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        It was difficult for the Angel of Death to kill everybody in the whole world, so he appointed doctors to assist him.

        NACHMAN OF BRATZLAV JEWISH MYSTIC, 1771-1811
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      Control your impulses, her mother had always said. Stifle your urges, the church agreed. She should have listened. The next time she had an urge like this one, she was going to lock herself in a closet until it went away.

      "Honey, why are we here?"

      "I have to make a stop before I take you home, Mom."

      A stop. She had to report a crime. Several crimes. That wasn't exactly a run to the local Safeway for deodorant.

      Gripping her purse in one hand and her mother in the other, Casey McDonough approached the St. Louis City Police Headquarters like a penitent approaching the gates of purgatory. It seemed amazing, really. Casey had been born no more than fifteen miles away, but she'd never visited this place before. She'd never even known precisely where it was.

      A stark block of granite that took up the corner of Clark and Tucker, the headquarters did nothing to inspire comfort. Brass grillwork protected massive front doors and encased  the traditional globe lamps that flanked it. Unmarked police cars and crime scene vans hugged the curb. Police in uniform or windbreakers and walkie-talkies hovered near the front door, chatting among themselves. Civilians edged by, sensing their own intrusion, much the way they would enter her hospital.

      Casey didn't want to be here. If she could have, she would have approached her friends on the county police force instead. She would have pulled one of them aside when they'd come into her emergency room and proposed her theory in a way that could be considered an inside joke instead of an accusation.

      "Say, Bert, what would you think if I said there's something just a little more sinister than fee-splitting going on around here? What if I told you that some of the bad luck around this place is actually connected? And not just because I know all the people involved, either."

      Bert would laugh and deflect her fears with common sense, and the issue would have gone no further.

      Only none of the crimes Casey suspected had actually happened in the county. Bert wouldn't know anything about them. He couldn't do her any good. If she wanted any relief from the suspicions that had been building over the last few weeks like a bad case of indigestion, she was going to have to find it with the city cops. Cops she didn't know. Cops who didn't know her.

      Casey pulled on the heavy glass-and-brass door and winced at its screech of protest. It sounded as if it resented her intrusion. The way everybody else ignored the noise, the door must have been objecting for years.

      Inside, the foyer was a high square of marble, cool and hushed. Casey held the heavy door open for her mother to follow inside. Sketching a quick sign of the cross, the little woman instinctively reached for a holy water font.

      "It's not a church," Casey reminded her.

      It was hell. She was in hell for what she suspected. But Casey just couldn't keep it to herself any longer. It was time to let somebody else help shoulder the weight of this rock she was carrying around her neck.

      "What do you mean it's not a church?" her mother asked, swinging around on the gray marble floor, her voice echoing in the cavernous lobby. "Who's going to take care of St. Joseph?"

      Heads turned. The female officer at the control desk at the far side of the room came to a kind of careful alert, like a guard dog catching an unfamiliar scent. Two middle-aged black men slouching against the wall of the diarrhea brown and green waiting area interrupted their conversation to assess the new entertainment.

      "It's a police station," Casey whispered, a hand on her mother's arm so she couldn't get far. "It'll only take a minute."

      She shouldn't be thinking of her civic duty. She should be thinking of her personal duty. She had a mother to take care of. A mother nobody else really wanted to be saddled with. What was going to happen to Helen when Casey was without a job, without a career, without any kind of future? Because if she took another step, that was exactly what was going to happen. This simply wasn't the kind of action the medical hierarchy overlooked.

      "Can I help you?"

      This was stupid. She had no business being here.

      She had no choice. Evelyn had been her friend. Casey stepped up to the desk.

      "Couldn't I just go to confession?" Helen asked in a little whimper. "I only pruned her roses."

      The officer frowned. A petite, precise black woman with very little humor in her expression, she considered Casey's mother like a bad joke. Casey couldn't blame her. But then, Casey didn't know that the sergeant was going to like Casey's story any better.

      How did she say it? How did she pull all the suspicions whirling around into some kind of recognizable order? How did she accuse a respected man of crimes without suffering recrimination?

      Crimes. A euphemism. A generality that didn't carry the impact of the truth. She'd been avoiding the issue by calling it a crime, instead of what it was. She'd been dancing with inevitability, because the minute she gave voice to the suspicions that had been hovering like unwelcome ghosts, there wouldn't be any retreat. There wouldn't be any chance of calling her fears a mistake.

      "Ma'am?" the officer nudged without appreciable patience.

      "Murder," Casey blurted out ungracefully.

      The officer scowled, hands on hips. "Take your roses seriously, huh?"

      "Have you ever thought of the convent?" Helen asked, reaching across the dark wood desk.

      The officer flinched.

      Casey pulled Helen back just in time. "Say a rosary, Mom." When Helen nodded agreeably and began to dig into her purse, Casey returned to the officer. "It's about the murder the other night, Crystal Johnson. I may have some information about it."

      That elicited a long, considering look. "You wanna tell me?"

      Casey didn't know whether she wanted to laugh or cry. Didn't this woman understand how tough this was?

      "It's a long story," she hedged miserably. And somebody's going to see me here, somebody from the hospital like me who never comes into the city except to shop and eat, but who maybe got their car stolen or impounded for a ticket, and they'll go right back to work and report just what I was doing at the city police headquarters.

      The officer took one more look at Helen, then Casey. "You're not confessing, are you?" She sounded almost hopeful.

      "Not without a priest," Helen piped up.

      Casey ignored her. "I suspect somebody else," was all she could manage.

      A nod, a quick look around the lobby, at nothing at all. "Well, in that case, I'll do you one better. I'll get you a Bishop."

      Casey considered herself rightfully frustrated and depressed. She should have known better. She wasn't really frustrated or depressed until fifteen minutes later when she stepped into the Bishop's office for the first time. One look at him made the rest of the situation pale in comparison.

      Even so, she straightened as much as she could, shoved her mother into a seat, and challenged the officer. "There's somebody you and I need to talk about."
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      His arrival was foretold like the second coming of Christ. Administration, that great hospital prophet of profit and loss, whispered his name with reverence and hope. Men in three-piece suits said novenas. Drunk with his potential, aquiver with his proposed patient load, silver-haired corporate giants wept with joy. A great wind of change was sweeping over Mother Mary Hospital, and its name would be Hunsacker.

      The labor and delivery staff took up the song the minute he first crossed Mother Mary terrazzo, the nurses entertaining the cafeteria crowd with psalms to his looks and charisma, teasing the unanointed with his proximity, congratulating themselves on their incredible luck to be so privileged with his presence.

      The floors followed, and then surgery, until the reputation of Dr. Dale Hunsacker threatened mythological proportions.

      He was handsome. He was electric. He remembered names and told jokes and brought in pizzas. The administration loved him because he had managed to siphon the wealthier pregnancies their way when he decided to name Mother Mary his primary hospital, and the labor and delivery nurses loved him because he inspired administration to cough up some badly needed money for their unit. So what if he wasn't the best OB/GYN to hit the halls. Neither were any of the other OBs on staff, and not one of them was nearly as pleasant.

