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Chapter 1

The girl lay on her side on the gurney, a
string of saliva from her slack lips puddling on the sheet and her
dark hair splayed on the pillow. Her breathing so slow and shallow
that her chest barely moved. Dr. Ben Allen felt her forehead: damp
and cool. He turned to the ER nurse. “Temp?”

“Ninety-eight point six.”

No fever.

A seven-year-old in a coma? He dug into his
memory bank and the possibilities scrolled down: poisoning,
cerebral hemorrhage, infection, brain tumor, diabetes.

The auburn-haired woman on a stool in the
corner caught his eye. Her hands were wringing a small handkerchief
in her lap. Her face had probably been attractive once, but now
flabby cheeks crowded her eyes into slits. The seams of her slacks
strained against her bulky thighs. She looked about thirty years
old. “Mrs. Harris, has Angela been sick?”

“Sick? You mean like a cold?”

“No. Anything serious?”

She shook her head. “No. Nothing like
that.”

“Complain of anything—headache, stomach
pains?

“She didn’t complain of nothing.”

Ben went through his history checklist:
“Diarrhea? Any trouble passing her urine? A recent fall? Head
injury?”

To each Mrs. Harris gave a negative response.
Angela, an only child, had been born in North Lorain, outside of
Cleveland. No problems in infancy. She’d had her immunization
shots.

Dr. Carlo Rizzo, a member of Middleton’s
Tubbs Hospital ER Physicians Medical Group, stood alongside the
gurney. A swarthy, hawk-nosed man in his early thirties, a
stethoscope draped around his neck, Rizzo said, “I call you,
because Dr. Mayborough retires.”

The ER Medical Group consisted of mostly
foreign-trained “docs in the box.” Drag in your bleeding, your
gasping, your sniffling, bruised, swollen, whiplashed patients, and
the ER bunch would do a passable job. They’d stitch the laceration,
slap on a bandage or splint, and tell the patient to get in touch
with their own doctor. But for anything more complicated, forget
it. At least Rizzo knew when to ask for help. Bob Mayborough had
retired and moved away six months ago, but apparently had not yet
introduced Angela to another pediatrician. Now Angela’s care was
Ben’s responsibility, since he, along with the other Tubbs Hospital
attending staff pediatricians, rotated on call for emergencies.

Rizzo held his stethoscope to Angela’s chest
and listened.

Ben said, “Anything?”

Rizzo rested his hands on the gurney and
shook his head. “Her pulse is slow, temperature is normal,
respiratory rate is slow. Her belly is soft. Lungs are clear. The
only thing, I can’t get any deep tendon reflexes.” He pressed with
effort on the bony mastoid processes behind the girl’s ears.

Ben saw the frown on Mrs. Harris’s face.
“He’s seeing if she’ll respond to the pressure. Gives us some idea
of how deeply unconscious she is.”

Something was a little off. This mother,
while concerned, seemed unusually composed for a parent who didn’t
know whether her kid would live or die. And where was the
father?

Angela moved her head slightly and the
corners of her lips turned down, but her eyes remained closed. Her
unblemished dark skin, long black eyelashes, and delicate features
reminded Ben of a sleeping doll.

He put out his hand. “Let me use your
percussion hammer.” Rizzo handed him the rubber hammer and Ben
stroked the soles of Angela’s feet with the pointed end of its
handle. Her toes curled down. “No Babinski reflex.” Out of the
corner of his eye he saw the child’s mother press her hand to her
mouth. Quickly he added, “That’s a good sign. Probably means she
doesn’t have a brain hemorrhage. But to be sure, I’ll have to put a
needle in her back and examine her spinal fluid.” He bent over the
gurney, lifted the child’s eyelids and carefully inspected her
eyes. “Pupils are constricted.” He shielded her eyes from the
overhead light, again observed her pupils, and then took his hand
away to let the light shine into her eyes. “Rizzo, have a look.” He
repeated the procedure twice more. The child’s pupils remained
constricted even when he shaded her eyes.

Rizzo nodded. “They don’t expand.”

Ben turned to the child’s mother. “Mrs.
Harris, has she taken any medicine? Or could she have gotten into
some drugs in the house?”

Mrs. Harris opened her mouth to answer, but
suddenly a deep-throated moan came from the child. Her body
twitched, face contorted, fingers fluttered rapidly, feet beat a
rapid tattoo on the mattress. Her head and shoulders rose from the
gurney, and with a violent retching, a stream of greenish liquid
gushed from her mouth.

