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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Michael

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day

      

      Outsiders call Balmoral State Penitentiary the rich man’s version of San Quentin. A prison for pussies, the guards say, as they shove us into our individual cells. No sharing cells in this place. Guess they’re afraid we might find a way to smuggle in a shank on visiting day and kill our roomie.

      Wikipedia describes Balmoral State Penitentiary, otherwise referred to as BSP, as a state penitentiary in California nicknamed “the vacation spot for white-collar criminals.” Labeling BSP as a vacation spot is the most egregious offense of all. I don’t have anything to compare it to, since this is the first time I’ve ever been in prison, in jail, in any place they send people who commit a crime. Immediately after sentencing, my attorney told me Balmoral would be an easy place for me to fit in.

      My first feeling, after he said that, was indignant. I don’t want to ever “fit in” in prison. I know what he means, though. So far, I haven’t been beat up by any gang members. That’s a good thing. Here at BSP, they separate the not-so-bad from the bad from the worst. I’m categorized as not-so-bad. Interesting, that.

      First of all, I don’t belong here. But isn’t that what every prisoner says?

      I didn’t do it.

      There’s been a mistake.

      You’re confusing me with someone who looks just like me.

      Now, let me reiterate. I don’t belong here. I didn’t say I didn’t commit a crime. In prison, there are levels of severity of crimes. No, what I should say is, there are levels of acceptability of crimes, amongst prisoners as well as guards, referred to as the G’s.

      Not everyone has been sent here for a white-collar crime, though. California prisons are notoriously overcrowded. Prisoners are transferred from prison to prison. Here at BSP, we have some typical white-collar criminals who are businessmen or government professionals, people of high social status whose crimes include bribery, extortion, embezzlement, cyber crimes. They’re at the top of the heap.

      Then we have the guys who we (and I use that term loosely, since I’ve never felt a part of this place) consider the bottom-of-the-barrel criminals. These guys have committed major crimes like murder, rape, child molestation, kidnapping. These rapists, child molesters, pedophiles, and most of the kidnappers are considered the lowest of the low in BSP, the scum of the earth.

      Sandwiched between the top of the heap and the bottom are the middle guys, the murderers who, for numerous and random reasons, are not considered despicable, depending on their victims and the reasons behind their crimes. Fortunately for me, I am not at the top, nor am I at the bottom. Theoretically, I fit in the middle. However, most of the guys here don’t consider me a murderer either.

      My attorney has taken almost my last dime at this point, but he’s worth it if I can get out of this place early, which looks as if that might happen. According to him, since California just passed a law making assisted suicide legal, he swears he’ll be able to have my sentence for involuntary manslaughter reduced to time served.

      But he told me it’s not a slam-dunk. While it has now become permissible for doctors to prescribe death-inducing medications, it’s still taboo in the medical community, of which I am no longer a member, by the way. The court ripped away my privileges before I stepped through the prison doors. Additionally, my crime, if you’re so inclined to call it that, isn’t a classic case of what California terms “assisted suicide.”

      According to the new California law, a doctor must examine the patient, verify that s/he has an illness that will likely be terminal within six months, and determine that s/he’s mentally competent. Those findings must be verified by a physician who isn’t affiliated with the first physician.

      The patient must then fill out and sign a form requesting the life-ending medication, and the signing must be witnessed by at least two other people. Once the prescription has been written, the patient can decide whether to fill it and when. California law requires the patient to then take the medication themselves. No one is allowed to administer it.

      And there lies the rub in my case. Or several rubs, actually.

      Heather didn’t fill out and sign the form requesting the medication. Also, there were no witnesses. Additionally, my wife didn’t fill the prescription then decide to take it on May 23, 2013. She was unable to administer the drug to herself. She couldn’t even pick up a utensil to eat.

      I administered the pentobarbital. Heather told me that’s what she wanted. Well, she didn’t ask for the pentobarbital, per se, but she told me at the end, when she could still talk, that she wanted to die. She begged me to help her before she got to the point where she was incapable of speaking or writing or puckering her lips to kiss me or move her arms to hug me. “If I get to that point, Michael, please promise me you’ll help end my life. If you love me, you will.”

      So I made her a promise. She couldn’t talk or write or kiss or hug. She was dying. She was practically dead. And she was suffering, terribly.

      I just made her experience shorter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Leena

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Joy, could you come and set the table, please?”

      My daughter’s footsteps pound down the stairs. She sounds like a two-hundred-pound man with steel-toed boots. Joy measures five feet tall and weighs one hundred pounds, but her big, black, clunky shoes are indeed capable of irritatingly loud noise. However, she’s nineteen and can wear whatever she wants. And do whatever she wants as well.

