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PART ONE



‘We should do only those righteous actions which we cannot stop ourselves from doing.’

– Simone Weil
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He worked quickly but with extreme caution, knowing that one false move could prove fatal. Wearing several layers of latex gloves and a surgical mask, he powdered the correct measure of aspirin tablets with a mortar and pestle, added the appropriate amount of methyl alcohol, and then proceeded to whisk vigorously until the fine granules began to dissolve in the liquid.

He had chosen his product carefully. It had taken him two weeks to find a reasonably anonymous, out-of-the-way filling station with a methyl pump, and to collect enough cheap, unbuffered aspirin, being sure to buy no more than one bottle at a time from any supermarket or drugstore or quick-stop shop within a twenty-mile radius of Seattle. He then drove well out of the city to acquire the quantity of fertilizer he needed. Lastly, he made the rounds of auto supply stores, traveling as far north as Bellingham and as far south as Olympia to purchase the batteries, one battery per shop.

And all along the way, he was careful to pay for everything with cash, leaving no credit trail. After that, it was simply a waiting game – waiting for those blocks of time, like now, when he could steal into the garage and work undisturbed.

As soon as the aspirin was sufficiently whisked, he began to filter out whatever undissolved powder remained in the alcohol, repeating the process again and again until the liquid was clear and he could pour it into a Pyrex dish and set it aside.

Next, he turned to the battery, draining the sulfuric acid from it into a glass beaker. Granted, this was an extra step, when he could simply have bought the required amount of acid, but he decided it was far less conspicuous.

He took an old electric frying pan, retrieved from a thrift store for just this purpose, and filled it with cooking oil, which he heated to exactly one hundred and fifty degrees. As soon as the alcohol in the Pyrex dish had evaporated, he added the acetylsalicylic acid crystals that had formed in the dish to the sulfuric acid, and placed the beaker in the warm cooking oil, letting it sit there until the crystals dissolved. Then he removed the beaker from the oil and very slowly began to add the sodium nitrate, being careful not to let the foam overflow.

There was a real element of danger to what he was doing if he didn’t do it properly, but the procedure couldn’t have been simpler. All he had to do was follow the recipe that was available to anyone with access to the Internet, skipping over the disclaimers that popped up every second sentence about how illegal it was to do what the author of the recipe was describing be done in step-by-step detail.

After cooling the mixture slightly, he dumped it into a measure of crushed ice and water and watched as brilliant yellow crystals began to develop. He processed the crystals according to the instructions, then pulverized them into face powder consistency. The final step was to mix the powder with the specified amounts of wax and Vaseline, and pack the plastique into a glass container.

He checked his watch. The entire process had taken a little over three hours, just as it should have, just as it had taken to prepare each of the other containers that now lined the shelves of a locked cabinet in the far corner of the garage.

He set about cleaning up after himself, placing the frying pan, the Pyrex dish, the beaker, the whisk, and the remaining materials in a plastic garbage bag for discreet disposal into the depths of Puget Sound. Then he washed down the garage as though it were a surgical suite.

This was the last batch he had to make. Now it was time to put it all together, to remove the plastique from the glass receptacles, fill the duffel bags, attach the detonator he had fashioned from a light bulb, and affix the clever timing device he had found on the front seat of his car two days ago.

There was an informal rule observed by the people with whom he had come in contact: admit to nothing and involve no one else in what you’re doing. Still, the timer had been provided to him – perhaps, he decided, as a form of silent affirmation.

He loaded the finished product into his vehicle, covered it with a blanket, and went into the house, to sit down in front of the television set as though he had been in his chair all evening. Then, as he habitually did on a night before work, he watched the news and went to bed.

But he didn’t sleep. He waited until almost midnight, when the breathing beside him was deep and regular, and then he got up, slipped silently into his clothes, and left the house.

The night was cold and damp, quite typical of February. He climbed into his car, shifted the gear into neutral, and let the vehicle roll down the driveway and out into the street before starting up the engine. During the past weeks, he had made several dry runs, testing different routes to and from his destination, timing himself, and checking traffic until he was satisfied. Now he turned confidently onto the route he had chosen, circling around the back of Queen Anne to Denny Way, forking right onto Boren Avenue, and driving up First Hill. Reaching Spring Street, he made a little jog across Minor, then turned down Madison, and parked.

At this time of night, the street was deserted, the shops and restaurants closed. The area, appropriately nicknamed ‘Pill Hill’ some years ago, was dominated by Seattle’s major hospitals, and the swing shift had given way to the graveyard shift over an hour ago. He had planned for that, of course.

A splendid Victorian mansion, set off by carefully manicured lawns, occupied the northeast corner of Madison and Boren. He was relieved to see that the building was dark and silent. The security guards who protected the grounds during business hours were gone, and no night watchman was on duty. It meant there were no late evening activities in progress, a glitch that would have significantly altered his schedule.

Neither of the two gates in the high iron fence that surrounded the house was locked at this hour, a foolhardy practice he had determined in advance. Not that a locked entry would have stopped him, of course, it would just have slowed him down, and perhaps made him a bit more vulnerable.

He climbed out of his car, looking in all directions to make sure there was no one in sight. Then he hefted his plastique-filled duffel bags and carried them through the Madison Street gate. Just inside the fence, a high hedge of laurel bordered the property, making him all but invisible from the street. Nonetheless, he wasted no time. He went quickly along the path at the side of the building to the basement access he had spotted during one of his exploratory visits, pulled open the trapdoor, descended the concrete steps, and set about positioning the duffel bags in exactly the right place for maximum effectiveness. Then he checked one more time that the detonator was properly connected.

The very last thing he did before leaving the scene was to check the timer, just to reassure himself that it was set for two o’clock, and that the little green indicator beside the AM designation was lit. Then he got back into his car and drove away.
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Dana McAuliffe looked far more like a high school cheerleader than an accomplished litigator approaching forty. She had thick, honey-colored hair, neither curly nor straight, that was gradually feathered in front and then fell softly around her shoulders. Her warm brown eyes required just a hint of mascara for accent, her cheeks were naturally rosy, and her unpowdered nose was highlighted by a generous splash of freckles. Were it not for the tailored gray suit and leather pumps she wore, one might almost have expected her to break into a high leg kick and a hearty ‘rah-team-rah.’