The nurse turned the child’s head to the
side. Ben grabbed a towel from a nearby cart and wiped away liquid
and solid food particles from the girl’s mouth and nostrils. Angela
gasped as she made an effort to inhale, straining to suck air into
her lungs, but she couldn’t. Her face turned blue, eyelids
fluttered, and eyes rolled upward so that only the whites were
visible.

Mrs. Harris screamed.

Ben grabbed the child, turned her face-down,
slipped his arm under her waist, lowered her head, and slapped her
back sharply a few times. A piece of partly digested food flew from
her mouth and she coughed. He held her head down for a few seconds
as threads of saliva dripped from her mouth. Suddenly, she inhaled
noisily, and after a few wheezing breaths the bluish hue of her
face changed to a pallor.

“She’s okay now,” said Ben. “Let’s give her a
few whiffs of oxygen.” He took a deep breath himself. He had
performed the maneuver a dozen or more times, but still felt relief
when a clogged airway opened.

Rizzo quickly pushed an oxygen cylinder to
the side of the gurney and placed the triangular mask over Angela’s
face. Although the hissing of escaping oxygen could be heard from
the edges of the adult-sized mask, she breathed more deeply, and
within moments her skin became pink.

As Ben turned her on her back and released
his grip, Angela began to cry, a sound made hollow by her oxygen
mask. She turned on her side, legs curled up, and tucked an arm
under her head. Except for the mask, she looked like any normal
sleeping child.

Ben examined her fingernails: pressed and
watched them blanch, then released the pressure, satisfied to see
them pink up. He observed her chest as it rose and fell with each
breath. “Her circulation and breathing are a lot better. Let’s
discontinue the oxygen.”

With the mask removed, Angela whimpered.
“Daddy, I’m thirsty.”

Mrs. Harris sobbed quietly as she leaned over
her daughter and smoothed her hair, dampened by perspiration.
“Mommy’s here, precious.”

Angela’s eyes partially opened. “I want my
daddy.”

Ben saw Mrs. Harris grimace for a moment. She
cast a glance at him and her features softened. “It’s all right,
darling. I’m with you.”

The child continued to cry. “Daddy,
daddy.”

Mrs. Harris stared at Angela. “Can I give her
some water?”

“No. Better not give her anything to drink
yet. We’ll just wet her lips.”

The nurse already had a wet washcloth pressed
to Angela’s lips, which sucked noisily. She slightly opened her
eyes and blinked at the bright overhead light, then resumed her
crying with increasing volume.

Ben turned to the nurse. “Let’s get her
admitted, find out what’s going on.”

Mrs. Harris glanced at her watch. “I left a
message for her father. I wonder what’s keeping Frank.”

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

Ben watched while an orderly wheeled Angela
out of the emergency room, heading for the pediatric ward. He wrote
a few notes and orders on her chart, and then sat for a full minute
with his chin in his palm debating whether or not to do a spinal
puncture Since she was now conscious and had no abnormal
neurological signs, he decided that putting a needle in her back
would be an unnecessary struggle.

He shook his head: no history of injury, no
sign of head trauma, and yet the child had been comatose for more
than an hour. But a fourteen-hour work day, culminating in the
events of the past hour had made him too tired to solve this
puzzle. The images of tautly-drawn sheets, a down comforter, and Jo
Anne’s warm back flashed across his mind.

Ben turned to Rizzo who had been standing
quietly by. “We’ll see what results come back from the lab.”

Before he left the hospital, Ben took the
elevator up to the pediatric floor to check on Angela. Two of the
beds in her four-bed ward were unoccupied. A girl about Angela’s
age shared her room. She lay asleep. The only light came from a
gooseneck lamp beside Angela’s bed.

Angela sat up, her mother cradling her head
and upper body and gently rocking her while patting her shoulder.
The girl’s eyes began to droop, but when Mrs. Harris started to lay
her down she whimpered and struggled back up.

Ben said, “I left orders for her to have
fruit juice or water if she’d like.”

“She says she’s hungry.”

“Let’s see if she holds down fluids before we
let her eat anything solid.”

Ben turned to leave and bumped into a man
with a navy blue topcoat slung over his arm. His five-o’clock
shadow seemed permanent.

