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She almost turned away from the man lying so still on the bed.  Her mind was momentarily playing tricks, refusing to identify him, trying to keep the pain at bay.  But her body already knew.  Her eyes had filled with tears.  Her mind reasoned it was because the poor man was so badly hurt.

Then she noticed his hand lying outside the covers.  It was raw and scraped, but artistic and beautifully formed.  

Julia shook her head, still in partial denial, and a moan escaped involuntarily.  How could this have happened?

"He's not your relative?" the nurse asked.

Julia looked at the woman standing at her side, blinking away tears.  "This is my brother."

Julia turned back to him, her eyes widening in anguish.  It was no wonder she hadn't recognized Brian at first glance.  Her brother was young.  Now he looked like an aged, wizened old man.  His skin had turned grey and slack and he appeared desiccated, as if the vital fluids in his body had dehydrated.  

All that was visible of Brian's head was his shrunken face, with pinched nose, sunken eye sockets, and a mouth which seemed to have withered around his teeth.  The rest of his head looked enormous, covered with thick bandages.  

"We have to move him to a private room," Julia said, still gazing at her brother.  "I have to talk to his doctor.  He looks so...sick."

Julia carefully picked up his hand.  She leaned over him, putting his hand against her cheek.  "I'm here, Brian.  You're going to be fine."  

There was no returning pressure from the limp fingers.

She touched his brow, smoothing it, almost expecting his eyes to open, with the quick, wide smile she was used to seeing when he surprised someone with one of his famous practical jokes.  But he lay still.  The only movement was a slow, almost imperceptible rise and fall of his chest with each breath.

"We don't have private rooms," the nurse said crisply.  "The doctor will be making rounds this evening.  You can stay if you like.  In the mean time we'll take your brother off the John Doe status.  You are next of kin?"

Julia took a deep breath and turned toward the nurse.  "Yes.  I want to talk to a doctor.  Now."

The nurse explained that this was a county hospital, where the indigent, without any means to pay, were given medical treatment.  There were no private rooms.  The doctors rotated in from other hospitals, so speaking to one at this moment would be impossible.

"What if there's an emergency?"

"We have a doctor on call at all times," the nurse said.

How utterly unreassuring, Julia thought.  What if there were several emergencies at the same time?

"I'm sure you've taken good care of my brother," Julia lied carefully.  "But I want Brian moved to the best hospital in Los Angeles.  I'll pay for any treatment he's had.  I don't know why he was sent here.  He's not destitute.  What happened?"

"He didn't have identification.  No wallet, no money.  This is where injured and sick people go when the police don't know who they are.  Lucky you found him."

Julia thought she saw a shimmer of compassion on the woman's tired face before she turned and led her to the office of the hospital administrator, where arrangements were made to take her brother to Cedars Sinai Hospital in West Los Angeles.  It was the hospital where the rich and famous went.  The hospital with the best doctors on staff.

The portly hospital administrator, who appeared as tired as his nurse, didn't seem to mind that Julia was taking away one of his critical patients.  Particularly since she was paying for all the medical treatment.  He quickly sent for the one doctor on call who could legally sign a sick patient out of the county hospital.

Julia felt like she was in a haze through the next hour.  Her eyes were raw and hurt with the effort to keep them from blurring.  She tried to remain oblivious to a family clustered around one of the beds, near Brian's, praying for their loved one to get well.

The transfer was risky.  Brian had sustained what could be lethal injuries.  The ambulance attendants were careful.  It took three of them to move Brian from his hospital bed to the stretcher.  

After they wheeled him outside the hospital and transferred him to an ambulance sitting in the parking lot, they waited until Julia was behind them in her car before taking off across town to Cedars.

The traffic was hideous.  Typical for Los Angeles, Julia thought in frustration.  The bumper to bumper flow seemed unfazed by the siren.  Cars would not, or could not, make an opening for the ambulance.  The heat was almost overwhelming, tempers also soaring.  

Didn't they understand that the piercing, undulating siren meant that there was an emergency vehicle trying to save a life?  Julia pounded her fist on the steering wheel and prayed that Brian would survive the trip.

Finally, the ambulance parked in the back of the Cedars Sinai Hospital, right next to the Emergency Room entrance.  A uniformed security guard walked over and waved Julia away, pointing her toward an open parking lot a couple of blocks away.  

She sat stubbornly in her car, as the guard glared at her, watching while the gurney with her brother was guided through the sliding glass doors into the hospital.  

Then she accelerated with a squeal of tires to find a place to park.  In her rush to make sure her brother had arrived safely she ignored the no-parking signs.

"I hate Los Angeles," Julia muttered to herself a few hours later.  

She stood perfectly motionless in the hot, dusty impound lot, gazing at her car.  It sat like a shiny, blue jewel among a collection of dilapidated vehicles.  All had shared the same fate; towed away for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Totally focused on the huge dent in her driver's side door, she finally walked over and tried to open it.  There was a horrible squealing noise.  She almost moaned in sympathy as it creaked open about a foot.  She managed to squeeze inside the small opening and got the registration papers from the glove compartment.

As Julia hurried to the impound office to pay her illegal parking ticket, she passed a typical denizen of this sleazy, benighted town.  The man was half naked, his shirt over a shoulder, on hands and knees, gazing at the underbelly of an enormous, septic yellow truck.  

The man straightened up, brushing dust off the knees of his jeans, and smiled as she passed.  Julia pretended not to notice.  She couldn't help noticing the dark tan, which probably indicated an incipient case of skin cancer, and the eyes, which were a startling light blue in the bronzed face.

At the impound office, she knocked at the locked door.  A woman behind a grimy bullet-proof window buzzed her inside.  Julia handed over the registration and produced her driver’s license, trying to remain calm as she said, "My car was smashed.  I can hardly open the door."

"Sign here," the woman told her, pushing over a yellow form.

"It wasn't that way when I left it."

The dark haired woman peered at the parking ticket through half glasses perched on her nose, her eyebrows rising.  "In a red zone.  At a hospital entrance."  

Julia nodded without remorse.

"I'll send someone over to look at your car."

There was an exorbitant fee to get her car back, Julia saw when she signed the form.  Besides the ticket there were additional charges for towing and storage.  It didn't matter.  She was frantic to get back to the hospital.

Julia could feel a headache beginning to throb as she rushed back to her car.  She passed the big guy with the awful truck again.  Handsome and undoubtedly a dangerous degenerate, she decided.  They sure grew them big and healthy in this town, she mused, as she waited in the sweltering heat.  