Instead, she leaned back in her chair and smiled calmly at the nervous gynecologist seated across the desk from her.

‘Don’t worry,’ she told him. ‘As I said over the telephone, this kind of case rarely goes to trial. And now that I’ve looked over the papers, I can assure you that even if it does, we’d be in a very strong position.’

It was the first Tuesday in February, and although the office building’s heating system rarely pushed the temperature above sixty-eight degrees, Dr. Joseph Heradia was perspiring freely.

‘You see, I’ve never been sued before,’ he said in distress. ‘Twenty years of practice, and I’ve never been sued. Some people would probably say I’ve just been lucky all these years, and never got caught. But I’ve looked into my heart, and I know I did the best I could for those poor people.’

‘I know that,’ Dana assured him. ‘And I can understand their reaction. But I’m sure, once they’ve had time to calm down, they’ll realize you weren’t to blame.’

‘In vitro fertilization doesn’t come with any guarantees, I told them,’ he persisted. ‘I tell everyone that going in. Sometimes you can fool Mother Nature, sometimes you can’t.’

Dana sighed. ‘I think the Jensens probably wanted a baby more than anything, and you were their last hope,’ she said. ‘Hope can be a hard thing to let go of.’

The gynecologist nodded. ‘I told them they should think about adopting.’

What a world, Dana mused. People wanting babies who couldn’t have them, and people having babies who didn’t want them. She had told Heradia the truth, as she did with all her clients. It was a bogus case – it had no legs.

‘Maybe they’ll think about that now,’ she suggested.

The short, pudgy son of Guatemalan immigrants slumped in his seat. ‘It’s just that I feel so bad for them,’ he said.

He was a good man, Dana reflected, not for the first time. ‘Let me talk to their attorney,’ she said, without bothering to mention that she knew him to be the type who would take on any case for an adequate retainer. ‘If I can get them to understand that there is no blame here – not on you for not being able to work a miracle, and not on them for not being able to conceive a child – I think we can make this all go away.’

‘I sure would appreciate it,’ he said, confident that he was putting his problem in the right hands. ‘And thanks for seeing me on such short notice. I guess we’ve kind of flipped the professional coin here, haven’t we?’

Dana smiled. ‘That’s what coins are for.’

Heradia rose to leave. ‘Look, I’d really like to buy you lunch or something,’ he said, ‘but I have to get back to the clinic. Will you take a rain check?’

‘Sure.’

Dana walked him down the hall and through the reception area to the front entrance, giving him one last reassuring nod as he departed.

As soon as the solid oak door had closed behind him, Angeline Wilder leaned over the edge of her desk. ‘Isn’t he one of those abortion doctors from Hill House?’ the receptionist for the law firm of Cotter Boland and Grace whispered.

‘Is he?’ Dana replied with a blank expression. ‘I thought he was a gynecologist.’

‘Well, I suppose he could be both,’ Angeline conceded. ‘But I’m sure he’s one of them.’

‘How do you know?’ Dana inquired. ‘Do they wear some sort of a badge, or do you just know them all by sight?’

‘No, silly,’ Angeline said. ‘There was a story on the news about them the other night, you know, about how many abortions they perform up there every year, and he was one of the ones they identified.’

‘I see.’

‘He isn’t a client, is he?’

‘He may be,’ Dana told her. ‘So, given what you’ve heard about him, if he should come in again, be very polite. After all, you never know when he might whip out a curette.’

‘What’s that?’ the twenty-one-year-old asked.

‘Nothing you’d need to know about, unless you happened to be pregnant,’ Dana replied.

The receptionist blushed to the roots of her already red hair. ‘Well, I most certainly am not. I’m not even married.’

‘In that case, don’t give it a second thought.’

The attorney walked back to her office, shaking her head. Joseph Heradia had been her gynecologist for the past twelve years, and to her knowledge, a kinder, gentler, better man did not exist.

She thought about the couple who wanted a baby. The Jensens were probably good people, too, she decided, just desperate. And desperate people sometimes got caught up in doing irrational things. She flipped through her Rolodex file for their attorney’s telephone number, and was reaching for the receiver when her intercom buzzed.

‘Yes, Angeline?’

‘Ms. Purcell’s here,’ the receptionist announced. ‘She said to tell you it’s one-thirty, and she’s sorry she’s late.’

Dana glanced at her wristwatch in surprise. Heradia had stayed much longer than she realized. Her chat with the Jensens’ attorney would have to wait until after lunch.

‘Tell her I’ll be right out.’

*  *  *

Lunch with Judith Purcell had begun as a daily event when the two were assigned adjoining desks on the first day of second grade, and continued, if not quite as regularly, right up to this moment. Now that they were both working in Seattle, it had settled into a more or less weekly routine. They had been best friends for so long, and knew each other so well, that there were few surprises left between them.

‘You didn’t get the commission, did you?’ Dana asked as soon as they had been escorted to their customary window table at Al Boccolino, their lunchtime restaurant of choice.

‘No,’ Judith confirmed. ‘They loved my concept, but alas, not my bid. I think they would have gone with me if I’d been willing to drop my price, but I’d already cut it to the bone.’

Judith was an accomplished, if not yet renowned, sculptor. The commission in question was for the lobby of the city’s newest waterfront office building, and Judith’s proposal had been for a fanciful pod of gray whales done in glass, steel, and ceramic. As bid, the eighteen-month project would have enabled the artist to cover her costs, with barely any to spare.

When she was married, Judith’s moneymaking ability had not been as important as indulging her creative spirit. But her first husband had died suddenly of a heart attack, she and her second husband had married and divorced in a very short period of time, and now she needed to support herself and her twelve-year-old son, Alex. A life in the arts was beginning to seem frivolous.

‘I’m sorry,’ Dana said. ‘I really thought you had that one in the bag.’