Angela suddenly awakened, her large brown
eyes widen. “Daddy, Daddy!” She squirmed out of her mother’s grasp
and threw her arms out.

Mr. Harris moved quickly to the bed, dropping
his coat on a chair. The child encircled his neck with her arms,
and he hugged her to his chest. Ben wondered about the name.
Harris. Didn’t fit his complexion or aquiline nose. Name should end
with a vowel.

“How’re you feeling, honey?”

“I missed you, Daddy.” Her voice thin and
weepy.

Angela’s arms clung to her father’s neck as
he turned to his wife. “What happened, Stella?”

She spoke quietly. “I’ll tell you about it
later.” She nodded toward Ben. “This is the doctor who’s taking
care of Angela.”

Mr. Harris appeared to notice him for the
first time. His eyes painted Ben with a rapid head-to-toe appraisal
while Angela continued to hang on him. “Frank Harris, Doc. She
gonna be all right?”

“Your wife found her on the floor at home in
a coma. She was still out when I first saw her in the ER, but she
seems to be all right now. I admitted her to the hospital for
testing to find out why she became comatose.”

Harris pried Angela’s arms from his neck,
stood, and faced Ben, hands on his hips. “You mean you have no idea
why the kid went into a coma?”

This guy was probably hard to live with.

Stella Harris smoothed Angela’s dark, matted
hair. She spat words at her husband.

“Frank, the doctor said he’s trying to find
out. He hasn’t had time yet. He’s doing some tests.”

Frank peered at her for a few seconds,
deciding how to react, and then turned back to Ben, smiling. “Sure,
sure. Hey, I didn’t mean to be pushy. But this is the first I heard
of it.”

“If you’d been around when all this was going
on…”

Frank flashed her a
don’t-give-me-any-shit look. “Listen, Stella, I’ve got a
business to run and you know it. I can’t be everywhere at once.
Back off!” He looked at Ben, lips in an embarrassed half-smile.
“I’m sorry, Doc. I guess this has us all upset.”

Angela stood on her bed, blinking rapidly,
one hand on Frank’s shoulder for balance, her other thumb in her
mouth. Ben quickly glanced from one parent to the other. Not much
love there—if Matthew were lying in that bed, he and Jo Anne would
be comforting each other.

Ben gave Frank a weak smile and shrugged one
shoulder. “Well, Angela seems to be okay. I’ll see her in the
morning. Maybe we’ll have some answers for you by then. Did you say
that Dr. Mayborough had been her pediatrician?”

Stella said, “Yeah. He retired. I think he
moved to Florida.”

“Yes, I know. I’ll have to contact his old
office and get Angela’s record.”

Frank furrowed his eyebrows. “What do you
need her old record for?”

This guy was going to be fun. “Routine with
any new patient. I want to know her past history, any birth
complications, childhood sicknesses, immunizations, that sort of
information.”

Frank turned to his wife. “Didn’t Mayborough
give you something like that when he retired?”

“Uh-huh. He gave me a copy of his file on
Angela.”

Ben nodded. “That’s fine. Why don’t you bring
it here tomorrow.”

Barely out the door and still within Ben’s
earshot, the Harrises rekindled their argument. Glad he didn’t have
to hear any more of that. He wondered just how troubled their
marriage was, and how Angela’s illness might fit into the family
picture.

During the drive home Ben tried to fit a
diagnosis to Angela’s symptoms. The challenge gave him a pleasant
tingling sensation deep in his gut. It had been some time since
he’d experienced that feeling. Where were all those exotic diseases
he had sweat blood trying to identify as a resident at Children’s
Hospital? Even during the following year—his hematology fellowship
in Chicago—he had run into some weird problems.

What a difference private practice made. Only
two days ago, at the dinner table, he told Jo Anne he wished for a
few more exciting cases. Sure, he got a charge out of telling cute
suburban housewives how to nurse their first-born. Or writing
scripts for antibiotics to treat their kids’ strep throats and
runny ears. He loved reassuring an anxious mother or
grandmother—especially the grandmother—when their
eighteen-month-old walked toeing-in, or their little girl peed in
her bed. But, come on, where were the mental calisthenics? Well,
now he had Angela Harris and a pair of sparring parents—and he
almost missed the turn-off to his driveway.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

Ben awoke, sat up in bed and glanced at the
red numbers on the clock. 5:45. Something wrong… A bad dream? A
noise in the house? Suddenly wide awake, he hugged his knees,
thinking. That little girl he had admitted the night before. Angela
Harris. He lay back in bed, fingers laced behind his head. He
pictured her in the ER on the gurney, comatose, then coming out of
it. Vomiting. Projectile vomiting. A sign of increased
pressure on the brain stem? Cerebral hemorrhage?

