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This is dedicated in loving memory to my sister, 
Rhea Lansdown. She blessed my life for thirty years, 
until May of 2007. She never knew about this story, 
a surprise now lost. I still see you all the time, in my 
sleep and in the crowds, and everyday I wish I could 
have given you my heart. Rhea, this one is for you.



Death: by defi nition, it is the permanent cessation of 
all vital functions, the inevitable end of one life, destined 
from birth. One by one, all vital organs shut down. Blind 
eyes dilate to the fullest as everything fades into pure 
black. In the end, we all fade into a memory. Sometimes, 
if we put enough of ourselves into it and believe, then that 
memory can build into something much more.

Question: Why do we see our dead walking in a 
crowd of people? If we believe hard enough, just maybe, 
is it possible our long lost loved ones become real enough 
to remain here with us? Just how powerful are our fondest 
memories?



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THE LAST THING ANY CARDIAC surgeon wants to 
see in the middle of a heart transplant is a ghost, yet there 
it was. All Paul knew was that this man was a successful 
insurance attorney for a large fi rm, a family man, who 
just happened to have a congenital heart defect that had 
gone undetected for years. The man’s surgery had been 
uneventful and routine, when suddenly his vitals crashed. 
The ghost-face of the patient sat up and looked deep into 
Paul’s soul through the windows of his eyes.

The man looked down at his open chest, fi lled with 
fl owing circuits of bloody tubes and dangling metal equip-
ment, and then slowly turned his head back to Paul. The 
patient’s eyebrows lifted as if he were about to cry. After 
working an empty jaw, his ghost-mouth was able to speak. 
“What-what about my kids? What about my wife?”

Paul locked eyes with the ghost. His heart sank. 
“They’re fi ne.”

“Liar.” The ghost smiled. “But they will be. I wrote 
my own insurance policy.”
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“Everything is fine,” Paul said through his teeth. He 
moved his hands at a blinding blur of delicate fingers, 
each hand dancing a ballet with clamps and strings; he 
hurried because he knew time was not on his side. The 
Ghost was looking to him in the same desperate way all 
the others had, just before their bodies died. It was the 
look of a spirit about to pass the point of no return. “Let’s 
hurry up and finish. Quick, you close him up. Delores, get 
the suction ready.”

The woman wearing olive green scrubs that would 
disgust a horror-film makeup crew reached around his 
midsection with the suction wand and cleaned the surgery 
site one last time. At once, the crimson faded, revealing 
flesh stained yellow from the pre-op iodine. Delores fin-
ished and looked back at Paul. “Ready, doctor.”

The short doctor on the other side of the patient set 
his little arms to work, closing the steel plates of the re-
tractor and stapler into the midsection of the unseen ghost.

Paul could not look away from the eyes.
The ghost smiled. “Thanks anyway, but I cannot 

stay. I know the way.” The man looked up and stared into 
the bright overhead lights, but his gaze was far beyond 
the bulbs. His mouth whispered one word, and the ghost 
closed his eyes.

“Let’s go, we’re out of time!” Paul roared even 
though he knew time was death, and death had already 
stolen the life they were trying to save. Paul thought death 
and time were just two faces of the same monster, like a 
two-headed abomination that sometimes occurs in nature.

Instead of handing back the retractor and stapler, 
Doctor Quick dropped them to the floor and Delores im-
mediately filled his empty hands with defibrillator pad-
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dles. When the machine charged, the short man sent the 
electrical current into the chest of the patient. For a mo-
ment, the muscles in the patient contracted, causing his 
back to arch off the table. Everyone in the room paused 
and looked at the monitors.

As the flatline drew out like a blade, the ghost began 
to disappear, like sugar dissolving in water.

“Charge it again!” Paul commanded as if he were a 
general giving orders from up on a horse on some ancient 
battlefield.

Delores pushed the blue button and the machine 
gave a mechanical whirring noise followed by a flat tone. 
She gave a sharp nod to the short man.

“Clear!” Doctor Quick shouted. He placed the pad-
dles against the pale flesh and again the electricity arched 
the back of the patient. 

At the same time that the ghost vanished, the moni-
tors noticed a weak pulse. The beat skipped twice, and 
then began a steady rhythm that kept a normal pace. A 
collective sigh filled the operating room.

