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Preview of The Heavy Hearts

There’s so much more to the story . . .

Do you want to know what’s coming next?

About the Author

The Chief’s Choice

The Mercy and Justice Mysteries, Book 7
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Prologue: Tom
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“Tom,” Helen says to me, “we need to be going. I think they’re almost done with the pictures.”

“I’m just going to run upstairs and use the bathroom,” I say. 

“Why don’t you–oh, never mind,” she says. “I forgot how weird you are about that.”

I manage a grin that looks relaxed. “You know me too well.”

“You go do what you need to do. I’ll wait in the car.”

Helen leaves and I manage to drag myself up the stairs. I have to stop halfway up as yet another wave of pain crashes into me, almost dropping me to my knees.

“Come on, Tom,” I whisper. I manage one labored step, then another. Finally, I’m in the upstairs hallway. I open the door and step into the bedroom. I manage to resist the urge to just collapse into bed.

Once in the bathroom with the door closed, I splash cold water on my face and look at myself in the mirror.

“Listen here, Thomas Jude Greer,” I say. “You just married Gladys, the closest person you’ll ever have to a daughter, to the man of her dreams. You’re going to go to this reception, you’re going to dance the father-daughter dance, and you’re going to do it without giving any sign of how much pain you’re in. Now just go out there and do it.”

But even as the words come out of my mouth, I know I’m asking the impossible of myself.

I’m not just in pain. I’m in the worst pain I’ve been in my entire life. Even when I was recovering from being beaten up in Bellamy last year, I wasn’t in the pain I am now.

But I have no choice. I can’t let everyone down.

There’s only one thing I can do.

I promised myself yesterday it would be the last. I’ve managed all day without it, but I can’t go any further.

I take the bottle out of my pocket. The prescription label, dated last year, says “Helen Parr. Hydrocodone. Take 1 every 8 hours as needed for pain. Quantity 10.”

I remove the cap and look inside. Of the ten, there are two left.

One for now. One if I need it tomorrow.  I’m seeing Martin on Monday, and by then, the drug will be out of my system. No one will ever know.

I empty one into my hand, pop it into my mouth, and wash it down with a gulp of water. I feel myself already beginning to relax, knowing that my pain will soon be gone.

By the time I’m at the car, my stomach is much better and my outlook on life is, too. I climb in the car and say with a grin, “Well, shall we be on our way?”
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One: Tom
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I wake up Sunday morning wondering how I could possibly have such a dreadful hangover after only drinking one small glass of champagne at Gladys and Nate‘s wedding reception. 

I mean, it tasted like champagne. But who really knows what it was. 

After taking photographs at the church, Gladys and Nate changed for the reception into reproductions of the clothing worn by Princess Leia and Luke Skywalker on the forest moon of Endor. In fact, the entire grounds behind the Saint Francis Learning Center were decorated like the setting of the movie, complete with rope ladders and a treehouse from which Gladys and Nate gave toasts and she ultimately threw the bouquet. 

How she got up there, I’m still not clear on. Suffice it to say it was an ingenious feat of engineering.

The dancing was . . . interesting, to say the least. Music was provided by an orchestra that Gladys found online that specializes in re-creating music from Star Wars. I wisely waited for a piece that I recognized as being somewhat slow-paced before taking Helen on a brief tour around the dance floor installed among the ropes and torches.

I also don’t know why my body hurts all over. It must’ve been the food. There was a lot of it and it was really good, catered by Brothers barbecue. I was a little surprised at first when I found out that Gladys and Nate had chosen them, but they insisted that Gary and Felicity were familiar with foods featured in the movie and knew how to make them palatable to normal people. Frankly, I would have thought that normal people would not have been at the wedding in the first place, but who am I to judge? So I probably ate more than I should. Certainly my stomach is even more out of sorts than it has been, and I realize that I can no longer ignore the fact that there is definitely something wrong. 

As I drag myself out of bed, I can’t help but wonder how many of my congregation will be absent from 8 a.m. Mass. I leave Helen asleep. She got called out in the middle of the night to an attempted robbery at the pawnshop on the outskirts of town. When she got in at four, she assured me that she would be at 10:30 a.m. Mass, but I’m not going to wake her if she oversleeps.  

Dan should be at the early Mass, since he’s covering for her today. But it’s hard to say if he’ll have any of the children with him. Frankly, I don’t know how the children will ever be right again after spending the entire reception dressed in the adorable Ewok costumes that Gladys and Nate provided for them. I think I heard Miriam arguing with the twins about the necessity of taking them off to sleep, but I have a bad feeling that she lost. 

Martin and Mae will probably be there. She’s pregnant and didn’t drink, and he has given up most alcohol in solidarity with her. 

I’m actually thankful that I’m seeing Martin tomorrow. I have put this off too long and it’s time for me to face the music. I suspect it’s probably some kind of small ulcer, and he’ll put me on a drug or two that'll make everything better. I know he’s going to fuss that I haven’t been taking my blood pressure. Well, technically, I have, I just don’t want him to know what it’s been. But I promise myself–now that the wedding’s over and the learning center is open–I’ll take some time to try to get healthier. I visualize Helen and I riding our bikes through the cool fall air and this makes me smile.

I look at my watch and decide to skip breakfast. It’s probably not going to make my stomach feel any better. I’ve already had something to drink when I took the last of the hydrocodone this morning. It will get me through the Masses, I justify to myself, and then when I get home this afternoon, I’m going to take it easy until tomorrow when I go see Martin.

There are already a few people in the church, praying, when I get to the sacristy. I’m a little surprised that the hydrocodone has not kicked in yet, but figure it just needs more time. I grit my teeth against the pain and reach up to get my chasuble off the high hook where Anna hangs it so the hem won’t brush the floor.

As soon as I do, pain like a knife shoots through my abdomen. My stomach churns. The room begins to spin around me and becomes dim.

