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EPILOGUE 
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The Sunset fell past the horizon, as a black haze fixed itself over the sky, perilous lightning strikes filled the horizon, and the moon glowed over the land. Dark clouds loomed, lightning flashed, followed by thunderous roars.

Rain and hail pelted against the windshield of Najee’s Mercedes as she raced through the streets of Wolfshore, Washington. 

Her car was flying around the corner at eighty miles an hour. The fact that she made the turn onto Westmorland Street from Hwy ninety-eight was amazing. Driving so fast and looking over her shoulder the entire time. She’d almost ran the red light she was fast approaching. She slammed on her breaks sliding to a stop just before ending up in the middle of the intersection. 

Najee Torres laid her head against the steering wheel, praying she would make it. She dialed her phone for the tenth time trying to call for help but to no avail. The person she was calling didn’t pick up. As Rolling in the Deep by Adele blared out of her speakers, she tried to slow down her breathing and gather her thoughts. She was terrified and all she could think of was getting there, getting to safety.  

She was unable to hold in the tears from streaming down her face any longer. What had she done? She’d destroyed her family, her life. She knew better! She had to make this right and the only way that was going to happen was to rip the Band-Aid off and do what she knew she had to do. 

She thought of two sayings she’d heard and lived by almost her whole life. One was a quote by Maya Angelou, which was “When people show you who they are...believe them.” Then there was the one by Henry Ford, the automobile magnate, he’d once stated, “The world was built to develop character, and we must learn that the setbacks and grieves which we endure help us in our marching onward."

So, as heart breaking as it was she was going to have to do something she knew would break a great many hearts, including her own. 

Najee looked up and realized she was at the intersection. Swiping at her tears, she waited anxiously for the light to change. An armed man with tattoos all over his face walked up to her car pointing a long shiny pistol at her through the driver’s side window. She could barely see him or the gun through the rain that was falling down hard around him. In an instant, she went from trying not to run a red light to fighting for her life. She screamed, “Please No!” And just before her life changed forever, she heard a loud bang.

*******
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NAJEE CLAWED HER WAY through the darkness of her coma. 

Then she heard a voice saying, “You’re going to die bitch, now or later. It doesn’t matter when, but you’re going to die.”

The voice was so terrifying it propelled her forward closer into consciousness. 

She was enveloped in pain, sinking in and out of an oblivion, which pushed her into an awareness that was accompanied by pain that was the most intense, all-encompassing misery she couldn’t localize. Just when she wanted to scream at the top of her lungs in agonizing pain, a warm feeling of relief would wash over her and she would again slip into blissful unconsciousness. 

Slowly as the days went, by Najee was conscious more and more. If she focused really hard, she could hear voices, the incessant beep of electronic monitors, and what sounded like voices far in the distance. 

“Moved just in time...most would have died from this injury...”

“...How long before we know if there is any brain damage?”

“When will you be able to remove the bullet?” 

Bullet? Who had a bullet? Where? Wait—are they talking about me? She thought. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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“Mrs. Torres? Can you hear me?” 

A low moan escaped from her throat. She tried to lift her eyelids but her head was pounding like a drum and she couldn’t make her eyes open. 

“It looks like she is waking up Mr. Torres,” the voice said. 

The grey fog of consciousness was slowly lifting from her head. The words and voices she could now hear were starting to make sense. 

Who is Mrs. Torres? 

“Okay, don’t let the family come in when they get back. We need to assesse her,” a disembodied voice said. 

She tried to turn her head but couldn’t move. 

“Mrs. Torres, I need you to lie still okay? I know it’s hard but it’s very important you don’t move just yet.” 

Who is Mrs. Torres? Najee tried to take a deep breath to calm herself, she felt a stabbing pain in her chest, because there was a tube down her throat breathing for her. 

She tried to open her eyes. That was when she realized there was something covering her left eye. The bright lights from the ceiling light made her right eye burn and sting. Squinting, she forced herself to focus on the blur that was close to her face. She finally was able to discern, it was a man in a white coat. 

Am I in the hospital? 

“Mrs. Torres, my name is Dr. McCullum,” that same voice said. 

That answers that. I’m in a hospital...Why am I in the hospital? What happened? Did someone really try and kill me? She again, tried to move this time her arms. She couldn’t. Then her legs...still nothing. What is wrong with me? She started to panic, her heart started to beat rapidly and causing alarm bells to go off. 

“Mrs. Torres. It’s okay. I know you’re scared. But you’re safe. You have to try and stay still and calm down, so I can take the tube out of your mouth,” Doctor McCullum said. 