“No matter how many times we do this, I still get 
the biggest goose bumps every time.” Quick said as he 
hopped down from the stool. When his stubby legs gained 
his balance on the floor, he looked up at Paul, who tow-
ered over him by almost three feet. Paul was well over 
six feet tall, not unusual for a man of Spanish decent, but 
standing next to him, Quick’s Irish four and a half feet 
always felt so much shorter.

“That’s because Mrs. Quick has you whipped.” Paul 
said, looking down at his colleague.

At first, the short doctor was speechless, his mouth 
frozen. Quick slid his glasses back on the bridge of his 
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nose, backed out of the way of the orderlies removing the 
patient, and then simply shrugged his shoulders. “Oh, like 
you’re not?”

“Oh no, not me, I rule the roost at my henhouse,” 
Paul replied, puffing his chest out like a proud rooster. “I 
am the king of my castle; I wear the pants in my house. 
When I say, Jump, she says, How high!”

Quick gave him a look of disbelief and a nod to indi-
cate he was slathering on the sarcasm nice and thick.

“Is that so?” Delores asked, interrupting Paul’s rant-
ing. “So you would not mind me bringing that up to Susan 
at the book club meeting this Saturday, would you?”

“Man alive, I thought you were gone!” Paul said. He 
turned to see Delores watching him with her arms folded 
tightly across her chest. She was one of his best friends, 
and they had come close to fooling around together one 
drunken night before he married Susan and she married 
Duane, but they decided to remain friends instead of risk-
ing a good thing. “She would make me sleep on the lumpy 
couch for a week. With no lovin’. That’s not funny.”

“Well if you’re right, you have nothing to worry 
about. As the self-proclaimed king of his castle, you are 
not whipped, right, Dr. Paul Vieyra?” she asked sarcasti-
cally. “Like you said, when you say jump, she says how 
high, right?”

“What do you really want?” Paul asked. “I smell ex-
tortion here.”  

She shrugged her shoulders. 
He looked deep into her blue eyes that seemed to be 

the same color as the deepest parts of the ocean. “What 
if I doubled the two hundred I owe you for the Patriots 
game?”



DEAD HEART 11

“I suppose we’re negotiating?” she asked. “Negoti-
ating is not extortion, you know.”

“Whatever you call it, I still don’t see what else you 
could want …” Paul stopped, his mind suddenly register-
ing her target objective, and a horrified expression cov-
ered his usually happy face. “Give it up Delores, because 
it is never going to happen.”

“I want the keys.”
“That car is my baby,” he said. “You can have any-

thing else you want, just not my Porsche. I’ve had her 
for less than two weeks. You can have my firstborn son, 
second and third too, just not my new car.”

“I promise I will wash it every day you and Susan 
are in Paris.”

“No deal,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest 
to match hers. “I would rather you tell Susan that me and 
Quick took turns punching cute little fuzzy kittens in the 
face. At least that’s not as bad as you telling her I went 
around saying she doesn’t have me whipped like a bad 
dog. If I must choose between couch and car, I choose the 
lumpy old couch over the fresh car scent, right Quick?”

“Please don’t drag me down with you, Paul,” Quick 
said, smiling.

“A car that you are not using while on vacation is bet-
ter than the couch? I hate sleeping on the couch, tossing 
and turning night after night, and with no lovin’,” Delores 
said. “I guess Susan wouldn’t like you and Duane golfing 
on Sundays either. Now that I think about it, I’m going to 
tell Susan how you really feel about her cooking.”

“Two conditions,” Paul said, giving in. “Man alive, 
I should have my head examined for this. The first con-
dition is the custom paint. If a shopping cart even looks 
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at my car, I want you to jump in front of it as if you’re 
taking a bullet for the president. And no hot-rodding; the 
Owner’s manual says it needs five hundred miles of easy 
driving to break in the camshaft-thing.”

She lifted one of her blond eyebrows, inquiring what 
the mysterious second condition might be.

“The other condition is that Duane and I get to go 
golfing whenever we want,” Paul negotiated. “That’s the 
deal, take it or leave it.”

 “That was actually three conditions there, Paul,” the 
short doctor stated.