      Dr. Dale Hunsacker, doctor of Obstetrics and Gynecology, late of the finer neighborhoods of Boston and New York, had decided to escape the pressures of the East Coast for the settled, homey atmosphere of St. Louis. In no more than a matter of weeks in his new home, he had proven a rare talent, attracting some of the area's more wealthy women into his practice on weight of word of mouth and an unforgettable smile. Dr. Dale Hunsacker was an up-and-coming commodity in one of the most cutthroat business venues in St. Louis—medicine. And much to the chagrin of the more traditional moneyed hospitals in the area, Mother Mary had him.

      Dale was a great guy. Dale was a dream. Dale was a hell of a team player. By the time Casey met him, she knew she was either going to end up hating him or having his children.
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      Given a choice, she would have picked almost any other night to finally meet the newest staff legend. Friday night was bad enough in the emergency room, but a full moon was worse. And to top it off, the weather was warming up. All those bananamen out there who had been waiting out the cold weather to go back into action were revving into high gear.

      Five hours into her shift, Casey was tired, hungry, and crabby. The idea that all this was just a preview of the months to come depressed her immensely.

      "It's like a zoo in here tonight," she complained to Janice Feldman when they met at the medprep where the medications were kept.

      Tall, elegant, and irritatingly spotless at eight o'clock at night, Janice grinned and waved a manicured finger at Casey's freckled nose. "Watch it, hon. One of the surgery nurses got fired for bandying about that particular euphemism. Administration thinks it's derogatory."

      Casey lifted a dry eyebrow. "It is," she assured her friend. "That's why I said it." Drawing up fifty of Vistaril, Casey capped the needle and turned to consider the long hall. "Sounds like it's feeding time, too."

      Babies wailed, drunks howled, one particularly colorful psychotic screamed a series of numbers out loud to keep them all from disappearing, and the radio babbled nonstop. Phones rang, monitors beeped, and sirens moaned on their way in.

      "Hold ye there, virgin!"

      Casey stiffened and spun around. "Oh, shit, Ralph. I told you to watch him!"

      A close relative of Gentle Ben was bearing down on her, hair and beard flying, eyes glittering, arms outstretched to her. The leather restraints he'd been wearing flapped in his wake. He was buck naked and ugly as sin.

      "Save me, virgin!" he howled, scattering security guards like bowling pins. "Die for me!"

      Casey planted herself foursquare in his path. "I have affidavits," she yelled at him, hands on hips, fighting a grin. St. Paul came in every other month when he forgot to take his Prolixin and tried to sacrifice a redheaded virgin to ensure the safety of his virility. Unfortunately, Casey was the only redhead around. "Witnesses. Participants. I—am—not—a virgin!"

      "I'll swear to it!" Dr. Belstein yelled from room three where he was sewing up a toddler's chin.

      "Me, too," Michael Wilson added, hand in the air from where he was adjusting a pair of crutches at the other end of the hall. "She was great!"

      "Nae!"

      "Did St. Paul live in medieval Scotland?" Janice asked as security gave it another try. Two of them grabbed restraints. Two more tried flying tackles.

      "What I want to know," Casey answered, watching the foray passively, "is whether he's only been this ugly since he fell off that donkey."

      St. Paul finally came down when Casey just stuck a foot out and tripped him. The ensuing crash of people tumbled two chairs and sent a stock cart rolling into the telemetry desk. Janice delicately lifted a spotless white shoe just in time to have St. Paul slide neatly beneath. Spittle dotted the floor, but not her uniform.

      "You'll need to fill out an incident report," Ralph informed them from where he lay amid the tangle of arms and legs.

      Casey waved him off. "I'll just copy off the last four."

      She was turning back to close up the cabinet when a wild howl split the air. Both she and Janice turned in the direction of room eight, which had been empty only moments earlier.

      "What's that?" Janice demanded as the voice rose again, somebody's impersonation of a screech monkey.

      "Your gomer du jour," Barb announced as she stepped out the door. "Mr. Wilson Macomber. Ninety-two and holding."

      Janice groaned. "Again? I just sent him home."

      Barb's smile was smug as she handed over the paperwork from the nursing home that had transferred Mr. Macomber in. "He misses you. I need rooms, kids. Clear something out."

      "So I can get Mrs. Macomber?" Casey demanded. "No, thanks."

      Barb just looked down at the floor where security was still trying to convince St. Paul he wanted to go back to his room—or Thessalonia, as it had been dubbed for the night. "Don't forget to fill out the incident report."

      Casey and Janice turned back to their task, handily ignoring the scuffle that still continued behind them and the newest member of the Friday Night Choir.

      "We really want to do this, right?" Casey asked.

      Janice knew Casey well enough to laugh. "More than sex."

      At that, Casey sighed and cleaned up her equipment before racing off. "I wouldn't know," she admitted. "I haven't had sex in so long, it would be hard to compare."

      "Trust me, then," Janice suggested.

      Casey turned, hearing the sudden tension in the other nurse's voice, but Janice was way ahead of her. "Heard from Dr. Wonderful yet?"

      "Hunsacker?" Casey shook her head. "He's still missing in action. Which just proves that he's not stupid. God knows, I wouldn't want to face that bitch when she's in full cry."

      Janice huffed self-righteously. "The price of courting the rich."

      "Casey!" one of the other nurses yelled from the far end of the hall. "Mrs. VanCleve wants you!"

      Casey's mood took an immediate nosedive. "He'd better get his butt in here fast," she threatened blackly.

      "He will," Janice promised with a commiserating pat to the shoulder. "And from what I've heard, it'll be well worth the wait."

      Casey stopped just long enough to shoot her friend a particularly derisive look. "Honey, he's gonna have to fart flowers to impress me after this." And then she headed off to face the glacial Mrs. VanCleve.

      Casey's feet ached. Her calves ached. Come to think of it, her hips ached. She'd walked on to a full house and hadn't stopped moving since, sending three patients to surgery, two to intensive care, and waiting to get one to Fantasy Island before somebody really did make him disappear. She'd held babies, comforted confused old people, pacified drunks, and dodged St. Paul. And to top it off, she'd gotten stuck with Mrs. VanCleve.

      She knew Barbara had dumped the woman on her out of spite. Barbara didn't like Casey, and tended to use her shifts as triage nurse to drive the point home. Whenever Barbara triaged, Casey's patient load was Herculean. It also encompassed the far end of a badly laid out hall, so that Casey would suffer the maximum amount of inconvenience.

      The Emergency Department, like everything else at Mother Mary, had been designed by architects whose specialty must have been racetracks. Constructed in a long L shape, its twenty-five rooms demanded a lot of running and a constant strain to keep an eye on all the patients.

      Well, Casey thought again as she slipped into Mr. Willington's room to give him his pain medicine, at least she got her exercise. Be thankful for small things, her mother always said. Well, this was about as small as it got.

      Pulling the cap off the syringe with her teeth, Casey aimed for the right upper quadrant of Mr. Willington's emaciated backside and slid the needle home.

      "I'm going to turn off the lights now," she told him quietly, because anything hurt him at times like this. His skin was like leather by now, but he refused to flinch. Casey retrieved her empty syringe and dumped it in the waste, the cap still caught in her teeth like a toothpick. "And we'll see how it does. Would you like me to get your wife?"

      "No," he moaned, turning as best he could. "Let her get away from me for a while."