He padded down the stairs to use the kitchen
phone so he wouldn’t disturb Jo Anne. Punched in the hospital’s
number and shifted from foot to foot, waiting.

The operator connected him with the nurses’
desk on pediatrics. The night duty nurse came on the line.

“This is Dr. Allen. How is Angela
Harris?”

A moment of silence. Then, “She’s fine.
Sleeping.”

“Wake her up.”

“Pardon?”

More forcefully. “Wake her up.”

“This is Dr. Allen?”

“Yes. Now do it.”

“Yes sir.” A question mark in her voice.

He listened to the scraping of the phone on
the desk. Waited, thinking he should have had them wake her
periodically during the night to make sure she didn’t relapse into
coma. Should have ordered a stat MRI or CAT scan last night. Should
have done a spinal puncture. Should have. Should have… Phone
pressed to his ear, he heard a child crying and breathed a sigh.
Several other cries formed a chorus.

A moment later the nurse’s voice, “She’s
awake. Half the ward’s awake. Now what?” Annoyed.

“Sorry to cause you trouble. But she came in
comatose. I wanted to be sure she hadn’t relapsed in her
sleep.”

“Uh-huh.”

He bristled at her tone. “Order a stat MRI
brain scan.” He needed to know if there had been hemorrhage in
Angela’s brain.

“You want it now?”

“That’s what stat means, doesn’t it?”

“I’ll try to get it done—if I can.”

“Thanks.” For nothing. Too much trouble to
phone the MRI tech on night call? He hung up shaking his head.
Goddamn her. His few visits to the pediatric ward during the night
had introduced him to the nurse on eleven-to-seven. A sourpuss. No
wonder they gave her middle-of-the-night duty. He doubted they’d
let her be seen in the light of day.

His shower was running full force when Jo
Anne tapped on the glass door and yelled over the noise of the
water. “The nurse in pediatrics is on the phone.”

“What’s she want?”

“Something about a scan you ordered. The
scanner’s down.”

Damned machines always down when you needed
them.

“Tell her to order a CAT scan instead.”

He stepped out of the shower and started
toweling off. Jo Anne called to him: “The CAT scan technician will
be in around eight.”

“Thanks, honey. Sorry you were disturbed by
these calls. Go on back to sleep, it’s not even six-thirty.”

Jo Anne strolled into the bathroom tying the
sash of her blue silk robe. Even without make-up, and with her
honey colored hair sleep-tousled, she was, to Ben’s eyes, the
gorgeous bride he’d married five years ago. She stood on tip toe,
planted a kiss on Ben’s lips, then stepped back and surveyed his
naked body. “Hmm. Still the sexiest looking thirty-five year-old
pediatrician this side of Ashtabula, maybe even Pittsburgh.”

Ben dropped his towel and grabbed her around
her slim waist. “And for an old lady of thirty-one, you can still
turn me on.” He nuzzled his face in her neck. “Do we have
time?”

The answer came in a thin little voice behind
Jo Anne. “Mommy. Daddy.”

Pajama-clad, two-year-old Matthew stood in
the doorway, his thumb in his mouth, dragging a blue blanket.

Ben released Jo Anne and swooped giggling
Matthew into his arms. “Oh well, it was a good idea at the
time.”

***

At 7:30 a.m., Ben pulled into the gated
doctor’s parking lot at Tubbs Hospital, gazed up at the bleak gray
February sky and wondered if he’d ever see the sun again. Winter
depression. Started every November, lasted until May.

Anxious to get to pediatrics, he first had to
see an infant delivered late last night and then write the
discharge order on another.

Twenty minutes later, as he approached the
double doors of the pediatric ward, he glanced at the corridor
clock. Five after eight. He’d spent too much time in the newborn
nursery. But examining the infants and his duty visits to their
mothers… He grinned, recalling Maggie Sullivan’s response as he
started to give her what he called his patented
“taking-the-baby-home spiel.” She’d held up her hand and said,
“Save your breath, Doctor. This is number four. If I don’t know
what to do by now, nothin’ you say is gonna make any difference.
All I wanna know, is he healthy?”

