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Chapter One
 

 
 

Do you know what it’s like when you think you’re happy, when you really believe you’re happy, on top of the world, you know, that kind of happiness? Well, that’s what happened to me. I thought I was happy. Everything was going my way, and I was beginning to feel very special in life, certainly blessed, and maybe even immune from bad things happening to me.  Well, not so. I’ll try to be brief. 
 

 
 

I was getting married. Alex and I had been going together for three glorious years. Me, Connie Harrison, once plain and unimportant, was engaged to marry Dr. Alex Masterson, Chief of Radiology, at New Haven General Hospital in Connecticut. I worked as a staff nurse on Pediatrics, and I loved my job. Sandy Williams was my best friend and a Registered Dietician. She was supposed to be Maid of Honor in my wedding.
 

I’m thirty-five years old. Do you know what that means? Well, let me spell it out: T-I-C-K-T-O-C-K. Yes, it’s tick-tock-time, time for me to have a baby, to start a family with the man I love. My biological clock has been ticking for over a year now, so loud in fact that I’ve already named my two allotted children, hopefully a boy and a girl, if not a girl and a girl, and worst case, but acceptable scenario, a boy and a boy. No matter, we’re all supposed to live happily together in the pretty little cream-colored house on River Street where Alex and I were about to make an offer.  
 

Yes, you guessed it. I’m not getting married. It’s already next week and what am I doing? I’m packing, but not for my honeymoon to Hawaii with Alex. No, instead I’m getting the hell out of Dodge before I kill somebody, maybe the two of them. I hate them both with all my heart. Or, maybe I’d just kill myself, I’m so miserable. Right now, I’m feeling so crazy that I really need to run away, to get as far away from life as I know it, as quickly as I can. Otherwise, I don’t know what I might do. I’ve never hated anyone before. Not ever. 
 

So, I’m throwing books into boxes, clothes into suitcases, and scribbling lists with a bold, black marker as fast as I can. The truck has already come to take my furniture to Goodwill. I hate all that furniture. I used to make out on that couch with Alex, dream about making babies in that bed. We ate our favorite shrimp scampi at the beautiful oak table and sipped wine watching the stupid flat screen TV in high definition. We watched Philip Philips win American Idol and Jessica Sanchez, who I voted for, make it to runner up. Who cares? I hate everybody.
 

 
 

It’s not a new story. It’s actually quite old. I left work at my usual time, end of shift at three-thirty in the afternoon, but instead of going home I went by way of the Radiology Department to ask Alex if he’d gotten his tux back from the tailor, yet. I really just wanted to see him. I saw him all right, trying to hide behind a closet door, tangled in the arms of Sandy Williams who professed to be my best friend, his hand on her ass, a body press there was no mistaking, and a French kiss that took my breath away. 
 

I must have gasped, or maybe an all out scream, I don’t remember, but they stopped and turned to look straight at me, Sandy blushing all red, and Alex mumbling something about how it’s not as it looks. 
 

“Wait, Connie, I love you!” he yelled, a look of shock on his face.
 

Ha! Like I’m stupid or something? I didn’t stick around for an explanation. How could I? I panicked and ran, tears pouring down my face as I bolted from his office and crashed right into Sheila, the X-Ray technician, coming around the corner, knocking her flat on her butt, her clipboard flying into the air, crash landing onto the tiled floor with a clatter.
 

“Wait, Connie! What’s wrong?” Sheila’s voice followed me down the hall.
 

I ran and ran, not to my car in the hospital parking lot, but all the way home, all two miles. I ran past the quaint little shops downtown, past children playing tag in Little Haven Park, my white nursing shoes squeaking on the sidewalk cement, and people stopping to stare. I sobbed as I ran, tears streaming down my face, making god-awful noises, gulping air, my blonde hair flying. 
 

I couldn’t smell the usual warm, sugary scents wafting from the corner bakery. I flew past without seeing the little green buds forming on the maple trees that line the streets. I couldn’t appreciate the sound of the baby robins chirping in their nests. All I could feel was cold, hard hatred in my heart.
 

Alex called my cell phone over and over again that day. “Sandy doesn’t mean anything to me. It’s you I want to marry,” he pleaded into my voicemail. He left message after message. He came to my apartment begging me to let him in. He tried his own key, but I secured the deadbolt, a barrier he can’t penetrate. Hell will freeze over before I ever even talk to that cheating man again. Kissing my best friend, his hand on her ass, a French kiss that took my breath away!
 

 
 

I miss my dream babies. I miss Randy and Jordan, or Kate and Samantha. I miss T-ball and ballet, those jelly smeared faces, my little boy in his uniform with grass stains on his knee; my daughter in her white net tutu and pink ballet shoes. How can I miss babies that never existed? It’s because I loved those babies as if they were real, and it breaks my heart. It seems as if the babies that used to play on my living room carpet just floated out the window like a puff of white smoke. They’re gone now, just vaporized into thin air, my sweet, sweet babies. 
 

 
 

I slam the suitcases shut and tape the cardboard boxes closed. I’m not even crying anymore. I’ve quit my job at New Haven General without so much as a good-bye to my co-workers. They all belong to Alex and Sandy now. I sent an email to my sister Serena in New York. She’s been calling and calling my cell phone, but I don’t answer. I can’t. She’ll get over it. I don’t know if I ever will. I’ve never hated before. It’s a new feeling to me. I want it all to just go numb, but it’s been two weeks now since I saw Alex and Sandy kissing, and I can’t get the picture out of my head. 
 

 
 

I’ve gassed up my car. I toss my boxes and suitcases in. My rent is paid through until the lease is up next month. I’m just moving out early, inconveniencing nobody. I’ve directed Alex to cancel the wedding guests. I know he heard me when I shouted through the door. My wedding planner said she’d take care of the other details. No, I don’t have wedding insurance, that’s how sure of Alex I was. I told my planner to send the bills to him. He deserves it, kissing Sandy inside the closet door. I’m history now. The last of the apartment is emptied. My car is packed and ready. I set my navigation system to the future and away I go; knowing in my heart, I’ll never come back.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Two
 

I’m not sure where I’m going, but San Francisco sounds good. Isn’t that where runaways usually go? Or is that Hollywood to become a star? Wherever, it doesn’t matter. I zigzag my red Honda Accord through cities to farmland, marveling at how green the grass can be in late April. Seems like yesterday I was waiting for the snow to melt so I could see the crocuses peek through the wet earth beneath my apartment window. Now, gently rolling verdant hills stretch as far as my eyes can see. It’s mesmerizing in a way, and helps to numb my searing heartache, though I’ve only been on the road for half a day so far. 
 

My mind flows as I drive until I hardly pay attention to the scenery any more. I think about Alex and our three-year relationship. I must have really loved him deeply because love is blind, and I could not, would not see. I think about the many times I saw him together with Sandy, exchanging glances that once made me smile, thinking how lucky I was that the two most important people in the world to me got along so well. 
 

“Let’s pick up Sandy along the way,” Alex said so many times on our way to casual places here or there. 
 

“Let’s get an extra ticket for Alex,” Sandy said last time on a girls’ night out. Stupid, stupid me! I wonder now if stupid is an intrinsic part of who I am or if that was just a phase in my life. 
 

 
 

I think I might be going crazy. I think my mind is splitting in two. My heart is broken in so many little pieces. Alex and Sandy are dismembered in my head, their bones shattered like a broken mirror, their faces reflecting back at me, spinning, spinning, until I find a hotel to rest my weary head, hoping that sleep will give me respite.
 

 
 

“But, my babies are innocent,” I say into the silence days later. Time just blends from one day to the next, my car a sanctuary, insulating me. I’m on a long country road where only I can hear. I think about artificial insemination, about having babies on my own. Then I try to push the nagging thought out of my head. 
 

“Knock it off, Connie!” my voice commands, projecting from my brain.
 

“I can’t! I want my dream babies to be real!” my heart cries, while tears tickle my face. 
 

 
 

I arrive in some nameless city in Ohio so tired I can hardly even think, my brain on overload, my heart burdened with tears. I check into Roadsway Inn and then wander across the busy street, weaving my way between clusters of speeding cars, to hell with a crosswalk, to wait on the center divide for the lane to clear again. I dart across and into Kentucky Fried Chicken where I buy a greasy bag of food to take back to my room to eat alone, sitting on my bed before my hot shower, and then I don flannel pajamas to keep me warm between the cold and lonely sheets. 
 

I stay here for three days, sleeping on and off, waking up only to use the bathroom and wander across the street to Kentucky Fried Chicken for sustenance. Now though, I walk to the corner, push the button, and wait for the white-lighted albino man to grant me permission to cross. “Jaywalking is subject to fine,” a prickly officer had said, writing me a $60 ticket on pretty yellow paper, thin and wrinkled, and torn in the corner where it peeled off the pad. 
 

I should have wondered if I was sick, but the thought never crossed my mind. It seemed the most natural thing; to sleep when I was tired, eat when I was hungry, to cry when I was sad. Heartsick is what I was. But now, my teeth are brushed, the greasy bags emptied into the trash with chicken bones and spoilt cole slaw, and empty cobs gnawed of corn. Who was that slob? Surely it wasn’t me. I eat only healthy foods, and follow hygienic habits by the clock, and maintain wholesome daily routines. It’s who I’ve always been. 
 

The motel clerk tells me where I can find a laundromat. I check out, and then I go there to wash my dirty, wrinkled clothes. Hypnotized, I sit on a pink plastic chair, and watch the suds splash against the window, and then the spin cycle spinning round and round just like the thoughts in my head. By the time I fold everything into neat piles, I realize that I like the feel of the heat against my skin, the clean, fresh smell of laundry soap, and I notice the sunshine of the day. My brain feels clean, like my clothes, and while my heart is still sad, I notice, for the first time, that the ache has lessened.
 

 
 

I drive and drive, from lonely two lane roads lined with trees, through lonely, crowded freeways with views of city skylines. Days turn into nights, my brain grows numb, and the scenery outside my windows blur like the rain on my windshield with the wipers going swoosh-swoosh-swoosh. I still think about having a baby on my own, but now I know it can only be one baby, and I’ll take whichever I can get. Whether it’s a lifestyle with T-ball, or pink ballet shoes, I’ll love my child more than life itself.  
 

“You can still meet someone new,” my brain argues to my heart. “There are other fish in the sea.”
 

“Get real! I’m thirty-five,” my heart bleeds, yelling at my stupid, stupid brain. 
 

 
 

In Kansas City I stop at a small deli in a Wal-Mart shopping center where I order a turkey on rye with everything and sit outside at a white plastic table with green chairs. I sip ice water and nibble my sandwich while watching people come and go, pushing shopping carts overflowing with detergents and toilet paper, diapers, and baby clothes. I see a mother in the parking lot yank her toddler by his arm and position him for a spanking on his diapered butt. I jump up and run across the potholed asphalt, abruptly dropping my turkey sandwich onto its plate, pickles and tomatoes spilling out. I yell at the top of my lungs, like a woman crazed by an inner demon, the one that resides in me. “I want babies, and you abuse yours! Do you know how unfair that is? I would love my babies!” I shout so loud that people stop and stare. 
 

The mother stops mid-spank, the child stops crying. She thrusts him into his car seat, strapping and buckling with lightning speed, and then races to the driver’s side, jumps in, and peels out, driving way too fast for a parking lot and with a child in the car. She flips me the bird and then thumbs her nose at me. 
 

“Hey lady, lighten up!” A fat man yells, meaning me. 
 

I go back to my table, reassemble my sandwich, stacking the pickles and tomatoes on top of the turkey again. I feel a strange peace settle inside me, like order reestablishing after chaos. Usually, I’m quite restrained. I rarely say what’s really on my mind, and I’m self-conscious about what people think. But here and now, I really don’t give a rat’s ass. As crazy as it sounds, I feel liberated from my outburst, like a new person has emerged from my crisis. Nobody would dare kiss the best friend of this new personality. I am woman hear me roar.
 

 
 

Now every time I start to think about my dream babies, I laugh out loud to break the craziness, though laughter doesn’t really solve the baby problem, or some of the other problems I’m thinking about, like I don’t have a job or a place to live. I have a savings account that includes a small inheritance from my parents who died three years ago in a car crash, but it doesn’t amount to much, although I could probably make it through a year or two if necessary, but that’d be wasting good money. Glad I didn’t waste it on a wedding that wasn’t meant to be.
 

 
 

I drive and I drive, minding the speed limit, weaving my red Honda between the lanes on the highways, and find myself appreciating the topography of lands I’ve never seen before, from mountains to plains, cities to farms, the changing elevation shifting up and down like the moodiness that shifts in me. Then comes the long and dreadful road where boredom is worse than any of my moods and I long for a place to stop, anyplace less barren than where I am.
 

 
 

I see a green highway sign listing miles to San Francisco. It’s still a long ways off, but I feel my heart pick up its beat. Before long, I come to a town called Charming Hill, a strange name, I think, since it appears to be all flat farm land, dotted with dilapidated barns, cattle, and grazing goats. I see nothing charming at all, but I stop at a small café in the center of town there for a snack, but mostly because I’m desperate to talk to somebody, anybody who isn’t me. I find a waitress who’s happy to oblige.
 

“You know the movie, Ernie and Meg? It was filmed here, down that street,” she points. And then she adds, “Charming Hill is also the place where a little girl named Susan Hart was kidnapped from her bedroom window, but we try not to think about that. It’s really a very safe place to live.”
 

Coffee splashes from my ceramic cup onto the table. How lucky for Meg; I saw that movie and she got married! I think about Alex again and my marriage that wouldn’t be, and how my dream babies flew out of my own window just like Susan Martin, as if kidnapped by Alex and Sandy, and then vaporized into thin air. 
 

“Are you okay?” the waitress asks as I swipe at my tears.
 

“Can you put this in a take-out cup?” I ask, pointing to my drink. “I’ve got to run.” 
 

“Here,” she says, handing me a paper cup, looking at me with eyes of pity, which I cannot bear. 
 

“How long can I keep on running?” I cry to myself when safely ensconced inside my car, tears subsiding again. I bang the steering wheel with my fists, and then my temper tantrum over; I’m on the road again. 
 

 
 

Finally, I see the majestic orange towers, the Golden Gate Bridge of San Francisco, just as I’m about to give up hope of ever getting there. Traffic slows and I join the others jam packed on the bridge, feeling an excitement I can hardly contain, like I am crossing the bridge to my future, leaving heartache and trouble in my past. I pay my six dollars to the lady in the tollbooth and then follow signs to Nineteenth Avenue where my dirty, red Accord mixes in with other colorful cars that crawl. Feeling brave, I turn right onto a one-way street leading to who knows where. 
 

And that’s where my excitement ends and trepidation begins. Where did these F’in drivers come from! Not to mention the one-way streets and vertical hills with stop signs on the edge. Fear threatens to engulf me as I hyperventilate to the sound of honking cars and screeching tires while pedestrians ignore the threats of large wheels that promise to crush their lives. Who are these people!
 

I manage to avert a total psychological breakdown, just by luck, when I turn onto a street that suddenly has cars driven by sane people. Here I see colorful houses attached together that I believe are called painted ladies because they stand so tall and regal, houses I’d read about in a travel book once. I pull over to the side of the road where I catch my breath and reprogram my navigation system, knowing that living in San Francisco is not the place for me. 
 

I let the bossy navigation lady with the clipped British accent lead me out of the city onto the Great Highway, which snakes alongside the Pacific Ocean. Before long the Great Highway turns into Highway One and I see an opportunity to pull over onto a scenic overlook where I see white caps chopping through turquoise water, a mesmerizing view. 
 

Huge waves crash against large black rocks, sweeping dark colored driftwood and green tentacled seaweed up onto the beach, covering the sand with white, frothy sea foam. Colorful orange and yellow flowers with bright green leaves fan the edges of the beach in front of the expansive, crashing ocean, the whole scene looking so much like a painter’s masterpiece that it fills my heart so full I’m sure it can never ache with emptiness again. I linger here, soaking in the view and smelling the salty sea air until my head feels full with a promise, a beautiful new life.
 

I drive on, but don’t get very far when hunger pangs and growls in my stomach beg me to me to stop for food. I follow signs into Pillar Point Harbor in Half Moon Bay. Suddenly, I remember a song, something about going to San Jose wearing flowers in my hair. Maybe I should go to San Jose next, I think, minus the flowers in my hair. I order clam chowder in a bread bowl from the corner snack bar and take it to an outdoor picnic table to eat while watching the fishing boats bounce up and down, the water rhythmically sloshing and splashing against their sides, while sea gulls flit and caw, occasionally diving for fish. One comes and begs for my bread, so I break off a corner to share, the gull my only friend in the world. I open up my map and circle San Jose as my next stop. I’m tired and I want to settle in to rest for a while at the next decent city I come to, which looks to be San Jose, and not too far from here. I’m tired and I want to make a home, a new place, where to rest my weary but increasingly hopeful head.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Three
 

Rather than using artificial insemination, I think about strong arms that long to hold me. It doesn’t have to mean love. Wouldn’t casual sex be better than going to a cold, calculated clinic? It came to me in a dream, not an erotic dream, or an angry dream, or anything like that. Maybe it was a dream inspired by angels because it was my first peaceful dream since coming to San Jose. I’m staying at a Best Western on Steven’s Creek Boulevard, though I’m apartment hunting and looking for a job. It’s Saturday and my heart oddly feels almost free of pain. 
 

Thank God for Google and cell phones and coffee shops with Internet. I’m hooked up at a Starbucks not far from my motel, sipping black coffee and nibbling on an oatmeal cookie, surrounded by my animated peers. They all seem to be engaged in long, loud cell phone conversations, while the whirring froth machines provide background noise, all of it mixing together with the familiar coffee shop scents that permeate the air. Caffeine hits my brain and it amuses me that I find the incessant chatter both comforting and irritating at the same time, making me think about my sister and our recent communications. I’ve emailed her to let her know I’m okay and living in California now. I’ve talked to her on the phone once or twice, but the calls always seem the same.
 

“Are you nuts?” she screams. “What are you thinking? Alex is beside himself with grief. He insists there is nothing going on between him and Sandy. You need to come home! He’ll give you another chance.” She just doesn’t get it. I saw them. So, for now it’s email, and thank God for caller ID.
 

I fill out three online job applications for local hospitals, but my heart isn’t into working just yet. If my heart was in it, I’d be making appointments to meet nurse recruiters at the personnel offices in the hospital basements, planning to wear nice clothes rather than faded blue jeans and a wrinkled tee shirt, my uniform of the day. I’d visualize myself smiling and handing over my crisp, pristine resume -- minus references from Dr. Alex Masterson and co-worker Sandy Williams, of course. Online feelers are good enough for now. Besides, I remind myself, it’s Saturday and I have to find an apartment first. I have some appointments set up for later today, but I still have an hour to kill. So, on a whim, I explore an Internet dating site.
 

“Hmm, not bad.” I register my handle and punch in my credit card number, and then I get another cup of coffee and settle in to browse through the eligible bachelors and think about writing my profile, the things I want to reveal about myself. I know better than to say, “Desperate Woman Seeks Sperm Donor for Last Chance Baby.” 
 

I take so long looking for arms that long to hold me that I’m almost late for my first appointment. Fortunately, it’s not far from Starbucks and I arrive at the gated lobby only five minutes late, which by California standards isn’t really late at all. I follow the instructions I’d written down from my phone conversation with the manager. I punch in the codes and walk through the entrance, then through the wrought iron gates, and then outside past three huge swimming pools, tennis courts, and tromp over fresh mown green grass still wet from sprinklers until I arrive at the building in the back where the manager is waiting for me.
 

I love the apartment he shows me, but it’s way too expensive. I go on to apartment number two, which costs less, but is too frumpy for me. I get lucky at apartment complex number three. For one thousand, eight hundred dollars a month, I rent a one-bedroom corner unit with windows overlooking a small courtyard. It has a balcony that makes it seem larger than it is, and it has a gym and laundry room onsite. 
 

I find California living to be much more expensive than I expected, but already, I love the weather here, absent of dreadful humidity and biting mosquitoes. The manager tells me where to go for some rental furniture, on Stevens Creek Boulevard, which seems to be the happening place to find almost anything. When I get there, not only do I find a place that has everything I need, but they’ll also deliver tomorrow, on Sunday, as well. 
 

And so it works out. By Sunday at noon, the furniture has come. I’ve rented a small table with chairs, a bed, dresser, and couch to start me out for now. Since I really don’t own much anymore, it doesn’t take long to unload my boxes and suitcases from the car. I tuck sheets onto the bed and then I stare at the bare white walls until I can’t stand it any longer. I decide to drive around seeing what I can find to do. First, though, I brush on facial powder, lipstick, and add a dash of color to my cheeks, the first time I care about how I look since leaving New Haven. I shake out a skimpy, multi-colored, wrinkle resistant sundress, and match it with colorful red and yellow sandals. 
 

I point my car in a direction, and before long I stumble into an Art and Wine Festival in Sunnyvale, a city just north of San Jose, where a myriad of vendors have set up booths to display and sell their arts and crafts. I mix into the crowd of colorful people and hear accents from many different countries. I hear Farsi, Mandarin, Spanish, and Indian dialects that I recognize along with others I wonder about. A beautiful chatter of diversity and peace mingles with wind chimes from a nearby booth. I buy a tote bag from one vendor, a flowery sunhat from another, and some shiny silver earrings from yet another. I indulge in a glass of white wine and pull up a chair in front the free band in the center of town and listen to The Lover’s Gone Band sing songs about love and loss. 
 

Between the wine and the lyrics I find my cheeks wet with tears. Against my will, Dr. Alex Masterson lives as an ache in my heart and my lost babies nag from memories about a pretty little house on a tree lined street that will never be my home. I feel alone and unwanted, a stranger in a foreign land. Then he comes and sits beside me with a cold beer in his hand, a stranger who talks to me. “They’re that good, aren’t they?” He motions to the band. “Brings tears to my eyes, too. I’m Jared,” he says, nodding and whisking his hand in my direction, lightly brushing my arm, but nothing that could be called a touch. 
 

“Connie,” I say by way of introduction. “Sorry, they touched a soft spot.” He hands me his napkin and I wipe away my tears. We sit in silence through several more songs. 
 

“Are you hungry? Would you like to get a bite? There’s Italian here.” He points to a nearby restaurant with outdoor seating and tables with red and white-checkered tablecloths. “Or, I know a place in San Jose that’ll have dancing all night, if you’re interested. Sunday night happy hour starts early. Oh, and the food’s good, too.” 
 

What have I got to lose? I am hungry, it’s almost dinnertime, and I have no food at the apartment yet. He looks to be about my age, maybe a little older. He’s tall and broad shouldered, with green eyes and brown hair. He wears faded jeans and a just do it tee shirt. Looks like he works out, with arms that long to hold me, I think. I nod and agree to follow him in my car to downtown San Jose for some nightlife and clubbing. “By San Jose State University,” he says, and I wonder if he is younger than he looks. 
 

Then, the next thing I remember, it’s morning. 
 

When I wake up, Jared is in my rental bed, snoring. Boxers or briefs? I don’t know because he’s in his naked glory from the waist up, curly dark hairs carpeting his chest, and a skimpy sheet covering the rest. Honestly, I can’t remember much. But he’s not at all like Alex, and I’m off the pill, and I don’t remember a condom, but maybe there was one. My head aches. It’s been a long time since I’ve overindulged in alcohol. My mouth feels like cotton. I’ve never once been promiscuous in my life. Then, before I can even think, Jared stirs. 
 

“Morning, sunshine.” He drawls the words out slowly, squints his eyes, stretches, and smiles at me. “Let’s go get some breakfast. Then I’ll take you on a tour of Stanford University, to the Rodin sculptures there. Remember, we talked about it last night.”
 

Did we? I wonder. “Sure, sounds good,” is what I say. I make us some coffee, which is pretty much all I have in the kitchen. Then we take his car, a late model Lexus, candy apple red like my Accord, and retrieve my car from where I’d parked it last night. We bring the Accord back to my carport, and then head out in the Lexus to get some breakfast at a corner café. 
 

Really, I don’t even remember coming home last night. Seems it should feel strange to me, but all of life has felt surreal since the day I caught Alex kissing Sandy, so I simply shrug the absence of feeling off. In the back of mind is the tiny niggling thought that this really isn’t right.
 

            “So, I suppose I should ask you your last name,” I say tentatively over breakfast. I don’t know why I feel like I’m asking him a too personal question. After all, he’s already spent the night. Maybe we’ve even made a baby together. Coming to my senses, I suddenly feel nauseous. The reality of where I am and what I’ve done hits me hard in the stomach, so hard that I rush to the restroom and heave into the toilet there, tasting the bittersweet margaritas from the night before.
 

I’m so embarrassed and ashamed of myself. Fortunately, the cafe restroom is a one- person deal and I’m alone with my shame, my reflection in the mirror above the sink the only face to judge me. I suddenly miss Alex more than I can bear. I miss Sandy and our intimate talks. I miss having someone to share my shame with, someone who loves me and knows me enough not to judge my actions, or unconditionally enough to love me anyway. But Alex did not love me, not really. And Sandy stole Alex away from me, right in front of my eyes. She is not, was not, someone to trust. 
 

A knock comes at the door. “Anyone there? I really need to go.” I quickly rinse my mouth with water from the sink and pop in an Altoid mint, as if that will do any good. I smile at the woman who passes me at the door. “All yours,” I say, pretending there is nothing crazy about me at all.
 

Back at the table, I find that Jared has ordered breakfast for me, a cheese omelet with avocado and bacon, rye toast and a latte sweetened with sugar. I never eat eggs and especially not with cheese because of the cholesterol. I don’t know what an avocado tastes like, having never had one before. Bacon is a sin in my religion of nutrition, and sugar is to be used sparingly, and not in coffee where it enhances the effects of caffeine. Sandy, my best friend and Registered Dietitian, has taught me well. Eating Kentucky Fried Chicken in Ohio doesn’t count. I was sick then and not myself. Oh yes, I meant to say Sandy, my former best friend. I almost forgot how much I hate her now. 
 

I look across the table at this strange man who is shoveling food into his mouth as if starving. He’s probably a Republican, I think, although I don’t really get much into politics. Alex always says that politics rules our lives and I should care, but I only vote because of women’s suffrage, to support that hard fought battle. Funny, I should think of that right now.
 

I’d rather Jared had ordered me oatmeal with cinnamon and raisins, which is what Alex would have done. But, of course, Jared doesn’t know me, doesn’t know what I like or don’t like. I take a forkful of omelet rather than offending him, pretending to be someone I’m not. Then the blended flavor of bacon, cheese, and avocado rush my taste buds, creamy and crunchy, tasting surprisingly good. “Thank you,” I say, really meaning it. 
 

“Now, let’s see. You want to know my last name and stuff like. It’s Wise, Jared Wise. What’s yours?” 
 

“Harrison, Connie Harrison,” I say, thinking of all the times I practiced saying Connie Masterson. “I almost got married,” I blurt.
 

“I know,” he says kindly. “You told me all about it last night. To that jerk Alex Masterson who doesn’t deserve you.”
 

“I told you!” Oh, my gosh! I must have been really, really drunk, I think. “What else did I tell you?”
 

“Well, after about the fifth margarita it was hard to be sure what you were saying. That’s when I took you home. Don’t worry, we didn’t have sex if you’re wondering.”
 

“But you were in my bed! What do you mean we didn’t have sex?” I’m aghast at this revelation, relieved, but not sure if I should believe him or not.
 

“Oh, you wanted it. You begged,” he teases with a twinkle in his eye. “But, me? I’m a gentleman. Can’t take advantage of a vulnerable, broken hearted woman. Now, if you beg again when you’re sober and not slobbering on and on about some other guy…”
 

“Stop!” I demand, though laughter sneaks around my protest. “I don’t want to know!” I slink down into the booth and bury my red-shamed face between my fingers, but truth be told, relief floods through me. I guess I won’t be pregnant from last night. As much as I want my dream babies to be real, I know that I owe them so much more than a drunken romp on a rental bed. I am so angry with Alex for putting me through this. This is all his fault.
 

“Now, today is Monday. I’ve taken the day off so I can show you around. Are you still up for it?” 
 

I nod, wanting to know more about this intriguing man, this honorable man. Curiosity replaces my shame. “What kind of work do you do?” What kind of job allows a guy to just take a day off on a whim? Doctors can’t do that. Alex never could. 
 

“I’m a computer entrepreneur,” he says cryptically. “I work for myself. I work from my house and can work any time of day or night. I’ll probably get caught up tonight.”
 

“So, what does a computer entrepreneur actually do?” Suddenly I really want to know. He tries to explain his work to me, but it’s way over my head. I realize that he’s a nerd, a kind, generous, and very noble nerd. It’s okay that I don’t understand. It’s enough that he tried to explain it to me.
 