      I’ve never tried to push her in any direction with regard to clothing, neither ultra-feminine nor businesslike nor high-fashion. Joy has her own style, though I’d be hard-pressed to define it. No matter the weather, it’s long sleeves every day that come past her knuckles, sometimes to her fingertips. Her pants are usually Army camo or leggings. In her ears, she has what are called “gauges,” which are holes that start out small then are enlarged step-by-step with earrings, until now she has a half-inch hole in each earlobe. Her septum is pierced as well, which has always reminded me of Elsie the cow, but I’ll never tell Joy that. And last I heard, she’s interested in having her nipples pierced. It’s her body. What can I say?

      “I thought I didn’t have to come to dinner tonight,” she says. “You said Karen’s coming over.”

      I give her The Look, and she turns with a huff, mumbling under her breath, and walks to the kitchen.

      “What’re we having anyway?” she yells.

      I enter the kitchen behind her, and she’s gathering silverware out of the drawer. Her hands are covered in various colors of paint.

      “Honey, why don’t you wash your hands first?”

      She sighs in an exaggerated fashion, dumps the knives and forks back in the drawer in a heap, sidesteps to the sink and washes her hands. She doesn’t slide her shirt sleeves up, and by the time she’s finished, her cuffs are soaking wet and the paint is still there and has permanently stained her shirt.

      I don’t want to pick on her, as she often calls it, so I say nothing. I’m happy she’s engaged in an artistic endeavor and encourage it wholeheartedly. Money for the arts in schools has been dwindling for years, so I’m thrilled Joy’s interested in something other than listening to music on her iPhone. I’ve seen many of her paintings, and I’m impressed. She has a flair for using pastels to create happy scenes through the brushstrokes spread across the canvas. Sunrises, sunsets, beach scenes, horses in green pastures. When I look at her art, I smile. Then I wonder how it is that Joy doesn’t emanate the same mood and feelings that fly off her painted canvases. I would never call her ebullient. Ofttimes, the adjective morose is most descriptive.

      While drying her hands with a towel, she looks at me and asks again, “What’s for dinner?”

      “Baked chicken casserole. You know the one with mushroom soup and bread crumbs with cheese on top.”

      She rolls her eyes. “What about me?”

      Joy is picky about everything she eats and vows to turn Steven and me into vegetarians before she moves out. Since she’s nineteen and in junior college, she doesn’t have much time left to pull off a feat of such magnificent proportions. Although Steven’s a doctor, he’ll fight till the cows come home, literally, to prove that eating beef in moderation won’t kill him. And so the argument goes.

      I roll my eyes as well, mimicking her. “I made twice-baked potatoes. Your favorite. With broccoli and Gouda cheese with bacon bits on top.”

      Joy places her hands on her waist, arms akimbo. “I don’t eat bacon.”

      “This bacon’s made of soybeans, Joy. It’s a recipe I found in the vegetarian cookbook you gave me for Christmas.”

      She stands in front of the cupboards, her long, straight, dark brown hair swaying just above her waist, looking through the glass doors at the plates and saucers and glasses.

      “Joy, since when does Karen’s arrival mean you’re exempt from joining us for Sunday dinner? I thought you enjoyed Karen’s company.”

      She turns her head in my direction, one eyebrow raised. “Will Daddy be here?”

      I inhale deeply, then let it out as slowly as I can, while trying to come up with another plausible excuse for Steven’s absence. I could make one up, but Joy would know. She has this special sense. She knows when I’m lying. It would be better if I just say nothing, then she can come up with her own hypothetical reason for why Steven can’t be here—again. No matter what the reason, she’s aware her father won’t be joining us, and this is just a silly game we’re playing.

      “Oh, the silent treatment,” she says. “Well, that could mean he’s in surgery. But on a Sunday night? Hmmm. Even though they don’t schedule surgeries on Sunday nights. So, that must mean it’s an emergency, right? Oh, that’s right, he’s not on call this weekend.” She pauses and stares me down. Seconds pass. “So where is he, Mom?”

      I walk toward her, wanting to envelop her in a huge, all-encompassing mom-hug, but she’s not having any of it.

      “Don’t,” she says, placing both hands out to stop me from coming any closer. “No amount of babying me is going to change things.”

      “He said he’ll be here if he can, honey.”

      She takes three plates, three saucers, and three glasses out of the cupboards, setting them on the counter. Her face is set in such a way that there’s no expression whatsoever. It’s as blank as a chalkboard that’s just been erased with a wet sponge.

      Dark brown bangs, iron-straight, hover above lighter brown eyebrows. Her green eyes reveal nothing. Wide lips, perfectly covered in a purple slash of lipstick, dip slightly at the edges. Her displeasure is obvious. Or is it sadness? I can no longer tell.