I’m going to be sick.

I rush towards the bathroom just inside the sacristy. 

The last thing I see before I pass out is what appears to be red lava spewing forth from my mouth as the floor comes up and slaps me hard in the face.
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Two: Helen
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I’m jarred out of a sound sleep by someone banging on the front door of the Rectory. I sit up, muttering curses under my breath, wondering who could be raising such a racket on a Sunday morning. 

Just then, my phone begins playing the Marine Corps Hymn, telling me that Dan Conway’s calling. Somewhere in my sleep-fogged brain, I know that he’s the one pounding on my door like a crazy person. I answer the phone as I quickly pull on some clothes.

Before I can curse him out, he says, “Helen, where are you?”

“Coming down the stairs to let you in,” I growl. “This better be important, Conway. I was out until after four this morning.”

“Just get down here, Helen,” he says.

“All right, all right,” I say, shoving my feet into a pair of flats. “Keep your shirt on. I’m coming.”

Ending the call, I grab my tote bag, fly out of the room, and dash down the stairs. I fling the front door open and say, “Well, what the hell’s–”

Dan surprises me by grabbing me by the arm. “Helen, come on. We’ve got to go.”

Were this anyone else in the world, perhaps even Tom, I would’ve demanded that he tell me what’s going on. But there’s something in Dan’s voice that brooks no disagreement. 

“OK,” I say, “just let me get my side arm.”

I try to turn back into the foyer to get my service weapon from the gun safe, but Dan has me in a firm grip. He pulls me out the door as he says, “Helen, you won’t need your gun. Just come on.”

I allow myself to be pulled along in the direction of the church by my detective, who’s walking so fast I have to jog to keep up with him. “What’s going on, Dan? Is something wrong at church? Has someone been hurt?”

“Yes,“ he answers tersely as we reach the side door. He pushes it open and we step inside the still dimly-lit sanctuary.

At the sound of us coming in, everyone turns in our direction. But they’re not just looking to see where the sound came from. They’re looking at me, their glances a mixture of fear and pity for some reason. Mae Maycord’s there on the front row. Anna’s sitting next to her, clutching a handkerchief to her mouth. Even from where I am, I can see she’s crying.

Something really bad must have happened.

I look around for Tom, assuming he’ll tell me what’s going on, but I see no sign of him. The sacristy door is open, and I see Martin Maycord kneeling by someone who has obviously been in a terrible accident. I can see the blood all the way from where I am. Dominic’s kneeling next to Martin, handing him things from what I recognize as the doctor’s emergency bag.

I expect to see Tom somewhere near the injured person, offering the prayers of the church for the sick. At the very least, he should be where I am, with the rest of his worried flock.

I look around again, but I still don’t see him. 

I turn to Dan and ask as calmly as I can, “Where’s Tom?“

He turns to me, trying to place himself between me and the injured person laying in the doorway of the sacristy.  It’s like he’s struggling for words. 

“Helen,” he finally whispers. 

He doesn’t say anything else. He doesn’t have to. The look in his eyes tells me everything I need to know.

“Tom?” I ask. Shoving Dan out of my way, I rush up the steps leading to the altar and dash across to where my beloved husband lays in a pool of his own blood. I fall on my knees and reach for him. 

“Tom. Tom. Honey!“ I cry. 

I know somewhere in my mind, in the deep recesses where the first responder Helen lives, that this is not the right thing to do. 

But there’s so much blood . . . 

Suddenly, I feel strong arms around me as Dan lifts me off the ground and drags me over to a nearby pew, where he sits me down and looks in my eyes.

“Helen,” he says, “I know you want to be with Tom right now. Hell, if it were Miriam, you couldn’t drag me away. But you know this is where you need to be.”

I hear a firm voice behind me and softer but just as firm hands on my shoulders. “Helen,” Anna Luckgold, Tom’s mother-in-law and parish secretary, says quietly, “you need to let Martin take care of Tom. You have to stay out of his way, and you have to come and kneel with me and everyone else before the Blessed Sacrament and pray.”

Slowly, I get up from the pew and walk over to the bottom step leading to the altar, dropping to my knees. 

I’m in front of the gold Tabernacle now, kneeling just feet away from the spot where Tom should be right now, saying Mass, bringing us Jesus. Dan kneels on one side of me, Anna on the other. She’s gripping her rosary beads in her hand and is saying, “I believe in God the Father . . . “

I remember another time kneeling here. It was right after Tom proposed to me on this very spot. Then, the Magnificat, Our Lady’s great prayer of thanksgiving, flowed from my lips.

But now? Now, I can’t speak, even as I hear Dan and others join Anna in the Apostles Creed. In my mind is one phrase, over and over.

Please, Lord, don’t take Tom from me. 

I hear other voices around me. Mae Maycord, Martin’s wife of only a few months, is behind me. There are also a host of others, some of whose names I don’t even remember. I am surrounded by a cloud of witnesses, both the saints here on earth with me and saints in heaven too.

Including one in particular. 

Joan, I say in my mind, addressing Tom’s late first wife, please pray for him.

As Anna announces the first mystery, I hear the side door open. The EMTs are here. David Asher is pushing a gurney laden with equipment. Walking beside him is a young woman I recognize but whose name I can’t remember. 

I try to stand, to go over and see what’s happening. Dan holds on to me, saying under the rhythm of the cadence, “Helen, you and I both know that as soon as Martin has something to tell you, he will. Please, honey, just let them do their work. We’ll do ours here.”

I open my mouth to say something, but I feel a small hand on my shoulder. I turn and look into the eyes of Catherine Conway, Dan’s eight-year-old daughter.

“Don’t worry, Miss Helen,” she says with a smile. “Father Tom’s going to be all right. And so will you.”

She throws her arms around my neck and adds, “You just have to pray, you know?”