      Casey settled him with patient hands, smiling because that was all she could offer him now when the pain medicine wouldn't even really work anymore, smoothing his hair back from a clammy forehead, trying to ease his discomfort as much as she could before consigning him back to the floors that he so seldom left anymore. "Well, you get some sleep," she crooned, already wearing the edge off her molars against the plastic needle cap she'd begun to chew like old gum to work away the stress. "I don't want any wild music or dancing in here."

      He managed a small grin at her wan joke. "Not unless I'm feeling particularly frisky."

      She flipped off the lights and eased back out the door, hating the futility of aching for him, wishing he'd die quickly so she could stop torturing him.

      "Yes, Mrs. VanCleve." Leaning into the room next door, Casey kept her voice level and concerned, even though she had long since decided that the only thing Mrs. VanCleve needed was a high colonic and a fast boot out the door.

      For Mrs. VanCleve's part, she was comfortably ensconced on the cart like a Victorian hostess, hair perfectly coiffed and hands weighted down with enough diamonds to support a third world economy. Her nails were blood-red and her lipstick matched. Her eyes were harder than the stones in her rings and brimming with disdain.

      "Do you know who I am?" she demanded yet again, her voice scathing.

      Casey overcame the urge to say, Yes, of course. I've been in this room every thirty seconds since you walked in the door. I should damn well know who you are by now.

      "We've tried everything to reach Dr. Hunsacker," she explained yet again. "He isn't on his beeper, and he's left the other hospital. Like I said, Mrs. VanCleve, since you didn't let Dr. Hunsacker know you were coming in, he couldn't be here to meet you. You can wait for him, or if you'd like, one of our doctors can still see you."

      She'd given that speech so many times in the last forty-five minutes she was thinking of printing it on a laminated card, like Miranda rights. Mrs. VanCleve was no more impressed than she had been the other ten or twelve times.

      "I will not see some... intern! You get out and find Dr. Hunsacker now! I have a dinner to attend, and I will not be late."

      Casey was still counting for patience when Michael screeched to a halt alongside her.

      "Casey, Billie Evans is coming in in full arrest."

      Immediately Casey lost interest in the society queen with the bladder infection. Without even closing the door, she turned on her tech. Instead of the crutches he'd been working on, he held out a set of scrubs. "What do you mean?"

      Scrubs meant one thing. Trauma. Public relations still demanded white uniforms in this part of town, but if the nurses had the time when trauma was expected, they were allowed to change into the more practical scrubs.

      "She was hit by a car. 264 just called it in. Five-minute ETA."

      Casey grabbed the greens. "Have the secretaries place another call for Hunsacker. And ask them if they'd give me the log times on those calls so I can chart it. Might as well make some use out of all this paperwork. Then get respiratory, lab, and X ray up here. Notify OR."

      He ran. Casey moved to follow him.

      "Don't you just walk out on me," Mrs. VanCleve demanded.

      Casey leveled a set of equally cool blue eyes on her patient. "I have no choice. Someone is dying. Surely you can understand that that has to come first."

      "I don't—"

      Casey didn't wait for the rest. She was already on her way in to set up for Billie.

      She was shaken. Billie was the head nurse down in recovery. Not a popular person, by any means. A past master at the art of territorialism, Billie ran her unit rather like someone with the surname of Bonaparte, alienating everybody within range of her powerful voice and imposing figure. But Billie was one of them. You took care of your own, because nobody else sure as hell did.

      The room was set up within three minutes. Respiratory stood by, lab had been called, one of the other nurses had run for blood, and a call was out to the trauma doctors. Fluids hung from poles, their lines snaking down toward the waiting gurney. The plastic morgue wrap had already been stretched beneath the paper sheet, just in case. The code drugs were laid out in neat rows on the shelf, and all the myriad forms waited to be filled out on one of the stands. Now, there was just the waiting.

      "Casey?"

      Flipping a sterile towel over the instrument tray she'd just opened, Casey turned to answer, and found herself face-to-face with Dr. Hunsacker.

      She'd never met the man, but there couldn't be any mistaking just who he was. Leaning in the doorway, his hand on the wall, dressed in rugby shirt and chinos, he looked tousled and handsome. Something out of an old romance, Dr. Kildare, come to heal and comfort.

      "Dr. Hunsacker?" she answered, a little surprised at his appearance. A little disconcerted by her own fascination. His looks weren't all that great. Certainly nothing to catalog along with natural wonders. He was tall and blond, with a nicely squared chin, blue eyes, and a jogger's build. Big deal.

      And then he smiled.

      "Barb told me to look for the cute little redhead with the scowl on her face," he said brightly. "I assume that's because you've had the dubious pleasure of meeting Mrs. VanCleve. Can you tell me what's going on?" He punctuated the question by leaning more easily against the door, assuming a posture of patience and interest. He wasn't going anywhere. He was making it a point to let Casey know that her work here was more important than his.

      "She was a little pissed that you didn't meet her," Casey offered.

      "I'm sorry it took so long to get here," he apologized, and then flashed those perfect white teeth in a show of sheepish humor. "I forgot to take the beeper into Haagen-Dazs."

      It was the smile. Casey could almost hear the delivery nurses sigh four floors away. Hunsacker was nice-looking until he smiled, and then he was unforgettable. It hit you right between the eyes and left you a little dizzy. It made you smile back, no matter what else you wanted to do.

      Casey suddenly understood just how he was hooking all those rich patients. He just invited them into his office and smiled at them. She was sure the blatant flattery didn't hurt any, either. The day Barb called her cute would be the first ski championships from hell.

      "I sent off a urine specimen when she first came in," she reported, ignoring not only the cozy charm but the fact that Haagen-Dazs seemed to have included bourbon in its list of flavors. She could smell it on his breath. Oh, well, at least it proved he was human. There'd been some question. "Mrs. VanCleve has urinary tract infection symptoms. Burning on urination, frequency, suprapubic cramping. She hasn't let any of our docs see her."

      Hunsacker rolled his eyes a little. "I know," he admitted, leaning a little closer, allowing a conspiratorial grin. "She can be a real pain sometimes. Well, I'll go in and smooth her feathers. Where's her chart?"

      Moving toward the door, Casey pointed past the scurrying staff to the clipboard on room twenty's door. Hunsacker didn't move to give her more room. He seemed to like that close-contact approach to the staff. He was wearing cologne, too. Smoky cologne that smelled really good.

      "Code blue, trauma room one. Code blue, trauma room one."

      Instinctively Casey looked up toward the dismembered speaker voice. "Ambulance is here," she said, the adrenaline jolting through her. "I'm going to be tied up for a while."

      Hunsacker waved off the disclaimer, his eyes avid at the sight of the assembled trauma staff. "You'll probably be having more fun than I will."

      Personally, Casey agreed with him, but she didn't know him well enough to say it. Besides, the approach of pounding feet and a laden ambulance cart already had all her attention. She turned away from Dr. Hunsacker and forgot him.

      For years Mother Mary had been a solidly third-rate hospital run by the only fiscally naive order of nuns in St. Louis. Staffed with ex-interns unable to find a home in any accredited residencies, its emergency room had garnered more disdain than chiropractic centers and laetrile clinics. Surrounding hospital staffs had dubbed the place M and M, not so much for the candy as Morbidity and Mortality, the twins of medical failure. The desperate and the uninformed went to Mary Mother's emergency room. The same was true of the staff.