‘Me, too,’ Judith admitted with a resolute shrug. ‘But the truth is, I have only myself to blame. Instead of preparing for a real career, like you did, I thought I would be able to count on having a man around to support me.’

Aside from their physical dissimilarities, Judith being small and dark to Dana’s above-average height and fair complexion, the attorney knew there was one basic difference between them. Judith had been raised to define herself by the man at her side, while Dana had been raised to define herself without anyone at her side.

‘I still like the idea of you having your own gallery,’ Dana said. She had been trying for almost two years now to move her friend onto more stable financial ground. Small loans from Judith’s mother kept food on the table, and the half dozen Purcells that had made their way into Dana’s home paid the artist’s mortgage, but neither was going to be a long-term solution.

Of late, an idea had begun to form in the back of Dana’s mind, of a joint venture, perhaps, where she might front the money for a gallery, but not be involved with the actual operation, since she admittedly knew next to nothing about art.

‘I’d die to have my own gallery,’ Judith agreed. ‘But I just don’t have the capital. And I doubt there’s anyone out there who would be willing to gamble on me.’

‘Well, who knows,’ Dana said as their bowls of pasta arrived. ‘Maybe Providence is getting ready to smile on you.’

‘It would be nice,’ Judith said with a sigh.
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Summer was definitely Joshua Clune’s favorite time of year. It was then, when the cold went away and the nights were mild, that there were plenty of places to sleep. And, too, when the tourists came, there was always more money. It was getting from October to April that was the problem, when the spaces under the overpasses and in the bus tunnel were taken, and the missions were full.

It was also in the summer that the scar that ran from his temple to his chin didn’t hurt so much. Joshua hid the scar as best he could beneath long brown hair and a reddish stubble, but he knew it was there – a painful reminder of the car that had skidded out of the night years ago, and plowed into the doorway where he slept.

In the winter, Joshua suffered.

He had come from Wisconsin, slowly making his way west, walking, hitching rides when he could, until he reached Seattle and the end of the continent, and then he stopped. Someone told him he should go south to California, where the weather was even warmer and the people were rich, and he could get a suntan and put some meat on his bones. But he was tired of traveling, and besides, Seattle suited him.

He met people like Big Dug, a giant of a man with a full black beard, who showed him the ropes, and helped him settle in. Big Dug didn’t trust the city shelters. He said there were too many stories about what happened at places like that, where there was little if any supervision. So, under the older man’s tutelage, Joshua acquired a big cardboard box that had been used to deliver a desk to somebody’s office, and he rummaged around in Dumpsters until he found a plastic tarpaulin. He cut the tarp in two, folding one half underneath his box to keep the cardboard dry, and draping the other half over the top to shut out the wind and rain and cold. Then, for a couple of dollars, a thrift shop provided him with a blanket.

‘All the comforts of home,’ he told people with a big happy smile.

Big Dug showed him where to go to relieve himself and where he could bathe, when he felt it necessary, and then he introduced him to Hill House, taking him up Madison to Boren, and pointing out an enormous gray mansion on the corner.

‘It’s like a clinic, but it’s a whole lot more than that,’ Big Dug told him. ‘They bring a soup kitchen to the waterfront, and give you a hot dinner every night, and it’s good food, not slop. If you do drugs, they can help you get clean. If you want to work, they can help you find a job. And if you’re sick, they take care of you. And it doesn’t cost anything, if you can’t afford to pay. Only thing is, they don’t want any of us sleeping up there. That’s the rule, and we all know it, and we don’t break it.’

‘Why is that the rule?’

‘I think it’s probably got something to do with insurance,’ Big Dug said. ‘You know, in case there was a fire, or something, and somebody got hurt.’

‘Is that why I can’t go there?’ Joshua asked, his hazel eyes taking in two well-dressed people as they walked through the gate. ‘Because I might cause a fire?’

‘Sure you can go there. You can go there first thing in the morning, if you need to, or any time of the day you want to, but you just can’t sleep there, that’s all, ’cause if they found out, they might get mad, and then it could ruin things for all of us. Do you understand?’

Joshua kicked at a crack in the cement pavement. ‘Uh-huh,’ he said.

‘Okay, then,’ Big Dug said.

Doctors in Wisconsin had classified Joshua as retarded when he was six years old, at which point his mother, who had four other children from three different men to raise, handed him over to the state.

‘Life’s tough enough,’ she explained. ‘I don’t have time to do for no dummies.’

The state educated Joshua as best they could, encouraged him to be an upstanding citizen and to embrace true Christian values, taught him to be as self-sufficient as possible, and turned him loose, according to law, at the age of twenty-one. He was functional and he could follow simple instructions.

He got jobs washing dishes in restaurants, or mopping floors and cleaning toilets in office buildings. But with no one to remind him, he sometimes forgot to go to work, and then his employer would get mad and fire him, and Joshua would have to look for other restaurants and office buildings. When he didn’t have enough money to pay for a place to sleep, he slept on the streets.

He left Wisconsin one day without even noticing. He just got in a car with a fellow who offered him a lift, and ended up in Minnesota. He never knew the difference. After all, there were restaurants and office buildings in Minnesota, too.

By the time he reached Seattle, Joshua was thirty-two years old. In all that time, he had never known a real home-cooked meal, or a night’s sleep in a soft bed, or the warmth of another human being. But he knew right from wrong, and he knew he was not supposed to sleep at Hill House.
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The official name of the building, imprinted on a small brass plaque affixed to the front door, was the Seattle Family Services Center. But for almost fifty years, it had been known throughout the city simply as Hill House. A spacious three-story Victorian that dated back before the turn of the twentieth century, it was one on a very short list of elegant dwellings gracing First Hill to have survived the onslaught of progress. The rest had been systematically gobbled up by the insatiable need of a municipal medical community for more modern complexes of steel and concrete.

By the early 1950s, the mansion had fallen into serious disrepair. An anonymous benefactor then quietly purchased it, restoring the gingerbread facade to its former glory with a fresh coat of paint and installing a new roof. The lawn was tilled and seeded, the front was decorated with little stone benches, the back was fenced around a children’s playground, and the interior was remodeled into an efficient multipurpose clinic.