A tubby man in a greasy blue mechanic's uniform sauntered over with deliberate, thorizine slowness.  Julia felt like screaming with frustration and tried to take some deep breaths as she pointed out the damage to her car.  She noticed that the big dark man standing beside the hideous yellow truck was motionless, watching with concentrated attention.

"Look lady, we just tow 'em," the mechanic said with lazy apathy.  "We're not liable for an old rusty dent."

Julia stared at him in disbelief.  "This car is brand new.  There's not a speck of rust."

She listened as the mechanic explained very clearly that they had towed the car from the front end, not from the rear.  He denied any liability and strolled insolently away, chuckling and shaking his head like she was crazy.  

The towing company was responsible, there was no doubt, but right now it didn't matter.  Julia got inside the car and drove slowly and carefully through the gritty, bumpy lot to a security gate.  She didn't want to damage her car any further.  And what difference did it make, anyway, how they had towed the car from the hospital?  Front end or back end, the door was ruined.  

The security gate opened after what seemed like hours when she finally tooted her horn, and she drove out of the impound lot.  She had been in Los Angeles for two days, leaving behind a man who wanted to marry her, and in search of her brother, Brian, who had abruptly stopped all communication after the last email, urging her to come and enjoy the wonderful California sun.

Julia felt like she was in an oven in the sweltering heat, which her car had been sitting in for several hours.  She turned on the air conditioner and accelerated.  Santa Monica Boulevard was packed in the evening rush hour, but as her car moved forward she grew increasingly alarmed.  Something was disastrously wrong.  When she pressed the accelerator the car responded sluggishly.  Then it sprang forward suddenly, forcing her to slam on the breaks so she wouldn't hit the motorist in front of her.  

Julia prayed she would make it back to the hospital as the car lurched along.  Frustrated and aggressive L.A. drivers started honking, slowly at first, but soon there was a chorus from the parade of angry motorists behind her.  Julia gritted her teeth, but was afraid to go any faster.  The car was a new BMW Roadster.  She had driven it across the whole country to join Brian in California, and the car's responses had almost become an extension of her own.  It wasn't behaving like her car any more.  It was hurt.

Julia turned into an alley to go back to the towing company.  They had ruined her wonderful little car.  

When she shifted into reverse and tapped the accelerator, the engine revved loudly, but the car didn't budge an inch.  Oh no, she whispered, please go.  She put the gear lever into drive, squinted and pressed the gas carefully.  Nothing happened.  

Julia took a deep breath and sat there a moment.  The impound place was blocks away.  She would either have to walk or get a taxi, but she didn't think you could just wave and get a cab in this awful place, like you could in Boston or New York.  Everyone here drove their own cars until the air turned to a stinky, filthy brown sludge.

She hated Los Angeles.

The irony was that her brother, Brian, had loved this place.  He had been beaten unconscious and horribly wounded in this gloriously sunny town.

Julia was startled by the scalding tears on her cheeks, but the last two days had been a nightmare.  First, the frantic search for her brother, calling police stations and hospitals.  Then the shock of finding Brian in that crowded county hospital.

Julia felt around in her purse for a tissue.  She couldn't just leave the car, but she had to get back to the hospital.  She didn't know if Brian had been neglected because he was found without identification, money, or any proof of medical insurance.  The county of Los Angeles was in financial straits and had laid off many health care workers.  They were overburdened by those who could pay.  Now the doctors at Cedars were saying he might not survive.

Julia opened her glove compartment and reached for her cell phone.  Her fingers didn't feel anything and she leaned over to look inside.  It was empty.

Unbelievable, Julia thought, not only had the impound place ruined her car, they'd stolen her cell phone.  She checked into the little niche on the dashboard where she kept loose change for toll roads.  It, too, was empty.

Julia took her purse and jacket out of the car and locked it, dabbing at her wet cheeks, biting her bottom lip hard to gain control.  She noted she was near the corner of Fairfax and Santa Monica Boulevard as she gazed around for a public phone.  All she saw were grungy bars and several pawn shops.

Abruptly, there was the sound of squealing brakes and she saw a yellow streak from the corner of her eye, like a big angry bumble bee, hurling toward her through the heavy traffic.  It shrieked across several lanes to a jarring stop.  It happened so fast she was afraid the truck would leap the curb and hit her.  

Startled, she sprang back, almost tripping on the sidewalk.

She recognized the big guy from the towing lot, gazing at her through the front windshield of the ugly yellow truck.  Did he think this was a funny situation, or what?  An ironical smile, and a shake of his head.  

Julia backed up as the man slid across truck's front seat and got out on the passenger side.

"A damsel in distress?"

Julia shook her head.  The man was smiling at her and had made a dumb joke.  Brian had told her native Californians were friendly, but this was certainly appalling.  The guy must be an idiot if he couldn't tell she didn't want his attention or help.  He was a bit intimidating up close, towering over her, muscular and fit.  He had curly, uncombed dark hair.  At least he had his shirt on, she noted.

"I'm Robin," the man said.

Now she understood.  "I'm not Maid Marian.  And I have mace in my purse."

"Black belt in karate, too, I'll bet?"

Julia almost smiled, but she was uncomfortable about the way he was looking her over, as if she were vulnerable and lying about the mace.  She dabbed with the tissue at her eyes, which were undoubtedly red as a rat's.

"Car trouble?" Robin asked, nodding at the car.  "I could check it for you."

Maybe he's a mechanic, Julia thought, who had stopped when he saw her wiping her tears.  But more likely, a car-jacker searching for an easy mark.  Even in Boston she'd heard about the number of cars typically stolen in Los Angeles.  At least the guy couldn't be carrying a gun.  He had on tight jeans.  She doubted he could fit anything in his pockets as he leaned forward and looked into the window of her car.

"It's a beauty.  What's wrong with it?" Robin asked.

How should I know?  "It won't move."

"You try all the gears?"

Julia nodded.  "It seems to be stuck."

"Transmission.  They tow it from the front or rear?"  He was walking slowly around the small car admiringly.

"The mechanic made a point of saying they towed it from the front end.  But I was just complaining about the door."

Robin ended his inspection near where she was standing and peered closely at the door.  "A real shame."  He shook his head.  "I'll bet a week's pay they towed it from the rear, in Park, and ruined the transmission.  In the process, it looks like they bashed it against something."