“Thank you, but you are not helping me, move 
along,” Paul said in mock anger.

Quick did not move along, too pleased with the 
chance to witness his mentor squirm like a worm in the 
razor sharp claws of the eagle named Delores. “I am just 
saying, way to wear the pants, highness of his castle.”

“Three conditions, then,” Paul said.
“That’s a deal.” Delores smiled. “Duane can go golf-

ing anytime he wants as long as I don’t catch him pro-
claiming to rule my roost while wearing the pants, but 
you still owe me two hundred for the Patriots game last 
Sunday. It was one hundred the week before but you went 
double or nothing. You are old enough to know better than 
to be betting on bums.”

“But they’re my bums,” Paul said, genuinely hurt by 
the admission. “I’m too old to be switching teams now.”

She shook her head at his stubbornness as she re-
moved her soiled scrubs and pushed them into the haz-
ardous waste bin. “Well boys, I’m off to go home and 
wear the pants and plan illegal street races with your new 
Porsche. You two have fun.” With a quick wink over her 



DEAD HEART 13

shoulder, she disappeared into the washroom.
“You sure showed her,” Quick said.
“Damn right I did!” Paul said, again puffing his 

proud chest like a victorious fighting chicken. “This oper-
ating room is my house, and around here, I’m in charge!”

Delores pushed the door open and leaned back into 
the room. “I’m sorry, did you say something about in 
charge?”

“What I said was,” Paul said, stalling to think. “At 
her house, she is always in charge. I was just making sure 
Quick knows all of your rules.”

“That’s what I thought,” she said, knowing exactly 
what he’d said before she asked. “While you’re at it, king 
of his castle, how about you go ahead and change your 
name to Mr. Susan Vieyra and learn to love your lumpy 
couch? Or maybe you would like me to have Susan super-
glue the toilet seat down?”

“Man alive!” Paul replied. “Say what you want about 
my poor couch, but not the toilet seat! It’s all I have left!”

“Sounds like a king of a castle to me, always crying 
about the throne. Bon Voyage, boys.” She said and let the 
door close, leaving Paul and Quick alone in the operating 
room.

“Tell Quick he did another good job,” the voice of a 
ghost said. It was a faint and distant voice only heard by 
Paul, no more than a loud whisper from the corner of the 
room. “This might be your last surgery together before he 
moves to the city.”

“You did another excellent job today, Hollywood,” 
Paul said as if he had just thought of it on his own, not 
one of his personal three spirits that haunt only his mind. 
He was glad that today’s events had not led to a fourth. 



R.L. King14

He had tried talking to a therapist about seeing ghosts of 
patients that died on his operating table, but the only an-
swer psychology could offer was one form of insanity or 
another. He may not have known why they were haunt-
ing only his world, but after several years of seeing the 
three apparitions every day and night, it became normal 
for him. Paul looked to his colleague, who was smiling. 
“Are you really going to give up all this to move down to 
Los Angeles? What if I were to lower the operating table 
once in a while?”

“In six months, I will be monitoring the blood pres-
sure of the stars, living peacefully in a crime-free neigh-
borhood,” Quick said. “We’re looking at a five bedroom.”

“How do you know there’s a crime-free neighbor-
hood in Los Angeles?”

“Well, there is one place that criminals will not ven-
ture into, that’s for sure.” Quick began to chuckle.

“What’s so funny?” Paul asked.
“It’s a gay community,” Quick said. “If anyone 

breaks in, they will color-coordinate the furniture, bake 
some double-fudge brownies, and add Adirondack chairs 
to the yard before they leave.”

“This gay community just let you in?”
“Sure, why wouldn’t they? They are all super-nice 

guys and they believe in the buddy-system.”
“Because I figured a gay community would have, 

you know, certain requirements for membership,” Paul 
said, raising an eyebrow at the young doctor.

“Well, I told them we’re a couple, but not exclusive 
to each other. I may have to take you out on a couple of 
dates, just to convince a few of the neighbors,” Quick 
said, laughing. “You should join us for the parade next 
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weekend!”
“You’re crazy,” Paul said, beginning to laugh along 

with the short man. His three ghosts were already laugh-
ing.



