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To All Those

Who Have Lost a Loved One

Much Too Soon


  Preface

Dear Readers,

Welcome to FORBIDDEN BEGINNINGS: Jacqueline’s Tragedy. This book takes place prior to FORBIDDEN BIRTH, which has been on the Amazon Best Sellers lists for Medical Thrillers and Medical Fiction since January 2017.

Jacqueline’s Tragedy chronicles the exploits of trauma surgeon Chris Ravello and was written for new and established readers alike. New readers will find it an entertaining introduction to the Chris Ravello Medical Thriller Series and a perfect lead-in to FORBIDDEN BIRTH. Established readers will enjoy learning more about Chris’ backstory, including the life-altering events that occurred just prior to FORBIDDEN BIRTH.

Thank you for your support and happy reading!



Regards,

William Rubin


  Prologue

The brutal images race through my mind. Blow after blow strikes her defenseless body. She tries in vain to fight back, to repel the attack. But the barrage is unrelenting. It pummels her face, head, and chest until finally, mercifully, she slips into unconsciousness. My hands clutch at my head. I’m ravaged with guilt and anguish. How could this have happened? Why wasn’t I there to help her, to save her?

Oh God – not now.

The searing pain comes from nowhere. It rips through my chest, doubling me over as it races up my neck, down my arms, throughout my body. Don’t think I can handle it much longer. My hands fly out in front of me, desperate to grab onto something, anything to brace my fall.


  Chapter 1

August 2014

 

“Thank God! The bullet’s lodged in the cystic duct about a half inch from the gall bladder. A couple of inches in either direction and it would have torn through his liver, stomach, or intestines,” I say as I peer past my blood-soaked gloves at the glistening projectile. “Nurse, give Doctor Peters two hemostats, and I’ll take an Addison forceps.”

“Right away, Doctor Ravello.”

I look over at Peters, sizing him up. His blue eyes blaze with intensity, his brow is deeply furrowed. Good. Forty-four days into his surgical internship, this is the first of many bellwether moments for him. Five years earlier I stood where he is now. Two months ago, some forty-five hundred cases later, I finished up my chief residency in general surgery. Now I am the attending physician in charge - all the pressure falls on me. One false move on my part, one wrong step, and our patient will not see tomorrow. But wrong steps are for another day. Hardened by countless hours sewing together Harlem’s more antisocial inhabitants, trauma surgery is an old friend of mine, and today I am up for all of my friend’s challenges.

I reach in with my Addison forceps. “Clamp each side of the duct, Peters, and give me a clear field with that suction while I extract the bullet.”

“Yes sir, right away.”

Twenty-five minutes later we have the bullet out, the patient’s cystic duct repaired, and his abdominal wall re-approximated with a series of absorbable and non-absorbable sutures.

“Good job, Peters,” I say with a nod. “Your first of many traumas here at Washington General. You were well composed. Work on your suturing though, make it second nature. It will come in handy on the more challenging cases. Oh, and don’t forget the damn paperwork – always plenty of that. I’ll speak to the family.”

"Sure thing, Doctor Ravello. Thank you,” he says with a quick nod as if he’s ready to salute me.

A wave of my hand activates the door sensor for OR 4. I stride down the hall, through double doors that lead to the ambulatory surgery recovery rooms. I find my patient’s mother in bay four, just where I left her. Pulling down my mask I make steady eye contact with her.

“Mrs. Olivera, Derrick was very fortunate. The bullet missed his vital organs. The only thing that was hit was the duct leading to his gall bladder and we repaired that just fine. Things could have been much, much worse.”

“Oh, thank God, doctor,” Olivera says as she exhales in relief.

I place my hand on her shoulder. “I’ve seen Derrick before under similar circumstances, Mrs. Olivera. I know he’s a good kid and just needs some more help finding his way. Please talk with one of our social workers, okay? They’ll do what they can for both of you. Good luck.”

“Thank you so much, doctor,” she says through tearful eyes. “We will.”

I smile back at Mrs. Olivera and hold onto her shoulder a few moments before heading off to see who else will need my help today.


  

Chapter 2

“Honey, this is still like a dream,” Michelle says with an infectious smile. It consumes her face as she stares out of our living room at the Long Island Sound.

My wife of ten years, love of my life since we met in our sophomore year at Fordham University, can hardly contain herself.

Neither can I.

“I know, baby. All those years of sacrifice, long hours, little pay... We’ve finally made it!” I wrap my arm around Michelle’s shoulders, snuggling my chest against her back, our bodies perfectly melded together. I tilt my head down so it touches the top of hers. “The water seems like it goes on forever out there even though the North Shore of Long Island is just a short boat ride away.”

Michelle turns towards me, laughing. Even after all these years together, her beautiful face, the wonderful way she carries herself, still leave me breathless. “You’re starting to sound like our real estate agent, Doctor Ravello. What do you have to say about our in-ground pool or the beautiful bay windows we’re looking through?”

“Just that they pale in comparison to your beauty, Mrs. Ravello,” I say with sincerity.

“Awww, you always know just what to say to a girl.” She winks at me. “You just might get lucky tonight, tiger.”

Our lips meet and merge into one, just as our oldest, four-year-old Christine, ambles up. “Where’s James, Mommy?”

Michelle pulls back, startled. “Uh, he’s taking a nap, sweetheart.”

“Oh. He sure sleeps a lot,” Christine says with an innocent grin. Michelle smiles as she hoists her up, and we move through the living room, the dining room, and into the kitchen.

The kitchen, like everything else in our newly constructed house, is top of the line, no expense spared: white cabinets with beautifully etched glass faces reach to the ceiling; hand-painted backsplash tiles depicting playful scenes at the beach cover the area between the cabinets and our counter top.

“Are you getting hungry, kiddo? Maybe Mommy can work some of her magic and whip something up for you in our new kitchen.”

I slide onto one of the chairs surrounding the center island as Michelle places Christine on the brown speckled granite countertop in front of me.