"I'm in a rush," Julia said.  "I'll have to leave it here.  Call Triple A later."

"We'll put it in a parking place.  You won't get a ticket now, but you'll have to move it early in the morning."

Robin stood there for a second, gazing at her and then the BMW.  "I'll check for it on the way to work; feed the meter if you can't get here in time.  You get in.  I'll push."

"I'll pay for your help..." Julia started.

"Never mind."  He sounded impatient.

"I'll help push," Julia said, and moved around to the front of the car.

He was studying her again, probably deciding she was too puny to help.  She saw his lips twitch, like he was holding back a smile, "You'll need to steer."  

Julia unlocked the door and got behind the wheel.  Robin called out for her to shift into Neutral and he started pushing from the front end until she was in the street.  Then he moved around to the back of the car.  She could see him from the rear view mirror.  He was straining hard.  She had a view only of the bent top of his dark head and his large muscled arms.  Then she was busy steering into a vacant parking place right behind his truck.

Robin walked over as Julia got out of the car.  "I'm going the same way.  Can I drop you someplace?"

"You're very kind.  I'll call a taxi," Julia said.  She didn't believe he was a kidnapper, but you could never tell.  Now that she could see him up close, without tears clouding her vision, she could tell he was older than she had first supposed.  There were a few wonderfully placed white streaks at his temples and his eyes had small lines around them, as though he spent a lot of time in the sun.

"You mentioned being in a hurry.  It's rush hour.  Hard to find a cab, now."

"Thank you for your help," Julia said, backing up slightly.  She didn't want to hurt his feelings.  She wanted him to leave.  "You really have been kind."

"I'd hate to abandon you alone in the street," Robin said, looking around with a slight frown.  

He was serious and she found herself believing him.  "Are you going by Cedars-Sinai?"

Robin grinned and opened the passenger door.  A degenerate with appealing dimples, she thought, as she got in.  The truck was astonishingly high off the ground and she hiked up her skirt.  She could almost feel him glancing at her legs from behind.  There was a queer sense of unreality.  Unbelievable she was getting in a monstrous, repulsive truck with a stranger.

"I can see for blocks," Julia remarked appreciatively as the truck moved forward, remembering the misery of driving a small car behind SUVs and buses, craning to see around them and fanning at choking exhaust fumes.

"I've named the truck, 'Make my Day,'" Robin said, patting the wheel with affection.

Julia thought he was rather obnoxiously referring to her  presence in the hideous truck, when he explained, "If anyone gets nasty, this is the perfect intimidation vehicle.  I'll just say, Go ahead, make my day...and ram them."

He did a pretty good Clint Eastwood, with that softly menacing voice.  Julia couldn't help smiling.  The truck was so ugly and dented it wouldn't matter at all if he dinged it up a little more.

"If you have a few minutes, we could stop at the service station on Santa Monica," Robin said.  "They're the best in Los Angeles for transmissions.  Then you'll have to sue the towing company."

"I won't have time to sue.  I'm going home."  And can't wait, Julia thought.  As soon as Brian was able to leave the hospital she would take him home to Boston, where he would get world-class care.

Julia sat in the truck at the service station as Robin made arrangements for her car.  He greeted the busy mechanics like they were all good buddies.  There was excessive back slapping and joking, a sort of silly male bonding, she suspected due to her presence in the unsightly vehicle.  She had to hand over her car key and sign a form that said they would give her an estimate before beginning the work.    

Robin jumped back inside the truck.  "You have a relative at Cedars?" he asked as he turned south on San Vicente toward the hospital.

Julia nodded.  She couldn't say anything about her brother.  In her emotional condition right now, she might start bawling in front of a stranger.  She had to change the subject, "You seem to know all the people at that repair place."

"I work with them a lot."

"You're a mechanic?" Julia asked.

His gaze was piercing, the large eyes seemed impossible to look away from, almost hypnotic in their blue power.  Had she made him angry?  No, she could see he was smiling.

"How'd you guess?" Robin said.

"But you don't work for them?"

He shook his head.  "If I'd taken you to a BMW dealer they would have charged twice as much."

Well, that explained how he had known it was her transmission, Julia thought, his being a mechanic.  

The big truck turned right on Gracie Allen Street.  The street names had been changed and Gracie Allen Street intersected George Burns Drive.  Julia thought it was a charming and romantic thing for the city to do.  Then she remembered that this same city had towed her car away from the hospital.  

They went under the bridge that connected two of the mammoth hospital buildings.  Robin stopped at the entrance.  

Now all she had to do was leave gracefully, and hope Robin, the mechanic, wouldn't be insistent about wanting to see her while she was in Los Angeles.

Robin got out of the truck, walked around the front of it and opened her door.  He steadied her out of the vehicle, holding her arm courteously.  She was glad because she might have fallen out.  Julia thanked him profusely and waited with dread for him to beg for her number.

Robin told her, with another show of dimples, that it had been his pleasure.  He got in the truck and left.

Well, Julia thought as she walked into the lobby of the hospital, that was refreshing.  A man who assisted her and asked for nothing in return.

Julia didn't see the huge yellow truck go around the block, pass the entrance to the hospital once again, and then park nearby.  She didn't know that the big, blue-eyed mechanic went into the building and stopped at the Information Desk in the lobby.  Using an abundance of charm, he requested facts about the beautiful blond who had gone to the west wing of the hospital.  
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Julia left the mechanic, whom she was now regarding as rather charming, notwithstanding all of his obvious faults; his horrible taste in motor vehicles, his crass manner of dress, and his stupid jokes, because he had been of courteous assistance without obnoxiously coming on to her.  Of course, he could be married, Julia thought, as she walked softly down the long linoleum tiled hospital corridor.  But she hadn't noticed a ring.  Not that she had been looking.  She just felt safer with men who had wedding rings on.  The fact that he hadn't tried anything seemed rather out of character for one of his type.  A bias which she admitted could be wrong.  In her experience she had found that attractive men tried their schemes on anything female that moved.  

Julia lifted her head and sniffed with distaste.  The whole hospital had that terrible medicinal tinge in the air she always associated with hospitals and which could not be mistaken; alcohol, pine disinfectant and sickness.  The unnerving quiet.  