AFTER HIS SHIFT, LIKE CLOCKWORK, Paul coasted 
along the old county highway, making his way to his sis-
ter’s ranch, as he did everyday without fail. The radio DJ 
ruined the end of a great classic song, with a young voice 
that sounded like the kid might have actually been con-
ceived when that very song he had just played was new 
and topping the charts. He did proclaim his radio station 
to be the best, and the best radio station was proud to an-
nounce that Eric Clapton was coming to town. Some lucky 
winner was going to win two front-row tickets before the 
fi ve o’clock rush hour traffi c jams. Then a commercial 
with testimonials about how well Gold-Bond medicated 
powder worked for them came on, and Paul switched off 
the radio.

“You should probably catch that,” a ghost said from 
the back seat. “I haven’t seen E.C. in years.”

“You call Eric Clapton E.C.?” a woman’s voice 
asked.

“I sure do,” the fi rst voice said with pride. “I have 
never heard an E.C. song I didn’t like.”
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“I think we just might go see that old man pick his 
guitar,” Paul told his ghosts. “Susan would get a kick out 
of seeing a show like that.”

“The exit is coming up on your right; you can make 
it in the other lane if you hurry,” the third ghost instructed 
as if he were an award winning back-seat driver. “The 
faster you get over, the sooner we get to see Rhea.”

“I know where the turn is. Rhea is my sister, not 
yours,” Paul said, annoyed at the third voice, but he made 
the lane change by cutting off a silver minivan. Ever since 
the apparitions appeared, all he had heard from his three 
mental ghosts was how great his sister was, like paranor-
mal OCD. “Keep it down back there.”

“Or else what?” the defiant third ghost replied. “You 
can’t do anything to us that you have already done. Just 
get me to Rhea’s or I will make it worse. Turn here.”

Paul did not have a reply to his empty threats, but 
thankfully, the three of them rode in silence. He exited the 
smooth county road and turned onto an old two-lane road 
riddled with potholes and cracks. There were no white 
lines marking the sides of the old road, only short weeds 
struggling to grow between the ditch and the pavement. 
A faded yellow dash attempted to center the lanes, but it 
veered and disappeared at random, making it unreliable. 
As he traveled down the small stretch of road to the farm, 
large sunflower plants leaned over the fence and bobbed 
in the gentle breeze on the other side of the barbed wire 
fence, as if nodding their daily how-do-you-do’s to a fa-
miliar face.

In his passenger side mirror, Paul saw a black horse, 
colorless and covered with a hide as dark as crow feathers 
on a moonless night, first catching up to and then it began 
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sprinting alongside the sports car. He tapped the accelera-
tor for a quick burst of speed, but the horse and rider shot 
into the lead like a living bullet.

The rider’s long blond hair bounced in the wind, 
seemingly free of gravity’s bond, and she matched every 
powerful stride the magnificent beast made, as if the two 
were one. As the field gave way to the fence, both lifted 
in unison, and Paul wished the horse would somehow 
grow long black Pegasus wings, able to take flight with 
his sister up to the clouds instead of landing and coming 
to a dusty stop. The black stallion reared his head up and 
stomped hard at the dirt, indicating he would like another 
run at the fields, just to show the shiny black automobile 
what he could do. Its tight muscular flanks twitched with 
anticipation, should the car decide to race again back the 
other way towards the bobbing sunflowers.

Paul eased the tires from the pavement onto the long 
gravel driveway and parked behind Rhea’s white truck 
and matching horse trailer. As he stepped from his car, he 
saw Rhea leading her horse into the new metal barn. He 
pulled his antique leather traveling medicine bag from the 
passenger seat, and then climbed the steps to the white-
washed porch of his boyhood home. His ghosts followed 
single file, all happy to finally be at Rhea’s ranch. Even 
before he opened the front door, Paul could smell the 
homemade cherry pie cooling in the kitchen.

On his way through the living room, familiar sights 
and smells prompted long forgotten childhood memories 
to bubble to the surface. He remembered Christmas morn-
ings, birthday parties, and the clean scent of Pine-Sol his 
mother used on the linoleum tiles and Lemon Pledge on 
hard wood floors, and getting in trouble for drinking or-
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ange juice straight from the jug.
Without thinking about it, Paul walked into the 

kitchen, opened the fridge, and turned up a paper carton 
of Minute Maid.

