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ONE




JUDITH GROVER MCMONIGLE Flynn took one look at the newspaper headline, released the brake on her wheelchair, and rolled into the kitchen.

Im not sure its safe to go into the hospital, she said to her husband, Joe Flynn. Look at this.

Joe, who had just come in through the back door, hung his all-weather jacket on a peg in the hallway and stared at the big, bold front-page headline.



ACTRESS DIES FOLLOWING ROUTINE SURGERY

John Fremont Succumbs After Minor Foot Operation



Whos John Fremont? Joe asked after kissing his wife on the cheek. The explorer? No wonder he wrecked his feet, going over all those mountains. Huh. I thought he was already dead.

Hes been dead for over a hundred years, Judith replied. Its a

A shame the local newspaper doesnt jump on those stories faster, Joe interrupted. Whats Queen Victoria up to this week?

Judith made a face at Joe. Its a typo, she said in a testy voice. Its supposed to be Joan Fremont. See, there it is in the lead. You know who she isweve seen her in several local stage productions. She iswasa wonderful actress.

Joe frowned as he read deeper into the story. Jeez, dont these people proofread anymore?

Thats not my point, Judith asserted. Thats the second well-known person in three weeks to peg out at Good Cheer Hospital. Im getting scared to go in next Monday for my hip replacement.

Joe opened the cupboard and got out a bottle of Scotch. You mean Somosa, the pitcher? Thats no mystery. He was probably full of amphetamines. With an air of apology, Joe gestured with the bottle. Sorry, I hate to drink in front of you, but I spent ten hours sitting on my butt for that damned insurance stakeout.

Never mind. Judith sighed with a martyred air that would have made her Aunt Deb proud. Im used to sacrifice and self-denial. After a month in this stupid wheelchair and taking all those pain pills, I suppose I should be looking forward to surgery and getting back to a normal life. Howd the stakeout go?

It didnt, Joe replied, dumping ice cubes into a glass. The guy didnt budge from his sofa except to go to the can. Then he used a walker. Maybe hes legit. The insurance company expected him to play a set of tennis or jump over high hurdles or do the rumba. I hate these alleged insurance-fraud assignments.

They pay well, Judith pointed out, giving the amber liquid in Joes glass a longing look.

Oh, yeah, Joe agreed, sitting down at the kitchen table. We can use the money with the B&B shut down for five weeks. Im expensive to keep, and youre not delivering.

Teasing or not, the comment nettled Judith. Just after Christmas, her right hip had deteriorated to the point that shed been confined to a wheelchair. With the help of Joe and their neighbors, Carl and Arlene Rankers, Judith had managed to keep Hillside Manor running smoothly through the holidays. But Carl and Arlene had left the day after New Years for a vacation in Palm Desert. And even though Joe was retired from the police force, his part-time private investigations had become almost a full-time job. It had been a difficult decision for Judith, but she had been forced to cancel all reservations for the first ten days of January, until the Rankerses return. Her only consolation was that the days in question were the slowest time of the year for the Bed-and-Breakfast industry.

Weve lost at least four grand, Judith said in a morose tone.

Joe gave a slight shake of his head. Dubious. The weather around here this winter isnt exactly enticing to visitors.

Judith glanced up at the window over the kitchen sink. It was raining. It seemed to have been raining for months. Fifty degrees and raining. No sun breaks, no snow, just relentless rain and gloomy, glowering skies. Day after day of gray, gray, and grayer. Even a Pacific Northwest native like Judith had an occasional hankering for a patch of blue sky.

People still visit people, Judith said, unwilling to let herself be cheered.

Joe gave a solemn shake of his head. Not in January. Everybodys broke.

Including us, Judith said. Because of me. Renie and Bill are broke, too, she added, referring to her cousin and her cousins husband. Renie cant work with her bad shoulder. This is the busiest time of year for her, with all the annual reports. She usually designs at least a half-dozen, which means big bucks. Shes out of commission until March.

Whens her surgery? Joe inquired.

A week after mine, Judith replied. Well be like ships passing in the night. Or should I say sinking? Judith emitted another heavy sigh as she rolled over to the sink and took a Percocet. Then she took another Percocet. It couldnt hurt. Besides, she ached twice as much as she had the day before.

As a distraction, Judith read the rest of the story about Joan Fremont. The actress had been admitted to Good Cheer Hospital the previous day. Her surgery, pronounced successful, had been performed that afternoon. But at ten-thirty this morning, Joan had died suddenly and without warning. She left behind two grown children and her husband, Addison Kirby, the city hall reporter for the evening newspaper.

No wonder her name got misspelled, Judith remarked. Joans husband works for the paper. The staff must be shaken by her death.

Oh? Joe raised rust-colored eyebrows above the sports section. Kirby, huh? Ive run into him a few times at city hall. Nice guy, but strictly business.

Judith put the newspapers front section down on the table. Theyll investigate, I assume?

Oh, sure, Joe responded, his gaze back on the sports page. They did with Joaquin Somosa, they will with Joan Fremont. Its automatic when someone relatively young and in otherwise good health dies in a hospital. The county medical examiner has jurisdiction.

That makes sense, Judith said as she rolled to the stove. I made beef-noodle bake. Its almost done. Ive fixed a salad and there are some rolls Ill heat up. Then you can take Mothers portion out to the toolshed.