“How come you never cook, Daddy?” Christine says with a tilt of her head. She is my little darling, a beautiful amalgam of my and Michelle’s best qualities and features. I melt every time I lay eyes on my daughter’s doubly dimpled face ‒ even when she is unwittingly putting me on the spot.

Michelle grabs eggs, bacon, and bread out of our Sub-Zero refrigerator and works her way over to the range, collecting a frying pan along the way.

“Christine, can you read this on the front of the oven?”

“Sure, Mommy. W-o-l-f. Wolf.”

“Very good, sweetie. Now Daddy is a big, strong man as you know. He isn’t afraid of anything in the whole wide world ‒ except this wolf, it seems.” Michelle’s eyes lock on mine, a mischievous smile on her face. “I guess we have Grandma to blame for that one, huh? She always protected your daddy from big bad monsters – like the oven.”

Christine’s face scrunches up, her left eyebrow rising above the right as she struggles to discern what her mother means.

I tear my eyes away from Michelle and home in on Christine. “Er, how’s preschool, kiddo?” I say with a sheepish grin.

“You’re a silly daddy,” she says with a chuckle. “There’s no preschool during the summer.”

“Of course.” I stick out my tongue and cross my eyes. “How could Daddy be so silly? One thing I do know, Grandma and Grandpa will be over for dinner this Sunday.”

“Yeaaahh!” she says with a little dance and wave of her hands. “I can show them our new house and ask Grandma how she kept you safe from the monsters. Maybe James will be up from his nap by then,” Christine says with an authoritative look on her face and a quick nod.






  Chapter 3

Stab wounds litter our patient’s chest. Hank, a cabbie who normally works the Upper East Side, wandered too far north this morning in search of a fare and paid the price for his indiscretion. A lacerated right lung allows air to leak out into his chest cavity. Each breath he takes fills his right chest cavity but not his lung. Eventually, the air will compress his lung, pushing it across his body, where it will drive his heart into cardiac arrest.

Peters and I move quickly to open up Hank’s chest and repair his laceration.

“BP is 70 over 40 and his heart rate is becoming irregular. We’re losing him, Chris,” yells Dr. Craig Chang as he injects more meds into Hank’s IV.

“We’re moving as fast as we can. I think he’s bleeding into his pericardium. How much time do we have, Craig?”

“A minute tops…maybe less.”

“Shit! No time to crack his chest. Nurse, give Peters the ultrasound probe. I’ll take an inch and a half long 18 gauge spinal needle on a 60 ml syringe.”

“Peters, hold the probe at the bottom of the sternum, just below the xiphoid process. Show me the blood in the pericardial space.”

“Chris, he’s in arrest! I’m pushing meds, but we’re losing him!”

“Nurse, quickly, a number 11 blade. I’m going in just above the fifth rib.”

I puncture the skin with my scalpel, then slowly advance the needle, aiming towards our patient’s left shoulder while I pull back on the syringe’s plunger.

Peters, Chang, and the nurse look on, transfixed. The cabbie’s EKG continues to flat-line despite our best efforts. Beads of sweat dot my forehead and face.

Seconds seem like minutes, then I feel it. An almost imperceptible pop as red fluid rushes into my syringe. We’re in! One milliliter, then five, then ten races into the empty space. The EKG dances to life and assumes a regular rhythm. Peters, Chang, and the nurse collectively exhale.

Our patient is far from okay, but now we have a fighting chance to save him.

Over the next hour and a half, we continue our grueling work, methodically isolating and repairing each wound in our cabby’s heart, lung, and chest cavity. When it is all over, our patient’s chest and abdomen look like a battlefield – but at least he’s alive.



In the doctor’s lounge, slumping forward, head in my hand, I am drained but deeply satisfied. It took every bit of knowledge, training, dexterity, and skill I possess, but none of that matters. What’s important is I found my way through it and helped another patient cheat death in the process.




  Chapter 4

Sunday afternoon at the Ravello residence in beautiful Rye, New York – it’s the best time of the week. Jacqueline and Bill Ravello, aka Mom and Dad/Grandma and Grandpa, are over for our weekly family dinner. My best friend, Kevin Kennedy, is here as well. He is like a brother to me. Michelle, Christine, James, and I round out the crew. Our magnificent seven use this time to catch up with each other and enjoy some great cooking courtesy of Mom and Michelle. Today is extra special, as it’s the first time Michelle and I are hosting the event at our new home, a four thousand square foot, five bedroom Victorian in one of Westchester County’s more exclusive neighborhoods.

Michelle gathers the children at the top of our sprawling staircase, putting the finishing touches on their hair, as the rest of us catch up with each other in the living room.

Dad, a retired NYPD detective, who worked many of those years in the Bronx, and Kevin, a detective first grade stationed at the 17th precinct in Midtown Manhattan, trade war stories. The two have known each other since Kev and I met in fourth grade. His family had just moved to Ossining from Queens, mine from the Arthur Avenue section of the Bronx, better known as Little Italy.

“So I’m investigating a robbery on 181st Street and Hughes Avenue. I’m still wet behind the ears, trying to make a name for myself as a detective third grade,” my dad says, leaning in. “I find this low-level mobster, Jimmy ‘No Nose’ Ciachi, in deep with the Godfather’s wife! He about has a heart attack when I bust in and see him plowing her on the couch, his sweaty red face all contorted like a pretzel. Next thing you know I cut a deal with Jimmy to keep the whole thing under wraps in exchange for him becoming an informant.” Dad slaps Kennedy on one of his massive shoulders. “Ended up making detective first grade off of all the busts from the intel Jimmy gave me!”

Kennedy bellows with laughter, his huge chest straining against the bright blue Polo shirt he is wearing.

“Ah, you’ve got the best stories, Bill! Most of my busts these days are drug related, low-level stuff. Turf war skirmishes, crimes committed to get money for drugs. You know, that kind of shit.” A wistful look takes over Kennedy’s face. “I’d love more interesting action.”

