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To Karen, Francesca, and Miranda,
my only loves


Le meilleur de la vie se passe à dire:

‘Il est trop tôt,’ puis ‘Il est trop tard.’

The better part of life is spent saying:

‘It’s too early,’ and then ‘It’s too late.’

FLAUBERT

Correspondence

[July 1859 Rob. p. 543]


This is a work of fiction. The Author has taken some liberties in chronology, as well as in the portrayal of certain public figures and artistic personalities. These are his own creations and not to be construed as authentic history.

Likewise, some of the scientific material has been sketched in broad strokes for the lay reader. The Author is nevertheless grateful to Doctors Jack Strominger of Harvard; Howard Fine of the Dana Farber Institute, Boston; and Rodney Rivers of St Mary’s Hospital, London, for providing factual strands to weave a fictional garment.


Prologue

I have a terrible confession to make.

When I learned Silvia was dying I was not completely unhappy.

I know this may seem inhuman – especially from a doctor. But then I can’t think of her as just another patient. In fact, when I first heard she was coming to see me after all this time, I almost imagined it was a gesture of reconciliation.

I wonder what’s going on in her mind. Does she regard our impending reunion merely as a last desperate attempt to save her life? Or perhaps before the darkness falls, does she long to see me again as much as I long to see her?

And what about her husband? Even in the unlikely event that she hasn’t told him about our relationship years ago, she would certainly have to now.

But whatever his feelings, he would be unable to prevent us from meeting. After all, he was a man accustomed to having the best in the world and I guess in this field I am number one.

She is two years younger than I, a mere forty-three years old. And judging even from the most recent newspaper articles, still very beautiful. She looks too radiant, too alive to be seriously ill. To me, she has always been the quintessence of the life force.

In our first telephone conversation, Rinaldi is polite and formal. Though speaking of his wife, there is no trace of emotion in his voice. On the contrary, he takes for granted that I will be instantly at his disposal.

‘Mrs Rinaldi has a brain tumor – can you see her right away?’

Yet for all his arrogance I can sense an implicit acknowledgment that I have a power he himself does not possess. Consummate businessman that he is, he still cannot outbargain the Angel of Death.

And that is a source of satisfaction.

Yet suddenly, almost as an afterthought, he adds with a barely perceptible break in his voice, ‘Please.’

I had to help. Both of them.

The notes and X-rays reached my office within the hour. As soon as I was alone I tore open the envelope, thinking, irrationally, that there might be something recognizably Silvia inside.

But of course these were only various high-tech images of her brain. Ironically, I thought I had seen inside her before. But the mind is not an organ. The brain is not the seat of the soul. And then the physician in me grew angry.

Even the earliest scans showed evidence of neoplasm. What kind of people had she consulted? I leafed quickly through the notes but it was the usual antiseptic medical jargon. The patient, a then forty-one-year-old married white female, first came to one Professor Luca Vingiano, complaining of severe headaches. He attributed the cause to emotional stress and prescribed state-of-the-art tranquilizers.

But then despite his far niente philosophy, he had let slip a bit of personal detail. Evidently there was some unspecified tension in Silvia’s life. Perhaps self-servingly, I immediately assumed that it involved her marriage.

For though she appeared with her husband in photos as a kind of marital ornament, she always seemed deliberately to exist on the margin of his life. Nico, by contrast, was a far more public person. In addition to being Italy’s largest car manufacturer, FAMA (Fabbrica Milanese Automobili), his multinational colossus, included construction, steel works, insurance and publishing.

At various times there had been rumors in the press linking him with one or another talented younger woman. Of course the photographs they shot were all at charity occasions, so this may have been mere scabrous speculation. But then eminence always attracts gossip. I myself had achieved enough success in my field to know that.

Whatever the reality, the suggestion was like a lit match for the dry tinderwood of my emotions. And I chose to believe the journalistic innuendos, and ascribed the anxiety noted by the good professor to her husband’s alienated affections.

I forced myself to read on.

She had languished for an unconscionably long time before Vingiano took her seriously and sent her to a London neurologist with a ‘Sir’ before his name and an international reputation behind it.

He found the tumor all right but adjudged it to be now inoperable. Indeed, there was no way that the most skilled pair of hands could maneuver the tiniest microsurgical instrument and not cause serious damage. Or more likely kill her.