Joe grimaced. Cant I phone it in to her?

Joe Judith stopped. Serving Gertrudes meals was a bone of contention since Judith had become wheelchair-bound. Joe Flynn and Gertrude Grover didnt get along. An understatement, Judith thought. How else to put it? If duels were still legal, they would have skewered each other by the birdbath a long time ago.

The phone rang just as Judith slipped the foil-wrapped rolls into the oven. Fumbling a bit, she pulled the cordless receiver out of the gingham pocket on her wheelchair.

Coz? said Renie, who sounded excited. Guess what.

What? Make it quick, Ive got my head in the oven.

Coz! Renie cried. Nothings that bad! Hang in there, youre only a few days away from surgery. Youll be fine.

I mean Im trying to put dinner together, Judith said, sounding cross. Her usual easygoing manner had begun to fray in recent weeks.

Oh. Renie paused. Good. I meanNever mind. I called to tell you that Dr. Mings office just phoned to say that theyd had a surgery cancellation on Monday and I can go in a whole week early. Isnt that great? Well be in the hospital together.

Judith brightened. Really? Thats wonderful. She paused. I think.

You think? Now Renie sounded annoyed. We could share a room. We could encourage each others recovery. We could make fun of the hospital staff and the other patients. We could have some laughs.

Yes, yes, of course, Judith said as she closed the oven door. Its just thatHave you seen tonights paper?

Ours hasnt come yet, Renie replied. You know we always have a later delivery on this side of Heraldsgate Hill.

Well, Judith began, then caught Joes warning glance. Its nothing, really. You can see for yourself when the paper comes.

Coz. Renie sounded stern. Tell me now or Ill have to hit you with my good arm. You cant run away from me, remember?

Judith sighed. Theres been another unexpected death at Good Cheer Hospital. Joan Fremont, the actress.

Joan Fremont! Renie shrieked. Oh, no! Wait till I tell Bill. I think hes always had a crush on her. What happened?

Ignoring Joes baleful look, Judith picked up the front section of the paper and read the story to Renie.

Thats terrible, Renie responded in a shocked voice. She was so talented. And young. Wellyounger than we are. A little bit, anyway. Shed probably had work done, being an actress.

Thats two deaths in three weeks, Judith noted.

Joaquin Somosa, Renie murmured. Younger still. Elbow surgery. Supposed to be healed by the All-Star break.

Wont, Judith said, suddenly feeling light-headed. Dead instead.

This is scary, Renie declared. Do you suppose we should ask Dr. Ming and Dr. Alfonso to operate on us in the privacy of our own automobiles?

Judith started to respond, but just then the back door banged open. Gertrude Grover stood in the hallway, leaning on her walker and wearing a very old and slightly shabby wool coat over her head. Worse yet, Judith saw two of her. Maybe she should have taken only one Percocet.

Wheres my supper? Gertrude demanded, thumping the walker on the floor for emphasis.

Judith spoke into the phone. Gotta go. Mothers here. She rang off. Im heating the rolls, Judith said with a feeble smile, trying not to slur her words. Mother, you shouldnt come out in the rain. Youll catch cold.

And die? Gertrudes small eyes darted in the direction of Joes back. Wouldnt that suit Dumbo here?

Mother, Judith said with a frown, accidentally ramming the wheelchair into the stove. Oops! Course not. You know better. She tried to ignore the puzzled expression on her husbands face. Hasnt Joe taken good care of you while Ive been laid out? I mean, laid up.

Its part of his plan, Gertrude said, scowling at Joe, who was still turned away from his mother-in-law. Hes waiting until you go into the hospital. Then, when Im supposed to be lulled intosomething-or-other, hell strike! Gertrude slammed the walker again. He knows the ropes, he used to be a cop. Theyll never catch him, and hell make off with all my candy.

Mother Judith wished she didnt feel so muddled. She wished she could walk. She wished her mother wouldnt insist on wearing a coat that was at least twenty years old. She wished Gertrude would shut up. She wished she didnt have two mothers, standing side by side.

Joe had finally risen from the chair. I dont eat candy, he said in his most casual manner. You got any jewels stashed out there in the toolshed, Mrs. G.?

Ha! Gertrude exclaimed. Wouldnt you like to know? It was one of those rare occasions when Gertrude addressed Joe directly. As a rule, she spoke of him in the third person.

Clumsily, Judith opened the oven. Here, your dinners ready. Joe can help dish it up for you, Mother.

Im watching his every move, Gertrude said, narrowing her eyes. He might slip something into my food. I should have Sweetums eat it first, but that ornery cats too danged finicky.

Joe got the salad out of the refrigerator and removed the beef-noodle bake from the oven. He filled Gertrudes plate with a flourish, added a roll, and started for the back door. At your service, he called over his shoulder. Let me help you out.

Out? Gertrude snapped. Out where? Out of this world?

She was still hurling invective as the two of them went outside. It was a conflict of long standing, a personal Thirty Years War between Joe Flynn and Gertrude Grover. When Joe had first courted Judith, Gertrude had announced that she didnt like him. He was a cop. They made rotten husbands. He was Irish. They always drank too much. He had no respect for his elders. He wouldnt kowtow to Gertrude.