Hill House sat quietly on the corner of Boren Avenue and Madison Street, behind a high sculptured iron fence and a dense border of laurel bushes that had grown up over the past half century to provide an ample measure of privacy. Neither the people who worked at the center nor those who frequented it had any wish, nor made any attempt, to conceal their presence there. Nevertheless, they came to appreciate the buffer that the hedge provided from the little knot of protesters who verbally assaulted them from the sidewalk on a regular basis.

The group had appeared one day, some dozen and a half years ago, pushing and shoving, shouting, intimidating, and even threatening. Over time, the number of protesters dwindled, and several of their more extreme actions, such as vandalism and stalking, had been curtailed by the passage of new legislation, but their purpose remained the same.

Many things happened at Hill House, including multilevel counseling, a full range of obstetric and gynecological services, and comprehensive day care. But the only activity that concerned the sidewalk people, as the center’s employees came to call them, was what they devoutly believed to be the immoral procedure of terminating pregnancies. Every single day, for almost two decades, the staff and patrons of Hill House had alternately been damned and prayed over, entreated and spat upon.

‘Personally, I would never have an abortion, and I don’t assist at them,’ Shelly Weld, one of the clinic’s obstetrical nurses, informed a member of the group one day. ‘But I would never presume to tell anyone else what to do.’

‘If you continue to dwell in the house of the devil,’ came the dour reply, ‘your soul will burn in hell for all eternity.’

Altogether, some ninety people worked in the nine-thousand-square-foot building. Among them were four physicians who specialized in obstetrics and gynecology, three family practitioners, two radiologists, two anesthesiologists, one pharmacist and an assistant, nine registered nurses, eleven nurse’s aides, and seven laboratory technicians. In addition, there were two social workers, three psychiatrists, eight psychologists, sixteen licensed day care providers, three receptionists, one administrator and his two assistants, two secretaries, one accountant, two bookkeepers, two clerks, two security guards, and six maintenance people.

Moreover, at least three hundred others passed through the iron gates every day, seeking one kind of service or another.

The center’s administrative and business departments were located on the first floor, just off the front entrance, and the laboratories, the pharmacy, and the consultation rooms shared the back of the building with the counseling unit. A surprisingly well-equipped mini-hospital occupied the entire second floor.

And each morning, some seventy children between the ages of two months and five years found their way to the third-floor day care center. The vast majority of these children were the offspring of personnel from the surrounding medical community, including the center itself; parents who prided themselves on having their sons and daughters in the most highly regarded facility in the city, and who knew how lucky they were. At any given time, as many as fifty other youngsters languished on a waiting list.

At two o’clock in the afternoon on the first Tuesday in February, the sky was overcast, the temperature hovered around fifty, scavenging crows squawked at one another from their perches in the laurel bushes, and the scent of cinnamon from a nearby bakery hung in the air.

In addition to the staff and the children, there were six couples and five women in counseling. Seven women were undergoing a variety of laboratory tests. Three mothers and their newborn babies were rejoicing with family and friends in second-floor rooms. One woman was preparing for a termination, two women were in labor, an expectant father and grandmother paced the maternity lounge, and nineteen people were waiting in the lobby for one type of service or another. At that moment, the building held close to two hundred and fifty people.

On the first floor, psychologist Frances Stocker, a robust sixty-year-old woman, had spent her morning counseling parents of an autistic son, a woman contemplating divorce, and a pregnant fifteen-year-old. She was just settling into a session with her next client, Grace Pauley, a frail, nervous woman, who was finally seeking help after years of spousal abuse. If Frances ever questioned her choice of profession, she needed only a day like this to remind herself of how much what she did mattered, and how meaningless her life would otherwise be.

In a consultation room just down the hall, radiologist Caitlin Callahan was reviewing the ultrasound recording of a suspected ectopic pregnancy. The single mother had just come down from the day care center, where it was her habit to lunch with her three-year-old daughter, Chelsea.

On the second floor, obstetrician Jeffrey Korba, tall and balding at forty-two, was holed up in his office, washing down a chicken salad sandwich with a soda before his second delivery of the day, and wondering if he would have time to call his wife. They had parted this morning on an argument about a washing machine, of all things, and he was sorely regretting it.

In one of the mini-hospital’s four holding rooms, Shelly Weld was monitoring Denise Romanadis’s contractions, and estimating that she could probably give Korba another five minutes to finish his lunch before Hill House’s seventeenth set of triplets would require his attention. In another room, Betsy Toth had just finished preparing Joyce O’Mara for an abortion, and was awaiting Joseph Heradia’s return from an outside appointment. As she had quite often during the past two weeks, the twenty-year-old nurse’s aide found herself wondering, with a little tingle of anticipation, if she and Andy might be pregnant, and hoping he wouldn’t be terribly upset if they just happened to jump the gun a little bit. After all, their wedding was only a few months away.

At one end of the third floor, whose newly papered walls featured tumbling brown teddy bears amid brightly colored streamers, Ruth Zelkin, the ebullient, fifty-three-year-old director of the day care center, had finally gotten the last of the toddlers, towheaded Jason Holman, down for his afternoon nap, and was heading for a much needed coffee break.

At the other end, Brenda Kiley was feeding the adorable four-month-old Gamble twins, Christopher and Jennifer. Fraternal though they were, the chubby siblings had identical China blue eyes, fuzzy blond hair, and wide, happy smiles.

Outside Hill House, Jesse Montero, the forty-two-year-old head custodian, had just finished stowing several boxes of light bulbs in the utility shed behind the building. Having taken a moment out of sight for a few puffs on a forbidden cigarette, he was in the process of securing a padlock on the shed door.

Carl Gentry, one of the security guards, stood at his post on the front porch. He was forty-six years old and recently divorced, and he was thinking about the woman he had met last night and not left until after breakfast this morning. He was hoping that she had enjoyed their time together as much as he had, and he was wondering how long he should wait before he called her.