We leave the café and head over towards Stanford University to see the Rodin sculptures there. He talks about art museums in San Francisco he’d like to take me to. Jared seems to be a very cultured man despite his casual dress and light-hearted personality, and it sounds like he has a very strong work ethic, too. I keep finding myself more and more impressed by the things he says and the way he says them.  He’s really quite articulate.
 

I’m reflecting on Jared’s good-natured personality and his easy style when out of the corner of my eye I see the shiny silvery handlebars of a bicycle. Suddenly, the car careens to the left, thrusting me towards Jared, my seat belt cutting into me, airbags popping.
 

Crash! Screech! 
 

“Oh my God!”
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Four
 

My sleeping eyes flutter. Familiar bleeps ring in my ears. I try to open my eyes all the way, but I can’t. I try to remember, but nothing comes. I don’t know where I am. No matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to make sense of anything.
 

“I think she’s trying to wake up,” a woman’s voice. I try to speak, to ask her where I am, but no words come forth, not a single utterance. Then I feel someone lift my closed eyelids. A bright light shines first in one eye and then the other. Someone sticks a needle into my foot. I try to jerk it away but it’s heavy and I can’t move it very far. 
 

“Look, she’s reactive,” says the woman. “That’s a good sign. Connie. Connie, can you hear me? You’re in the hospital. You were in a car accident. If you can hear me, open your eyes.”
 

I try so hard, but my eyes are so heavy, impossible to lift. I don’t remember an accident. The voice doesn’t sound familiar to me. I know most of the nurses at New Haven General Hospital, but I don’t recognize this voice. Then vaguely, I know I’m not in Connecticut, not at New Haven General. I ran away from home. Why? I struggle to remember.
 

Slowly, ever so slowly, my brain begins to engage. I feel energy begin to crawl through my body at a snail’s pace, then faster. I feel anger and hate and it makes me want to fight. I hate Alex Masterson! I hate Sandy Williams! I hate them both with all my heart. I hear myself moan, crying from inside. I hurt so much. I never knew that hate could hurt so physically. 
 

“That’s it, wake up, Connie. Open your eyes. Look at me,” the nurse commands. 
 

This time I’m able to open my eyes at her command, but the brightness in the room glares, making my eyes hurt, my head aches with throbbing pulses. I close my eyes again. “Where am I?” I manage to ask, my voice a croaking bullfrog. My throat is dry. The nurse must know it because I feel a straw tickle my lips. 
 

“Here sip,” she says. Cool water bathes my mouth and throat.
 

Then I remember Jared. “Where’s Jared?” I ask. He was driving. I remember now. I remember the car swerving to avoid hitting a bicyclist in the road. Then the loud crunch of metal and breaking glass, screams, and people rushing to help. What did we hit? 
 

“He’s in ICU,” the nurse tells me. “Is he your boyfriend?”
 

I think about that for a long time. I don’t know, I think, but I don’t say it out loud. I take so long thinking that the nurse thinks I’ve fallen back to sleep. I let her think so because I’m too tired to talk and I don’t know what to say.
 

 
 

It feels like months that I drift in and out of painful sleep, letting the nurses and doctors take care of me, letting sleep overtake me like fog rolling in from the sea, relieving me of pain, of worry, of every unhappy memory, though in fact, it’s only days until I feel alive again. Then, amazingly, the pain is gone, all of it; the twisted, psychological pain born of hatred for Alex and Sandy, as well as the burning, aching, physical pain from the accident. Even the deep felt grief from the loss of my dream babies has vanished. 
 

It’s such a weird sensation, this absence of pain, that I don’t quite trust it. I sit up in my hospital bed and test it out. I breathe deeply, wiggle my fingers and toes, and shrug my shoulders. Nothing hurts inside or out, this total absence of pain giving me a new lease on life, a second chance to live, to feel happy again. 
 

I’ve been dreaming about my parents. “Get up! Get going!” my mother said to me as plain as day, the dream seeming so real. Silly, but it comforted me. “I’ll paddle your butt!” Daddy said, but I heard laughter in his voice. 
 

My parents died together in a car crash three years ago. It nearly devastated my sister Serena and I. We were both blindsided with rock bottom, searing grief that threatened to never end, their accident so horrific. It was incomprehensible that Serena and I became orphans in that one instant in time. Adult orphans, though I remember feeling like a child needing my parents so. In the end we lived through it, recovered, and moved on. 
 

Suddenly I miss my sister terribly. I desperately need to talk to her, to tell her where I am, how I got here, how deeply alive I suddenly feel. I vow to call her, and glance around looking for my cell phone, wondering if it survived the crash with me, but before I can find it, the nurse, Regina, comes into my room, interrupting my thoughts. 
 

“How’s Jared?” I blurt, momentarily forgetting about my phone, because he is forever on my mind, the kind nerd who befriended me when I felt so lonely and lost. It seems an eternity ago, though really, only days. 
 

“His injuries are much worse than yours,” she says. Her voice emanates sadness. I can see she is truly a caring person, and a very good nurse, which helps me to believe that Jared is also in good hands. Soon I’ll be able to see for myself. I like Regina and trust her compassion. Maybe we can become friends. I think I’d like to have a friend who truly cares like Regina does. 
 

“You’re almost ready for discharge. Dr. Matthews will be here soon. I think he plans to let you go home in a couple days,” she continues. 
 

Home. I think about what that means. Right now home is in a small apartment in San Jose, far away from anyplace I’ve ever known. I try it on in my head, visualizing the white walls and cold rental furniture. At first the concept of home seems lost, but then I imagine scattering colorful belongings around the rooms. I imagine buying colorful wall hangings like I saw at the art festival. I think about putting a chair out on my deck overlooking the grounds around my apartment, maybe some flowerpots on the deck. In my imagination, I see myself sipping coffee in my new chair, relaxing with a Kindle book. Yes, I think home may possible here. 
 

Before she leaves, Regina finds my pocketbook in the small closet and hands it to me. My cell phone is in the compartment where it’s supposed to be. I had turned it off to avoid calls from my sister, so it’s remained fully charged. I click it on and see that Serena has left eleven messages. Rather than listen through them, I push auto-dial and in seconds I hear her voice. 
 

“Serena, it’s me,” I say, and my sister breathes such a sigh of relief that I have to pull the phone away from my ear. 
 

“Connie, where are you? I’ve been a worried wreck. Don’t hang up on me, I promise not to say another word about Alex. I only care about you.” Serena is rambling so much I can hardly get a word in edgewise to reassure her that I’m not mad anymore. Oddly, I’m not. 
 

Finally I get my turn to talk. “I’m in San Jose, California. Well, actually, at this moment I’m in Mountain View, but I’ll be home to my apartment in a couple days. I’m in the hospital.” 
 

“You already have a job?” Serena asks.
 

“Well, no, not exactly. I’m a patient. I was in a car wreck,” I say, squinting my eyes and holding my breath. I know my sweet, older sister is going to have a cow. Instead the phone becomes deadly silent. “Serena, are you there?” I ask.
 

“What happened?” she asks in the tiniest voice. “I knew something terrible had happened, worse than the breakup with Alex. Tell me.” 
 

My sister has never been one to listen, but I can tell she wants to listen now. “It’s a long story,” I begin, and then an hour later, after telling my tale, my listening sister has become my new best friend. 
 

“Honestly, Serena, I feel a new person today. I have a new lease on life. It’s like life has given me a second chance to be happy. Somehow, surviving this accident has erased all the petty little unimportant worries from my consciousness. I couldn’t care less about Alex or Sandy now. Even my dream babies are gone, may they rest in peace. They were never real, just my heartfelt wishes.” I brace myself for at least a little twinge of grief for my babies. Oddly, it doesn’t come. 
 

“What about now, though? With this new guy, Jared? Is he your boyfriend now, or what? Is he why you feel so good?”
 

“Honestly, I really don’t even know him. He’s pretty messed up in ICU. I haven’t even been able to see him yet. I don’t know anything about him, if he has family or anything. I just know he was nice to me and didn’t take advantage of me when I was half crazy. He easily could have, you know. He’s decent, and I like that about him. Oops, here comes my doctor, I’ll call you back tomorrow,” I say. 
 

“I’m coming to San Jose. I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll take care of you,” she says before hanging up. 
 

Dr. Mark Matthews examines me. “You’re almost good to go. We’ll keep you another couple days to make sure.” Then, before he exits my room, he turns to me and says, “I understand you’re a nurse and new to the area. I have an opening for an office nurse in Neurology. Call my office next week if you think you might be interested.”
 

“Thank you, but I’ve always worked in Pediatrics,” I tell him.
 

“No matter, we can train you if you’re interested.” 
 

I can hardly believe my good fortune. A job offer already. It sets me to thinking. I thank him and let my mind roam to new possibilities. 
 

 
 

Chapter Five
 

 “Oh good, you’re awake,” Regina says. “I brought you the information you asked about. I have the job application from personnel and the list of openings. Sara Ianovich, the nurse recruiter, says she’ll come up to talk with you later this morning.” She drops the manila envelope onto my bedside table along with a full bag of IV fluids. She listens to my lungs, adjusts my oxygen flow rate, glances at the needle in my wrist, and then in one fluid movement reaches up and changes the near empty bag with the full one. She works smoothly and efficiently while talking to me.
 

Once I learned how short staffed the nurses are here at Pacific West Hospital, I knew I wanted to work here. As much as I appreciate Dr. Matthew’s offer of an office job, acute care is really my first love. Changing from pediatric care to adult care appeals to me, though. I’m pretty sure I can get hired here. Regina’s helping me. 
 

An hour later, I’m playing job scenarios over in my mind when Sara Ianovich, the nurse recruiter, comes to my bedside. She’s a tall, smartly dressed woman, attractive with short dark curls interspersed with gray. She pulls up a chair and conducts an employee interview right at my bedside. Talk about a go-getter, now that’s efficient. Her voice is focused and strong. 
 

They must be really short staffed because I’ve never had an interview like this before, but Pacific West Hospital is one of the places I had emailed my resume to last Saturday morning from Starbucks. I’d forgotten. 
 

 “I’ve already called New Haven General Hospital for your references, they’re perfect.” She hands me several papers, the first outlining the union wages paid to nurses at Pacific West. My eyes bulge to see those numbers, so much more lucrative to work here than New Haven General! The next paper is one I’ve already seen, from Regina, the departments that have immediate openings for staff nurses. “Take your pick,” Mrs. Ianovich says. 
 

I’ll be medically cleared to return to work in two weeks. I feel my heart beat pick up. The thrill of returning to work pulses through me. I’ve missed working. I crave the thrill of being in control again.  I can almost feel the anticipation of my hands racing to perform a task, the sense of pride from doing it well. I smile and feel my eyes light up. 
 

“I know you’re used to working Pediatrics, and we have openings there, but if you’ve ever thought about changing your specialty, here’s an opportunity. We have openings on almost every floor.” 
 

My head is bobbing up and down like a ball on a spring. I desperately want to change specialties. I want to give up taking care of sick kids and work with adults instead. I don’t know where this new resolve has come from, but it feels right. Maybe it comes from releasing my dream babies into the vaporized mist. 
 

I hear myself speak. “Yes, I think I’d like to work here on Medical-Five.”
 

“Welcome aboard,” she says. “I’ll put you on the schedule for three weeks out. That should give you time to fully recover and adjust to the new changes in your life. You’ll start with four weeks of orientation working with Regina here then. Call me anytime between now and then if you have any questions about anything,” she says, concluding my interview.
 

I feel so happy, rejuvenated, and alive for the first time in weeks. I have a job, a change of specialty, and I’ll be working with Regina during my orientation, a chance to make a new friend. My sister is coming to visit me, too. She’s planning to be here tomorrow morning with my car to take me home. I can hardly wait to see her and tell her my news. 
 

Regina comes in as soon as Sara Ianovich walks out. She offers me a pain pill, which I almost refuse until I remember how much I like feeling pain free. I wonder if this good medication is behind my sudden elation. Whatever. I swallow my pill, thankful for any form of help life throws my way. I tell her that I’ll be working with her on Medical-Five in three weeks. She squeals her happiness and gives me a “thumbs up.” I love the feeling of girlfriend camaraderie. 
 

 
 

“I’d like to go to ICU to see Jared,” I tell Regina the next time she comes into my room. 
 

“Let me check with his nurse to see if he can have visitors. He might already be at his limit. They only allow two at a time and only for five minutes every hour,” she says. She exits my room and leaves me wondering more about Jared, who his visitors might be, what kind of family and friends he has living nearby. I hardly know him, but I miss him terribly, and worry about his condition. I really need to see him. 
 

Regina comes back into my room minutes later pushing an empty wheelchair in front of her. “I can take you to see Jared now. So far he hasn’t had any visitors at all. His nurse said that, like with you, there was no emergency number to call. Maybe you can give them some information about his relatives. So far, he hasn’t regained consciousness.”
 

“Not at all?” My heart races at the thought that Jared hasn’t awakened yet. And that he’s totally alone. The reality of how seriously injured he is suddenly penetrates the gray matter of my brain. I think of my parents again, how my mother died instantly, but my father lingered painfully for hours after the fatal impact. My God, I don’t want Jared to die! 
 

My heart is still crying for him when Regina pushes me in my wheelchair off the elevator and down the long hallway where she activates the button to open the automatic doors leading to the Intensive Care Unit. Here patients lie in goldfish bowls tethered to humming machines under the watchful eyes of specially trained caregivers. At first I don’t recognize him. Then Regina pushes my wheelchair in front of the small, still body of a man, his head wrapped in white bandages, with machines all around, medical machines that even I don’t know the names of.
 

The tall, broad shouldered, green eyed, and brown haired man who used to be Jared is gone. Instead I look into a humming bed that holds a small, broken person, eyes closed, head shaved where bandages don’t cover. A machine breathes for him, regulating the rhythmic rising and falling of his chest. Plastic IV bags hang from poles with tubes dangling from pumps bringing fluids and medicines into his veins. A sheet covers his body, but I see that one leg is encased in a cast and elevated on special pillows. I can’t take it all in, it’s all too much. 
 

Jared’s nurse is a tiny Asian woman named Jenny who looks very young to me. Her eyes are expressive and kind. Her hands adjust the knobs on the ventilator with such familiarity that I know Jared is being well taken care of. She speaks to me with precise English and just the slightest bit of an accent, very articulate and professional, as she tells me about Jared. I try to understand everything she says, but even as a nurse, a lot escapes me. I catch the drift that he had bleeding and swelling into his brain and a shunt had to be surgically placed to reduce the pressure. Dr. Mark Matthews, the Neurologist, is his primary doctor, and he’s listed Jared’s condition as grave. My mind flits to a cemetery and I picture Jared’s gravestone. Tears spring to my eyes and Regina pats my shoulder. 
 

“Can you tell me the name of his next of kin?” Jenny asks.
 

I shake my head. “I only just met him,” I confess. “We were on our first date.” I feel ashamed that I can’t help Jared during his time of need. After all, he reached out and helped me with my loneliness when he saw my pain. My heart is breaking and tears cascade down my cheeks as Regina pushes my wheelchair back to my hospital room.
 

When I get to my bed, Regina watches me pivot from my wheelchair and then she adjusts my bed for comfort. 
 

            “I wish I could say something encouraging to soothe you, but I only know as much as you do. I have to give report now. It’s change of shift, but I’ll come see you after I clock out,” she says, and I feel the budding comfort of new friendship developing. Then I notice an irregular envelope on my bedside table. It hadn’t been there before.
 

            I open the clasp and see that it’s from the police department. It contains a copy of the accident report and the business card of an officer asking me to call him. I hear jingling inside the envelope. Gentle shaking and keys fall into my lap. Jared’s keys. The policeman has made a mistake. Jared’s name and home address are on the tag. I count five keys, which include his car keys for sure, but one looks like a house key. I clutch the keys to my heart. I think I’ve found a way to help Jared. At least I can get into his house, maybe find an address book and notify the important people in his life. Tomorrow, after Serena comes to take me home. 
 

            
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Six
 

Tick-tock, tick-tock. This time it’s the wall clock in my hospital room that demands my attention. I’m so ready for discharge. Like a good girl, I’ve eaten my whole serving of bland hospital oatmeal, the half banana on my tray, and wolfed down the watery reconstituted orange juice. Regina has removed my IV and gone over my discharge instructions. Where is Serena? Could she have gotten lost on her way to pick me up? 
 

I’m so ready to go, except I can’t get dressed until she brings me some clothes. I’ve had enough of this drafty, backless patient gown that leaves my butt uncovered. I glance over at the bag marked patient belongings on the side chair. I don’t remember coming to ER, the wailing ambulance or anything about them cutting off my clothes so they could examine me, but my ruined outfit is neatly folded inside that white bag. It gives me a hollow feeling to know I could have died. Jared still might.
 

I think about the accident and my phone conversation with the policeman yesterday afternoon. He wanted me to validate the bicycle rider’s account but I couldn’t.  It all happened so fast. I don’t remember anything, just seeing the flash of silver handlebar, feeling the forceful thrust, and then hearing a cacophony of noises. When Jared swerved to avoid hitting the bicyclist, the report says the car crashed into a telephone pole, then flipped over hitting a metal gate on the side of the road. 
 

I neglected tell the officer he’d mistakenly given Jared’s keys to me. I’m fiddling with them, distracted by them, and deep in thought when Serena sails through the door looking like a spring breeze in the middle of a desert. I don’t remember ever feeling so happy to see her.
 

My sister is so pretty. Unlike me, she is tall, raven haired, and model slim. She dresses like a fashion diva despite being the mother of two small boys and a landscape artist by profession. You’d think she’d wear jeans and t-shirts for all the time she spends at construction sites, but not Serena. She always looks like she’s just stepped out of a fashion magazine. Me, I’m 5’4” tall, three inches shorter, and we weigh about the same. I’m not fat, not really, but I could be without too much effort if I didn’t watch myself. My hair is dirty blonde. Saying blonde is probably generous on my part, but I’d never say dishwater. You might think I’m jealous of Serena’s prettier looks, but opposite. I’m proud of her meticulous appearance, and I’m glad she looks different from me. 
 

I hug her warmly and then change into the outfit that she’s brought. I’ve really never been so happy to see her as I am right now. I’m grinning like a fool. “Who’s taking care of the boys?” I ask.
 

“Justin decided to take some time off. He can work from home for the little bit he absolutely has to do,” she says. My brother-in-law, Justin, is a bore, a CPA who never smiles, but my sister loves him more than I can understand. My two nephews, Alan and Kirk, aged four and five, are, thankfully, more like my sister in personality than Justin. For an instant, thinking about them, I feel sabotaged by an unexpected twinge of grief for my dream babies. I shrug the grief aside, determined that nothing will ruin my newfound lease on happiness. 
 

We’re still gabbing away, getting caught up, when Regina says I can go. Serena runs ahead to pull the car up to the hospital entrance, and I let a hospital orderly push me in a wheelchair. He helps me pivot into the passenger seat and watches while I buckle up. I sigh a big one as I wave good-bye. He turns back into the hospital and disappears behind the big glass doors. I feel good, can’t wait to be free of the invalid role, to ambulate without nurses hovering over me, to smell good clean outdoor air, and to spend some quality time reuniting with my sister. 
 

We go directly to my apartment where I see that Serena has been busy. She’s made up my bed with clean sheets and fluffy pillowcases. The towels that hung in the bathroom from Jared’s visit are stuffed into the hamper out of sight. Serena has thought of everything. The refrigerator and cupboards, which I’d left bare, are stuffed full with fruits and vegetables, milk and meats, breads, cheese, crackers and rice. She immediately brews us some coffee, and the aroma permeates the rooms making everything feel warm and companionable. 
 

 I allow her a first sip before showing her Jared’s keys. “The officer gave them to me by mistake. In a little while let’s go find Jared’s apartment. I want to help him. Maybe I can locate his family and notify them of his condition. Otherwise he’s all alone,” I say.
 

“Is it legal for you to enter his place?” she asks, a furrow in her brow. My sister is always a stickler for rules, never willing to break any laws, or interfere with privacy rights, or be in possession of something she’s not supposed to have. I have to be careful here or she will sabotage the plan that has been brewing in my head. 
 

“I have his keys. The cop gave them to me,” I say back to her. “Come on, Serena, Jared needs my help.” I sip my coffee and munch a graham cracker as I watch my sister think. You can almost see the wheels turning in her head when she thinks about something. She’s always been that way. It used to drive me nuts, but today I find it almost endearing. After all, she jumped onto the first flight from Hartford to San Jose to be with me during my time of need. She left her job, her little boys and Justin to come to me. Today, Serena can do no wrong. 
 

She nods. “Okay, it seems like the right thing to do. What kind of work did you say he does? Did he say what company he works for?” 
 

“Something with computers,” I say. “How hard can that be to find out?”
 

“Duh, this is the heart of Silicon Valley. There are a zillion computer companies in this area,” she says. “He probably has something about his work in his desk or something. We’ll find out. Surely, they must miss him at work. You’ll have to call in for him and let his boss know he’s in the hospital.” 
 

Just like my sister to think about all the outside responsibilities.  Me, I was also thinking that maybe he had a cat or a bird or some kind of pet that might need tending. Suddenly, I’m anxious to go. I want to know who Jared really is, to help him as soon as possible. I look at the address again. He lives in Palo Alto. I type the address into Map-find on my computer and instantly I have directions.
 

Serena drives. Map-find is so good that we don’t even bother to program the navigations system. I’m so tired of listening to that lady’s voice in the car telling me where to go, and this way Serena and I can talk while I read the street signs. Serena is telling me about four year old Alan’s last T-ball game, how he slipped into a mud puddle when he ran to third base when we pull up to Jared’s house. I can hardly believe my eyes. This is no small apartment.
 

“Do you think he really lives here?” Serena asks.
 

“Maybe he lives with his parents,” I say, feeling disappointed at the thought. “This looks like a rich man’s house. Jared’s too much fun to be a rich man.” The house is huge and old, perfectly restored, and with moist gardens and trees that look to be ancient. 
 

Serena parks the car on the street in front of the house. We walk to the front door where I ring the doorbell and wait, expecting his ancient, white-haired mother to answer. I look at the name and address on the key ring again and compare the house number and street with what they say. I notice that the mailbox attached to the wall of the house near big double doors is stuffed full. I shrug to my sister and pull an envelope out from the mailbox. I know she thinks that I’m committing a felony offense, but surprisingly, she doesn’t say so.
 

“It’s addressed to Jared,” I tell her. “A bill or something from a bank.” I ring the doorbell again and wait some more. I glance at the quiet street. There are no neighbors outside, no cars driving by.  Serena surprises me by going around the side of the three -car garage and sticking her face up high to look over top of the backyard fence. All the houses in the Bay Area seem to have fences separating them from their neighbors. I think of the Robert Frost poem about how “good fences make good neighbors.” At least I think that poet was Robert Frost. I’ve never been good about authors and quotes, but I wonder if Jared is a good neighbor.
 

“There’s a huge swimming pool, and it looks like tennis courts way in the back,” she whispers as if she’s a robber casing the place. I jiggle the keys and look into her brightly made up eyes, with green eye shadow highlighting her face, a shade to compliment the silk green blouse she wears. It’s an odd time to keep contrasting myself to my sister, but I think about how sweet she was to bring me a comfortable pair of jeans and casual top to the hospital rather some fancy, stylish outfit that she would have preferred. I do have some stylish clothes. It’s just that I like to save them for special occasions. 
 

“Should I use the key?” I ask, expecting Serena to deny my request. I’m not quite sure myself if it’s the right thing to do, but my sister nods, surprising me again. 
 

“Wait, look!” She points to a sign pasted on a side window. “The house has a security alarm.”
 

“We’re not robbing the house,” I remind her. “This is a good thing. When the security company sends someone out, we can get information from them, explain that Jared’s in the hospital and we need to know who his contacts are.” 
            “Oh, okay,” Serena says as I stick the key into the keyhole and hold my breath.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Seven
 

The touchpad for the security system is mounted on the wall to the right of the door. “It’s not on,” I tell Serena. “Alex contracts with the same company back in Connecticut. I know how it works.” Assured that we aren’t going to be immediately arrested, I reach back through the open door and pick up the rest of the mail from the mailbox. Then I pull the front door closed tightly behind me. I feel like a secret operative on a covert mission.
 

“Why do you think the alarm was left off?” Serena asks.
 

“Maybe somebody’s in the house?” I murmur, glancing around. 
 

“Hello! Hello! Is anybody here?”  Serena’s melodic voice sings a greeting. “We’re looking for anybody related to Jared Wise.” I have to smile. Serena is so darn correct, all the time, always trying to do the right thing. I can’t believe how endearing her previously annoying habits have become to me. 
 

Nobody answers. Stealthily we slink our way through the marble entranceway and into a large living room with high ceilings, expensive paintings on the walls, leather furniture, and heavy wood tables arranged on a beautiful Persian carpet. A black cat appears from behind the couch, meowing softly. 
 

“Oh, here kitty,” I call gently, squatting low so as to appear less intimidating. I extend my outstretched hand. She nuzzles right up to me, so I pick her up. She purrs when my fingers stroke her furry softness, and I notice fine specks of white scattered in with her otherwise all black coat. She wears a thin lavender collar with a metal tag. I say her name as I read it, “Isabella.” A phone number is engraved on the other side of the tag. “Are you hungry, Isabella?” I ask, still petting her.
 

“Her bowls are empty,” Serena says from around the corner. I follow her voice into a large, country kitchen with all industrial sized, modern appliances in stainless steel. The massive gas stove looks big enough to prepare foods for an entire army. The countertops are thick, dark granite and extend on three sides of the kitchen even though a workstation island is situated in the middle of the room, making it clear that some serious cook lives here. On one corner of the ceramic floor I see a tray that holds two empty bowls for Isabella alongside a larger bowl with a scant eighth inch of water left on the bottom. 
 

Serena searches through the cabinets until she finds a bag of dry cat food, which she shakes into the empty bowl. Isabella scrambles from my arms when she hears the kernels tinkling into the bowl. Serena fills the water bowl, moving almost reverently in this unfamiliar kitchen. Next, she finds a can of wet food and sets it onto the counter. “Nobody’s been here for days. The mail hasn’t been brought in and nobody’s been here to feed the cat,” Serena whispers as if afraid of being overheard. 
 

I think about poor Jared, lying in his hospital bed all broken and alone. The thought justifies my action, so I glance through the unopened envelopes from the mailbox. But Serena is slinking from the kitchen into another part of the house, distracting me from my own snooping. I’m really not a good snoop. I’d rather stick with Serena and try to find somebody or something in another part of this big house, preferably somebody who knows Jared and can take care of his business. 
 

Surprisingly, there are several empty rooms in this stately home, totally empty, unfurnished, and undecorated, devoid of all personality. The master bedroom is complete, decorated in manly colors; browns, reds, and blues that all seem to flow tastefully together highlighting a tall, impressive looking king size bed. A fleeting image of Jared asleep in my small rental bed flashes through my mind. Again I wonder, who is this man?
 

 A large, brown office, a real man cave, is located next door to the bedroom. It holds a large desk, what I recognize to be an ergonomically correct desk chair, several tables loaded with computers, (actually electronics of all kinds,) and hardly any paper clutter. I wonder if Jared keeps his address book and date book in computerized format. If so, his information may be hard to retrieve. I’m computer literate, but I still keep my address book in hard copy. I rustle through the desk drawers still feeling like an invader until I come across a small black book with names, addresses, and phone numbers.
 

“I’ve got it,” I tell Serena, and she stops searching. I peruse the book looking for last names ‘Wise’ to find a relative to call. Instantly, the name Jared Wise, Sr. pops up, listed first under the W’s. There are no other Wise names, making me think that Jared doesn’t have a lot of relatives. “Here goes,” I say as I press the phone numbers, for who I surmise is Jared’s father, into my cell phone, which is answered immediately.
 

“San Francisco Geriatric Center, this is Cassandra, how may I help you?” 
 

“My name is Connie Harrison, and I’d like to talk to Mr. Jared Wise, Sr.” I hold my breath waiting for Cassandra to respond.
 

“I’m sorry, but Mr. Wise is unable to talk,” she says. 
 

“Can you ask him to call me back? It’s important. It’s about his son, Jared Jr.” 
 

“No, I mean that Mr. Wise is unable to talk. He’s been in a coma for four years. You must mean his grandson, Jared the Third. His son, Jared Jr. died a long time ago. Jared, the grandson, usually sees to his care,” she tells me. 
 