      My daughter was close to her father. Until he was no longer here. It has nothing to do with Joy, however. Yes, she’s morphed into the typical silent-most-of-the-time, moody, unaffectionate teenager, but only with me. Steven and Joy were the dynamic duo, making private jokes and subtle remarks only the two of them shared. Most of the time, I felt like the odd woman out. Yet I was happy they shared a bond. I was never close with my father. I envied Joy and Steven’s relationship, but not in a green-eyed monster sort of way. I was grateful she had what I never experienced.

      Then Steven’s surgeries grew to unbelievably outrageous proportions compared to the time any human has available in a twenty-four-hour day. Concurrent with the rise in surgeries came the ballooning of Steven’s reputation as the best of the best. And so it went. And so it goes still. He’s just never home.

      Joy doesn’t turn to me to make up for the deficit in her father’s attention. I try my best to integrate myself into her life, but to no avail. She’s usually polite, but always with minimalist descriptions of her day at college and her personal life. Which leaves me standing on the doorstep of her emotional home, the door slammed shut in my face. But I haven’t given up, and I never will. I continue to try.

      However, it has become impossible for me to fill the gap of Steven’s disappearance from our home life. The look on Joy’s face when he graces us occasionally with his presence makes my heart crack—a sound so loud I can almost hear it inside my head. There’s such hope and need and yes, joy, in Joy’s face when her father’s home. I want so much for Steven to see it, too. But he’s blind to her need for him. And I can’t imagine that ever changing.

      For months, I continued to set the table for the three of us. Until it became obvious Sunday dinners were a thing of the past. Something I’ve endeavored to fill by inviting my best friend, Karen, as often as she’s available.

      “When’s Karen gonna be here?” Joy glances down at the three sets of dishes and silverware. “Is she coming alone, or is she bringing that guy who came with her last time?”

      “Alone. The time you’re referring to was last year, honey. She’s not been seeing him for ages.”

      She shrugs. “What a surprise. I don’t think she’s ever been with any guy for more than a month.” She walks toward the dining room.

      I follow her, grabbing the salt and pepper shakers on my way out. “She’s still looking for that one special person.”

      Karen works at the same hospital as Steven, and being a surgical nurse keeps her busy. But she’s never dated anyone she’s met at St. John’s. She says she doesn’t believe in mixing work and romance. And most of the time, she’s available to join us for dinner, occasionally introducing us to one of the men she’s dating.

      Her schedule is six a.m. to three p.m., Monday through Friday, and she loves her work, a big part of that due to the fact her hours are what one would call in the medical field pretty “normal.” Whereas Steven’s are out of control.

      Joy stops next to the dining table. “Just like you found your one special person, Mom?”

      “I guess you could say that.” I take a step back, allowing Joy to pass as she sets the plates on the table.

      She returns to the kitchen, and I walk behind her. She picks up the glasses, while I pull three cloth napkins out of the drawer.

      “Your father and I have been together for a long time, Joy. I love him.”

      She returns to the dining room with me right on her heels.

      “Seems to me you spend more time without him, considering he’s your husband.”

      I fold each napkin in half, then place one on top of each plate. I’d love my marriage to be an example of what I want for my daughter. Sadly, I wouldn’t want this life for Joy. I hope she finds someone she can share her life with in all the ways that count. Most of the time, I feel guilty for what she’s not seeing between Steven and me. Public displays of affection in our home are sorely lacking.

      “He’s here as much as his schedule allows, Joy. He and I have talked about it, and he’s trying to change.”

      She glances at me, and I can see, it’s so damn obvious, that her eyes are shiny and unshed tears are about to spill over her eyelids. But, knowing her, she’ll hold them back until she’s out of my sight, unaware of all the times I’ve seen the makeup drooling down her face when she’s standing in front of the mirror in the bathroom. She’s unhappy, and I don’t think it’s her period or hormones. It’s Steven.

      I want so much to reach out to her, but she doesn’t want my hug, no matter how much I want to surround her with my arms and squeeze her with all my might. Whether it’s out of sympathy for her father’s distancing himself from our little family or a gesture of pure mother love on my part, she wants none of it. It seems no matter how much I try, Joy rebuffs me at every turn. But I keep trying, hoping one day I’ll be accepted, even if I’m a disappointing substitute for Steven.

      I busy myself moving a vase of flowers from the sideboard to the middle of the dining table. Joy plunks down my mother’s crystal glasses at each place setting, and I imagine one of them breaking into pieces each time it hits the mahogany table. I keep my mouth shut and breathe an inner sigh of relief when she finishes. I don’t want to get on her bad side right before our guest arrives. Though Karen hasn’t been considered “company” for years.

      “Thanks for setting the table, honey.”

      Joy doesn’t acknowledge me and walks up the stairs to her bedroom.