What happened next happened so suddenly that afterward no two accounts of it were identical. One or perhaps several powerful jolts shook the ground as though a volcano were erupting, or an earthquake were taking place. Walls and windows cracked across a three-block area. Hill House first appeared to some to shudder and then it shattered, or as others reported, it shattered almost immediately, sending pieces of debris spewing over the lawn and hurtling over the laurel hedge. Some witnesses later reported that the mansion seemed actually to rise with the explosion and then collapse into itself, fire breaking out in one or maybe a number of places directly thereafter.

From an operating suite in Swedish Hospital two blocks to the east of Hill House, Janet Holman heard what she initially thought was a crash of heavy equipment, and then felt the whole building around her shake.

‘What was that?’ the orthopedist demanded through her surgical mask. ‘An earthquake?’

‘Sure felt like it,’ one of the nurses replied.

‘Here, take over for me for a minute,’ Janet directed the senior resident who assisted her. ‘I just want to make sure Jason’s okay.’

At the Madison Medical Tower just across the street from the clinic, the windowpane blew out of Helen Gamble’s cubicle, raining shards of glass over the billing clerk’s desk and chair. Ignoring the fact that she was bleeding from several deep gashes around her head and neck, Helen jumped up to peer through the gaping hole. It was an instinctive action, of course, taken to reassure herself that whatever might have occurred, the twins were safe at Hill House. Her maternal concern turned to absolute terror.

*  *  *

‘What was that?’ Judith Purcell wondered aloud, a piece of bread halfway to her mouth. ‘Surely, it can’t be a thunderstorm at this time of year.’ The restaurant was perhaps a mile from the corner of Madison and Boren. Still, they both heard and felt the rumble. ‘Maybe it’s a bomb.’

The two women stared at each other. Then Dana thought of the train tunnel nearby and shrugged. ‘More likely an accident,’ she said. At that moment, she had no way of knowing that her friend was right, or that it would have anything to do with her.

Faster than it would have seemed possible, the hundred-year-old mansion was reduced to little more than a pile of burning rubble.

Frances Stocker was thrown to the floor by the force of the explosion. Her heavy metal desk, overturning on top of her and pinning her to the floor, crushed her legs in multiple places, but almost certainly saved her life.

Her client, the long-suffering Grace Pauley, was not so lucky. She was tossed aside like a rag doll, landing at an odd angle, her head almost completely severed from her body.

There was nothing left of the consultation room where Caitlin Callahan had been reviewing an ultrasound. There wasn’t much left of Dr. Callahan, either.

The right side of Jeffrey Korba was blown away. He lay in a gathering pool of his own blood and was pulled from the wreckage by rescue workers with barely a moment of life left in him.

Neither Shelly Weld nor her patient, Denise Romanadis, as full with life as the woman had been, were recognizable by fellow workers. Their bodies had to be pieced together afterward, their identities determined more from a process of elimination than anything else.

The ten-week-old fetus that Joyce O’Mara had been about to abort did not survive. Joyce barely survived herself. Betsy Toth sustained a fractured spine that would leave her paralyzed from the waist down.

All things considered, Ruth Zelkin was lucky to lose only her eyesight as the third floor collapsed under her. In the final count, she would also lose ten members of her staff and fifty-six of her children – among them, two-year-old Jason Holman.

Brenda Kiley saved the Gamble twins. She did so by using her own body to protect them from the major impact of the explosion. Unfortunately, there was no one to protect her.

Jesse Montero was shielded from the full thrust of the blast by the utility shed. He began with only minor cuts on his face and arms from flying glass and debris, but later incurred severe burns on his hands and arms as he tried desperately to save some of those who were trapped inside.

Two-hundred-and-ten-pound Carl Gentry was thrown from his post on the front porch as though he were nothing more than a sack of flour, his head coming in direct contact with one of the stone benches as he landed. He lay with a fractured skull and a broken neck, conscious, but unable to move.

Joseph Heradia, returning from the meeting with his attorney just seconds after the explosion, managed to pull the security guard away from any further harm.

‘Oh my God,’ the gynecologist exclaimed, as he surveyed the scene around him. ‘What’s happening?’

Inside the hedge of laurel, more than two hundred men, women, and children lay wounded or dying or already dead. It would later be determined that a dozen had miraculously escaped injury. One of them was three-year-old Chelsea Callahan.

Firefighters and paramedics reached the scene within minutes; police close behind. They were greeted by doctors, nurses, and staff members from nearby hospitals, already in the throes of a massive rescue effort. The wounded were removed as quickly as they could be extricated from the burning building and whisked off to various facilities for treatment, determined by the severity of their injuries. Authorities later verified that the immediacy of medical attention was in all likelihood responsible for most of the lives that were saved.

Carl Gentry was among the first to be lifted onto a gurney and taken off to a hospital. And fuzzy though his mind was, as he was being wheeled away, something that had not occurred to him earlier now struck him clearly. This first Tuesday in February was also the first day in the eight years since he had come to work at Hill House that the sidewalk people had not appeared.
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The bombing of Hill House shook Seattle to its very core. Not just literally, within the half-mile radius of the mansion itself, but figuratively as well.

There were few in the city who had not had some sort of association with the center at one time in their lives, if not as an employee or a patient, then perhaps as a friend or family to an employee or patient, or to a child who had been so carefully nurtured on the third floor. Or possibly, the link had come through the facility’s extensive outreach efforts: its neonatal and well-child clinics, its indigent care and clean needle programs, its youth and drug crisis hotlines. Whatever the connection, it was now being sharply felt.

As word of the disaster spread, people found themselves stopping in their tracks, stunned and incredulous, unable to comprehend.

‘What could have happened?’ they asked one another.

‘Why?’

Reporters from Seattle’s two daily newspapers raced to the scene. Cameramen from the local television stations had their Minicams rolling when they were still blocks away. What greeted them was total devastation. Lenses, zooming in past the ring of fire trucks that had answered the call, registered the gruesome sight of body parts, mingled with fragments of furniture and equipment, smoking and smoldering in the blaze. Microphones caught the awful sounds of dying, the frightened whimpers of infants, the agonized screams of adults. The smell of burning flesh, fortunately unrecordable, was sickening. The historic mansion was gone.