I nod and whisper, “I know, sweetie. I know.”

We kneel there for what to me feels like an eternity but I know later is actually not even close to twenty minutes, the time it takes to say a rosary in a group setting like this. I see someone catch Dan’s eye from the sacristy where they’re working. 

“Come on,” he says quietly, as he helps me to my feet. They’ve moved Tom onto the gurney and are carrying him down the steps. David Asher meets us and says, “Helen, we’re taking Tom to the hospital now. Dr. Maycord says you can ride with us if you stay out of the way.”

I nod my head as I feel Anna place something in my hand. I know it’s a rosary, but I can’t remember what I’m supposed to do with it until Anna says in my ear, “Our Lady’s lifeline, Helen. Pray and hang on. It’s going to be OK.”

I turn to look at Dan. “Thank you,” I whisper. 

“Go,” he says, waving me away. “I’ll meet you there.”

I nod and hurry to the side door. Tom’s already being lifted into the ambulance. David motions me to a seat right by Tom‘s head. Martin has a breathing tube down Tom’s throat and there are IVs in both his hands. 

I want to hold my husband, to touch him and let him know I’m here. I rest my hand ever so lightly on his shoulder, since there’s no blood there and I can be sure that it won't be in the way. I continue to pray, “Hail Mary, Full of Grace . . .”

The doors close and we begin to move.  The sirens wail and lights flash outside the window. 

We’re on our way now to the hospital and whatever awaits us there.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Three: Tom
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Someone is yelling my name, shaking me as if trying to wake up a man late for work. 

I may be very late for something important, but I don’t care. I am too tired to get up, even though this is perhaps the hardest bed I have ever slept on. I mean, even my cot in the novitiate at Our Lady of the Mount was softer than this. 

Then someone rubs their fist hard into my chest. and I flinch. 

For heaven’s sake, I want to say, leave me alone and let me sleep.

People are talking all around me. I hear Dan Conway’s deep voice say, “What do you need me to do?” 

Another equally familiar voice says forcefully, “Get Helen.” 

Good idea, I think to myself. If you have questions, ask her. Then I drift back off to sleep. 

Suddenly, I realize I can’t breathe. I am desperately trying to take a breath but nothing is happening. 

I feel something in my throat. I can breathe again. 

Thank goodness. That was scary.

I relax again and drift off, satisfied now that I can breathe and whoever it is that needs something from me can go bother Helen about it.

The next thing I know, I hear something in the distance, something like an ambulance siren. I try to open my eyes but as I do I hear someone who sounds familiar–it must be Martin Maycord–say quietly, “Not right now, buddy. You can preach later but right now, I’m in charge.” 

I feel something cold on my arm, or maybe in my arm, and then I can’t see anything. But the joke’s on Martin, because I can still hear. He sounds worried, and I feel bad for the guy. I want to say something, but my mouth isn’t working. There’s also a terrible taste in my mouth. I remember feeling sick right before I blacked out. But the taste isn’t like that. It's more coppery, like the time I hid my penny collection from Sonya by stuffing it in my mouth. 

Someone’s whispering in my ear. It's Helen, saying, “I love you, Tom. Everything’s going to be fine. Just hang on, honey. Please hang on. Martin’s here, and he’s going to get you all fixed up. Everyone at church is praying for you. You’re going to be fine. We’ll be back home together in no time. Just hang on, Tom. Just stay with me, please.”

Of course I’m going to stay with you, I want to say. What happened? Did we have some sort of argument? I don’t remember one. Why in the world would she ever think I would leave her? Not now, not ever, but especially not after all that has happened to bring us here. 

Martin’s talking again. He’s saying something about fast-tracking me into the ER so that he can stabilize me before surgery. He also says, “I want four ready by the time we get there.” I know from experience that that is his favorite operating room. He took Mae there when he operated on her after she was stabbed by Rusty Davis on Halloween. Now it sounds like he’s taking me there. 

For the first time, I feel afraid. What’s happened to me? Why does Martin need to operate on me?

Oh, yeah. 

The pain in my stomach that I’ve been ignoring.

I hear Martin say something to an EMT about my pulse. There’s another funny feeling in my arm and I stop worrying. 

I don’t know what’s going on, and I don’t care, not even when I hear him say, “Helen, I’m taking Tom into surgery very soon after we arrive. I suspect that he has a ruptured stomach ulcer that has eaten into the wall of an artery. I need your permission now, in front of these gentlemen, who will act as witnesses, to operate on your husband, Tom Greer. Do I have your permission?”

I don’t hear Helen’s reply but feel a slight movement in her hand on my shoulder, making me think she is probably nodding her head in reply. Apparently, this is not good enough, because Martin says firmly, “I need you to say it out loud, Helen. Do I have your permission to operate?“

Helen sounds firm and resolute as she says, “Yes, of course. Do whatever you need to do.”

The movement of the ambulance slows. We’re stopping. We must be at the hospital.

I hear metal against metal, like the doors of the ambulance are opening. I feel myself moving.

Then, something weird happens.

I’m looking at myself in the gurney as they lift me out of the ambulance. Martin’s in the front, a young man I recognize as David Asher is beside me, and Helen’s following them.

They rush me through the doors of the ambulance bay. Just as the doors close, I see Dan Conway dash in behind him.

I’m glad Dan’s here. Helen’s going to need him.

Wait, I’m still outside the hospital. I need to get in there. 

I walk forward and through the closed doors.
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Four: Helen
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We pull up to the ambulance entrance at the hospital. I stay in my seat as Martin jumps out first and runs straight ahead through the open door.  David Asher is right behind him, pushing Tom’s gurney. I run with them down the hall with my hand on his foot, the shiny leather of his best Sunday shoes constantly trying to escape my grip. 

A nurse–I think I know her, but I can’t remember her name right now–tries to stop me at the door to the treatment area.  I reflexively reach for my badge. 