Judith and Joe had gotten engaged anyway. And then disaster struck. Joe had gotten drunk, not because he was Irish but because he was a cop, and had come upon two teenagers who had overdosed on drugs. Putting a couple of fifteen-year-olds in body bags had sent him off to a barand into the arms of the sultry singer at the piano. Vivian, or Herself, as Judith usually called her, had shanghaied the oblivious Joe to Las Vegas and a justice of the peace. The engagement was broken, and so was Judiths heart.

Judith was still dwelling on the past when Joe returned to the kitchen. Shes still alive, he announced, then looked more closely at his wife. Whats wrong? You look sort of sickly.

Nozzing, Judith replied, trying to smile. I mean, nothingexcept Mudder. Mother. It bothers me when shes so mean to you.

Joe shrugged. Im used to it. In fact, I get kind of a kick out of it. Face it, Jude-girl, at her age she doesnt have much pleasure in life. If it amuses her to needle me, so what?

Judith rested her head against Joes hip. Youre such a decent person, Joe. I love you.

The feeling is eternally mutual, he said, hugging her shoulders. How many pain pills did you take?

Umm Judith considered fibbing. She was very good at it. When she could think straight. Two.

Joe sighed. Lets eat. Food might straighten you out a bit.

Wouldnt you think, Judith said halfway through the meal when she had begun to feel more lucid, that when you and I finally got married after your divorce and Dans death, Mother would have been happy for us?

Joe shook his head. Never. Youre an only child, and your father died fairly young. Youre all your mother has, and shell never completely let go. The sames true with Renie. Look how your Aunt Deb pulls Renie around like shes on a string.

True, Judith allowed. What I meant was that even if Mother resented you at first, after I married Dan on the rebound, and he turned out to be such aflop, youd figure that Mother would be glad to see me married to somebody with a real job and a sense of responsibility and a girth considerably less than fifty-four inches. Dans pants looked like the sails on the Britannia.

Joe grinned and the gold flecks danced in his green eyes. Your mother didnt want a replacement or an improvement. She wanted you, back home, under her wing.

She got it, Judith said with a rueful laugh. After Dan died, Mike and I couldnt go on living in that rental dump out on Thurlow Street. The rats were so big they were setting traps for us.

It was only a slight exaggeration. After losing one house to the IRS for back taxes, defaulting on another, and getting evicted twice, Judith, Dan, and Mike had ended up, as Grandpa Grover would have put it, in Queer Street. Dan had stopped working altogether by then, and Judiths two jobs barely paid for the basics.

The Thurlow rental was a wreck, the neighborhood disreputable. After Dan died, Judith and her only son moved back into the family home on Heraldsgate Hill. Her mother had protested at first when Judith came up with her scheme to turn the big house into a B&B. Eventually, Gertrude had given in, if only because she and Judith and Mike had to eat. But when Joe reappeared in Judiths life during the homicide investigation of a guest, the old lady had balked. If Judith married Joe, Gertrude announced, she wouldnt live under the same roof with him. Thus, the toolshed had been converted into a small apartment, and Gertrude took her belongings and her umbrage out to the backyard.

She complained constantly, but refused to budge. Judith pictured her mother in the old brown mohair chair, eating her supper, watching TV, and cursing Joe Flynn. Gertrude would never change her mind about her son-in-law, not even now in her dotage. But at least some sort of truce was in effect, which made life a little easier at Hillside Manor.

Shortly after seven, Judith called Renie back to get the details on her cousins surgery. Neither of them knew exactly what time their operations would be scheduled and wouldnt find out until Friday afternoon. Judith hunkered down and tried to be patient. It wasnt easy: Even in the wheelchair, she experienced a considerable amount of pain and, due to the recent news reports, it was accompanied by an unexpected apprehension. Still, Judith could do little more than wait.

The tedium was broken Friday morning when Mike called from his current posting as a forest ranger up on the close-in mountain pass.

Guess what, he said in his most cheerful voice.

What? Judith asked.

Guess.

The first thing that came to mind was that Mike had been promoted. Which, she thought with plunging spirits, might mean a transfer to anywhere in the fifty states.

Dont keep me in suspense, Judith said. Im an invalid, remember?

Mom Mike chuckled. Its only temporary. Which is good, because youre going to have to be up and running by the time your next grandchild gets here around the Fourth of July.

Oh! Judiths smile was huge and satisfying. Thats terrific! How is Kristin feeling?


Great, Mike replied. You know my girl, shes a hardy honey.

Hardy wasnt quite the word Judith would have chosen. Robust, perhaps, or even brawny. Kristin McMonigle was a Viking, or maybe a Valkyrie. Mikes wife was big, blonde, and beautiful. She was also constrained, conscientious, and capable. Almost too capable, it seemed to Judith. Kristin could repair a transmission, build a cabinet, bake a Viennese torte, shingle a roof, and balance a checkbook to the penny. Indeed, Judith sometimes found her daughter-in-law intimidating.

Im so thrilled, Judith enthused. I cant wait to tell Joe. And Granny.

That reminds me, Mike said, could you call Grandma Effie, too? I dont like making out-of-state calls on the phone in the office. Id call her from the cabin tonight, but Im putting on a slide show for some zoologists.

Of course, Judith said with only a slight hesitation. Ill call right now.

Thanks, Mom. Got to run. By the way, good luck Monday if I dont talk to you before you go to the hospital.

