on the bottom drawer. It resisted entry. He frowned, unable to remember his father or grandfather ever opening that drawer. The brass pull, he assumed, accented a false facade. Dropping to his knees, Luke ran his fingers around the rim and slipped a credit card between the drawer and the frame. He found an unexpected gap and continued to explore beneath the desk. A block of wood moved at his touch. As he rotated the knob, a lock gave way. “Sly one, Grandpa,” he whispered.

Nothing in the drawer belonged to Martin Tayspill—or to the present. Luke found his grandfather’s Marine Corps commission and honorable discharge from the end of World War I. Some mice had left their calling cards on letters from Grandma Kate, addressed to Grandpa Giles at Parris Island.

Luke had completed his search, but a mystery lingered. The drawer containing the mementos was not as deep as the one above it. Pulling it out as far as he could, he stretched his hand to reach the back of the drawer. As if released from a secret it longed to reveal, a panel folded forward, disclosing a second compartment.

The hiding place surrendered a faded packet the mice hadn’t reached. Untying the butcher’s string that bound it, Luke slipped out a thick black-and-white composition book filled with his grandfather’s handwriting. On the cover, in a more calligraphic style, Giles had written a title: The Deaths of Lucas Tayspill.

Not death, but deaths.
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Deah Theophilus, plenty people beena try fa write down all de ting wa we beliebe fa true, wa done happen mongst us.

—LUKE 1:1, De Good Nyews Bout Jedus Christ Wa Luke Write (Gullah)






ONE

Ohio

Hunched over the operative field, the doctor pulled opposing pieces of skin together. The needle curved in and out, closing the gap with 3-0 silk sutures. Satisfied with the results, Luke straightened up and stripped off his apron. As he slipped the turkey into the refrigerator, he told his mother, “This year we won’t lose any stuffing.”

Edith Tayspill supported herself on the kitchen counter and kept her back to her son. She picked up an onion and cut through its middle to veil her tears. Then she risked speaking. “It’s nice to have you home.”

Luke bent down to kiss the top of his mother’s head, but quickly returned to his chores. He pulled a BlackBerry out of his pocket and consulted a to-do list. He attacked a moment of domesticity the same way he tackled his chores at the hospital.

He read the list aloud. “Day before Thanksgiving: Chop celery, walnuts, and onions. Peel potatoes. Halve and seed butternut squash. Chill wine.” He reached into a shopping bag he had brought with him from Connecticut and pulled out two bottles of 1977 Cochemer Nikolausberg Eiswein Riesling. “Can you think of anything I forgot, Mom?”

Edith sniffed and inhaled her tears before she turned around. She looked confused. “Is that an Ohio wine? Father prefers local vineyards.”

Luke caught himself before saying how costly the wine was and deflected the choice from himself. “Theo loves Eiswein.”

“Theodora’s not here.”

“When I bought the wine, I thought she would be.”

The tears Edith had banished resurfaced. “Father will be so disappointed. I don’t understand why Theodora has to be in London on Thanksgiving.”

Luke returned to the squash. “The Brits don’t celebrate Thanksgiving. It’s an American holiday. This assignment is very important to her.”

“ ‘Important’ isn’t a career or a foreign wine. ‘Important’ is making a family, Anyway, that’s what Father always says.”

Luke frowned as his mother parroted Martin’s opinion. As usual, his father had life figured out on his own terms. It could have been worse, Luke thought. Theo could have been there to hear what his mother said about her failure to get pregnant.

He turned from his mother’s thoughts to his upcoming sabbatical. “If faculty wives have nothing of their own to do, they can be miserable in a foreign city, even in an exciting place like London. Didn’t Dad ever take a sabbatical out of the country?”

His mother, wife of an academician, didn’t answer, and Luke was sorry almost as soon as the words escaped his lips. His father had made a career of making his mother’s life miserable.

Edith tried to smile. “Father adores Theodora.”