In a coma! My mind races while I try to think of what I should say next. I finally settle on the blunt truth. I know she can’t give out a lot of information because of patient confidentiality and all, but as Jared’s advocate, I don’t have those same restrictions. If I tell her about Jared, she might know where to turn, where to find other relatives. 
 

“Well, Jared Wise, probably the grandson, is in the hospital, and I’m looking for his next of kin. I found the name Jared Wise, Sr. in the grandson’s address book. Can you help me determine whom I should call next? Nobody knows he’s even in the hospital.”
 

“Who did you say you are?” The voice is crisp and businesslike, not unkind, but definitely not friendly. 
 

“My name is Connie Harrison. I’m a friend of Jared’s. We were on a date when we were involved in a car accident. I’m trying to find Jared’s next of kin to notify about his condition.” 
 

“We can’t give out that kind of information, but if you tell me where Jared is hospitalized, I can call there and verify his condition and then notify a relative,” she says. 
 

“He’s in ICU at Pacific West Hospital in Mountain View,” I volunteer. 
 

“I’ll take care of it,” she says, and hangs up before I have a chance to leave my phone number with her. 
 

“Okay,” I say to the dial tone. “I guess that’s that,” I tell Serena. I shrug off the feeling of emptiness that washes over me. I can no longer justify snooping into Jared’s affairs knowing that his family will be informed and able take over now. 
 

“Let’s get out of here,” Serena says. 
 

“Wait, what about Isabella? What if Jared’s family doesn’t know they have to come to feed the cat?” My eyes search frantically to find where Jared’s little pet has run off to in this great big house. “I think I should take her to my apartment for now. We can leave a note on the kitchen counter for someone to call me when they want her back.” 
 

“That’s wise,” Serena says, and we both chuckle. I’m thinking like a Wise.
 

I call “kitty-kitty” in my softest voice until I find her in the living room, sleeping in a sunny corner on top of a side table. Meanwhile, Serena bags up the two kinds of cat food, a giant box of kitty litter, and we clean the kitty litter box for travel. I find a cat carry case in a storeroom behind the kitchen. Then I scrawl a note and leave it with the mail on the kitchen counter. 
 

“You’d better leave the keys, too,” Serena advises. I’m not sure about that, but she convinces me that our job is done and it would be wrong for me to keep the keys to Jared’s fancy house. After all, I’m not his girlfriend, or his family member. I’m really nobody to Jared, she reminds me.
 

“Serena! How can you be so cruel?” I cry at the insensitivity of her words, but the truth is, she’s really right. I’m nobody to Jared. I set the keys down on the granite counter alongside my note, and feel a piece of my heart fall out onto the counter next to them, comforted at least by Isabella’s softness in my arms, and the knowledge that I can still visit Jared at the hospital where I’ll soon be working as a nurse. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Eight
 

Cassandra Turner hung up the phone at San Francisco Geriatric Center and anxiously drummed her fingers on the smudged white countertop while mulling over her thoughts. She pictured Jared Wise the Third hovering over his grandfather, always attentive, calling the nurse for every little wrinkle in the sheet, like a rich watchman at the gate. An idea was taking shape, and she didn’t want to do anything that would shake it loose before it fully gelled. This could be her big opportunity. She rubbed her finger over the pencil smudge one last time, and then paged Thuy Phan to the front desk. Thuy had been working as Grandfather Wise’s primary care nurse for the past three years. If anybody knew about the Wise family, it would be Thuy. The only problem would be getting information out of her because Thuy Phan possessed very poor English skills. 
 

Cassandra was still mulling over her plan when Thuy bustled into the nurses station. “Yes, you call me?” she said, her Vietnamese accent as pronounced as the day she got off the boat, smiling her ever present façade of happiness, oozing a willingness to please, while smoothing her pink nursing scrubs over her middle-aged, stick like frame. 
 

“Thuy, Mr. Wise’s grandson won’t be in this week. Do you know if he has any other relatives who might come?” Cassandra asked.
 

“Oh, no. No other relative. Only Mr. Jared. He only family left. Everybody dead,” Thuy said, still nervously smoothing her nursing blouse. 
 

“Okay, that all,” Cassandra said, dismissing the nurse to return to her duties. She watched the tiny pink frame bustle down the hallway until she turned the corner out of sight. Only then did she pick up the phone and dial the ICU at Pacific West Hospital. 
 

“I’m calling about Jared Wise,” she said when she was connected to the ICU Nursing Station. “I’m calling from San Francisco Geriatric Center where I work. I understand that you have Jared Wise the Third as your patient. I have instructions from his family to follow up with his care while he’s hospitalized there.” She held her breath hoping that Pacific West Hospital in Mountain View was as loose about security as the other acute care facilities in the Bay Area. If so, she was a cinch to be in the door with her budding plan in no time at all.
 

“Oh, I’m so happy to hear from you,” the Ward Clerk proclaimed. “Hold on, let me get Jenny for you. We’ve been trying to locate Mr. Wise’s next of kin for several days now. She’ll be so happy to talk with you.” 
 

“In the door,” breathed Cassandra in a whisper, not intending to have said it out loud. She was still breathing relief when Jenny picked up the phone and gushed her greeting, a full medical report tumbling out with it.  
 

“Jared Wise is still in a coma with multiple trauma, including head injury, broken bones, and internal injuries. And he’s on a respirator,” she reported in her friendly, professional style. “I hope some family can come to be with him soon. It’s so sad that he’s all alone.”
 

“His family can’t be there right now,” Cassandra ventured. “His grandfather is very ill and hospitalized here at San Francisco Geriatric. I talked with another relative, an aunt, but she’s in Europe right now. She’s asked that we send one of our own nurses to stay with him until she can return to the states. Private duty, you know, as a companion.” Cassandra scrunched her facial muscles and crossed her fingers, as the blatant lie tumbled out of her mouth. “I can send someone later this evening.” 
 

“Well, we can’t let you send someone for private duty nursing, not while he’s a patient here,” Jenny said. “But, you can send her as a companion-sitter to assist. Our own nurse has to be the primary. You know, hospital rules.” 
 

“Of course, that’s what I meant,” Cassandra said. “I’ll send a nurse named Marta Lewski later today, then. You can expect her.” She gave Jenny the phone number of San Francisco Geriatric Center, and hung up the phone with a smile on her face. “Wait ‘til Kaitleen hears about this,” she mumbled as she sprang from her chair and bolted to find her friend in the administrative office downstairs. 
 

Kaitleen was finishing up an afternoon bagel and café latte, and wiping a slight milk moustache from her upper lip when Cassandra sailed into her office. As Director of Nurses for the Geriatric Center, Kaitleen handled all the administrative and staffing duties for the nursing home. She worked autonomously, reporting only to the owner, whom she’d never actually met. All communication with Mr. Everest, the owner, was done electronically once a month.
 

“We got a whopper!” Cassandra gushed. “We gotta send Marta to Pacific West in Mountain View for evening shift. Jared Wise the Third is in a coma, just like his grandfather. No other relatives. I got us in the door.” She watched the slow smile spread across Kaitleen’s face. 
 

“I’m on it,” Kaitleen said as she picked up the phone to call Marta Lewski in for her next assignment.
 

Chapter Nine
 

Melancholy threatens. My apartment feels so cold and empty. I cried when I hugged Serena good-bye at the airport this morning, but it’s time for her to go. She’s taken good care of me. Now I miss her. Who would have thought that my sister and I would become so close? The ache I feel in her absence reawakens a well of grief deep inside me. I always lose the people I love the most. 
 

Shivering, I pull a sweatshirt on over my sleeveless shirt and put the kettle on for tea. Serena is more like my mom, whereas I’m more like my dad. I miss my parents terribly, just as I miss Serena, our family of four so drastically reduced to half. I’m grieving all over again as if their accident happened just yesterday instead of three years ago. 
 

Melancholy isn’t new to me. It always feels drafty. Cold and drafty, it slips into my life and fills all my empty, hollow places with misery. I fix my tea and wrap my fingers around the hot mug for warmth. Fighting the misery, I walk aimlessly around my small apartment, looking out the window and then going out onto the deck, thinking about my life. The sun is bright, and I welcome its healing heat. The warm up begins as I sip from my steaming mug. 
 

I met Alex three weeks before my parents died. He seemed so strong. I let him become the hard rock I leaned on, wrapping my sadness around him like desert roots begging to anchor on something more solid than sand. Loving him cushioned the blow. As I got to know him, I turned to him in the same way Serena turned to her husband and babies for comfort. Serena and I talked about it last night. I wondered if it was my weakness that Alex fell in love with because he never really got to know me in strength. Even when time passed and I grew emotionally stronger; Alex always seemed to like me vulnerable.
 

“I noticed it too,” Serena had said, validating my insight.  “You and I drifted in different directions then, too. You had Alex, and I had Justin. The boys were such little babies, and they needed me. I should have been there for you, too.  Please forgive me.” 
 

I remember responding to her, my heartbeat picking up as if wanting to make up for lost time. “I was so lost then. I should have reached out to you, too. I know how close you and Mom were, and how much she loved Alan and Kirk. She loved being a grandmother. It seemed my eyes could only see Alex then. My own pain felt like more than I could bear. I didn’t want to feel yours, too. I’m so sorry, Serena.” We both cried then, and she wrapped her arms around me, hugging me, her warm touch feeling a lot like my mother’s, a reassurance reaching out from the grave to comfort me.
 

“At least she went with Daddy. I can’t imagine one of them living on without the other. Let’s promise we’ll never let that kind of distance separate us again,” Serena said. “We’ll talk every week, and email, and I’ll send you pictures of the boys. Promise me, we’ll stay close.”
 

I promised, and we dried our tears, a half box of Kleenex gone between us.  
 

Now, I mope around my tiny apartment, remembering my childhood and the good years from the past, missing those carefree days of being loved and cared for. Isabella follows me around, rubbing against my ankles, meowing softly, sharing empathy for my sadness.
 

“You’re sad, too, aren’t you, Izzy? You miss your family, don’t you? You miss, Jared. I’m so sorry, Isabella. I wish I could make him well for you.” I pull her plump, warm body into my arms and nestle my fingers into her downy black coat, scratching behind her ears, kissing her, and petting her along the grain of her spine, until she begins to purr, and burrows her face into my neck, her affection comforting me. “I love you, Isabella,” I say, my heart swelling with the thought that I’d brought her some comfort, too. 
 

All at once, I want to see Jared. I want to see how he’s doing, see if there is anything at all I can do to help, see if his family has been notified, and if they’ve come to the hospital to see him. It’s the least I can do for sweet, sweet Isabella, who misses her Daddy as much as I miss mine. 
 

Thinking about Daddy, I miss him almost more than I can bear. I miss the woodsy smell of him after an afternoon spent chopping up logs in the forest. Hot or cold, he’d come in all grizzly looking and red faced with woodchip dust on his blue jeans and fire crackling in his eyes.  How we all loved our rustic old cabin in the woods, the vacation retreat we’d all scramble off to the first day of summer vacation from school, and once even for Thanksgiving. Oh, how I’d almost forgotten about his favorite spicy fried eggs, always smothered in ketchup, and the way he called me Constance when he wanted me to pay attention to something special.
 

I put Isabella down, my fingers weaving a final path through her furry softness, and make sure her food and water bowls are full. Warmer now, I shed the extra sweatshirt and change out of my shorts and tee shirt into a simple, colorful dress. I’m not sure if I’ll be allowed into the ICU or not. I’m not Jared’s immediately family; I’m no relation at all for that matter, not even a close friend, but I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to go to the hospital anyway. I have some completed paperwork I need to drop off to Mrs. Ianovich in the personnel office.  Maybe I’ll be able to peek in on Jared afterwards. 
 

“I’ll try, Isabella. At the very least, I can make sure Jared’s relatives know that you’re safe here with me, and that you can stay as long as they wish. I’ve already paid my landlord the extra hundred dollars to keep you, so you can stay forever, if that’s what they want.” 
 

Isabella meows making me realize my blunder. “No, no, don’t worry. I didn’t mean it that way. Jared will be fine in no time and he’ll want you home with him. Don’t worry, little kitty. I didn’t mean it, only that I love having you here, that’s all.” 
 

 
 

At the hospital, I have a nice chat with Sara Ianovich, the nurse recruiter in the personnel office. She takes my completed paperwork, looks it over, staples the corners together and puts it aside.
 

“How are you feeling?” she asks, turning her full attention to me now, with a look of satisfaction, making me feel that I must look happy despite my earlier melancholy. I remind myself that people here at Pacific West Hospital don’t know about my recent breakup with Alex. 
 

I sigh deeply. A sense of relief escapes in my breath just knowing I don’t have to endure anybody’s pity. She’s inquiring about my physical health following the accident, that’s all. I answer honestly, “I feel fine. No lingering aches or pains, just a bit of worry about Jared Wise, the man who was driving the car. I didn’t know him well, having just met him. He’s in ICU and I’m hoping they’ll let me in to see him.”
 

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” she says matter-of-factly. “You’re on staff now. Hold on, I’ll get your badge.” She leaves briefly and comes back with the thick plastic nametag that identifies me as a staff nurse on Medical-Five. “If you want to swing by ICU right now, you can borrow my white lab coat, just bring it back before you go home.”
 

I slip into the lab coat and fasten my nametag to its pocket. “Thank you,” I say with a genuine smile. People are so nice here. I just know I’m going to love working here.
 

“Call me Sara,” she says when I leave her office, as if we’re already friends. I think about her as I weave my way through the maze of hallways to the elevator that will take me up to the second floor ICU. Sara looks older than me with gray hairs mixed in her otherwise dark curls. In the family photo behind her desk, she’s posed next to a slightly chubby man with three school-aged children in front of them. They’re all dressed for hiking in the country with backpacks stacked alongside a Jeep Grand Cherokee, all of them wearing LL Bean style clothing. It reminds me of how much I used to enjoy hiking before I met Alex. 
 

Maybe Sara’s not so much older than me. It’s hard to tell. She probably has worries about her children. If I’d started earlier, I could also have three school-aged children and worries about them, turning my hair prematurely gray. I surprise myself with my thoughts. I’d never thought about it like that before. Melancholy threatens to wash over me again, but I arrive at the ICU Nurses Station before it gets a chance to grab hold. Jenny, Jared’s nurse, sees me immediately and smiles a greeting. “Hi, I see you’re feeling better,” she says, pointing to my lab coat and nametag. “You’re already back to work?” 
 

“No, not yet,” I confess. “I came in to talk with Sara Ianovich in Personnel. She loaned me her lab coat so I’d look clinical enough to visit Jared. How’s he doing?” 
 

“The same, though the doctor wants to try weaning him off the respirator tomorrow morning.” She walks me towards his bed where I see a young woman dressed in Calvin Klein jeans, topped with a mauve colored short-sleeved jersey, sitting at his bedside. Her long, thick, sandy-colored hair looks lustrous and shiny, like from a Clairol commercial, and is pulled back from her face with a tortoise shell hair clip. She looks young, attractive, and stylish. 
 

“This is Marta Lewski,” Jenny introduces. “She’s employed by Jared’s aunt to be a sitter/companion to him until she can come in to be with him herself. His aunt is traveling on business somewhere in Europe right now. Marta will be communicating with her regularly, and keeping her informed of his condition.” 
 

Marta greets me with a reserved smile, but makes no attempt to engage me in further conversation. I’m relieved to see that some action has been taken by Jared’s family to oversee his care.  I explain to Marta that I was in the accident with Jared, but that I don’t really know him well, that I have his cat Isabella and will be able to take care of her until they let me know when they want her back. “I left the keys to his house on the kitchen counter when I left. No one had been there at all, so I brought in the mail, too,” I add.
 

“What’s the address?” she asks, pulling out a gold colored pen and pretty purple bound notebook from a Gucci tote bag.  She writes down the information as I give it to her. “I’ll take care of it and report to his aunt,” Marta says, with a very faint accent, Eastern European, I think, but I’m no expert. 
 

“I locked the keys in the house, on the kitchen counter,” I remind her, and then wonder if that had been smartest thing. Now how would she get in?
 

“Maybe if you call the security company and explain that you’re representing the family, they might give you an access key.” I give her the name of the company, but explain that I’d left the alarm turned off, just as I’d found it.
 

“Please, you don’t have to worry about anything. If the cat is a bother, I can make arrangements somewhere. Do you want me to do that?” she asks, businesslike, not friendly. 
 

“Oh, no bother,” I reply. “I love having Isabella with me.” 
 

We agree that I’ll keep the cat for now, and that Marta will take care of the unfinished business at Jared’s house, with his aunt’s permission, of course.
 

Marta takes a short break to go to the rest room while I visit with Jared. I look down into his pale face, the ventilator tube taped in place, his eyes shut, medical machinery humming all around. Tears spring to my eyes unexpectedly. “Oh Jared, I’m so sorry all this had to happen! Please, please, get better soon,” I plead, vowing to make it my business to keep track of his progress even if there is nothing tangible for me to do. 
 

 
 

My five minutes with Jared is up all too soon, and I’m back in the Nurses Station talking with Jenny. She introduces me to the other nurses charting there. I explain that I’ll begin working on Medical-Five in two weeks, but until then, I’d still like to come to check in on Jared regularly. We chit chat for a while, and it feels so good to be talking to other nurses again, awakening that special feeling, the bond that healthcare professionals share. I long to be a part of that camaraderie again, and know that in two weeks I will once again have a place where I belong. 
 

“So, how do like San Jose so far?” a bubbly nurse named Anne, dressed in lavender scrubs and with a matching lavender stethoscope around her neck, asks me. “You’re going to find there’s just so much to do in this area. I moved here from Minnesota last year, and I love it! It’s especially good for single women. I have so many dates. If you’re looking for dates, believe me, you won’t have any problems.” She scribbles her phone number onto a square of paper and hands it to me. “Call if you ever want to go out. I can show you around.”
 

I think about dating as I leave the ICU and walk back to the elevator. I remember that I joined that online dating service from Starbucks my first day in San Jose. I’d almost forgotten with everything else going on.
 

 
 

Chapter Ten
 

I feel like I’ve hit the jackpot when I finally check my messages on datesforall.com. Thirteen men, potential dates, have sent me inquiries. 
 

“Wow, Isabella, look here, Mr. Rock-hopper wants to show me all the dirt bike trails in the Bay Area. All I have to do is buy a mountain bike. Mr. Tri-athlete here wants to take me Alcatraz to show me where he swam in the Iron-man, whatever that is. Look at all his muscles.” Isabella cuddles on my lap while I think about how to respond. 
 

Then I attempt to create a simple spreadsheet to keep track of who’s who. I label a file called in-basket for those I want to respond to, and create another called, drag-and-drop where I can classify those who are clearly not a match, like the fifty-five year old grandfather who clicked the box identifying himself as a person who doesn’t want kids. “I guess he means no more kids,” I tell Isabella. “Seems, he should have thought of that before.”
 

By the time I’ve sorted through the thirteen profiles, I see that three more potential dates have sent me inquiries, and my stomach is growling with hunger. Isabella has long since left my lap. I notice that darkness has settled outside my apartment windows. When I get up to close the blinds, I’m startled when I turn back around. My little apartment has been transformed. It looks like a cozy little nest. There are soft, muted cushions on my rental couch, plants with climbing green vines in my kitchen window, and colorful wall hangings contrasting with the previously stark, white walls. Soft music plays in the background while my open computer all but hums with life. 
 

Earlier, I’d spent hours prowling around San Jose, finding both quaint little shops and big box stores to browse through, shopping for home furnishings to accessorize and decorate with. I see I’ve done a good job of adding color and warmth to what had previously felt empty and barren. 
 

By the time I finish chopping vegetables for my chicken and shrimp stir-fry dinner, the aroma of sautéed onions and garlic all around, I feel awash with satisfaction and gratitude. It’s an odd feeling in place of the earlier melancholy. It’s been so long since I’ve felt such a total sense of wellbeing. It feels like all is right with the world. I know I’ve made the right decision, coming to California to start my new life. Hope for my future looms large. Right after dinner, I’m going to reach out with my phone and call my new friends, Anne and Regina, the nurses from the hospital. It’s time to build my new life.
 

I test crunch a carrot from the pan while mulling over my thoughts. “Isabella, I’m going to send out three responses tonight, too. I want to date, to play the field and meet new men,” I say. The plenty of the bounty has made my previous sense of desperation recede into the background, making me feel whole and normal again. I’ve all but forgotten about Alex. I’ve put my grief for my parents back into the container box behind my heart.



Regina’s not home when I call her house. Her husband says she’s gone to a book discussion with some neighborhood ladies. I think about that, and how little I know about her. Just hearing her husband’s voice makes me want to know more about her. I wonder what kinds of books she read, and what’s her husband like. I know she doesn’t have children because she’s told me so.
 

I explain that I’m just calling to chat, that I’m new in town, and Regina doesn’t need to call me back tonight, that I’ll be working with her at the hospital in a couple weeks.
 

“Oh yeah,” he says with a friendly voice. “Regina told me about you. How are you doing anyway? You got banged up in that car wreck, didn’t you?” 
 

“Yes, that’s me. I’m fine now, though, focused on settling in,” I say.
 

“I’ll tell Regina you called. By the way, she says you’re single and I should warn you, she’s going to try to play matchmaker. She’s always trying to find someone for my brother,” he adds, and I can hear a teasing smile in his voice.
 

“Well, that might be fun,” I say bravely with a chuckle. “I don’t know many people here yet, so I won’t say no.” We hang up then, and I shake my head to myself, amazed.
 

When I call Anne, I tell her about my bounty of men. “I told you,” she says with excitement. “We should get together and compare notes. I’m on datesforall.com, too. I might know some of the guys you’re hearing from. All I can say is stay away from McCool01. He’s really weird. Is he on your list?”
 

I check my in-basket and don’t see him there, but find his name in my drag-and-drop file. “Already rejected,” I say.
 

“Smart girl,” my new friend says. Then we make plans to get together the following evening for some more girl talk at my place. 
 

 
 

*****
 

 
 

Marta Lewski picked Jared’s house keys up off the kitchen counter and cradled them in the palm of her hand, examining each one with experienced eyes. They would be easy to duplicate, but with a new idea brewing in her mind, that might not be necessary. Calling the locksmith to change the locks would probably make better sense. 
 

Getting into the house had been a piece of cake. Knowing from Connie Harrison’s admission yesterday that the security alarm was off, she’d simply walked through the gate into the backyard. From there, it’d been easy enough to jimmy the back door lock using the small, inconspicuous tool she carried in her tote bag. Now all she had to do was formulate the rest of her plan, and sell her new idea to Cassandra and Kaitleen. She’d called them earlier, and they were both due to arrive imminently with Chinese take-out, which couldn’t be soon enough. Her stomach was grumbling. She hadn’t been able to eat since breakfast with her nerves revved up, worrying about actually being able to get into the house without getting caught. Now, though, everything was falling into place so smoothly that she had to remind herself not to get careless. 
 

She snapped on a fresh pair of protective gloves she’d brought from the hospital, this time to prevent her from leaving fingerprints rather than to protect her and her patient from germs. She wandered around the house, opening doors and drawers, snooping in every cranny. Before this night was done, she planned to know everything there was to know about the wealthy man she’d been watching. 
 

As of yet, Jared Wise hadn’t opened his eyes or regained consciousness, but he was breathing on his own, the ventilator having been removed without incident two days before. It was just a matter of time he could be discharged to his own home with a home healthcare team in place. 
 

The doorbell chimed, interrupting her prowl, causing her to jump even though she’d been expecting it. She pocketed her last find, and with her gloves still on, she opened the front door with a welcoming smile to Cassandra and Kaitleen, their bag of food smelling like heaven, her hunger ravenous. 
 

“Nice place!” Kaitleen exclaimed.
 

Marta nodded and took the bag of food from her. 
 

“What’d you expect? I told you he was rich. That’s why I gave you the heads up when I heard he was in a coma,” Cassandra Turner said. “I told you, I know what I’m doing.”
 

“This is easier than I expected,” Kaitleen said, looking tired. Her medium length, dark hair drooped, and smudged mascara darkened her eye sockets. “After the work day I just had, I need something to go easily.” Her navy blue suit jacket was wrinkled like an accordion across the back and at the inner elbow creases, adding to an overall unkempt look, uncharacteristic for her. Her usual look, though bland, was professional enough to fit her administrative position. 
 

Marta nodded. “Our troubles are almost over. You’re going to love being an administrator again, you’ll see. I already know I can get used to this. I’ve already started working on Jared’s discharge to home care. We just have to get his sick room set up here. Now that we’re in, it’ll be easy to get the medical supplies delivered. As soon as we have our plan, I can get the discharge order from the doctor. I’ve already set the stage for it at the hospital. I can get used to living here,” she smiled and reached into her pocket, pulling out a Bank of America credit card in the name of Jared Wise. “I already have my own room picked out. Of course, I’ll have to be primary on the case.”
 

Kaitleen looked around the living room, the stress of her day already fading like the sunshine fading from behind the open blinds. She walked over and closed them before speaking again, as if she didn’t want the outdoors to hear her thoughts. “We can get Fred from physical therapy in on it, too. He’s been waiting patiently since old Mr. Crockett died. He’s already gone through his share of the Crockett money. He gambles, but I don’t care what he does with his money, as long as he works, he can spend it wherever he wants. He’s good with the double billing; he hasn’t even figured out that we’re having him sign duplicate time sheets.” She rubbed her face as if to push her worries away.
 

“The Wise estate has more money than those others. I see bigger fish to fry with this one. Mr. Jared Wise the Third stands to inherit the whole Wise fortune when the old man dies, which might be sooner that you’d expect. And guess who’s going to be married to Jared Wise the Third when that happens?” Marta said, patting her lustrous hair and batting her sky blue eyes, fringed in dark mascara. She looked as refreshed and unruffled as she had that morning when she’d dressed for her day, still stylish and smart in her body hugging Calvin Klein jeans and colored top, though she’d kicked her shoes off and left them in Jared’s office. 
 

“Oohhh,” Cassandra said, with a knowing nod. “But, that’s fine for you, Mrs. Future Jared Wise the Third. But, what’s in it for us? I’m not putting my sexy little fanny on the line just to attend your wedding.” She motioned to Kaitleen as if inviting support for taking a stand against Marta. Like Kaitleen she still wore her work outfit, soft navy pants with a light blue, short-sleeved sweater, and soft soled shoes. As the receptionist at San Francisco Geriatric Center, she needed to look both professional and practical. She never knew who would walk through the front door, or when she would be called upon to assist one of the nurses with a patient chore. 
 

Marta waved away Cassandra’s concern. “A business plan, that’s what’s in it for all of us; a home healthcare business with the three of us as partners, owners, and operators. Think about it. With the Wise money we can buy our own geriatric center where we can bilk insurance companies with fraudulent claims and double and triple billing for the rest of our lives. We can hire all the stupid Fred the physical therapists in the world and provide a service for the poor, sick invalids that don’t have the mental faculties or family to manage their own affairs. It’s baby-boomer heaven for us!” Marta said with accented glee. 
 

“What’s with this new plan for matrimony? I don’t like it. Jared can’t even nod his head to say, I do. Are you nuts? And what’s your boyfriend going to say, anyway?” Kaitleen argued. 
 

“I think he’s cute,” Marta said, a greedy gleam dancing in her eyes. “Arthur and I broke up last week. He’s gone; so don’t worry about him. I don’t have a boyfriend right now, poor me. I’m thinking that Jared’s going to be waking up one of these days feeling all confused and vulnerable, you know. He’s going to need some special tender-loving-care, and when he does, I’ll be right there for him, helping him remember what I want him to remember and helping him forget what I want him to forget.”
 

“Of course, those little blue pills,” Cassandra smiled, warming up to the idea. 
 

Marta nodded and held up the credit card. “There are more of these, too, from different banks.” 
 

“You know you can’t just go charging on that credit card while he’s in the hospital. Don’t go being stupid,” Kaitleen argued.  
 

“I know, we have to get him home first. We can use a contract with San Francisco Geriatric Hospital to get the medical team and supplies set up. Kaitleen, I’ll need your friend Julius to get us some paperwork in the name of Margaret Wise. Once we have her consent for Jared’s full time care in writing, we can kill her off in an accident in Europe. Then I can work my way into his damaged life.” Marta said, sounding as if she almost believed that Aunt Margaret actually existed.
 

“I’ll talk to Julius tomorrow, but I want you to forget about the matrimony part of your plan. Have you even thought about the Wise attorneys? You know this estate is going to be well documented and well protected,” Kaitleen said. “This is too big, I’m not even sure it can work. Let’s not let greed ruin our original plan. Let’s just stick with the insurance billing.”
 