He’d said, “Put another hundred-and-ninety
pounds on him and he’s a cinch for first string linebacker at Notre
Dame.”

Gayle Hammond, at the nurses’ desk in the
pediatric ward, wiggled her fingers in a wave as he pushed through
the double doors. She said, “Am I missing something?”

“Huh?”

“That grin on your face makes me think I have
lipstick on my teeth, or worse: a smudge on my face.”

“Neither, I was thinking about something.” He
appraised her with a friendly leer. A mother of two, Gayle was
still a petite blonde, not much taller than some of the older boys
on the ward. “As always, you’re my conception of the
immaculate.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Now, that’s a
pregnant thought.”

“Are we going to spend the day swapping
one-liners or are we gonna get to work? How’s Angela?”

Gayle plucked Angela’s chart from the rack
behind her and handed it to him. “I read your notes. Sounds like
she had a rough time of it yesterday. Seems fine this morning. Her
mother slept sitting up in a chair all night,. Went home about half
an hour ago. Said she’d be back later this morning.”

Solicitous mothers were always a help—or had
Stella Harris spent the night in the hospital to escape her
husband? “Let’s have a look at Angela.”

Ben strode into Angela’s room with Gayle
hurrying to keep up. Angela and her roommate were eating breakfast
at a low table and staring up at a large grinning cartoon cat
chasing a mouse on TV. Angela was spooning cereal into her mouth
with one arm and clutching a teddy bear with the other.

“Good morning Angela. Remember me?” he
said.

Angela shook her head without taking her eyes
off the screen. Milk-sodden cereal flakes dribbled down her
chin.

“I’m Dr. Allen. I saw you last night when you
came here. Do you know where you are?”

Angela nodded.

“Where are you?”

“Hospital.”

“Do you know why you’re here?”

Angela shrugged, her eyes glued to the TV
screen. The cat howled, its paw caught in a mousetrap.

“You were sick so your mother brought you
here to get better.”

Angela turned her large brown eyes toward Ben
for the first time—eyes so trusting that he leaned down to give her
a reassuring hug.

She squirmed out of his grasp. “Can I go home
now?”

Ben studied the chart. “Not quite yet,
Angela. We have to find out what made you sick.”

The corners of her mouth turned down and her
chin quivered. “I’m not sick now.”

“That’s right. But we want to be sure it
won’t happen again.”

“Are you going to give me a shot? Like
Christine got?” A tremor in her voice.

“Who’s Christine?”

“Friend. My best friend. She’s in second
grade, only she got sick and couldn’t go to school for a long time
and had to have a shot in her back.”

Ben did some rapid arithmetic. Angela’s age
was listed as seven, although her attachment to the teddy bear and
crying for her daddy made her seem a year or two younger. “You’re
not in second grade, are you?”

“Nuh-uh. First.”

First grade, the proper setting for a child
of seven.

Gayle Hammond said, “I’ve got a spinal tray
set up.”

He had planned to do a spinal tap and examine
Angela’s spinal fluid. After she’d regained consciousness, knowing
the procedure would entail sticking a needle into the back of a
struggling, screaming child, he decided to postpone it until this
morning. He admitted to himself that his decision was motivated by
the hope that the spinal tap would not be necessary. Now Angela no
longer showed any sign of being sick. “I think we’ll cancel it.
Besides, we need permission from her parents.”

Gayle leafed through the chart and held out a
page. “Her mother signed a blanket permit form. Doesn’t that let
you do any procedure you feel is necessary?”

“Nuh-uh. When I got my medical diploma, my
pappy sat me on his knee and told me, ‘Son, if you want to keep
from being sued, be sure your patient knows exactly what you plan
to do—and signs permission for it.’”

“Your father a doctor too?”

“Lawyer. He also said nothing loosens a
doctor’s anal sphincter faster than the word ‘malpractice.’”

Angela had begun to whimper, Tears ran down
her cheeks. Without loosening her grip on her teddy bear, she
grasped the front of her gown and pressed it to her eyes.

He patted Angela’s head. “Okay, okay. I’m not
going to do anything to you.” He decided to wait for the brain CAT
scan and go from there.