      I sigh. Who said having young children is the hardest thing ever? In my opinion, as Joy grows older, dealing with her has become harder and harder. I’m still trying to break through the shell that keeps me from getting close to her.

      And I’d like that to happen before she moves out, though she’s never mentioned that. Where would she go? She has no job. She’s a full-time student. And when she’s not at college, she says she’s studying in the library. I believe her, because she’s made all A’s in every single one of her classes so far.

      “Dinner’s in an hour,” I yell to her backside. “I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

      “‘Kay,” she replies before slamming her bedroom door.

      At that exact moment, the doorbell rings. It must be Karen. When I look through the side window facing the porch, Karen’s standing there in all her glory.

      I met Karen at a Christmas function at St. John’s Hospital in San Francisco, back in the day when Steven’s reputation was in its nascent phase. His rise to fame was quick, nearing meteoric. Perhaps five years ago, he rocketed to the status of the surgeon to call for those once-in-a-lifetime surgeries that only he can perform.

      We were close, Steven and Karen and Joy and I. Back when Steven had time. The four of us went out to dinner together. Sometimes, Karen would even accompany us on our family vacations. Joy loved Karen, and Karen was a great “sitter” when Steven and I wanted alone time.

      As Steven’s career took off, my relationship with Karen blossomed. She was the girlfriend I hadn’t had since I was in high school. We did everything together. Shopped. Went out to lunch, saw movies, plays, the opera. Bottom line, I spent Steven’s money. I’d been a stay-at-home mom since I’d gotten pregnant with Joy and never looked back, as they say.

      When you’re married to a famous surgeon in the San Francisco Bay Area, there are quite a number of galas, dinners, and meetings that require your presence by his side. Enough to keep me very busy, along with serving on committees raising funds for childhood cancer, organ donation, after-chemo care, post-surgical rehabilitation. I gradually had less and less time for Karen as Steven became well-known, concurrent with Joy morphing into a teenager. But Karen often takes Steven’s place at our family’s Sunday dinner table, and she and I still meet up occasionally for “girl time.”

      Karen turns toward the window, sees me, and smiles. I understand why men always look two or three times when we’re out together. But when I mention it, she always has a comeback.

      “They’re not looking at me, Leena. You’re the one with the huge rack. I can hardly fill an A cup, for Christ sake.”

      I always laugh, feeling my usual red-hot blush burn up my throat into my cheeks and forehead.

      “Leena, you’re the one with the naturally wavy auburn hair, big boobs, and curvy little body. Dudes confuse you with what’s-her-face. Except, you don’t have the accent or the coloring. Sofia something or other. Vergara. Sofia Vergara. Without the Colombian touch.”

      And so goes our banter, back and forth, back and forth. But we love each other, BFFs all the way. The only thing we don’t talk much about is my personal relationship with Steven, or our sexual relationship either. I’ve never felt comfortable doing so. Karen often works directly with my husband, for hours on end in the OR. Surgical nurses are the crux of any surgery. At least, that’s the impression I have from the scuttlebutt at parties and social gatherings of staff from St. John’s. From everyone I’ve ever spoken to, Karen has a fantastic and well-deserved reputation.

      She is model-perfect. Perfect blonde hair to her shoulders, straight and shiny, with not one split end to be seen. Makeup done with a light touch, just enough mascara to highlight her thick, long lashes. Smooth pinkish lipstick on her full lips. She weighs all of a hundred and fifteen pounds and works out at the gym, her biceps and forearms toned, her calves sleek and not too muscular. She has the face and body of someone you’d see on the red carpet at the Oscars. You just don’t recall what movie you’ve seen her in.

      I open the front door, and Karen pushes her way past me, headed straight for the kitchen.

      “Brought a very expensive bottle of wine. Yesterday Steven performed the most beautiful orchidectomy I’ve ever had the pleasure of assisting on, and some old guy handed it to me today as a thank you gift.”

      Karen says all this while scrounging through the kitchen drawers, looking for a corkscrew. When she finds it, she points it in my direction, smiles, and begins screwing it into the top of the wine bottle like a pro. “I’m sure the patient was so excited his dick was still going to be functional, he failed to notice the year and thus the price of this bottle of wine he gave me in thanks for the outcome.” Karen grabs two wineglasses from the cupboard, pours a tablespoon into one glass, swirls it around, sniffs near the edge of the glass, then glances up at me. “You’re gonna love this shit. All because some old codger now has a new set of prosthetic balls.”

      I laugh. Karen’s sense of humor borders on the edge of the gutter, but never quite drops over the curb into embarrassingly crude humor. At least in my opinion.

      I grab the bottle and finish filling Karen’s glass, then pour my own. “Then I guess we should consider ourselves lucky Steven is such a good surgeon.”