This made me the last resort. And it was an uncomfortable feeling. True enough, the genetic technique I pioneered had several times succeeded in reversing tumor growth by replicating the DNA, correcting the problem, and then reinfusing it to the patient.

Yet now, for the first time, I fully understood why doctors are not meant to treat people close to them. I was suddenly insecure and lost faith in my abilities. Dealing with someone you care for makes you painfully aware of your own fallibility.

I did not want Silvia as a patient.

Scarcely fifteen minutes after the envelope had reached my hand, the phone rang.

‘Well, Dr Hiller, what do you think?’

‘I’m sorry, I haven’t had time to go through the whole history.’

‘Wouldn’t a quick glance at her latest scans tell you everything you need to know?’

Obviously he was right. And I wondered if he didn’t want to prevent me from reading too much detail in the records. Did he fear I would blame him for not acting more swiftly? (In a way I did.)

‘Mr Rinaldi, I’m afraid I agree with your doctor in London. This kind of growth is incurable.’

‘Except by you,’ he countered insistently. I guess I was waiting for him to say it. ‘Can you see her today?’

Reflexively, I glanced in my diary. My afternoon was packed and I had a seminar at 4:30 P.M. Why had I even looked when I knew I would accede to his demands? (To be frank, I was relieved at how swiftly it would occur. There was now no chance of me spending a sleepless night in anticipation.)

‘How about two?’ I proposed.

But I had miscalculated Nico’s capacity for gratitude. I should have guessed he would try for a better deal.

‘Actually, our apartment is only a few minutes away. We can be there almost immediately.’

‘All right,’ I surrendered with a sigh. Let’s get it over with.

Minutes later my secretary buzzed to announce the arrival of Mr and Mrs Niccolo Rinaldi.

My heart began to race. Within seconds my office doors would open – and with them a torrent of memories. I would not breathe again until I caught sight of her.

I saw him first: tall, imposing and intense. Receding forehead. He acknowledged me with a saturnine nod, and presented his wife as if introducing her for the first time.

I stared at Silvia’s face. At first it seemed unchanged by time. Her eyes were the same black flames, though they were deliberately avoiding mine. I could not decipher her emotions, but I gradually became aware that something was different.

Perhaps it was my imagination, but there seemed to be a weariness and nonspecific sadness unrelated to her illness. To my mind, it was the expression of a life lived on the far side of happiness.

As I moved forward awkwardly (or so it seemed) to shake her husband’s hand, I said quietly to Silvia:

‘It’s good to see you again.’


PART I

Spring 1978


1

The rendezvous was Paris. Those of us who survived the initial third degree and the rigorous training that followed would be rewarded by being sent to Africa to risk our lives and hopefully save others. It was my first trip east of Chicago.

Our flight arrived just as day was breaking. Ten thousand feet below, the city was stirring, a sensuous woman shaking off the languor of sleep in the early morning light.

An hour later, having checked my stuff at the Aérogare, I bounded up the steps from the Métro into the very center of St Germain des Prés, which pulsated with the musique concrète of the rush-hour traffic.

I glanced nervously at my watch – only fifteen minutes to go. I checked my street map for the final time and then sprinted like mad all the way to the Headquarters of Médecine Internationale, a sclerotic architectural antique on the rue des Saints Pères.

I arrived sweaty but under the wire.

‘Sit down, Dr Hiller.’

François Pelletier, the irascible grand inquisitor, was a dead ringer for Don Quixote, including the wispy beard. The only difference was his shirt, open nearly to the navel. And the cigarette dangling from his bony fingers.

Appropriately enough, he was flanked by a balding Sancho Panza type, who scribbled compulsively on a pad, and a well-upholstered Dutch woman in her early thirties (Dulcinea?).

From the moment the interview began, it was obvious that François had a chip on his shoulder about Americans. He held them collectively responsible for all the ills of mankind from nuclear waste to high cholesterol.

He bombarded me with hostile questions, to which at first I responded politely and professionally. But when it became clear there was no end in sight, I began to retort sarcastically, wondering when the next flight back to Chicago left.

After nearly an hour he was still grilling me about every microscopic aspect of my life. For example: why did I not burn my draft card during the Vietnam War?

I answered by asking if he had burned his when the French were fighting there before us.