“Dad should have had all daughters.” Luke wasn’t joking. Martin could always find room for improvement in his son, but both Theo and Luke’s sister, Johanna, he considered perfect.

Edith reached for a container of milk in the refrigerator and stumbled over a sleeping dog.

“Moose, come!” Luke called as he reached out to prevent his mother’s fall. The Yorkshire terrier hobbled toward his master and settled at his feet. Luke petted Moose to console him. “Good boy.”

Moose lifted his lip to smile, revealing an Appalachian toothscape.

Edith started crying again. “Moose misses Theodora.”
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The dog had come into their lives when Luke and Theo had almost divorced. Six years into their marriage, they were fighting about everything, including the breed of dog to share. Luke wanted to recreate the boy-dog palship of his childhood. He would have preferred a bluetick hound like his old Beauregard.

The day Theo walked out on Luke, she bought a Yorkie to take his place in her bed. During a brief reconciliation, she allowed Moose to join Luke on the sofa bed in the living room. When the couple finally reunited and Luke had been welcomed back to Theo’s bed, Moose made the definitive decision to sleep between them.

These days Luke made jokes about living with a runt. He even coerced doggy dementia pills out of a drug rep at the hospital to keep Moose going. Moose was a vital link between him and the woman he had adored for most of his life. And Beauregard had left Luke too soon. When words failed, it was better to have a dog do his communicating for him.

In the backyard, not far from the kitchen where Luke and his mother were preparing Thanksgiving dinner, Beauregard lay buried. As Luke peeled potatoes, he looked out on the grave Grandpa Giles had dug for Beau under a weeping cherry tree.

[image: ]

Watching his grandfather shovel dirt, the child reached up and tugged on his father’s sleeve. “Can we say a prayer?”

Martin slipped his arm around his son’s shoulder and squeezed tight. “No one will hear it.”

“When people die, don’t the other people talk to God?”

Luke felt his father stiffen and waited for the lecture that would follow.

“Some people pray when they need a crutch to lean on. Intelligent people don’t need crutches.”

The boy persisted with his questions. “Is God someone you lean on?”

Color rose in Martin’s cheeks. “Where did you ever get an idea like that?”

Luke pointed to his chest. “I looked it up in my heart.”

Martin lifted his arm from his son’s shoulder and poked his index finger into the side of the boy’s head. “You look things up here.” Then Martin turned to the boy’s grandfather, knee-deep in the grave. “You’re filling Luke’s head with nonsense again.”

Giles kept on digging, but Luke was certain his grandfather had heard what his father had said.

Color drained from Martin’s face as he turned his attention back to Luke. He collected himself and resumed his lecture. “The heart is a muscle that pumps blood. It’s not a magical place to store myths.” Martin clenched and pumped his fist to illustrate the propulsion of blood.

The boy was confused. “Is your hand the same as your heart?”

“No, Luke, your heart is inside your chest.”

“Then why did you squeeze your hand?”

Martin frowned. “To show you what happens in your chest.”

“Is your heart where you hold things tight?”

Luke watched his father turn his attention back to the burial. Lecture over, the boy opened and closed his fist.

Later that evening Luke concealed himself in the hallway shadows outside his grandfather’s study. Giles sat at his easel, sketching the beginnings of a landscape in charcoal. Martin came in and stood behind the old man. Luke could see the tension in his father’s neck muscles. The old man sensed Martin’s presence but didn’t stop what he was doing.

Martin’s voice faltered as he spoke to his father. “I don’t want you teaching the boy mythology. Respect my right to raise him as I see fit.”

Giles kept working on his painting, just as he had continued digging in the garden. He might as well have been alone in the room.

Martin grasped his father’s shoulders. “Are you listening to me, old man?”

Giles spun around, dislodging his son’s grip. “In a world of competing ideas, why shouldn’t Luke hear as many ideas as possible? What are you afraid of?”