Damn it, I left it at the rectory. 

How could I do that? How stupid of me! What was I thinking? 

Oh, yeah, I remember. 

I was thinking about how Dan's tone when he came to the Rectory sounded like the one the officer had when he told me John had been killed. They always start out–we always start out–by saying there’s been an accident. They tell us in the academy, “Say there’s been an accident. If the person is OK, you say that right away. If they’re not, you pause and wait for the loved one to ask.” 

They always ask. That’s the first thing they do. Then you deliver the bad news. They’re ready for it, not for what you’re saying but for an answer to their question. They even want it, they want to know, which is stupid. They don’t realize that you’re about to change their lives forever, that every second you stall is one more second of life in the ‘before’ time. 

So yeah, I forgot my badge.

“I am Chief Helen Greer of the Myerton Police Department,” I say with as much authority as I can muster, “and that man in there is my husband. Now let me through.”

The nurse does not see me for what I am pretending to be, a person in authority accustomed to being in control. She sees me for what I actually am, a terrified woman desperately afraid of being widowed a second time. 

“I’m sorry, Chief Greer,” she says firmly. “Dr. Maycord needs room to work. The only people I’m letting in are people who can help your husband.”

“But I can help him!” I begin to sob. “I can keep him alive! He’ll stay with me if I’m there!” I hear a crazy woman nearly screaming these words and am only slightly aware that it's me. 

Then, from out of nowhere, I feel strong arms around me and smell a familiar cologne. “Come on, Helen,” Dan says as he turns me around and forces me to walk slowly to the waiting room. “Martin needs to focus on Tom and you’ll only distract him. Now come sit with me until he has something to tell us.”

I’m not quite sure how I got here, but I find myself sitting in a chair in the same ER waiting room that Tom and I have so often sat in, praying with families or by ourselves. It's been a while since I’ve been here, and it strikes me that I haven’t had time to make visits with him in quite some time. 

Not only that, but now that I think about it, it seems like he’s been going more often himself over the last few months. First, there were his daily visits to Steve Austin after he came back from wherever he was. Steve would mention other people he’d run into who needed comfort, and Tom would visit them, too. 

Everyone always wants a piece of him, and he always gives.

And look where it’s gotten him, I think bitterly.

I hear footsteps and see Anna coming down the hall, followed by what looks like an army of men and women from the church. I feel like I’m being invaded and hear myself say, “I can’t face all these people now, Dan. You’ve got to make them go away.” 

“I’m on it,” he says, standing and walking towards them. They stop, listening to what he’s saying. I can see them looking past him at me. They remind me of people who slow down to look at traffic accidents. 

What do they hope to see? Me crumpled on the floor sobbing? Or maybe me sitting stoically, holding my rosary beads, completely resigned to God’s will? 

It doesn’t matter what they want. I’m not giving it to them. They’ve taken enough from me–Tom out to meetings most nights of the week, their late night calls when he’s only had a few hours of sleep.

They’re probably why he’s back there.

I’ll be damned if they’re getting anything else from me.

Not today. They just need to go away and leave us alone.

Dan’s back now with Anna, the others sitting on the other side of the room, away from me.

That’s good for their sake.

Dan takes his seat on my right, Anna on my left. I turn to Dan and ask the question I’ve been waiting for someone to answer, “What happened?”

Anna begins, “Helen, we don’t need to talk about–.”

I turn to look at her. “I need to know, Anna,” I say. I turn back to Dan and say, “Please, Dan.”

He takes a deep breath and, in a tone I recognize from numerous crime scene reports, he begins, “I got to church early with Catherine and the twins.”

“Wait, where are they?” I ask, suddenly concerned that they got left alone in all this madness.

“They’re with Miriam, Helen. Lily Wright took them home.” He continues, “I was trying to get them settled down when I saw Tom walk in and go into the sacristy. Moments later I heard a thud, like someone banging into a wall. I was about to go check and make sure he was OK, but Dominic walked in. I knew he would be going into the sacristy so I just stayed where I was. It was just a moment or two later that I saw him rush out and hurry over to where Martin and Mae were sitting. He whispered something to Martin and then dashed out the door as Martin rushed towards the sacristy. I told the kids to stay put and I went in right behind him.”

He pauses. I know he’s thinking about how much to tell me and how to tell it to me, so I ask firmly, “What did you see then, detective?”

He obviously understands my meaning and he says, almost as if giving testimony on the stand, “Tom was lying on the floor near the door. It appeared that he had been sick and then passed out. Martin grabbed him, rolled him over side, and began checking his pulse and all the other stuff that Martin does. I asked what I could do and he told me to go get you. You know the rest.”

I take a deep breath and attempt to process the information I’ve been given. Tom was sick, probably vomiting blood from what I could see. Martin got to him very quickly and is taking him to surgery. 

Most importantly, Tom was alive. That means he will almost certainly be alive when he gets out.

Suddenly, I begin to shake and shiver all over. 

I’m freezing to death, and I just can’t stop shaking. My teeth chatter even as Dan strips off his coat and wraps it around me. He disappears and soon comes back with a warm blanket. He drapes it around my shoulders. Anna’s arms are around me now, holding me tightly, trying to help warm me. Miriam is here now, and I want to ask where the children are, but I’m shaking too hard to speak. Dan gives her his seat and mumbles something about going to check on the situation as she puts her arm around me.

With her on one side and Anna on the other, I think I’m beginning to warm up. The blanket feels warm, but it smells like a hospital. 

It reminds me of my own hospital blanket, and if I wasn’t so cold, I’d probably throw it off.

Dan’s back. He looks down at me and says, “He’s back in surgery now. The nurse said Martin will come out when he’s done. You know there’s no telling how long that will be.”

I nod, then say quickly, “Father Wayne! Where’s–where’s my phone!”