Judith clicked the phone off and reached for her address book on the kitchen counter. She ought to know Effie McMonigles number by heart, but she didnt. Ever since Dans death eleven years earlier, Judith had called his mother once a month. But somehow the number wouldnt stick in her brain. Maybe it was like Gertrude not speaking directly to Joe; maybe Judith hoped that if she kept forgetting Effies number, her former mother-in-law would go away, too, and take all the unhappy memories of Dan with her.


Effie was home. She usually was. A nurse by profession, she resided in a retirement community outside Phoenix. In the nineteen years that Judith and Dan had been married, Effie had visited only three timesonce for the wedding, once when Mike was born, and once for Dans funeral. Effie was a sun-worshiper. She couldnt stand the Pacific Northwests gray skies and rainy days. She claimed to become depressed. But Judith felt Effie was always depressedand depressing. Sunshine didnt seem to improve her pessimistic attitude.

Another baby? Effie exclaimed when Judith relayed the news. So soon? Oh, what bad planning!

But Mac will be two in June, Judith put in. The children will be close enough in age to be playmates and companions.

Theyll fight, Effie declared in her mournful voice. Especially if its another boy.

Siblings always fight, Judith countered. I guess. She had to admit to herself that she really didnt know. Judith and Renie had both been only children, and while they occasionally quarreled in their youth, they had grown to be as close, if not closer, than sisters.

When are they coming to see me? Effie demanded. Mike and Kristy have only been here twice since Mac was born.

Its Kristin, Judith said wearily. Im not sure when theyll be able to travel. With the new baby on the way, theyll probably wait.

Oh, sure. Effie emitted a sour snort. I havent had a new picture of Mac in ages. Im not even sure what he looks like these days.

I thought Mike and Kristin sent you a picture of the whole family at Christmastime.


They did? Effie paused. Oh, that picture. It wasnt very good of any of them. I cant see the slightest resemblance to my darling Dan in either Mike or Mac. If they both didnt have my red hair, Id have to wonder.

As well you might, Judith thought, and was ashamed of the spite she felt inside. Mac doesnt look like me, either, she said in an attempt to make amends.

When are you coming down to see me? Effie queried.

Not for a while, Judith admitted. Indeed, she was ashamed of herself for not having paid Effie a visit since the year after Dan died. Its so hard for me to get away with the B&B, and now Im facing surgery Monday.

For what? Effie sounded very cross.

A hip replacement, Judith said, gritting her teeth. I told you about it on the phone a couple of weeks ago. I wrote it in my Christmas letter. I think I mentioned it in my Thanksgiving card.

Oh, that hip replacement, Effie sniffed. I thought youd already had it. Whats taking you so long?

Its the surgery scheduling, Judith responded patiently. They have to book so far ahead. You know how it is. You used to work in a hospital.

Hunh. It was different then. Doctors didnt try to squeeze in so many procedures or squeeze so much money out of their patients, Effie asserted. Medical practice today is a scandal. Youll be lucky if you get out alive.

Judith glanced at the morning paper on the kitchen table. It contained a brief item about an autopsy being performed on Joan Fremont. In the sports section, there was a story about possible trades to replace the Seafarers ace pitcher, Joaquin Somosa. At last Effie McMonigle had said something that Judith didnt feel like contradicting.

Some people werent lucky. They didnt get out of the hospital alive.

All Judith could hope was that she and Renie wouldnt be among the unlucky ones.







    

TWO




JUDITHS SURGERY WAS scheduled for eight-thirty on Monday. Renies was set for nine-fifteen. Joe and Bill delivered their wives to admitting at the same time. The cousins had worn out the phone lines over the weekend encouraging each other and trying to make light of any potential dangers.

Their husbands chimed in. Hey, Bill, Joe said, we could have hurried this up by driving together and dumping the old, crippled broads from a speeding car.

You already called the girls? Bill said with a straight face.

You bet, Joe replied. Chesty and Miss Bottoms. Theyre rarin to go.

Not funny, Judith muttered.

Nothings funny this early in the morning, snarled Renie, who usually didnt get up until ten oclock.

Nor did Good Cheer Hospitals forbidding exterior live up to its name. Built shortly after the turn of the last century, the large, dark redbrick edifice with its looming dome and wrought-iron fences looked more like a medieval castle than a haven for healing. Judith half expected to wait for a drawbridge to come down before driving over a moat into the patient drop-off area.

Renie, who was bundled up in a purple hooded coat, shuddered as she got out of the Joneses Toyota Camry. Why couldnt we go to our HMOs hospital? This place looks like a morgue.

Dont say that, Judith retorted as Joe helped her into the wheelchair. To make matters worse, it was a damp, dark morning with the rain coming down in straight, steady sheets. You know why were here. Our HMO doesnt do orthopedic surgeries anymore. All the hospitals are consolidating their services to save money.

Yeah, yeah, Renie said with an ominous glance at the double doors that automatically opened upon their approach. It just looks so gloomy. And bleak.

Its still a Catholic hospital, Bill Jones pointed out as he helped Renie through the entrance. That should be some consolation.

Why? Renie shot back. The popes not going to operate on my shoulder.