      All that had changed when the financial crunch had hit the medical community.Bowing to the inevitable, the good sisters had handed over the reins of power to a lay board untroubled by matters of compassion and spirituality. The combination of ruthless administration and safe parking had seen the hospital shoot past the two near contenders and survive when several others had failed. Now Mother Mary boasted an open heart unit, three MRI scanners, the largest pediatric psych center in the county, and a newly remodeled and expanded ER to up the trauma rating and attract those all-important rescue helicopters.

      The luck was all on Billie's side when she came in. The emergency room was at full operating capacity, everyone present spoke a variation of the same language, the trauma surgeons on call weren't busy at a benefit of any kind, and the blood bank was stocked. There were enough nurses on to handle a trauma and a surgical team standing by in case she made it that far. Which Casey realized was just a message that it was Billie's time to die. Because she did.

      "Dead feet," Abe Belstein pronounced as he walked in the room right behind the priest.

      Casey had seen them the minute Billie had been rolled in. One of the classic signs of futility, the waxy, almost yellow cast to the feet of a trauma victim, kind of the sign that the body had already given up on servicing them, it was only going to be a matter of time before everything else quit, too.

      Everything else was already long gone. The team tried to reinflate Billie's collapsed lung with chest tubes, forced her to breathe through the endotracheal tube in her throat, squeezed blood into her chest with MAST trousers, x-rayed everything with a bruise, and shot her with enough chemicals to get a truck in gear. They pumped in bloods and fluids and pumped out the same blood and never once got more than a marginal heart pattern.

      Billie's eyes were open and flat, already opaque and anonymous. Her skull was shattered and her chest in pieces. Whatever car had hit her had sealed her fate on the spot. The frantic lifesaving measures they took in that room were for principle, not for effect. Nobody liked Billie, but they fought for her.

      "What's the status on the car?" Casey asked the paramedics thirty minutes later as she copied off times from her scribbled notes before calling the medical examiner. The room was empty but for Casey, the paramedics, and Billie. Thick with the smell of blood, strewn with piles of used equipment and packaging, and spattered with any number of bodily fluids, the scene looked like the aftermath of an explosion.

      Casey was as blood-spattered as the room and twice as disheveled. Her feet hurt even worse. She was chewing hard on another needle cap and she had an empty, ashes feeling in the pit of her stomach as she stepped over puddles of blood to get to her chart.

      "No car, no witnesses. She was just found on the side of Rott Road," the paramedic answered as he cleaned off his equipment. "Evidently she tried to get across the street."

      Casey nodded absently. "Evidently she didn't make it."

      He didn't even pause from his work. They'd shared too many of these scenes. "Bert's here already. Ernie stayed back at the scene."

      Bert and Ernie, the two county detectives who always seemed to be called out on Casey's shift. A Mutt-and-Jeff team that had survived every Sesame Street slur they'd encountered. Ernie even had the hand puppet in his car. Casey liked them.

      "Well, the evidence is as plain as the tracks on her face."

      Alongside her the door inched open to the hallway. Casey looked up, not wanting any visitor wandering in this particular wrong door. If wasn't a visitor. It was Dr. Hunsacker.

      He never even looked at Casey. His eyes were on the body on the table. "Somebody said that was Billie Evans."

      Casey took a quick look over her shoulder. She'd seen it often enough. Whatever it was that set a person apart disappeared in death, so that features took on an unnerving sameness. A person who didn't know would have to look twice to prove Billie's identity.

      "Yeah," she acknowledged. "Hit and run."

      Not moving from where he stood just in the doorway, Dr. Hunsacker shook his head slowly. "That's too bad, too bad. Although, I'm not sure I wouldn't want to die the same way."

      Casey stared at him. "Hit and run?"

      It took Hunsacker a moment to pull his gaze from Billie's still form. When he did, he proffered another sheepish smile. "Surprised," he said. "I'm not the kind to eke out every minute of life just to be breathing, ya know? I think I'd be the kind to opt out fast."

      Casey wasn't sure what to say. She didn't know Hunsacker well enough yet to know how to answer. He didn't seem in the mood for black humor, and that was all she had left.

      "Do you ever get used to it?" he asked, looking back at where Billie lay.

      Casey took another look. Nothing had changed. It was a scene like a hundred she'd faced that year. "Yeah," she admitted with a little surprise, and felt even worse. It made her realize just how burned out she was getting, to have nothing more to say for someone she'd known.

      "Six, nine, thirty-two, ninety-five, eighty-eight! Eighty-eight! Eighty-eight!"

      Nothing broke a mood quite like a jumpy psychotic. Thankful for the interruption, Casey quickly gathered her notes together. "Oh, hell," she groused. "I was hoping the Lithium fairy had already scooped him up."

      Hunsacker straightened to let Casey pass. "Mrs. VanCleve's still here, too."

      That almost stopped Casey right beneath his outstretched arm. She didn't want to say something like "Oh, shit," to a doctor she hardly knew. With cops or paramedics it was different. They understood. They expected it. Doctors who catered to rich patients might not see it the same way.

      "I'm sorry," he apologized with that smile. "I would have had her out of here before you got out, but there wasn't anybody to help."

      Casey blinked up at him, walking out into the hall to deposit her work before calling the officials. "Help?" she asked. She was as surprised that he couldn't get any of a half-dozen women who were even now ogling him from different distances, as that he needed help at all. A little hand-holding, a quick prescription for antibiotics and Pyridium, and Mrs. VanCleve should have been out the door. In fact, Casey had spent the whole code counting on it.

      Letting the door close behind him, Hunsacker nodded, the hint of melancholy that had crept into his expression in that room disappearing. Once again he was the bright boy. "I need to do a pelvic."

      "Casey, medical examiner's on line one," Barb announced from the edge of the hall. "State San's on line two. They don't want Mr. Ricks, and you still haven't filled out the AMA form for that little kid whose parents dragged him out of here."

      The noise level was, if anything, higher. Barb stood there implacably, hands on slim hips, a small, feral, supremely unhappy woman who was three years out of training and already soured, her ire all Casey's tonight.

      Casey looked longingly at the chair and knew she was never going to feel it against her backside. Mr. Ricks was now doing primary numbers, and the lights showed that she had three new patients she hadn't seen yet. And she still had to finish with Billie.

      "Pelvic?" she echoed instead, eyes up to Hunsacker, unable to quite keep the exhausted challenge out of her voice. "What for?"

      Some conditions needed pelvics. Some didn't. Mrs. VanCleve didn't. And Casey didn't want to do one, especially with that woman. Not even if Dr. Hunsacker were Mel Gibson and took off his shirt to do it.

      "I do pelvics on all my patients," Dr. Hunsacker answered easily, as if that would be all Casey needed to know.

      Casey heard the steel beneath all that velvet. "Did I miss something?" she asked anyway. "I thought there weren't any gynecological symptoms. The UTI symptoms were fairly specific, and the urinalysis was diagnostic."

      "And I want to do a pelvic," he said.

      "Casey, come on!" Barbara shrilled from the far end of the hall. "Take your calls. The ME's called back twice!"