He quickly changed the subject and we continued volleying unpleasantries.

‘Tell me, Dr Hiller, do you know where Ethiopia is?’

‘Don’t insult my intelligence, Dr Pelletier.’

‘What if I told you that three other Americans I interviewed thought it was in South America?’

‘Then I’d tell you they were assholes. And you shouldn’t bother with them.’

‘Right on both counts.’ He now jumped to his feet and began to pace. Then suddenly stopped, whirled and fired.

‘Imagine for a moment you are in a run-down field hospital, in the wilds of Africa, miles from everything you ever knew as civilization. How would you keep your sanity?’

‘Bach,’ I answered, unblinking.

‘What?’

‘Johann Sebastian – or any of his relatives, for that matter. I always start my day with fifty push-ups, fifty sit-ups and two or three bracing partitas and fugues.’

‘Ah yes. From your CV I gather you’re quite a musician. Unfortunately our clinics don’t include pianos.’

‘That’s okay. I can play in my head and get the same buzz. I’ve got this portable keyboard that I can take with me. It doesn’t make any noise. It’ll keep my fingers nimble while the music keeps my soul in shape.’

For the first time that morning I seemed to have short-circuited the electric current of antagonism. What possible rock could he throw at me now? My mind was in a high state of alertness.

‘Well,’ he mused, eyeing me up and down. ‘You haven’t cracked up yet.’

‘You sound disappointed.’

François fixed me with his gaze then queried, ‘How about filth? Starvation? And appalling diseases?’

‘I’ve done my year in the Pits. I think I can take every conceivable medical horror show.’

‘Leprosy? Smallpox?’

‘No, I admit I’ve never seen an actual case of either in the state of Michigan. Are you trying to turn me off?’

‘In a way,’ he conceded, leaning conspiratorially closer and sending some particularly foul smoke in my direction. ‘Because if you’re going to freak out, it’s a lot better to do it here than in the middle of Africa.’

Now the Dutch woman suddenly decided to put her two cents in.

‘Tell me, why would you want to go to the Third World when you could be making house calls on Park Avenue?’

‘How does wanting to help people grab you?’

‘Fairly predictable,’ Sancho commented as he took it down. ‘Can’t you come up with anything more original?’

I was rapidly losing my patience – and my temper.

‘Frankly, you guys disappoint me. I thought Médecine Internationale was full of altruistic doctors, not pain-in-the-ass cynics.’

The three interrogators looked at one another and then François turned to me and asked bluntly, ‘Now, what about sex?’

‘Not here, François. Not in front of everybody,’ I retorted. By this time I didn’t give a shit.

His minions broke into laughter and he did too. ‘That also answers my most important question, Matthew. You have a sense of humor.’ He reached out his hand. ‘Welcome aboard.’

By this point I wasn’t sure I wanted to be on board. But then I had journeyed so far and gone through such crap that I thought I would take their offer and at least sleep on it.

The three-week orientation course for Eritrea would begin the day after next. So I had forty-eight hours to see the glories of Paris.

I checked into the left bank dump they had reserved for the candidates and decided it had atmosphere. It was one of those fleabags in which every room, I’m sure, was a garret and every bedspring creaked. Maybe François chose it to toughen us for the trip.

My brother, Chaz, had told me that it was impossible to get a bad meal in Paris. And he was absolutely right. I ate in a place called Le Petit Zinc, where you picked your meal from all sorts of exotic crustaceans displayed downstairs, which they then served on the upper floors. If I had had the guts to ask the names of the things I was eating, I probably wouldn’t have enjoyed them as much. 

The next two days were a shock to my system. Trying to see the artistic treasures of Paris in so short a time is like trying to swallow an elephant in one gulp. But I gave it my best. From dawn till well after dusk, I absorbed the city through every pore.

After they kicked me out of the Louvre and locked the doors, I grabbed a quick dinner at a nearby bistro. I wandered along the Boulevard St Michel until I was too exhausted to go anywhere but up to join the cockroach party in my room.

As I sat down for what seemed like the first time all day, the jet lag that had been chasing me since I arrived finally caught me with a flying tackle.

I barely had time to take off my shoes and fall back onto the bed, lapsing into a post-Parisian coma.