‘In a matter of minutes,’ the fire chief confirmed with a catch in his voice. ‘There was nothing we could do. This has been mainly a search and recovery operation.’

‘How many?’ reporters asked.

The chief sighed as he surveyed the destruction. ‘We don’t know yet,’ he said. ‘All these … parts … will have to go to the morgue to be sorted out. It could be days, even weeks, before there’s positive identification, or even an accurate count.’

It was a photographer from the Seattle Times who caught what would become the quintessential shot of the event. Thirty-eight-year-old Janet Holman, still wearing her hospital scrubs, stood in the middle of the grisly wreckage, holding a small, dismembered arm in a blue-striped sleeve. On her face was an expression of disbelief, dismay, and dawning horror.

‘We have a breaking story to report,’ newscaster Joyce Taylor was telling her television viewers within minutes of the incident. ‘A massive explosion of as yet undetermined origin has just occurred at Hill House. We don’t have many details at this point, as authorities are just now reaching the scene, but we’re told that the explosion has completely destroyed the mansion and killed or injured a great many people.’

For Dana McAuliffe, the association with Hill House was personal. Not only had she been going to the clinic for gynecological services for over a decade, she had been there not more than a month ago for her annual checkup.

‘I can’t believe it,’ she exclaimed, when she returned to the office after lunch. ‘I thought it was a train wreck.’

‘I heard it on the radio,’ Angeline Wilder assured her. ‘It’s really spooky, you know, what with that doctor having just been here.’

‘Good lord, you’re right,’ the attorney gasped. ‘And he was on his way back there.’

Angeline shook her head. ‘They shouldn’t have done that story the other night. I bet that’s what did it. I bet someone set a bomb.’

*  *  *

‘I want answers, and I want them now,’ Washington’s governor bellowed from his office in Olympia, some sixty miles away.

‘Nobody knows anything yet,’ his chief of staff replied.

‘Don’t tell me nobody knows,’ he retorted. ‘Somebody has to know something – they’re just not talking. Well, I’m the goddam governor of this state, and I want answers. So, go get me some. And keep the media out of my face until you do.’

‘You’re going to have to make a statement about this fairly soon,’ his aide said.

‘Of course I am,’ the governor replied. ‘That’s why you’re already on your way out of here, right? I’m running for reelection this year, and I don’t intend to make an insensitive fool of myself by saying the wrong thing.’

It didn’t take investigators long to determine the cause of the disaster. Once firefighters had the blaze under control, members of the King County bomb squad were on the scene, bolstered by several teams from the FBI. Entering the area, which had already been cordoned off by the police and sealed from public access, they went to work, systematically combing the rubble of Hill House for whatever they could find. And what they found were fabric remnants, traces of fertilizer and other chemicals, and the remains of a small timing device.

‘It was a bomb all right,’ the head of the squad declared. ‘And whoever set it knew exactly what he was doing. The stuff was positioned for maximum results.’

‘Will that help you catch whoever did this?’ someone asked.

‘It’s a starting point.’

At a quickly arranged press conference, a spokesman from the Seattle mayor’s office did what he could to assure an apprehensive population that everything possible was being done to protect the community and to resolve the crisis expeditiously and professionally.

‘Let there be no mistake,’ he said firmly but calmly. ‘This was not just an attack on one isolated building. It was an attack on the entire city of Seattle. We do not take it lightly, and we intend to do whatever is necessary to track down the person or persons responsible.’

‘Tell us what you know so far,’ entreated a reporter from the Post-Intelligencer.

‘I want to,’ came the response, ‘but unfortunately I can’t. In this case, we must balance the people’s right to know with the need for an unhampered investigation. I’m sorry, but that means there can be no briefings, no information, no leaks from the police or any other investigating authority to anyone until we have something of material substance to report. And we ask you all to understand and respect that.’

‘You mean, don’t call us, we’ll call you?’ the reporter suggested sardonically.

The spokesman shrugged. ‘For now, let’s think about the victims and their families, and the grieving that has to take place,’ he said, deftly diverting the crowd. ‘Let’s all be there to offer our condolences and our prayers to these people, and give us a few days’ breathing space.’

‘In a most heinous act of terrorism,’ NBC’s Tom Brokaw reported on the evening news, ‘more than two hundred people, including an estimated seventy children under the age of five, were either killed or seriously injured today when a bomb destroyed an abortion clinic in Seattle, Washington.’

‘Whatever your opinions on the subject,’ Kathi Goertzen, KOMO news co-anchor, felt compelled to suggest, ‘the Seattle Family Services Center was much more than just an abortion clinic. It was an integral part of our community. Over the years, it was a helping hand for millions, a refuge for thousands, and a last resort for hundreds. Hill House will be sorely missed.’

‘The Coalition for Conservative Causes is a peaceful and law-abiding organization that does not advocate violence of any kind against anyone,’ executive director Roger Roark read from a hastily prepared script. ‘We deeply regret the loss of life at the Seattle Family Services Center. While we accept no responsibility for those who have made a holy war out of an unborn child’s right to life, we cannot help but consider how many times, in such righteous wars, guiltless people have been sacrificed for the greater good.’

‘We are horrified by the destruction of Hill House, and by the deaths of so many innocent people,’ Priscilla Wales, president of FOCUS, the acronym for Freedom of Choice in the United States, declared in an impromptu telephone interview from her San Francisco headquarters. ‘However, if you consider the current political climate, and the resulting rhetoric of the CCC and other organizations like it, who want you to believe that two wrongs do indeed make a right, you can see why we’re not particularly surprised by this terrorist act. A disaster of this magnitude was totally predictable, really just a matter of time. The question is – how much longer are we going to continue to put up with it? How many more lives are going to be lost before we elect officials who will step up to the responsibility for protecting the rights of women in this country?’