      Casey struggled to control the sudden burst of irrational anger. It was just all the work, all the headaches, Billie lying in there like a slab of beef without dignity. It was just that Hunsacker didn't need to do a pelvic any more than Casey needed to ask Mrs. VanCleve's opinion on nursing procedures, but he'd end up doing it anyway. With Casey.

      "Let me talk to the medical examiner first," she said, knowing that he was wrong. Knowing that it didn't make any difference. "Then I'll be in."

      He didn't even answer. He just nodded and headed toward Mrs. VanCleve's room, stopping on the way to get close to a couple of the other women in the hall. Casey took several slow breaths. Then she picked up line one and greeted the medical examiner.
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      Casey had never heard anyone whine and coo at the same time. Somehow, that was exactly what Mrs. VanCleve was doing when Casey walked back into her room. Hunsacker was holding the woman's hand, assuring her that the pelvic was perfectly necessary, and the woman was batting her eyes at him like Scarlet O'Hara while complaining that she was just too sore for a pelvic. They were so uncomfortable—even, unfortunately, when Dr. Hunsacker did them.

      Casey busied herself setting up for the exam. Her mind was, in truth, still with all her other chores more than this one, and most particularly with Billie, who, it seemed, would die unmourned. No relatives, no close friends to notify. The hospital had been her life. A frequent target of Billie's ire, Casey suddenly wanted to go in and apologize to her for having to die alone.

      Too late now, she wanted to talk to her, to ask how she'd come to be like she was. She wanted to ward that wasted, bitter ghost away from her, because that lonely, unmourned body looked too suddenly like her own, and she wasn't sure she could bear it.

      "Okay, now, Vivian," Dr. Hunsacker crooned, speculum in hand. "This will only take a few minutes."

      Casey wasn't really paying attention. She stood behind Hunsacker and to his right, directing the light and thinking of the pile of paperwork that still waited for her before she could redirect Mr. Ricks. Then Mrs. VanCleve yelped.

      "Come on now, Vivian," Hunsacker was saying, his tone reminiscent of a father chastising a recalcitrant child. "Be a big girl. That doesn't hurt."

      Casey's attention was caught. Not just by his words, or the curt tone of voice, but his actions. Maybe it was her imagination. Maybe she just wanted to find fault with him, but he sure did seem to have a rough hand at the old check and see. The next time Mrs. VanCleve protested, Casey almost did, too.

      Asshole OBs. Sometimes they had the sensitivity of gorillas. Casey wanted to see somebody do a rectal on him with that much finesse and see him be a big boy.

      "Now, stop it and hold still, Vivian." For a minute there, he even looked angry. Casey could only see the corner of his jaw from where she stood, but it clenched tight. A tendon popped up along his neck, and his fingers seemed to dig a little too deep as they palpated.

      Vivian held still. Hunsacker finished and flipped the sheet back down over her knees. "Good girl," he praised her and climbed back to his feet to head for the sink.

      When Casey saw his expression, she thought she must have been mistaken. He looked as genial as a big brother, smiling and friendly and at ease.

      "Am I all right?" Mrs. VanCleve asked in a curiously small voice.

      "Just fine," he assured her, rinsing his hands for the second time. "Nothing more than a bladder infection."

      Casey didn't say a word. She did watch, though, as Hunsacker methodically dried his hands and returned to take hold of one of Mrs. VanCleve's as he gave his instructions.

      "I want to see you in the office on Monday just to check," he said, his voice soft. "You'll be there, won't you?"

      Mrs. VanCleve was back to simpering. "Of course I will," she promised, her eyes glowing.

      Hunsacker nodded and patted and talked about the party Mrs. VanCleve was to attend, the people she knew. Casey finally lost interest and walked on back out. He followed her within a few minutes, drying his hands yet again.

      Dropping the paper towels in the waste can, he met her at the desk where her paperwork still lay in a disordered heap. "Thanks for the help, hon," he acknowledged with that same silky tone of voice.

      Casey didn't bother to sit to write on Mrs. VanCleve's chart. She just bent over the desk. Hunsacker came right up alongside her and leaned in close, as if the two shared a secret. His Dock-Sides bumped against the back of Casey's nursing shoes and he settled a hand on Casey's shoulder.

      Casey wasn't sure why she reacted the way she did. Maybe the close contact, maybe the force with which he'd conducted that pelvic. Maybe just the sense that Hunsacker never questioned Casey's attraction to him. For whatever reason, the hair stood straight up on the nape of her neck at his touch. Shying away, she walked to the other side of the desk.

      "Do you have her script so I can dismiss her?" she asked, surprised at the chill in her voice, a little confused about her sudden antipathy.

      For a moment there was an uncomfortable little island of silence in that crowded, noisy hallway. When Casey looked up at the doctor, it was to discover a curious flatness in his expression. A distance, as if he'd just disappeared, even standing right before her. He held a notebook in his right hand, but didn't even seem to notice it.

      "Dr. Hunsacker?"

      It was like hitting a switch. One minute his eyes were as animated as Billie's, the next he was smiling as if Casey were his best friend. "Sure. You know the routine, I'm sure." Picking up one of the script pads, he quickly scribbled. "What do you like on your pizzas?"

      Still trying to catch up, Casey blinked. "Huh?"

      Hunsacker ripped the prescription off the pad and handed it over, smiling and relaxed. "Mushrooms? Anchovies? I owe you a pizza for putting up with Mrs. VanCleve for me."

      "Mushrooms," she answered instinctively, wondering at the odd, niggling little feeling in her chest.

      "Casey, do you have any empty rooms?" Barbara asked in that tone of voice that relayed to everyone that Casey was goldbricking.

      "I'm dismissing twenty right now," Casey assured her, the frustration bubbling close again.

      "Thanks, hon," Hunsacker said, his attention on his notebook. He seemed to be carefully scratching out notations and adding more. A list maker. "Next time I'm here I'll ask for you especially. You've been a doll."

      Shutting the little book, he returned his attention to Casey. Flipped on the voltage and laid a hand on her arm whether she wanted it there or not. And Casey, knowing that at least four women in the room envied her, didn't like it.
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      It wasn't until the end of the shift, when the bunch of them were scattered over the nurses' lounge like shaken rag dolls, that Janice even had the chance to bring up the subject of the wonder doctor.

      "So, Casey," she said, head back against the chair, eyes closed. "Have you asked Hunsacker to bear your children yet?"

      From where she sat sprawled on the threadbare old couch in the corner, Casey couldn't even manage a shrug. She was measuring her visual acuity by trying to read the notices on the bulletin board across the room, or as they'd dubbed it, the BOHICA board, for Bend Over, Here It Comes Again. Three new forms were displayed that needed to be filled out for every surgery patient. A sign said no change-of-shift parties were allowed in the lounge. The refrigerator was for patient food, and the microwave for the doctors.

      "He sure did seem to like you," one of the other nurses admitted, pulling off her shoes to massage her toes. "Damn it."

      "I'm not sure I like him," Casey answered quietly, trying to analyze the discomfort she felt about Hunsacker's friendliness.

      For a moment she didn't notice the stunned silence around her. She was still thinking of that pelvic, those clenched fingers. That smile. All that familiarity.