“Hey! Get a glass you pig!” Rhea yelled from be-
yond the kitchen window. “Man alive, where are your 
manners?” she said, mocking his favorite saying and giv-
ing him a side-glance of disapproval. “And keep your 
meat-hooks out of my pie!”

“She’s right,” a ghost said from behind him. “But 
that pie looks like heaven.”

Paul turned to the female ghost. “It smells like it, 
too, Miss Brown. She won’t notice a little piece missing.”

“You’ll do no such thing!” Miss Brown screeched. 
“You leave your sister’s dessert alone, mister!”

He lowered the carton, wiped the small streams of 
liquid from the corners of his mouth, and belched through 
his smile. He put the juice back in the fridge, behind the 
half-gallon of milk where he’d found it, as if to conceal 
the evidence. He opened the door into the hall that lead to 
the back porch he and Rhea had converted into her own 
equine operating room when she graduated from Veteri-
narian College upstate.

Paul waited for his mental ghosts to pass before clos-
ing the kitchen door and entering the back hallway. On the 
long wall hung perhaps fifty pictures frozen behind glass 
and time, it was the photographic history of the Vieyra 
family tree. 

Great aunts and uncles stood in front of the same 
family farm during the Great Depression. He passed a 
black and white picture of his great grandfather riding his 
favorite horse. Another was a double, two faded photo-
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graphs, one showed a couple he did not know holding a 
well-bundled baby, the other was his great grandparents in 
the old country standing behind ten children. There were 
numerous others showing large families in Spain, most of 
those colorless photographs were beginning to fade into 
yellow with time. 

As a child, Paul was afraid of the wild-eyed men 
with grey bushy beards. He was convinced that their eyes 
were following him every time he walked past their wall. 
Now as an adult, he saw the same solemn and determined 
look in every set of eyes locked behind the glass, as if to 
emphasize that life was rough back then, and he should 
be grateful.

The black and white photos gave way to old color 
prints, creating a family timeline as the long wall pro-
gressed. In one, his parents were standing behind a 1956 
cherry red Chevrolet Bel-Air, with the taillight lowered to 
expose the hidden gas tank. The next portrait showed his 
father holding an arm around his mother in the front seat 
of the new Cadillac, just before the drunk driver made 
him and Rhea orphans. Paul swallowed hard, remember-
ing when they passed, and he had become the legal guard-
ian of his sister at eighteen. He moved to the poster-sized 
photograph of his extended family with the title “Vieyra 
Family Reunion 1962” etched in brass underneath.

On the other side of the hallway, the memories of 
the last twenty years hung on display. He passed his own 
Navy graduation photo, suddenly jealous of the young 
muscular man smiling back. Next to the younger version 
of himself hung a picture of him with Wayne Strohm, his 
first heart transplant patient, both smiling and holding 
putters at the local golf course. 



DEAD HEART 21

At the end of the wall, two large pictures hung in 
the center of numerous smaller ones, and both preserved 
happy weddings moments forever in time. The one on the 
left was Paul and Susan cut into a wedding cake almost 
as big as their apartment at the time. Beside it, Rhea and 
Nathan were standing in front of a small church, running 
for the limousine in a rice-storm. A bronze plaque at the 
bottom read “A Love To Remember – Nathan and Rhea 
Lansdown.” 

Paul was very proud of his sister, having watched 
her grow from a special baby into a beautiful woman and 
a successful horse surgeon. When Nathan had asked his 
permission for Rhea’s hand in marriage, Paul approved. 
It was not long before he became a proud uncle to little 
Christopher.

After that, everything moved fast, as time has a way 
of doing.

Paul opened the door at the end of the hall and saw 
his sister sitting on the veterinarian examination table 
usually reserved for her horses. It was where they met ev-
eryday, mostly making small talk while Paul checked her 
vitals.

Rhea straightened her posture as he entered, smiling 
at him as she removed her riding jacket to reveal a large 
plastic hourglass brace with long thin metal rods connect-
ing several armadillo-type plates. Diagnosed with Mul-
tiple Sclerosis in her teens, Rhea had to wear the plastic 
brace around her midsection ever since. As she looked 
away from her older brother, she hid a smile with her left 
hand and tried to look bored.