I begin looking around for my tote back. “I called him,” Anna says as she pats my back. “He’s here already. I saw him go back.”

“Oh,” I whisper and sink back in the chair. 

I close my eyes and lean my head back.

Tom, please stay with me.
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Five: Tom
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I don’t know exactly when I realize it, but I’m flying down the hospital corridor.

I’m not kidding. I’m flying. In the air. Like I have wings.

This is so cool.

Maybe God has granted me the ability to fly? I mean, I wouldn’t have thought that I’d be the kind of person he would choose to give that particular gift to, but who knows? There have been saints who could bilocate–be in two places at once. I don’t remember if any could fly, but hey, maybe I’m the first? 

A modern saint–with superpowers.  I’ll become the patron saint of comic book fans. 

The Acutis Society is going to love this.

Then I look down and remember why I’m where I am.

Below me is, well, me. I’m still on the gurney, being pushed by David Asher, who’s running to keep up with Martin. Helen’s with me. I feel her hand on my shoe.

We go through a door, and Helen’s hand leaves me. I know enough about the ER at Myerton General to know they’re not going to allow her back with me. I can hear her yelling at someone, demanding that they let her pass.

Poor Helen. I’m so sorry.

I look down at myself again. For the first time, I really see what happened to me.

Well, damn.

I’m in really bad shape.

We’ve stopped in a room, probably the operating room. A nurse is beginning to cut my clothes off of me. I’d protest, but I know there’s no getting all that blood out of this set of clericals. It’s OK. I can always buy another suit, and I have other clerical shirts and Roman collars.

Martin’s come in now and tells everyone to keep working but to make room for “the Father.” At first, I think he’s talking about me. But that makes no sense. I’m already here. He can see me.

Oh, I see. He’s talking about Father Wayne. I’m glad to see him. Considering what I look like, I’m going to need all the help I can get. 

Father Wayne moves quickly with the determination and assurance that he always seems to have. He’s anointing me now and saying the prayers for the sick. I really appreciate it. I must thank him when I talk to him next.

He leaves, and I realize that in spite of how I look, I feel really good. I’m completely out of pain for the first time in years. I mean, nothing hurts, not my joints, not my feet, not even my stomach. It must be because of the great drugs Martin’s given me. Good old Martin. I can always count on him during a crisis.

Speaking of drugs, I notice something that, if I were not so high, both literally and figuratively, would really upset me. The nurse is cutting my pants off now. While I’m not that modest by nature, this is not something you want to watch. But that’s not what’s so bad. When she cuts them off, a bottle falls out of my pocket. 

Oh, no. The bottle. I forgot I still had it. 

I try to dive down, hoping to scoop it up before anyone sees it. But I seem stuck to the ceiling. 

To my horror, the nurse stoops to pick it up. She looks at it briefly and then shows it to Martin.

Oh, this is not good.

He also looks at it and says quickly, “Yes. Those belonged to his wife. I’m sure she finished them months ago. He was probably just carrying something else in the bottle.”

Whew. That was close.

With Father Wayne gone Martin jumps back into the fray. He seems pretty stressed out. He’s yelling at the nurse to give him the transducer–the rod thingy that’s part of an ultrasound machine–and he’s rubbing it all over my stomach. I can’t see what he’s seeing but he doesn’t look happy. 

“Dammit,” he mutters, “I can’t see a thing. Hang another pint of blood and prep him for surgery. I’m going to open him up.”

He dashes out of the room. I want to follow him, but the me on the table is holding some sort of invisible string attached to the floating me, so I can’t really go anywhere. The nurses continue working on me, doing all that stuff they do to people on that show that Helen watches. 

Yikes, is that a razor one of them has? Oooh, I don’t think I want to watch her shave me there.

Fortunately, she finishes up quickly and throws a towel over everything but my belly. Martin’s back by now and there’s another doctor with him. “You don’t want to try to fix it laparoscopically?” he asks. 

“No, Chet,” Martin growls, “Not this time. He’s lost too much blood. I’m not going to bother trying, only to find out I have to open him up anyway.” He asks another nurse, “Did you find Richards?” When she shakes her head, Martin yells, “Well, find him! I want him here before I finish so he can check my work.”

He picks up a small knife now, probably a scalpel, and cuts me open. Maybe it's just me, but that looks like a pretty big cut. Thanks to the great drugs, of course, I don’t feel anything. I kind of wish that I couldn’t see anything either and try to close my eyes, but, of course, it doesn’t work because technically, my eyes are already closed. 

Martin’s yelling again, demanding more suction and saying that he can’t see. The nurse seems to be doing her best, and my heart goes out to her, but maybe she’s used to him. That sometimes happens in good working relationships. I mean, look at what Dan and Helen put up with from each other. 

I hope she’s OK. I would probably be more concerned if I weren’t just so fascinated with what’s going on below me. 

“There it is,” Martin says triumphantly as he peers inside me. I’m happy for him, even though he quickly loses his enthusiasm as Chet says, “Damn, Martin, have you ever even seen an ulcer that big and deep?”

“No, I haven’t,” he says, sounding grim. “We’re going to need to do a partial gastrectomy.” 

His tone surprises me. Martin always seems so self-confident, but he says this in a way that makes it obvious he’s looking for a second opinion from his colleague.

“Retract that and let me have a look from this side,” Chet says.

Martin takes what looks like a bent spatula and does something to my insides–once again, I’m really glad I can’t feel anything. Chet bends closer for a moment before saying, “Yeah. There’s no way a patch is going to cover that. Hey, move that length of intestine.”

Martin does something else. “Damn,” Chet says. “Martin, I’m afraid you’re looking at a resection.”

Martin removes the bent spatula and slams it on the little table beside him. “OK, people,” he says, “we’re doing a partial gastrectomy and a resection.”