Cassandra nodded. “Kaitleen is right. We know we can get away with the usual insurance fraud. The rest of your plan is too grandiose. Count me out. Come on let’s eat before the food gets cold. Is there any wine here? I need a drink.”
 

“Please, don’t say fraud,” Kaitleen said with furrowed brow. “Just say billing. I need a drink, too.” 
 

Cassandra chuckled. “It is fraud, Kaitleen. You know that. I personally love saying the word.” 
 

Marta carried the bag of food into the kitchen where she’d already set the table for three, with heavy stoneware plates and solid, thick utensils and glasses. “This place is kind of masculine, but I can live with it for now,” she said, looking at the dark kitchen colors and giant stainless steel appliances. She opened the boxes of food and put them into the microwave. She found several bottles of red wine in a high cupboard, pulled one out, then found a corkscrew in a drawer, and poured generously to fill the three glasses. When everyone was served, she reached into her large Gucci tote bag resting on the dark, granite counter and pulled out a computer disc. 
 

“This, my friends, is how we’re going solve the problem of the Wise lawyers. Everything we need to know is right here on this disc I found in Jared’s office. I’ve already made my copy, and I’ll get it to my cousin Antoni tomorrow. He’ll know how to divert funds and replace the current lawyers,” Marta said, referring to her Eastern European cousin with his illicit links to the computer hackers’ underworld. 
 

“You’re almost scaring me,” Kaitleen said, smiling wide despite a mouth full of fried rice. “Okay, let’s at least give it a try, see how far we can get.” 
 

“Count me in, too. I almost forgot about your cousin and his computer skills,” Cassandra said.
 

They clinked their wine glasses together and drank to their very fine plan.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Eleven
 

My first meeting date is with a man named Sal, a dark-haired stallion of Italian descent, with such a suave, smooth style he nearly wipes me off my feet with his first smile. His tanned face is perfectly chiseled with angled cheekbones, a roman nose, and a dark whiskery shadow looking like a day’s worth of growth. His dark hair is brushed back with a flat top. We’re at the same Starbucks where I joined datesforall.com listening to chatter all around us, sitting outside near the open door where I can still hear the hissing of the pressure machines inside as well as the crunch of tires passing in and out of the parking lot. The temperature, digitally displayed on a building across the street, is seventy–two degrees. The sky is perfectly blue without the hint of a cloud. 
 

I sit sipping a simple tall black coffee, wearing my multi-colored sleeveless sundress with black strappy sandals. He’s dressed casually in kakis and a tan and white striped golf shirt with white collar and trim, tennis shoes on his feet. He stirs sugar into a double espresso, and then passes me half his lemon pound cake, though I’ve insisted I’m fine without it. His phone chirps with a  text message interrupting us before we get started. I study his profile, watching him concentrate as his long, narrow fingers tap out a reply, his brow furrowed with one lone wrinkle, his dark eyes cast down.
 

He looks up and directly into my eyes when he speaks. “How is it a gorgeous woman like you has escaped the marriage trap?” he asks, ambushing me with a cold, rogue wave, his first question.
 

“Marriage trap? I really don’t see marriage as a trap. Do you really? I really want to get married and have children.” I stumble over my words trying to readjust my reaction. What did he write in his profile? Whatever it was, I know I dragged and dropped every man who’d said he didn’t want children. How did I miss it? 
 

“Of course, marriage is a trap. At least for every man,” he says, laughingly. “Little snot-nosed brats running around with droopy diapers and sticky fingers. No woman with your intelligence and beauty can want that. You don’t really, do you?”
 

He doesn’t even know me! My initial first good impression of him vanishes instantly, fogged by this slippery, egocentric slither of words. My stallion morphs into a snake right before my eyes. Before I can respond, he takes my two hands in his, making my skin crawl. My unspoken emotions scream, Icky, icky!
 

“You’re a beautiful woman, Connie Harrison, smart and attractive, and a nurse. You’re perfect for me, kind and pretty and nurturing.” His voice softens and his eyes roam to my breasts. “Will you take care of me when I get sick? Will you give me a bed bath, bathing my every body part, cleansing me with your warm, sudsy touch?” He flicks his tongue like a snake sniffing its prey. I am repulsed, almost nauseous with shame for having ever thought him attractive, the slimy creep!
 

I grab my hands away and try not to spill coffee onto my lap when I abruptly stand up. “No. I’m sorry, Sal, but for me it’s not a match. I wish you good luck on datesforall, but it’s not me you’re looking for.” My words are shaky, but there I’ve said it, and I’m free to go. Thank God that Anne has coached me on what to say when a meeting date doesn’t work out. I extricate myself from this horrible man, at the same time pulling my cell phone out of my pocketbook. My fingers slightly tremble as I search for Anne’s number. I want him to know that I’m armed with support if he tries to detain me.
 

Anne answers immediately and I launch into breathless speech. As I tell her about Sal and how creepy he is, I glance back at the table where I’d left him. His roving eyes have wasted no time, settling already on an attractive woman seated alone at the next table. 
 

“I love guys like that! What’s his handle?” Anne cries, surprising me into silence. 
 

“What! What are you saying? You don’t want love and marriage and children?” I stutter, stunned. It takes me a few minutes to regroup my thoughts.
 

Anne rambles on. “No, not me. I like to play around. I want the simple life, not a lot to worry about and all. He’s probably great in bed. That’s good enough for me,” she says. 
 

“What planet am I on?” I mumble into the phone. Maybe it’s the shock of her enthusiasm, or the disappointment from my first date, but I start laughing and can hardly stop. Suddenly, the whole experience feels surreal to me, and I feel a strange sense of déjà vu. Anne thinks I’m sobbing 
 

“I’m sorry, Connie! I hope I haven’t offended you. I’m sorry, really. I should have been supportive of your feelings. Forgive me?” She is suddenly serious and contrite. 
 

“I’m just regrouping my thoughts,” I choke out between spasms of laughter.
 

Finally I stop laughing. We talk a little more, and then make plans to meet for happy hour at a local wine bar for another evening of girl talk. I can hardly wait. She has such an interesting approach to life, a lifestyle I want to hear more about. I have so much to learn. I’m intrigued, and really glad I didn’t get invested more than a sentence or two into my first computer date. How weird is this? We couldn’t have been more mismatched if we’d tried.  
 

“Oh, by the way, I almost forgot to tell you,” she says just as I’m about to click off. “Jared Wise was discharged to home care earlier today.” 
 

“Wow, he’s really stable enough for home care? No transitional unit?” I can hardly believe that poor, broken Jared is ready to leave the hospital. Usually ICU patients have to go to a step-down unit for a few days before discharge. 
 

“His rich aunt has hired this whole team of care providers. The doctors had to go along. They’ll follow up with him at home with the Registered Nurse there. Marta Lewski, the one you met, she’ll be his primary. She’s pretty nice, and seems to care a lot about him,” Anne said.
 

“That is so great!” I reply, really meaning it. 
 

 
 

*****
 

 
 

Jared Wise the Third opened his eyes and stared blankly into the big beautiful blue eyes of Marta Lewski, feeling as if drowning in a sea of blue sky, trying to make sense of where he was, and why he was drifting in the cloudless abyss. His throat felt dry. When he tried to talk, his tongue felt twice its normal size, dry and thick, glued to the top of his mouth. A raspy sound escaped his cracked lips.
 

“Oh, Jared, you’re waking up. Here sip some water. I’m Marta. I’m the nurse who’s been taking care of you,” Marta said, pouring water from the bedside pitcher into a small plastic cup, positioning the straw so Jared could sip.
 

A nurse? Why was a nurse taking care of him? He sipped the water as if starving from thirst, while his eyes darted around, puzzled. He was home, in his own room, dressed in a blue and white-striped patient gown. His right hand reached out to touch the ribbing on the front, wondering about the gown since he’d never worn anything like it before, just boxers and a tee shirt for bed. He shook his head trying to clear the fog. 
 

It wasn’t so much pain that he felt in his head, just an oppressive heaviness, like he’d forgotten to take off the helmet he wore when he’d played high school football. Shifting his position to get a better look at the blue-eyed beauty named Marta, he moaned. His right leg had turned into a mummified appendage, difficult to move, feeling as if it belonged to someone else. His left leg moved more easily, but it too was wrapped in bandages. A hard cast covered his left arm from the wrist to the elbow. 
 

Again, he tried to talk, coughing the straw away. No words came out, just mumbled sounds as if his brain just couldn’t connect with his tongue and voice box. An IV tube ran across his chest. His green eyes darted in confusion to see that his bedroom had been converted to a sick bay. His brows puckered, while his right hand, his good hand, the one without bandages, traced the tube to a port on his neck. 
 

“You have a CVP line. That’s a central venous port to get fluids into your body,” Marta explained, not sure if he would understand. “You were in a car accident and got badly injured, but you’re getting better now. You were in ICU at Pacific West Hospital, but now you’re home and I’m taking care of you.” 
 

Jared nodded, comprehending just enough of what she said to know he was in dire straits. What car wreck? He closed his eyes and tried to remember.
 

“Your Aunt Margaret is traveling right now, but she wants only the best of us taking care of you,” Marta said, intentionally adding to his confusion, thinking it’s never to soon to begin new mental programming. 
 

Jared struggled to remember his Aunt Margaret, but no image came, only vague, fleeting memories of Maggie, the childhood nanny who used to mother him whenever he got sick when he was a little boy. He tried to recall his aunt, but all he saw was black as he drifted back into darkness.
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twelve
 

“Where the hell is Jared? He doesn’t answer his phone and he hasn’t sent in the updated final for Blue Kettle yet. It’s not like him to miss a deadline.” Bradley Lawton, founder and CEO of Right Wing Computer, or RWC, paced back and forth in front of his desk, raking his long, thin fingers through his wavy, dark hair. He’d met Jared in the Computer Science Program at Stanford University when they were both freshmen and worked on a project together. That was going on eighteen years now. 

 

“You know Jared, he gets sidetracked. Just like his grandfather used to, two eccentric inventors, you know that. When’d you last talk with him?” asked Terry Lockwood, an RWC project engineer who also worked on the Blue Kettle project.

 

Bradley searched his brain. When was the last time he’d actually seen Jared? It’s not like they were inseparable friends. Jared was eccentric, not quite a loner, but not someone you’d try to keep tabs on. Jared was a free spirit who did what he wanted to do. But he was reliable and trustworthy. It wasn’t like him to just disappear. At least not for long. “It was just before Kelly and I went to South America last month. That’s the other thing, Jared missed the twins’ fourth birthday last week. He’s never forgotten the girls. Something’s wrong, I’m telling you,” Bradley said. 

 

That he and his wife Kelly and their twin daughters had gone on vacation for a month without contact with Jared didn’t excuse Jared from his commitments. Besides, Blue Kettle was Jared’s pet project, his latest patent, and he’d been the one pushing for tighter deadlines. “He might get side tracked like his grandfather, but that’s only when he’s working on a new design. Once he’s beyond the creative phase, he’s more like a dog with a bone. He doesn’t slack off. I’m really getting worried. I’m going to stop by his house this evening,” Bradley said, voicing his final decision.  

 

“Not tonight. We’ve got the meeting with the city counsel tonight,” Terry said. “I know you hate dealing with the logistics of the move, but we need their approval more than we need to push Blue Kettle right now. Jared’s got us far enough advanced to hold the line a few more weeks if necessary.” RWC was in the process of expansion and moving to a new location. It was the other hot button that Bradley stressed about. 

 

“Oh right,” Bradley sighed, reluctantly putting his concerns about Jared aside for time being.

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

In Boston, Massachusetts, Maggie Martin watched the sunset from her back veranda, restlessly swirling a glass of chilled Chardonnay, twirling the delicate crystal stem between her fingers. The crystal had been a gift from Jared Wise for her last birthday, her fifty-fourth. 

 

Where the heck was Jared, anyway? He wasn’t answering his cell phone or his emails, and that wasn’t like him at all. She put her glass down and tried to call him one more time before folding her phone closed for the umpteenth time this week. This time she hadn’t even bothered to leave a message. 

 

“Are you still fussing about Jared?” her husband Carl asked, joining her at the outside table. He handed her the lightweight shawl she’d asked him to fetch for her. Then he poured them each a little more Chardonnay. Usually one glass was enough, but today Maggie was in a two-drink mood. 

 

“I know he gets absent minded sometimes, but he’s not in the developmental phase right now. He said Blue Kettle was already in the hands of RWC weeks ago. Besides, even when he’s preoccupied with a design, he never goes this long without checking in. He’s my little boy, you know. I worry about him,” she said with a wan smile. She hated having to explain her worry to Carl.

 

“He’s not a little boy anymore, Maggie. Sometimes you’ve just got to let go,” Carl said.  He’d never really understood the depth of Maggie’s bond to Jared, though he knew Maggie had been the young boy’s nanny, and she loved him as if he was her own son. Jared’s parents died when he was five. That’s when the boy had been shuttled off to live with his eccentric old grandfather. Maggie had been hired as a nanny, and eventually became the one who oversaw the whole workings of the  Wise household because the old grandfather was just too eccentric to keep things organized. 

 

Maggie, who couldn’t have children of her own, had put her heart and soul into loving the orphaned boy. It’s not that Carl was jealous per say, he just didn’t get it. He’d met Maggie long after Jared had moved to California with his grandfather, and it’d long been a sore spot with him that she always seemed to love him too much. It gnawed at him.

 

“Something’s wrong,” Maggie said, knowing in her heart that Carl could never understand how she could just know something like that. She took another sip of wine and made the decision that if she still hadn’t heard from Jared by the time she and Carl returned from the Caribbean cruise they had booked, leaving tomorrow, then she would fly out to California and check up on him herself.

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

In Utah, with the sun still high and bouncing off reddish rock spires, George Collins hollered to his wife to bring it in. Lydia loved to push the envelope when it came to rock hounding. They’d been at it for hours already, ever since watching the sunrise over breakfast a few yards out from the campground where their motor home was parked. But, as beautiful as the Utah sky was in daylight, the magic didn’t truly start until the pitch of night, when myriads of brilliant stars littered the black sky.  

 

George pulled off his work gloves, and then the safety goggles. He gently wiped sweat and rock dust off his face using his already damp bandana, careful not to rub, in case tiny rock shards had settled on his skin. “Come on, Lydia! I mean it. We need to sleep a few hours if we’re gonna do any serious star gazing tonight.”

 

“I’m here, you don’t have to shout,” came Lydia’s soft voice, surprising him from behind. She pecked him on the cheek, still so much in love after all these years. Being retired had only brought them closer together, and since they’d bought the motor home and taken up outdoorsy hobbies, like rock hounding and star gazing, they both looked younger and felt better than they ever had living as workaholics in Silicon Valley, California. 

 

The clanking of picks, hammers, chisels, and the sound of clunking rocks filled the silence as they organized their gear and sorted their bounty into the boxes in the back of their small jeep, the perfect sized vehicle to tow when driving the motor home, just the right size to unhook to drive into the field or into town as necessary. 

 

“Not getting homesick, yet?” George teased, knowing full well that Lydia, once a homebody, had no qualms about being gone for weeks and weeks at a time, especially knowing they had Jared Wise as their neighbor. Jared would keep a good watch on their house while they were gone, of that they were sure. 

 

“I left another message on Jared’s voicemail this morning after breakfast,” Lydia said. “I expected he’d call back before now. He must be busy.”

 

“You told him we’d be gone for another two weeks at least?” George questioned. 

 

“No problem,” Lydia assured. 

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

Shannon Turner didn’t know what to do. Jared Wise wasn’t answering his phone. It wasn’t like him, but he owed her nothing just like she owed him nothing. They had that kind of relationship, just consenting adults who got together when the time and circumstances of their separate lives allowed. Still, she didn’t want to tell him what was going on with her over the telephone, and certainly not in an e-mail note, no matter how carefully worded. 

 

It’s not like she was breaking up with him, she thought to herself. You can’t break up with somebody you don’t really go out with, but she liked Jared, and they’d had a good friendship. Just because it always took place in his bedroom didn’t mean it wasn’t also a friendship. They’d shared lots of pillow talk, and it some ways they knew each other better than other people they knew in more traditional friendships. In their own way they loved each other, though those weren’t words either would ever admit to.

 

They both always knew that eventually one or the other of them would meet someone truly special, and what they shared would have to end. Now, that time had come. She’d met Dwayne several weeks ago and they’d been in heavy flirt until last week when they crossed that line and became lovers. They wanted to give it an honest shot, to stay exclusive with each other to see where it took them. 

 

Shannon had tried reaching Jared right away, but for some reason, he hadn’t been answering his phone or e-mail messages, which wasn’t like him at all. He still wasn’t. She wondered if maybe he’d also met somebody and didn’t know how to tell her. Or, maybe he wanted to buy some time to test it out with someone else and was dodging her calls. Whatever his reason, Shannon didn’t know what to do, although her decision was final. She’d be sticking with Dwayne and saying good-bye
to Jared. 

 

As much as she hadn’t wanted to do it this way, Shannon called Jared’s phone one last time and said the words to his voicemail. It was over. Then she followed up with a kind, gently worded e-mail and said the same words again. Still, it felt really bad doing it like this. In her own way, she did truly love Jared, as she was sure he also loved her. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Thirteen
 

Marta Lewski greeted the moving truck with a smile and directed the movers with their dollies of heavy furniture and boxes toward the empty rooms in the back of Jared’s house. She couldn’t believe how smoothly everything was going. Jared grew stronger and more awake with each passing day, though his memory still faltered. Every time she mentioned his fictitious Aunt Margaret to him, he nodded as if he believed the woman actually existed. He’d even asked about her once, a clouded reference, his articulation of her name sounding more like Maggie than Margaret. But, much to Marta’s relief, he’d at least been fooled into believing such a relative did exist. It made everything seem easier. 

 

“You mean Aunt Margaret, don’t you?” she’d said with a straight face while Jared puzzled his face and then nodded. 

 

“You want this stuff all in that same room?” a burly, blue-suited mover asked, interrupting her thoughts. 

 

“No, that’s Fred’s stuff. It goes in the room down the hall,” she pointed. Cassandra, Kaitleen, and Marta had all agreed to move Fred Thompson, a physical therapist they knew from San Francisco Geriatric Center, into the house along with Marta. Only the two of them would actually reside at the house. Fred was a competent physical therapist but easily manipulated, which always worked to their advantage. He was not privy to their fraudulent schemes, but a useful patsy, unbeknownst to him. 

 

Dr. Mark Matthews, the attending Neurologist from Pacific West Hospital was scheduled to make daily house calls at first, and then taper off as Jared improved. As necessary, the orthopedic surgeon would be consulted. Marta was the only RN on the case. She wasn’t about to share her job with anybody else. She’d do the regular assessments, administration of medications, and assist Jared with most of his activities of daily living, known as ADLs,  except for those assigned to Fred. There’d be no nursing assistants for this assignment. Only the best for Jared, and Marta believed she was the best. 

 

Jared wasn’t near able to ambulate yet, but he needed regular exercises to build strength. For now, Fred had him using a triangle bar attached over the hospital bed that had been moved into Jared’s room, though he couldn’t do much more than shift his position slightly, exercising his one good arm. Fred also helped Jared with toileting. Marta focused on chores that would help advance her romantic plans. Better if her nursing duties focused on the necessary nursing tasks for the immediate, and then ever so slowly progressed to more sensuous duties, beginning with innocent aromatherapy back rubs. Marta was already becoming adept at what she called “therapeutic touch.” 

 

The timing couldn’t have been better for moving Fred into the house. His landlord was putting his apartment up for sale. With Fred’s gambling problem, he was also short of cash. So, it fell perfectly into place to move Fred’s whole apartment of belongings into one of the other empty bedrooms. It made Marta’s moving in seem less suspicious. Of course, they had signed permission from Aunt Margaret to cover everything, thanks to Kaitleen’s trusted friend, Julius, who was an expert at creating the fraudulent paper trail they needed.

 

Marta smiled at the thought of her new living space and all her new furniture and accessories, thanks to Jared’s Bank of America credit card. She’d even asked him. Or, rather told him with a question mark: “Your Aunt Margaret wants me to buy some nice furniture for my room. She wants me to be comfortable while I’m helping you, just like you do. Don’t you, Jared?” She’d smiled her sexiest smile at him and slightly batted her lashes. Of course, Jared had nodded. 

 

“Marta!” Fred called now. “Jared wants to know where his cell phone is. I can’t find it around here.” Marta rushed to Jared’s bedside and dismissed Fred to supervise the rest of the moving. It was all his stuff still left in the truck anyway.

 

“Hi sweetie,” she said, brushing her hand against Jared’s cheek. “Nice to see you awake.” More and more she liked to use terms of endearment, sweetie,
honey, or darling, when she greeted Jared.  “I think your phone may have gotten lost in the accident. Remember, you had the car accident. Is there somebody you’d like me to call for you?” 

 

Jared struggled to remember. Who should he call? He knew he liked to keep his phone nearby, but he still felt puzzled about so many things. “Pappy,” he finally said.

 

Marta remembered how Jared always greeted his grandfather by walking into the hospital room and calling out, “Hey, Pappy, I’m here. Wake up, you got work to do.” Of course Grandfather Wise never responded. He’d been in a coma since the day he’d gone to live there. 

 

“Your Pappy’s still in the coma, Jared,” Marta said, her eyes meeting his with empathy and compassion. “He’s still at San Francisco Geriatric Center. Do you remember about that?”

 

As usual, when he couldn’t quite remember, Jared closed his eyes. Marta pulled the bedside chair up close and rubbed his good shoulder. She’d read in the admission paperwork when Grandfather had first come to the geriatric center that he’d tripped and fallen while taking his daily walk. That was four years ago. 

 

“Remember, Jared, Pappy fell down and bumped his head. He fell over a curb and knocked himself out for a few minutes. Then he got up and walked home. Remember, he put some frozen peas on his bump, and then slept in his easy chair. He never woke up again.” She deliberately spoke to him as if speaking to a child.

 

“That’s right. Pappy hit his head,” Jared mumbled, his eyes still closed. “Pappy, wake up. You got work to do…” His voice lacked energy, but the words were right. He sounded like a lost, forlorn little waif. 

 

“That’s right, Jared. You’re starting to remember now. Good job,” Marta praised. Then she pulled the cover up and kissed Jared on the forehead, much like a mother might do. “You sleep now. I’m going to go and see if the movers are finished yet. I’ll check back in on you, and bring your medicine in a little while.”

 

Jared nodded but didn’t open his eyes. Instead he thought about Pappy. Vague black and white images stirred in his brain…he, a little boy crying… Pappy lifting him high on his shoulder…he, too big to be carried. He was a five-year-older and supposed to be a big boy.

 

“It’s okay to cry today,” Pappy said. “I’m crying, too. See.” Then Pappy wailed at the top of his lungs like he was three or four years old, surprising young Jared. “Cry with me, Jared,” Pappy had said, while tears cascaded down his old, weathered face. “Come on, Jared. You and me have something to cry about today. Help me. Cry with me. It’s our work for today.” 

 

The memories turned from black and white to colored. Pappy wore a green shirt. Jared remembered the feel of the shirt against his bare legs while Pappy had held him in his arms. He remembered wearing blue shorts that day. 

 

Hesitantly, the young boy ventured to wail like Pappy. Then before he knew it, slippery tears shined on his face, too. He knew they were slippery because Pappy rubbed his face to his own, mixing and mingling tears, and their faces slid back and forth on each other’s. “Louder, Jared,” Pappy said, until Jared wailed as loud as he could, until he was hic-cupping and gulping. 

 

It was the day young Jared’s parents had died, and he’d gone to live at Pappy’s house. 

 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Fourteen
 

Anne tells me that wine is not about drinking, but about tasting. We are having so much fun laughing and talking at the Purple Grape Wine Bar in downtown San Jose that I’m on the verge of hysteria. “Just a little more left.” Anne pours the last of the bottle between our two glasses. 

 

After a couple hours, our tasting has definitely turned into drinking. At least it’s educated drinking. I’ll go home with a full-bodied vocabulary, using words like aroma, bouquet, tannin and texture to describe my evening. Yes, I’m drunk and so is Anne.  Rather than feeling crude or vulgar, I feel artsy and chic.

 

I tell her all about Alex and Sandy. I want to just forget the whole broken engagement, but how can I? It’s my life. I have to own it. For the first time, though, I’m not crying. Mostly, I’m laughing. Anne is really funny. She’s easy to talk to, and she’s so free. I really like having her as my friend. 

 

“People like those two just aren’t worth your energy,” Anne says. “If you weren’t so hell-bent on having kids, I’d say just have fun with the dating. But, if you want kids, you’re right, you have to make hay while the sun shines.”

 

I laugh again. “Make hay? Where do you come from, a farm?” 

 

“Okay, I guess I should have said, make love whenever you can, and without protection,” she laughs with me. “You don’t have to get married to have a child anymore. Here in the San Jose area, there are so many men to sleep around with; you won’t have any trouble finding one. Or two, or three… like, Sal…” Her voice slurs just a smidgen. I’m sure mine does, too. I’m really not used to drinking so much. 

 

“Alex doesn’t drink. We never drank wine, or anything when we went out. Some of our friends wanted us to have an open bar at the wedding, but Alex nixed that idea,” I say, and then add an explanation. “I think because he’s a doctor, he likes to stay in control, and alcohol makes him feel too loose.” 

 

“You can do whatever you want now, Connie. Alex has no say over you. You can drink, or sleep around, or swear, or even stay straight-laced,” Anne says, taking a sip of merlot with purple lips, and pointing a professorial finger at me, the whole effect making me to feel like a stupid child. 

 

I think about Pinocchio, the story of the wooden puppet who lets the naughty boys influence him to smoke. It makes me laugh, thinking that I can even smoke if I want. If I feel like a stupid child, then Anne is a like a naughty one. I want to be influenced by her. When I tell her, she laughs. 

 

“I don’t think you should take up smoking, just sex,” she says. 

 

She’s serious about wanting to meet Sal, so I write down his handle, the name he goes by on datesforall.com. In exchange she writes down the handle of three guys she thinks are too straight-laced, guys she thinks I might like, but I refuse to take the paper. “I think I want to meet guys somewhere in between,” I explain, and I really mean it. I promise myself that in the morning I’m going to think about everything she’s said; in the morning when my head is clear. 

 

Emptying her glass of its final sip, Anne announces that she has to work in the morning, a twelve- hour shift. We’re both a bit wobbly when we stand, and I’m glad we walked downtown from my apartment. It seemed like a long walk coming, but Anne insisted. I’m glad now because the fresh air feels wonderful and neither of us has any right behind the wheel of any car. 

 

We walk in silence, the heels of our shoes clickity-clacking on the sidewalk, a cadence to feed my thoughts. I shiver ever so slightly in the cool night air as I remember the feeling of being in love, how familiar Alex felt to me, and how right I always felt walking with him, my smaller hand tucked securely into the gentle pressure of his grasp. I breathe deeply, taking in the coolness, breathing out the breath of purple wine. The street light glows lighting our way, and sadness settles, but not too deep, as I swing my arms, my hands free of Alex’s touch. 

 

When we get to my apartment where Anne’s Toyota is parked, she says she’s refreshed and clear-headed, safe to drive home. Hearing it makes me think about my parents and their car accident, and then about Jared.

 

“Have you heard anything more about how Jared is doing since he’s been discharged?” I ask. 

 

“He just went home the other day, but Dr. Matthews has already made a couple home visit. He said he thinks Jared is getting good nursing care and he expects him to make faster progress in his own home,” she replies.

 

“Good news. You know, I still have Isabella, his cat,” I say, wondering if I should try to visit Jared at his home this soon after his discharge. Then I decide to delay thinking about it until morning when my head is clear. 

 

 

 

When morning arrives, Isabella sits as dead weight on my chest, purring. My head feels clogged from drinking so much wine the night before. I vow that I’m going to pay closer attention to alcohol consumption in the future. One glass of wine will do me just fine. “I’m a weakling, Isabella,” I say, pushing her off.

 

I still have another week to go before I start my new job. I feel restless and bored, think about looking for new hits on my dating profile, but I’m not ready to meet any new guys, yet. Instead, I decide to take a hike. I used to enjoy hiking in Connecticut before I met Alex. Then Alex said he didn’t like being outdoors. That fact, coupled with great California weather, makes the idea of hiking seem really worthwhile. I Google bay area hiking trails and hit the jackpot, finding a whole list of local trails to explore.

 

An hour later, I’m clearing my head at a county park that has a working farm associated with it. A mile in, following a mostly flat trail, I arrive at a shingled red building where a farmer in overalls swings a pitchfork to stack loose, golden hay. I stifle a laugh remembering how Anne told me to make hay while the sun shines. Last night I might have wondered if the farmer was single or married, but, fortunately, I’m sober now. 