“You’re getting too old to be riding that hard. Let’s 
have a listen,” Paul said, pulling the stethoscope from the 
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drawer behind him without looking. He inserted the ear-
piece and instantly knew by the wet squishing sound that 
he had been peanut-butter-and-jellied again. He removed 
the stethoscope from his ears and saw the brown and pur-
ple mixed with bread crumbs. He gave it a quick sniff 
before reaching into a jar and mopping out his ear canal 
with several swabs. “Grape jelly?” he said as he cleaned 
the earpieces, then his ear canal.

“Christopher wanted you to have it; he said grape 
jelly is your favorite.” She giggled. “He made me promise 
not to tell, and I think it is what you get for teaching him 
how to pull pranks. Did you know he put a fake mouse in 
the pantry cupboard? That thing looked real, and it scared 
me half to death.”

“Where is he? I didn’t see him run out to the porch 
when I pulled in.”

“Last week Nathan let him reel in a twelve pound 
catfish from the big pond in the back pasture, and they’ve 
been fishing everyday since,” she said. “How was your 
day?”

“I’m good. What about you?” Paul asked while lis-
tening to her heart.

“I’ve been great,” she replied. She knew he was ly-
ing, because he said he was good when she asked how his 
day was.

“Did you have any bad episodes last night?” He 
knew she was lying, because when he asked, her heartbeat 
fluttered slightly.

“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Maybe one or two, but they were nothing. The 

pacemaker didn’t zap me if that’s what you’re asking.”
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“Breathe in, Miss Pants-On-Fire.”
“You already know because the pacemaker zapped 

me and then it called your cell phone.”
“Three times after I left yesterday,” Paul said, get-

ting the truth out of her as only a big brother is able to. 
“How bad were they?”

“Not bad.” She continued bluffing.
“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.
“Do you want to talk about your ghosts?” she asked, 

changing the subject as only a little sister is able to.
“I had two more calls from the pacemaker today,” 

Paul backtracked.
“Do you still see them?” she countered. “Is it still 

the old man, the black woman, and the kid in the leather 
jacket, the one that looks faded?”

Paul looked across the room into the three faces of 
his mental apparitions, all of whom stood silent, watching. 
The old man, McCoy ran his thumbs up the straps of his 
overalls, and Miss Brown clapped her gloved hands. Even 
Conner, the kid in the leather jacket was smiling, glad that 
she had not forgotten about him, seemed to come more 
into focus when he was near Rhea, like slightly twisting 
the knob can help tune in an old am station that begins to 
turn to static. Paul saw them, but none of them were look-
ing at him. They were too fixated on his sister.

“I take that as a yes.” She lowered her gaze to the 
grey floors. “Can I ask you something?”

 Paul tore his eyes away from his ghost’s almost 
stalker-like glares. He was about to take her blood pres-
sure when he saw her downward face and realized some-
thing was bothering her. “You can ask me anything, you 
know that.”
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“Ever since you told me you see the ghosts of people 
who died in surgery, I have been trying to figure out why 
you see them. I just don’t understand why you can still see 
them after all these years. Does it mean that your mind is 
really haunted or that you can’t forgive yourself and this 
is your way of atonement?”

“Well the therapists said hallucinations are normally 
caused by schizophrenia or a tumor, which I don’t have,” 
Paul said. “The only other explanation they offered was 
my guilty conscience invented them.”

“I understand, but if that is true, the angry young 
man you see is not a ghost; he would be a figment of your 
imagination. Figments of your imaginations would not 
hate you.”

“They are not my imaginary friends, sis.”
 “But the way you talk about them … do they think 

they are real?”
Paul nodded.
“So these are actual ghosts, what you call mental 

apparitions. They are not invented from your imagination. 
Do you see why I was confused?”

“Not really.”
“Maybe if you clean out the rest of that grape jelly 

and listen to me once in a while, you would hear what I 
am saying.”

“What do you want me to say?” Paul asked. “That 
they must be actual ghosts because it was my fault?”

“It wasn’t your fault, you know.”
Conner never contradicted anything Rhea said, but 

if anyone else had made that statement, his ghost would 
have let Paul know where the he stood on the subject.