      “Good surgeon, she says.” Karen rolls her eyes. “Your husband has the hands of God, is what the staff says. He can work miracles performing surgeries other doctors won’t even touch.”

      “So I’ve heard,” I say seriously. “His hands do indeed work miracles.” I sigh, silently wishing those hands would occasionally work miracles on this body instead of his patients.

      Karen lifts her eyebrows up and down several times. “Miracle hands, Leena. Or so I’ve heard.”

      I shake my head. “Not from my lips, you haven’t. Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      Karen laughs out loud. More like a guffaw, but coming out of her slim little body, the word guffaw would give you the wrong impression. Her laugh is hearty and makes you want to join in, just for the hell of it.

      “There’s nothing I’m not telling you, Leena. How would I know anything about Steven’s sex life? It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see how adept he is with his hands in surgery to extrapolate how he must be in bed. Am I right?”

      I take a huge gulp of wine, choke, put the glass on the counter, and bend over, hands on my knees, coughing until I’ve cleared my airway.

      Karen pats me on the back. “Are you all right? I’m sorry. I was just making a joke.”

      I nod, trying to catch my breath, still feeling as if I’ve swallowed something huge instead of a tablespoon or so of expensive red wine. After straightening up, I look her in the eyes. “I’ve never talked to you about my sex life with Steven. Or anyone else, for that matter. I’m not going to start now.”

      Karen shrugs. “You told me he was your first. And I’m not asking anyway. But, hey, Leena. It’s not unusual to share that with your BFF, you know.”

      I glance at the ceiling, then return my gaze to hers. “I don’t talk about what goes on behind closed doors. It’s private, okay?”

      “I know. I know. You’ve made that perfectly clear. It’s not something you feel comfortable chatting about.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Whereas some people have no qualms about telling it all.”

      Karen chuckles. “Sex was never taboo in my family. Then again, what would you expect when your daddy’s a pimp and your momma’s his hobby?” Her face instantly changes from having a good time and joking around to funereal.

      I reach out and lay my hand on her forearm. “Let’s not go there. It’s all in the past. Look where you are today, no thanks to the two of them, right?”

      Karen places her hand on top of mine, looks me in the eyes. “May they both rot in hell.”

      I nod. “Which I’m betting is where they both are right this moment.”

      She shakes her head like a dog that’s just exited a lake. “All in the past, as you said.” She grabs the wine bottle. “Let’s go finish this thing.”

      “Hold on. I’ve made food to go with that wine.”

      “Isn’t the wine supposed to go along with the food, Leena?”

      “Yeeeesss,” I add. “But why is the wine always finished and there’s leftovers I have to put in the refrigerator for another night? That bottle won’t have a drop left by the end of our meal.”

      “True dat,” Karen says, then winks. “I learned that from one of our patients. Young kid from the hood. It’s kind of cute, don’tcha think?”

      “At our age?”

      Karen shrugs. “Age is a number, Leena. Not a way of talking or behaving. I’m going to be like this until I’m laid in my casket.”

      “Over my dead body,” I say, then laugh out loud.

      Karen slaps at me, sets the wine bottle back on the counter. “Let me help you with dinner.”

      “No need. Everything’s in the oven and will be ready in a few minutes.”

      “Where’s Joy-girl?”

      “In her bedroom, I suppose. Where else?” I let out a sigh.

      She cocks her head. “Is she okay? You said she doesn’t open up much.”

      I nod. “She doesn’t tell me about her classes. She’s rarely home. I assume she has a group of friends, but honestly, Karen, when I was her age, I had tons of girlfriends. Didn’t you?”

      “I did. I was in nursing school and was a very serious student, but we knew how to par-tay like the best of the guys in the frat houses.”

      “From what I can tell, friends are glaringly missing in her repertoire of people she mentions. When that happens. Which isn’t often. And she never says anything about crushes. She has no posters of lead singers in bands on her bedroom walls. In fact, she never mentions boys at all.”

      Karen shrugs. “Maybe she’s gay.”

      “I’ve often wondered that. But why would she hide it? I’m openly accepting of anyone’s sexuality. I’ve spent most of my life in California.”

      “It’s one thing to be accepting of gays outside the house. She may think if she told you she’s a lesbian, that would hit a little too close to home.”

      “I see your point.” I pause. “Sometimes I wonder if Joy has had any friends since middle school, because that was the last time anyone came to our house.”

      “That is kind of weird. But I’m not a mom, so what would I know? Plus, in Joy’s eyes, we’re both old, Leena.”

      “Things are definitely not like they were when I was young, I’ll give you that. She’s glued to her cell phone like everyone else. It’s possible she’s texting her friends on Instagram or Snapchat.”

      Karen chuckles. “Virtual friends, I call them.”

      “Better than no friends at all, right? Though my personal jury is out on that one.”

