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 “A scientist knew of a species of Arctic flounder that was resistant to freezing in 

cold temperatures. He wanted his tomatoes to resist cold temperatures so they 

wouldn’t die in frost. The scientist didn’t have to wait for the unlikely event of the 

fish mating with the tomato. Instead, he figured out which gene in the fish keeps 

it from freezing and then inserted that gene into the tomato’s DNA. The anti- 

freeze gene has never ever, ever existed before in a tomato. But now it’s in the 

scientist’s tomatoes and all their future off spring.” 

-Jeffrey M. Smith, Seeds of Deception 

(Used by permission) 

 

PROLOGUE 
 

I’m finished. 

I can’t believe this has happened again. I just blew up at one of my 

patients. The last time, when I screamed at Calvin Summers for continuing to 

smoke despite a massive heart attack, my medical license was suspended for six 

months, and I had to go away for treatment. The board of medicine said there 

was no excuse for that kind of behavior from a doctor, no matter how pure my 

motives. 

Now it’s Roberta Jennings. She just stormed out, shouting at me that she 

was not going to tolerate that kind of abuse and that she was going to contact 

the board as soon as she got home. My office staff heard her. The patients in the 

waiting room heard her. 

What am I going to do? 

I’m alone. On the wall, beautifully matted and framed by Carolyn, is the 

signed Hippocratic oath— my oath of office, pledging kindness and compassion 

to all my patients. 

What in the hell have I done? 

Jennings’s tires just screeched on the pavement as she sped out of the 

parking lot. I can just picture her at the wheel, her face all flushed and angry. 

The door to the hallway is closed. I can’t just sit here like a lamb waiting to 

be dragged to the slaughter, especially when I didn’t do anything that wrong. I 

love my patients, but there’s not a chance in the world the board of medicine 

would understand that. They won’t care that Roberta Jennings is eating herself 

to death. 

Hypertension . . . type 2 diabetes . . . ankle edema . . . varicose veins . . . 

arthritic knees . . . hiatal hernia . . . carbon dioxide narcosis . . . 



They won’t know how many times I begged her to change— how many 

diets, how many referrals, how many discussions. They won’t see that I had every 

right to scream at her the way I did. They won’t care that I have been at work 

for six hours, seeing my patients in the hospital, which no other docs even do, 

attending medical rounds, doing paperwork. I haven’t even had lunch. I have 

to do something to save myself— to save my career. 

I gaze at two pictures of my family on the corner of my desk. My favorite is 

the one taken in springtime— Carolyn and our three daughters, huddled 

together on our front porch swing. The girls are raven-haired beauties, just like 

their mother. The milkman’s kids, I’d often half joke, because they didn’t look 

much like me. The other picture is 

of Chloe, my youngest. I know I’m not supposed to have a favorite child, so it 

feels horrible to admit to myself that I do. 

 Must do something. 

Everything I’ve worked so hard for is in danger. My breathing is coming 

hard—shallow and more rapid. It’s like I’m trying to suck in molasses. I know 

exactly what’s going on inside me. Chemical signals from the amygdala area of 

my brain are instructing my heart to beat faster. Adrenaline is being pumped 

into my bloodstream like rocket fuel. 

Witnesses. 

Everyone out there is a witness to what happened. They will all be called 

before the board. That would be the end. A lamb to the slaughter. I must do 

something to prevent them. I don’t remember unlocking my desk drawer and 

bringing out my pistol. It’s still in the locked box I put it in when Joe Perry’s office 

was held up last year.  

Now, it’s here in my hand. 

I release the safety. Everyone out there in the waiting room will testify as to 

what they heard. And that’s all it will take to finish me off. Nobody cares about 

my patients the way that I do. 

Can’t believe this happened. . . . What choices do I have? How else can I 

save my career . . . my family? 

People heard. It would be their word against mine. He said; they said. The 

board would never pull a doctor’s license on a flimsy claim like that— especially 

one as dedicated to his patients as I am. Or would they? 