The nurses at electronic consoles which monitored the patient's vital signs in the Intensive Care Unit were so busy they hardly noticed her.  Julia hurried past the nursing station.  She didn't want to interrupt their work.  She needed to peek in on Brian and have the comfort of seeing his chest still rise and fall with each of his breaths

Julia's last glance at her brother, when she had left him to go get her car, had been shocking.  Maybe the move from the county hospital had injured him further.  But Julia felt she didn't have a choice.  The county hospital didn't have the facilities or staff to care for him.  

The scariest thing she had learned from Brian's new team of doctors was that he had received several cranial blows.  The neurologist told her he was in a coma.  Now Julia was afraid her baby brother might never wake up.

Julia was sure she had entered the correct room and went outside to check again.  She walked back inside slowly.  The bed was empty.  The whole room was empty.  Even the I.V. stand by the side of Brian's bed, which fed him plasma and glucose through tubes attached to his arm was gone.  She looked around wildly, as though her eyes were mistaken and she was imagining the empty room, with the unmade bed that looked as though someone had just thrown off the covers.  

Julia's eyes flooded with tears.  Sparkling lights appeared in front of her eyes, winking like gold dust, and Julia could hear her heart beating madly as darkness clouded her vision.  There wasn't enough air.  It had been sucked out of the tiny hospital room, along with Brian.

Julia was afraid she was going to faint for the first time in her life.  She reeled back against the wall opposite the bed, taking deep breaths for control, and noiselessly slid her back down the wall until her bottom hit the floor.  She put her arms around her knees and rested her head on them, making her body a little ball of pain.  Tears coursed down her cheeks, soaking her shirt.  

After a while she decided they had probably taken Brian out of the room for tests.  It had been the shock of the empty room that caused the faintness.  That and the fact that she hadn't eaten anything all day.  And she needed to cry because of the terrible harm that someone had done to her brother.  

She thought about Brian's letters and phone calls to Boston.  He had been living on the estate of Aaron Quijada in Beverly Hills, to help ghost-write a memoir of the famous movie producer.  Brian had hinted that the renowned mogul was working on the book in anticipation of running for public office in California.    

Brian sounded happy and optimistic.  He had urged Julia to come to Aaron Quijada's estate to take photographs and put together a center pictorial for the book, showing off Quijada's present home and comparing it with the pitiful background he had come from.  There were childhood pictures of Aaron Quijada and his family in a virtual shack, when Los Angeles really did have orange groves and they had come from Mexico as migrant workers each year, starting in Florida for the citrus crops, then Maine for the potatoes, and moving in a pattern from South to North, finally ending up in California for the harvesting of lettuce, oranges, lemons, almonds, peaches and sugar beets.

When Julia had arrived in Los Angeles and called the Quijada residence, she was shocked to learn that they hadn't seen Brian for several days.  He hadn't kept the writing appointments he had made with Aaron Quijada.  The man she spoke to sounded aggrieved that Brian had left without notice.  He said Mr. Quijada was now sending out feelers for someone to complete the work.  He complained that Brian hadn't even cleared out his personal belongings from the guest house.

Julia knew that Brian would not have left an assignment.  Besides, he had been expecting her.  He would never just leave.  She began the horrible task of calling police stations and hospitals.

Julia didn't know how long she sat curled up against the hospital room wall, painfully remembering Brian as a young boy.  Both of their parents had died in a boating accident on Lake Michigan.  Julia had been seven, and Brian, four.  He had retreated into himself, a sad, lonely little boy who would not give up the teddy bear he clutched to his chest, night and day, and his thumb found permanent residence inside his mouth.  

Julia had mothered him during her own grief, stomping her foot and screaming if anyone tried to take Brian's teddy bear from him.  She read him stories for hours and moved into his room in case he cried in the night.  The nurturing had been Julia's way of dealing with her own terrible sense of loss, and her concern for her little brother helped her deal with the pain.  Both children were sadly strengthened by the ordeal they passed through, and grew as close as is possible for siblings.  

They were raised by an indomitable maternal grandmother, Charlotte, in Boston.  Both had gone off to college in creative subjects; Brian in Journalism, and Julia, who had majored in Art, had ended up a free-lance photographer.

Julia was startled out of her reverie by the sound of the door opening.  There was a clatter as something metal hit the door frame.  She brushed the tears out of her eyes and saw the I.V. stand being pushed into the room, first, by a hospital orderly.  Then came another man pulling a gurney.  Brian was on it.

Julia's enormous relief was quickly countered by the fact that he still appeared to be at death's door.  She was amazed that the vital body could be so small under the covers.  Brian was a little taller than she was, not tall for a man, but he usually radiated so much energy that his presence could light a room.   

The orderlies seemed oblivious to the small figure sitting on the floor, but the nurse supervising the movement of Brian from the stretcher to the bed, noticed her as soon as she entered the room.  She came over as Julia stood up.

"Where was he?" Julia asked.

"The doctor had an MRI done.  Magnetic Resonance Imaging.  It's a picture of the brain."  The nurse looked at her again.  "You didn't think...?"

Julia nodded.  "For a moment."

The nurse shook her head.  "I'm so sorry.  A radiologist will be in later to tell you about the test."

Julia sat at Brian's bedside for several hours.  He didn't move or respond when she spoke to him.  She kept up a monologue, nonstop, until her mouth felt like cotton, sure he could hear her on some deep, primitive level.  She would sit there forever if it would help him.

She was finally shooed out of the room when they had to take blood and do more tests.  The doctor had not come to give her the MRI results.  Julia wandered the corridor.  She dreaded calling Grandmother Charlotte, but couldn't put it off much longer.  To delay the painful phone call, she dialed her friend, Alexander, a doctor at Boston Memorial Hospital, at a pay phone near the nursing station.  

"Julie, Julie, Julie," Alexander said when he heard her voice.  She could picture him, tall, slender and perfect.  The problem had not been his.  He was intelligent, serious, rich and handsome.  And in love with her.  Everyone expected them to marry.  But somehow, being all those wonderful things, he was also boring and predictable.  She could envision their life together, which would be perfect, predictable and boring, and she could not fall in love with this really wonderful man.  

The moment she heard Alexander's voice she felt relief and also had a strange flash.  She saw the mechanic, Robin, in her mind.  He was everything that Alexander wasn't, and nothing she wanted, yet she knew with absolute certainty that Robin would never bore her.  Robin might be a dangerous degenerate, but he was a fascinating man.

"Hey, are you there?"  She heard him tapping on the phone.  "Enjoying the California sun and getting a tan?"

"Oh, no," Julia wailed.  "It's horrible.  Brian was mugged. He's in the hospital.  I wanted to take him to Boston Memorial, where he would get the best care, but it's too risky to move him now."