Hiding in the shadows, the boy watched his father and grandfather contend. He saw tenderness replace the tension around his grandfather’s eyes.

Giles spoke to his son in an even voice. “I love you.”

Martin bristled. “You’re changing the subject.”

“That is the subject. A man should love his son.”

In the safety of the hallway, Luke agreed with his grandfather. His father, however, became defensive. “Are you implying I don’t love Luke?”

“No, Martin, but this morning that little boy’s doggy died. Instead of comforting him, you lectured him about the way you see the world.”

“I could have made my point more readily if you hadn’t confused him with all that talk about his heart.”

“We both used analogies. What’s the difference?”

Martin turned on his heel and marched out of the room. “There’s a big difference. He’s my son, and I’ll raise him my way.”

The boy under discussion blended with the hallway shadows as his father stalked out. For a moment, Luke hid and watched his grandfather. Giles clenched callous hands and rested them on his easel. He turned his eyes toward the ceiling. His eyes burned as if he could see through the plaster to the sky. When he picked up the charcoal stick again, Luke entered the room and climbed onto his grandfather’s lap.

“Did I do anything wrong?”

“No, child. Of course not.”

“Why is Daddy mad?”

“Your father doesn’t always know why he feels the way he does.”

“Why should that make him mad?”

“It’s hard to be a daddy, but your father tries his best.”

“Is it hard to be a grandpa?”

Giles laughed. “Sometimes, but most of the time it’s a lot easier to be a grandpa than a daddy.”

Luke rubbed out tears escaping his eyes. “Where’s Beau, Grandpa?”

Giles took Luke’s hand, traced the path of one tear that ran all the way from Luke’s left eye to his T-shirt, and then made an abrupt stop at chest level just above the letter r in YELLOW SRINGS printed across his chest. He took the boy’s hand and let him feel the lingering wetness. Ashamed to be a crybaby, Luke tried to pull his hand away, but his grandfather held Luke’s hand so tightly to his chest that it hurt. A torrent escaped Luke’s eyes and made its way down to meet his fingers. Grandpa Giles caressed the boy’s hand, guiding the tears to find their mark. “That’s where Beau is, child. He’s swimming from your head to your heart.”
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Luke closed his eyes to forget the day of Beau’s death. He had to focus on the Thanksgiving holiday at hand, with his wife in London and his father in a nursing home.

“What time should I pick up Dad tomorrow?” he asked his mother. He wanted to enter the time in his electronic brain.

Edith stared at him. “Whenever dinner is ready.”

Half a mile from the Tayspill homestead in Yellow Springs, Martin Tayspill was recovering from the latest of two strokes. Thanks to the founding Quakers, Friends Care Facility smelled of fresh baked bread rather than unchanged linen. Martin’s room looked out on a garden named Planet Earth. There, too, strong, pleasant perfumes prevailed.

Edith leaned against the kitchen counter to keep her balance. “I may just lie down for a while although there’s still a lot of work to do for our dinner what time do you think you’d like to eat should we do it after Father takes his morning nap?”

Luke frowned when he heard the confused sentence. If his mother’s symptoms repeated themselves, a headache would come next.

When Martin was a younger man, Edith’s headaches had been more frequent. He had often stayed away from home overnight and returned the next morning without offering any explanation. With his advanced age and diminished vigor, his wife retired less often to the darkness where she locked the bedroom door.

“You take your nap, Mom. Moose and I will go out for a run.”

When Moose saw Luke’s running shoes, he roused himself and stomped out a happy dance. If the dog could endure a mile of their run, Luke reckoned it would be a lot, so he grabbed a backpack to tote Moose home. “What else do we need? Some trail mix. Some water.” He tossed his BlackBerry into the pack. “The troops are moving out,” he called, and the Yorkie soldier ran for the door.

