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Dedication

DEAR READER,

Thank you for choosing to read this story. Heart Chimes is a fictional story that offers a tale of grieving souls, second chances at finding love, and hope. 

This book is dedicated to my wonderful husband, Mark. I’m so grateful for his love, strength, and encouragement. I also want to give a special thank you to Karly Carson, my editor, for her invaluable wisdom and inspiration. Thank you, Zimbell House Publishing, for all of your hard work and support. I thank God for giving me the desire to write, and through my writing, share a little of His love with my readers. 
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Prologue
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Dr. Marla Devereaux looked up from the emergency room desk and glanced around the room. Surrounding her was the usual hustle and bustle in the Cincinnati Hospital Emergency Department. The cacophony of sounds boomed loudly in her ears. Across from the desk, she could hear a baby crying in room five. To her left, in room two, a man was yelling out in pain every few minutes. To her right, there were several conversations between the nursing staff, though she couldn’t make out any specific one. The typical, unfiltered noise was coming from every direction. Bleach mixed with sterile cleansers created a pungent stench as housekeeping cleaned and sterilized the rooms of the patients who had been discharged home. The familiar odor was constant in the emergency department. Despite the noise and the smell, Marla remained unbothered. She had grown accustomed to these sensory irritants over the many years she had spent as an emergency room physician.

“Dr. Devereaux, may I discharge the patient in room seven?” asked a voice from behind Marla. 

She turned around to see Sandy standing there, holding a clipboard. Marla had just sat down to finish some paperwork and computer orders after sewing up a chin laceration on a five-year-old boy. Sandy had been the nurse to assist her. 

“Yes, and please see that he follows up with his pediatrician in seven days,” Marla replied. 

“No problem. Thanks,” Sandy replied, meandering off to room seven to send the little boy home with his mother.

Marla turned back to her paperwork and the computer screen. As she did, she heard the emergency room doors slide open. She looked over to see the emergency medical workers unloading a patient on a stretcher just outside the ER doors. One of Marla’s senior partners, Dr. Marcus Johnson, was hovering over the patient and talking to the emergency medical service workers. As they entered through the sliding doors of the ER, Marla arose from her chair and walked over to room nine to meet them.

“What’s going on here, Marcus?” She asked. 

Marcus replied, “This is a twenty-nine-year-old female who was exercising at home. Her husband came home and found her lying on the floor. He said she was sweating and pale, and she was initially unresponsive. She apparently woke up after a few minutes, but she was weak and complained of shortness of breath. Her husband said she has a history of a defective heart valve that has been replaced a few times since birth. Her last one was about ten years ago. She’s stable at this time, but her saturation is low at eighty-three percent, even with oxygen.”

“How can I help?”

“Are you sure you have time?” he asked, looking toward the large computer board on the wall. It was full of the list of ER patients, reason for visit, and what room each one was admitted to. 

“I can help you get started,” she said.

“Okay, thanks. Will you draw an arterial blood gas? I’m going to order labs and a chest x-ray. Her EKG doesn’t look good. She has an ST-elevation, and it looks like she’s had an MI. She’s running tachycardic with a pulse in the 150s, but at least she’s alert now. Cardiology is on the way. I’m going to run out to the waiting room and get more history from her husband. Here is her paperwork.”

Marla took the paperwork and glanced down at it, searching for the patient’s first name. Her eyes caught the name in the upper right corner. There it is. Allison. Marla stepped into room nine. There were already several nurses in the room, gathering supplies and fidgeting with Allison’s intravenous line and medications. The EKG tracing showed that Allison’s heartbeat was faster than normal. It was rhythmic and sounded musical with each beat. Marla quickly gathered some supplies and sat down on Allison’s left side, spreading out the tools on a nearby mayo stand. Allison looked over at Marla, and their eyes met. 

Allison was pale and breathing rapidly with the oxygen mask over her face. Dark circles surrounded her deep-set, frightened eyes, which appeared to beckon Marla for help. Despite Allison’s weakened, pale state, Marla noticed how pretty she was. She had long, blond hair that was highlighted around her face. Her eyes were deep blue, and she had high cheekbones and a slender, delicate appearance.

Marla stood beside Allison and leaned over her. “Hi there, Allison. I’m Dr. Devereaux. How are you feeling?”

Allison breathed out a few breaths and then uttered, “Tired.”

Marla smiled at her. “Allison, we are going to run a lot of tests and try to find out why you’re not getting enough oxygen. You’ve had a heart attack, and it’s possible that you have a blood clot in your lungs. Has this ever happened to you before?”

Allison nodded, held up her pointer finger, and said, “Once ... a clot,” as she continued laboring to breathe. 

Marla asked, “Do you take a blood thinner?”

