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To all who have suffered.










“Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me, but whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be better for him to have a great millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the depth of the sea. Woe to the world for temptations to sin! For it is necessary that temptations come, but woe to the one by whom the temptation comes! And if your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life crippled or lame than with two hands or two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of fire. See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that in heaven their angels always see the face of my Father who is in heaven.”

― Matthew 18:5-10
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1 The Priest

[image: image]





THE PRIEST SWEPT across the dais with grace, although his heart held malice.

A boy watched from a pew near the front of the otherwise empty church. He pretended to flip through a hymnal and contemplated whether his parents would believe him if he decided to run. He imagined his mother at home preparing dinner, proud that the priest had picked him out of all the other altar boys to perform these extra duties after school. Peering over the book, he wondered how the man could move so silently, almost appearing to float. Are there even legs under those long robes? He edged closer to the aisle.

“Going somewhere, my son?”

It sounded like the true voice of God. Its deep timbre echoed from the high ceiling and marble walls, surrounding him.

“No, Father.” He thought his voice sounded meek by comparison—squeaky and scared. He was scared. He tried again, this time in a stronger voice, the more confident one Dad had been coaching him to use. “No.” This time it sounded better, at least to him. Where are you, Dad?

He looked at the stained-glass figures in the windows above. Their eyes seemed cast down at him in pity. Jesus. Mary. Joseph. He asked for their help. Didn't they stand for goodness?  He thought about the superheroes in his comic books and imagined one sailing through the glass to save him. He wondered whether God was looking down, too. Why doesn’t He do anything?

He watched the priest clean up around the altar. His tall, thin build and long limbs made him look like a praying mantis. The boy’s gaze moved upward, to the massive crucifix on the wall above the priest—Jesus pinned to it with his crown of thorns, eyes closed, blood dripping from wounds on his hands, feet, and abdomen. Fall. Fall on him. Fall on him, Jesus. You’re supposed to be the Savior.

A booming sound startled him as the side door slammed behind Charles, the old black maintenance man. The kids all talked about how Charles had done time in prison. Who knew if it was true? That was the least of his worries right now, anyway.

“What else can I do tonight, Father?” Charles asked. He looked over toward the boy.

The boy read a look of concern on his face and tried to respond in kind, staring back hopefully. He trusted Charles, who’d only been nice to him in the time they had spent together, and he’d always felt sorry for the priest’s harsh treatment of the man.

“Nothing more, Charles,” said the God-voice. “That will be all for today.”

Charles began to leave but hesitated. “You sure you don’t want me to sweep up in here?”

“That will be all, Charles.” The priest was polishing a silver chalice, his back to them both.

Charles looked over at the boy again. “Can I walk the kid home, then? He done here too?”

The priest turned to face them. His ruddy face and red hair seemed to glow under the lights. This time he spoke softly, but his voice commanded an end to the discussion. “That will be all, Charles.”

“All right then. See you tomorrow, Father.” He walked up the aisle, patting the boy’s shoulder on the way past, his footsteps echoing. The thick front door creaked as he opened it.

The boy turned to see Charles pause in the doorway as if pondering some other course of action. Their eyes engaged once more, and hope again filled his heart. Charles held the door wide open for a moment, then lowered his head and left. The boy wondered if he could make it before the door locked behind the janitor. He imagined the priest gliding down the aisle at warp speed on those long legs and grabbing him by the collar just as he reached it. It gasped slowly to closure and shut with a soft, final click. The boy turned to face the dais again but found the priest’s robes in his face. There was a swish of satin as a long arm swept up and took hold of his shoulder.

“Come along, son. We have work to do in the rectory before you leave.”

The boy rose obediently, and as was his custom, the priest placed his hand on the nape of his neck to guide him, his thumb digging into the gap between vertebrae. His hands are always so cold. As they walked by the dais, he gazed at the rows of flickering candles in small red jars, lit for the prayers of others.
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2 Chemo
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I'M DYING. Tommy leaned back in the padded recliner, and the paper on the headrest crinkled. He worried for a moment that the nurses hadn’t changed it after the last patient, and then realized the absurdity of his concern. Anyway, I’m almost bald now.

The glass faceplate of the infusion console reflected his grizzled face. His Marine flat-top, composed of rigid silver spikes, stood in defiance of the chemo. He looked down at his muscled forearms and strong hands. The thin tubes attached to his right arm contrasted with his aged, tan skin and faded Eagle, Globe and Anchor tattoo. He looked down with pride at the lines of his fit torso through the bright white t-shirt. Not bad for a guy in his sixties.

He considered the irony of the disease that was eating him from the inside. He’d worked his way out of every problem life had presented so far, and for the first time, he wasn’t in control of his fate. Closing his eyes, he tried to silence the noise around him. He was able to drown everything out but the endless ticking of the console. Ademo-carcaroma, whatever they called it. Lung cancer. Fuck. Me.