 

I see a brown and white cow grazing in a grassy field, three black and white goats romping and butting heads behind the slats of a wooden pen, and ten baby piglets suckling on a mother pig stretched out in the mud behind the squares of a wire fence. Chickens wander freely, clucking and pecking in the dirt. Mothers push babies in strollers on a paved path. Pre-school children chatter to the goats and point to the piglets. Older children ride bicycles. Hikers and joggers are everywhere. It’s Wednesday. Don’t people work in Silicon Valley? I’m awed by this new lifestyle. The sky is bright blue with wispy white clouds. A slight breeze rustles through the leaves of a sweet scented bay tree. The surrounding air carries the aroma of spaghetti sauce.

 

I walk past the farm to an area where wild turkeys strut in an empty field bordered by a woodland forest. Birds flit and sing from one large oak tree to another. I walk across a wobbling, wooden footbridge above a bubbling creek onto a single-track trail, the dirt path moist and graded. I marvel at the pristine trail, free of litter, and well maintained without jutting tree roots. I’m used to weather worn trails from back east. Once, as a teenager, I hiked and camped a few days on the Appalachian Trail with my father, starting in Dalton, Massachusetts. The trail was rutted with rocks and roots threatening to trip me up nearly every other step. Burnt wood and charred cans that served as pots littered the sides of the trails. There’s nothing like that here. 

 

 A half-mile later, a wise old owl stares down at me, almost hidden behind the green leafy branches in a tall, still oak. Nearby, I see evidence left by woodpeckers, hundreds of holes pecked in gray bark, remnants of a dried up old tree pole without any limbs; a snag, looking like a human leg bone ravaged by osteoporosis.

 

I follow a narrow, zigzagging trail uphill. I’m sweating and breathless when the trail levels out onto a ridge that overlooks rolling, verdant hills. In the distance I see a hawk circle and dive into the grassland and come up again with a small, brown mouse in its clutches. When I stop to catch my breath I see an empty bench under a shade tree, an invitation to sit. 

 

I don’t really know where I am, but I’m not really lost. I’ll just go back the way I came, down the hill, across the bridge, and through the farm. It’s been so therapeutic, this hiking. I pull a bottle of water and an apple out of my daypack and sip and munch while my brain sorts my thoughts. I pull out a notebook and pen; jot down some ideas, such as, change my datesforall.com profile to include hiking under my favorite activities. Then I add wine tasting to that same list. On another page I write my grocery list because my cupboards are bare. 

 

Then I turn a new page. I write baby??? The pen in my hand takes on an energy of its own. I see a list of thoughts, phrases and ideas come to life: Not without marriage, no artificial insemination, no sleeping around, no guys like Sal, no conception under influence of alcohol, okay to remain childless. Then, that same autonomous pen appears to review the list. It crosses out: No sleeping around, and okay to remain childless, and adds, remember STDs! That pen, mightier than my conscious thoughts.

 

A little brown nose suddenly appears from the underground not far from where I’m sitting, a flurry of loose dirt preceding it. Twitching whiskers, followed by dark, darting eyes appear next. “Hey, you cutie,” I say to the gopher as it digs all the way out of the hole, “Watch out for the hawks.” Then I stuff my clutter into my daypack and retrace my steps back the way I came, feeling energized, organized, and rejuvenated.  

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

“My cat?” Jared pulled himself taller using his one good hand on the triangular trapeze bar positioned above his bed. “Isabella,” he called gently, peering around the foreign looking medical equipment altering his familiarity with his bedroom. 

 

Hearing the sounds from where she sat reading in her own room down the hall, Marta dropped her book and rushed to Jared not knowing what to expect. “What are you doing? Be careful, you don’t want to overdue it,” she said, surprised to see Jared looking so alert. 

 

“Where’s my cat?” Jared asked, his voice stronger and projecting deeper than Marta had heard before.

 

“Oh, your friend the nurse, who was in the accident with you, she has your cat for now. Don’t worry,” she said, fluffing his pillows and guiding him back to a more relaxed position.

 

“Who has Isabella?” Jared asked, puzzled. 

 

“The lady you were with, the nurse. She has your cat.” Marta said, stroking his face with cool fingers. 

 

Jared recoiled from her touch. “Don’t,” he said, pulling abruptly back, looking angry. He wasn’t sure what was making him feel so agitated with her, but somewhere deep in his gut, he felt the wrongness of her touch. 

 

“I want my cat here with me,” Jared said harsher than he intended, and then tried to soften his voice. “Where’s my phone? I need to make some calls.” 

 

“It’s okay, darling. You’ve forgotten because of the accident. Here, let me get your medicine. You mustn’t get too excited,” Marta said. She went to the prescription bottles arranged neatly on top of the dresser across the room. 

 

“I don’t want medicine. I want my cell phone. I have to make some calls. I have work to do. Get me my cell phone, please, and I want my cat!” Now he was yelling. 

 

“Here you go,” Marta pushed a pill into his mouth with a glass of water, a straw immediately following.  

 

Jared spit the pill out. “I don’t want a pill! I want my cell phone and my cat,” he said, his jaw clenched shut. 

 

“What’s going on?” Fred suddenly appeared. 

 


  
“Jared’s having an episode,” Marta said softly. “He’s agitated from his head injury. I need help to make him swallow this pill. Otherwise, I’ll have to give him an injection. You don’t want a shot do you, Jared?”

 

“No,” Jared mumbled, feeling penitent. “I want my phone and my cat…”

 

Fred reached behind Jared’s shoulders and used his strength to hold him upright, while Marta used a spoon to push the little blue pill back through his lips. 

 

“I’m sorry,” Jared said, realizing that he was being difficult when his caregivers were only trying to help. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Bradley Lawton peeked in on his twin daughters as they knelt side by side in front of June’s single bed. The twin girls, June and Janet were dressed identically in yellow baby doll pajamas, each looking little an angel, their golden hair haloed around their heads. Kelly, his wife, knelt between the girls, guiding them in the nightly ritual of learning their prayers. 

 

“Sissy says her own words and not the ones from church,” Janet said, her blue eyes pleading with her mother for a chance to deviate from memorizing the boring Our Father. 

 

Kelly, a staunch, old-school Catholic wanted the girls to know at least three main prayers before they started kindergarten at the parochial school next year. So far, the girls weren’t particularly interested in learning rote prayers despite Kelly’s persistence. Bradley really didn’t care if the girls learned the prayers or not. He’d agreed to let them be raised in the church as a condition of being allowed to marry Kelly despite his lack of religious affiliation. 

 

“What would you say to God if you prayed in your own works?” Kelly asked finally, her patience tried. “June, you go first, you’ve done better prayers than Janet tonight.” 

 

Bradley, about to walk away from the doorway where he’d remained unnoticed, turned back when he heard his young daughter’s plea. “Please God, find Uncle Jared. He missed Janet’s and my birthday. He said he’d bring us our own Damselfly Nymph computer game, but he didn’t come.” 

 

“That’s my prayer, too!” Janet chimed. “Uncle Jared promised!”

 

“That’s enough, girls. Make the sign of cross and get into your beds,” Kelly said, obviously frustrated by the twins’ materialism. “You’re not supposed to pray for things.” 

 

“Well, why not?” Janet started to ask, then noticed her father in the doorway. “Daddy!” she squealed and raised her arms for a hug. Caught, Bradley forced a cheerful smile, came into the pink and white polka dotted room, and kissed each of the children goodnight.

 

“I guess I’d better go find your Uncle Jared and make an honest man out of him,” Bradley teased, swallowing the concern burning in his throat. 

 

“You can’t just go popping in on him at this hour of night,” Kelly scolded, following her husband into the hallway where Bradley was already pulling a sweatshirt over his head. 

 

“It’s only eight-thirty, not late unless you have kids,” he said, though he’d never popped in on Jared before, in fact, hadn’t even seen Jared’s new house. He knew Jared moved out of his condo and into a substantial home in a prestigious section of Palo Alto about six months before. Usually, he saw him at the office, or when Jared came to a social invitation at their home in Burlingame. Jared had never missed an invitation to see the girls. Until now. 

 

“He’s not answering his phone,” Bradley said, trying again. “Serves him right if he doesn’t want unexpected pop-ins.”

 

Twenty-five minutes later, Bradley Lawton parked his BMW in front of Jared’s house, surprised to see everything aglow, the huge, stately house all lit up inside and out, the lawn and gardens moist and well tended. He felt anger mix with relief. He’d expected to find the house looking dark and unoccupied. He didn’t know what to think now that he knew Jared was probably inside, not gone AWOL at all. Anger, he decided, he felt anger that Jared was ignoring him. 

 

Strutting up to the front door, he impatiently pressed the doorbell three times and banged the heavy black doorknocker. Served him right if Jared was annoyed by his noisy persistence. His annoyance with Jared outweighed anything Jared could possibly feel. 

 

“You’re late… Oh…” The last thing he expected to see was the pretty, laughing face of Marta Lewski when the door finally opened. Music played in the background and the sound of voices carried from the living room to the front door. What the hell? Jared had never been party person. Was this even the right address?

 

“I’m looking for Jared Wise,” he said apologetically. 

 

“Who are you?” Marta asked suspiciously. “Are you a doctor?” 

 

“Is this the home of Jared Wise?” Bradley asked again. “I’m looking for Jared Wise. Am I in the right place?”

 

“Yes, yes, he’s here,” Marta said, but rather than invite him inside, she stood shocked still in the doorway. “What do you want?” she stuttered, her beautiful face marred by the glow of imperfection cast by her guilty conscience and her fear of having been discovered.

 

“Tell Jared that Bradley Lawton is here,” Bradley said, suspicious of the party atmosphere and the beautiful young woman who looked much like the cat who’d just swallowed the canary. The only thing missing were yellow feathers hanging out of her lipstick coated mouth. 

 

“Actually, Jared’s been in an accident. I’m Marta Lewski, his live-in nurse,” Marta managed to squeak. By then, Fred and Cassandra, along with Kaitleen’s friend Julius, had gathered on the entranceway marble to see what was going on. They’d been expecting Kaitleen to join them at any minute, and thought the doorbell was her ringing, though she had her own key. Julius held a half filled highball glass and raised it towards Bradley.

 

“Come on in,” Julius invited. “Can I get you a drink? Jared’s asleep. We’re his care team, hired by his Aunt Margaret. Come on in, we’ll explain it to you inside.” 

 

Just then Kaitleen drove up, parking an older model Nissan Maxima behind Bradley’s BMW. She rushed to the doorway carrying bags of groceries. “Sorry I’m late,” she gushed breathlessly before noticing the visitor. “Oh…” Like Marta, she stopped before finishing her sentence and looked just as guilty, though not nearly as  pretty.

 

“This is Jared’s friend,” Julius quickly explained, gaining control of the situation before Kaitleen could say something stupid. “We’re about to reconvene in the living room to fill him in on Jared’s status. Apparently, Jared’s Aunt Margaret hasn’t informed Jared’s friends about his accident.”

 

Bradley’s thoughts raced a mile minute. Aunt Margaret? Jared never talked about having an Aunt Margaret. He talked about Pappy as his only living relative. Then there was Maggie, Jared’s friend from Boston, apparently the nanny who’d raised him. He’d met Maggie last year. She’d been visiting when the twins had their third birthday and Jared had brought her to their birthday party. No, Bradley Lawton was positive that Jared Wise did not have an Aunt Margaret. But, he was willing to play along for the time being, as long as he could see Jared and ascertain how he was doing. An accident? He felt the worm twist in his stomach. Something felt very, very fishy.

 

He followed the five caregivers into Jared’s living room where they turned off the music and offered him a seat on the leather couch along with the offer of a drink. “Water,” he said, with a dismissive gesture. “I don’t intend to stay long. If I could just talk with Jared for a few minutes, then I can be on my way.” 

 

“Let me check on him,” Marta said. “I’ll be right back. She hastened down the hallway to Jared’s room where, once there, she expertly drew medication up into a syringe, an intramuscular sedative that she silently injected into Jared’s lateral thigh without waking him up. She wasn’t taking any chances that Jared would wake up enough to talk to his visitor.

 

On returning to the living room, she announced, “Well, he’s still sleeping soundly. He’s had a head injury from the accident. You can see him, but don’t worry if he sleeps through your visit.” Her eyes passed from Bradley to the others who relaxed noticeably when she appeared calm. 

 

“Come on, follow me,” she invited, leading Bradley Lawton to Jared’s bedside.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

As soon as I get home from my hike, I immediately update my dating profile and add hiking and wine tasting to my list of activities. Thinking back to some dating advice from Anne, my new mentor and coach, I’ve decided to change my approach. Rather than waiting for random men to select me, I’ll do the selecting. “More proactive,” Anne advised. Before getting started I check my messages. Surprisingly, four new men have selected me. I can’t help the dizzying excitement that floods me. During my short absence, I’ve become popular!

 

 I gather Isabella onto my lap, petting her enthusiastically while I sort. I add two of the new profiles to my overflowing in basket, the other two go in with the fatal drag and drops. This so exciting! I know in my heart of hearts that it’s superficial richness, but I can’t help the rushing sense of euphoria. 

 

Fortunately, before the thrill goes to my head, the creepy image of Sal the snake sneaks though the gray matter of my brain. The effect slaps me back to my senses. Flashing caution signs replace the image of the serpent, reminding me that I’ll probably have to meet a lot of frogs before finding my one special prince. I laugh out loud, and Isabella casts me a quizzical glance. “Let the frog shopping begin,” I tell her.  

 

I fix a simple supper of tuna fish and pickles, separating out the tuna juice for Isabella who meows like crazy to thank me, while I mull over my options. Then, after I eat and clear away my sandwich crumbs, I send out my first proactive inquiry. I’ve selected a good-looking man named Stan who says he is five-feet-ten inches tall, forty years old, and works as a free-lance investigative reporter and writer. He describes himself as someone who works hard, plays hard. Among his activities he’s included both hiking and wine tasting; says he’s looking for a serious-minded, attractive woman in my age range for a long-term romantic relationship that could lead to marriage and children. Oh-oh, I’m falling in love already. 

 

By the time I’ve watched some TV, talked to my sister Serena on the phone, have taken a long soak in my bubble bath, brushed my teeth, and cozened up in my favorite pajamas, I have an email reply back from Stan. He wants to meet for lunch tomorrow, suggests a Thai Restaurant in Santa Row Shopping Center, and says he loves my attractive photo. I zip off a message accepting his invitation, and with newfound hope and excitement in my heart, I retreat to my bedroom where I try to read something serious, but find my imagination and fantasies have already derailed my common sense. 

 

Just before dozing off, my cell phone rings, startling me, filling me with dread. I’m not used to late night phone calls since I’m new here and don’t really know many people. Glancing at the caller ID screen, I’m surprised to see the name Jared Wise. 

 

“Hi, Jared,” I say breathlessly, only to hear a long silence from my caller. 

 

“Hello? hello..  name ... found… phone… bushes… Stanford…” the words come in broken snatches all but promising a dropped call. Then, surprisingly, a better connection while I’m yelling, “Please, don’t hang up.”

 

He explains his name is Garth and he’s just found Jared’s cell phone. “I was riding my bike to my dorm room at Stanford. Actually, it’d gotten dark and I was fiddling with my headlamp when I fell off my bike. I found this phone just lying there on the ground where I landed. I turned it on and saw it was juiced, so I just redialed the last number called thinking I might be able to locate the owner to give it back.” He explains the exact location to me. I remember that Jared had called my cell phone when we were returning my car to my carport the morning of the accident. 

 

I gush my thanks to him and explain about my accident with Jared on that same street. “Oh thank you so much. Jared’s still recovering, but I can bring him his phone. When can we meet?” 

 

We make arrangements for me to meet him in the morning on campus. 

 

“The school year is over. I just finished finals and I’m packing up, going home to Baltimore tomorrow night,” he explains.  

 

“Great luck,” I say to Isabella as I close up my phone.

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

“Oh, God, Jared… I had no idea.” Bradley Lawton’s sad dark eyes looked compassionately down at his broken friend whose pale, listless body lay pressed against the mattress, looking like a ghost of his former self, his head propped against three freshly fluffed pillows. Bradley raked his fingers through his dark wavy hair trying to think of something else to say, or something to do. His raking fingers then clutched into a fist and found his mouth, covering it just in time to prevent the strange, strangled pressure forming inside his throat from erupting. Gaining control, he asked, “Can you talk to me? Wake up, Jared.” His hoarse voice sounded distant and pleading.

 

Jared’s eyes fluttered briefly and his hand made a tiny rumple under the sheet, but Jared was drugged to the world and unable to respond to the sound of his friend’s voice, a sound he’d been waiting to hear. 

 

Not knowing what else to do, Bradley paced in front of Jared’s bed. He looked around the room filled with medical equipment and humming sounds. He wandered over to the dresser where prescription pill bottles were lined up in a row. He didn’t know much about medicine, but he picked the brown plastic bottles up, examining one after another, recognizing the names of some; the pain pills, anti-anxieties, antibiotics, vitamins, calcium, sleeping pills and sedatives. Others he’d never heard of before. Then he saw a familiar name: Dr. Mark Matthews, the neurologist. Mark Matthews, who was  Bradley Lawton’s friend and golf buddy, was Jared’s attending neurologist. 

 

On seeing Mark’s name, Bradley relaxed. He stopped pacing and returned to Jared’s bedside. “Your in good hands buddy. Don’t worry about a thing,” he said, feeling relieved, positive that he was right. Maybe he’d be able to sleep tonight after all. Tomorrow he’d call Mark and let him know that he was Jared’s closest friend, and hear first hand how Jared was progressing. 

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

Morning comes all too soon. All the fresh air from hiking yesterday must have worn me out. I hustle through my shower, anxious to meet Garth, anxious to get hold of Jared’s cell phone, though I don’t know why. I don’t know any of his people, it’s out of my hands, and Jared probably still can’t talk much. Still, I feel like progress is being made. 

 

I pour coffee into my red, insulated, non-spill cup and dash out the door to my Honda. I brush a scant bit of makeup across my cheeks at the first red light, and finish with lipstick at the next. Garth is waiting for me right where he said he’d be, under a tree in the designated quad.  He hands me Jared’s phone, we exchange a few brief words about the weather, what a glorious day, and my morning mission is done. 

 

My lunch date? Now that’s another story. I only have about forty-five minutes from collecting Jared’s phone at Stanford until I need to meet Stan at the Thai Restaurant in San Jose, not enough time to take the cell phone over to Jared until later. By the time I find my way to Santana Row, park my car, dash into the restroom to brush my hair and refresh my makeup, it’s time. 

 

 

 

Wow! It’s all I can say. Stan stands strong. He looks like one of those body builders with muscles flexed on top of muscles. Of course, unlike body builder’s posing in stretchy shorts and tank tops, Stan wears regular clothes, jeans with a pale blue short-sleeved polo shirt pulled so tight across his bilateral biceps it looks like the fabric might tear, and pulling more tight fabric across his wide, rippled chest. You can see the ripples through the cloth. Arms that long to hold me, I croon silently, remembering that he’s clearly stated that he definitely wants love and marriage with children. 

 

I have never eaten Thai food before, but I’m embarrassed to say so to Stan. Everyone I’ve met since moving here seems so worldly and wise, while I have never even been out of the country. I don’t even own a passport. So, I order something I think might be simple called Chicken Pad Thai with tamarind. He orders Pad Thai with shrimp. 

 

“I see you’re a woman who knows what she likes,” he says for an opening line.  

 

I try to think of something to say, but I feel like a sinner caught in a lie. I begin to stutter, but quickly opt for full disclosure. “Actually, I’ve never eaten Thai food before,” I confess. He seems surprised, but drops the subject. 

 

“So, tell me about yourself,” he says, an open ended question, and I’m not sure where to begin or what’s important to him.

 

“Well, I’m new to the area. I’m a nurse and will be starting my new job next week at Pacific West Hospital. So far, there’s not much more to say about that. I think I’m going to like working there. I’m already making some friends with other nurses I met when I was hospitalized after the accident.” I realize my blunder as soon as I say it. I really didn’t want to talk about that.

 

Stan picks it right up. “An accident? Were you driving alone?” 

 

It’s not easy knowing how much to tell a stranger, and I’ve never been good with secrets, so I tell him everything. Well, almost everything. I just blurt it all out in a rush, my broken engagement, my lost dreams, running away to San Jose, and getting into a car accident on my first date with Jared. At least I stop before I admit that my date with Jared began in the evening and lasted overnight with me so drunk I didn’t even know whether or not we’d had sex. 

 

Stan folds his arms on the table and stares at me through kind blue eyes. His blonde hair fringes his eyebrows. His face is tan, his skin clear and unblemished. I can’t believe how good-looking he is, and how easy he is to talk to. And, he’s really, really kind. “Sounds like you’ve been through a lot. That’s nice of you to take care of the guy’s cat, too. Isabella?”

 

“Yes, Isabella. I’ve actually fallen quite in love with her,” I say, embarrassed that I’ve actually said quite in love. I’m feeling stupid and tongue-tied. I try to shift the focus to him. “Enough about me. Your turn, tell me about you.” 

 

Our food comes just as he begins. Between bites of the most flavorful chicken and noodles I’ve ever tasted, we pass information, tidbits about ourselves, back and forth. He’s a skilled conversationalist, and I realize it’s because he interviews people to write about for his work. He tells me he’s actually writing a book as well as doing some investigative reporting, the book being a special project funded by federal grant money to uncover Medicare fraud throughout the southwestern United States. 

 

“That’s interesting! Are you finding much, yet? I’ve always worked in a hospital environment and have never seen anything suspicious at all. Do you think much fraud actually goes on?” My questions tumble on top of each other. I’m fascinated by his work. 

 

“You’d be surprised,” he says, then launches into all the different ways fraud can occur. It sounds sinister and evil, but I’m sure nothing much like that ever happens in the world I know. It’s intriguing to me that anything like that goes on at all. 

 

All too soon, our meeting date is over. I can’t believe how much I’ve enjoyed talking with Stan. Now I feel awkward, wondering what happens next, happy that he didn’t morph into a snake, or any other undesirable critter, and desperately hoping he likes me as much as I like him. He walks me out of the restaurant and to my car where he surprises me with a brief, appropriate hug, planting the brush of a kiss on my cheek. 

 

“I’d like to see you again,” he says easily. I give him my phone number. “I’ll give you mine, too. I’ll call you, but feel free to call me, also.” I nod. My heart goes pitter-patter as he personally programs his number into my cell phone. 

 

Afterwards, I sit inside my car and wait for my heart to settle down. I watch him drive away, his kind face behind the wheel of a brand new black Toyota SUV. I know it’s brand new because the registration paper is still taped to the front windshield. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Chapter Seventeen

 

My lunch date with Stan has totally distracted me, so much so that I’ve temporarily forgotten about Jared until I’m in the produce aisle of the grocery store putting celery into my cart.  At first I don’t recognize the strange ring-tone coming from my pocketbook. 

 

“Hello, Jared Wise’s phone,” I say tentatively, wondering what to expect.

 

“Oh, finally… I need to speak to Jared,” the female voice says. Palpable relief pulses from her voice into my ear.

 

“I’m sorry, but Jared isn’t here. I mean I have his phone, I just got it this morning. Who’s calling, please?” I ask. I really don’t know how I should handle this call. After all, it’s meant for Jared, and the person asking probably doesn’t even know he’s been in the accident. Certainly, she doesn’t know who I am. 

 

“Who are you?” comes the crisp response, as if on cue. 

 

“My name is Connie Harrison, and I’m Jared’s friend. I’m sorry to tell you, but Jared’s been in a car wreck,” I begin.

 

“A car wreck! Oh my God, please tell me Jared’s okay. I’ve been trying to reach him for a while now. Where is he?” She says her name is Maggie Martin and she’s like a close relative, though she’s quick to explain not a blood relative, that Jared only has Pappy for a blood relative. “I’m in Boston,” she says. “I canceled a Caribbean cruise because I’ve been so worried about Jared. I can catch the next flight out.” Maggie is crying into the phone Obviously, she cares very much. 

 

“I think that Jared’s Aunt Margaret is handling Jared’s business from Europe. She’s hired a personal care team to take care of him at home. His phone was…” My one-sided conversation is interrupted. 

 

“Jared doesn’t have an Aunt Margaret from Europe! Who are you, anyway?” She’s shouting at me. I push my grocery cart out of the crowded aisle and take the call to a quiet corner between cookies and bread. 

 

“I’m so sorry. I was in the accident with Jared, but I wasn’t badly hurt. His phone had gotten lost. Garth, a stranger, found it last night. I just got it from him a few hours ago and plan to take it to Jared’s house this afternoon. I just haven’t gotten there yet. I honestly don’t know if Jared can talk on the phone or not because I haven’t seen him since he was discharged from ICU.”

 

“ICU! He’s that badly injured. Oh my God…” Maggie’s voice trails off into a torrent of sobs. 

 

“I’m so sorry. I’m a nurse,” I say, although I don’t know why. She wouldn’t care about that. “I’m taking care of his cat, Isabella,” I say then, as if that might make more sense to her. Oh, why haven’t I gone to see Jared  before now? At least then I’d have something to tell her about his condition.

 

Maggie seems to derive some amount of comfort on hearing that I have Isabella. “Take Isabella with you when you bring the phone over. Jared loves her so much. He’ll want her with him,” she instructs.

 

 I agree to take the phone and Isabella to Jared’s house after I finish my shopping. I can’t bare the thought of giving Izzy up, but she is his cat, after all. I’m only Isabella’s temporary guardian. Before I hang up I give Maggie my cell phone number to call if she has any further questions of me. 

 

I’m at the checkout counter paying the clerk when Jared’s phone rings again. At the same time, my cell phone rings. I’m flustered about which call to take, then choose Jared’s. “Please, hold one second,” I say so I can grab my own phone. I have no idea who’s on the line. I see that Maggie Martin is calling me back on mine. 

 

“Hi Maggie, it really is the right number.” I figure she probably thought I wasn’t genuine and wanted to make sure. Instead she asks me to search Jared’s phone and give her the phone number of Bradley Lawton. I explain that I have another call on hold on Jared’s phone. The clerk throws me a look of annoyance and points to the people in the checkout line stacking up behind me. I put both calls on hold, pay the man for my groceries, and the push my cart aside again so I can juggle Jared’s business. 

 

By the time I load the groceries into my trunk, I feel scattered and incompetent. Maggie has bossed me over the top. On the other phone, Jared’s neighbor, Lydia Collins, has asked me to check her house next door to Jared’s and call her back later with a report on how Jared is doing. I’ve given Bradley Lawton’s number over to Maggie. It’s only now that I can ponder the mystery. If Jared doesn’t have a Aunt Margaret in Europe, who has hired the caregivers?

 

 

 

I’m still pondering this mystery when I arrive home to unload my groceries and gather up Isabella. I sort through the bags separating out the perishables, which I throw into the refrigerator. I leave the rest of the groceries in the bags on the counter. “Come on, Izzy,” I say, picking her up from where she is sleeping on the couch. “You’re going home to your Daddy, now.” I rumple her fur just before loading her into her carry case. I’m sure gonna miss her, but I don’t want to think about that right now. 

 

Dr. Matthews is just leaving as I’m arriving at Jared’s house. I practically bump into him on the sidewalk. “How’s he doing?” I ask after greeting him in the New England way, by exchanging brief pleasantries. 

 

“Well, his bones are healing well, and the traumatic injuries are all improving, but he’s still slow to respond. I’m not sure exactly what’s going on there. I’m going to take the conservative approach and give it a little more time, but I might need to run another brain scan if he doesn’t wake up more fully in the next couple days. You’re looking well. Over the effects of the accident?” he asks, changing the subject.

 

I tell him about the state of my health, which is good, and then about the job offer I accepted at Pacific West Hospital. He says if I change my mind to call him. He’s planning to expand his office and still needs to hire more nurses.

 

I thank him, and then say, “I got a call from someone in Boston who says she knows Jared well, and that he doesn’t have an Aunt Margaret in Europe.”

 

“Hmmm, Jared’s friend Bradley Lawton told me the same thing this morning. It’s puzzling, but all the paperwork was faxed to my office before Jared’s discharge saying she has the rights. It all looked legitimate to me,” he says, dismissing my concern, though his clouded eyes suggest more. 

 

“Well, I’d better get inside. I have Jared’s cell phone and his cat to bring him,” I say.

 

 

 

Marta Lewski answers the door looking both smart and professional, wearing green, white trimmed scrubs. He hair is pulled back with another attractive clip. The sun, shining through the front door, bounces off the loose curls tumbling on top, making her highlights shine. I suddenly feel frumpy and unkempt in comparison, though I’m wearing my casual date slacks and a silk, rose-colored blouse, an outfit that usually makes me feel pretty and fresh. Oh well, I remind myself, it’s not beauty contest. 