Suddenly, I feel tired. Floating is getting harder and I feel myself slowly drifting downward. Before I can think of what to do with this feeling, everything goes dark again. 

***
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The next thing I’m aware of is someone talking. I think it's Martin again, but this time he’s not yelling. He’s talking quietly, like he’s trying not to wake someone. He’s giving the nurse some sort of medical instructions that I don’t understand. Then I hear him walking closer and I feel a hand on my forehead. 

“Hang in there, Tom,” he whispers. “You’re going to make it.” 

Wow. Was there ever any doubt?

Oh, bother. Not only am I not floating anymore but my belly hurts again, too, and my throat’s sore. I would love to let someone know that I’d like more of those good pain meds but I can’t seem to speak. 

But wait. It doesn’t matter because the pain begins to disappear.

Soon I’m asleep again.

When I wake up, I hope Helen’s here . . .
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Six: Helen
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Father Wayne came, anointed Tom, and stayed with me for a little while before returning to Saint Clare’s to celebrate the 10:30 a.m. Mass. He came back as soon as it was over, bringing what seems like most of the church with him. He’s on one side of me, Anna’s on the other. Miriam’s gone home now to check on the kids but Dan’s still here. Most of the off-duty officers are here, and the ones on patrol have stopped in over the course of the morning. Mae and most of her large family are also here. I would have thought that Vincent would be back at school by now, but he’s here, too, taking on the role of information gathering. Of course, in spite of what I am sure are his best efforts, no one seems to know anything. 

Finally, Martin comes through the double doors just after 1 p.m. I know he’s exhausted, but he knows that I’m terrified. I sigh with relief when he gives me a big thumbs up and a tired smile before he reaches my seat.

“Everything looks good, Helen,” he says, “but I’d prefer to give you the details privately.” 

I manage to stand up and follow him. But instead of heading to one of the small rooms nearby, he walks up to Mae and says, “Keep an eye on everyone, please, honey. Helen and I are going up to my office for a while. The nurses know to call me there as soon as Tom is awake in Recovery.” 

She nods and gives me a quick hug. Together, Martin and I walk to the elevators and head upstairs. I have a million questions I want to ask. I want to hear him tell me it was no big deal and Tom’s going to be fine. But instead of talking, we stand together in the elevator in silence.

The next thing I know, we're in his office and I am sitting on his couch while he rummages in his mini fridge. “Here,” he says, handing me a bottle of water and a bottle of beer. “Drink the water first, then the beer.”

He takes a couple of bottles of water and pulls over a chair to sit down across from me. My hand’s shaking, but I manage to unscrew the cap on the water and take a drink.

“How is he?” I ask.

Instead of answering right away, Martin takes a drink and rubs his tired eyes. “He’s come through the surgery fine,” he finally says, “and I have every reason to believe he will make a full recovery.”

He takes another drink, and I ask, “But?”

Martin does something uncharacteristic and reaches across to pat me on the shoulder. “But Helen, it's going to take a while. And even then, he must make some major changes in his lifestyle if he doesn’t want something like this to happen again.” 

“What the hell happened, Martin?”

“Tom had an ulcer, and has probably had one for a while. Most people don’t know it, but most ulcers are caused by bacteria and can be easily treated with medication–that is, if they are dealt with in a timely manner. Your husband not only ignored his symptoms but I suspect he’s been feeding it with fast food and stress. Then there’s the matter of his blood pressure.”

“What about it?” I ask, getting more confused.

“It’s too high, and it's been too high for a while. I warned him about it months ago, which is why I recommended getting more exercise and reducing his stress. It’d been getting better, but apparently he’s been neglecting it over the last few months.”

“OK, I understand he has an ulcer and high blood pressure,” I say. “But how did he wind up in your OR today?”

“Sometime in the last 24 hours, the ulcer finally ate through the wall of his stomach. When it did, it also put a hole in a nearby blood vessel that was already under stress from his hypertension. This created a perfect storm that led us here.”

“But you fixed him?”

Martin nods. “I did, but it wasn’t an easy repair. Normally I’d have done the surgery laparoscopically, using only a small incision. But in Tom’s case, I had to make a larger incision. Also, the ulcer was too large for me to patch up, so I had to remove part of his stomach and resect it to his small intestine.”

I can’t visualize what he’s telling me–just as well, I suppose. But the look on Martin’s face is all I need to know that he was not happy with having to do what he did.

“But now comes the tricky part,” he continues. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this for you, Helen. Frankly, I hate operating inside the stomach with an open incision because there is such a high risk for infection. I have Tom on several antibiotics and plan to keep him in the ICU until I’m certain that we’re out of the woods. That will mean several days, possibly a week.”

Suddenly everything is too much and I feel myself swaying. Martin doesn’t seem surprised by this, and before I know it, I’m lying on my back with my feet propped up on the arm of the couch. 

“Take a few deep breaths, Helen,” he says. “We’re going to get him through this together.” 

It takes a few minutes, but I’m finally able to sit up again. Martin puts the now-open beer in my hand. I hesitate and say, “I’m not sure what Anna will say.”

He waves me off. “Doctor’s orders. And anyway, I’ll hook you up with some mouthwash before you go back down.”

I take a few gulps of the beer, only realizing now how much I needed it. “I guess I do need to get back,” I say, wiping my mouth. “They’re waiting to find out how Tom’s doing.”

“They can wait,” Martin insists. “I have a few more things we need to talk about.”

I put the beer down and sit up straight. “OK, I’m listening.”

“First, you and Father Wayne will be the only ones able to visit Tom while he’s in the ICU,” Martin says.