"God, Julia.  I'm sorry.  Where is he?"

Julia explained how she had found him in the county hospital and had him moved to Cedars.

"Honey, if he's at Cedars he's getting the best care you can find in the country."

"Really?"

"He wouldn't do any better at Boston Memorial.  But I'll come out there and make sure.  Give me his doctor's name.  I'll call him as soon as we hang up."

Julia tried to talk Alexander out of making the trip to California.  Of course, he wouldn't listen and insisted on flying to Los Angeles on the first available flight.

Julia sighed and hung up.  She couldn't persuade him not to come and she wanted to spend all her time with Brian.  Alexander undoubtedly thought it was his duty, that his swift arrival might persuade her to marry him.  He had asked her several times.  Julia had said no, in the nicest possible ways, trying hard to spare his feelings.  Which had probably been the problem.  She had been too nice, and he hadn't believed her.

She dialed Alexander's number again said into the phone, "Don't come.  And don't tell Charlotte.  She doesn't know yet."

Julia slammed down the receiver and peered around guiltily.  People didn't yell in hospital corridors.  She was a little overwrought.  Alexander would think she was hysterical.  And he would come.  There was no doubt about that.
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The ballroom at the Ma Maison Hotel on Beverly Boulevard was elegantly decorated with dazzling chandeliers, soft music, fine linen, silver, paintings.  Extraordinarily fine French food was being served.  A glittering array of the city's most prominent citizens in full formal regalia were in attendance.

It was an obligatory dinner at which Robin had to appear;  another hundred-dollar-a-plate charity banquet in tribute to his father, Alan Chavier, attorney, judge, governor and senator, in that order.  The proceeds of the dinner were to go to various local charities.  The grand affair was the place to be seen for the wealthy philanthropists of the city.

Some of Robin's former co-workers were in attendance from the District Attorney's office.  There were many speeches and introductory toasts.  Finally, Senator Alan Chavier rose to a ripple of applause and gave a short speech, thanking everyone for the honor of their presence, and thanking the City of Los Angeles for a humanitarian award presented to him for volunteer pro bono legal work for those who could not afford attorney fees.

Robin really was proud of his father and loved him very much.  His heart swelled with pride as his still handsome and debonair, grey haired father accepted his award with style, grace and humor.  But his mind was preoccupied with the beautiful woman, Julia Monay, who had been trying to hide her tears in the street when her car broke down.

He had been strangely compelled to follow her into the hospital and cajole the woman at the Information Desk into giving him her full name.  A few calls to friends at the L.A. Times Newspaper, and to fellow lawyers, of the type who chase ambulances, gave him the complete story about her brother, Brian.  How he had been found in East Los Angeles, the toughest part of town, having seizures on the side of the road in the wee hours of the morning, five days ago.  Brian had been hanging to life by a thread and his prognosis was not optimistic.  There was no doubt in Robin's mind that Julia had reason to cry.  Insult to her car, on top of dire injury to her brother.

Robin also learned that Julia's brother had been working on the estate of Aaron Quijada, so when he had a chance to meet the bull-like figure in immaculate tux, he introduced himself and shook hands with the famous movie mogul.  There were rumors circulating that Quijada was being groomed for a shot at the position of governor in California.  

Since Robin had spent some time himself in the governor's mansion in Sacramento, when his father had been in residence, he was doubly curious about the famous producer.  They chatted about current movies and about Robin's father.  After a few minutes of conversation, Robin felt that Aaron Quijada, with his slight, charming Mexican accent, was not an easy man to get to know.  Aaron had a dark masculine charisma and brilliant dark eyes.  He seemed genial and intelligent, but Robin left him with an odd feeling that he did not want to see him in the governor's mansion.

After the formal dinner, Robin found himself in the dark, clubby hotel lounge with two bachelor friends from the D.A.'s office.  He was delighted with their company.  He hadn't seen them as much as he would have liked recently, since he had started his own law practice.  He had worked with them in the D.A's office closely for several years.  They all loosened their ties and found a table in a corner away from the bar, settling down for the serious imbibing of alcoholic refreshments.  

They discussed the more prominent murder trials the prosecution office was involved in for some time as the drinks gradually relaxed them.  

"What's wrong with you tonight?" Jay asked after a while, looking at Robin, who was gazing remotely into the ornate mirror over the bar.

"What do you mean?" Robin asked, turning to look at the slight blond man.  Jay was undoubtedly the brightest rising star in the D.A.'s office, urbane and impeccable in his tux.

"We hardworking prosecuting attorneys don't have any social life, to speak of," Jay explained.  "No wives, girlfriends.  Nada.  We are pathetic.  And here sits the man who's social life is randy with wine, women, song.  And an abundance of that rarest of all commodities, sex.  And he doesn't even bring along a castoff for us to letch after and slaver over during a long and tedious dinner."  

"The only reason I go to these things is to watch your technique with the fair sex, Robin" Tony chimed in.  He was Robin's best friend.  They had gone through law school together, at Pepperdine, and had both joined the District Attorney's office several years ago.  "You have sorely let down your compatriots."

"What a couple of sad-asses," Robin said, smiling at Jay and Tony.  

"So, what happened to Caroline, Judy, Ann, and the redoubtable Sarah?"

"Cut the crap.  I have to tell you about a present I bought for my father today."

"Cut the crap?  That bevy of beauties you squire about is not crap," Tony said, with the tone of a censure.

"I didn't mean that, and you know it.  You'll never believe it, though.  The gift for my father.  It's beyond description," Robin told them.

"Your father has everything, Robin,"  Tony said.  He had known the extremely wealthy Chavier family for years.  "I can't imagine how you could find a present for him."

Robin laughed.  "I found the biggest...the ugliest truck.  It's a mongrel, made up of several different vehicles.  It stands almost three feet off the ground on tractor wheels.  The thing is scarred in places you can't even find on most trucks.  The most hideous, bright yellow thing you have ever seen."

Jay started laughing, thinking about Senator Chavier's love of fine, classic antique cars.  His collection was world renowned and he attended antique car clubs across the country and in Europe.

"I am going to make that truck shine, to highlight all the enormous dents, in all it's hideous beauty, for Dad's 60th birthday."

"If you would marry off one of your menagerie and produce an heir, that would be the present your father would appreciate most," Tony commented.