      “Having real people for your pals is a helluva lot different than those found on the internet, Leena. When you really need someone to hold your hand or look you in the eye when you’re down, where are those people?”

      “On their phone or the computer.”

      “That’s what I mean.”

      “And all that catfishing? That happens too frequently for my comfort. But that’s just me.”

      I sigh, and Karen opens her arms.

      I walk into them. “I love you, ya know that?” I say.

      “BFFs forever.”

      Karen is the best person I have in my life right now. I know that sounds terrible, but when you have a husband who’s never home and a daughter who misses her dad’s presence so badly she won’t talk to anyone else, well, you get my drift.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Steven

          

        

      

    

    
      I glance at the ceiling of the OR and let out a whoosh of breath. “Dr. Arlington, would you do the honors and close, please?”

      Dr. Arlington is so surprised, her raised eyebrows touch the bottom edge of her surgical cap.

      I step back and look into her baby blues, almost indecipherable behind thick protective glasses.

      Eyes wide, she says, “I’d be happy to, Dr. Coughlin.”

      I nod ever so slightly, turn, and walk out of the OR to the scrub room.

      As I’m pulling off my surgical gloves, someone pats me on the back. I turn my head. “You’re still one of the best surgical nurses around, Ms. Roberts.”

      “Nice the way you let Dr. Arlington close.”

      I tear off my surgical mask in one swift jerk, then throw it toward the open bin. “She deserves it. I can always tell the Stanfords from the Harvards.”

      Karen laughs.

      That laugh would make most men cringe. But coming from someone so strikingly gorgeous…

      “You’re a prejudiced elitist, Dr. Coughlin.”

      I shrug. “My wife says the same thing.”

      Karen bumps my butt with her hip as she passes me on her way to the women’s locker room. I smile, shaking my head. She’s a pistol. And she knows it.

      After showering and dressing in street clothes, I head for The Drunken Ball—the upscale bar down the street from St. John’s, frequented by almost all surgeons and nurses on staff at the hospital. There is a story behind the name. The man who bought and renovated the place is an oncologist’s son. He was diagnosed with testicular cancer at an early age. His father, also his primary physician and oncologist, treated him. His son went into remission and to this day is cancer-free. He told me once that he wanted to celebrate his zest for life and thankfulness for being alive every single day. Hence, The Drunken Ball is open seven days a week until one in the morning.

      The atmosphere is very noisy and very loud. Given the typical day of any of the people in this bar at this hour, the level of laughter and release of tension emanating from every table in the house is not surprising.

      Reminds me of a bar I went to once that was an after-hours meeting place for cops. I could almost feel the pent-up tension, like steam coming out of every pore of every single cop in the bar, whether male or female. But if you think about what they see and do while on their beats, it’s no wonder the atmosphere’s that way. There’s a need to let down their guard and let go, some way, somehow, whether by drinking too much to forget or screwing someone, anyone, before they explode.

      Same with The Drunken Ball. We deal with death every single day of the week. I would say most times, I win. Very few times, I lose. That’s what places me at the top of the heap. I wouldn’t say I’m egotistical. The statistics are what they are, and they just so happen to be in my favor. I’m good. No, I’m great at what I do, and I seldom fail.

      But at the same time, living up to my own image is daunting. I dare not fuck up. Not once. Or I could join the bigger heap at the bottom of the pile, and I’ve already been there, done that. I like where I am today, and I deserve all the kudos I get. It’s been one of the hardest roads I’ve ever traveled, and I’m finally reaping all the benefits befitting a man of my caliber.

      Call it what you will, I’m worth every dollar I get in my paycheck. When you hold so many people’s lives in your hands for so many hours every day, what with the amount I pay in malpractice insurance every month for doing so, you bet I deserve what I make. You’d feel the same way in my shoes.

      And the price I pay for my success comes not only in the dollars for malpractice insurance, but I owe a huge debt of gratitude for the silence of my colleagues about what they probably know of my personal life when I’m not at home.

      Don’t get me wrong. I love Leena. And I love Joy. I give them everything they may need or want, for being so understanding of the hours I work and the time I spend at St. John’s. Many wives would have deserted my ship a long time ago. My daughter still speaks to me, even after all the plays I’ve missed and parent/teacher conferences where I was a no-show. So I gladly hand over the money I make to Leena and Joy and say, “You go, girls. Buy whatever makes you happy.” I’m fine with it.

      The way I look at it, I don’t come home and bore them with the endless stories of life hanging on the edge of death at my workplace. I do enough of that at The Drunken Ball. My tales of sticky plaque and diseased hearts stay in the hospital and in this bar. I don’t want to relive them over and over again at home. I don’t think Leena or Joy understands how difficult it is to function in that atmosphere, day in and day out, 24/7, 365. I keep that to myself.