Leaves crunched underfoot as Luke and Moose padded together through Glen Helen Nature Preserve. As the dog’s nose pursued scents on the trail, he burst ahead of his master. But he waited when he reached a bend.

At that special place, Luke had first seen Theodora, and the couple and their dog had returned there many times after. Moose knew it as a place where his master and mistress were as happy as they had been when they were children growing up in this small college town.
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Like many faculty families, the Tayspills went for Sunday strolls in Glen Helen. That particular day, Martin, chairman of the philosophy department at Antioch College, sauntered ahead with art chairman Harry Jenkins. Their children lagged behind, searching the woods for leaves rumored to take the itch out of poison ivy. When the hikers reached the ruins of an old hotel, they ran into the new owners of the Antioch Diner.

“Is this your daughter?” Martin asked Dimitrios and Eleni Kannoudakis. The girl had knee-length raven hair and hazel eyes flecked with gold.

Her parents smiled as they nodded.

Harry Jenkins looked as if he had seen a glorious ghost. “La Bella Simonetta!”

“No sir,” the child answered. “My name is Theodora.”

Martin agreed with Harry. “You’re right. She’s a perfect Botticelli.”

Theodora Kannoudakis had no idea who Simonetta and Botticelli were. But Luke was certain that the professors were going to inform them all.

Harry Jenkins gestured as he warmed up his lecture. “Simonetta Vespucci was the most beautiful woman in all of Renaissance Florence. Botticelli used her as a model for all the divine women he painted. She was his Venus. She’s the Madonna. She’s every man’s dream of heaven. All the men in Florence called her ‘La Bella Simonetta.’ ”

While Harry carried forth, Martin knelt in front of the child and turned her face on profile. “You have Simonetta’s face, but her hair was reddish gold. All the famous artists of the day wanted to paint her.”

That day her future father-in-law dubbed the Kannoudakis girl with the pet name of the Renaissance beauty. Later she became “Theo” to Luke, but Martin always called her “La Bella Simonetta.”

A few days after their meeting on the trail, Luke tagged along with Martin and Harry when they took an art book over to the Antioch Diner. The professors showed the Kannoudakis family reprints of the Botticelli paintings. Theodora saw her face on someone the whole world thought of as divinely beautiful.

Eleni Kannoudakis smiled that day. She shared her daughter’s eyes and lips, even the shape of her face, as if an artist had charcoaled a preliminary sketch before attempting his final masterpiece. In Theodora, Eleni’s features had reached perfection.

From that moment on, Luke found as many excuses as possible to prod his family to eat at the Antioch Diner. The Botticelli book disappeared from Martin’s bookshelf and found a new home underneath Luke’s mattress. The boy had fallen in love with that face.
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Luke was running over a footbridge when his cell phone began to ring. It had to be Theo, so he panted into the device, “Hey, babe.”

“Luke, Luke.”

Wailing faded in and out, but the connection was too poor for Luke to make out what she was saying. He juggled the phone for better reception. “Theo?”

“Luke? Are you there? Oh, please, Luke, you’ve got to come!”


TWO

London

In Suite 401 of the London Crowne Plaza, Theodora Tayspill piled her waist-length black curls on top of her head and sank into a cloud of fragrant bubbles. Unlike other guests of the establishment, she didn’t use the little bottles of hotel bath foam. She floated in suds that smelled of “Theodora.”
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A decade ago the New York Times had assigned Theo to cover the Bosnian War. When she returned home after the war, Luke paid experts in aromatic romance to create a personal scent for his estranged wife. For $275 per quarter ounce, they blended floral extracts with mossy top notes of clary sage, bergamot, and galbanum to come up with “Theodora.”

Formulated as an invitation to love, the scent perfumed her neck, sacheted her pillow, and bubbled her bath. “Theodora” celebrated try-again love. You could trace the vigor of the Tayspill’s marriage by this scent—until Moose started to sneeze. The dog, of course, was sleeping in the marital bed and was happy with that arrangement.