Must do what’s fair. 

No witnesses. 

I open my office door and step out into the hallway. The fluorescent 

overhead lights are hurting my eyes. With the pistol hanging at my side, I head 

down the corridor into our newly furnished patient waiting area. My heart is 

pounding against my sternum. Blood is churning in my ears. The room has begun 

to spin. 

I wish there were another way. 

Two women are in the waiting area— Margaret Dempsey and Allison 

Roundtree. They both look disturbed by what they heard. I wonder if they were 



talking about just leaving— deserting my practice and transferring their records 

to another doctor—probably to my partner, Carl. 

Sunlight in the foyer is illuminating dust motes circling in the air. Small 

details, yet so clear. I double- check that I’ve got two additional clips tucked 

inside the pocket of my white coat. 

“No witnesses!” I cry out. 

Ashley is sitting behind the reception counter, looking distressed. The new 

nurse, Crystal, is behind her. Ashley is thirty. Two kids. Her glasses hang over her 

breasts, suspended by a gold lanyard that sparkles against her tight- fitting black 

sweater. 

Details. 

There is no other way. I need to protect my career. 

For a moment I feel uncertain . . . confused. Then my resolve returns. Must 

act before they see the gun. 

I raise it in front of me. 

I’m doing this for us, Carolyn. It’s the only way to save the children—to 

save you and our way of life. Any doctor threatened like I am would handle 

things the same way. The first shot explodes in my ears. The gun recoils. I fire 

again and again and again. There is blood everywhere. 

Glass shatters. 

Ashley looks up at me wide-eyed. 

I shoot her in the forehead. She flies backwards and lands on top of 

Crystal. I feel calm now. In control. I’m a doctor, and I always will be. I begged 

her to lose weight. I had every right to yell at her. In fact, I didn’t even really 

yell— just raised my voice a little. I walk with determination back down the 

hallway and turn toward our tiny kitchen. 

Teresa and Camille are there. They were undoubtedly discussing what to do 

about me when they heard the shots. Now they are on their feet, screaming. 

“No witnesses!” I shout again and again. “No witnesses!” 

My office manager tries to speak, but I can’t make out what she’s saying. 

My finger tightens, then loosens, then tightens again. The pistol spits fire. Teresa is 

hit in the throat, Camille in the chest. The women crumble like rag dolls. Camille 

tries to get up. A shot to the back of her head settles her down. I replace the 

clip. 

Almost done. 

Back to the hall. Carl Franklin is in his office. He may not have heard what 

went on with Roberta, but maybe he did. Carl was never much of a doctor to 

begin with. He’ll probably be ecstatic when they pull my license and tell him to 

take over my patients because I’m never going to be allowed to be a doctor 

again. 

His office door swings open just as I arrive. Two feet separate us. I can 

smell his fear. For a moment, I hesitate. I can’t get my brain around things. My 

thoughts are without focus. Is he going to be a witness or isn’t he? 

“John, what in the hell—?” Carl cries. 



I empty the entire clip into his chest and face. His blood splatters over me. 

Fragments of his bone cut into my skin. I want to tell him it’s all Roberta 

Jennings’s fault, but it’s too late. I slump against the wall, breathing heavily. They 

never would have understood. They never would have cared how much being 

a doctor meant to me. 

All at once, I stop. 

My God, I’ve done something very bad. Now the board of medicine will 

be hard-pressed to let me keep my license at all. I’ve made a terrible mess of 

everything. I replace the clip a final time. Then I close my eyes and press the 

muzzle of the gun to the side of my temple. I picture Chloe in my mind. I’m 

going to miss her most of all. 

Wondering how it all unraveled so quickly, I pull the trigger. 

 

 

Check back on Michael’s Facebook and Twitter pages to preview more 

chapters of OATH OF OFFICE before its release date on February 14, 2012. Click 

here to pre-order the book.  
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