      Another notice said that Libby Kelly had been replaced as head nurse on telemetry. Word was that she'd bucked one of the doctors up there and lost.

      "Are you crazy?" Barb demanded. "How many other doctors would have taken Mrs. VanCleve off your hands?"

      "How many doctors would have smelled that nice doing it?" Janice countered, taking a last, long drag from her end-of-shift cigarette and grinding it out in an ashtray on the table they'd stolen from the fourth-floor waiting room. "Why in heaven's name don't you like him?"

      When Casey looked over to answer, it was to discover the degrees of outrage that met her words. There wasn't a sympathetic face in the room.

      "I don't know," she had to admit anyway. "I just don't know."

      Nobody agreed with her. Nobody really understood. And Casey couldn't think how to make them. She just had a hunch and a set of nervous neck hairs, and nobody in their right mind would count those as irrefutable evidence of anything. All the same, Casey couldn't shake the suspicion that Dr. Dale Hunsacker wasn't the person everybody thought he was.
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      Casey didn't dwell on Dr. Hunsacker. In fact, once she got past the mushroom pizza he sent the next day, she barely thought of him in the weeks that followed. He showed up in the emergency room on occasion, but never found reason to work with Casey. The closest Casey got to him was as amused spectator to his elaborate game-playing and the general adulation that met him wherever he went.

      The whispering about him persisted, with the rumor machine inevitably gearing up. Hunsacker was handsome and he was single, and that was more than enough to stir the hospital grapevine interest, not to mention imagination.

      All except Casey's. She had enough on her plate without having to deal with anything new.

      "It was so nice of you to fit us into your busy schedule."

      Flat on her back beneath the first warm sun of the year, Casey lazily lifted a hand. "I try not to forget the little people."

      It was a Tuesday. Casey was off, and as far away from the hospital as possible. Well, as far away as she could afford at the end of her paycheck, which was her backyard five miles away.

      When she'd heard the weather forecast she'd vowed to waste her only day off this week offering obeisance to the spring sun. When she'd found out that two friends were also available on short notice, she'd decided to share her task with them.

      The sunshine was warm. Spring had returned to Webster Groves with its old Victorian homes and lush, tree-laden lawns. Fruit trees spilled petals and perfume, and bulbs exploded into bright chains of color along walks and drives. The first lawnmowers of the season droned like heavy flies. A fresh breeze rustled through the huge old oak trees that ringed the yard, and in the distance a siren that didn't need to be answered. The three women were stretched out around the pool, cool drinks in hand, romance books open, music drifting from the stereo. A day made in paradise.

      Of course, since the pool was a four-foot wader, the drinks tea, and the music rock and roll from a jam box with only one working speaker, it took a little imagination to come up with the good life. But then, if Casey hadn't had a vivid imagination, she wouldn't have been such a sharp trauma nurse. It was a gift she'd inherited from her mother.

      "I'm tellin' ya, Casey," Poppi Henderson insisted, "it's the chance of a lifetime. I really think this is the one."

      Casey didn't move. "Of course it is, Poppi." It was always the chance of a lifetime with Poppi. Casey had known her since fifth grade, and Poppi had never changed. There was always something grand and wonderful about the world, marvels just beyond our reach, mysteries to untangle for the betterment of mankind and Poppi Henderson.

      Of course, it might have made a difference that Poppi had wasted much of her misspent youth on marijuana and acid. It was bound to affect somebody's views of the world. Especially since Poppi hadn't completely moved on into maturity.

      "You weren't tripping when you came up with this idea, were you?" Evelyn Peters asked from the third lawn chair.

      Poppi didn't even bother to express denial. "Some of my best ideas come then," she said. "And I'm tellin' you, this one's a natural."

      Casey just smiled. To anyone who didn't know her, Poppi looked just like all the other Baby Boomers who strolled the sedate, shaded lanes of Webster. A pageboy blonde with big blue eyes and a taste in Laura Ashley, she looked like she'd just stepped out of a Junior League meeting. And to make matters even more fun, the Muffies and Buffies in the decidedly upscale Republican neighborhood took her diminutive as one of their own. It didn't seem to dawn on them that Poppi had metamorphosed from Pauline sometime around 1970 when names like that meant something completely different.

      Poppi never bothered to correct misconceptions. She was perfectly happy with her facade. Nobody looking at her would guess that she was still heavily into experimentation.

      "When do you get any work done?" Evelyn asked.

      "That's all relative," Poppi assured her with a languid wave of her arm from where she was sprawled in the pool.

      Taking a sip from her tea, Casey had to laugh. "Relative's the word, Poppi. I'd probably have the time to work up board-game ideas if I worked for my father, too."

      "Not just any board game," Poppi insisted. "Nirvana. The game of reincarnation. I'm tellin' you, it's the game of the nineties."

      God, Casey needed this after the last week. There was nothing like Poppi to scatter reality like a storm cloud. After eight straight days on, Casey felt battered, abused, and overwhelmed. She was getting too old to take it anymore. She was too tired, too strung out from trying to keep up, too experienced to expect relief. As predictable as spring thaw, her seasonal depression had hit.

      Most people dreaded the cold, the darkening days of winter where the primitive mind still expected death. Casey dreaded the sun. Like most emergency-room staffers, she looked to the summer and only saw the crush of numbers, the unrelieved burden of exhaustion and dread.

      Mother Mary was particularly susceptible, having situated itself at the merger of highways 270 and 44 in the county, favorite routes for summer escape, and having decided with its refurbishment to court the injured and sick everywhere with billboards and public-sponsored events. It had worked, and it now had the second busiest ER in the metropolitan area.

      The patient load was already beginning to geometrically increase. Children fell from bikes, homeowners committed suicide with a variety of lawn implements, motorcyclists steered for grease spots. Swimming pools were open for drownings and rivers for boating accidents. Heat shortened tempers and increased recklessness.

      And as much as she dreaded it, Casey couldn't think of anything else she'd rather do. Well, except for one. And thirty-two was just a little late to become a lead singer for a rock band.

      "You'd invest in me, wouldn't you, Mrs. McDonough?"

      "Of course I would, Poppi. God bless you."

      Casey hadn't even heard her mom come out into the yard. Squinting against the glare of the sun, she caught sight of her mother as she headed down the path toward the garden with her bucket and scrub brush, almost oblivious of the company only feet away.

      A small, birdlike woman, Helen McDonough walked with a stoop, dressed only in dull brown, and always wore a matching scarf over her hair. Casey had seen her in nothing else since her father had died twenty-four years earlier. She closed her eyes again, much too familiar with the sight.

      "What's your mom doing?" Evelyn whispered.

      Casey didn't bother to open her eyes. "What day is it?"

      She heard the small pause before Evelyn managed an answer. "Tuesday."

      Casey nodded. "Then it's Mary's day for a bath."

      "Mary..."

      "Around the back," Poppi offered. "The madonna in the garden."

      "Oh."

      They heard the first, tentative notes of "On This Day, O Beautiful Mother" as Casey's mother began her chore. Casey just concentrated on the gentle harmony of America and the fresh sweetness of apple blossoms from the neighbor's yard.

      "Is that why you came back here?" Evelyn asked. "Because she's getting... uh..."