“But Anna–”

“I know how special Tom is to Anna,” he says. “But she’ll just have to understand that the fewer contacts he has for the next few days, the better.  Later, when we move him into a room, I’ll put him in the VIP suite where Mae was. If he is doing well, I will allow him to have one visitor a day, aside from you and Father Wayne, of course. But for the next few weeks, he needs rest and quiet. If he weren’t a priest, I’d probably order Tom to a rehab facility for a week or two after he gets out, but his devoted congregation would probably  just track him down there. So I’m going to keep him here for as long as I can justify it, which could easily be up to a month. Then he’s going to need to rest at home for another couple of weeks, after which we’ll see where we are. But the bottom line, Helen, is that this is just the beginning. Things in his life are going to have to be different from now on, even if I have to go to the Vatican to make them so.”

I stare at Martin, trying to absorb what he’s told me. I have so many questions for him, but I can only verbalize one. “But he’ll still be able to be a parish priest once he recovers, right, Martin?” I ask.

Martin hesitates before saying, “Not the way he has been. Not without making some major changes.”

He might have had more to tell me but his phone rings. He answers with an abrupt, “Yes . . . Good. I’ll be right up.”

Martin hangs up and says to me, “That was Recovery. I’m going to go check on him now. When I’m done, I’ll have a nurse come and get you. But before that, we’ll stop by the waiting room and you can tell everyone whatever you deem appropriate. I will make sure they understand he can have no visitors.”

“What do you suggest I say?” I ask, suddenly unsure of myself.

“Just tell them that he’s out of surgery and doing well. Then let them know that you will be sending out updates through Anna when there is anything to tell.”

“OK,” I say, standing. “I can do that.”

We leave his office and make our way back to Tom’s–to our–waiting people. Walking through the hall to the waiting room, I think of the miles I’ve probably put on hospital floors, visiting victims and sometimes suspects, both here and in D.C. In the past year, I have spent time visiting sick parishioners with Tom, and sometimes even keeping vigil with families waiting for word on a loved one, just as our big family is now. I need to break the news to them gently and in such a way that they remain optimistic, so I consider my words carefully. 

By the time we’re back at the waiting room, I have a big smile on my face and am ready for them. Most of them stand as I come in and I say with as much optimism as I can stuff into my voice, “Tom has come through the surgery well. Dr. Maycord here has once again worked his magic. But of course, he could not have done that without the help of your prayers and the intercession of Our Lady and all the Saints in Heaven.”

I’m listening to myself and wonder who this person is saying these things, but I continue. “Now, I’m going to go check on him but I know he would want you to go home now and care for your families. He won’t be able to have any visitors for a while, but I promise you I will send out regular updates through Anna. Thank you all for coming and for being with us at this time. Now, Father Wayne, could you please offer a short blessing to send these generous souls home with?”

If Father Wayne finds my requests surprising, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he says in a firm voice, “The Lord be with you,” to which everyone replies with, “And with your Spirit.”

He then offers a heartfelt prayer for Tom, finishing by making the sign of the cross over the crowd and pronouncing a blessing. After a hearty “Amen,” people begin to trickle out. Martin signals Mae, and she and Anna manage the crowd while he gets me through the room and down the hall to where I really want to be.
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Seven: Tom
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The first thing I hear when I begin to wake up is a low, rumbly sort of noise.

I smile. I know immediately what it is.

It’s Helen snoring–or more precisely, snuffling–in her sleep. 

What I don’t recognize is the beeping. There are several different kinds. One’s rhythmic, like my breathing. The other–I, I can’t place it.

Then at once I know. I recognize the noises.

I’m in a hospital room. Considering what I looked like when I got here, it’s probably the ICU.

My memory is foggy, but I remember being in a similar room with Helen last year. Then, she was in the bed and I was sitting by her side, waiting for her to wake up.

And I was probably snoring.

I want to open my eyes and see her, but right now that’s just too much effort. Anyway, all I really need to know is that she’s here. Then I can go back to sleep. 

I move my hand in the direction the snoring is coming from and brush against her silky hair. 

Ah, there she is. That’s better.

“Tom, Tom, I’m here,” she says quickly. 

Oh, damn. I woke her up.

I try to open my eyes. I want to see her. But my lids are too heavy.

The chair scrapes on the floor as she gets up. She’s leaning over me now. Her hair is brushing my face, and I can smell her shampoo.

Jackson Brothers Vanilla Rain.

She’s stroking my forehead and saying quietly, “You’re going to be fine. Everything’s fine. I’ll be right here. You just rest now.” 

OK. I can do that, I think, as I drift back off into the darkness.

***
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I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep when I finally open my eyes. It still hurts to move, but I manage to look around a little. I’m definitely in the ICU. Helen is sitting in a chair beside me, resting her head on my hand.

My mouth is dry and my throat hurts. I try to swallow, but that makes it hurt worse. “Helen” is all I can manage to say, but it's enough. 

Helen lifts her head and looks at me with a tired smile and bloodshot eyes. “I’m here, Tom,” she says, gently stroking my forehead. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m not sure,” I manage to say.

“Are you in any pain? If you are, there’s a button here you can press that will increase your morphine.”

“No, nothing hurts right now.” I try to move, and groan as a pain shoots through me. “OK, that was a mistake.”

“Just lie still and don’t move.”

“No problem,” I mumble. “What happened?”

“What do you remember?” she replies.

What do I remember? I try to focus, but thanks to the medication, everything is a little fuzzy. “I was in the sacristy and I felt sick,” I finally say. “That’s it. Oh, and at one point I was flying like Superman, but I didn’t have a cape. At least I don’t think so.”

“I see,” she says with a smile. “You had surgery to repair an ulcer yesterday morning. You’ve been drifting in and out ever since. You’re in the ICU. Martin wants you to rest as much as you can now, so we can talk about everything else later.”

“Wait,” I say, “ the church. What about–?”

“Father Wayne is taking care of everything,” Helen says quietly. “Cardinal Knowland has assigned him to Saint Clare’s until the beginning of Advent. Then we’ll see.”

“Wait? Advent? What do you mean, we’ll see?” I croak. “No. He can’t do that. I need to talk to the Cardinal.” 