He thought about his years as a cop—the constant exposure to filth, and the infected scumbags the city had offered up. I was young and indestructible. He thought about the horror of the day the towers fell, and the dense wave of toxins he’d consumed. It had seemed to saturate his every pore. He thought about the people he’d saved, and those he couldn't.

I always believed I’d die heroically. Now, it’ll be pathetic. He thought about the persistent nagging of his wife and son to give up the smokes. I gave up the booze but needed my smokes. Gave them up too late. He thought about how bored he’d become in retirement, and how he’d wished for some kind of adventure. Be careful what you wish for. He continued to dwell on his past selfishness and mistakes until his thoughts morphed into dreams.

A shrill beeping jolted him awake, and he bolted from the recliner with a shout. His vision sharpened; he was unsure where he was. He put his right hand where his sidearm should be and quickly scanned the room. Who are these people? He felt a sharp pain in his arm as the tube that led to it stretched taut. The people in the room were frozen, mouths slightly agape, staring at him. Like mannequins in a department store window.

He looked at the console and the flashing red words ‘air-in-line.’ Calming himself, he sat back down with the others in his pod—his companions in chemotherapy. He looked at the old black across the way, the biddy to his right, and the mousy Jewish guy to his left. They were all sitting in identical recliners, wired to their individual stations in the circular area. Like hostages in an alien abduction movie.

Nurse Carmen hustled over to fix the problem and silence the alarm in her efficient, reassuring manner. “It’s alright, Chief,” she said. “Stand down. I’ve got this under control. Lean back and relax—another half hour and you’re out of here and on your way home.”

He eased back into his chair. “I was dreaming, Carmen. Dreaming of better times.”

The Jew looked over. “This is the better times. You’re just starting treatment. You’ll be good today, but oh boy, wait until tomorrow and the next few days!”

Tommy leaned toward the man with menace. “Who’s talking to you? Shut the hell up, Herbie.”

The Jew pushed backed into his chair. “Eddie. Eddie Silver. Don’t be mad. There’s no sugar-coating it. We’re all in this together. We have to own it, my therapist says.”

The biddy had put her celebrity gossip magazine down, now more interested in the drama a few feet away.

Tommy tried hard to suppress the prejudice that had been burned into him all his life. He saw himself as a better man now. Except sometimes, when I’m angry.

“Silver, huh? You mean Silverstein? Who do you people think you’re fooling with the name changes? What’s next, putting hair on that yama-cap of yours so nobody can see it? Don’t talk about owning anything if you’re faking it. Be who you are. Own that.”

The biddy put her finger up, as if about to dispense a pearl of wisdom, until a look from Tommy silenced her.

“Yarmulke. It’s a yarmulke,” Eddie said quietly in response.

The tall black man regarded Tommy casually and then said in a rumbling, authoritative tone, “That’s enough of that. It’s bad enough in here. We’re all getting through it, and we don’t need any bullies. And none of that ‘you people’ stuff.”

To hell with them. Tommy turned back to his personal TV. To discourage any further discourse, he unfurled his earbuds and plugged them into the recliner’s audio port. As soon as he did, he saw the biddy and the Jew start yammering at each other and occasionally looking his way. The black gazed at him, unyielding.

He focused on the news: a story about a cop who was in trouble for shooting an unarmed young black kid who wouldn’t follow instructions. The usual civil-rights leaders were getting their fifteen minutes of airtime.

Prejudice, huh? They don’t understand. It’s not prejudice, it’s a survival instinct. When you’re out there surrounded by black kids with guns under their shirts, dying to pop a cap in a cop, it’s survival. They don’t understand—it’s not racism. Experience tells you what to be afraid of, and when to be careful. Prejudice means ‘pre-judge,’ what’s wrong with that? Isn’t it how we’re wired, to survive? They’re not out there on the line every day in a hostile environment like I was.

He thought about his partner, his best friend, shot dead in a bodega while getting them both lunch. Sat on my ass in the car, while Paulie’s getting us sandwiches and getting killed by some lousy son of a bitch.

The next news story rotated through, and the camera zoomed in on the talking head, whose expression was unusually grim.

“We’ve received an insider tip that an unnamed area priest has been accused of molesting several youths. We’ve reached out to the archbishop, who, citing church policy, has declined to name the priest in order to protect his reputation.”

Unaware of his volume because of the headphones, Tommy said to himself angrily, “Reputation? A child molester needs to protect his reputation? The dirty rotten bastard.”

He noticed the others staring at him and waved them off. The news had moved on to a story about a financial adviser who’d bilked elderly people out of their life savings. Filthy scum. We’re a plague on this planet, our species. We’re a walking, talking, greedy and corrupt disease to ourselves and nature. And then one about a politician caught philandering. Maybe they weren’t in love anymore.