Kennedy stands well over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, ruggedly good looking. Most people know him superficially. To them, he is a living monument of muscle, determination, and grit, the physical embodiment of an immovable object and an irresistible force rolled into one. But we who know him best, know him as so much more. He remains, in the best of ways, the same scrappy, vulnerable little boy I met in fourth grade. That pre-Goliath version of Kennedy still resonates in him today: big-hearted, idealistic, and selfless. He ambles over to me, the floor of our living room quaking under him. He drapes his left arm over my shoulder, his right arm tussling my hair as he addresses my mother.

“Ya done good with this one, Jackie. Summa cum laude at Fordham, Class of 2005, tops in his med school class at Stony Brook, one helluva surgeon at the busiest trauma center in the city. No wonder he’s got this frigging picture-perfect estate overlooking the water.” He looks me up and down and continues with a sarcastic smile, “Lord knows how you pulled it off with so little to work with, but you did.”

Ma’s eyes reach towards the heavens as a small smirk appears. She winks at Kennedy. “You didn’t turn out too badly yourself, Detective. Now, why don’t you give an old lady a hug and then gather everyone up for Chris’ magic show.”

Kennedy complies, capping the moment with a salute and an “Aye, aye, ma’am.” She waves her head in mock frustration and chuckles at the behemoth, then turns to me, her hands resting on the sides of my upper arms.

“I’m so proud of you, Christopher. This new house, your career, the two wonderful children you and Michelle are raising.... I always knew you could do it.” Mom beams with pride.

Blushing, I try to downplay it. “I’m as surprised as anyone, Ma, with how well it’s turned out. For a lot of years, I was a major screw up. You were the one who pulled me through all the fights, the turmoil, the feeling I didn’t fit in when we moved to Ossining from Arthur Avenue.” A smile fills my face. “I don’t know how you hung in there with me, Ma, how you believed in me when I didn’t even believe in myself. You made this all possible. Thank you so much.”

Tears rim my eyes. Mom’s mist up as well.

“Oh Christopher,” she says as we lean into each other and hug. “Can you come to the kitchen with me? I have something for you in my purse.”

“Sure, Ma. Lead the way.”

Mom glides through the dining room and into the kitchen, checking on the meal she and Michelle have prepared. The aroma of lasagna and garlic bread in the oven waft through the air, bringing me back to happy Sundays from my childhood. On the stove, Mom stirs the mac and cheese she is making for the kids, adding in seasoning as she goes. Sipping a glass of cabernet sauvignon, I admire her, reflecting on how lucky I am to have such a wonderful woman as my mother. Many are not so fortunate.

“I meant what I said a moment ago, Ma. I felt so lost, like such an outsider once we moved to Ossining.” I stare down at my glass, place it next to her beige purse on the counter top. “There were plenty of kids at Park School determined to make me feel that way, plenty of fights to be had. But you were always there for me, carrying me when I was lost, mending my wounds, defending me with my teachers and the principal.” My admiration spills over. “You were my champion, my hero, every step of the way. How did you always know the right thing to say or do?”

Mom’s rosy cheeks swell. “Oh Christopher, it’s not hard when you love your child as much as I love you.” She laughs. “We certainly had our trials, didn’t we? But I wouldn’t change a moment of it. Do you remember that fight you got into in seventh grade, a few years after we moved?”

“How could I forget?! Three years in Ossining and kids were still giving me grief.” I shake my head. “That time it was Mark Petrobono and three other kids. They worked me over pretty good, but I held my own, breaking one kid’s nose, another’s pinky, and giving the other two black eyes. It was that fight that finally got me some respect, got those guys off of my back.”

“That’s not the part I remember most. It was the part that made my heart ache for you but also filled me with pride and joy. That fight made me realize how strong and special, how determined my boy was. Do you remember why you fought them?”

My face flushes with anger as I recall the words. “They called you a Bronx Guinea Hag, said none of us belonged with them, that we should just go back to where we came from.” I smile with pride as I recall the details. “You told me you didn’t want me getting hurt on your account, but I told you I could take care of myself, that nobody was going to get away with calling my mom names.”

Mom’s smile is filled with joy and wisdom. “Four boys against one, and you got the better of them. I know I was supposed to act appalled at you fighting, that as your mother I should have told you it was wrong. But I grew up in the Bronx.” She winks at me. “I knew what a struggle life was.” Pride fills her face again. “That moment I knew with certainty, no matter what obstacles life threw your way, you would tackle them head on and overcome them.”

Mom and I embrace for a moment. She leans back and pulls a tissue from her purse and dabs at her eyes.

“Ma, are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine dear. I just want you to know how proud I am of you. Seeing what you’ve accomplished, what a wonderful life you and Michelle have built for yourself.…” Mom smiles broadly through her tears. “I’m glad you found a strong woman, Christopher. A mother’s always concerned about who her son will marry, who will take care of him when he leaves home. You and Michelle will pull each other through the darkest hours of your lives long after I’m gone. If I had to die now, I’d die happy, knowing how wonderfully my little boy has turned out.”

I kiss Mom on the forehead and hug her. “Hey, Mom, don’t get all melodramatic and serious on me now, huh? You’re not going anywhere for a long time.” I chuckle. “You’ve got two beautiful grandchildren counting on you to spoil them.”

Mom dries her tears as she speaks. “Sorry for going a bit overboard, but what can you expect from a mother? Here, I got something for you.” Mom reaches into the depths of her purse and pulls out a sturdy white box with a bright blue bow. It envelopes her hands. “Here, open it.”

“Uh, okay. What’s this all about?”

Mom’s face fills with anticipation as I untie the bow and open the box. A puzzled look comes over me as I stare at the large gold medallion. It depicts a man, a club in his hand, fire around his head. The medallion is thick, filling my hand with its size and weight as I lift it and the chain it is on out of its box. “It’s beautiful, Ma. But what’s with the flame around the guy’s head?” I smirk at her. “Are you trying to remind me not to be a hot head?”

Mom gives me the look reserved for mothers when their children misbehave. “Very funny.” She grabs the gift from me. “It’s a St. Jude medallion, Christopher. He’s the patron saint of lost or hopeless causes. His feast day, October 28th, happens to be your birthday.”

My look of confusion speaks volumes.