I try to sit up. I need my phone. I need to call Knowland, to tell him I can still do the job, to beg him not to remove me. 

I can’t believe this has happened. This is my worst nightmare come true.

Helen takes me firmly by the shoulders and looks me in the eye. “Tom, just calm down and be still. Everything is fine now and it's going to be fine. You will be back at the altar before you know it. But right now, you need to calm down.” 

“But Helen,” I whisper, “Saint Clare’s is–”

Just then, a nurse appears out of nowhere and does something to my IV. Soon, I’m drifting off again.

It’s just as well, because I was going to say, Saint Clare’s is mine.

***
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When I wake up again, Helen is still here. I knew she would be. The entire time I was fighting my way back to the conscious world, I knew that I was actually fighting to get back to her. 

I manage to put my hand out and she takes it. I see a bandage indicating that I had an IV there recently, but now there’s only one in my left hand.

“You look good,” I say with a grin, taking in her tousled, dirty hair, her tired eyes and her sagging shoulders, “but you don’t look well.”

“Don’t worry about me, Thomas Jude Greer,” Helen says with a smile. “You’re the one in the bed.”

“What time is it?” I ask.

“About 11 in the morning.”

“What day?”

“Still Monday.”

I nod and squeeze her hand slightly. “I remember you telling me something about having surgery. It was for an ulcer, you said?”

“Yes, honey. Martin did the surgery, but he had a gastroenterologist check out his work before he closed you up.”

“I see. Has he been in today?”

“Yes, this morning. He said he’d be around most of the day and to call him when you woke up.”

“Don’t do it yet,” I say, taking her hand. “At least let me have a kiss first.”

She bends down and kisses me chastely on the forehead, which is fortunate because it's all I can handle. She then returns to her seat and I ask, “So, how about a tube inventory.”

She smiles at this and says, “Well, you have a drain from the surgery, an IV that, I hate to tell you, will be your only source of nourishment for a while, and a catheter.”

“Helen, I am so sorry to put you through this.”

“Hush,” she says firmly, “don’t think about anything right now except getting better.” 

I want to tell her more, but I’m tired again so I decide to do as she says and shut up. 

“Would you like me to read to you?”

“I would,” I say, looking forward to hearing her voice.

She begins reading to me from the Psalms, her voice seeming to rise and fall in concert with my breathing. I don’t know how long she reads, for I drift off to sleep again.

***
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The next time I wake up, I’m alone. 

What little rational mind I have is glad, since I hope that Helen is somewhere sleeping. But the room is dark. It may or may not be nighttime. There are no windows in the room, and I can’t see a clock. I still don’t have my phone, so I have no idea what time it is.

Suddenly I’m overwhelmed by a sense of loneliness. I think of Christ’s question to the sleeping apostles in the Garden of Gethsemane just hours before his crucifixion, “Can you not watch one hour with me?” My heart goes out to Him, facing what was coming and having no human presence to comfort him. I force myself to focus my thoughts on those passages, and to try to join my small sufferings with His for the good of the parish.

This makes the situation bearable, but I am still thankful when a nurse comes in to check on me. 

“What time is it?” I ask, my mouth dry and my voice hoarse from lack of use.

“It's 4 in the morning, Father,” she says quietly. “Dr. Maycord ordered no visitors for you during the night so that Mrs. Greer would have to go home and get some rest. She said she will be back by 6.” 

She makes some adjustments to the equipment and types some information into her tablet. “Is there anything I can get you, Father?”

I hesitate, not wanting to ask for anything extra. “I had my rosary in my pants pocket when I came in. Do you happen to know where it might be now?”

She smiles gently and points to a drawer in the small bedside table. “It's right here. Would you like it?”

“Yes, please,” I say. She takes it out of the drawer and places it carefully in my hand. I close my fingers around the beads. This is the first thing that feels natural since I got here, and I am thankful to be able to finger the beads as I pray. 

At some point, I fall back asleep, because the next thing I know, I wake up and see Helen’s back, sitting in the chair next to my bed. I see her before she sees me, and I bask in the sight of her praying with my rosary in her deceptively strong hands. 

I can’t stifle a cough and she looks up and smiles. “There you are. I thought my charms had lost some of their magnetism.”

She stands up and bends to kiss me, this time gently on my lips. “Never,” I whisper.

“How are you feeling?” she asks anxiously.

“Better than I did yesterday,” I assure her. “How did you sleep?”

“Better than I did the night before last,” she says. “Martin gave me a prescription for something to help.”

“That was nice of him. What was it?” 

“Technically, it wasn’t so much a prescription as a recipe for his grandmother’s North Georgia Hot Toddy. But either way, it did the trick.”

“I’m glad,” I say, holding her hand. 

The mention of the prescription reminds me of what I’ve been taking over the past week or so, and while I can’t exactly feel fear yet, I certainly feel shame. I know I need to come clean with Helen, but I’m not quite ready to yet. Anyway, I don’t want to dump anything else on her right now. So instead, I ask, “Any word about when I might get out of here?”

“The ICU? So far you have not had a significant fever, so Martin says that as long as you don’t show any signs of infection, he’ll order you moved to a room tomorrow. He’s putting you in the VIP suite.”

“What about the hospital in general?”

“Tom,” she says gently, “I don’t think now is the time to discuss that. Getting you well is going to be a marathon, not a sprint. Please, can we just be thankful for each step in the right direction?”

I look into her pleading eyes and remind myself why I’m here as I say, “Of course. So why don’t you tell me what’s going on in the world.” 

We talk for another half-hour until the nurse comes in to, as she puts it euphemistically, “help me get cleaned up.” Helen leaves, promising she’ll be back in a little bit.

By the time the nurse is finished, I’m exhausted from both exertion and embarrassment and am ready for another nap.
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