Bill wore his familiar beleaguered expression when dealing with his sometimes unreasonable wife, but said nothing as they waited for Joe to wheel Judith inside. The hospitals interior looked almost as old as its exterior. Over the years, the Sisters of Good Cheer had put all their money into equipment and staff. As long as the building was structurally sound and hygienically safe, the nuns saw no reason to waste funds on cosmetic improvements. Thus, great lengths of pipes were exposed, door frames were the original solid stained wood, and though the walls had been repainted many times, the color remained the same institutional shade of bilious green that long-dead patients and staff had endured almost a hundred years before.


There was no one around to meet the Flynns and the Joneses. A wooden sign with flaking gold lettering and an arrow pointed to admitting, on their right. They turned the corner and almost collided with a robot that was sending off loud beeping signals.

Thats new, Judith remarked. I wonder what it does.

My name is Robbie, the robot said in a mechanical voice. One metal arm reached out as if to snatch Renies big black handbag.

Watch it, Robbie, or Ill FedEx you to the scrap heap, Renie threatened.

My name is Robbie, the robot repeated. The steel creature kept moving, giving and asking no quarter.

I hope hes not one of the surgeons, Judith said.

We should ask if hes covered for malpractice, Joe said as they approached the admitting desk.

A nurse in traditional uniform and white cap sat next to a nun in a modified habit that consisted of a navy blue suit, white blouse, and navy and white veil and coif. The Sisters of Good Cheer were relatively conservative in their attitude toward apparel. As long as they wore habits, the nurses who worked for them would wear uniforms. May we help you? the nurse inquired with a strained smile.

Lets hope so, Joe replied. Were checking our wives in. He gestured at Judith and Renie.

Jones, said Bill. Serena. Rotator cuff surgery. He pointed to the carefully lettered yellow Post-it note on Renies sweater. Overcautious as ever, Bill had written, Serena Jones, right shoulder, allergic to nuts, peanuts, and morphine, inclined to complain.

Flynn, said Joe. Judith. Right-hip replacement. He cast a worried look at Judiths side. Maybe, she thought, he was wishing hed stuck a note on her, too.


Renie nudged Judith. I guess we checked our voices at the door.

The nun looked at a computer screen. Theyre right, she said to the nurse. Jones and Flynn, Drs. Ming and Alfonso.

Whew, Renie said facetiously. Im sure glad were the right people.

Bill poked her in the ribs. Dont say anything. Let them do their jobs.

Renie scowled at Bill. I was only trying to lighten the

Bill poked her again, and Renie shut up.

The nurse handed several forms to Joe and Bill. Have your wives fill these out over in the reception area. Well call their names when the doctors are ready.

What are these? Renie asked, despite the glower from Bill.

Medical information, the nurse responded. Consent forms. Releases.

Release from what? Renie inquired, resisting Bills efforts to propel her away from the desk.

Consent to the procedure, the nurse said, looking impatient. Releasing the hospital from responsibility in case you expire.

Expire? Renie blanched. As incroak?

Lets go, Bill muttered, his jaw set.

Joe had already wheeled Judith into the waiting area. Did Renie say croak? she asked her husband.

It sounded like croak, Joe answered in his breeziest manner. Of course, it might have been joke or Coke or cloak.

Judith looked down at the forms that Joe had put in her lap. She said croak. If I croak, its not their fault. I wonder how Joaquin Somosa and Joan Fremont feel about that? I mean, I wonder how their families feel?

Glum, Joe replied. Just fill the damned things out and lets get on with it.

Arent you and Bill being a bit callous? Judith demanded.

No, Joe asserted. Those were flukes. Didnt the newspaper hint that Joan Fremont had been doing some drugs? She was an actress, Somosa was an athlete. I once worked in Vice. I know how that goes. Its all show biz, and a lot of those people get involved in drugs, both legal and otherwise.

Judith wasnt reassured, but she stopped arguing. Renie had also gone silent, laboriously trying to sign the forms with her crippled right arm. The cousins had just finished when they were joined by a tall, handsome, middle-aged man and a wispy blonde woman about the same age. The man looked vaguely familiar to Judith.

Bill, who had an excellent memory for faces, caught her curious glance. Bob Randall, he said in a low voice. Former Sea Auk quarterback.

Ramblin Randall, Joe murmured, with an admiring glance for the three-time all-pro. Ill be damned. Maybe Ill shake his

Judith Flynn? a plump young nurse called out.

Here, Judith responded. I think.

Were ready for you. The nurse smiled, then nodded at Joe. Is this Mr. Flynn? He can come along, if he likes.

He does, Judith said firmly.

Joe lingered. Can I catch up with you in a minute? Id like to introduce myself to

Joe! Judith cried as the nurse began wheeling her away. I really need you!


Reluctantly, Joe trudged after his wife. Judith arrived at a large room with several curtained partitions. It looked like a busy day at Good Cheer. At least four other patients were already being prepared for surgery. Directly across the way from Judiths cubicle, an elderly woman was making her confession to an equally elderly priest. Judiths spirits plunged.

I should have had Father Hoyle anoint me or something, she murmured. Is it too late?

You mean before that old duffer keels over? Joe responded with a nod in the priests direction. I dont know. He could go at any minute.

Judith scowled at Joe. Im serious. Go ask him to come here when hes done with that womans confession.