“You wear this as a reminder, dear.” Mom’s knowledge of Catholic saints is encyclopedic. Mine not so much.

“A reminder of what?”

“To always do good in the world, to help and protect those in need, no matter how lost they are or how hopeless their cause seems to be. Do this and St. Jude and I will always be there to watch over and protect you.”

I’m touched by Mom’s thoughtfulness. I undo the clasp and slide the chain around my neck, the hefty medal coming to rest on the center of my chest. I lean over and kiss her. “Thanks, Ma. I’ll wear it with pride and do my best to live up to its meaning.”

“I know you will.”

“We better get back out there before everyone else thinks we took off with the food,” I tease.

Mom smiles, then leads the charge back to the living room, filling the air with her joyfulness. “Where are those precious grandchildren of mine? You’re going to be seeing a lot of Grandma and Grandpa while Mommy and Daddy celebrate their big tenth anniversary in Australia.”

§

Donning my magician’s hat and my favorite navy blazer, I tap my magic wand on the living room table. The kids look on, mesmerized, as they sit on Michelle’s lap, one on each knee, on the plush couch. Mom and Dad are at Michelle’s side. Kennedy fills a sturdy seat next to them, ready to take in his first Ravello magic show.

Over the next ten minutes, I amaze Christine and James with my card tricks and sleight of hand. Objects appear and disappear in my right hand as if out of thin air. I take an appreciative bow and receive well-earned hugs from my children before they scamper off to the dining room table with their mom and grandparents.

Kennedy lingers as I flip over my top hat, placing my wand and paraphernalia inside, and peel off the sports jacket. “Nice work, buddy. The kids were really eating it up.” He reaches for the right arm of my blazer. “Guess the jacket has a compartment up the sleeve where you store stuff, huh?” I pull the jacket back, a stern look taking over my face. Shooing him towards the dining room, I chastise him. “Some things are better left unsaid.”

He playfully admonishes me in return. “Geez, all right already, Houdini. It’s not like we’re dealing with life or death here. Can’t blame a guy for just being curious.”


  Chapter 5

Five days ago Michelle and I set down in Sydney, Australia at 8:47 a.m. local time, exhausted from our twenty-three hours of traveling but ecstatic to be exploring the “Down Under.” It’s been a whirlwind ever since.

“Sweetie, you’re like the Energizer Bunny, just a little taller and not quite as furry,” I say with a laugh. “Who’d have thought with a sixteen hour time difference, that in the first four days we would see Sydney Harbor, enjoy a performance of Don Giovanni at the Sydney Opera House, go on the Royal Botanic Gardens walk, visit The Rocks, take the Manly Ferry, visit Darling Harbor, and take in the Queen Victoria Building and Art Gallery of New South Wales and the Chinese Garden of Friendship. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve been popping amphetamines when I wasn’t looking,” I say with an amused smile.

“Life’s too short, honey, and what’s a few greenies between friends?” the love of my life replies with a chuckle. Her eyes dance with energy and vitality as her raven hair swirls in the wind. “I want to soak in as much as we can. Who knows if we’ll ever take a trip like this again?”

I come up to Michelle and rest my hands on her shoulders. I peer down at my wife, the woman with whom I have shared so many of life’s trials, tribulations, and triumphs. The woman who singlehandedly kept us afloat financially, working as a pharmaceutical sales rep during my time in medical school and as an intern. Only the demands of motherhood pried her from her role as breadwinner, and even then only after my crazy life as a surgical resident dictated we make the change.

A broad smile fills my face. “We’ve made it through all the crazy struggles in our life, baby. Working like a dog at Fordham University to get into med school. Four insane years there, praying I got into a good surgical residency while you worked your tail off at Agile Pharmaceuticals. Five exhausting years, working ninety hours a week training at Washington General while we started a family. We’ve paid our dues, big time, Michelle. Get used to these kind of trips. It’s nothing but clear sailing for us from now on.”

§

“Bill, I’m going to head to mass now at Our Lady of Mount Carmel and help Father Domico out at the soup kitchen before I get some things for dinner. Are you okay with Christine and James for a few hours?” Jacqueline calls out, worry written across her face.

“I’ve got everything under control, Jackie,” Bill replies with bravado, as James flings a spoonful of strawberry oatmeal onto his grandfather’s face.

“I can see that,” Jacqueline chuckles as she walks into the kitchen. “Thirty years on NYPD, the last twenty as a homicide detective first grade, you should be able to handle a two- and three-year-old for a few hours.” Jacqueline gazes upward before crossing herself.

Christine howls with delight before regaining her composure. “Are you okay, Grandpa?” A few more giggles break through as Christine reaches out with a napkin to clean off his face.

“So why am I so worried this will be a total disaster?” Taking a deep breath she continues, “Maybe I should just stay home.”

“Not on your life, my dear wife,” he sings in reply, doing his best Frank Sinatra imitation. “I know how you love making the trip down to Arthur Avenue and going to mass down there. You deserve a little outing, so scoot,” Bill says with a brush of his hands as Christine wipes oatmeal off his face.

Jacqueline laughs at the sight before her. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. What about Christine and James? Who will‒”

“We’ll all be fine. Now go on, shoo, but uh, be sure and add strawberry oatmeal to the market list.”

Jacqueline sighs before leaning down and kissing Christine, then James. “Grandma will bring you back that Italian nougat candy you love so much from Gino’s Pastry Shop, and then you can help me make dinner. If you’re good while I’m gone, we can make a surprise for dessert. Doesn’t that sound nice?” Jacqueline says, trying hard to convince herself everything will be okay. She looks skeptically at Bill before turning back to her grandchildren. “Take good care of Grandpa. We don’t want any visits from the police while I’m gone,” Jacqueline quips with mock horror before pecking Bill on the cheek and slipping away.

§

Finally a respite from the breakneck sightseeing of earlier in the day. Michelle had planned this romantic dinner exactly one month ago. Tetsuya’s opens at 5:00 p.m. daily and within thirty minutes books all of its reservations for exactly one month later. Michelle is a major foodie and has been dying to try this place for years, so here we are.