“Is she awake?” she heard another voice in the room. 

“Mr. Torres, we need you to wait outside,” McCullum responded.

How did she get here? What was wrong with her? Why was she tied down? She knew she was in a hospital but that was it. Nurses would come in to change her diapers or check the I.V.’s that seemed to be stuck in every vein she had. They told her she was in Wolfshore, Washington.

She was later told by one of her nurses that while in a coma, she would tear out the tubes and I.V.’s requiring the restraints. But that they could now take her out of them if she stayed calm. 

She naturally agreed, not liking being tied to a bed one bit.

There was a TV in her room and as she improved over the next two days, she was given a remote control to it, which she could sometimes operate when it didn’t fall or disappear where she couldn’t find or reach it. Sometimes, she wouldn’t remember she had a remote and would ask a nurse to turn on the TV. She would just watch it for hours and wonder about what she saw. Most of it was new to her, though she recognized some of the old R&B songs after a while. There was a lady called Oprah who really impressed her. Wow, she helps a lot of people! Much of what she saw stirred her in strange ways and she seemed to cry often. 

“Najee, Najee baby I’m here! Can you hear me?” the second voice was now close to her. 

Who is Najee? Who is this man that was trying to console her? She was feeling more and more afraid. Her heartbeat was going faster. 

“Her heart rate is too high,” doctor McCullum said. “Mr. Torres please you need to step into the hall until we can get her stable. Then we will let you in.” 

The door shut with a snap.

“Mrs. Torres we are going to give you something to help you relax. It’s okay,” Najee heard the doctor say before she gave in to the darkness.

*******
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SHE SLOWLY LIFTED HER heavy eyelids, as the strong smell of anti-bacterial cleaner filled her nose. It was so nerve racking, not being able to focus her eyes, speak or recognize the things around her. She finally realized her head was wrapped in bandages, covering her left eye. 

She again, heard that familiar voice. “Najee baby? Can you hear me? Do you want me to call the doctor?” he asked. He leaned in, so that he was directly over her to insure that she could see him. 

Feeling a sense of dread and fear, along with pain and confusion, Najee couldn’t help but reach for the man, for comfort. 

“The doctor was able to take your breathing tube out, so you can breathe on your own now. Do you think you can say something?” he asked. 

Who are you? She wracked her brain trying to remember who this man was. She realized she didn’t even know who she was. Was her name Najee? Or was she Mrs. Torres? Or were they one and the same?

How can I not know my name? 

“I know you want to know what is going on. I promise to give you all the details when the doctors say you can handle it,” the man said. 

Najee tried desperately to tell him, she didn’t know him, or even herself. But the words wouldn’t come. 

What is happening? She was in a full panic trying to make sense of it all. She knew she was an adult and that was the extent of her present knowledge about herself which made no sense and was causing her great fear. 

She started to blink rapidly trying to stop the tears from flowing. 

“I see you still can’t speak. How about blinking? Can you blink once for yes and twice for no?” he asked her.

Najee blinked the one eye that she could...once. 

“Okay, this is good. Do you know what happened to you?” 

She blinked twice. 

“I figured you wouldn’t. I don’t want to scare you, so I need you to remember you are safe now. No one is going to hurt you ever again. Okay?” 

She responded with one blink. 

“You were in a carjacking. Someone tried to steal your car, they shot you in the head...” The man paused.

She could tell he was trying to see how she was taking the news, and if going any further would make things worse. 

It took everything in her to not scream and cry. Someone shot me? Who would want to shoot me? The thoughts made her flash back to the words she heard when she was slipping in and out of consciousness. 

“Your left eye socket was crushed, and the bullet logged itself into your cranium on the right side of your head. We were very lucky to get one of the best plastic surgeons in the country to come in and reconstruct your socket.” He leaned in and whispered in her ear, “I even had him give you a little tummy tuck for that tummy flap of yours.” 

What did he say? Did this man just say he had a surgeon give me a tummy tuck while he was trying to save my face? Who is this prick? Panic welled up inside her and she started to blink rapidly again. 

The man must have realized she was in distress because he held her hand in both of his. “Shhh... You have to stay calm baby. We will walk this road together. I promise you,” he said kissing her hand. 

Najee tried to pull her hand away from him—there was something about him that just gave her the creeps. She slowly let her eyelids close, pretending to be asleep, hoping when she opened her eyes again...He would be gone. After fifteen minutes of pretending, she eventually did let her brain rest from all the confusion she was experiencing being awake.