Allison nodded, and then she closed her eyes.

Marla lifted Allison’s left arm and rested it on the bedside, extending Allison’s forearm toward her so she could isolate the radial artery. As she palpated the radial artery, Marla noticed a small tattoo on Allison’s supine forearm. It was an outline of two tiny red hearts, entwined with each other. Marla proceeded to draw the arterial blood gas, and Allison didn’t flinch as Marla stuck her arm.

After the blood gas was collected, Marla handed it off to a nearby nurse and said, “Veronica, please run this stat.” Veronica nodded and disappeared around the corner.

Marla leaned down next to Allison’s ear and said, “Hang in there. We’ll try to get you more comfortable.”

As Marla stood up and turned to walk away, Allison grabbed the sleeve of Marla’s white coat. 

Marla turned back toward Allison and could see that she was trying to talk from under the oxygen mask. She leaned down and lifted the mask from Allison’s face. “What did you say?”

With much effort and between breaths, Allison choked out, “Tell my husband I love him and ...” she paused to take a deep breath, and then continued, “... he should love again.”

Marla furrowed her brows and began to reply. Just then, the EKG monitor started to beep faster. Marla quickly looked up at the heart tracing. Her eyes widened as the tracing registered as ventricular tachycardia. Marla’s pulse began to race, and she could feel herself starting to sweat. Allison’s heart rhythm had to be converted immediately. She yelled out to the nurses working close by, “Get the crash cart. This patient is in V-tach!” 

As two of the nurses wheeled the cart over, Allison’s heart rhythm flat-lined. Marla looked at Allison. Her eyes were open and fixed, staring into a void. Marla fidgeted with the EKG lines and yelled out Allison’s name, but she didn’t respond. Then Marla yelled out, “Code Blue,” to the surrounding team of nurses. One of the nurses immediately pushed the “Code Blue” button on a nearby wall.

Marcus and several nurses ran into the room, and the team started cardiopulmonary resuscitation. Allison was immediately intubated to secure her airway, and chest compressions were started. The repetitive compressions jerked Allison’s body, and the sound of cracking ribs accompanied the counted compressions. At one point, Allison was shocked in an attempt to restart a normal heart rhythm, and her whole body lifted from the stretcher as if she had been struck by lightning. The doctors and nurses worked frantically to get a pulse, but it was to no avail. After running the advanced cardiac life support protocols for thirty minutes, it was clear Allison was not coming back.

All activity ceased, and the room was uncharacteristically quiet except for the flat tone from the EKG machine. The sound of Allison’s heartbeat was no longer musical. Marcus slowly reached over and turned off the machine. Both he and Marla were sweating and winded from performing chest compressions. Finally, Marcus sighed loudly, hesitated, and announced, “Time of death, 18:55.”

Moisture formed in Marla’s eyes as she glanced toward Marcus. Their eyes met, and sadness and frustration filled his face. He slowly walked over to her and placed his hand on her shoulder, reminding her, “You know this is part of what we do.” 

Marla fixed her eyes on the floor and slowly nodded. 

Marcus sighed, “We do our best, but at the end of the day, we can’t save everyone that comes through our doors.”

Marla nodded again in acknowledgment of his words as a tear escaped her eye and rolled down her cheek. She wiped the tear with her hand and cried, “She was so young.” Then she paused and added, “It’s like she knew she was going.”

Marcus looked at her and furrowed his brows. “What do you mean?”

Marla looked up at him and exhaled slowly. “Right before she coded, she grabbed my coat sleeve and pulled me toward her. She told me to tell her husband that she loved him, and he should love again. Then she was gone.”

Marcus was quiet for a moment as he let her words sink in. He looked as if he were trying to find the right words to console her. “I hate this part of what we do,” he whispered. After a pause, he added, “I’ll go tell her husband.”

Marla closed her eyes tightly as a tear escaped again and dropped onto the floor.
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Chapter One
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Three years later ... 

Marla stared at the face of the old grandfather clock. Its tick-tock was rhythmic, and she found the sound comforting. Charlie had promised he’d be home this evening by nine-thirty, but it was now eleven forty-five. This promise was just like many of his others to be home on time. In the last year of their four years of marriage, Charlie had been slowly withdrawing. Though she had called his attention to the growing distance between them several times, he only seemed aloof and uninterested. Just this past week, before his last-minute trip out of town, she had beckoned him to sit and talk with her and even to consider marriage counseling. He had balked at the idea of it. 

“Counseling is for people who are depressed or delusional,” he sneered. Then, as if to drive his point home, he added, “You of all people know what that’s like.”

Marla could feel the familiar stab in her heart as his words echoed in her mind. He had figured out how to hurt her and put her in her place, and this had become a ritual for him in the last few months. His words could be sharp and cutting, just as her father’s had been. Charlie knew he could affect her the same way her father had, and he was becoming increasingly hurtful.