 

Before I say anything, Marta points to the cat. “Can’t bring that flea bitten thing inside. I’m allergic,” she says harshly.

 

“It’s Jared’s cat, Isabella. I think he wants to see her,” I say. “I need to see him, too.” Suddenly, I don’t like her at all. And, Isabella doesn’t have fleas!

 

She stands blocking the doorway. “He’s sleeping. The doctor was just here and doesn’t want him having visitors, yet,” she says, almost closing the door in my face.

 

“Wait, I just saw Dr. Matthews. He said I could visit.” It’s not quite true, but he didn’t say I couldn’t. If Jared isn’t allowed visitors, he would have said so, I’m sure of it. I take an aggressive step forward, wondering why Marta is suddenly so hostile towards me. She’s never been kind, but this is especially rude. 

 

Marta’s eyes shift to the sidewalk where a woman pushes a baby carriage past the house. While she obviously isn’t interested in making me her friend, she clearly doesn’t want to cause a scene, either. “Only for a minute, then. Not the cat. Leave the cat out here,” she says brusquely.

 

“No, I’m bringing Isabella in to visit Jared. Dr. Matthews thinks it might do him some good,” I lie. “Don’t worry, I’ll take her back home with me when I go.” 

 

She doesn’t argue with me, just looks displeased, and leads me to Jared’s room where he appears to be sleeping soundly. Surprisingly, she leaves me alone with Jared. 

 

“Hi Jared,” I say softly, stroking his arm with a gentle touch. “I’ve brought Isabella to visit.” Just then, Jared’s cell phone rings. I still haven’t gotten used to the jangling ring tone. 

 

Jared’s eyes open to the sound. I look at the caller ID and tell Jared the name I see is Art Wilkinson. I talk briefly to the caller, explain who I am, and put the phone to Jared’s ear. I can hear Art Wilkinson say something to Jared about tennis. Jared makes some unintelligible sounds, so I take the phone away and tell Wilkinson about Jared’s condition. I promise to call him later with more information. 

 

Jared closes his eyes again. When he does, I pull up the bedside chair and simply talk to him. I tell him what Dr. Matthews has said about his condition. I tell him about Isabella and what she likes and doesn’t like about living with me. Then, I tell him about Maggie’s call, that she wants to come, but that his Aunt Margaret is the one calling all the shots.

 

Jared’s eyes pop wide open. He struggles to speak, “Maggie come,” he manages to articulate. “Help Maggie.” I’m sure that’s what he says, though difficult to understand. He almost looks like a ragged madman, his face contorting so intensely trying to make me understand. I hold the water cup up and offer him the straw. He sips. “No Aunt,” he whispers, before closing his eyes again. In the next instant he appears to be in the sleep of the dead again. Alarmed, I check him for pulse and respirations and find the numbers within normal limits despite being weak and slow. I realize that he might be over medicated. 

 

Looking around, I see the prescription bottles on the dresser, so I walk over to examine them. Why does he need anti-anxiety pills and sedatives when Dr. Matthews wants him more wakeful? Then I notice that those particular pills have a different doctor’s name on the label. I make a mental note to mention it to Dr. Matthews. Sometimes when a patient has more than one attending they write conflicting orders if they don’t communicate regularly. I suspect that’s what has happened here. 

 

Isabella meows and arches her back. There’s not a lot of room in her carrier. I’m sure she understands that Jared isn’t doing well. Of course, I won’t leave her here. I feel something sinking and dreadful in the pit of my stomach. I know something is terribly wrong. I’m worried, things aren’t adding up, but I can’t put my finger on why. I never even take Isabella out of the cat carrier.

 

I put Jared’s cell phone back in my pocketbook. I’ll give it to Maggie. I don’t quite trust Marta, and Jared is in no kind of shape to manage his own affairs right now. I sure hope Maggie is on the up and up because I’m very sure that Jared’s Aunt Margaret is not. It’s puzzling. 

 

I walk to the front of the house with caution after saying good-bye to Jared. I’m actually afraid. I don’t want Marta to see my fear. I know better than to trust her. I decide to fake my emotions, so when I see her I smile and say, “Jared seems to be sleeping peacefully. You take such good care of him.” I don’t want her to know I’m really thinking she’s a bitch, a dreadful witch, and up to no good. 

 

I have no idea what is really going on, no idea at all.

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

 Marta Lewski stood scowling in the doorway until she saw Connie’s car disappear around the corner. “Shit, shit, shit,” she mumbled, twisting her trembling hands together. The last thing she’d expected was to see that twit at the door this afternoon, and especially not running into Dr. Matthews. 

 

“Julius! Julius!” she hollered until the middle-aged, balding man bounded out of the room he called his office. 

 

“What now?” he snapped, obviously irritated at being pulled away from the baseball game he’d been watching on TV. The San Francisco Giants were ahead seven to six.  

 

“We have to do something. Now! That nurse came to see Jared. I don’t trust her. Oh my God…” She was all out shaking now as she rushed into Jared’s bedroom with Julius hustling to keep up with her.

 

“What’s got you in such a tizzy? You want me to do something about that nurse?”

 

Marta busied herself rummaging through the drugs stored in clear view on top of the dresser. “We have to do something about this! We have to get the Pacific West doctors off the case. I don’t think they saw the prescription bottles with your name on them, but if they did, we’ll be fried. What should we do? I didn’t count on them meddling.”

 

“First of all, we’re covered on everything. No problem getting Matthews off the case. We have all the paperwork we need. Aunt Margaret can fire him and put me fully in charge. It’s no problem,” he said, looking smug. “I’ve already got prescription pads, pharmacy codes, and office letterhead in my name. See, Dr. Julius Fenway,” he said, pulling out different prescription vials from inside the top drawer. I’ve already stocked our medicine cabinet here. I talked with the Pharmacist at Arthur’s Drugstore this morning. I faxed him my credentials. We’re covered. See, I’m way ahead of you.”

 

“You’re forgetting one thing,” Marta said, still angry, “You’re not really a doctor and Jared really is a patient. Don’t forget he just got out of ICU. He’s going to need diagnostic tests and other procedures. What are you going to do then? Your fake credentials don’t know how to examine the patient!”

 

“You’re a nurse. You can just tell me. I’ll order whatever tests you want.”

 

“Shit, shit, shit,” Marta mumbled, feeling totally out of control. “Jared can’t die, you idiot. I have to work this methodically, make him totally and completely dependent on me. I’m already over drugging him just to keep him confused. This is going to take time. What if I can’t wake him back up?”

 

“I’m ahead of you on that, too,” Julius said, reaching again into the drawer of drugs. He pulled out a package of prefilled syringes and handed them to Marta.             “Awakcan,” she said with surprise. “Where did you get this? It’s still experimental.” 

 

“Antoni told me about it when I talked to him yesterday morning. He sent me some special delivery. See, you don’t think I do anything around here. Well, Antoni’s already got the computers hacked and switched. He told me that Awakcan is the new sedative antagonist they use with their drug overdoses. It’s approved everywhere except in the United States. You know how the FDA is here. It’d take forever to get something like this little miracle approved in this country. You can just use this stuff when you want to wake Jared up after you’ve over medicated him. You’ll be able to keep him good and confused, high and low in a moment.”

 

“Hmm, might work. Let me give him some now. I gave him an extra blue pill before Dr. Matthews came so he’d keep his mouth shut.” She fingered the drug getting a feel for the tiny syringe.

 

“It’ll work,” Julius said. “You want me to call Dr. Matthew’s office to let him know that Aunt Margaret wants him off, or do you want to it?”

 

“You do it. Fax him some paperwork, too. I’ll wake Jared up and work some of my magic,” she said, feeling much calmer. Her hands had stopped trembling. She expertly injected the new miracle drug into Jared’s upper arm. 

 

 “Hi honey,” Marta’s sweet voice cooed while her gentle hands stroked Jared’s face. “Time to wake up. Are you hungry or thirsty? I can bring you some soft apple crisp for snack if you’d like. You really liked it last night. Remember? I made it just for you, sweetie.” Jared’s eyes opened into the cloudless blue abyss where, with black lashes batting, her eyes met his. 

 

Jared slowly shifted his position in bed, using the trapeze bar overhead. He shook his head as if trying to shake himself awake. 

 

“Isabella?” he managed to say, though weakly.

 

“Yes, your cat was here, but the doctor doesn’t want her to stay. She’s not good for you while you’re recuperating. I told the lady not to bring her back. I’m so sorry, sweetie. I know you love your cat, but I’m here for you now. I’ll take care of you.” She rubbed the shoulder of his good arm. “You know I take good care of you, don’t you, Jared?” She coyly smiled, her perfect white teeth gleaming like tiny peals.

 

 “I’m hungry,” he said. “Apple…” It was all he could manage to say. 

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

I unload the groceries from the bags on the counter and straighten up the refrigerator putting in order the carelessly tossed milk, cheese, and yogurt containers from earlier. Sometimes I think I have a touch of obsessive-compulsive disorder because I like things organized in a certain way, like all the cans on the shelves have to face outward for easy view, and I like my vitamins in alphabetical order. Isabella rubs at my ankles, annoying me, but I know she feels as confused as I do about Jared. I’m not sure where to begin sorting out my thoughts but putting first things first, I want Dr. Matthews to know about Jared’s pills. 

 

I call information for his office number. When I connect with his receptionist, she tells me that that Dr. Matthews is in with a patient, has a very busy afternoon, and brusquely asks if it’s an emergency. 

 

“I just want him to know Jared’s other doctor, Dr. Julius Fenway, has ordered sedative and anti-anxiety medicines in addition to the pain killers that Dr. Matthews is prescribing. When I was there earlier, I thought Jared appeared to be overmedicated. I know that Dr. Matthews thinks he should be more alert.” 

 

She cuts me off, hanging up before I feel satisfied that she understands the urgency of my message.  

 

My duties done for the day, I still have several hours before sunset. I grab my backpack from the closet and stuff a few pieces of fruit inside along with the necessary contents from my pocketbook. I need to work off my restless energy. My hiking boots are still in the trunk of my car.

 

 

 

I find the trailhead easily and notice how different the terrain is from where I hiked yesterday. Here, at Wright’s Canyon Park, south of San Jose, the dirt trail is dark, moist, and rutted. It zigzags alongside a bubbling creek. The tree branches hang low offering canopied shade. I hike about a mile when I come to a junction with a sign that points to a waterfall veering to the right. I follow the sign through a dense copse of trees and straggly branches almost obscuring the waterfall, but I hear the pounding rush against the rocks, so I push closer, squeezing between the scratching branches until I see the spectacular cascade of water and feel the fine mist on my face. Bright green moss, thick and fluffy, coat the rocks and trees. 

 

A fallen log not far from the waterfall is my invitation to sit, where mesmerized; I am lulled into agreement, the smell of dirt filling my nostrils with the pungent aromas of earthy decomposition. Mushrooms grow in the soft, black, leafy earth near the log. 

 

So far, I haven’t seen any wildlife though I’ve seen evidence of its presence in the form of furry scat and faint tracks in the moist areas on the trail. I don’t know what kinds of animals live here, but suspect bobcats or coyotes, certainly deer, and of course ground squirrels and other rodents. 

 

I wish I had time for a greater adventure, but I know better than to stay out on the trail after dark. I don’t have a great sense of direction. The only map I could find from my previous day’s computer search was sketchy and I hadn’t bothered to print it. Besides, I’d like to catch a sunset somewhere, so I pick my butt up off the mossy log and hike back towards my car. 

 

Just as I arrive back at the trailhead, my cell phone rings. I can hardly believe my good luck when I hear Stan’s voice. “Hey,” he says, “I’ve been thinking about you all day. I’m giving it up for the day, I’ve been writing all afternoon. Would you like to get together?”

 

I love the sound of his voice. I answer with my own uplifted lilt. It sometimes amazes me how my own voice sounds better when I’m happy about something. “You won’t believe where I am right now,” I say. “I’m just finishing a hike at Wright’s Canyon. I was hoping to find someplace to view a sunset.” 

 

“Perfect,” he says. He gives me directions for where to meet him, a restaurant named Lakeside Bobs, near a lake with outdoor seating and a perfect viewing area for watching the sun go down. 

 

“I’m not dressed for anyplace fancy,” I say hesitantly. I don’t want to jinx the plan, but I’ve changed from my earlier date clothes into jeans and a simple shirt. My pant cuffs have splashes of mud around the ankles, and I suspect that tree moss has darkened my seat.

 

“My kinda’ girl,” Stan says. 

 

When I pull into the restaurant’s gravel parking lot, I’m thrilled to see Stan waiting for me. Lakeside Bobs isn’t much more than a shack with gray weathered siding and old windows. Picnic tables are scattered in front, but Stan guides me to a seating area in the back by the lake, facing west, where huge boulders frame the view. Sunlight casts an orange glow to the side of the rocks. Reflections in the water double its effect.   

 

“Wine or beer?” Stan asks, leading me to the only empty picnic table. I give him my wine order. “Wait here, I’ll get our drinks.” When he returns, he hands me a plastic glass of Chablis, the house white wine. He slugs Sierra Nevada beer from the bottle. “They have chicken or ribs in the basket when you get hungry.” 

 

We sit side by side on the picnic bench, hardly talking, and watch the sun disappear below the horizon. “So, what’d you do today after lunch?” he asks conversationally.

 

I tell him about seeing Jared and talking to Maggie, seeing Dr. Matthews, and what Jared said about Aunt Margaret. “I think he’s being over medicated, too. Something feels bad about the whole thing, but I hardly know the guy, so I’m not sure how to interpret anything.”

 

Stan listens silently for a long time while I ramble on about my gut feelings. “Well,” he all but drawls, “I don’t know Jared, and I hardly know you, but I do know about gut instinct, and from what you’re telling me things don’t add up. It sounds like Jared could easily be victimized in his kind of circumstances. You planning to talk more to Maggie, try to get to the bottom of it?” 

 

“I feel like I have to. Jared said to help Maggie. He said it as clear as day. I plan to call her tonight and tell her about seeing Jared.”

 

“Better call her now. The time change is three hours and you might want to catch her before it gets too late,” he says. “I’ll go order some food. You want chicken or ribs?”

 

Suddenly ravenous, my mouth waters for barbecued chicken. I call Maggie while Stan places our order. Maggie sounds more composed than when I talked with her earlier. Her voice becomes loud and wild when I tell her what Jared said about me helping her, and that I thought maybe he was being over medicated.

 

“I called Bradley Lawton earlier. He says that Jared’s in good hands with Dr. Matthews, but says Jared’s house was being used for a party last night. I’m worried sick. I’m coming out tomorrow afternoon. Are you really willing to help me sort things out?” she asks.

 

I assure her that I will. We make plans for me to pick her up at Norman Mineta International Airport in San Jose at three-forty tomorrow afternoon. When Stan comes back, he’s balancing a basket of chicken, fries and coleslaw for me, ribs, fries, and beans for himself. He goes back for seconds on wine and beer, and then we settle down to eat and talk. 

 

We sit together at the picnic table until long after the sun is gone. A crescent moon glows against black sky where countless glittering stars twinkle against the backdrop. Stan holds my hand. He tells me he’s originally from Texas, which explains his slight drawl. 

 

“You’re something else,” he says gently. “You care about things and people. So many of the women I meet only seem to care about themselves and material things. I hope I’m not being too forward, saying it too soon, but I really like you Connie Harrison.  I want to see a lot more of you.” 

 

Color me happy!

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

Bradley Lawton tossed and turned with the promise of a sleepless night. He knew something was wrong, just didn’t know what, and he definitely didn’t know what to do about it. Maggie Martin had called him earlier to discuss Jared and her worries. Jared had no Aunt Margaret, yet this Aunt Margaret had supposedly hired a whole team of healthcare professionals to take care of him, even provided the hospital with all the right paperwork and documentation. How was that possible?

 

“What’s wrong, honey?” Bradley’s wife woke up and turned to face him. “Are you worried about Blue Kettle without Jared?” 

 

“I’m worried about Jared,” he said. He liked to protect Kelly and the girls from his worries, but this was different. Once he started talking he couldn’t stop.  He told her everything he knew: About the party atmosphere at Jared’s house the night before, how pale and listless Jared looked with his bandages and medical equipment, about the mystery of Aunt Margaret, and even about the nurse Jared had been in the accident with. 

 

Kelly sat up in bed. “Wow, that is all very troublesome. I thought you said you believed Jared was in good hands with Mark as his neurologist.”

 

“That was before I talked to Maggie, before she talked to Connie Harrison. She’s the nurse Jared was in the accident with. Apparently, Connie called her back after she saw Jared. She thinks he’s being over medicated,” he said.

 

“On purpose? She thinks Jared is being overmedicated on purpose? Now, that adds a whole new dimension to this whole scenario… like evil... evil preys on the vulnerable…” Kelly whispered, shivering slightly. 

 

“We’ll get to the bottom of it,” Bradley said, pulling her close.

 

“I’m wondering about Shannon Tanner now. You know I don’t approve of her arrangement with Jared, but how does she fit into this whole picture? Shouldn’t she be checking up on Jared?” Kelly asked, wondering now about Jared’s casual friend and sexual partner.

 

“You’d think,” Bradley said. “Maggie’s coming in tomorrow and meeting with Connie Harrison. I’ll try to get a hold of Shannon before hand, see if she knows anything.” He paused, deep in thought. “Art Wilkinson called earlier today, too. He left a message on my voice mail. I’ll call him back tomorrow. He plays tennis with Jared.”

 

Bradley pulled Kelly closer. “I wish you weren’t so judgmental about Jared and Shannon. They’re consenting adults and it works for them. Now, let’s both of us try to get some sleep.” 

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

Maggie Martin calls me when she arrives at Norman Mineta International Airport. It’s three-forty exactly. I only live ten minutes away. “I’ve arrived,” she says.

 

“I’ll be right there. I’ll be in a red Honda Accord,” I say, rattling off my license plate number. “I’m wearing a bright yellow shirt, in case my car is hard to see.” 

 

Everything goes like clockwork. Maggie wheels her two large designer bags curbside just as I pull up. I jump out of my car so she can see my bright yellow shirt. She’s wearing the pale blue pantsuit she’s described to me. We recognize each other instantly, make brief introductions, and then together we hoist her two large suitcases into my trunk. 

 

“I have a room booked at The University Inn in downtown Palo Alto. It’s not far from Jared’s. Why don’t we go there first so I can check in. We can talk before going over to see Jared.” Maggie barely takes a breath, and then adds, “I can’t thank you enough for helping me. I know something is very wrong.”

 

We ride along in companionable silence for the first few miles. Maggie looks much younger than I expected, and it throws me off. “How are you related to Jared? I know you told me, but tell me again.” I expected more of a motherly figure. Maggie looks more like she could be Jared’s older sister. She’s very pretty. 

 

“I was hired to be Jared’s babysitter when he was five. After his parents died. I was young myself then, barely eighteen. I raised Jared while his grandfather worked until they moved out here to Atherton when Jared was seventeen. We were all in the Boston area. I didn’t come out with them. By then Jared was old enough to be on his own,” Maggie explains. She’s older than she looks. I hope I look that good when I’m her age.

 

“And you’re still in touch with him regularly?” I persist, not meaning to sound suspicious, but there’s still so much I don’t know about Jared. I want to be sure, and I don’t want to be suckered into any more mystery than already exists. 

 

“Pretty much. We talk by phone once a week or so, and send emails back and forth, but Jared gets sidetracked sometimes. He can be absent-minded like his grandfather when he gets going on a design. That’s why time got away from me. I thought it odd that Jared wasn’t calling me or returning my calls or emails, but in some ways, that’s how he is, both dependable and unreliable all rolled into one.”

 

Makes sense, I think. 

 

“You said you were in the accident with Jared. Tell me what happened?”

 

“Well, it all happened very fast. I had just met Jared the night before. He was taking me to Stanford to show me some artwork, some sculptures there. Jared swerved so as not to hit a bicycle rider. That’s all I remember about it.”

 

“So, you and Jared were dating?” she asks. 

 

“We’d really only just met,” I say again, hesitantly, this being territory I don’t really want to get into. I’m ashamed for having gotten drunk and allowing Jared into my bed that night. I don’t want to slip and reveal that information to anyone. 

 

“Here we are,” Maggie says, pointing to her hotel when we arrive. I pull into the circular driveway where a uniformed bellhop immediately appears to take Maggie’s luggage. Maggie follows him inside to register while I wait in the car. Minutes later, she’s back in the passenger seat. 

 

“Let’s get some coffee. There’s a nice coffee shop down on University Ave. We can talk there. I’ve arranged for Bradley Lawton and a man named Art Wilkinson to meet us there. They’re both friends of Jared. I’ve met Bradley before, but not Art. 

 

Suddenly, I get the feeling that Maggie doesn’t quite trust me yet. That’s okay because she hasn’t earned my trust yet, either.

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

Stanley Miller gets up from his computer, goes into the small condo kitchen, and returns to his desk with a cup of coffee and a box vanilla cookies. He can’t get Connie Harrison out of his mind. She’s such a cute, young gal, and so sweet, and she was so worried about this fellow Jared, who’d been in the accident with her. Jared Wise is  a familiar sounding name. 

 

He types the name into his people search engine. As an investigative reporter he has tools of the trade the ordinary guy wouldn’t likely have. At times he’s felt like he has more resources available to him than the federal government because private industry doesn’t have the same restrictions as the feds.

 

Instantly, he gets a hit on the name. Jared Wise Senior, he learns, is hospitalized at San Francisco Geriatric Center. The news causes Stan to jump up and grab a printout from a stack of papers on his desk. His quick blue eyes scan the page until he sees what he’s looking for. San Francisco Geriatric Center is on the FBI watch list for Medicare fraud. 

 

Connie’s friend Jared Wise is probably related to the old man, he speculates. What the hell’s going on? A few more keystrokes and he learns that Wise Exports Incorporated, once a Boston based icon closed its doors decades ago, and its huge financial holdings had gone to the two surviving heirs: Jared Wise Senior and Jared Wise the Third.

 

“Damn,” Stan says out loud. He really likes Connie, and she might be in the middle of a big mess. Could the caregivers at her friend’s house in Palo Alto also be involved in fraud? Whenever big money enters an equation, you can bet the evildoers will come out of the woodwork. He’s seen it time after time after time. 

 

Stan’s reporter nose begins to twitch. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty
 

Jared felt pretty good for a change, less pain and almost clear headed. Marta took good care of him and he found himself growing more and more fond of her. She was so attentive, and those eyes! She just had a way of looking at him that made him believe he was the most important person in the world to her. Fred was a good caregiver, too. He never complained about anything and Jared knew he wasn’t the easiest patient. Because of his mending bones, Jared had to be lifted and shifted by Fred frequently. 

 

Fred was actually a physical therapist, but to Jared he seemed more a jack-of-all-trades. He helped Jared with bed exercises, plus the bathing and toileting chores. As much as Jared hated the feelings of dependency, he knew he needed help. He certainly didn’t want Marta shaving him or wiping his ass, though he loved that she came in after Fred finished with his morning bath to give him a sweet eucalyptus-scented rub down. He smiled to himself remembering how her soft, lotion-coated hand had drifted low this morning, dropping from his chest to his waist, and then pushing the warm, moist cream well below his belly button. She apologized then, just saying, “Oops, sorry.”

 

If he didn’t know better, he’d think it wasn’t as accidental as it seemed. But, Marta was totally above board, professional and ethical in all of her behaviors.  It was a huge turn-on for him knowing it was accidental. He found himself thinking about it, a sexual tease, and hoping she would accidentally repeat the motion again next time. Such a slight tease, but he couldn’t get the thought of it out of his mind. It made his manhood respond, which automatically turned his thoughts to Shannon Tanner. Where was Shannon, anyway? Why hadn’t she come by? 

 

Now that he was feeling better, clear headed, he had lots to think about, starting with his relationship with Shannon. He loved Shannon in his own way, but outside the bedroom they were like day and night. She was gregarious, outgoing and loved to be in the limelight, whereas he was quiet and shied from attention, preferring to remain in the shadows instead.  Not that he was passive, just maybe more introspective. But, in bed, he and Shannon liked the same things.  

 

Shannon jokingly referred to their arrangement as “service maintenance,” which Jared thought was crude. In a way it embarrassed him. He preferred “sexually consenting adults.” At the same time, he thoroughly enjoyed the benefits knowing that sex was regularly available to him without the obligations that usually went with it. Unlike some women he’d known in the past, Shannon never manipulated with sex. She just liked it, wanted it, and delivered. It made his life as a bachelor all the more comfortable. Besides, he really did like Shannon. She was always very thoughtful and also very funny. He missed her playfulness, and realized that he often took her for granted. 

 

“Where the hell is my phone,” he mumbled, looking around, wanting to talk to Shannon. Then, vaguely, he remembered that Connie Harrison had come by with it, something about Art Wilkinson and playing tennis. He’d really been out of it. Didn’t she have Isabella with her, too? Where was Isabella now?

 

 Jared felt the cloud of doom close in again. Something wasn’t right. Odd he should remember that now. He pondered the darkness; it was as if a black fog rolled in sometimes and obscured his view. He could remember some things, like his relationship with Shannon, clear as ever, and then forget other things as if they’d never even happened. Spooky! 

 

He shifted his position using the trapeze bar overhead. He felt confused, almost dazed. Something troubled him, something invisible. He thought about Marta, her beauty and her kindness. But why did he feel such an overwhelming sense of doom? He began to tremble slightly and felt his heart rate quicken, and just as suddenly he heard a commotion forming just outside his bedroom door.

 

“No, you can’t just barge in there! Jared needs to rest. He’ll need his medicine before he can receive visitors.” Marta’s voice was firm and commanding, not at all like the soft caressing sound he was used to hearing from her. 

 

A struggle ensued, a thud against the closed bedroom door, and then the door flew open. “I’m calling the police!” Julius yelled. 

 

Marta rushed in. “Oh, poor Jared,” she said. He saw her frightened face for an instant, and then in the same instant felt the jab of a needle in his deltoid. 

 

A crowd flowed into the room. Jared’s mouth drooped to his chest as the drug took effect. He watched his friends: Bradley Lawton, Art Wilkinson, Shannon Tanner, Connie Harrison, and Maggie Martin take on ghoulish features. Confusion clouded his vision and furrowed his forehead. He tried to speak, to ask what was going on, but his mouth twisted and contorted and only grotesque utterances came out.

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

The police arrive at Jared’s house and we’re all told to sit in the living room. “Tell me your name and how you’re involved in the this?” the blue clad officer asks me. He’s already talked with Marta and Julius. He listened to them first, and then talked with Maggie and Bradley. We’re divided into two sides of the room, Jared’s friends on one side, the caregivers on the other. 

 

My fingers tremble slightly, making the papers in my hand also shake. This is the first time I’ve ever been questioned by cops. I explain as best I can my relationship to Jared, which compared to the others, is really not much of a relationship at all. 

 

“So you’re not a relative, either. None of you are relatives,” Officer Mulligan says, shaking an accusatory finger at our side of the room. “Now, I’m doing you all a favor showing you these papers. Marta Lewski and her healthcare team have every right to be here taking care of Mr. Wise. The rest of you are trespassing. I could charge you with breaking and entering if you insist on interfering with their care.” I don’t know what he thinks we broke, and then I realize that he means the way Bradley forced his foot in the door when Marta tried to close us out. Then we all pushed forward, though I really just followed. 

 

The papers shaking in my hand are from Jared’s Aunt Margaret, stating clearly that she has legal power over all Jared’s affairs. She is the only one who can make decisions for him while he’s compromised. 

 

“You can see just by looking at him that Mr. Wise is incapable of coherent speech. You’re a nurse, Miss Harrison. I’m not any kind of a healthcare professional, yet I can see that he’s not in his right mind. Now, what do you have to say for yourself?” The officer has a point. I get it.

 

I’m so confused. I don’t know any of these people and I hardly know Jared. I don’t know why they think that Jared doesn’t really have an Aunt Margaret. To me, it looks like he does. I don’t know what to say, so I sit there, mum, and I’m sure, looking dumb. 

 

“Do you wish to go to jail?” Miss Harrison. 

 

I shake my head.

 

“So, what’s your connection to Mr. Wise now?” Mulligan asks

 

I feel bullied. “I have his cat, Isabella,” I say. It’s all I can think of that connects me to Jared Wise. 

 

“I suggest you go all go, now,” Mulligan says with eyes boring into mine. The officers haven’t even talked with Shannon Tanner or Art Wilkinson. They both sit silently, Art listening and looking thoughtful, Shannon looking small and frightened. I can’t help but wonder who she is to Jared. Maggie is also dismissed.