Luke never told Theo, but he was delighted with Moose’s allergy. He expected his wife to banish the dog from bed. instead, she put away the scent of love.

A few vials of “Theodora” survived. Theo kept some in the master bathroom of their Connecticut home and one vial in a makeup bag she used for overseas travel. But Theo hadn’t traveled abroad in recent years. Not at all, in fact, until an invitation drew her back to her private hell. Into the inferno known as Sarajevo, she carried “Theodora.”
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Theo stretched back into the tub and let her neck sink into the bubbles. She wanted to remember those first days at home with Luke and Moose after the war. The memory was hard to recapture because the moment hadn’t lasted very long. She had retired Luke’s costly love gift, and the dog had remained in bed.

[image: ]

As Theo lay with her back to Luke, she heard him pick up Moose and deposit the Yorkie at the bottom of the bed. She remained unmoved as her husband nuzzled at her neck. She buried her face in her pillow so he wouldn’t see her tears. Then she felt Luke pull away and turn his back to her. Theo listened to hear whether Luke would fall asleep, but all she heard were short puffs of anger that swelled into staccato bursts of words. “I want back the girl I met in Glen Helen.”

Theo remained on her side of the bed. “I’m not a little girl. I’m a grown woman.”

He reached over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Why can’t you be both?”

Her tears soaked the pillowcase as she spoke again with muffled voice. “I can’t.”

Luke released the unresponsive flesh. “You can’t? You mean you won’t!”

“You know what the doctors said—”

He interrupted. “You wouldn’t have needed those doctors if you had stayed home.”

She turned to face him with tear-stained cheeks. “What home? When I left, we weren’t married anymore.”

“Yes, we were,” Luke said. “The separation was just a formality. We were just having a few problems we could have worked out. We’ve always loved each other, haven’t we?”

Theo turned away again and took a cigarette from the bedside stand. In defiance, she lit up and puffed in the doctor’s direction. “Sometimes love isn’t enough.”

She watched him watch the smoke, his eyes narrowing into a medical lecture. Then he took his eyes off her cigarette and willed them to relax their look of condemnation. He leaned over Theo and took a cigarette out of her pack. As he put it to his lips, she pulled it away. Then she crushed out her own cigarette and kissed him on the cheek. “One of us with a filthy habit is one too many.”

They sank back onto the bed and molded to each other, not moving except for stroking each other’s arms. Luke was the first one to break the silence. “We live in the same house, but we inhabit separate worlds. I feel as if you’re in a witness-protection program, while I’m continuing on with our normal old life.”

“There was nothing normal about our old life,” she said. She bit her lower lip as if self-mutilation would mitigate the defiance in her voice. “It’s going to take time,” she whispered.

“Time,” he repeated. “Well, I’ve got plenty of that.”

As thoughts of the Bosnian war crowded back into her consciousness, Theo remained silent. So often in those days, she had thought she had no time left.
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Theo sat up in her London tub and turned on the faucet to reheat the water. She slipped under the bubbles and remembered the psychiatrist who treated her when she came home, the one who blamed her mood swings on the horrors of war. For the next ten years, she had accepted the diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder, but she had her own more personal description for what ailed her. She lived with too many ghosts and too much failure. One day she would have to face both ghosts and failures, but that day had not yet arrived.
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When Theo and Luke left New York City for Connecticut, she thought their day had arrived. The move was good for them both. Luke was happy with his new position as chief of the AIDS Care Program at Yale. Theo traded in the overstimulation of the city for the shelter of a country home and a feature column in the Sunday Times. Through Luke’s connections at Yale, she had access to enough minor luminaries to please her new editor. Then, after so many years of trying to forget Sarajevo, she accepted another assignment there.
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Theo climbed out of the tub and pulled the plug on the foamy water and painful memories. Better to think about the reason she was in London, and her meeting with Nathan Green.
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The London bureau chief of the New York Times kissed Theo on the cheek, but he got right down to business. “How did it feel to go back to Sarajevo?”