‘This is what happens when our legislators turn a blind eye to the double standard of killing helpless babies and then protecting their killers,’ said the soft-spoken, Houston-based Prudence Chaffey, pro-life activist and co-founder of AIM, the acronym for Abortion Is Murder. ‘And the worst of it is that such acts of frustration and desperation will likely continue until the people of this country are willing to rise up as one and repudiate all forms of murder.’

‘A special hotline has been established in an effort to help authorities identify the victims of this catastrophe as quickly as possible,’ veteran KING telecaster Jean Enersen announced. ‘Police are asking people who think they know someone who might have been at Hill House at the time of the bombing to please call this number.’

*  *  *

‘My mother isn’t here,’ eight-year-old Justine Pauley told the woman who answered the hotline. ‘I think maybe she was at Hill House today.’

‘And why do you think that, honey?’ the operator asked.

‘Because she told me not to worry if she wasn’t here when I came home from school.’

‘Can you describe her for me?’ the woman inquired gently.

‘She’s thin.’

‘How old is she?’

‘I’m not sure. Pretty old, I guess.’

‘What does she look like? What color is her hair, her eyes?’

‘Brown,’ Justine replied.

‘Honey, is your daddy home? Can I talk to him?’

‘No, he’s not here,’ the child replied. ‘But I’m not worried about him, ’cause he doesn’t come home until real late sometimes.’

‘Are you alone?’

‘Oh no,’ Justine assured her. ‘My brother is here with me.’

‘That’s good,’ the operator said, relieved. ‘How old is he?’

‘He’s six.’

Joshua Clune would not come out of his box. No matter how hard Big Dug coaxed and cajoled, his friend would not budge.

‘I’ve been looking for you,’ the bearded behemoth declared. ‘Did you hear the news?’

‘No,’ Joshua mumbled.

‘Somebody blew up Hill House this afternoon, and it burned right down to the ground.’

There was no response.

‘I heard almost everybody’s dead.’ There was still no response.

‘Are you sicker?’ Big Dug asked. For the past week now, Joshua had been suffering from a chest cold. Yesterday, he had coughed up blood, and Big Dug had taken him to Hill House, where he was examined by a doctor and told to come back today for further treatment. ‘Did you go see the doctor again like you were supposed to? Did he give you some medicine?’

‘Go away,’ Joshua said.

‘I’d get you some soup, but I don’t know who’s going to feed us tonight, and I don’t have any money.’

‘I don’t want any soup.’

With some effort, Big Dug got down on his knees and peered inside the box. Joshua was curled up in his blanket like a baby.

‘Hey, what’s the matter?’ the man asked. ‘You’re shivering.’

‘Go away,’ Joshua repeated. ‘I don’t want to talk to you now. I have nothing to say. I want to go to sleep.’

‘Okay,’ Big Dug said with a sigh, hefting himself back up. ‘I’ll come by later and see how you’re doing.’

As soon as Joshua heard the heavy footsteps moving away, he let out a deep sigh of relief. It was all his fault, and he couldn’t tell Big Dug. He couldn’t tell anyone. They would all blame him, and Big Dug wouldn’t want to be his friend anymore.

He hadn’t meant to do it. It was just that he had the appointment, and the doctor had told him it was important, and he was afraid he would forget. But he knew he wasn’t supposed to sleep at Hill House.

‘I’m certainly not saying that we should condone what took place in Seattle today,’ the Reverend Jonathan Heal was quick to tell his televangelical flock on his nightly cable Prayer Hour. ‘I say only that it’s not hard to understand why it happened. I myself know the frustration, the outrage, of having to stand by helplessly while more than a million blessed babies are murdered in this country every year, each one of them given no more significance than an unwanted piece of garbage. So the grief that we as true Christians feel by the loss of so many innocent lives at Hill House must be taken in context with the fundamental wrong of taking any life – born or unborn.’

In homes all across the country, people murmured, ‘Amen.’

‘I have no idea what tortured soul was driven to commit such a deed as this, but I will pray for him,’ the Reverend continued, warming to his subject, and beginning to sweat through his customary white suit and ruffled shirt. ‘Because I believe, in his heart of hearts, he decided that he was not only justified in doing what he did, but that he had no choice. Surely, he must have felt that, at the highest level, he was committing nothing less than an act of God.’

Throughout the afternoon and into the evening, from local newscasts to Nightline, the bombing of Hill House – and the fact that every international terrorist group in the world was denying any responsibility for it – was the major topic of conversation. It eclipsed everything else of interest.

This was not, however, just any first Tuesday in February. As happened every four years, it was the day of the New Hampshire primary, and the voters from that state had gone to the polls to declare their preference for both Democratic and Republican presidential candidates. On any other evening, the event, which unofficially signaled the start of the election campaign, would have been on everyone’s tongue, even the late-night gagsters. This evening, however, the story was almost an afterthought on the news, and Leno and Letterman were not making jokes.
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The authorities were as good as their word. While regular medical bulletins on the various victims were issued during the days that followed the bombing, there was no information forthcoming about the investigation itself.

The media, its ranks already swollen to national proportions, scrounged around for anything that would fill air or print space. The overwhelmed medical examiner’s office confirmed that there were so far one hundred and sixty-three dead, the majority having perished at the scene. Some forty of the most seriously injured were still in various hospitals around the city. Another thirty had been treated and then released. Perhaps half a dozen were still unaccounted for.

Reporters hovered outside the boundaries of the clinic, watching rescue workers dig through the wreckage, waiting for word on the missing. They camped outside the homes of victims, begging for interviews. They stood shifts at the various hospitals, anticipating a rise in the death toll.

By Saturday, funerals had begun to take place, and memorial services were being conducted. Among the most poignant was one held by a group of homeless people who had depended on Hill House’s waterfront soup kitchen for one decent meal a day. Over five hundred strong, they lined Alaskan Way, down near the ferry terminal, armed with candles donated by a shop in Pioneer Square, and prayed throughout the night. Several local churches, hearing about the vigil, quickly organized their congregations to bring a hot dinner for the participants.