Angela gave her face a final swipe with the
gown and lost herself in the TV as though nothing had happened.

Ben returned to the nurses’ desk to see if
any of Angela’s lab results had been posted. Gayle handed him two
slips of paper. “Urinalysis and blood count.”

He studied both reports. “Urine normal. At
least we know she wasn’t in a diabetic coma. And her blood count
and sed rate are okay so probably no infection. I don’t see the
blood chemistry or toxicology report.”

“The ER said they had just enough blood last
night for the hemogram and sed rate. I’m waiting for the lab
technician to get the rest.” Gayle checked her watch. “She’s
usually here by now. Shall I wait until the blood is drawn before
sending Angela for the CAT scan?”

Ben started for the door. “Yeah, I’ll be in
my office. Let me know if anything unusual turns up.” Suddenly he
turned back. “Gayle, what’s your impression of Angela? You’ve got
young kids. Does her behavior fit her age?”

Gayle smiled. “Interesting you should ask.
I’d say she acts more like a five-year-old. But her intelligence
seems normal, so my guess is that it has something to do with her
being an only child—maybe a spoiled only child.”

“I have the impression that she’s more a
Daddy’s girl than a Mommy’s,” Ben said.



 





Chapter 4

Wearing a short white coat, stethoscope
swinging from his neck, Ben hurried down the corridor in his
office; from one examining room, where Dumbos smiled down from the
walls, to another papered in a dinosaur motif. Marian Plagman, his
office nurse, trailed behind clutching a stack of patient charts. A
seven-year-old boy, stripped to the waist, sat on the examining
table. His mother gently rubbed his back.

Ben smiled. “Hi, Joey.”

Joey’s lip quivered. His “hi” was tentative
and squeaky.

“His throat’s awfully sore,” Joey’s mother
said.

“Temp is 100.4,” said Marian.

Ben pointed to the head of an apatosaurus
grazing near the ceiling. Joey’s gaze followed the doctor’s finger
and his mouth fell open. Ben quickly shone a penlight beam into the
boy’s mouth and gently inserted a tongue depressor.

“Uh-huh, tonsils are inflamed. Let’s get a
culture.”

He didn’t have to turn around. Marian had the
cotton-tipped swab in his hand before he finished the sentence.
Again, he pointed up. Joey’s head shot up, mouth open.

“They fall for it every time,” said Ben.

Joey gagged slightly as Ben brushed his
throat. After wiping the swab on a blood-agar culture plate, Ben
rapidly examined the boy’s neck, chest, and abdomen, describing his
findings aloud while Marian scribbled in Joey’s chart. “Put him on
the tonsillitis regimen. We’ll hold antibiotics until the cultures
are back.”

He waited a moment while Marian told Joey’s
mother to pick up a prescription and instructions at the front
desk, then turned back to the boy, whose face was pinched with
worry. Ben folded his own lower lip under his upper incisors, waved
his palm in front of Joey’s face, and blinked rapidly.
“Th—Th—That’s all folks.” Falsetto. He’d been doing it since he was
a kid. Silly? Sure. But, except for the rare instance of a serious
illness, a pediatrician didn’t have to draw together his eyebrows
to form that long worried look, like a cardiologist or a brain
surgeon.

Marian, writing on a prescription pad,
inclined her head without looking up. “His trademark. The kids love
it.”

Joey frowned. He didn’t love it—wasn’t even
impressed. “You’re doin’ a Porky Pig with a Bugs Bunny face.”

Ben glanced right, then left, and then
whispered in Joey’s ear. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

Joey’s mother chuckled. “You two make quite a
team.”

Ben nodded toward Marian. “She taught me
everything I know.” Well, maybe not everything. But hardly a day
went by without his silent thanks to the retiring pediatrician from
whom he had inherited Marian. How long ago now, two years? Only in
her late forties, Marian’s prematurely gray hair, full-bodied
figure, and unflappable demeanor made every kid regard her as
Grandma. Marian had taught him things about pediatric practice that
he had not learned in four years of medical school and five years
of postgraduate pediatric training.

At ten past noon, the last of his morning
patients gone, Ben sat with a stack of messages, punching in
numbers on the phone. One, a message from Frank Harris. He phoned
the hospital and spoke to Gayle Hammond. “How is Angela
Harris?”