The nurse began to take Judiths vital signs. Another nurse arrived to draw her blood. A third nurse showed up with a hospital gown, a paper hat, and a pair of socks with treads on the bottom. The first nurse asked Judith if she had voided.

Voided? Judith echoed in alarm. Voided what?

Have you gone to the bathroom recently? the nurse inquired with a gentle smile.

Oh. Yes, just before I left home.

Judith tried to relax, but it wasnt easy with all the poking and probing. She had just put on the gown, the hat, and the socks when the anesthesiologist arrived.

Im Dr. Bunn, said the young man, who looked too young to be on his own without his mother. Heres what were going to do

The curtains had been opened again after Judith changed. She could see Joe strolling casually up and down the floor, still waiting for the elderly woman to finish her confession. Judith wondered if the old girl was recounting every sin since childhood. Finally the priest appeared to be giving absolution. Judith sighed with relief.

At that moment, Bob Randall entered, supporting the wispy woman with his famous right arm. His wife, Judith thought vaguely. The poor woman looked as if she were about to meet the Grim Reaper. Maybe she was. Judith said a quick prayer for Mrs. Randall.

Dr. Bunn had finished his explanation, which Judith had only half heard. The priest was standing up. Well, Judith noted, at least he was trying to stand up. The poor man looked very unsteady.

Judith turned to see if Joe had noticed. He was nowhere in sight. Then, on the other side of the curtain, she heard her husbands voice.

Bob, said Joe, sounding unusually hearty, excuse me, but I want to thank you for all the years of pleasure and excitement you gave us when you quarterbacked the

The priest was tottering away. Judith heard Bob Randalls booming voice in reply: Flynn, eh? Great to meet you. After fifteen years out of the league, you sometimes think nobody remembers

Dr. Bunn had stepped aside as one of the nurses began an IV in Judiths left hand. Doctor, Judith said in a plaintive voice, could you get my husband from the next cubicle?

Hold on there, Dr. Bunn said in a soothing voice. Hell be right along. At the moment, hed be in the way.

But I wanted to Judith began, then heard Joe bidding Bob Randall good-bye.

Good luck with the knee, Joe said, and suddenly appeared from the other side of the curtain. Hey, Jude-girl, Bob Randalls having knee surgery this morning. You know how it is with quarterbacks. The knees always seem to give out. Hes a really great guy.

Judith felt for Joes hand. I thought his wife was the one who Judith felt drowsy. Joe, can you find that

Judith felt nothing.



She awoke nearly seven hours later in the recovery room, staring at Renie. Coz, Judith said thickly. Hi.

Unh, Renie replied and blinked twice.

Werealive, Judith said, her voice sounding very strange.

So far, Renie replied, also unlike herself.

Judiths eyes came into focus. Her gaze traveled to the end of the bed. Joe was standing there, along with a nurse Judith didnt recognize.

Hi, Joe said. He sounded different, too, almost shy. Judith concentrated harder on his face. He looked pale. She looked in Renies direction. Bill was by her bed, also looking pale. Both Joe and Bill had ruddy complexions. Could they actually have been worried about their wives?

How do you feel, Mrs. Flynn? the gray-haired nurse inquired.

Okay, Judith replied, despite the fact that she was too woozy to know. Hi, Joe.

With a quick glance at the nurse, Joe came around to the side of the bed, almost bumping into Bill. Youre going to be fine, he said, taking her hand. Ive already seen Dr. Alfonso.

Good, Judith sighed, wishing she could feel relieved, but not feeling much of anything.


Across the aisle, Dr. Ming was hovering over Renie. Judith tried to hear what he was saying, but couldnt. A moment later, Renie was being rolled out of the recovery room, with Bill trailing an orderly, a nurse, and Dr. Ming.

Wheres she gone? Judith asked in alarm.

To her room, Joe replied. Renies surgery was only three and a half hours. Yours was almost six, plus it was after nine before they actually started.

Ohmigod! Judith shut her eyes. What time is it?

Does it matter? Joe smiled. Its going on four oclock. Here. He proffered a plastic cup. Drink some water.

Judith had trouble getting her lips around the straw. Its hard, she moaned.

Dr. Alfonso, looking as exhausted as Judith, approached the bed. Or was it a gurney? Judith couldnt tell; didnt care.

Youll be up and dancing soon, he said with the hint of a twinkle in his dark eyes.

Hunh, said Judith.

Ive talked to your husband and given him all the details, Dr. Alfonso went on, pushing a swatch of silver hair under the shower-cap-like hat he still wore. His blue scrubs were spattered with blood; Judith involuntarily shuddered when she realized the stains probably came from her. Im taking a lunch break now, the doctor said, but Ill be in to see you before I go off duty. Dr. Alfonso jabbed at the plastic cup. Keep drinking as much as you can. You need plenty of fluids to keep from becoming dehydrated.

Dr. Alfonso had no sooner padded away than Judith began to feel pain. She tried to crane her head to look at the IV source, but her head wouldnt move, her neck wouldnt swivel.


Joe, get a nurse, Judith said, wincing slightly. I think Im running out of pain medication.

The anesthesias probably wearing off, Joe said. Hang on, Ill find the nurse who was here a few minutes ago.

The next half hour was taken up with the nurses attempts to make Judith more comfortable, with Joe pressing fluids upon her, and with Judith thinking that maybe she would be better off dead. At last the pain began to ease a bit as a result of the increased morphine dosage. Judith felt more aware, but less content.