Of course I remember the exact date: Monday, April 3, 1978. Yet it started like any other morning: I shaved and showered, selected my coolest shirt (blue button-down, short-sleeved) and then headed for the rue des Saints Pères and Operation Eritrea, Day One.

By now I had recovered my confidence and sharpened my ideals and was ready for anything.

Except the emotional ambush awaiting me.

Most of the others were already there, chattering over paper cups of coffee. Between puffs, François introduced me to four French candidates (one a fairly attractive female), two Dutchmen, one wearing a ten-gallon hat who would be doing most of the anesthesia (don’t ask me the connection).

And Silvia.

I stopped breathing. She was a poem without words.

Everything about her was exquisite. She had the face of a Medusa in reverse. One glance turned you into jelly.

She wore jeans, sweatshirt and no makeup. Her long black hair was pulled back in a ponytail. But this didn’t fool anyone.

‘Don’t hold Silvia’s looks against her, Matthew. She’s such an astute diagnostician that I picked her even though her grandfather was a fascist and her father causes lung cancer.’

‘Hi,’ I managed though in oxygen-debt. ‘I can understand the sins of the grandfather, but what would make her dad carcinogenic?’

‘Simple,’ François grinned. ‘His last name is Dalessandro.’

‘You mean head of FAMA – the Italian carmakers?’

‘The very same. Arch-polluters of the highways and byways. Not to mention the chemical waste they produce …’ François seemed to convey this information with a kind of perverse glee.

I looked at her and asked, ‘Is he pulling my leg again?’

‘No – guilty as charged,’ she allowed. ‘But notice that the latter-day St Luke forgot to mention that my ecologically delinquent father fought with the American army during the war. Where are you from, Matthew?’

‘By coincidence, another automotive capital: Dearborn, Michigan. Only my name’s not Ford.’

‘Lucky you. Coming from a well-known and, in my case, notorious family can sometimes be a drag.’

Pointing to me, François confided mischievously to her, ‘By the way, Silvia, watch out for this character. He tries to come across as a simple shit-kicker from the cornfields. But he’s a serious pianist, and speaks Italian.’

‘Really?’ she looked at me, sort of impressed.

‘It’s nowhere near as fluent as your English. But you really need the language when you major in music.’

‘Ah, un amante dell’opera?’ she asked eagerly.

‘Yes. You too?’

‘Madly. But when you’re born in Milan, you grow up crazy about two things: football and opera – la scalciata and La Scala.’

‘And la scaloppina,’ I added, proud of my alliteration.

At this moment François bellowed, ‘Now everybody sit down and shut up. The cocktail hour’s over.’

Suddenly the banter ceased and the thoughts of those present focused on healing. We each grabbed a seat (Silvia and two others sat cross-legged on the floor).

‘Let me make a prediction,’ François revved up. ‘Whoever doesn’t already dislike me will absolutely hate my guts by the end of the first week in the field. It’s going to be hot, stressful and dangerous. The conditions you’ll encounter are like nothing you’ve ever known. Before this civil war, Ethiopia was already one of the poorest countries in the world – per capital income ninety dollars a year. The people live in a perpetual state of starvation exacerbated by endless years of drought. It’s a full-fledged nightmare.’

He took a breath and then said, ‘Now, appropriately enough, we’ll start with the plague.’

Project #62 of Médecine Internationale was under way.

I think when it comes to women, I have a Groucho Marx complex. The minute they express interest in me, I begin to scamper in the opposite direction. Thus it was that morning in Paris.

Not Silvia, of course, but with Denise Lagarde.

She was a pert, quick-witted internist from Grenoble with, as the French put it so picturesquely, ‘a well-stacked balcony’ (it’s amazing how quickly you pick up important vocabulary). In any other context, she would have looked extremely appetizing.

For dinner, we all went to a restaurant which, believe it or not, served more than two hundred different kinds of cheeses. Under ordinary circumstances I would have been in culinary heaven. But my taste buds, like my other sensory organs, were numb. The initial impact of Silvia was that profound.

Denise contrived to sit next to me and came on shamelessly. Three hours later, as we were drinking coffee, she murmured with unabashed candor, ‘I find you extremely attractive, Matthew.’

I reciprocated the compliment, hoping it would not lead to where I was almost sure it would.

‘Would you like me to show you Paris?’

Unfortunately I came up with a tactless answer. ‘Thanks, Denise. I’ve seen it.’