Theo knew Nathan was watching her as she answered. Was she ready to jump back into the thick of things? In the old days Theo had been the best war correspondent on staff at the Times, but that was before Sarajevo.

As much as she wanted this assignment while Luke was on sabbatical, Theo hesitated to answer and measured her response. She chose a diversion. Better to invite Nathan’s personal reflection than to allow the focus to remain on her. “Do you remember the signs on the way into Sarajevo from the airport?”

Nathan was not distracted, even when Theo wove her arm through his. He grunted and frowned. “I remember the bullet riddled sign on the old Olympic stadium. Dobrodosli u Sarajevo. ‘Welcome to Sarajevo.’ Then you turn the corner and—poof!—the dilapidated building with the spray-painted words ‘Welcome to hell.’ ”

Theo nodded. “That was the truth during the war. The truth now is that it still is.”

Nathan stopped talking and turned to her. “But you couldn’t stay away from that hell.”

It bothered Theo that her potential boss was pushing her into the center of peril. She had barely recovered from her first visit to Sarajevo more than a decade before. She tried to smile. “You’re right. I had to go back.”

Nathan relaxed—slightly. Once Theodora Tayspill was a renowned journalist, and under his tutelage, he hoped she could be again.

“Tell me what happened this week in Sarajevo,” Nathan asked, ushering her into his office.

As he settled behind his oak desk, Theo wondered why the setting reminded her so much of a psychiatrist’s office.

Nathan’s question made her crave a cigarette. After ten years of nicotine abstinence, she had yielded as soon as she got off the plane in Sarajevo. She pulled her last pack of Bosnian Drinas out of her purse and lit up. There was no ashtray on his desk, and he didn’t look for one to give her. She put out the cigarette in her coffee cup and picked up the story.

“Do you remember Jasmina? She was one of the doctors I interviewed during the war. When she called me recently, she sounded scared to death. She claimed that someone was building a high-level containment lab in the hospital where she was working. She suspected it was being used for germ warfare.”

Nathan was skeptical of tips offered by old contacts seeking new dollars. “How could she be so certain?”

Theo lit another cigarette. “None of the hospital staff was allowed in that wing. The guards looked like Arabs rather than Bosnian Muslims. Jasmina wouldn’t talk to anyone but me—and only in person. So I agreed to check out her story. If her life was in danger, I wanted to get her out of the country.”

Nathan was satisfied with what he had heard so far. It matched what Theo’s editor in New York had told him. “What did Jasmina say?”

Theo frowned. “I couldn’t find her. The chief of staff at the hospital told me she had gone to visit an uncle in Tuliz. One of the nurses said she was with a lover on vacation. I didn’t think either one of them was telling the truth. My whole trip was a waste. To make it worse, the whole international press corps showed up in Sarajevo. They had all heard the same rumor.”

Nathan leaned back in his chair. “It wasn’t a waste if you were willing to return to Sarajevo. I’d say you’re ready for action again.”

Theo didn’t contradict him, but neither did she smile. She had gone back to Sarajevo to get rid of her ghosts, not to keep them constant company. “I’m all yours for six months, if you want me.”

Nathan rose and took her hand. “You’ve got the job if you want it.”

After the interview with Nathan, Theo walked out into the November air and pulled her coat around her. Despite the cold, she chose to walk the mile to Harrods.

Shopping did nothing to improve her mood, so she crossed over Brompton Road toward the Victoria and Albert Museum. A display of sixteenth-century Limoges enamels failed to distract her from what was on her mind. From the museum she wandered toward Hyde Park Corner and threaded her way through the streets of Shepherd’s Market. She was about to turn onto Curzon Street when she heard rock music coming from a church. Curious, she tried the door of Good Shepherd’s Chapel and found it unlocked.