The governor and the mayor attended as many of the ceremonies as they could, with the media close behind. Politics had taken second place to Hill House. The results of the New Hampshire primary and speculation about the upcoming South Carolina primary had been sandwiched between round-the-clock bulletins from Seattle.

Sensing a national photo opportunity, the two front-running presidential candidates, seeking to go into South Carolina on a high note, both announced they would fly to Washington to meet with the survivors and the families of the victims. Upon hearing this, the mayor’s office promptly planned a huge public memorial service, and designated Memorial Stadium at Seattle Center as the site.

Condolences poured in from all across the state and many parts of the country. And money, tucked inside cards and letters, found its way to the families of the victims. Outside the iron fence along Boren and Madison, flowers and small remembrances began to appear, a trickle at first, that soon became a deluge.

Joseph Heradia was one of the lucky ones; he had not been killed or even injured in the explosion. More important, as far as the investigation was concerned, he was an eyewitness.

‘I was just crossing Boren,’ he said, repeating to Dana McAuliffe exactly what he had told the police. ‘The laurel bushes were between me and the clinic, but I heard what sounded like, well, sort of a sonic boom – very loud. And then the ground was shaking under me so hard I could barely stand. I grabbed hold of the gate, and stuff started flying in all directions. The next thing I knew, I was inside the fence, on the lawn, and let me tell you, it was total chaos.’

‘I can only imagine,’ Dana responded, thinking how a meeting run long had more than likely saved his life.

‘The police asked me if I’d seen anybody who looked suspicious, someone who didn’t belong at the clinic, or who was heading away from the scene rather than toward it, but I really couldn’t help them. I wasn’t thinking about that at the time.’

‘Maybe in a few days,’ she suggested, ‘something you may not even realize you noticed will come back to you.’

He looked at her with hollow eyes. ‘What kind of crazy people would blow up a bunch of innocent children like that, not to mention mothers with their newborn babies? What kind of world are we living in, anyway? And if this is what it is, why would anyone want to bring new life into it?’

‘Sometimes, I wonder,’ Dana murmured.

‘The police also asked if I knew of anybody who had a grudge against me or against Hill House. I really can’t bring myself to believe that the Jensens would’ve had anything to do with this, but I had to tell them.’

‘Of course you did,’ she assured him. ‘Don’t worry. If they’re not involved, there’s no harm done.’

‘They’re good people,’ he said. ‘I don’t want them to get hurt by this.’

‘I’ll talk to their attorney,’ Dana promised. ‘Give him a heads-up. He’ll explain to the Jensens that you didn’t have a choice. It’ll be all right.’

Marilyn Korba huddled in the tiny waiting room just inside the second-floor Intensive Care Unit at the Harborview Medical Center. The cramped space held a shabby sofa, three cracked vinyl chairs, and a television set that worked on only one channel. It had been her home for the past eighty-four hours, ever since the call had come, telling her that her husband had been critically injured in the Hill House bombing.

Family, close friends, doctors, and nurses had passed in and out with food, blankets and pillows, small talk, and medical updates, but most of it was just a jumble in her head. Other than her sister, who had been with her from the start, and the daily telephone call to her mother, who was taking care of the children, all she could focus on was that the last words she had exchanged with Jeff had been in anger over a stupid washing machine. Now there was a very real possibility that she would never hear his voice again.

For just a few minutes at a time, she was allowed in to see him. He lay in a small, sterile, curtained-off room, blessedly unconscious, what remained of his once vigorous body attached by a dozen different wires to machines that blinked and flashed and bleeped, and connected by tubes to life-sustaining drips of blood and glucose and saline. Marilyn had never seen anything so frightening in her life.

‘I don’t want him to wake up in pain,’ she told the doctors anxiously. ‘You can give him something for that, can’t you?’

‘Of course,’ the doctors said, nodding solicitously, not wanting to suggest to her that it was unlikely he was going to wake up at all.

Marilyn and Jeffrey Korba had both been born and raised in the Seattle area, meeting at the University of Washington, and marrying right after graduation. They lived with Marilyn’s parents while Jeff went through medical school. In his last year of residency, they bought a modest home of their own in Issaquah and started their family, two boys and a girl coming in rapid succession. In all their years together, except of course for those nights when Jeff was on duty at the hospital, they had never been apart for more than a day at a time, and they had never once gone to sleep on an argument.

‘I wish they’d let me stay in there with him,’ Marilyn told her sister. ‘I don’t want him to be alone.’

‘He’s not alone,’ her sister assured her in a soothing voice. ‘God is with him.’

After surgery to remove the metal fragments that had lacerated her eyes beyond repair, Ruth Zelkin was moved to a private room on the third floor at Virginia Mason Hospital. Although the Zelkins could hardly afford the expense, her husband, Harry, had insisted, knowing that the family would want to be in constant attendance, and not wishing to disturb another patient.

He was right. Four of their five children lived in or near Seattle, as did Ruth’s two sisters, her brother, Harry’s brother, and all their families. At least a dozen people surrounded his wife’s bed at any given time.

‘The children,’ Ruth moaned as soon as the anesthesia had begun to clear from her brain. ‘What about the children? What about the staff?’

‘Don’t think about that now,’ Harry told her gently. ‘There’ll be time later on. Right now, you need to concentrate on getting well.’

She turned toward the sound of his voice, fear creeping into her tone, as she whispered, ‘How many?’

Harry looked acutely uncomfortable, and for an unguarded instant, he was glad she couldn’t see his face. It was too soon, he thought; she wasn’t strong enough to hear. Their oldest daughter took her mother’s hand.

‘You need your rest, mom,’ she said. ‘Talk later.’

But Ruth set her jaw in that not-to-be-denied expression her family knew so well and managed to half lift herself from the bed. ‘How many?’ she demanded.

Her daughter placed both of her hands on her mother’s shoulders and pushed her gently back against the pillow.

Her husband sighed. ‘Ten members of the staff were





























































































OEBPS/images/9780751569766.jpg
Unputdownable

Susan R Sloan