“So, was it worth it, Mrs. Ravello, staying up till one a.m. a month ago so you could snag us this reservation?”

“Definitely! This place is amazing! I love the cute Japanese garden and this French-Asian tasting menu is out of this world. Besides, it gives me a glimpse into the crazy hours you keep, Doctor Ravello. As I recall, that night you were piecing together a couple members of the Harlem Hoods, who were on the wrong side of a turf war with the Bloods.”

I reach across the table and take Michelle’s hand in mine. “Honey, I couldn’t have asked for any better partner in all of this. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Aww, thanks, sweetie. I feel the same way,” Michelle replies with a sensual smile. “I’m loving this new phase in our lives. What should we order for dessert?”

§

Jacqueline loves being tethered to the old neighborhood where they raised Chris from birth until age seven and Emily until she was fifteen. They lived in a small apartment, just north of the Arthur Avenue indoor market, next to and above Teitel Brother’s. They didn’t have much money in those days, but happiness was ever abundant – at least as far as Chris, she, and Bill were concerned.

Chris’ wayward sister, Emily, was a completely different story.

Jackie never wanted to leave this neighborhood, but Bill was right. Ossining was a much better place for Chris and Emily to grow up, despite all the hazing Chris endured after the move. Jackie wished she had been more receptive when Bill first brought up the idea of the move. Her fierce opposition delayed them, with disastrous consequences for her family. Jackie bows her head and lets out a deep sigh as she walks along the crowded street. Despite the intensity of the summer sun beating down on her, a chill runs through her. She would never forgive herself for her poor judgment. If they had moved sooner, all the heartache with Emily might have been avoided. She might still be a part of their lives today.

Emily was eight years older than Chris. It was her falling in with the wrong crowd in the neighborhood that prompted Bill to push for the family’s move. Tears come to Jackie’s eyes as she thinks of her poor daughter. Sixteen years since her disappearance and the pain still sears during moments such as these. She dabs at her eyes with a tissue and shudders. As a young, girl Emily was soft spoken and painfully introverted, despite Jackie’s attempts to draw her out of her shell. She had few friends. Her only interests were reading, particularly the poems of her namesake, Emily Dickinson, and perfecting her charcoal drawings of life in the Bronx.

Emily spent long hours locked in her room in sullen isolation, these two activities her only outlets. Jaqueline clutches at her chest now as she halts her walking, the reminiscences overpowering her. When Emily turned fourteen everything fell apart. She began to cut class, dress Goth, and pierce her nose and eyebrows, and talk back to Jackie and Bill with increasing frequency and intensity. Jackie shakes her head now, recalling how she foolishly dismissed it all as a phase of early adolescence. But Bill knew better. He kept a close eye on their daughter and her newfound friends and tried, unsuccessfully, to drive away the more noxious ones. Just after Emily’s fifteenth birthday, Bill found a few marijuana joints laced with PCP in her room. It was the final straw. The Ravellos moved to Ossining two weeks later, in time to save Chris from the ravages of their once-beloved neighborhood, but not Emily.

After the move, Emily continued to act out and make poor choices. Several attempts at drug rehab failed. Pregnancy at age eighteen lead to an ill-conceived, tumultuous marriage to her then boyfriend, Jeff. The two stayed together, even after Emily’s miscarriage, until their disappearance on New Year’s Day in 1998. Months and months of searching, hoping, and torment ended in futility. They never learned if Emily abandoned them, was kidnapped, or killed. Only by the grace of God and with her husband’s and son’s unwavering love and support, was Jackie able to survive the ordeal.

Jackie looks around at the buildings, the streets she used to call home. The neighborhood has deteriorated steadily these last twenty-five years. A few pockets of safety, of warmth, remain: the church, the indoor market, and Borgatti’s pasta shop. Truth be told, Jacqueline feels uneasy walking around much of the area now, but what can she do? She can’t turn her back on the parish she has known and loved for so many years. Besides, they need her, and she needs them.

§

Father Domico approaches Jackie just after mass finishes up at Our Lady of Mount Carmel. “Good to see you, Jacqueline. How is your family?”

“Everyone’s doing great, Father. We’re watching Christine and James for a couple of weeks while my son and Michelle celebrate their tenth wedding anniversary with a trip to Australia.”

“Splendid! What a great way to mark a decade together.” The priest’s voice becomes wistful. “We’re getting old Jacqueline. Has it really been ten years since I married Chris and Michelle here?”

“Yes, it has. But don’t worry, Father, we both still have a lot of life left in us,” Jacqueline says with sincerity.

“Of course, of course we do. So, I’ll see you in a few hours at the soup kitchen?”

“Definitely. I have a little food shopping to do and am going to try and squeeze in a quick trip to the botanical gardens, but I’ll be back in plenty of time to help serve lunch, Father.”

The priest shakes her hand. “Great, I’ll see you a little later then.” He turns to walk away, then pauses and turns back. “I wish more parishioners shared your passion for life and love of service to others, Jaqueline. Say hi to Josephine at Borgatti’s for me.”

Jacqueline, embarrassed by the compliment, blushes and looks down before composing herself and raising her gaze. “You’re too kind, Father. I’ll let Josephine know you were asking for her.”

§

Michelle’s head lays on my chest, our bodies cooling down under the sheets after the fervor of making love. “Oh, baby, I love you so much. These last five days have been magical. If it’s all a dream, don’t wake me up.” Michelle leans up and kisses me before returning her head to my chest.

I smile, my eyes misting up. “These are the happiest moments, the best days I’ve ever known, my love.” I cradle Michelle’s head and sigh. “It would take a herd of wild elephants to rouse us from this bliss.”

§

Jacqueline glances down at her watch. She slips prosciutto, the lamb tenderloin, and an assortment of cheeses next to the ravioli, filling the cooler to the brim. She places the cooler on the floor of the front passenger’s seat in her Buick LeSabre and wedges it between two bags. The Torrone nougat candy, strawberry oatmeal, and two small hand puppets ‒ a zebra for James and a pony for Christine ‒ sit in one of the bags. The second bag contains sugar, vanilla extract, all-purpose flour, and unsweetened baking chocolate to make brownies later on with the kids. Jackie still has an hour before she needs to be back at Our Lady of Mount Carmel. Just enough time to sneak a peek at the rose garden, which is so beautiful this time of year.