      When I’m home, which, granted, isn’t often, I try to be there one hundred percent. Just me. Not as an employee of St. John’s Hospital, but as the husband of Leena and the father of Joy. What they don’t know about life and death at St. John’s will not hurt them. Though, I admit, the number of hours I spend at home pales in comparison to the overwhelming amount of time I’m at the hospital… and other places.

      And what goes on at The Drunken Ball is but a tiny slice of my personal life. And my family does not need to know about it. When I’m at the bar, I’m Dr. Steven Coughlin, surgeon. When I leave the bar and don’t go straight home, I’m still Dr. Steven Coughlin, surgeon. But when I walk into my house in Pacific Heights in San Francisco, that’s when I’m Steven or Dad—a husband and a father. And I’m all theirs.

      The phrase “the truth will set you free” doesn’t have anything to do with what I do outside my home. That truth would not set me free. It’s a ball and chain I carry around my neck as penance for leading a life very few individuals are privy to. But it’s only the smallest part of what’s important to me. My family means everything, and I gladly wear that ball and chain of secrecy in exchange for having a family I love, who remain ignorant of my “other life.”

      “Steven, over here.”

      I look across the way-too-crowded room and see Arthur Pembroke, chief of surgery at St. John’s. He’s actually a complete incompetent asshole when it comes to running the surgical staff, all of whom have him wrapped around their fingers, not the other way around. But at the end of the day, when we all leave our white coats and green scrubs in the locker rooms, he’s a funny guy. He tells the most off-color jokes I have ever heard, short of listening to Dave Chapelle on Netflix, but he makes me laugh until I can hardly stand it any longer.

      In some sense, he saves me from myself, because without him, I gravitate to the sexiest female in the room, which often can be playing with fire. Until I know the person I’m talking to can keep quiet about my activities here and outside of here, I have to be careful. It’s an unspoken rule that what happens at The Drunken Ball (or immediately after leaving the place) stays at The Drunken Ball. So I have to watch my p’s and q’s and totally trust those to whom I tell my p’s and q’s.

      But I’ve developed an innate ability to weed out those who can’t be trusted. It’s usually single women who are the ones who talk too much. They have yet to refine the necessary sensitivity in the art of discretion. The married women know all about that. The single women need to be taught. The single women I do select have already learned the lessons, before I have anything to do with them outside the walls of this establishment.

      I don’t want to be the one to show them the ropes, so to speak. Let that come from someone else with the time and the interest to slog through the rules of behavior that come with frequenting this place. I just want to have a few drinks, let off some steam, and sometimes go straight home afterward.

      And sometimes not.
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      It’s late the following Sunday. The bed dips on Steven’s side. I’m having a hard time opening my eyes. I was sound asleep, dreaming of having sex with Denzel Washington. I wonder ofttimes where my dreams come from, what was I doing or watching or reading that would prompt such mental images. But not this time.

      For some strange reason, Joy joined Karen and me for what inwardly I term “Sunday dinners without Dad.” We watched Training Day, which is, in my opinion, one of the best feats of acting Mr. Washington has ever accomplished in his more-than-acclaimed life of fame. He gave his sidekick, Ethan Hawke, a joint laced with PCP, and Ethan was as high as a kite. Thus, I know where tonight’s dream came from.

      Joy walked into the room, after insisting on doing the dishes (what the hell?), and asked if we minded if she joined us.

      I glanced at Karen, who immediately scrunched farther into her end of the couch and patted the middle. I was sitting at the other end.

      “This place has your name on it,” Karen said with a smile.

      Joy was acting a bit timid, and this was indeed unusual behavior. She never likes any movie I’m interested in. If it’s not showing on Netflix, it’s essentially worthless.

      “Certainly,” I said. “Come sit near me. I’m going to make some popcorn when it’s half over.”

      “I can do that,” Joy piped up.

      I gave Karen the eye and shrugged. “Sure, if you want to, honey.”

      “Where’s Dad?”

      Karen’s gaze didn’t leave the television. I don’t know if this was a loaded question or not. Joy knows Steven rarely, if ever, shows up for Sunday dinner. He used to. Back in the day. Before he became so sought after. “Comes with the territory,” he’d said. “Guess so,” I’d answered.

      “He’s at the hospital, Joy,” I finally answered. “Why?”

      “Just thought…” She shrugged. “I’d like to talk to both of you. You know… together.”

      My Mother Bear radar went up. I was on full alert. “I’m here. Do you want to talk now?”

      Karen stood. “I’m really tired. I should go.”