Robin held up a hand, "Don't say another word.  I get enough from my mother.  And all those women you mentioned, they're really just after the family fortune, and could care less about me."  Robin was referring to the wealth accumulated over decades in his family, starting with the mining of oil wells in Texas by a great grandfather, which had expanded into plastics in the 30's, radio and television stations across the nation, and then into computer hardware and software.

"Poor little rich guy," Tony commented.

"That's exactly right," Robin said, shaking his head.  "All the women you mentioned know I come from a filthy-rich family.  Then there's the added bonus, becoming the daughter-in-law of a senator, if I marry one of them.  But today, believe it or not, I met a girl who believes I'm a mechanic.  And I think she's the one."

"The One," Jay repeated, in capital letters.

"Yeah," Robin said smiling dreamily.  He gazed off in the distance as if contemplating paradise, really hamming it up for his friends.

"How'd she get the idea you're a mechanic?" Tony asked.

Robin described how he had first seen the beautiful woman in the impound yard, where he had been examining the truck.  Then he told them about helping her in her hour of desperate need.

"So she likes you?" Jay asked.

"No. I don't think so," Robin said thoughtfully.  "But you should see her."

"Two unbelievable finds in one day.  First, a monster truck.  And second, a woman who's perfect, and loathes him," Tony commented sarcastically.

Robin gave his friends a description of Julia's beautiful thick, shiny golden-red hair, making sure they understood it just reached her delicate shoulders and then gracefully curled under.  He went on to describe her full lips, in detail.  Next came a monologue on the tiny pink nose.  He had to explain that she was crying and that was the reason the tip of her nose was pink as a rabbit's.

"Crying because a dirty mechanic was coming on to her," Tony broke in.

Robin reproachfully held up a hand for silence and described the large brown eyes in detail.  He couldn't omit the fact that they had rather red corneas, but he reminded his friends that the woman had been in tears.  He went on about her black eyebrows, which arched above the exquisite eyes; the thick, black eyelashes and the subtle way the two, brows and lashes, accented the light red blond hair.

"Cut the bullshit.  Get to the body," Jay finally insisted with frustration.

When Robin ultimately got to the feminine physique he described coke bottles; he described hourglasses; he described brick houses and willow trees.  His friends got the picture.

"He doesn't have a chance," Jay and Tony said, almost in unison.  

They nodded sagely at each other in drunken agreement.

"Why doesn't she like you?" Tony asked.  "Most women become virtual slaves, slathering for attention in about ten seconds."

Robin described how he had dressed after he got the tip about the horrible truck that had been sitting in the impound lot for several months.  Even the weekly auctions that the towing company held, where one could find cars at terrific bargains, had failed to turn up a serious buyer.

Robin, who appreciated a good deal, had shed the suit he wore in court like a second skin and donned old torn jeans and a lumberjack plaid shirt, which he cast off during the negotiations.  When he had examined the truck he found that the engine was mechanically sound.  He would never admit that the thing could probably break the sound barrier, once you got all that bulk in motion.  The towing company had practically given him the vehicle.  He planned to hand over the sales agreement, showing the paltry price of $375.00, triumphantly, along with the truck to his father.  

The problem, Robin explained to his friends, was that he hadn't expected to find the woman of his dreams under those circumstances.  But, Robin added, he intended to go on with the mechanic charade.

"The man is mad," Jay said, shaking his head in mock horror.

"No, wait," Robin insisted.  "It's not crazy.  If she decides she likes me, then I can spring my family and career on her.  It would be an added bonus.  And I don't have to worry about her going after a man with old family money and famous relatives."

"He's bonkers," Tony said very seriously.

"Insane," Jay agreed, nodding.

"No," Robin said stubbornly.  "I certainly am not."

"You're forgetting a prime fact about the so called gentler sex," Tony said.  "This woman has blinded you."

Jay explained very slowly and patiently, "The fact that women are not as romantic as men."

Robin shook his head skeptically.

"Women are practical down to their tiny little toes.  She will not go for a mechanic," Jay said.

"The woman you have described is from the East," Tony added.  "That's even worse.  They're not only not romantic, they are tight assed, stringy, virginal, prissy little gold-diggers."

"And they are not stupid," Jay warned his friend, shaking a finger.

"It's like the old story of the Beverly Hills Bitch dating the pool boy.  The woman you described will not make that sort of social blunder, and suffer the consequences of people gossiping and making fun of her behind her back for dating down.  This woman is educated, and not about to throw her stuck-up, snobbish little behind at a mechanic, no matter how cute he is."

"Oh, maybe for a fling," Jay conceded.

Tony shook his head mournfully.  "Not even for a fling.  You are doomed before you even begin, my friend."

"Want to bet?" Robin asked, stubbornly.

"YES!"  It was two shouts in unison.
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Aaron Quijada might have been sitting on a throne surveying his kingdom, he was so ramrod stiff, still and quiet in the enormous black leather chair.  The leather was taut and made a creaking noise if he moved even slightly.  It had not let out so much as a tiny crackle in the last few minutes.

Quijada was looking impassively at a small man standing obsequiously before him.  The silence built uncomfortably.  Quijada had not said a word for what seemed to be an eon for the man on the receiving end of the scathing scrutiny.  This was a practiced technique.  Quijada had not become a famous movie producer without first establishing his own personal self-mastery.  The control he practiced was so perfect he did not blink for minutes on end.  The unblinking stare was famous on movie sets.  Quijada could stun an entire studio of busy technicians and actors by just gazing around him in intimidating silence, his persona was so powerful.

This clandestine meeting was not one intended to be overhead.  Indeed, the small, dapper man with Aaron Quijara was not a person who would ever come openly to Quijada's production office.  The two were in the palatial sunken living room off of the entrance to Quijada's mansion.  The home was typically Spanish in style, with a high heavy beamed ceiling.  The entrance was open aired with a small cement fountain which gurgled as a background to the unspoken conversation.  Even the massive grandfather clock ticking in the corner of the living room seemed excessively loud.

Sitting beside the leather chair, still as a statue also, was Quijada's immense personal watchdog.  Quijada said it was his pet, but everyone knew better.  The great Rottweiler weighed in at about 150 muscle-bound pounds and had little yellow eyes in his wide, blunt-nosed black face.  His upper lip was curled, showing perfect white fangs, and he dribbled saliva in long strings.  The ferocious stare was the dog's usual expression, but it was as intimidating as that of Aaron Quijada's, especially to Juan Carlos, who had messed up an assignment and was expecting a humiliating, sadistic punishment.