The sanctuary was bare, except for folding chairs stacked against the walls and a stained-glass window over the altar. A group of young rockers with tattoos on every inch of visible skin, spray-painted hair, and pierced body parts was making music in front of the altar.

We believe in God the Father, Maker of the universe …

The words to their song sounded ancient, but their instruments throbbed with a modern beat.

Theo heard a voice behind her.

“Hello there.”

She spun around and faced a gray-haired woman wearing a thin coat over a housedress. “I didn’t mean to intrude,” Theo said.

“You’re not intruding any more than I am. I’m on my break right now.”

Theo felt relieved. “I was looking for a place to sit and think.”

The woman smiled. “You’ve come to a good place for that, you have. I come here often.”

Theo looked around. “I’m confused. I’ve never been to church much. I kind of expected …”

The woman laughed with such warmth that Theo relaxed. She took Theo’s elbow and guided her toward the altar. “Smells and bells and wounded knees? This church isn’t that formal. There’s an organ all right, but most of the time we sing to band music—songs like these young people are rehearsing.”

The musicians packed up their instruments and departed. The woman pointed to steps leading to the altar. “We can sit here on the steps. On Sunday the little children love to sit here. They feel so safe and welcome.”

Theo joined the woman and looked up at the figure of Jesus holding a lamb in his arms. “That’s how I need to feel.”

“He’s searching for lost sheep,” her companion said, reading Theo’s thoughts about the fragments of colored glass.

“I know how that feels.”

“To search or to be found?”

Theo raised an eyebrow but didn’t answer. For the next ten minutes, she stared at the window, grateful for the astute charwoman’s quiet presence. “Thank you for staying here with me.”

“No problem at all.”

A half hour later, Theo stood up. “I must go.”

The two women walked down the aisle toward the exit. “I’ll be praying for you,” the stranger said.

“You’re very kind.”

“When I’m praying, what would you like me to say to God?”

Theo turned toward the altar and gazed at the window. “Tell him not to give up on any lost lambs.”

Then she walked back to the hotel and drew her bath.
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As Theo climbed out of the bubbles, she breathed in the last whiff of Luke’s love. In front of the bathroom mirror, she frowned at herself through the fog on the glass.

“La Bella Simonetta,” she mocked. “The feminine divine.”

She took a towel from the rack and wiped mist off the mirror. Exaggerating each vowel, she began her nightly facial calisthenics. “I feeeel beee-uuuu-teeee-fuuuul.” She exercised each muscle around her mouth. She examined the left and right sides of her face for signs of asymmetry, any hint of a tremor. Her survey complete, she consoled herself. “Not yet. Not yet.”

How long would it be before she needed a lip-plumping procedure to keep from drooling? How many months after that would her eyes become forever locked in place? Tomorrow she would pose the same questions to a Harley Street neurologist. How long after she heard his answers would she be able to keep the truth from Luke?

Long after midnight she lay awake. Sometime before dawn she fell asleep, but she woke up crying, “God help me, Luke! I’m locked in!”


THREE

Ohio

Luke sat down under a tree and fiddled with the cell phone, trying to get better reception. The sweat on his forearms started to evaporate and give him a chill. He stood up and tried running in place.

“Luke,” the voice repeated. “Luke. Help me.”

Moose barked as if he had recognized the caller’s voice.

“Hello? Hello?” Luke said.

Finally the voice came through clearly. Edith Tayspill spoke through sobs. “Please come home right away. Father had another stroke.”

As he jogged back to his parents’ house, Luke saw their Thanksgiving plans dissolve.

As Luke and Edith arrived at Friends Care Facility, an escape attempt was in progress. Luke could hear the alarm from a block away. Someone was determined to run the gauntlet of nurses and aides to make it to freedom. Nurse Nancy Anderson was in pursuit of a wheelchair charging through the front door. Luke heard his father yell, “Let go of me. I want to go home.”