“I know,” Paul replied. After all the years with his 
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ghosts, he was still not sure if it was his fault or not, but 
Conner, the sour ghost with a faint appearance, let him 
know on a daily basis that he considered him to be his 
murderer. Even worse, Conner reminded Paul of himself 
at his age.

Before Paul learned his name, he had thought of the 
young man as Mister Rock and Roll. Late Christmas Eve 
fifteen years back, Conner Davis had come into the Coun-
ty Regional ER, in full cardiac arrest after a month-long 
cocaine binge. The young man had given up snorting be-
cause of frequent nosebleeds, and had taking to injecting 
his poison; the drug killed his heart on contact. Conner 
rolled onto the operating table, and before Paul could be-
gin, the paramedics had to remove both nipple rings with 
small bolt cutters. A nurse cut away the arms of his black 
leather jacket to find a syringe still embedded in his cold 
flesh. Mister Rock and Roll had abused his heart for too 
long, and the punishment had turned a strong muscular 
heart into a baked potato with all the fixings.  

Despite fighting to bring his lifeless body back from 
the beyond, Paul and Delores eventually lost the battle, 
and Mister Rock and Roll in a leather jacket now walked 
and talked wherever Paul went. Since then, Conner Davis 
had been a nuisance, rude to everyone, and completely 
obsessed with Rhea.

Before Conner, only one much kinder ghost had 
haunted Paul’s mind. Miss Brown to everyone she knew, 
Abigail was an impressively large black woman who 
baked him cookies every week. She was Paul’s three 
o’clock appointment every Monday, happy as usual. Miss 
Brown was never late and always talking to his nurses 
about the latest celebrity gossip. Her blood pressure was 
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always high, but she loved her salt, and Miss Brown had 
given him every excuse in the book as to why she was un-
able to quit smoking. She had reminded Paul of his moth-
er, and he genuinely liked her even before she became one 
of his ghosts. Miss Abigail Brown was officially DOA at 
four in the morning. He held back tears as he signed her 
death certificate and the ghost of his patient stood in front 
of him asking him why she was speaking to him and not 
with Jesus. 

He had no answers, but he had many new questions, 
most dealing with the subject of his own sanity. Until that 
very moment, Paul Vieyra didn’t believe in ghosts.

The third ghost was the most recent addition to join 
the haunting. A California man, Paul’s age at the time, 
had his heart attack while he was driving a big rig cross-
country. After gripping his chest with curled fingers, Eric 
Thomas McCoy watched his tractor-trailer veer into on-
coming traffic, several cars flipping into the ditch trying 
to avoid him, before he collided head-on with another big 
rig. Against the odds, McCoy managed to temporarily 
survive the crash that killed fourteen others. 

After the ambulance delivered him to the emergency 
room, McCoy was conscious and talking as four paramed-
ics struggled to place him onto the operating table, but 
when he was moved his left arm shot straight up in the 
air and the monitors went into alarm. Even with no pulse, 
the man stared up at Paul as if the flatlines were somehow 
a mistake. “Son, this feels like an elephant sitting on my 
chest. Don’t let me die,” McCoy said before falling back 
table, confirming the flatline was not a mistake after all. 
After trying to save him for several minutes after Doctor 
Quick had told him the man was gone, nothing more they 



DEAD HEART 27

could do, the large man joined the other two as the third 
ghost in Paul’s mind.

“He sure loves his Unka Paul,” Rhea said, looking 
into his blank eyes. “Unka Paul?”

“I’m sorry, what?” he said, retreating from his 
thoughts.

“Nothing, forget about it. How’s Susan?” she asked. 
“I never see her anymore.”

“She keeps herself busy with her garden club, book 
club, quilting and knitting group, and who knows what 
else these days,” Paul replied with a shrug of his shoul-
ders. “I gave up trying to remember it all. It’s like I am 
dating my wife’s voicemail.”

“Tell her I said to come over sometime,” she said. “I 
found an apple-butter recipe on the internet she just has 
to have.”

“I’ll tell her,” he said. “But you have to start taking it 
easy on the new horses. What’s this one’s name?”

“The black one?” she said, knowing which one. “His 
name is Midnight Is for Lovers, and I almost broke the 
bank to get him.”