Quijada finally broke the silence, speaking in rapid fire Spanish.  "I thought you had the matter of Brian Monay taken care of.  Now I find he is in a hospital, and his sister is with him night and day."

"He is in a coma, Senor."  The man now speaking, Juan Carlos, was wearing an impeccable business suit which appeared like a costume on his small frame, although it fit perfectly.  What did not fit was the dandified appearance.  Juan was slight man, with pockmarked dark skin, and his black hair had been visibly oiled and combed back to imitate the style of his master.  Although he resembled a ferret, with the sharp nose and receding chin, Juan Carlos was revered by Hispanic street gangs as a man of great courage and fighting ability.  Now he stood like an errant schoolboy in front of the massive bull-like Quijada, hardly gazing for even a second into the large dark watery eyes staring into in own.  He avoided looking at the dog altogether.  When someone looked into the eyes of this particular dog it was taken as a challenge.  The Rottweiler delighted in showing a lethal type of devotion to his master.  

"People speak while in comas.  Even when they're unconscious," Quijada said slowly, as though conversing with a slightly retarded person.  "They have nightmares and they say things.  And this sister is always with him."  The voice was getting louder and angrier.  Quijada must have noticed this himself, as he modulated his tone to a sinister whisper.  "I do not want Brian Monay to be talking any more.  Not to anyone.  Am I making myself clear?"

"Si, Senor," the small man practically saluted.  "But it will not be easy.  Mr. Monay is in the intensive care ward, with people monitoring his condition twenty-four hours a day.  He is connected up to machines.  They will notice the slightest change and come running."

"Then you will have to be quick," Quijada said, dismissively.  With a slight raise of the arm he ordered the dog to lie down.  "And I want it done immediately.  He could be muttering secrets right now.  But make it look natural.  Just a little accident with the oxygen, or too much medication."

Juan Carlos restrained himself from rolling his eyes in horror.  What his boss demanded was merely the impossible.  Sneaking into a hospital and doing wet work.  But Juan Carlos knew it boiled down to the life of Brian Monay, or his own.  He chose his own and nodded compliance.

"I don't want any more problems in this matter," Quijada said sternly.  The air crackled with menace.  "If you don't feel you can handle it, there are many others who would be glad to do a small favor for me."

The dog had pricked up his ears at Quijada's tone and Juan Carlos shook his head back and forth rapidly.  "Consider it done."

"No more screw-ups, heh?"

The dog lowered his head as he slowly rose, intuiting that his master was angry, and Juan Carlos backed up rapidly in tiny baby steps, still shaking his head.

"I will expect a report tomorrow on your progress," Quijada said.

"Si, Senor!"

All was not lost, the small man thought as he left the secret meeting.  There was an excellent chance that Brian Monay would die before he had to attempt the impossible.  

Juan Carlos retreated from the huge mansion with a feeling of profound relief to be out of the presence of the deadly man and his virulent dog.  He wondered what that writer, Brian Monay, knew about Aaron Quijada that was so incriminating he would have to be silenced forever.
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Robin stopped off at the Mobile station on the way to work the morning after his father's big awards dinner.  He had taken the enormous yellow truck there to assure himself that the engine was in perfect mechanical condition before beginning the body work, getting rid of the extensive dings and dents.

It certainly was ugly-the-next-morning Robin decided as he walked slowly around the huge vehicle, while Julio, one of the mechanics, gave him a run down on its powerful engine.  As Robin gazed at the truck he had a comical idea; a vision of himself driving Make-My-Day to work.  To the court house.  To client's homes.

The funny thing about that picture was that he strangely liked it, even though he would be considered insane.  Lawyers were known for driving enormously expensive intimidation vehicles, with vanity license plates that proclaimed, LAWYER, ESQUIRE, or LA LAW.  Most possessed a reputation that went right along with their vehicles:  expensive, belligerent, contentious and aggressive.  Make-My-Day could be Robin's own personal signature vehicle.  It seemed to proclaim:  practical, hardworking, far-seeing, down-to-earth.  Anyone driving it would have to possess that almost non-existent virtue in most lawyers; the sense of humor to drive the repulsively ugly monstrosity.

Robin had gone into the law as a profession because he liked what he saw his father do with the vocation.  Alan Chavier really did help people, and tried to make the world a better place, with real justice for all.  Robin knew many lawyers were in litigation for money and self-aggrandizement, but he had money enough to sit on his tush for the rest of his life, if he so chose.  He wanted to be able to make a difference.  And unlike many defense lawyers he had an advantage, because of his own personal wealth, to take on the cases he wanted.  He would never just be a sleazy hired gun doing a job.  

Everyone in this country is supposed to have the right to a fair trial and that was a wonderful thing about the American justice system.  But Robin wouldn't take on cases, even those in which he would make incredible amounts of cash, if he thought he would compromise his own principals.  Which was one of the reasons he had switched from the District Attorney's Office, where he didn't have many professional choices, into defense work.

Robin could afford to take on litigation in which there was little recompense when he believed his client was innocent.  It kind of evened up the justice system just a bit, which leaned heavily toward more equity for the very wealthy than for the very poor.

Robin glanced at the truck again.  Make-My-Day was a gag gift.  Robin was sure his father wouldn't really want it after the initial hilarity.  And Robin found that he did want it, for himself, ludicrous as it seemed.  Even if he had all the dents removed it would still be hideous.  But he could take it off-road, when he went to his cabin at Lake Arrowhead.  It had the power to pull his boats.  And he appreciated the fact that he could see for blocks when he drove it, as Julia Monay had mentioned, because here in Los Angeles when traffic snarled the greatest frustration was not being able to see the cause of the traffic delay.

Robin did not admit to himself that he had also stopped at the service station to see how they were getting on with Julia's BMW, but he found himself gazing at the small blue car that was now suspended over one of the service bays.  

Julio saw Robin's glance and said, "They really did a number on that little car.  Broke the insides up pretty good.  Even the differential and the axle have to be rebuilt."

"Will it take long?" Robin asked.

"I can have it finished by tomorrow."

"Maybe the lady's not in a hurry," Robin suggested.

"You think so?" Julio asked curiously.

Robin nodded.  "I don't think it's a rush job.  She has to stay here for a while."

Julio didn't say another word.  They had known each other for years.