She got the message and I had made my first enemy.

Silvia was never alone. She was like the Pied Piper, moving with a swarm of admirers of both sexes wherever she went.

Yet I soon realized how heavily escorted she was – in a rather sinister sense.

On that first Friday, I happened to arrive early. As I glanced casually out the window, Silvia entered my field of vision, dancing gracefully down the street and into the building. As I was savoring the view, I noticed that in addition to her usual bevy of groupies, there was a huge, barrel-chested, middle-aged guy trailing about a hundred yards behind her. I got the eerie sensation that he was stalking her. Of course, since it might have been my imagination, I said nothing.

During our half-hour lunch break (not very French, I agree) we all hung around, eating filled baguettes. Silvia went down the block to buy a newspaper. And then, moments before we were about to resume, I saw her coming back. Farther up the street, I recognized the same man, clearly watching her intently.

Now I knew it was not my imagination and was determined to alert her.

At the end of the afternoon session, when a bunch of us returned to the ‘Termite Hilton,’ as we had dubbed it, I boldly asked Silvia if she would join me for a drink and a brief chat about a private matter.

She agreed amicably enough and we repaired to a little bistro à vin two doors away.

‘So.’ She smiled as I squeezed into our narrow booth, carrying a white wine in each hand. ‘What’s happening?’

‘Silvia, I’m sure you have plans for this evening. I’ll make it really quick. I don’t want to upset you …’ I hesitated. ‘But I think there’s someone following you.’

‘I know.’ She was totally unfazed.

‘You do?’

‘There always is. My father’s worried about something happening to me.’

‘You mean the guy’s your bodyguard?’

‘Sort of. But I prefer to think of Nino as my fairy godfather. Anyway, Papa’s not paranoid. I’m sorry to say there are genuine reasons …’ Her voice trailed off.

Oh, Jesus. Did I put my foot in it. I suddenly recalled reading about her mother’s abduction and murder many years ago. It was worldwide news.

‘Hey,’ I mumbled apologetically, ‘I’m sorry I asked. We can go back to the group now.’

‘What’s the rush? Let’s finish our wine and gossip for a bit. Do you follow NBA basketball?’

‘Not very closely. You know when you’re a resident you try to use all your free time to sleep. Why do you ask?’

‘Well, FAMA has its own professional team in the European League. Every year we recruit players that get cut from the NBA. I was hoping that you’d noticed one of the Detroit Pistons who was slowing down a little but might still have a few minor-league seasons in him.’

‘I’ll tell you what – I’ll consult a specialist. When I write to my brother, Chaz, I’ll ask him. He’s a real sports nut.’

‘That’s one thing I’m going to miss in Africa. Whenever the boys played in England, my father flew over and took me to watch.’

‘What did you do in England between games?’

‘I studied there for nearly ten years after my mother died. I even did my M.D. at Cambridge.’

‘Ah-ha, that explains your fancy accent. What are you specializing in?’

‘I haven’t made up my mind. But it’ll probably be something like pediatric surgery. It depends how good I am with my hands – which I’m about to find out. And you?’

‘Well at first I was attracted by lo scalpello too. But I honestly believe that the scalpel will be obsolete in a few years and it’ll all be done by various genetic techniques. That’s where I’d like to end up eventually. So, after Africa, I’ll probably do a Ph.D. in something like molecular biology. Anyway, I’m looking forward to this adventure, aren’t you?’

‘Well, just between the two of us, I sometimes wonder if I’ll be able to cope.’

‘Don’t worry. With all you had going against you, François wouldn’t have picked you if he didn’t think you could handle the rough stuff.’

‘I hope so,’ she murmured, still with a trace of uncertainty in her voice.

And, for the first time, I sensed that beneath that flawless exterior, there were little fireflies of doubt flashing now and then. It was nice to know that she was human.

As we walked out of the door, I spied Nino leaning against a parking meter, ‘reading’ a newspaper.

‘By the way, Silvia. Is he coming to Eritrea with us too?’

‘No, thank God. Actually, being really on my own will be a new experience for me.’

‘Well, if it means anything, you can tell your father that I’ll be there to protect you.’

She seemed to really appreciate what I said. She smiled at me and, in so doing, destroyed all my autoimmune reactions to really falling in love with her.
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