“How much was he?”
“A hundred thousand and the insurance premiums 

are going to go way up.”
“Man alive!” Paul said. “Is he worth it?”
“He is worth every penny and more. I had to sell two 

Arabian and Clydesdale to the Terry Bradshaw ranch, but 
he is a champion sired by champions, and I will stud him 
out and easily make twice I paid in the first year.” Her 
face lit up with a smile, revealing a shallow cheek dimple. 
“You should see how powerful he is!”

“Did she say a hundred thousand for a horse?” Miss 
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Brown asked. “I didn’t know that was possible!”
“Seems unrealistic, that much for just one horse,” 

McCoy answered. “But then again, it is a fine horse, and 
Rhea really seems to love it.”

“I saw, but that is one pricy pony, let me know if 
you need any help, financially.” Paul said, looking at the 
smiles on his ghosts, all happy to be in the company of his 
sister. During every checkup, when Rhea smiled, so did 
his ghosts. When she laughed, they joined in, and when 
she cried, they actually shed tears with her. Sometimes he 
felt the ghosts should be haunting her mind instead of his. 
“You know what next Friday is. Where do you want to 
meet this time for your six-month anniversary?”

Rhea came into the world with an upside-down heart 
formed on the outside of her body. Since her birth the doc-
tors had always given her the “six-months-to-live” pre-
diction. The first prognosis was that she would not live 
long enough to walk, and then she walked. The following 
diagnosis was that she would not be an active toddler, but 
at two years old, she was already very fast. As soon as 
her feet hit the floor in the morning, she didn’t stop run-
ning until well past her bedtime. She was so fast that her 
mother could not always catch her, and when Rhea ran 
from a diaper change, her mother would throw her tired 
arms in the air and tell Paul to catch his little sister for her. 
By the time Rhea was six, she won every race; but at age 
ten the doctors diagnosed her with Multiple Sclerosis that 
was curving her spine out of alignment, and the doctors 
had given her a heavy back brace that put an end to her 
running days. 

Over the years, she proved them wrong, growing 
older and eventually giving birth to a healthy baby boy 
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with a perfect heart. Every six months, the family cele-
brated with dinner and wine.

Paul had been eleven when the family learned of 
the rare birth defect, and the way his father explained the 
operation to rotate her heart made him change his life-
long dream of being a brave firefighter to a heroic heart 
surgeon. After her first operation, his parents were finally 
able to bring Rhea home from the hospital, and Paul had 
checked her heart every day before and after school. He 
even kept a heart journal for six years, until his parents 
passed away in the car accident, cutting the six-month an-
niversary dinner tradition from a party of four to a party 
of two. These days, with Susan, Nathan, and Christopher 
attending the semi-annual event, the group had grown to a 
record seven members.

“The usual place, I’m going to order the shrimp 
fettuccini in a white wine sauce,” Rhea replied. “I can’t 
wait.”

Miss Brown clapped her gloved hands. McCoy 
grabbed at his large ghost belly as if it were rumbling at 
the thought of fine dining.

“Are you still taking your pills like you should?” 
Paul asked.

“Yes doctor, just like yesterday when you asked. 
I never forget to take my medication three times a day, 
as instructed by my big brother. You ask that every day. 
‘You still taking your pills like you should?’” she mocked 
as she looked up at him. “You know, it’s bad enough I 
have to hear it from you, but now when little Christopher 
checks my heart, he says ‘Man alive, are you taking your 
pills like you should?’”

“It sounds to me like he’s a boy-genius who will win 
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the Nobel Prize. Twice.”
“If he does win it, it will be in the field of cardiology, 

because he wants to be a heart doctor like his Unka Paul.”
“I just love that boy,” Miss Brown said.
“He’s a keeper,” McCoy replied.
Conner nodded with approval. All the ghosts loved 

Christopher as much as they did Rhea.
“He’s a good kid,” Paul agreed. “Tell him thanks for 

the peanut butter and jelly and I will see him next time I 
come to visit. Maybe tomorrow he can teach me to catch 
a catfish.”

“No more pranks please.” Rhea asked.
“No more pranks, Sis.” Paul said as he turned to 

leave. “I love you.”
“Love you too.”