Marla’s early memories of her father had been good—when her mother was still alive. On Sunday afternoons, he would take her for ice cream and go to the park for several hours. Most nights, he would read her a bedtime story and tuck her in. But when her mother died, something in her father died, too. His heart hardened because of the pain of his loss, and he started drinking alcohol daily to numb the pain. He became controlling and demanding, sometimes to the point that his words would suffocate her. 

In her early twenties, when she graduated from medical school, she called her dad excited to tell him that she had been ranked in the top third of her class. Despite this achievement, her father told her, “You could have been in the top ten percent if you had worked harder.” As hard as she tried, she could never measure up to his standards. No matter how much excellence she showed him, it just wasn’t good enough.

After she finished her residency as an emergency medicine physician, she called her father to invite him to her graduation. He declined, saying he was “too busy” to attend. When she was out of his sight, she was out of his mind and unimportant. But when she was present in his life, he was her worst critic. 

Marla looked around the living room. It was dimly lit with a few table lamps, and everything was in its proper place. Charlie didn’t like messes. If something was out of place, he would get irritated and call it to her attention until she fixed it. It was just easier to keep things in their proper place as to avoid his irritation. Just like Charlie, Marla’s father hadn’t allowed for things to be out of place or messy. Her father had always told her that cleanliness was next to godliness, though she doubted he even knew what godliness was. Regardless of the definition he used, Marla knew that he would not stand for untidiness in his home. She shuttered as she remembered coming home from school one afternoon when she was only fourteen. Fear, again, gripped her soul as she recalled seeing her father standing at the door of her bedroom, drunk, and with a belt in his hand. His face was red and scowling. He screamed at her, “Didn’t I tell you to make your bed?” 

Marla remembered immediately making the bed and saying over and over, “I’m sorry.” 

He had raised the belt in the air threatening to beat her with it. 

“Don’t you ever forget again, or you’ll get what’s coming to you.”

She never forgot to make her bed again. Thankfully, her father had only threatened her like that a handful of times. Most of the pain he had inflicted on her through the years was through his words, but his words could hurt worse than a beating with the belt.

Marla looked down at her hands. They were trembling. The distant memory of her father elicited fear and pain, even still. She had moved out of the house when she left for college, but even then, she could still hear her father’s condemning words in her thoughts. 

Charlie had been a breath of fresh air when she first started dating him. Their first meeting occurred in the ER when he showed up as a patient with a knee injury. He had been playing soccer and tripped during a play. Marla was the doctor to evaluate him that day. She recalled how handsome, well-spoken, and charming he was. When they started dating, he was kind, and he made her laugh. He loved holding her hand, and he cared about what she needed. He was nothing like the man she grew up with. 

In the beginning, he swept her off her feet. She exhaled softly, remembering those first moments with Charlie; long walks hand-in-hand in the neighborhood as the sun was setting, tender moments with hugs and kisses, lunch and dinner dates ... then she exhaled and frowned. Somehow, they had ended up where they were now four years later. She couldn’t remember when things had started to change. 

She sighed loudly as a heaviness settled into her stomach. Something had definitely changed in Charlie. He had become short-tempered, distant, and critical of her every move. Her eyes watered as she remembered going to a work party with him the previous month. He had made her change her outfit three times. His words still pierced her. “You’ve gotten chunky around the middle, and your thighs just aren’t what they used to be. If you expect to fit into your clothes, you’d better start dieting.” 

What had happened to the fun-loving, easy-going man she had married ... the one who had been so in love with her at the beginning ... the one who had adored her and called her “beautiful” at one time? Where was the man who supposedly loved her like he did when he married her?

Marla walked over to look out the window. The room was quiet except for her continued awareness of the rhythmic tick-tock of the clock. The driveway was still dark, no headlights in sight. She turned back to the couch and returned to her spot. Staring at the grandfather clock, she listened as the chimes rang, singing their song that time was at the hour. It was midnight. Her thoughts drifted to something more comforting as her mother’s face came to her mind. She missed her mom and wished she could have just one more moment with her. Her mom had been her best friend, her protector, and her comforter. She had been the one to plays dolls with her, keep her safe at the park or at the pool, and kiss her boo-boo’s when she had skinned her knees. She had been the one who said bedtime prayers with her every night. All of that had been gone for so long. 

Her mom’s death happened quickly when Marla was ten. The breast cancer had been advanced, and Marla didn’t get to say good-bye. Her mother only lived three months after her diagnosis, and she had been sick for most of that time. A tear rolled down her face, spilling onto her leg. She wiped her eyes and leg and stood from the couch. 