      Casey had to laugh. "She's not getting anything, Ev. She's been like that as long as I can remember. She chose my dad over the convent and never forgave herself for it."

      There was another stiff silence, then another small "Oh."

      Poppi, as usual, jumped to Mrs. McDonough's defense. Poppi related to Mrs. McDonough, especially when she was stoned. "Oh, she's okay," she protested. "You just don't have any patience with her anymore, Case."

      Casey got one eye open and leveled it on her closest friend. "And you don't have to live with the Chapel of Eternal Vigilance in your attic," she countered.

      Evelyn was even more confused. A friend from Casey's days at St. Isidore's, another hospital in the area where Casey had worked right out of training, Evelyn had never before crossed the McDonough threshold. They'd always met in neutral territory, and much less often since Casey had defected for newer pastures at Mother Mary some four years earlier.

      "The chapel—"

      "Third floor," Poppi answered. "Lots of candles and holy cards. Didn't you smell the incense when you walked in the house?"

      Evelyn lifted an eyebrow. "I thought that was you."

      Poppi offered a particularly insulted scowl, which, coming from a woman reclining in six inches of water and surrounded by Donald Duck and Goofy, lost some of its impact. "I have much better taste than that. What do you think I am, a channeler?"

      Evelyn was obviously at a loss for an answer. Casey couldn't blame her. One had to become acclimated to Poppi, kind of like cold water or weightlessness. Evelyn had met her enough times over the years to know the basics. That didn't necessarily mean she was used to them.

      To add to that, Evelyn was one of the most blatantly normal people Casey knew. An earth mother by temperament, she was a great hand-holder and commiserator. She'd also been one of the lousiest ER nurses Casey had known. ER nurses were aggressive and decisive. Evelyn was not. She was much happier lavishing support on young mothers in St. Izzy's high-tech postpartum unit.

      "You could just move," Poppi nudged. "Like you've been threatening to for the three years you've been back."

      Casey waved off the objection. "If I moved, who'd whitewash the statues?"

      It wasn't something to discuss on a warm, bright spring day. Casey had only this day off, and she didn't want to spend it on recriminations and frustration. If she wanted to do that, she could just go back to work and get paid for it.

      Pulling herself up, she swung her feet over the side of her chair and settled them into the cool tickle of the new grass. "How about if we change the subject?" she suggested abruptly, trying to ignore the tremulous voice that still drifted from the other side of the garage.

      Instead she noted that her thighs were pinking up a little. "Scoot over, Poppi. I want to do a few laps."

      Poppi obliged, and Casey sank into the tepid water, iced tea in hand. "Ah," she cooed. "This is living."

      "Hey," Poppi said. "You want to change the subject, I have one. I need a new GYN. Mine died or something. You guys have the scoop on that kind of stuff, don't you?"

      "I'm better at trauma surgeons," Casey admitted, settling her head back against the inflated side and sipping her tea. "But Evelyn's your girl for gynies."

      Poppi peered over her big, round sunglasses to where Evelyn was rearranging herself to start a new chapter on her book. "Does that Hunsacker guy practice at Izzy's?" she asked. "I've been hearing a lot about him lately."

      "You don't want him," Casey said instinctively.

      Evelyn stopped midmove. Poppi swung her attention to Casey, her blond hair bobbing a little with the sudden turn.

      "Is there something you want to share with the class?"

      Casey felt the intensity of Evelyn's silent interest. She couldn't understand why she'd spoken so quickly and with such finality. After all, she'd only worked with the man once. And she did seem to be the only one in her acquaintance who didn't like him.

      "I don't know," she demurred, her attention on where she was rolling her glass against her leg. "I, uh, just don't think you two would get along."

      At that Poppi straightened a little. "Which means he's either a Reagan Republican or he's gay."

      "He's not gay," Evelyn piped up, and then blushed.

      Now Casey was looking over. "You've heard the rumors, too?"

      Disconcerted, Evelyn shrugged and looked down. "Have you met him?"

      Casey nodded. "Yeah."

      Now Poppi's attention was swiveling back and forth, her eyes avid with curiosity. "Oh, this sounds like it's going to be good. I take it you've already counted him out as a potential date, Case?"

      "I don't date doctors," she retorted. "You know that."

      "You don't date anybody," Poppi shot back. "But you married a doctor once, why not again?"

      "He wasn't a doctor," Evelyn spoke up with some disdain, having known the lovely ex-Mr. Casey McDonough. "He was a psychiatrist."

      Something else that didn't bear bringing up on a nice day. "Have you worked with Hunsacker?" Casey asked instead.

      Evelyn nodded, her gaze sharp. "Do you think he's for real?"

      Casey thought of her single close encounter with the good doctor. She thought of the rumors, the still-growing reputation, the praise from all strata of medical society. "He makes me nervous," she admitted. "Ya know?"

      Finally Evelyn allowed a smile, albeit a small one. "Well, thank God. I thought I was the only one. He's so pretty sometimes I forget how much he frustrates me. And he's just a wee bit obsessive-compulsive. We're running out of Phisohex from all his scrubs."

      "It's more than that," Casey agreed, seeing those eyes again, remembering the doubts and unease. "He gives me the creeps. Like he's laughing at me the whole time he's calling me honey and telling me what a swell person I am."

      It was all Evelyn needed. Swinging into sitting position, she leaned forward. "I've heard he's been doing the fifty-dollar special."

      Casey gaped. She'd been harboring unkind suspicions about Hunsacker, but nothing that big.. "The what?" Poppi demanded impatiently, head still swinging.

      "The fifty-dollar special," Casey repeated. "The pelvic with that... extra touch."

      Now even Poppi was gaping. "You're kidding. You mean he's coppin' a feel beneath the sheets?"

      For a nurse, Evelyn relied heavily on euphemism. She scowled at Poppi's terminology. "We call it the three-finger pelvic. It's just a rumor, mind you. But I do know he's been seeing at least three of the nurses out at Izzy's on a regular basis."

      "The guy must be a marathon runner," Poppi crowed with salacious delight. "Well, you know, come to think of it, I wouldn't be averse to doing a little... undercover investigation for the benefit of society."

      Casey actually laughed. "And when Jason found out and threw your cute little ass out, you could come live with Mom and me and the saints."

      "Poppi's coming here?" a voice piped up from behind Casey. Casey cringed, wondering just how much her mother had heard, instinctively knowing that she'd tune out anything unpleasant. After all, that's what St. Francis would have done. Or any of the myriad St. Catherines or all those martyrs. "That's lovely, Poppi dear. You can join us for mass in the mornings."

      "I'm not Catholic, Mrs. McDonough," Poppi reminded her, the ritual as old as Poppi's first visit.

      "Of course you are, dear," Mrs. McDonough crooned with a pat to Poppi's head as she passed with her bucket on her way back into the house.

      Poppi watched Mrs. McDonough climb the stairs to the porch and then turned to Casey. "How old am I?" she demanded with a broad grin.

      Casey took a long sip of tea. "Twelve."

      Poppi nodded fatalistically. "I thought so."
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      The fifty-dollar pelvic. Casey wondered whether it was really true. Evelyn hadn't been able to come up with any more than vague rumor, and rumors tended to swirl around Dr. Dale Hunsacker like smoke around a magician. The whole talent to dealing with a hospital grapevine was learning how to separate chaff from wheat. The problem was, after working with Hunsacker just once, Casey couldn't say she didn't believe this one.