      “No, don’t,” Joy interrupted. “It can wait. It’s nothing urgent.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      At that point, Joy had been MIA for about a week. More than usual, that is. She’s still moody, even though she’s out of high school. But she’s still a teenager. She’s nineteen. So I worry about her. I worry about everything. Is she being introduced to drugs? Is she having sex? Is she having sex without protection? What does she want to do when she finishes her two years at junior college?

      These are all subjects she does not want to talk about. In fact, she really doesn’t want to talk about much of anything, ever. The days of her and Steven sharing are in the past. That leaves me with the ball in my court, and Joy doesn’t want to play.

      So her asking to talk to me and her father is a bit alarming.

      “How about we get together tomorrow night?” I asked. “I’ll see if your father’s schedule is open. If not, perhaps the next night?”

      Joy nodded, stood, and walked into the kitchen. “I’m going to make popcorn.”

      Karen and I looked at each other, and both of us frowned. Karen sat back down on her side of the couch, grabbed the remote, and rewound the movie to the place we were before Joy entered the room.

      My stomach is tied in knots. Joy’s behavior is not normal. And I wish it were normal for her to want to talk to me and her father, but it isn’t. And that’s sad.

      Now I turn over and look at Steven as he slips under the sheets. Glancing at the clock next to the bed, I note it’s two thirty in the morning. He’s not on call. Was it a surgery gone wrong? Why would he be returning home so late?

      Steven has another life. Not like some woo-woo, unearthly place he goes, like an alternate universe or something. I think his life at the hospital is so unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, nor will ever experience, that he withholds that part of himself from me. He doesn’t share. No stories of surgeries and the outcomes. No gossipy tales of nurses and doctors having sex in broom closets, like you see on daytime soap operas.

      He usually comes home late, which invariably wakes me up, hangs up his suit coat, kisses me hello, makes himself a drink at the minibar in the corner of our gigantic bedroom, then keeps me up watching TV for thirty minutes. He says it helps him wind down, watching reruns of Friends or Seinfeld. I try to stay awake while he tells me about another party or meeting I’m expected to attend with him. I always oblige. Frankly, I think they can be fun, but most of the time, they aren’t. I meet the people Steven never talks to me about, see who he spends most of his life with.

      It’s not the type of marriage I envisioned. I’d say Steven and I are friends. With benefits. Though, to be sure, it’s infrequent that I benefit from anything physical between us anymore. Almost always, it is he who reaps the benefits.

      Steven slides over and cups my breast. I can feel his erection next to my thigh. I’ve grown to resent him when this happens. And it happens often. I guess I should be happy that he’s coming to me for sex and not someone else. He’s obviously getting satisfied at home, as opposed to in some broom closet at the hospital. At least, that’s my theory.

      Then why do I resent it? Well, it all comes down to sharing a bed with someone with whom you’re not sharing much else. Like I said, our conversations are late at night. I’m half asleep. He’s exhausted. We go to quite a few hospital affairs each month. That’s when we spend the majority of our time together. We look like the perfect couple. But there’s something missing. More like, there’s a lot missing.

      It’s like the elephant in the room that he just doesn’t see, no matter how many arguments we have over his absence. I tell him it’s the mundane, everyday things that make a marriage: dinners together, coffee over breakfast, going to bed at the same time, talking after having sex. Those are all missing. The grit that makes a marriage real and whole. All the rest is frosting on the cake—the parties, the galas, the hospital festivities. The problem is, we have the frosting but not the actual cake.

      So I turn over, and he kisses me. Steven knows how to make me feel good, though after so many years together, it’s like a Beatles song. You never forget “I Wanna Hold Your Hand.” The words just flow out of my mouth when I hear it on the radio. So we begin our old song that we’ve been singing since we’ve shared a bed. But there’s nothing new, and frankly, what used to make me feel good has become boring. I rarely have an orgasm, but I fake it. It would take too much effort to change. The discussion would devolve into an argument, and it’s so damn late, I’m tired. And so is he.

      But this time, I stop, wrap my fingers gently around his wrist.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      “Joy wants to talk to us.”

      “And we need to discuss this now, Leena?”

      I roll over onto my back and stare at the ceiling.

      Steven huffs out a breath and rolls onto his back, too.

      I turn my head to look at him. “I know this may seem like an odd time to bring this up, but when else are you around?”

      Steven throws his arm across his forehead. “Here we go again.”

      I sit up and lean my back against the headboard. “I know this is what the life of a surgeon is like. We don’t need to get into a discussion about your hours and all that. But it’s gotten so much worse in the last few years⁠—”

      “They offered me the position as chief of surgery.”

      “What about Arthur Pembroke?”

      “He’s an inept asshole, and everyone knows it. The board is firing him. They want me.”

      “Oh. Wow.”

      “That’s all you have to say? ‘Oh, wow’?”

      “I don’t know what else to say, Steven. If I thought you were already a mere shadow of a
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