Jacqueline fidgets in the driver’s seat. She hopes Bill is doing all right with Christine and James. He has about as much experience being alone, caring for young children, as she does firing her husband’s .38 caliber special, which is, of course, none. She should call and see how they’re doing. But would Bill’s feelings be hurt by her checking up on them? Jacqueline pulls out her phone as she ponders what to do. A carefully worded text wouldn’t be seen as checking up on him and would accomplish the same thing, she reasons. She types away, adding emoticons at the end. She stares at the message, rereading it. Hmmm, that should be okay, no? A car’s blaring horn snaps her to attention. The driver gesticulates at her to pull out so he can grab her space. Jackie sighs. The text will have to wait. Jacqueline tosses the phone down on the seat next to her and pulls out into traffic.

A few turns later and she is on Southern Boulevard, sandwiched between Fordham University on the left and the Bronx Botanical Gardens to the right. A man standing near his car, waving his arms for her to pull over, catches Jackie’s attention. That’s all she needs right now is another impatient Bronx motorist. Honestly, hasn’t he heard of AAA or seen the Mobil station just a short walk away? Surely he can get help there for whatever ails his vehicle. As Jackie slowly drives by she is torn; she wants to help, but she doesn’t know the first thing about cars. What use could she be to the man?

Then she sees it. Another man lying on the sidewalk next to the car, his white t-shirt stained red.

A trained RN, Jackie jars the car to a stop. Her purse and phone fly forward off the seat, the oatmeal, nougat candy, and hand puppets scatter on the floor. She runs out of the car towards the injured man. As Jackie reaches the supine man and kneels down to assess his injuries, the other man circles behind her, glad she has stopped to help. His left arm is a blur, but Jackie senses something and shifts quickly. The blunt object, destined for the center of her skull, crashes down just above her right earlobe instead.

Dazed, Jackie tries to pull away, but the men pounce on her like predators battling for a kill. She bites one man’s forearm as he wraps it around her waist. Jackie tears at the other man’s face as he lunges forward to subdue her. He screams as her long nails rip flesh from his left cheek and stab at his eye. Jackie battles fiercely, kicking, screaming, and jabbing at the assailants, but it only delays the inevitable. They pound her face with a barrage of fists and feet, determined to subdue her at all costs.

“We gotta get the hell out of here, this woman’s unbelievable.”

“Huh? What about the purse. We should get that out of her car, make it look like a robbery gone wrong.”

“Just leave the friggin thing. With all the commotion she caused, the cops’ll be here any minute.”

As if prophetic, sirens sound off in the distance, gaining in intensity as the police hurtle towards the assailants.

“Shit! Run!”

§

I jolt forward in bed, scrambling towards the ringing phone. The blood drains from my face as I listen. “Holy shit! Is she okay? How did it happen?” I scream.

Dad, in a lifeless voice replies, “We don’t know much right now, Son, just that your mother was found badly beaten, lying on the street by the botanical gardens. She’s in surgery at Jacobi Medical Center. We’re heading there right now.”

My brain is a whirl of thoughts and confusion. This can’t be happening! Of all the people to attack, someone had to pick Ma? She’d never hurt anybody. Hell, her life is about helping others. She’s the most selfless person we know.

I look over at the clock on the nightstand and force myself to think in straight lines. “It’s four a.m. here, Dad. Michelle and I are in Sydney. We’ll catch the first flight back home. I’ll let you know the details once we figure them out. Let me know more once you see Ma. ”

“Okay. I love you, Son. We’ll see you both soon.”

“Love you too, Dad. Bye.”

Michelle’s face is overcome with anguish. “What happened to Ma, Chris?” she says tentatively, the sheets pulled up almost to her face as she awaits my reply.

“Somebody attacked her near the Bronx Botanical Gardens. She’s in surgery at Jacobi.”

Michelle’s face collapses, covered in tears. She lunges forward and embraces me. “Oh my God! Oh my God!”

Ma is the lifeblood of our family. Dad’s wife for nearly forty years. My rock and savior through a turbulent childhood and my troubled early adult years. She is like a mother to Kennedy and Michelle too, pulling them through tragedies that would have buried most people. And now she is badly beaten, no doubt fighting for her life, the victim of some sick person’s plans.

Oh God, I can’t comprehend it, can’t fathom life without Ma. My despair is deep and dark, seemingly endless. Anxiety tears through me. Michelle and I have to get back there in time, have to help her pull through this.


  Chapter 6

The brutal images race through my mind. Blow after blow strikes her defenseless body. She tries in vain to fight back, to repel the attack. But the barrage is unrelenting. It pummels her face, head, and chest until finally, mercifully, she slips into unconsciousness. My hands clutch at my head. I’m ravaged with guilt and anguish. How could this have happened? Why wasn’t I there to help her, to save her?

Oh God – not now.

The searing pain comes from nowhere. It rips through my chest, doubling me over as it races up my neck, down my arms, throughout my body. Don’t think I can handle it much longer. My hands fly out in front of me, desperate to grab onto something, anything to brace my fall.

A stewardess hears the commotion, my body bouncing off the sink, slumping against the door. She calls to me and knocks on the door, gently at first, then louder, insistent. A moment later she has the door open and I come crashing down on her. By now, Michelle hears the uproar, the shrieks of nearby passengers, and rushes to my aid.

“Oh my God! Chris, what’s happening?”

I look up at my wife, through barely open eyes, my clothes and face drenched in sweat. I struggle to get the words out before I give in to unconsciousness. “An attack…so painful.”

§

The stewardess comes by again. She looks at me, her voice filled with concern. “Are you okay, Doctor Ravello? Is there anything we can get you?”

Through weary eyes and a weak smile, I reply, “I’m fine now. Thank you very much for your help.”