      She was being unfair, and she knew it. Casey had always maintained a certain reserve around male obstetricians. After spending those years at Izzy's where the OBs were as thick as roadies on a Stones tour, she'd developed some pretty firm opinions about them.

      Obstetricians, she had long since learned, either loved women, or they hated them. There was no in-between.

      And the thing that was really scary was that some of the doctors with the most loyal patients were the worst of the women haters.

      She'd never quite figured out why. Those guys usually had a good knack with the patter. They were great at holding hands and telling the women to leave everything to them, but when push came to delivery, they were usually nowhere to be found. They were rough and manipulative and heavily into control.

      There was no better friend, no kinder, more sincerely empathetic man than the obstetrician who loved woman. There was no bigger asshole than his opposite. Casey just couldn't figure yet into which category Hunsacker fit.

      She would have been intrigued to get a chance to observe him. Unfortunately, the next time he showed up at the emergency room, so did an entire bus of senior citizens who hadn't quite gotten to their bingo game and a sizable percentage of the county's preschoolers.

      It was Casey's night to triage, and she'd been dealt a full house. Not only that, but Abe Belstein was on his second twelve-hour shift in a row, and on a tear about the other doctor he got to work with.

      "Somebody better light a fire under her ass!" he screamed at Casey, hands on hips and chin thrust forward. At five-two, Casey was the only nurse shorter than Abe, so he brought his problems to her. Like she could solve them.

      Abe was short, squat, and had a face like rising bread dough. Fuzzy red hair ringed his mostly bald head, and he had the temper of a six-year-old. But Abe was good, Abe carried his load and respected the nurses, so everybody overlooked the tantrums.

      "Abe, you're the doctor," Casey reminded him, trying to placate him and update the triage log at the same time. "They pay you the big bucks to deal with the other doctors. They don't even pay me enough to listen to you yell."

      "Do something about her!"

      Dropping her pen, Casey finally sighed. "There's a county cop in the work lane. How 'bout if I just have him shoot her and be done with it?"

      Abe decided not to hear the sarcasm. "Just do it soon," he demanded and whirled to leave, shoving his yarmulke back into place.

      He didn't make it more than two feet. One of the twisted limbs he'd treated that evening was attached to the inelegant young lady who suddenly presented herself before him. Clad in shrink-wrapped tank top, jeans, and heels, she was a vision of dyed black hair and feathered earrings. She was also about six inches taller than Abe.

      "Oh, hey, Doc. There you are," she accused, pulling to a halt scant inches from his nose. "Good. That nurse in there wouldn't give me nothin' for pain. And I hurt more now, ya know? In other places."

      Abe began looking around for escape. And for good reason. In point of fact, there was more than just the red hair that made Abe distinctive. Living proof of the law of compensation, Abe's short height and homely looks were offset by a truly awesome genital endowment. It provoked hushes of reverence in the locker room, rampant speculation among staff, and some really unique reactions from women everywhere. Especially, though, women in the emergency room.

      "I don't think..."

      He never had a chance.

      "Just look, will ya?" the patient asked. Before Abe could move, or at least back up, she yanked up her shirt to prove that not only was she without a bra, but that Harley Davidson owned her considerable heart. Abe, unfortunately, was eye to eye with Harley's eagle.

      Casey choked. Abe yelped. Several mothers hovering near the front desk grabbed their children and ran.

      "Casey!"

      Casey just smiled and walked on by. "Well, I can see you're busy, Dr. Belstein. I'll go talk to Dr. Miller for you."

      Her mood much improved, Casey headed off in the other direction to scout for empty rooms. Her waiting room was filling with walking wounded with nowhere to go. And Dr. Miller was, true to Abe's complaint, spending much more time with her medical manuals than her patients.

      "Hey, Dr. Miller, Abe just told me that you guys are getting a bonus for every extra patient you see tonight," she lied shamelessly on the way past.

      She didn't need to stop for a reaction. The resounding slam of a textbook said it all. Now Casey just had to get the nurses in gear. And they all knew better than to fall for the old bonus gag.

      Well, she might not have the fastest working team in town tonight, but at least they were a kick to work with. Even though Barb was still spreading joy and light around the work lane, she had to do it around Millie, who couldn't answer a phone without doing it on point. Then there was Steve, who was practicing for his psychology degree on his patients, and Marva, nursing's answer to Jack Webb. She was great in trauma, throwing herself in front of a victim like a soldier facing a cavalry charge. Of course, anything else bored her. Tonight, unfortunately, she was bored.

      Casey usually would have at least been able to count on Janice for some real output. For some reason, it seemed that tonight was going to be the exception. Disappearing from the work lane with puzzling frequency, Janice had not quite been able to keep up with the patient load on her end. She'd seemed brittle and distant all evening, which just wasn't like her. Knowing full well that dinner would be eaten on the run, Casey made a silent vow to be available for her at end of shift.

      "Janice, is room fifteen going to be open anytime soon?" she asked, peeking in the half-open blinds to see a pretty young woman trying to get comfortable on the edge of the cart. Emerson, abdominal pain. She'd been here the requisite three hours waiting for tests, waiting for the doctor, waiting for spring.

      "Dr. Hunsacker's coming in to see her," Janice answered without looking up from where she was charting.

      Casey lifted an eyebrow. "Really. When?"

      When Janice looked up to answer, Casey knew she hadn't been wrong. There was a new set of creases between Janice's elegant eyebrows, a funny white edge to her mouth. She even had a spot of Betadine on her uniform. Casey couldn't imagine what could be bothering her enough to excuse that.

      "Any minute, I think. Twelve's gonna be leaving, though. Will that help?"

      Casey found her attention returning to the smooth good looks of the woman on the other side of the window. She had the kind of beauty that could definitely be bought, all grooming and tailoring, sleek hair, and a tasteful amount of gold. A prime Hunsacker candidate.

      "Casey McDonough, line one. Casey McDonough, line one."

      Settling onto the edge of the table where Janice was working, Casey picked up the phone.

      "Casey McDonough."

      Silence.

      "Hello?"

      "Oh, honey, is that you?"

      Casey struggled to hold on to her humor. It was like an invasion, that quavering, uncertain voice intruding into work. Like a sudden slip, a faltering step in a fast run. Casey didn't want to have to deal with her mother here. She had enough crazies to handle without having to worry about her very own. She didn't want to have to say the words her mother needed, didn't want to acknowledge her mother's dependence on her. Or her dependence on a mother who preferred incense over flesh and blood.

      "Yes, Mom. It's me. What's wrong?"

      "Wrong? Oh, nothing, dear." Helen laughed, a high, tinkly sound, like a small girl. "I was just saying my evening prayers, and remembered that I needed to get to mass at St. Mary's in the morning. They have the traveling Infant of Prague

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png






OEBPS/images/untitled-1.jpg
o
II BOOKS






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/a-man-to-die-for.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

" Eileen Dreyer creates the sort of skin-crawling suspense that will leave her readers
looking with a wild and wary eye upon anyone at the other end of a stethoscope.”
~Elizabeth George

AMAN TO
DIE FOR





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-laverne-screen.png