Were going to move you to your room now, the nurse said smiling. Once we get you in bed, youll feel better.

No, I wont, Judith muttered. I feel like bird poop.

You can sleep, the nurse said. Itll be quieter there.

Judith had been vaguely aware of the comings and goings in the recovery area. The surgeons must have been busy that day, since at least a half-dozen patients had been wheeled in or out while she emerged from her anesthetic cocoon. The noise hadnt really bothered her, but shed be glad for some peace and privacy.

I saw Bob Randall after his knee surgery, Joe said as Judith was being trundled down the hall. He seemed in pretty good spirits. But then he always was a warrior.

Ididntknowyouweresuchafan, Judith gasped as every buckle and bump in the hallway floor seemed to set her teeth on edge.

Randall played fourteen years for the Auks, Joe said, hurrying to keep up. Those were the years I was married to Herself. Watching Randall pass for a first down on third and eight was a lot more fun than watching Vivian pass out over an empty fifth.

Yes. It was all Judith could manage to say as they turned a corner on what felt like two wheels. The lingering odor of food and antiseptic seemed to chase her down the hall like a stale wind.

A sort of shrieking reached Judiths ears as the gurney slowed. Judith frowned but couldnt quite manage to lift her head. Whats that? she asked as the noise grew louder.

The nurse and the orderly didnt reply but kept moving closer to the source.

Joe? Judith asked as a series of obscenities assailed her ears.

The gurney was steered through a doorway. The obscenities grew in volume and ferocity. Joe? Judith repeated.

They had arrived in a two-bed room on the third floor. The curses emanated from the other side of a pale blue curtain. Joe didnt respond. He didnt have to. Judith recognized the voice.

Hi, Renie, he finally said as Judith was flipped and flopped onto an ancient hospital bed with a black iron bedstead. Howre you doing?

Renies answer was unprintable.



Judith and Renie had requested sharing a room, but the staff had made no promises. Good Cheer wasnt a hotel or a summer campit was a hospital.

May I? Joe asked in an unusually meek voice as he gave the blue curtain a twitch.

Why not? Renie snapped. You can set fire to the whole damned place as far as Im concerned.

Judith moved just enough to see Renie, propped up on pillows with her right arm in a blue sling and her shoulder sporting a bloody dressing.

Hi, coz, Renie said in a more normal tone. How are you? She didnt wait for an answer, but let out a bloodcurdling scream.

Whats wrong? Judith asked in alarm.

Its the only way to get attention around here, Renie said, then screamed again.

Stop that! Judith exclaimed. It makes my head throb!

I throb everywhere, Renie shot back. They dumped me in here almost an hour ago, and I havent seen anybody since. She slapped with her left hand at what appeared to be a buzzer button extending from a thick rubber cord. Ive poked this stupid thing so often I think I burned the light out over the damned door. Now Im getting hoarse from yelling.

Wheres Bill? Joe inquired.

He left, Renie replied after taking a deep sip of water. He had to run some errands and then have dinner. Hell be back this evening.

Judith looked at Joe. You ought to go, too. Its been a long day.

Joe seemed torn. Shouldnt I wait until Dr. Alfonso comes in?

Judith gave a faint shake of her head. Youve already talked to him. You have to tell Mother Im okay and let Mike know I survived. Frankly, you look beat. Ill be fine, as long as Screaming Mimi over there shuts up. I might be able to sleep a bit.

Well Joes green-eyed gaze roamed around the room. I suppose I should head home.

Of course you should, Judith said, also taking in her surroundings. The walls were painted a dreary beige that hadnt been freshened in years. A crucifix hung over each of the beds and the only other furnishings were a pair of visitors chairs, a commode, and the nightstands. A TV was mounted high on the far wall, flanked by a small statue of Jesus revealing the Sacred Heart and, on the other side, Mary holding the infant Jesus. Two old-fashioned sash windows on Renies side of the room looked out over one of the citys residential areas. The roofs were gray, the houses were gray, the skies were gray. Even the trees looked gray on this late-January afternoon.

With a reluctant sigh, Joe leaned down to kiss Judiths forehead. Okay, Ill check in at the B&B to make sure that Carl and Arlene are getting along all right. Ill see you this evening.

Despite her brave words, Judith kept her dark eyes on Joe until he was out of the room. Indeed, he was practically run over by a disheveled young man carrying a balloon bouquet in one hand and an almost life-sized cutout of a football player in the other.

For Bob Randall, Judith remarked, daring to gaze at Renie.

The ex-quarterback? Renie snorted. I swear, the only time I ever watched him play, he always threw an interception or got sacked. She paused, then made a futile attempt to snap the fingers of her left hand. Thats it! Ramblin Randall is getting all the attention while we suffer and starve. I timed myself. I screamed for eleven minutes nonstop. Nobody came. I think Ill set fire to the bed.

Coz Judith began to plead, but was interrupted by a tall, handsome nun in an exceptionally well-tailored modified habit.

Mrs. Jones? Mrs. Flynn? the nun said, standing on the threshold. Which of you has been requesting help?

If not embarrassed, Renie at least had the grace to look slightly abashed. Yesthat would be me. She offered the nun a toothy smile. Im having quite a bit of pain.