The stewardess addresses Michelle. “We should be landing at JFK soon. Let me know if you need anything else.”

Michelle smiles back and her. “I will. Thank you for everything, Tammy. I think we’re okay for now.”

As Tammy heads away, I turn to Michelle. “How embarrassing, a full blown attack on a crowded international flight. I’m so sorry for the trouble, baby.”

“Chris, don’t be silly. I’m just glad you’re all right. Is everything really back to normal?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I rub the side of my head and take a few sips of water. “What did you have to tell her about my condition?”

Michelle tries to be casual, but the worry spills over in her voice. “Just that you’re under a doctor’s care and have been doing fine. But every once in a while, you get attacks like this where your blood pressure spikes, and it seems like you’re having a heart attack, even though you’re not.” She leans my head towards her and kisses it, then caresses my cheek. “You gave me quite a scare back there, honey. We’re all very concerned about your mother, and I know you’re going to want to be there 24/7 for her, but you’ve got to promise me you’ll take care of yourself too when we get back.”

I look at my wife with grateful, sleepy eyes. “I promise, baby. I’ll make an appointment with Doctor Jacobs soon.” An involuntary yawn breaks through. “I better get some rest now before we land.”


  Chapter 7

It is an unbearable sight, an immense weight burying all of us. Kennedy, Dad, Michelle, and I stare at Ma, horrified as she lays in the surgical ICU. An oxygen mask covers her battered and bandaged face. She is barely recognizable; large purple-red bruises and swelling consuming her face. Ma’s head is shaved and wrapped in bandages to cover the area where a neurosurgeon drained blood from her brain.

“Have the doctors been by yet today?” I ask quietly.

“Around six a.m. They thought she was doing pretty well considering everything she’s been through,” Dad says in a whisper.

“Yeah, we’re lucky she’s still…” I rub my stubbled, worn face with my hand. All the stress, almost twenty-two hours of travel, and the extreme time change are catching up to me. “It’s good to see her hanging in there so well,” I say, feigning optimism.

Michelle lets go of my hand to wipe tears from the edges of her eyes. She sniffles and looks at each of us in turn. “Jackie’s the strongest person I know. She’ll pull through.” The tears come freely now as her face collapses onto itself. “She’s got to.”

I rest my head on Michelle’s and hug her. “She will, honey, she will.”

“Oh gosh, I just need a few minutes,” Michelle exclaims as she breaks away and looks at me tentatively. “Um, I’m gonna go check on the kids.” I close the door behind Michelle as she slides out of the room and heads for the waiting area downstairs.

I glance at my father, seated, sheets strewn about, pillow on the floor. He pulls out Ma’s pink android phone and stares at the screen, his face filled with pain. “She was about to send me this text when she was attacked.”

I take the phone from Dad and swallow hard as I read the message. “Hi, sweetie. Hope our lovely grandchildren aren’t terrorizing you too much, lol! I got the strawberry oatmeal you asked for and the Italian candy the kids love so much. Tonight, I’ll make your favorite dinner and brownies with the kids. Looking forward to your lovely hugs and kisses later.” The message was followed by a smiley face emoticon and another one of a big kiss.

My heart sinks as I look Dad in the eyes and put a hand on his shoulder. I desperately wish for a way to ease his pain. “How are you holding up, Dad? It’s been a helluva twenty-four hours.”

“I’ll say. But don’t worry about me, Chris, I’m hanging in there.” His quiet tone betrays the words he speaks. I hand him back the phone.

“Why don’t you grab some food, Dad? You need your strength and there’s nothing to do here right now. Kev and I will let you know if anything changes.”

“Yeah, okay.” He rubs the back of his neck and twists his head as he gets up from the chair. “Stretching my legs and clearing my head sounds like a good idea.” He gives me a brief hug and then pats my face before heading towards the door. Halfway through he turns back. “Let me know right away if anything changes.”

“Will do, Dad.”

Kennedy and I make eye contact. We can both speak freely now. My sorrow and anguish have coalesced over the last day into rage. “We have to nail the fucker who did this to Ma.”

“My thoughts exactly, Chris,” he says through gritted teeth.

“I know this is far from your precinct in Midtown, Kev, and I don’t want you sticking your neck out for Ma and me, but were you able to find anything out?”

Kennedy, my best friend and confidante these last twenty-three years, doesn’t hesitate, “Chris, I’d go to war for you and your family, you know that. The shit situation I grew up in, with my old man beating my mother, sister, and me regularly.... My poor mom never had a chance, but that didn’t stop your mom from doing her best to try and help her. Taking her to the doctors, to support groups, trying to get her the hell out of that situation. Shit, Sam and I practically lived with you guys when our father was going off the deep end.” Kennedy’s teeth are grinding hard now; his eyes shine like lasers. He looks like he can shred steel between his teeth. “Your mom was always there for me and my family. Whoever did this to her is gonna pay – big time.”

“Chief of Detectives Ray Petersen understands the situation and he pulled some strings. I’m the invisible part of precinct 4-8’s investigation, which is just the way I like it,” Kennedy says with eyes ablaze. “We’ve got two eyewitnesses, one Fordham student taking some summer classes, and a woman, an employee on break from the botanical gardens.”

“What’d they see?”

“Your typical low-life staged accident turned mugging. One guy was laying down next to a car with a bloodied shirt. The other guy waved down your mom and then jumped her when she came over to help.”

“Shit, that scenario is perfect bait for someone like Ma. She’d stop and help Satan look for his pitchfork if she thought she could be helpful. Fuck!”

“Apparently, your mom put up a hell of a fight. Kicking and screaming, scratching one guy’s face and eye up pretty bad and biting the other’s forearm.” Kennedy pauses as we both smile with pride. “Our perps must have planned to rob her, maybe steal her car, but she kept them so busy they were spooked and took off by foot down Southern Boulevard towards the Mosholu Parkway. They might have had some help getting away from there. The officers on the scene couldn’t find them when they got there a few minutes later.”

I ponder what Kennedy just said. “So you’re practically invisible on this, huh?”