“You are home, Professor,” the nurse said as she stopped him dead in his tracks. She paused when she saw Luke and Edith, and then patted Martin on his shoulder. “We’re a little upset this morning, but doctor says it was only a little TIA.”

“That’s a transient ischemic attack,” Luke said, translating for his mother. “A mini-stroke.”

Edith took over steering the runaway back to his room as Nancy led Luke to her office.

“Your father doesn’t have any new neurological damage, but he is unhappy. The professor doesn’t know why we’re fussing.” She closed the office door and pulled out a chair for Luke. “I need to talk to you about something. Do you know if your father ever made out a living will?”

“I’m not really sure.”

“When this happened this morning, I looked through his chart and couldn’t find any advance directives. If your dad stops breathing, we will have to call a full code and transfer him to an emergency room.”

“We wouldn’t want that.”

“Has your father ever talked to you about his wishes?”

“No, but he’s still competent. I can’t make decisions for him without his consent.”

“Perhaps you could get him to sign a health-care proxy giving you the power to make his decisions about DNR orders. We’d all rest a lot easier if we had something in writing.”

“I’ll try, but you know how independent he is.”

“But please try.”

Nancy knew because she had been dealing with Martin since his first admission, when the professor had gone home more by escape than by medical design.

[image: ]

After his first stroke, when his inpatient benefits had run out, Martin told Edith to bring his car around to the front door of the nursing home. The doctor hadn’t discharged him yet, but that didn’t hold Martin back.

“I’m not going to pay out of my savings to be kept in jail.”

When Luke heard about this escapade, he flew to Ohio, where he found his father in the garage, hobbling around his workbench with the help of a walker.

As Luke got out of his rental car, his father fumbled with the tool belt around his waist until he found the nail he was looking for. Martin held it in place with his weak arm and hammered away. “You startled me,” he said to Luke. “I thought you were that nosy social worker from the funny farm.”

“Friends Care is for rehabilitation. You know how much you need that, and you know how nice they’ve been to you.”

“Fine. You go sign yourself in and see how friendly you find it.”

“Why are you afraid of the social worker?”

“She’d rat me out, and they’d cut off my home therapy if they knew I could drive.”

“You can’t drive. You just had a stroke.”

“Who are you—the DMV?”

Luke panicked as he watched Martin hold down a piece of wood with his paralyzed hand and reach for the power saw. “Can I help you?” he asked, fearing the answer.

“I don’t need anybody’s help, thank you.” The expected answer.

Martin fixed his attention on his project. As he leaned on his walker, he used his nonparalyzed foot to push a wedge of wood toward a place between the house and the garage.

“What are you making?”

“I’m building a handicapped access ramp for my car.”

Edith appeared on the front porch, dressed in a summer frock. She seemed more fragile than the last time Luke had seen her. How had the social worker described his parents? The Brain and the Legs. Martin and Edith possessed a complementary set of handicaps. On that June day his father’s brain seemed to be plotting overtime, but his mother’s legs didn’t look as if they could hold up her half of the bargain.

“You’re just in time,” Edith said. “Father and I are going to Glen Helen.”

Luke immediately grasped the implications of the plot, and he turned to his father. “Shall I drive your Caddy or do you prefer to come in my car?”

Just a few months before, they had all walked the few blocks to the main entrance and had easily descended more than a hundred steep limestone steps. Luke could just imagine a man negotiating that with a walker.

“I’m driving,” Martin said, disengaging further debate.

Now alarmed, Luke said, “I can take you and Mom wherever you need to go.”

Martin stared ahead, escalating the confrontation. “I’m driving to Glen Helen.”

Luke’s alarm turned to anguish. “You shouldn’t be driving at all. You had a right-sided stroke that affects your ability to control your emotions. If you get in an accident, you may not be able to think clearly. Other people might get hurt.”

Martin set his jaw into his words. “When I’m in the car, I’m
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