When Robin left the service station he started north on Santa Monica toward the 101 freeway which would take him into downtown Los Angeles.  Then he thought, Who's kidding who?  He turned around and headed back toward Beverly Hills, where Cedars Sinai Hospital was located.

Julia had spent most of the night in Brian's room.  She had gone out once, early in the evening, to the Beverly Hills Hotel where she was staying, to change into fresh clothing.  When she saw a music store, Tower Records on Sunset Boulevard, she stopped the taxi driver.  She bought a compact disc player and some of Brian's favorite music.  The thought of him all alone in that barren hospital room, with its excessive quiet, was more than she could bear.  She would fill that dreary hospital room with the sounds Brian loved.  

When she went back into the hospital she bought flowers too, from the gift shop in the lobby.  There would be color in the sterile surroundings when Brian woke up, and the flowers would mask the distinctive hospital aromas.  She got carried away, buying beautiful arrangements, and discovered she would have to have the bouquets delivered because she couldn't carry them all.

Julia sat beside Brian's bedside for a couple of hours studying his face, praying and talking to him.  Then she had to find something to eat when her empty stomach started growling and she realized she had eaten nothing all day.  She found a machine on the ground floor, near the employees' cafeteria, where she could get a quick sandwich.  She sat watching Brian sleep while she ate the dry sandwich, which she did not taste, anyway.  And she spent the night talking to Brian, about their childhood and all the funny incidents she could think of, hoping he could hear her through the coma, or at least know, deep down inside, that someone was watching over him.

Julia roused herself when early morning light seeped into the room.  She knew she must have dozed off in the uncomfortable straight backed chair for a little while during the night, but she didn't remember doing so.  There were noises in the hallway; presumably a shift change for some of the nurses, and patients receiving their morning medications.  She looked over at Brian and saw his lips moving.  

Julia jumped up quickly, almost tipping her chair over, and looked down at him.  She couldn't hear exactly what he was saying, just some mumbled syllables.  His eyes were closed and moving under the lids as though he were dreaming.  She leaned over the bed to put her ear over Brian's mouth.  She heard him say one word distinctly:  Music.  He said it several times, along with the word, beautiful, and Julia smiled.  He had noticed the discs softly playing all night long.  Maybe he was getting better.

As she watched Brian, she saw his expression change dramatically.  He was frowning.  It almost appeared like he was crying because she could see tears rolling from the corners of his eyes and his head thrashed back and forth on the pillow.

"Are you in pain?" Julia whispered, suddenly frightened.

"They're too small," Brian croaked through his dry cracked lips.  "They're so tiny.  He can't.  No.  Don't want to see that."  He was shaking his head back and forth again.  "Too little.  Oh, no, no, no.  Not with the little angels."

"What's too small?" Julia asked, stroking his forehead.

"Heroines.  Little...heroines."  He looked like he was in pain and Julia was out of her mind with worry.  But he was speaking!

He kept muttering the words about something being too small, and about angels and little heroines.  Whatever he was talking about, it was upsetting him.  Julia could see him twisting, as though in anguish from his reflections, as if evil dreams had broken through to his consciousness even while he was deep in a coma.  

Julia leaned over the bed, straining her ears, but Brian relaxed again and lapsed back into unconsciousness.

She ran out of the room, in too much of a hurry to use the call button at the side of the bed, past rooms filled with deathly ill and terminal patients.  When she reached the nursing station, Julia told the woman who was monitoring the vital statistics for several rooms that her brother, Brian, had been talking.  Then a doctor in a white lab coat, with his stethoscope around his neck, came by and Julia told him.  He smiled at her excitement said he would call Brian's personal physician, Dr. Wilson.

As Julia walked back to Brian's room she was radiant with happiness.  Yesterday, two doctors, a radiologist and a neurologist, had come into Brian's room to speak very seriously to her.  They had warned her not to become optimistic about Brian's condition.  He had sustained what could eventually prove to be lethal blows to the head.  The MRI, a radiology machine that took pictures of slices of the brain, had shown considerable damage.  They said that Brian might not come out of the coma.  They said he might never talk.  There was damage to the optic nerves and they warned he might be partially blinded.  They added that he would need extensive physical therapy to be able to function normally, if he indeed recovered.  Now he was talking!

Julia was almost tap-dancing with glee as she hurried back to the room.  If Brian was talking, it must mean he was getting better.  The doctors must have been mistaken in their dire predictions.

Julia went over to the bed.  Brian was still asleep, but she began speaking to him again, very fast, because something was terribly, seriously wrong now.  The skin on his face had turned a deep shade of grey and there were dark, almost black hollows beneath his eyes.  Brian was breathing, but there was an enormous difference that she could not even fathom.  She didn't want to know what it was.  She was speaking more and more urgently, pleading for him to just make an effort to try and hold on a little longer.  "Brian, you are getting better.  Charlotte is coming to see you from Boston this morning.  Alexander is coming, too.  We'll all have a good time, vacationing here in Los Angeles.  And then we'll take you home.  As soon as you're better, we'll all go skiing together, at the cabin in Vermont."  

Julia painted wonderful word pictures of all the things Brian loved best, that she promised they would do as soon as he got out of the hospital.  She was talking faster and faster, and would not let herself notice the beeping noise in the room.  She would not listen and the awful beeping would go away if she just kept talking to Brian.  Faster and faster.

Then suddenly the room was full of people.  Doctors and nurses.  She was gently pushed to the back of the room and could not see Brian because of the crowd around him.  They were very busy.  A hospital worker had run into the room, pushing a machine.  Now there was a harsh wining sound from the device that was monitoring Brian's vital signs.  It wasn't beeping any more.  The shrill whine went on and on as Julia watched the doctors use electric paddles on Brian's chest.  They tried it three times, the doctor yelling Clear, and then jolting Brian's chest.  They were giving him injections.  The awful beeping and whining machine had gone silent.  Then, finally, the frantic activity around the bed subsided.  It seemed unnatural after all the frenzied activity.  Julia wondered why they were not doing anything.  All activity had ceased.

Finally, Julia felt hands on her arms and back, guiding her forward beside the bed.  Most of the people left the room.  Julia could see they all seemed dejected, with slumped shoulders, looking down, not conversing as they left the room.  She mutely begged them with her eyes to come back and save her brother.  They didn't look at her.  A doctor stood behind her, with his hands kindly gripping both of her shoulders.

Julia looked down at the figure on the bed.  It was perfectly still and peaceful.  Julia knew that her brother, Brian, was not in that body any longer.
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