 

I follow Maggie out the front door feeling numb, but also relieved to be outside, away from the angry officers. I don’t know what’s going on and I don’t really want to be involved, except that I remember Jared’s moment of clarity, his asking me to help Maggie. He said he had no Aunt Margaret. I heard him myself. I truly believe that Jared is being drugged, but why?

 

Outside, Maggie and I wait in the car until the others file out. Then Maggie asks me to wait some more while she congregates with them near Bradley’s car. Before coming here, we’d all met up at the coffee shop in Palo Alto. It was Bradley who insisted we come here and force our way past Marta to see Jared. They all know Jared in ways that I don’t. Now I just want to drop Maggie at her hotel so I can go home to Isabella. I’m hungry and out of sorts, and none if this is really any of my business. 

 

Maggie looks defeated when she finally climbs into the passenger seat of my car. “What a mess,” she says. “They’ve really go their clutches into Jared’s life. Do you have any ideas of what we should do next?”

 

She said we, including me, so I guess I’m still involved. “What about calling Dr. Matthews and see if he can evaluate Jared’s medications. Jared needs to be coherent enough to speak for himself,” I suggest.

 

“Good idea.” Maggie pulls her cell phone out. Office hours are long over for today, but she has the answering service put her through to his home. She exchanges a few sentences with Dr. Matthews, though Maggie mostly listens. When she closes up her phone, she looks at me in a way that causes a sinking feeling in my stomach. The glow of a streetlight filtering through the windshield casts eerie shadows across her face. “Aunt Margaret has taken him off Jared’s case. His new doctor is a Dr. Julius Fenway,” she says.

 

“Julius? That’s the name of one of those caregivers inside!” I exclaim.

 

“Whatever are we going to do?” Maggie cries.

 

She invites me to have dinner with her at the hotel restaurant so we can discuss the latest developments, but once there we sit silently because neither one of us has anything new to say. We’ve already lamented our growing fears. The restaurant is unusually quiet with few diners, which adds to the feeling of gloom that threatens to overwhelm me. 

 

The waiter brings the chef salads we each ordered, the easiest food on the menu without having to think. “Who’s Shannon anyway?” I ask, moving a lettuce leaf around on my plate, a drop of Thousand Island dressing spilling over onto the white tablecloth. 

 

“Jared’s girlfriend, although he never calls her that,” Maggie says. 

 

“Girlfriend?” Now I’m really confused. Jared had a girlfriend when he spent the night with me?

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

It’s late by the time I get back home. I’ve had several calls from Stan that I let go to voicemail while I was out. I’m almost too tired and drained to call him back, but I don’t want him to think I don’t care, or that I’m playing hard to get, or anything other than that I care about him and want to spend more time with him. So, I pour myself a glass of white wine to relax with, gather Isabella onto my lap, and burrow into the softness of my rented couch. For the first time all day, I feel my body relax. 

 

“How was your day?” Stan asks first thing. I hardly know him, but he’s such a good listener, and always so good about putting me first. Alex used to always just launch into his speeches before ever even inquiring about my day or my mood. Why do I keep remembering Alex? I desperately want him to get out of my mind.

 

“What a day, where to even begin?” Then I launch into all the sordid details about Jared’s mysterious Aunt Margaret who is calling all the shots, a lady who possibly doesn’t even exist. “And, I learned that Jared has a girlfriend. I have no idea why he bothered with me if he already had a girlfriend,” I say, hearing the whine of jealousy I didn’t even know I felt, hoping that Stan doesn’t recognize the sound. 

 

“Is Jared’s grandfather hospitalized at San Francisco Geriatric Center?” he asks.

 

“Yes, but how did you know?” Now I’m awake. I know that I never told Stan about Jared’s grandfather. 

 

“Listen, I think that Jared’s friends are right to be concerned. I can’t get into the why of it, but I’m an investigative reporter, remember? If you don’t mind, I’m going to stick my nose into this case. Something definitely stinks. Tell me again the name of the new doctor. Oh, and tell Maggie and Bradley they’d better get Jared’s lawyers involved soon. They should have estate papers that have beneficiaries and next of kin clauses.”

 

“It is intriguing,” I admit, feeling my energy rise. I love the way Stan cares about something I’m involved in. Alex would have told me to walk away. But, who cares what Alex would have thought. I don’t want to walk away.

 

Stan and I talk awhile longer, until I’m yawning into the phone. 

 

“Dinner tomorrow?” he asks, and I agree. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-one
 

“Why did you call the police? Of all the stupid, ridiculous things to do,” Marta yelled, her face red, blue eyes popping. “The last thing we need is the police getting involved. We should have just handled it!”

 

“Oh, ye of little faith. Of course we want the police on our side. Why are you so doubtful, Marta? All our paperwork is in order. You heard what that cop said, the law is on our side. Now if Jared’s friends try to cause us any more trouble, we have recourse. Plus, we’ve justified switching to our own doctor. Aunt Margaret wants Jared to have only the best of the best. Dr. Julius Fenway at your service. The deed is done.” Julius bowed in mock respect.

 

“You’d better be right,” Marta said, shaking her head. “Your cockiness better not cost us.” 

 

“It’s not going to cost us. Now I’m hungry and your patient probably needs some attention, too. Fred’s in there with him, but you’d better do your thing because, you know, Jared’s the one who could blow this whole thing wide open if you don’t keep him convinced that he wants what you want. You’d better make sure he continues to believe in Aunt Margaret.”

 

“In a minute. I need to call Kaitleen and Cassandra, bring them up to date on these new developments. Did you let them know that you’ve already taken Dr. Matthews off the case and put yourself on?”

 

“Done. Don’t worry your pretty little head about my efficiency,” he said.

 

“Well, I’m calling anyway so that they know about the police, just in case that stirs up any kind of hornet’s nest. Then I’ll attend to Jared. He’s starting to wear on me. One of these days I need to take some personal time for myself,” Marta said. Dark circles were beginning to form under eyes, and her usual freshness had lost some of its glow. 

 

On hearing Marta’s report, Kaitleen was as livid as Marta had been. “That Julius is pushing things too far. Cassandra and I are really busy here at the geriatric center this week or I’d come over myself and give him a piece of my mind. Getting the police involved is as stupid as it gets. You guys could have soft pedaled with Jared’s friends, too.”

 

“No, those friends really needed some boundaries,” Marta argued. “I intend to keep them away from Jared from now on. I don’t want any interference. I can’t keep drugging Jared randomly. I have to follow the plan. I have to work systematically to win his trust. He has to love me, remember? I can’t let him get suspicious of me.”

 

“Fine. Do it your way,” Kaitleen said. 

 

“Thanks, I’m going in to see Jared now, see if any damage had been done,” Marta said with a sigh.

 

 

 

Jared was sitting up in bed working on some exercises with Fred when Marta returned to him. He smiled at the sight of her, though uncertainty wiggled in his stomach. The black and white images were back again, distorted recollections of Bradley, Maggie and the others. He really wanted to talk to them, Shannon, too. Where were they? It seemed he’d dream them into reality and then just as fast they’d disappear into distorted black and white ghosts, bringing back the clouded twisting flutter kicks in his stomach. 

 

“Where’d they go?” he asked Marta, his voice strong, his articulation clearer than she’d ever heard.

 

“Who?” 

 

“My friends. They came. You saw them. Why did they have to go?”

 

“I’m here now, Jared. You had a bad dream, remember? Nobody came. Fred’s here with me. We’re your friends.” She smoothed Jared’s face as she talked, treating him the way a mother might treat a small, frightened child. 

 

Jared’s eyes darted around the room, skittering over the medical equipment, taking it all in. “It felt so real. I really thought they were here,” he said. “Did you find my phone? Maybe I should just get another one. Can you order a new phone for me?”

 

“Not yet, sweetie. Dr. Julius doesn’t want you talking too much. You mustn’t get excited.”

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

Stan wound his car around the maze of one-way streets in downtown San Francisco until he found the parking lot belonging to San Francisco Geriatric Center. Standing in front of his car, he looked up at the impressive three-story brick building. It had the same architectural style as many of the buildings in the historical Presidio nearby, though not exactly. Clinging ivy vines climbed the brick walls here, winding around the windows, giving the hospital a well cared for look of age, as if the building had withstood the test of time, making him think about the aging residents housed inside. 

 

He wanted to see the place first hand, so he’d called earlier to set up an appointment to meet with an administrator, posing as a potential client, seeking placement for his elderly grandmother. At first they’d wanted to put him off until next week, but he’d insisted he didn’t have a lot of time to shop around, and that it was now or never, at the same time dropping little hints that his grandmother was a wealthy woman and not a patient one. Kaitleen Logan said she’d squeeze him in at three-thirty. Glancing at his watch, he was pleased to see he had half an hour to spare. 

 

Sure enough, as he’d expected, it was change of shift. Nurses were coming and going, creating what he’d hoped would be the perfect distraction. It was easy enough for him to mingle in with the influx of noise, but, being tall and standing above the crowd, thwarted his efforts to hide.

 

“Excuse me, excuse me, sir! Visitors have to check in at the front desk. I can help you here,” Cassandra Turned called out.

 

“Damn, I was hoping to tour your facility before my appointment with Kaitleen Logan,” Stan admitted, looking sheepish. “My name is Roy Townsend.  I have a three-thirty appointment to talk about placement for my ninety-one year old grandmother, but I want to see how things look here before making any decisions. Do you mind if I just walk around? I really don’t want a canned tour. I’m sure you can understand.” 

 

Cassandra, in the middle of shift reports and issuing new assignments, shook her head. “Just give me a minute,” she said, turning her focus back to the squabbling of two nurses who appeared to be in a disagreement about their shift assignments. Stan took advantage of her preoccupation and ducked around a corner, out of sight, almost bumping into a nurse.

 

“Can you tell me which room Jared Wise is in?” he asked, flashing his most innocent smile. 

 

“Oh yes, I’m Thuy Phan. I take care of Mr. Wise,” she said with a slight bow. “Come, I show you. Mr. Wise not have visitors since grandson not able to come. Good, good. You come. I show you.”  

 

“How’s he doing?” Stan asked. 

 

“Oh, Mr. Wise always the same. Coma, you know,” she said, leading him down the long corridor. She stopped at the door and pointed to the bed. “Here you are.”

 

“Thank you. I’ll just visit for a few minutes, if you don’t mind.” Inside the room, he wondered what he had hoped to accomplish. Jared Wise Sr. was indeed comatose, positioned on his side with pillows all around, behind his back, between his knees, under his head, and even pushed up against the bottoms of his feet. A white bed sheet was fan-folded at the bottom of his bed, his blue patient gown draped across his pale motionless body. 

 

For lack of a plan, Stan pulled the bedside chair up close to the man. “Hi,” he whispered, “You don’t know me, but I’m going to help your grandson Jared get out of a mess he doesn’t even know he’s in.” Then, feeling silly and useless, he left the old man and wandered around the hallways looking in resident’s rooms, talking briefly to an elderly woman shuffling her walker down the hallway, and peeking into hall recesses where he found laundry carts and unoccupied wheelchairs stuffed out of sight of casual observers. 

 

Finally, at three twenty-five he walked back to the front desk where Cassandra sat talking on her cell phone in a hushed but angry whisper. “Marta, you’re making me crazy. You can’t just put Julius in as Jared’s doctor. What if he really needs medical attention? He’s barely out of ICU. Julius can’t possibly expect paperwork to cover every stupid thing he does. If Jared dies from your idiocy, it’ll be as good as murder, and I don’t want to be….” With an abrupt interruption, she continued, “Well, Dr. I’ll put your call through to the resident right now.” Obviously noticing that Stan had crept into hearing distance, she pushed a few buttons and aborted the call. 

 

“Did you say murder?” Stan asked, hoping to get a reaction. He wished he’d heard more of the conversation. He’d obviously rattled her. 

 

“Oh,” Cassandra laughed half heartedly, awkwardly covering her embarrassment at having been overheard. “Have you ever played the board game How to Host a Murder? It’s a riot, a great party game. My doctor friend and I are planning a party. It’s probably not a good thing to talk about in a hospital setting, though.” She smiled and raised her eyebrows at Roy Townsend. “I guess you’re ready to meet with Kaitleen. Administrative offices are downstairs. You can take the elevator in the lobby. Kaitleen will meet you there.” 

 

“I think I’ll look up that board game for my next party, too. Murder sounds interesting,” he said with a wink before walking toward the lobby. 

 

Kaitleen was waiting in front of the elevator when the doors opened. “Nice to meet you Mr. Townsend. I see you found your way. Some people complain about our location in San Francisco because they don’t like the drive Come, my office is this way,” she said leading the way, forcing him to adjust his stride to keep up with her briskly efficient pace.

 

“Who can complain when you have a private parking lot right on site,” he replied, matching her small talk while sizing up Kaitleen Logan. She was average height, slightly plump but not fat, with a droopy look, though her conservative gray business suit looked professional. He hair lacked luster and her eyes were rimmed with dark circles as if she didn’t get enough sleep or had food allergies; not the look of evil he’d expected, whatever evil looked like. He’d always been surprised when he worked a story and learned the identity of someone who’d committed a heinous crime. He never expected evil to have a human look. 

 

Kaitleen’s office suited her, he thought. The standard black desk, small desktop computer, and a black file cabinet were plain but not unattractive. The walls were an oddly textured gray with pale yellow trim and colorful, artistic wall hangings rather than paintings or credentials. She offered him a comfortable chair on wheels and motioned for him to sit up closer to the desk. “I have a questionnaire for you to fill out about your grandmother’s care needs. Also, here are some brochures about our hospital. This sheet here is about pricing, and this one here about insurance. Most of our patients have Medicare insurance, but some also have private insurance, as well as self-pay.” She handed the packet to him.

 

He glanced through the paperwork paying particular attention to the Medicare sheet in the packet. “There’s so much here. Would you mind if I took the packet home with me. I didn’t realize I’d need to provide so much information today. I’ll need to check with Grandma about some of this,” he said.

 

“Of course, that’s fine,” Kaitleen said. She looked tired or preoccupied, maybe both, obviously relieved that the meeting remained short. “You can take your time and get back to me when you’re ready. As I mentioned over the phone, it’ll be several weeks before we expect to have space available.” She stood up ready to escort him out the way he came.   

 

“I can find my way. I’m sure you’re very busy and I thank you for your time,” he said, shaking her hand, concluding his business. He’d gotten what he’d come for, the admission paperwork and a look in at Jared Wise, for no other reason than to verify that he did in fact reside here. With so much confusion about the existence of Aunt Margaret, it only made sense to verify his existence, too. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-two

 

Isabella looks up at me quizzically. “You’ll be fine. Your bowls are full and I’ll be back home before you know it.” I slug down my last gulp of coffee and finish the last bite of blueberry muffin. I brush my teeth and then slip into my nursing scrubs. It’s my first day of work at Pacific West Hospital. I’m nervous and excited at the same time. I’ll be doing my orientation with Regina. I’m glad to be easing into my new change in specialty from pediatrics to med-surge with a good solid four weeks of transition time. 

 

Surprisingly, there have been no setbacks in my recovery from the car accident, no recurrence of pain in any way. Ever since I walked out of that hospital room three weeks ago, my life has been totally changed. Occasionally, Alex and Sandy slip as uninvited guests into my thoughts, but the searing hatred that once gripped me is gone. I really don’t feel hatred towards them at all anymore. I just feel pity. I’m still trying to understand it because, for all intents and purposes, they’re living my old life. 

 

Amazingly, I love my new life. I feel so much more me, if that makes any sense. I’ve rediscovered hiking. I can’t believe how much nature feeds my soul. The weather in the Bay Area is so totally rejuvenating. The sun shines every day. Stan tells me that we have seasons here, too. Our rainy season is in the winter, but he says it never snows, and I’ll never have to deal with sleet or freezing rain again unless I drive to Tahoe to ski, which I might actually decide to do sometime. 

 

I really like Stan. I still can’t call him a boyfriend, per say. I haven’t really known him long enough, but I’ve seen him several times now. He’s really very supportive, easy to talk to, and he’s a great tour guide. I’m actually learning my way around San Jose. He told me about sticking his nose into the San Francisco Geriatric Center to see if Jared’s grandfather actually exists. I laughed at that, but with Jared’s crazy healthcare team and the confusion about Aunt Margaret, I can see where it made sense for Stan to want to check it out. For some reason, he really cares about Jared. Stan thinks he can get some kind of story out of it all. 

 

I guess everything’s finally okay because Maggie has gone back to Boston and I haven’t heard anything more about Bradley Lawton or Shannon Tanner. I guess they all realize that aside from being in the accident with Jared, I don’t actually know him. My duty is done, except of course, with Isabella. But, Marta said she was allergic, so I figure as long as she’s staying with Jared, Isabella belongs with me. I don’t really have a formalized plan, but passively, I expect to do nothing until someone calls telling me I have to bring her back. 

 

Meanwhile, I’ve got a job to do, so I give Isabella one last pet, lock the door behind me, and jump into my car. I have to be in Mountain View for start of shift at seven o’clock. I’ve never worked a twelve-hour shift before, but they seem to be popular in the hospitals out here. You work three twelve-hour shifts a week and get paid for forty hours. Then I’ll have four days off to do anything I want, like hiking or dating or going out on the town with some of my new nurse friends. I really feel myself building a life.

 

 

 

On arriving at Medical-Five, I take a moment to look around. The noise and hustle around the Nurses Station excites me. I just love the commotion when all the nurses are chattering at once, the phones ringing, and the elevators clanging. Change of shift is a lively time. The smells of breakfast waft through the hallways. Patients are waking up and nursing assistants and orderlies are rushing to do their early morning chores. 

 

The nurses remember me from being a patient. Regina called me last night and told me they’re expecting me; that many look forward to getting to know me better. All the friendly greetings feel so good. All I can do is smile. 

 

Regina intercepts me at the time clock. “Come on,” she says. “For today, just shadow me. Get a feel for the routines and observe how we do things. Save your questions for break time. I’ll answer them all at once.”

 

I follow her into the Nurses Lounge where I meet Carla, the off-going nurse. She gives us report on our seven patients, which means she gives the highlights about each patient, such as their diagnosis, assessments, medications and treatments. So far the change of shift routine is the same as I’m used to. With kids, though, we’d have four patients rather than seven, probably because kids have more dependency issues than adults.

 

The Medical Care Plans and Nursing Care Plans for each patient are all computerized. These care plans tell the nurses everything they need to know about each patient’s care. The off-going nurse hands Regina a hand held computer with built in pager that is used to communicate with the patient and also with the Nurses Station. Regina uses this small computer the way I used a clipboard and printouts at New Haven General. She sees my puzzled look as I peer over the device. “Don’t worry, you’re not expected to know this yet. Sara Ianovich has you on the schedule for computer class tomorrow afternoon. For now, just watch,” she says. 

 

I nod, knowing not to bother her or interrupt during report. Carla needs to clock out on time or face having to justify overtime. Must be universal. Only so much time is allotted and it doesn’t allow much for casual chitchat. Only twenty minutes in, and I already feel the familiar pulse of working in a hospital. 

 

“Come on, we have to do finger sticks and give insulin to two diabetics before breakfast trays come up, and we’ve got a patient to get ready for surgery ASAP.” Regina races the clock to the medication cart where she grabs the diabetic kit and all but sprints to our first patient. I want to grab my own kit and hit the floor running to the next patient, but of course, I can’t. I don’t even know where the supply room is, or where anything is kept, for that matter. How weird to feel so familiar and so strange all rolled into one. 

 

I can barely keep up with Regina’s efficient pace. She’s orienting me to the diabetic test machine at the patient’s bedside while I catch my breath, noticing the similarities and differences between this manufacturer’s model and the one I’m used to. In a minute she reads the patient’s blood sugar and draws up the allotted insulin, asking me to eyeball the dosage with her. Insulin administration requires two nurses to witness the correct dosage. I might be a newbie, but I know the policy. Ha, I think to myself, I have my worth today as more than a shadow already. 

 

And so day number one is off and running. I love it. I absolutely love being a nurse and being back to work. There’s a difference between taking care of children versus adults. I see it right away. For one thing, with a child, you could never run in, stick in a needle full of medication, and run back out. The kid would be traumatized for life and scream its head off the whole day through. With adults you don’t have frightened young parents to deal with, either. Thus, I’m used to a slower pace, but this is invigorating, and I like it.

 

We’re working with a nursing assistant named Carmen. While we’re running around doing diabetic care and pre-op routines for a surgical patient, Carmen is taking vital signs, ambulating patients to the bathroom, taking weights, and setting patients up for breakfast. 

 

“Next, we have to do the eight o’clock scheduled meds. We’re going to be a few minutes late, but not too bad,” Regina says. I follow her, paying attention where to find things and how to chart them given, although the information comes from the computer and is charted into the computer. Now I’m feeling really jazzed about that computer class and the efficiency of modern technology. I do think the Bay Area is slightly ahead of the game as far as the latest technology. It’s exciting. 

 

By nine-thirty we’ve earned a fifteen-minute break, so I follow Regina to the Nurses Lounge where she pours us each a cup of coffee. Mine’s in a paper cup, hers in a green ceramic mug with a slogan on the side that says, don’t bother me I’m reading in white cursive.  “Better bring a cup from home. They don’t always paper cups in here,” she says. 

 

Surprisingly, my questions aren’t too complicated. She answers them quickly, which actually gives us a few minutes for personal talk. I ask her about the husband I’d talked to on the phone.

 

“Oh, I got lucky. He’s really great. Oh, and by the way, he has a brother, too. And, he’s pretty great. Are you interested?” she asks. 

 

I smile, think of Stan, and wonder if I’m interested or not. Since meeting Stan, I haven’t even looked at datesforall.com. At the same time, I hardly know him, yet. I’m not one for playing the field, but maybe I should try it, the new me. 

 

“Maybe,” I say. 

 

“How about Saturday night? We’re both off then. What do you say?”

 

“Sure,” I say, though I feel a twinge of guilt because what if Stan wants to do something with me on Saturday. What’ll I tell him? I guess I’d better ask Anne. She’s good at stuff like this.

 

“Oops, come on, got to go. Breaks over,” Regina says. She quickly and efficiently washes out her cup and then we both wash our hands thoroughly. We’ve still got lots of work to do, dressing changes, assessments, some staples to remove, and a discharge, maybe a new admission from ER if the patient doesn’t need to go to the intensive care unit. 

 

By afternoon I’m feeling crazy, doing more than just shadowing. The time is getting away from us. Regina asks if I’d mind running a patient downstairs for a stat test because the orderly is also behind in another part of the hospital. She needs to restart an infiltrated IV on the patient in room 512. 

 

Then, just when I’m getting off the elevator coming back to Medical-Five, I almost crash into Dr. Matthews. He’s getting on the elevator as I’m getting off. “Oh, Dr. Matthews, hi! It’s so nice to see you. It’s my first day on the job,” I say. 

 

He reaches out to steady me after I stop so abruptly. “Glad to see you doing so well,” he says. I take a few minutes for chitchat, then he surprises me by asking, “How’s your friend Jared doing these days?”

 

“Jared? I don’t know. I know they took you off his case. It’s all really weird, but when I poked my nose into it with his other friends, the police told us to leave it alone. I don’t know what else I can do.” Dr. Matthews and I both know it takes time for a head injury with multiple trauma to heal. 

 

“His Aunt Margaret discharged me from the case and hired someone new. It’s odd, but the new attending never even sent a request for Jared’s records, not even the X-rays,” he tells me.

 

“It’s all so strange. You know his friends don’t really believe he even has an aunt, but the police say she exists. I guess he’s been very secretive about her,” I add.

 

“Maybe she’s one of those crazy relatives that families try to deny having,” he replies, but it really doesn’t settle well with me. Maggie was so convincing and sincerely believed that something was off at Jared’s house. I make a mental note to call her to tell her what Dr. Matthew’s has just told me. Then I get really busy again with Regina bossing me this way and that just so we can keep our heads above water. We have to send one patient to ICU unexpectedly, and then we get not one, but two new admissions.

 

By seven o’clock I feel drained, so totally exhausted and wilted. Ever since three-thirty, my usual time to go home, I’ve glanced at the clock almost every ten minutes willing the hands to move more quickly. This twelve-hour shift stuff is going to take some getting used to. We give our report to Carla and she takes over again for the next twelve hours. “See you in the morning,” I say, wondering if twelve hours between shifts is enough time. 

 

Isabella yells her meows at me when I finally drag myself into my apartment. I want to simply collapse onto the couch, but I head for the shower instead. I’ve been a nurse long enough to know better. I slipped out of my Nursemate shoes before entering my apartment, and then I strip off my work clothes in the bathroom and toss them into the hamper while the water adjusts to hot. No germs allowed here. Isabella yells at me again when I finally emerge, my shampooed hair still wrapped in a towel. I’m in my pajamas already and it’s only eight-thirty, barely even dark out. I pick up Isabella and cuddle her while my fast dinner of leftovers heats up in the microwave. I really knew what I was doing yesterday when I cooked a chicken and vegetable casserole ahead, enough to last for three days. 
            When Stan calls at ten, the ringing phone jars me awake. I mumble something. He says something I don’t quite comprehend, and then something about Saturday night. I have no idea what I say. I’m talking in my sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-three

 

Jared spat the pill out of his mouth, used his good hand to wrap it in a Kleenex, and then struggled to figure out where to hide it. He knew he’d have pretend lethargy and confusion or that bitch of a nurse would stick him with a needle to cloud his brain again if she thought he was clear headed. God, he was feeling paranoid, and it scared him. 

 

He had no privacy from either Marta or Fred, and Marta was trying his patience. She treated him like a child, down right trying to infantilize him. No one had ever infringed on him like this. He wasn’t used to it, would never get used to it, never wanted to get used to it. Even in his childhood Pappy had encouraged him to be independent, a self-thinker who could look out for his own best interests. Even Maggie, though she babied him and worried more, had also respected his independent streak. Who the hell did Marta think she was, anyway? Coming in here with her nauseating aromatherapy, touching and teasing, batting her big, blue eyes as if she thought he’d find her irresistible. 

 

Yes, at first he’d thought her touch exciting, but he knew the difference between the physical charge he got from her manipulations and the seriousness of her intent to weasel her way into his life. How the hell had this happened? He was a rich man but never before had he had the vulnerability for evil or greed to find a gateway.  What the hell could he do? He still had casts on his bones, still needed Fred to wipe his ass and turn him from one position to another. Damn it, he wanted to walk. 

 

Where the hell was his phone anyway? And where the hell was his doctor. He didn’t come by anymore. Nobody came by except for Marta’s friends. Now that he was more alert, he’d recognized Cassandra and Kaitleen from Pappy’s geriatric hospital. How the hell did they get involved with this? They know there’s no such person as Aunt Margaret. Where the hell do they get off with this crap? Jared’s mind raced a mile a minute with dizzying speed trying to figure out the why of it all. 

 

He was still trying to figure out what to do with the Kleenex wrapped pill when Fred came in to check on him. Of all of them, he trusted Fred the most, though he really couldn’t be accused of trusting even Fred at this point. So, he tucked the Kleenex into his leg cast for now. 

 

“Hey Fred, let me ask you a favor. Do you have a cell phone I can use for a minute?” 

 

“Aw man, you know that Marta will have my hide if I let you talk on the phone. She says the doctor specifically said no talking on the phone, it gets you too excited,” Fred said.

 

“Do I look excited to you?” Jared made a glum face and stared at Fred. “Where’s my doctor these days anyway? Marta says that Dr. Matthews is off my case and I have a Dr. Fenway now. Where the hell is he? No Dr. Fenway has been in to examine me.”

 

“You’re confused, Jared, Julius Fenway isn’t a doctor. You must have misunderstood Marta,” Fred said, obviously oblivious to the big plan.. “Come on now, let me get you repositioned. Marta’s going to want your sitting up for your lunch tray when she brings it.”

 

“Listen, Fred, I really need to make a call. I’ll make it worth your while as soon as I can get in touch with one of my friends. He can go to the ATM and get some cash. How about $200 to let me use your phone? I’ll have my friend bring me some cash, but don’t tell Marta.” 

 

“Well, here she is now,” Fred said a little too loudly just as Marta walked back in through the door. “I’ll get back with you, Jared, when Marta finishes taking care of you.” 

 

“Hi, sweetheart, you’re looking perky. Do you feel okay? Is that pain pill working yet? It’s only been five minutes, but if it’s not working, I can give you another one.”  