“Fine. Not eating very much. Mrs. Harris sat
with her all morning and practically force-fed her lunch. Just left
a few minutes ago—said she’d be back this afternoon.”

“Are Angela’s blood chemistry reports
back?”

“Not yet. Oh, there’s a letter in the chart.
Looks like part of an office record, on Dr. Mayborough’s
stationery.”

“I asked Mrs. Harris to bring in Angela’s old
record. Okay, I’ll be there after I finish in the office.”

Next he phoned Frank Harris, who asked about
Angela’s condition.

“Well, I saw her earlier this morning and
just checked in with the hospital. She’s getting along fine. So far
there’s nothing abnormal in the tests. The results aren’t all in
yet, but if she’s still all right tomorrow I think she’ll be able
to go home—unless the lab reports tell me something needs to be
checked out further.”

Frank said, “What about the coma? Is this
gonna happen again?”

“I don’t know what caused it in the first
place, so I can’t say yes or no.”

“Are there any more tests you can do?”

“There is no end to the tests that can be
done. The question is how much discomfort should we put her through
if this turns out to be a one-time occurrence?”

Frank said, “Look I don’t want her to suffer.
So what’s the next step?”

“I’m going back to the hospital this evening.
By then I should have all the test results. If anything unexpected
turns up I’ll get in touch with you. Fair enough?”

“Okay, Doc. I may stop and see Angela after I
get through serving the lunch crowd. You ever been to my
restaurant? Café Polonaise? We serve a lot of doctors.”

Harris seemed friendlier today. Maybe Ben had
misjudged him. “I’ve heard of it, but no, I haven’t been
there.”

“Try us some time. I can promise you a great
steak.”

After Ben hung up, he sat staring at the
phone. Was the coma really a one-time occurrence? A healthy child
did not suddenly become comatose. But she had regained
consciousness. Whatever the cause, it wasn’t there now. That
narrowed the possibilities, although a sizable list remained. Of
course, if it happened again…

At 3:30, the intercom buzzed as Ben was
peering through an otoscope into the ear of a six-year-old boy. He
glanced up, slightly annoyed. Jill knew he didn’t take calls while
examining patients. He watched Marian pluck the phone from the wall
mount and listen for a moment, her face turning grim. She held out
the receiver. “I think you’d better take this.”

It was Gayle Hammond. Ben’s stomach churned.
He took a deep breath. Gayle’s voice sounded tense. “Dr. Allen,
Angela Harris has become comatose again.”



 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

Gayle told him that Angela had been well all
morning and had lots of company after lunch: her parents and an
aunt. Her father and the aunt had left.

“Then around 2:15 I went into Angela’s room
and found her fast asleep. I must have been in and out of her room
a dozen times over the next hour. She seemed to be sleeping
normally. I became concerned when she didn’t stir while I took a
rectal temp. Her mom was reading and couldn’t remember when she
last saw Angela move. I haven’t been able to rouse her.”

Ben’s mind raced. He needed a plan of action.
Fast. “How’s her breathing?”

“A little shallow and the rate is slower than
I’d like, but she has good skin color. The rest of her vital signs
are okay. She just doesn’t respond.”

“Has the CAT scan been done?”

“No. The imaging lab has been stacked up with
emergencies. They won’t be able to get to it until later this
afternoon.”

“Damn it! This is an emergency. Call
them back and tell them I want it done now.” Always some stupid
excuse.

Ben glanced sideways at the mother of the boy
he had been examining. She appeared anxious. He heard chatter from
the waiting room, and from the other three examining rooms. All
kids and their parents waiting for him.

“Call Dr. Bennett in the anesthesiologist’s
office. Ask him to check Angela and make sure her airway is
unobstructed. He can decide whether she needs oxygen or needs to be
intubated. Keep checking her blood pressure and call me after
Bennett sees her.”

“Okay.”

“And Gayle, tell Mrs. Harris that I’ll be
there just as soon as I can break away. Right now I’m swamped with
patients.” He hung up and turned to the mother, who gazed at her
watch. “Sorry for the interruption. A problem with one of my
patients in the hospital.”

She murmured something that sounded
sympathetic. Ben resumed his examination of the boy.

Before seeing his next patient, he scanned
the schedule Marian handed him. The old juggling trick again. He
had Jill re-book two patients already in the waiting room for
routine physical examinations. That left three sick kids to see
before he rushed to the hospital.