Youre being quite a pain, Judith thought, but kept silent.

The nun glanced at the IV. Ill see what I can do, she said in her crisp, no-nonsense voice. By the way, Im Sister Jacqueline, the hospital administrator. I should point out that our staff is extremely busy this week. The surgery floor is full, and as usual, were a bit shorthanded. The economics of medicine arent what they used to be. She gave the cousins a tight little smile.

I understand, Judith said. Its a terrible problem that nobody seems able to solve.

Its those damned insurance companies, Renie asserted, lifting her head a few inches from the pillow. Lets not even talk about the greedy jackasses who run the pharmaceutical industry. What about the patient? Im lying here in misery and half starved while a bunch of bumbling morons in Washington, D.C., try to figure out whether their pants get pulled up over their fat butts or go down over their empty heads. Or maybe they arent wearing any pants at all. Furthermore, if anybody had an ounce of

Sister Jacqueline cleared her throat rather loudly. Mrs. Jones. Ranting will do you no good. I suggest that you exercise the virtue of patience instead.

I am the freaking patient! Renie cried. And Im not a patient patient.

I gather not, Sister Jacqueline said mildly, then turned to Judith and spoke almost in a whisper. If someone is discharged tomorrow, we might be able to move you to a different room.

Judith tried to smile. Its fine, Sister. Honestly. Im used to her. Shes my cousin.

The nun drew back as if Judith had poked her. Really! She glanced from Judith to Renie and back again. Then patience must be one of your outstanding virtues.

Judith looked sheepish. WellMany things in life have taught me patience. In fact, my cousin really doesnt

A tall, thin middle-aged man who looked vaguely familiar tapped diffidently on the open door. Sister? he said in an uncertain voice.

The nun stepped away from Judiths bed. Yes?

Im worried, the man said, removing his thick glasses and putting them back on in a nervous manner. My brother isnt getting any rest. There are way too many visitors and deliveries and I dont know what all. I thought since Margie volunteers at the hospital, shed keep things under control.

I havent seen Mrs. Randall since Mr. Randall was in the recovery room, Sister Jacqueline replied. Even though the post-op news was very good, she seemed downcast. Perhaps she went home to rest.

I hope not. The man who appeared to be Bob Randalls brother gave a shake of his head. Theres supposed to be a big snowstorm moving in. She might get stuck at the house. He uttered a heavy sigh. Poor Margie. Shes always downcast. I guess its just her nature.

The nun turned back to Judith, but avoided looking at Renie, who wore a mutinous expression. Excuse me, I must get things straightened out. Keep drinking those liquids, both of you. Come along, Mr. Randall. Jim, is it? She put a firm hand on Jim Randalls elbow and steered him out into the hall. I agree, too much excitement isnt good for

Her voice faded as they moved down the hall. Renie picked up a tiny digital clock from her nightstand. Its going on five. I havent eaten since last night. When do they serve around here?

I thought you hurt so much, Judith remarked, plucking listlessly at the white linen sheet. Good Cheer Hospital had been stitched in blue on the hem, but the letters had worn away to leave only Goo . .h.er Ho.p

I do, Renie said, but that doesnt mean I cant be hungry.

Before Judith could respond, Dr. Alfonso reappeared, now dressed in blue jeans, a denim shirt, and a black leather jacket. Youre looking a bit brighter, Mrs. Flynn, he said, though his own voice was weary. Lets take a peek at that dressing.

When do we eat? Renie asked in a petulant tone.

After a bit, the surgeon replied without taking his eyes off the loose bandage. Well get the nurse to change that. Hows the pain?

Awful, Renie broke in. Whatever happened to Demerol?

Its bearable, Judith responded bravely. Though it hurts quite a bit to make even the slightest move.

Well take care of that, too, Dr. Alfonso said with a tired smile. Now lets talk about your rehab

How can a person rehab, Renie demanded, when his or her arm feels like it fell off? In fact, I think it did. Do you want to check the floor for me?


Well have you try to sit up tomorrow, the doctor said to Judith. Maybe later in the day, well see if you can take a few steps.

That sounds next to impossible right now, Judith said, though her weak smile tried to convey courage. Ill do my best.

Ill do my worst if somebody doesnt put something besides corn syrup in this IV, Renie snarled.

With shoulders slumped, Dr. Alfonso started to turn away from Judith. Ill be by in the morning to

His words were cut short by screams and a large thud from nearby. Judith stiffened in the narrow bed and Renies expression went from grumpy to curious. Dr. Alfonso picked up his step, but was met by a petite Asian nurse in a fresh white uniform and cap.

Come, please, Doctor, the nurse urged in an anxious voice. Somethings happened to Mr. Randall.

Randall? Dr. Alfonso echoed, following the nurse out into the hall. Dr. Garnetts patient?

Judiths jaw dropped. Surely not another local celebrity had succumbed at Good Cheer Hospital. She pricked up her ears, trying to catch the nurses fading reply.

Not Bob Randall, she said. Its his brother, Jim. He suddenly collapsed and is unconscious.

Renie made an airy gesture of dismissal with her left hand. Maybe hes dead. Can anybody around here tell the difference?

Judith stared incredulously at her cousin. Thats not funny.

Renies face fell as she realized the enormity of what she had just said. No, she agreed, a hand to her head. Its not.
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