In the kitchen, she pulled out a lavender candle and a match from the drawer. The scent of lavender always had a soothing effect on her. She lit the first match, but it quickly snuffed out. She tried a second time with another match with the same result. Her frustration started to rise as she could hear her father’s voice in her head. Can’t you do anything right? For a moment, she envisioned Charlie angrily snatching the match from her hand and lighting it to show her how inept she is. Marla exhaled loudly as she felt tears collecting in her eyes. She sank down to the floor, holding the burned-out match. Is this who I am? Not good enough for my dad? Not loved enough by my husband? Lord, there has to be more to me. Please remind me that you made me worthy of love.

Her years as a doctor had helped her confidence some. At least in her work, she felt respected most days. But no matter how successful she was as a physician, she was unable to get rid of the gnawing, insignificant, and unlovable feeling deep in her soul. 

She regained her composure as she slowly stood up from the floor. With resolve, she struck a third match and lit the candlewick. She carried the candle into the living room and took a seat on the couch, staring again at the grandfather clock. It had belonged to her grandparents. Looking down at the base, she saw the small heart she had etched in the wood as a child. It was asymmetrical and jagged, clearly matching the artistic ability of a child. She had gotten into trouble over that as she remembered her mom reprimanding her. But her grandparents had chuckled about it when Marla told them she had etched the heart because the clock sounded like a heartbeat. 

They had always been so kind to her. Memories of her grandparents flooded her mind. She recalled the many movie nights in their living room at their lake house. Grandma would pop the popcorn, and grandpa would let her drink Coke, even though she was never allowed to drink pop at home. Her grandma would let her bake with her. She’d give Marla her own little roll of dough so she could make her own small loaf of bread. At Christmas time one year, they all made ornaments together. Unlike her mom, her grandparents let her use as much glue and glitter as she wanted. 

Marla missed her grandparents. They had been the one refuge for her while she was growing up when she was feeling alone and down. Her father had allowed her to visit her mother’s parents in Guntersville, Alabama, only a few times after her mother’s death. Marla smiled at the memories of her visits to her grandparents’ lake house. Those were her happiest times.

Her grandparents had left the clock to her, and its presence in her home made them feel closer to her. Her grandfather had passed away several years earlier, but only a month had passed since her grandmother’s funeral. She felt a twinge of guilt since her last visit to see her grandmother had been over a year ago, but Charlie didn’t like for her to leave town. Though her schedule at work had also been demanding, so she couldn’t blame Charlie entirely. 

Her father would allow her to visit with her grandparents for a week at a time, though her number of visits was few. She assumed he would have binge drinking episodes in her absence because when she returned home each time, the house would be a mess, and he would sleep for days. Her father didn’t have to work because the house was paid for, and they lived off her mother’s life insurance. During his short intervals of sobriety, he would seem somewhat decent to her. He would mow the grass and tinker in the garage and be almost cordial. But those days of sobriety never lasted long.

Marla looked up at the front door as she heard the lock click. Charlie was home. He opened the door and set his suitcase down. Without saying anything, he hung up his coat. 

“It’s getting cold out there,” he finally said. 

“How was your trip?” She asked, trying to sound upbeat.

“It was fine. Why are you still up?” He asked.

“I was worried. You said you’d be home at nine-thirty. I tried to call you several times, but I got your voicemail,” she replied.

“Don’t start with me,” he said, glancing her way.

“I’m not starting anything. I was worried about you,” she said.

He turned away from her to carry his suitcase up the stairs.

“My flight was delayed in Minneapolis. We didn’t arrive home in Cincinnati until almost eleven o’clock.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re home safe. How did your meetings go?” she asked.

He stood at the bottom of the stairs looking down at the floor impatiently. “We’re going to expand out West. There are several new development projects that will need our equipment.”

“That’s great for business, right?” She replied, trying to sound positive.

“Yeah, it’s awesome, actually. The CEO just promoted me to operations manager, so I’ll be very busy getting the work set up. It’s a great promotion for me.”

Marla knew what this meant. “I guess you’ll be traveling more then?”

“Comes with the territory,” he said as he ascended the stairs. Then he muttered, “I’m worn out. I’m going to bed.” 

Marla replied, “Okay, I’ll be heading into the hospital at five o’clock. They are short on staffing, and I said I would come in early and help out.” 

“Yup,” he muttered back.

She could feel her heart sink. He hadn’t even looked at her. There had been no warm embrace after a week of his absence from her. In the last month, he had hardly acknowledged her. When he scheduled a last-minute trip out of town during her grandmother’s funeral, she couldn’t believe his words. 

“I can’t go. I have a meeting,” he said.

“But it’s my grandmother’s funeral. I need you there,” she replied.
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