The last story brought him back to Margie, the good wife. Or she used to be, before she turned stone cold from everything that happened, like I did. Who could blame her? In the beginning, they were all young cops and wives, full of life. Everyone was with their first spouses, having their first kids. They were happy and naïve, and there were fun parties and card games on the weekends. No one was sick, several generations of their families were intact. No one was dead yet.

It was before the inevitable wreckage of all their lives. Their social drinking turned to self-medicating drinking. It became a problem. He gave it up; she pretended to.

His thoughts turned to the boy, their son. Maybe I was too hard on him. He wasn’t cut out to be a cop, but I pretty much mandated it. He wanted to be a writer. The kid tried to please, but couldn’t hack the streets and ended up as a desk jockey. ‘Secretary,’ I called him. Who could blame him for hating me? He made a note to spend more time with Bobby, to try to repair the damage in their relationship.

He realized he was feeling bad about the earlier exchange with his fellow patients. He looked them over again. They were lost in their thoughts. Probably wondering how much time they have left in this shitty world and what they’re going to do with it. The black stared straight ahead at nothing, as if in proud acceptance of his situation. Poor bastards.

He didn’t want them to be afraid of him; he was trying to change. I’m a lion without teeth now.

The biddy’s husband had joined her, and he looked even frailer than she did. He’d brought her a steaming cup of tea from the cafeteria and put it on the tray next to her. They sat looking at each other wistfully, slight smiles on their lips. Their hands were intertwined, and the translucent, wrinkled, liver-spot speckled skin and bulging purple veins made it difficult to determine where one of them ended and the other began.

The Jew—Eddie—now had his small son next to him, coloring a picture as the father looked on adoringly. Tommy wondered if the boy had been nearby during his attack on the father, and the thought horrified him.

Nurse Carmen, the beautiful Nurse Carmen, was moving among them. She checked each of their infusion units and IVs to ensure all was in order. Nurse Beulah was at another pod, entertaining the patients while dancing from one to another. How do these nurses do it every day?

He pulled his ear buds out and stood, holding onto the infusion unit with one hand. The group looked up to see what he would do next, and there was a bit of fear in all of their faces, except the black’s. The boy stopped coloring. The steam seemed to stop rising from the tea. The infusion machines kept clicking. He moved over to the Jew.

“Hello, Eddie. My name is Tommy. I’m sorry if I offended you. I’m a bit shook up about all this.”

Eddie Silver smiled, and it was a nice smile—warm and friendly. 

“I think I upset you by being blunt,” Eddie said. “I’m like that, to a fault. It’s a Jew thing.”

The group laughed at the remark.

“This is my boy Saul.”

The boy looked up, shook Tommy’s offered hand, and went back to his coloring. Next, Tommy moved across to the biddy and her husband.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. My name is Tommy. I didn’t mean to be rude earlier.”

She released her husband’s hand, and a wrinkled index finger came up to make her point. “I’m Helen. Helen Rosencranz. And that’s alright, young man. Back in our day, people were a little more polite, but we forgive you. Herb and I know things are different now, unfortunately. Why...”

Oh Jesus, a chatterbox. He put his hand out for the husband. “Tommy.” The husband took it, and Tommy was careful not to use his normal iron grip.

“My name is Herb. It’s nice to meet you, sir.” He looked over at his wife, who now glared at him in disapproval for talking over her.

Tommy pulled his gear over to the black and put out his hand. He was still relaxed from his handshake with the elderly Herb, and the black squeezed firmly, bundling Tommy’s fingers together. Tommy pulled his hand away.

“Let’s try again. I’m Tommy.” This time their two hands came to equal terms.

They looked into each other’s eyes, and the man spoke his name: “Moses.”

Eddie perked up. “Moses! What a great name! Yeah! Old Testament all the way, my brother!” The others looked at him with amusement.

“Moses was white,” Tommy said.

“And how the hell do you know that, because all the white man books show it that way?” Moses asked, glaring at Tommy.

“Could’ve been black, we don’t know...” Eddie interjected, trying to calm things down.

“What’s the matter, Tommy—never been this close to a black man that isn’t cuffed?”

Tommy cracked a hardened smile. “What’s the matter with you, never been this close to a cop when you weren’t?”

Moses scoffed. “Nurse Beulah, get me a copy of Jet or Ebony. Not for me, for the racist cop here. He needs to brush up on his black culture.”

“And I need some Purell,” Tommy called out with a smile.

With that, they all finally laughed. Moses looked at Tommy again and asked, “You saved the best for last, going to the others before coming here to me?”

“Hell, you’re way over here in the back of the bus.”

“Not funny,” Moses said solemnly, and then smiled broadly. “You’re some piece of work, Tommy. I like to think the ones who come in here angry are the ones who’re most afraid.”