“Yup, just call me Casper – minus the friendly part,” he growls.

Our eyes lock again. “You know what this means, right?” I say.

“Damn straight. Anybody misses anything on this investigation, I’ll be all over it,” Kennedy says with determination. “Nothing is gonna stop us from bringing your mother’s attackers to justice.”

I smile at Kennedy. “When retribution rains down on those two punks, they’ll wish they mugged the devil himself instead.”


  Chapter 8

The last five days since we rushed back home are a blur. I am exhausted through and through and an emotional wreck. Being up now at 4:30 a.m. isn’t helping the situation.

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay going back to work tomorrow, honey?” Michelle asks warily as she lightly rests her hand on my forearm. “No offense, but you don’t look so good.”

Worry lines cut deep canyons in my face as we sit in the kitchen in our pajamas and bathrobes, cold coffee mugs in front of us. My hair is a mess, and five days of jagged stubble dominate my face. “Thanks for the pick me up, babe. You look like a million bucks, too,” I grumble as I pull my arm away.

Michelle deserves thanks, not sarcasm. As always, her sole concern is my well-being. Mom and she share an almost pathological need to make everyone else happy before they can feel the same way. So why the hell did I just say that?

Michelle sits upright, a pained look on her face.

I reach out to touch her hair, but she pulls back.

“I’m sorry for being such a jerk, baby. I don’t know what the hell is wrong with me.” I exhale hard, my breath infused with self-loathing and frustration. “I know this is as hard on you as it is on me.”

Michelle breaks down, burying her face in her hands. Her words come in fits between the sobbing. “It is hard, Chris.... Your mom means the world to me.… Without her, I don’t know how I would have survived my mom dying while we were at Fordham.” The tears come full force now. What an idiot I was to snap at her! I put one arm over her shoulder and lean in so Michelle can rest her head on my chest.

“I know it’s hard, baby, but we’ll get through this, somehow,” I say, hoping my lack of faith isn’t obvious.

“Oh my God, it hurts so much.” Michelle buries her head farther in my chest, her hot tears soaking my pajamas. Minutes drag by before Michelle speaks up. “Your mom is the best. When my mother died I was so depressed. I couldn’t get out of bed in the morning, didn’t want to go to classes or even eat anything.” A pained smile fills Michelle’s face. “Even though your mom and I didn’t know each other that well then, she made it her mission to help me through my grief. I owe her my life, Chris.”

I smile back at Michelle. “In one way or another, we all owe Ma our lives.” Tears stream down my face now too.

Michelle kisses my tears and draws me into a hug. Our bodies share the stillness, the silence, and the sorrow. Michelle is the first to pull away.

“Whatever happens, honey, we need to be there for each other ‒ unconditionally. No matter what it takes, what sacrifices we need to make, we have to pull each other through this. It’s what your mom would want,” she says with a sad smile.

Michelle’s words help both of us regroup and gather strength.

“I’m worried about you, Chris. I know how much pressure you put on yourself all the time,” she says, a pained smile breaking over her face.

I reach out and cup her hands in mine. “I’ll be okay. Maybe work will help take my mind off things with Mom, make me feel better by helping others.”

“Maybe…I just know your work is all-consuming, with no margin for mistakes.” Michelle shifts her hands so ours are now interlaced. She clears her throat. Her tone is cautious, careful as the tears dry on her cheeks. “I know the last thing you want is to not be there for your patients, Chris. Going back so soon, though, might put you and them in a difficult situation. Are you sure you’re ready?”

“I hope so. But to be honest, I have no idea.” My eyes are downcast and sullen. “It’s been almost a week since Ma was attacked and she’s still a mess, which means I’m still a mess.”

“Maybe you can have someone cover for you? They must understand how hard this is for you.”

“It would be tough last minute like this. A lot of attending physicians at teaching hospitals like ours take time off in July and August. No one wants to oversee the new residents’ nightmarish performance on their first cases. That’s part of the reason we took some time off too. I mean Peters is showing promise, but I’ve still got to be on top of his every move so he doesn’t fu-, er, mess anything up. But, getting back to your point, there’s just nobody around to cover for me. Besides, I don’t want to start my work as an attending with such a show of weakness.”

“Weakness? Your mother’s in a coma after a brutal attack! No one can blame you for being upset about that,” Michelle says with a shriek. “What do they expect, you to be a robot or something?!”

I run a hand through my hair, anxiety creeping into my voice. “I know what you’re saying, Michelle, but surgeons are supposed to be superhuman. We can’t let anything get to us. Hell, the job is hard enough already. If distractions start creeping in, patients start dying.”

Michelle tilts her head to the side. “So…what are you going to do?”

I pull back, my palms facing upward as I shrug. “Guess I’m just going to give it all I got and hope for the best,” I say weakly.


  Chapter 9

“Should I make the incision here for the trocar, Doctor Ravello?”

“Huh, yeah, yes, that will be fine, Peters.” My focus is shit right now. I love performing surgery, but I didn’t think it would be so hard to jump back in. “We’ll place the last one there and have this gall bladder out in no time,” I say with feigned confidence and conviction. “First laparoscopic case, right Peters?”

The next few minutes glide by, my lapses not as long or as frequent. I seem to be winning the battle. I look up for a moment from the monitor that guides our progress, draw in a deep breath, and then refocus on the task at hand. “Shit, Peters, what are you doing?! No, no, don’t cut that. That’s the cystic artery, not the cystic duct. Oh God…” The field is all bright red with blood. “Quick, we’ve got to open him up!”

“Sssorry, Doctor Ravello. I must’ve nicked it.”

Peters’ voice and those of the nurse and anesthesiologist sound far off, unintelligible, as I race to open up our patient’s right side.

Blood soaks through multiple 4 x 4 gauze pads as we suction and cauterize, desperate to gain control of the situation.

This case, which should have been a breeze for me, is an interminable nightmare. The patient, with a preexisting cardiac condition, is in crisis. Anticoagulants that thin his blood are causing him to bleed out. “Transfuse four units. Get four more ready
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