 

“Oh, I’ll probably need a pill after I eat, but not yet.” Suddenly he felt a plan brewing. If he could stomach enough to play up to Marta, he might have a chance of getting some help. Now he was positive. Something very bad was happening to him, something evil. If he could get Fred to bring him a phone, he’d alert Bradley and Maggie, ask them to get these caregivers out of his house. He’d have to play drugged, because now he was positive Marta was keeping him doped up on purpose. Didn’t Fred just admit that Julius was playing doctor?

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

Bradley Lawton dealt with legal teams all the time, but this time nothing made any sense, no sense at all. Suddenly they’re telling him that Jared’s Aunt Margaret fired Jared’s lawyers. How crazy is that! For one thing, this crazy scheme about Jared even having an Aunt Margaret was beyond crazy. How the hell were they getting it to stick? Who the hell were they anyway? What kind of power did they have? What were they spooks or something, they could just wipe out a life history and replace it with another? One thing for sure, though, this fictitious Aunt Margaret had no rights when it came to Jared’s patent on Blue Kettle. Blue Kettle belonged to Right Wing Computer too, and not exclusively to Jared. It was a joint venture. Bradley tapped his pen nervously onto his desk while awaiting Jeff Stern’s call. Stern was RWC’s legal advisor and Bradley wanted to make sure that nobody had tried messing with Blue Kettle.


 

The phone rang while he was wondering what Stern would say about this whole crazy mess. Expecting to hear the lawyer’s husky greeting, he was surprised instead to hear Jared’s shaky voice.

 

“Oh, thank God, I got hold of you, Bradley. Look, you’ve got to help me. These caregivers are crazy. I’m not sure what they want, but they’re holding me hostage in my own home. You’ve got to get rid of them. Can you get me out of this mess? Help me, Bradley. Oh, please God, help me!”

 

“Jared! Listen, are you okay? What the hell’s going on? Look, I’m working on it. Listen, I’m getting you out of there. Maggie’s on with me. I’ve got a call in to legal counsel. Do you know who they are, the caregivers?”

 

“All I know is they’re involved with San Francisco Geriatric Center with Pappy. I’m worried about Pappy now, too. Look I don’t have my own phone. I promised the physical therapist two hundred dollars cash to sneak me his phone. Can you bring some cash for him and sneak a phone in to me? I don’t even know how I’ll hide it from Marta. She’ll stick me with drugs if she catches on. I’d better go before she comes in and finds me talking. I pretend to be under when she’s around just to keep her from sticking me more than I already am. Someone named Julius Fenway is posing as my doctor. I have to go now. Please hurry! Help me, Brad.” 

 

Bradley hung up his phone and immediately it rang again, this time Jeff Sterns. He quickly briefed him. 

 

“I’ll do some investigating and get back to you. If Fenway’s not a doctor the state medical board will know. I’ll also check on the legal paper trail for Margaret Wise. We’ve got multiples of Jared’s legal documentation on file here. I’ll talk with Palo Alto Police Dept. Worse case scenario, you can always have Jared fake a medical crisis and call 911 to remove him to the hospital. Once he’s in neutral territory you’ll have the upper hand. I didn’t tell you to do that, by the way. We can fight the legal battle once Jared’s out of the crossfire. I’ll get a court order to block the caregivers’ involvement until we get to the bottom of it. Number one, we need Jared clear headed. Hang in there and I’ll get back to you within the hour.” He talked so fast his words ran together. 

 

Bradley sighed with relief as he placed a call to Maggie in Boston informing her of the latest. “I’ll call Mark Matthews next to prepare him for Jared’s admit to Pacific West Hospital. You should have heard him, Maggie. His voice was shaking. He recognizes the employees from San Francisco Geriatric Center where Pappy is a resident. Says he’s worried about Pappy now, too.”

 

“I’ll catch the next flight to San Jose. I’ll call you when I get there,” Maggie said breathlessly. “Thank you, Bradley.”  

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

Stan’s journalistic report was almost finished. It was all coming together nicely. He’d been writing around the clock, putting together all the bits and pieces he knew about Medicare fraud, double billing, and how the government was being bilked out of millions of dollars each year. He had case studies and government reports to back his figures. Over the past several months, he’d met with FBI officials and talked with other reporting agencies. Now, in addition to nursing homes, he had case scenarios for how home healthcare agencies fit into the picture, and also how individual consumers of healthcare services were being victimized. It was to epidemic proportions, and often propagated by foreign interests, such as the computer hacker gangs from eastern block countries.

 

He’d wanted to discuss his findings with Connie, but she’d been dead tired when he’d called. While disappointed, her preoccupation with sleep kept him from being led into distraction. Instead he was at full throttle, pounding on his keyboard.

 

At first glance he’d found nothing unusual at San Francisco Geriatric Center, but his instinct told him to dig deeper and look harder. That’s when he’d noticed that the Medicare paperwork provided him by Kaitleen Logan looked strangely suspicious. When compared with official government paperwork, the document codes were different. He’d also noticed that two forms were actually attached by a thread, which meant they would run through the official government-sorting machine and separate into two distinctly different piles, thus separate out into two different bills. While the usual DRGs (diagnostic related gradients) allowed billing for one diagnosis, this paperwork slipped through the checkpoint, and allowed two, ensuring double payments. It was a sophisticated ploy designed to slip through the cracks.  

 

When he discovered this cleverness, Stan had immediately taken his finding to his friend, Special Agent John Rusk, in the bureau. Rusk jumped to action and now preparation for the bust was all but done. Rusk promised Stan a front row seat for the action. As an embedded reporter, the exclusive story was his. Now, after twenty-four hours of compiling notes and putting months’ worth of data together, the story was all but written. The upcoming bust at San Francisco Geriatric Center was to be synchronized with a statewide sweep. When the shit hit the fan, Stan would be in the ready. All he had to add were the finishing paragraphs. Throw in a few photos and a few quotes, and his front- page byline would be a golden path paving the way for his book. He’d put his heart and soul into writing it, knowing it had all the earmarks of a bestseller. He’d even been able to implicate the caregivers at Jared Wise’s Palo Alto home because of their connection to San Francisco Geriatric Center. As much as anything, he wanted to give Connie Harrison the peace of mind she deserved. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-four

 

Morning comes all too soon. These twelve-hour shifts are going to take some getting used to. I’m going through the morning ritual with Isabella, telling her that her bowls are full for the day and that I’d be home again, usual time tonight, when my phone rings. It’s Maggie saying she’s in Palo Alto again and she has a plan to save Jared. How I wish I had time to talk with her, but if I don’t hustle, I’ll be late for my second day of work. Hospital routines wait for no one. 

 

I don’t like to talk while I drive, so I brush her off. Besides, she wears on me, and Jared’s mystery isn’t really my business any more, or so said the cops. I try to stifle my curiosity so I can stay out of trouble. “I’ll call you back as soon as I possibly can, but it might not be for another day or two,” I explain. If I’m as dead tired tonight as I was last night, I might not stay awake long enough to place any calls. Then I remember briefly talking to Stan last night. I wonder what we said.

 

Traffic is about the same on Highway 280. I suspect it’s typical for the morning commute. Despite the congestion, I enjoy the scenic drive. The hills above Palo Alto are already beginning to turn from verdant shades to golden as the rainy winter months have passed into the seasonal warmth and dryness of late spring. I’m waking up and jazzed about my day on Medical-Five. I’ll shadow Regina again this morning. In the afternoon I’ll be in a classroom with other new hires learning the ins and outs of the computer system. 

 

When I arrive, Regina is already in the report room. I quickly punch my time card and hurry to join her. I marvel again at how much I love the morning hospital routines when patients are waking up and pushing the call bells for the nursing assistants to come. The air conditioner hums, and the off going nurses are rushing to finish their assignments. Food smells waft up through the ventilation system. The smells of bacon, maple syrup and coffee mingle together. I can already tell this is going to be another fast paced day because my feet want to run.

 

We have seven patients again, yesterday’s two discharges replaced by two new admissions. So far, our assignment feels neat and tidy. I notice Regina’s tired eyes when she smiles at me. “Didn’t sleep well last night,” she tells me, though she doesn’t say why.

 

Report goes by quickly. Regina grabs one of the diabetic kits and hands me a second one. “Do you feel ready to do the finger stick in 506 while I do the one in 510?” she asks me. Oh yes, I’m so ready to be a nurse again. I don’t say it aloud, I just nod and reach for the kit. I’m up and running, and it feel so good!

 

The morning flies by just like yesterday. Before I know it, I’m in the afternoon computer class. I catch on quickly. Inside of three hours, I’m assigned my own code numbers and handed my own mini-computer to use. When I rejoin Regina it’s almost time for dinner trays to come up.

 

“We have a new admission coming,” she says. “Can you take telephone report while I do the dressing change on the patient in room 512?”

 

I pick up the telephone in the Nurses Station. “Connie Harrison, I’ll take report. Patient’s name please?” 

 

I’m speechless when Dr. Mark Matthews responds. “It’s Jared Wise,” he says. 

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

Bradley Lawton waited until Maggie had called from her hotel room in Palo Alto. By then he had all the information he needed to act on his plan. By then Jeff Sterns had done some investigating and learned that Dr. Julius Fenway was not licensed with the state of California. Further investigation found that he was on the FBI watch list on several counts, stretching from immigration violations and drug trafficking to fraud. It gave Sterns the grounds to request a Stop Treatment Order from a judge, as well as an Order of Protection for Jared. If Jared remained lucid enough to give his statement, they’d have everything they’d need to put both Julius Fenway and Marta Lewski away for a long, long time. 

 

Bradley worried about Jared’s physical health, having been denied medical care since his discharge from Pacific West. Armed with this new information, it had been an easy task to get a police escort into Jared’s home for himself, Maggie, and ambulance personnel for Jared’s transport. Jeff Sterns had also given the San Jose Office of the Federal Bureau of Investigation a heads up about Julius Fenway’s most recent activities. The FBI was following up with PAPD. 

 

It had been a full entourage that arrived at Jared’s house. Maggie and Bradley rang the doorbell with four uniformed police officers standing alongside them. Pac-West Ambulance sat at the curbside and unloaded a gurney, along with portable oxygen and other medical supplies. The three paramedics joined the others at the door. Dr. Mark Matthews went on ahead to Pacific West Hospital Emergency Room where he’d agreed to meet the ambulance and examine Jared. 

 

Marta had answered the door. When she saw the crowd, her face turned sheet white, so white that her cornflower blue eyes seemed to pop out of their eye sockets. “Step outside,” an officer instructed her. He told her the charges as he pulled her hands together behind her back and clicked handcuffs. “You have a right to an attorney,” he said, stating her Miranda rights.

 

Bradley and Maggie bolted to Jared’s bedroom where Fred Thompson was helping Jared to sit up. One of the police officers immediately handcuffed Fred and led him out to join his accomplice. The other two officers went in search of Julius. They found him taking a nap in another bedroom where it appeared he had outfitted himself with all the comforts, courtesy of Jared’s credit cards. 

 

“We got you Jared. You’re going to be okay now,” Bradley said. Maggie wiped tears and touched Jared’s good shoulder.  “We’re going to take you to Pacific West Hospital now, Jared. We’ll get you the treatment you need.”

 

Jared attempted to smile, a lopsided grin, as if his mouth was trying to catch up with his brain. Using his good hand he reached under his cast to the secret pouch he’d created. “A little proof,” he said, handing a wadded mess of discarded pain pills to Maggie. “Poof they were drugging me. The prescription bottles, vials, and needles are on the dresser there, and in the top drawer,” he said, pointing. 

 

The paramedics carefully moved him onto the gurney and prepared him for transport. 

 

 

 

*****

 

 

 

I can hardly believe what I’m hearing. Dr. Matthews is telling me that Jared’s been rescued by Palo Alto policemen, along with the help of Maggie and Bradley Lawton. He’d been held hostage in his own home by Marta and the others. How crazy is all that? The use of the word hostage tells me how serious it’s been. He’s in ER now awaiting some test results before being admitted to Medical-Five for treatment. Dr. Matthews is his attending physician again. I’m his admissions nurse. Just as I finish taking report, I see Maggie, Bradley and two police officers step off the elevator in front of the Nurses Station.

 

One of the policemen motions that he wants to talk with me, so I ring for Regina and ask if I can take a short break. Oddly, I feel like I’m in trouble. I take them to a quiet conference room near Medical-Five where the five of us sit at a round table.

 

“Marta Leswki has implicated you in her plan,” the blue uniformed officer says. Maggie and Bradley look at me with disappointment.

 

“How? What did I do?” I can hardly believe what I’m hearing.

 

“Did you break into Jared’s house, kidnap his cat, and case the rooms?” the officer asks.

 

I have to think before I answer because I did sneak into Jared’s house, take his cat, and go through his desk. “I had keys,” is all I can think  of to say. “I found Jared’s address book and found his grandfather’s name. I just wanted to help Jared notify his loved ones about the accident.” Tears are threatening to overflow my eyes. The realization that my snooping started this whole mess for Jared scares me beyond comprehension. I had no idea the chain of events I set in motion when I called San Francisco Geriatric Center that day and talked to Cassandra Turner.

 

“The pieces of the puzzle are all coming together now,” Bradley says. He sounds so angry.

 

“No, Bradley, you’ve got it wrong,” Maggie says gently. “Connie’s not in cahoots with them. Not at all, they’re just trying to victimize her along with Jared. You’re not with them, are you, Connie?”

 

I shake my head, the motion setting loose the barrage of tears I’ve been trying to hold back. “I really just wanted to help. The police office gave me Jared’s keys by mistake. I just wanted to help.”

 

“I need you to come to the police station with me,” one officer says. I go to find Regina, and then to tell the department manager that I have to leave in the middle of my shift. I’m sniffling and fighting a watershed of tears. I know the manager thinks I’m a criminal because the two policemen position me between then when we leave. Thank God they don’t handcuff me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Chapter Twenty-five

 

FBI Special Agent John Rusk introduced Stan Miller to Special Agent Zachery Hack. They were meeting together in Rusk’s crowded office. 

 

“I have all my findings compiled in one very large report,” Stan said, slapping the large red folder onto the messy desk with a thump. “I even printed it out hard copy for you, but here’s the thumb drive, too. You want to look at how San Francisco Geriatric Center has clients fill out the Medicare form, page 96. They’ve got a unique format that sets them up right from their first encounter with a potential client.”

 

Hack leafed through the pile of neatly printed pages until he found the one Stan directed him to. “Good job, you got it all right here!” Hack jumped from his chair sending it wheeling behind him. 

 

“There’s more,” Stan said. “A few of the employees from San Francisco Geriatric Center have gotten themselves in trouble by involving themselves with home healthcare ventures. They got a big illegitimate involvement in Palo Alto with a patient named Jared Wise. Look at pages 137 though 150. It’s all spelled out. You’ll see the link.” 

 

Hack sat back down, his mouth hanging open in a big, surprised circle, his head slanted with a quizzical glance towards Stan Miller. He read slowly, swinging his head from side to side, an occasional look thrown at the investigative reporter who’d just handed him proof enough for a sweeping bust that reached beyond California all way the to Polish gangsters involved in computer scams. 

 

“Palo Alto PD is already involved with their end of it,” Special Agent John Rusk offered. “Stan’s been working with me on the Medicare fraud for almost a year now. This piece from San Francisco Geriatric Center ties it all together.” 

 

“Excuse me a minute,” Hack said picking up the phone. He placed a call to Palo Alto PD asking for a status update. “Palo Alto PD has the rest of it,” he said when done. “They’ve got Lewski, Thompson, Fenway, and someone named Connie Harrison in custody, questioning them right now. But you’re coming with us. You want to the newspaper scoop for tomorrow’s paper along with your bestseller book? We’re set up for the sweep at San Francisco Geriatric Center right now.” 

 

“Wait a minute, did you say Connie Harrison was in custody, too? What the hell for? She’s not inside with them, not in the slightest.” Stan bit his tongue to keep himself from blurting out that Connie Harrison was his girlfriend. Then, he ran to keep up with Rusk and Hack and several other special agents already heading for their vehicles. 

 

A caravan of vans traveled Highway 101 from San Jose to San Francisco. Stan Miller rode along with Zack and two other special agents. “We’re going after all the administrative records, that’s why the van power. San Francisco agents will join us there. We want Cassandra Turner and Kaitleen Logan for questioning. According to PAPD, they’re working with Marta Lewski, Julius Fenway, and Fred Thompson. To answer your question, I’m not sure how Connie Harrison fits into it all. They think she might have been their front runner to gain access into the Wise house,” Hack said. 

 

“No,” Stan said. “I know her. She’s a nurse, new the area, and was in the accident with Jared Wise, that’s all. She got into the house to help find out who his relatives were to notify them. That’s how she learned about the grandfather being a resident at the geriatric center.”

 

“Sounds like a valid link to me,” Hack said, quietly. “You sleeping with her?”

 

“None of your business! She’s my girlfriend, and she’s not involved,” Stan snapped. Whatever it took, he resolved he’d be there to help her prove it. In that instant he knew that Connie, with her love of nature and good-hearted spirit, had burrowed her way deeply into his heart. He intended to keep her there, damn it. Come hell or high water. 

 

Forty-five minutes later, the four vans pulled up close to the ivy-cloaked hospital where Cassandra Turner sat as the gatekeeper. Stan saw the recognition in her eyes when he walked in. She stood to greet him until the four suits entered behind him. Recognizing the look of impending disaster, she immediately picked up the phone to warn Kaitleen.

 

“Put the phone down,” Zachery Hack instructed. Then he read the charges leveled against her, handcuffed her, and handed her over to another agent who took her outside to the designated arrest vehicle. Kaitleen Logan would be joining her next. 

 

Several hours, four computers, and twenty boxes of documentation later and the vans were full. John Everest, the seldom seen owner of the facility had been called in for questioning and found to be naively innocent to the underworld workings of his senior center. He called in new managers from a second hospital he owned in Napa and guaranteed the continued functioning of legitimate patient care at San Francisco Geriatric Center while the federal investigation into Medicare fraud continued, promising full disclosure of all administrative communication that had gone between himself and Kaitleen Logan.

 

Stan Miller wrote frantically in his computer notebook as he followed the agents through their paces. His book was sure to be a hit, but the journalistic piece for tomorrow’s paper is what held his attention now. It promised to be a front-page headline in all the major papers and computer screens across the state, a great way to plug his upcoming book. His publisher was going to love it. His heart pounded in a way it hadn’t in years when he finally pushed the send button and released the finished product to the press. 

 

Then, catching his breath from the first time in hours, he looked around the nursing home through the eyes of a casual observer. The night shift nurses went about their business of patient care dressed in colorful scrubs with stethoscopes dangling around their necks. A new receptionist from a temporary agency sat at the front desk as if it had never belonged to Cassandra Turner. A few sleepless patients wandered in the lit hallway, one with a walker, another ambulating independently but slowly wearing fluffy red slippers, another holding onto the side-bars as she walked. It was then that he thought of Jared Wise Senior and his promise to him. He wandered the hallway until he came to the room of the comatose old man.

 

“Hey, Mr. Wise, remember me? Well guess what? We got your grandson out of that mess he was in. He’s going to be okay now, so you can go ahead and rest assured,” he said. The old man remained silent.

 

By the time the special agents wrapped up their search it was nearing midnight and Stan was dead tired. On the ride back he let his thoughts wander back to Connie and her latest challenge. He’d tried calling her cell phone several times, but his calls all went to voicemail. He’d left two messages and then just gave up. More than anything, he hoped she was getting through it all without too much unrest. He knew without a doubt she was an innocent bystander who’d simply tried to do the right thing. It wouldn’t take long for the authorities to figure it out. 

 

Hopefully, she’d be available for Saturday night dinner. He’d tried to ask her the other night, but she’d just mumbled something about doing a dressing change or something, obviously dreaming about her work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 Chapter Twenty-six

 

I’m so angry I can hardy see straight. Officer Mulligan, the one who kicked us out of Jared’s house saying that Aunt Margaret was calling the shots, is the idiot interrogating me now. It seems he’s forgotten which side of the room he made me sit on then. Now he thinks I’m in with the Marta and her evil cohorts. 

 

“So, you never talked to Marta Lewski before seeing her at Jared’s house that night?” he asks again. I’ve already told him that I’d met her at Pacific West Hospital when Jared was in ICU. He seems to have selective hearing. He only hears what he wants to hear no matter how many different ways I try to answer the same question, always giving him an answer with the same meaning. 

 

“Oh, so you did know her?” He’s trying to slant it against me no matter what I say, so now I think about how to not say anything effectively. At least, I’ve stopped crying because I’m cried out, but also because I’m so busy defending myself that I don’t have time for feeling anything but anger.

 

At least Maggie Martin came to my defense. She knows I’m not involved with them. Oh, but when I think about how much trouble I caused when I called San Francisco Geriatric Center and asked to speak to Jared’s grandfather, I feel awful. How little did I know of the evil that lurked. I practically told Marta how to play her scheme by telling her about the vacant house and then by leaving the keys on the counter there. It does look suspicious. Maybe I should get a lawyer. 

 

“I want a lawyer,” I finally say. I’m just too exhausted to fight my own battle any more. 

 

Mulligan leaves the room and comes back fifteen minutes later. I expect him to say that I’m under arrest or something. In the time he’s been gone, I’ve been imagining myself locked in a tiny cell all night, worrying about Isabella home alone, crying her meows of abandonment. Instead of arresting me, Mulligan says, “You’re free to go.”

 

I feel incredulous. I call a cab to take me to my car at Pacific West Hospital where I’d left it this morning. It’s almost midnight. I’m hungry and exhausted. By the time I get home, I’m yawning and practically falling asleep at the wheel. Still, I follow my routine of taking my shoes off at the door, going straight to the bathroom to strip off my work scrubs and shower away the germs. Poor Isabella follows me with her cries and doesn’t settle until I take her and a cold sandwich into bed with me. I have to work bright and early tomorrow morning, hoping they’ll still have me despite my almost being arrested. 

 

By morning I’m feeling surprisingly awake and cheerful despite my raccoon eyes, my sockets dark ringed from lack of sleep and too many shed tears the day before. At work I clock in to learn that I’m somewhat of a celebrity. The nurses are giving me credit for helping rescue Jared Wise, the patient in room 520, from a fraudulent home health agency. Regina holds up the morning paper, The San Francisco Chronicle, so I can see the full front-page story about a federal sweep at San Francisco Geriatric Center by the Federal Bureau of Investigation. The byline is Stan’s: by Stan Miller.  I’m blown away by the complexity of it all. Stan is working with the FBI? 

 

I don’t have time right now to read the whole article because Regina and I have to take report on our patients and then do the morning finger-sticks and insulin administrations before breakfast trays. We hit the floor running again; the usual start to my new job. The difference today is that I have my own hand held computer and work an increment more autonomously than yesterday. I make a mental note to try to reach Stan on my cell phone at break. He’s left several urgent messages, not that I was in a position to receive. 

 

It’s after breakfast trays when Regina and I finally make it in to do Jared’s morning assessment. The nursing assistant, the social worker, Dr. Matthews, and the department manager have all been busy with him, not to mention the phlebotomist from the lab drawing blood, and the x-ray technician filming his bones. It’s Grand Central Station in there. As soon as he sees me, his face lights up. There’s no mistaking it. 

 

I rush to his bedside so happy to see him so clear-headed and awake. 

 

“Connie,” he says, pronouncing my name like it’s a sacred word. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around everything that’s happened. Thank you so much for helping me. Maggie says you alerted her to all my problems.”

 

“Thank God, you’re okay,” I can’t help gushing. I feel like sunshine has just burst through a month of clouds. “I have Isabella. I’ve been taking care of her for you.” 

 

“I know, and I can’t thank you enough. I love that crazy cat,” he says. 

 

Regina takes over examining Jared while I go to another patient. It just seems right that someone more anonymous does the touching stuff for now. I’ll play the role of visitor, which feels better to me now, too. When I go back to see him fifteen minutes later to tell him about something else, I find his neighbors, George and Lydia Collins there. 

 

“Oh, you’re the one I talked to on the phone,” Lydia exclaims. “I’m so glad to meet you. I wish we’d been in town with all this going on. We could have helped.” She explains how they just got home yesterday afternoon just in time to see the commotion at Jared’s house with the police and the ambulance. They watched Marta, Julius, and Fred being led away in handcuffs. “I never imagined anything like this could ever be going on right next door!” 

 

Shannon Tanner is next to visit while I have to run off to work with Regina. Thank God it’s my third day, and end of my work week. Tomorrow, my day off, will feel heaven sent after all this hectic activity. 

 

During our last afternoon break, Regina reminds me of my Saturday night date with her brother-in-law. “Are you still up for it?” she asks.

 

I waver for a few minutes, thinking about Stan and how much I want to see him. “Would you mind if I beg off. It’s been so crazy these past few days, and I really just find myself thinking about Stan. I don’t have anything set up with him, but maybe I’ll ask him out for Saturday night. Would you mind terribly much?”

 

Regina smiles, her eyes tired but pretty. “I’m fine with it. To tell you the truth, I’m tired, too, and staying home will suit me just fine. Guess why? Never mind, I’ll just tell you. I’m pregnant!” We squeal together with her exciting news.

 

“We’ve been trying for so long,” she confesses. “Now, it’s finally going to happen. I guess I’m going to be tired for a while, but we can still double date with my husband and brother-in-law another time if things don’t work out with Stan.” 

 

“I hope it works out with Stan,” I confess. Then, we’re up and running again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-seven

 

I’m six months living in San Jose when Alex calls to say that he and Sandy have broken up. I haven’t thought about him for months, but I’d be lying if I said my heart didn’t do a little kick-start when I first heard his voice. He says he wants to come to see me in San Jose.

 

“What happened with Sandy?” I want to know.

 

“She was never important to me, Connie. I told you that. We had a little flirtatious fling. After you left, we even tried to make it into something more than that. We got engaged,” he says, and I can hear the guilt he feels as he tells me.

 

“I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you two,” I say generously, but we both know it’s a lie. 

 

“Without you, Connie, we couldn’t even sustain a friendship,” he admits to me. I get it. I really do get because that’s something I’ve realized about Alex. He needs an audience. His relationship with me was only as good the audience that came with me, and that audience included Sandy. Serena saw it before I did, and she explained it to me in one of our chats. She said she was inadvertently drawn in as part of the audience, too.

 

My mind flashes back to that god-awful time in my life. Was it really only six months ago? I made that desperate drive across the country trying to erase my pain. How much I missed my dream babies! It wasn’t just the shattered dream of the wedding or the pain of betrayal, I’d felt like my life, my heart, had been wrenched out of my chest cavity leaving a vacant emptiness I couldn’t bear. All I could do was run from it. How much I grieved my parents. All of life as I understood it ended with Alex’s and Sandy’s betrayal. 

 

When did I heal? I wonder now, because I am healed. 

 

Alex is still talking. I try to focus on what he’s been saying, something about still loving me, picking up where we left off….

 

Not a chance, I think. What I say is, “It’s nice of you to call Alex, but that’s not possible. I’ve made a life here and I’m seeing someone else now. I’m so sorry.” I hang up feeling like all I need to do is sign the sympathy card on the dotted line. I’m that sincere. 

 

I mull around my apartment feeling melancholy, but I know it won’t last long. Funny, but it’s Isabella I miss, not Alex. 

 

Jared is back home now, walking with a walker, with a prognosis for a full recovery. We’ve become close friends. Isabella is back in his loving care, but I have visitation privileges. When Jared and Shannon Tanner go on their honeymoon next year, I’ll be Isabella’s babysitter. 

 

I think it’s great how Jared and Shannon realized their deep love for each other. Nothing like a little adversity to stir up the romance in people. I’m thrilled for them both. Since I’ve gotten to know Shannon, my life feels so much richer. In some ways, she’s like Anne in that she bucks tradition. I think it’s more than that though. She knows how to be honest with herself. They both do. I’m learning from them.

 

I feel the lingering melancholy lift just by glancing at my watch. Stan will be here soon. We’re going to Lake Tahoe for Thanksgiving. There’s not enough snow for skiing yet, but we plan to visit the casinos and take some cold weather walks. Whatever we do, it’ll be great just being together. I love Stan and he loves me.

 

We talk about getting married, we both want to, but we also want to give our relationship the full four seasons of the year to really get to know each other. So far, we’re having a lot of fun just being together. It doesn’t seem to matter what we do. 

 

Yes, my biological clock still ticks, but not so demandingly loud. Stan and I both want children when the time is right. I really have plenty of time. If I miss the clock because of some reason or other, we can always adopt or try something creative through a fertility clinic. Or, if it should turn out that children don’t bless my life for some reason or other, I’ll be okay with it, though sad. I’m not ready to give up my dream, but at least now I know the difference between dreams and reality. Life always seems to happen when you’re expecting something else. 

 

Isn’t that the truth!
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