“You got me there, brother Moses.” Tommy moved back to his seat.

The boy put his crayon down and shouted, “Mister! Hey, mister!”

Tommy looked over at him. He held the picture up. It was a drawing of a cop with a gun drawn, and a robber on the ground with Xs in his eyes.

“When you were sleeping, Nurse Carmen told us you used to be a policeman, and you got shot. I drawed this picture of you.” Scrawled across the top, it said ‘Tommy’ and at the bottom, in small, crooked print, ‘By Saul Silver.’ He got up and handed the picture to Tommy. “It’s for you,” he said.

Tommy took the picture and roughed up the boy’s hair. “Yeah, kid. Used to be is right. I have a son, too. Now he’s a big, strong policeman, just like I used to be.” He sat back down and placed the drawing on his tray, then picked it up and looked at it again. Glancing over at the boy, he said, “Thank you, Saul. It’s great. I’m gonna put it in my office at home.”

The boy smiled. Tommy saw Moses craning to see the picture and was thankful the boy hadn’t portrayed the robber as a black man.

“It wasn’t me,” Moses said, and they all laughed.

Tommy addressed the group. “I’ve been on the street long enough to know that scum comes in all colors and creeds. I was an equal-opportunity cop: I hated everyone the same.”

The group were paying rapt attention and laughed nervously. “Humans are worse than most other species. Even animals don’t kill their own like we do. Color don’t matter. Black on black, white on white, all too common.”

Moses took his turn. “I’ve been on the other side of that. I’ve made mistakes and done my time, and I’ll die with a guilty conscience because of my actions and decisions. I work with street kids now, trying to make a difference. But it doesn’t help things when the white cops come in with their minds already made up. Those kids don’t think they have a chance and don’t get the leeway white kids do when they make the same mistakes. That cop in the news shot the black kid, killed him. The kid didn’t even have a weapon on him. Cop didn’t even get disciplined.”

“That kid robbed a liquor store and beat the clerk almost to death with his own bat,” Tommy said.

“Doesn’t mean the police have a right to shoot him dead,” Eddie interjected. The biddy and her husband nodded in agreement. Saul continued to color, oblivious.

“You boys play nice now, or it’s time-out for the both of you,” Nurse Carmen interjected.

Tommy and Moses both turned toward their own TV monitors. “World’s going to shit anyway. There’s no morality anymore, black or white,” Tommy said to himself.

“That much I’ll give you,” Moses replied.

Nurse Carmen came over to disconnect Tommy. “Okay tough guy, you’re about done here for this round.”

He gazed at her face and took note of every beautiful detail. Her eyeliner was perfect and straight. Not excessive, like some of those sluttier looking women today. The whites of her eyes were pure, the browns and green flecks in her irises reflective and sparkling. The highlights in her deep brown hair shone in the sunlight coming through the window, like strands of gold in her neat ponytail.

She went about her business, cleaning the wound with a cold alcohol swab and expertly applying a small bandage. He enjoyed her every grazing touch on his skin.

When she was through, he looked around at the others and said, “Well, I guess I’ll see you folks same time, same channel in a few weeks. The missus is waiting in the chow hall downstairs.”

They all said variations of goodbye as he rose up out of his chair and gathered his things. He was surprised to find his spirits and mood changed much for the better since he’d first arrived, and had a sense of camaraderie with his fellow patients. He was feeling a little bit at home.

That wasn’t so bad. Maybe I can beat this damn thing.
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3 Cafeteria
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TOMMY ATTEMPTED to enter the hospital cafeteria against a wave of hurried employees clad in pastel scrubs depositing trays on a conveyor belt.

“This is the exit. Entrance is over there,” one said, gesturing with her chin.

He weaved upstream in the direction indicated until he could finally enter the cavernous dining room. Conducting an orderly visual search, he finally spotted Margie, sitting alone. She was picking at her plate while reading a celebrity gossip magazine. He hoped she was somehow in good spirits as he took the seat facing her.

“Hi, honey, how’s the salad?”

“Fine,” she replied, without looking up at him. “How was your treatment?”

“It was okay. I saw the doc, too. He said that after this round, he has a clinical trial that I can try. It’s worked well against this type of cancer.”

She didn’t answer, and he wondered if she cared. “Anyway, that’s some crew of screw-ups up there, and it’s depressing. Good thing you stayed down here to pass the time. Let’s go.”

She pulled a cherry tomato from her fork with her lips and said, between squishy bites, “Can I finish my meal, please? You should eat. You’ll wake up sick tomorrow and won’t want anything all day.”

He hated when she talked with her mouth full, or when anyone did, for that matter. He thought about how their relationship had settled into a well-worn rut. We’re just...maintaining.

He stewed over
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