An hour later, Ben stripped off his white
coat, jammed his arms into the sleeves of the suit jacket Marian
held for him, and shrugged into his topcoat as he dashed out the
back door.

The hospital was only a mile and a half away,
but every traffic light turned red and stayed that way forever. For
several blocks, a bus stopped at every corner, blocking his way.
The exhaust fumes made his eyes tear. Middleton had gotten too
damned big. Too damned many cars.

He glanced at his watch. An hour and fifteen
minutes since he’d gotten Gayle’s call. Angela could have fallen
more deeply into coma by this time. Possibly even... He reached for
his cell phone to call Gayle. Decided the hell with it. By the time
the hospital operator answered and put him through to the ward and
they got Gayle on the line, he’d be there. Come on, goddamn it,
let me through. Another red light. Ben pounded on the wheel,
debating whether or not to run it. One look at the heavy cross
traffic and he packed in that idea.

In a solo practice for four years, he had no
one to cover for him in an emergency. Maybe I should have joined
LeNoir’s HMO group. But then he recalled the week of interviews
and the group’s doctors yakking about their fees and their real
estate and stock investments. He never could get them to talk about
patient care. No, he had made the right choice.

At the next intersection he found an opening
in the traffic and raced the rest of the way. Barely slowing, he
turned the Porsche into the physicians’ parking lot, pulled into a
slot and jumped out. In the doctors’ cloakroom, he threw his
topcoat on a chair and clipped a plastic ID tag onto his lapel.

As he half-ran through the hospital lobby, a
hand reached out and grabbed his sleeve. He stopped and turned to
face a man he did not recognize.

“Dr. Allen?”

Annoyed, he started to pull away. “Yes, I’m
Dr. Allen, but I have an emergency. I really can’t stop—”

“I know. You’re going up to see my little
grandniece, Angela Harris.”

Ben looked at the stocky, dark-complexioned
man. “Yes, I’m on my way there now.”

“I’m Sam Ruggerio, I’ve filled a lot of your
scripts. You’ve come into my store a few times yourself.”

“Oh sure, Ruggerio’s Pharmacy.”

A short, stooped woman shuffled up alongside
Ruggerio. He gestured towards her. “This is my wife, Rose.”

“Glad to meet you, but I’m anxious to see
your grandniece. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll talk to you later.” Ben
waved as he hurried away.

Rose Ruggerio called after him, “Take good
care of our little girl, God love her. If anything happened to her
I’d die.”

No time to wait for the elevator. Ben took
the stairs, two at a time.

By the time he reached the third floor and
turned toward the pediatric wing, his chest was heaving. Gayle
Hammond looked up from the nurses’ desk. “Angela’s been transferred
to ICU. Dr. Bennett thought she’d be safer in intensive care, in
case she developed trouble breathing.”

He could have rushed directly to ICU instead
of wasting time in pediatrics. “Why the hell didn’t you let me
know?” The words were barely out of his mouth when he wanted them
back.

Gayle Hammond’s face flamed under her white
cap. Ben started walking toward the stairs, then stopped and faced
Gayle. “It’s been a tough day.” He didn’t wait for a reply.

Although his legs were leaden from
stair-climbing, Ben ran up the two flights to intensive care. He
pulled on the door leading to the corridor. It wouldn’t budge. A
sign on the door read “Restricted Area—No Admittance.” Damn! Now he
remembered. It could only be opened from the inside to keep
visitors from wandering into the ICU and surgery areas, both on the
fifth floor.

He hammered on the door with his fist, and
then listened to his own heavy breathing. He started down the
stairs but heard the click of the door latch. He stopped and looked
up to see a woman peering out of the partly open door.

“Hold it open! I’m Dr. Allen.” His voice
echoed in the stairwell. He leapt back up the stairs and through
the door, almost toppling the startled woman in a housekeeper’s
uniform. In the corridor he looked left, then right. He’d always
used the elevator to get to ICU and had trouble getting his
bearings. He turned to the housekeeper. “ICU. Which way?”

She pointed left down the long empty
corridor. He turned twice before recognizing his surroundings.
Perspiration ran down the sides of his chest from his armpits and
he felt his sweat-soaked shirt clinging to his back as he pushed
open the ICU door.

In the center of the cavernous room, two
nurses sat writing at an oval desk. Two tiers of oscillograph
monitor screens
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