Before she slipped completely into sleep, she thought. I can’t until I can speak, so I can tell him to get away from me!

********
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THE ROOM WAS COMPLETELY black when she finally opened her eyes, she didn’t remember her room ever being this dark. However, she found that she was able to move and get out of her bed. As she swung her legs down and stood up she stumbled, her legs were incredibly weak. She caught herself on the nightstand next to the bed, then she slowly made her way to the door. 

When she opened it, it was just as dark or darker in the hall then it was in her room. “Hello?” she called out hoping someone was there. 

Die now or later. I don’t care. But I promise you, you will die bitch and it will be painful.” 

She started to feel panicked. What did he say? Who was that? Feeling fearful, she turned to go back into her room and smacked into a brick wall. The voice was getting closer and closer terrifying her. She banged on the wall that looked like a door screaming. “Help! Help me. Someone help me please!” she screamed springing up in her bed. 

“Shhh...Mrs. Torres. You are all right you’re safe,” a nurse said walking into the room. “Do you know where you are Mrs. Torres?” 

It took Najee a moment but it was all rushing back to her. She was in the hospital, someone had shot her in her head and everyone was calling her Mrs. Torres but she had no idea who that was. She blinked once for the nurse. 

“That’s good. You’re making progress in coming out of it. You’ll be all better and up out of that bed in no time,” the nurse said as she was changing her IV bag, then checked her blood pressure and pulse. “Are you in any pain my dear?” 

Najee blinked once, her head was killing her and her legs felt like they were in an eternal cramp. 

“Okay, I will go and get you some pain medicine. I’ll be right back,” the woman said leaving the room. She was back right away, before Najee could start to panic about what was apparently, a bad dream. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Dr. Ian McCullum was one of Fairlake Memorial Hospital’s top trauma doctors, and the chief of emergency medicine. 

Ian had always been social, comfortable around others, Outgoing, A born leader, Assertive and outspoken. His mother had told him when he was thirteen years old that he was decisive young man and she was proud to be his mother. Taking college courses as well as playing on the football, baseball, and basketball teams and helping his father train horses in his spare time, he was the most driven to lead. 

To hear her say that to him at such a young age had driven him to be even better than he already was. Being a planner, organized, clean, and a perfectionist had been a source of contention for him and the many teenage girls he dated as a young man.  

He’d always been hard working. Analytical, academic, scientific, and prepared for worst case scenarios. He valued knowledge and competence and he usually, had little patience with inefficiency or disorganization. 

He’d turned into a bit of a thrill seeker, when he’d first went away to college, going on mountain climbing and bungee jumping excursions and jumping out of a plane, more than once. 

Despite his intelligence, strength and ability to handle anything easily, he’d never been narcissistic, or dominant over anyone. He’d always been loving and respectful and attentive in his relationships. But medicine had been his life from the moment he decided to make the world a better place and rid it of cancer. He’d always made sure women understood at this point in his life, he wasn’t the long haul kind of guy. He hoped to be one day, meet the right woman. 

Ian had known since he was seven years old that he wanted to be a doctor. His grandmother had been diagnosed with leukemia when he was five years old and he had watched his vibrant, loving, talented and smart grandmother wither away over the next two years fighting the disease that eventually took her life. 

He’d entered medical school with the determination to become an Oncologist and find the cure for cancer. Until he’d done his internship in emergency medicine at Fairlake Hospital. He thought of that game changing day at least once every day of his life.  

Ian and his mentor and idle Doctor Ralph Wayne the first African American Chief of Emergency Medicine at Fairlake hospital had been on a seventy-two hour emergency room shift. Which meant they were the only doctors to for the ER for the next three days. 

Which basically meant they lived at the hospital. When three little girls’ ages six, four and two came into the emergency room with their throats sliced and several stab wounds to their abdomens. They had all been in their homes more than thirty-six hours with these injuries alone...with their decapitated mother. 

There had been a sense of complete and total horror at the injuries such small children had suffered at the hands of their own father. Nurses that had been in the trenches of the emergency room for more than forty years, were in tears, unable to complete their job with efficiency. 

Although, he was still a student, Ian had handled himself with smarts and speed. With the hospital neurosurgeon more than an hour away, Ian and Dr. Wayne were the only emergency doctors there to help the three very critically ill patients. 

The six-year-old girl had been unconscious when she arrived at the hospital. While Ian and the nurses were working hard to save her life, she opened her eyes and grabbed Ian’s hand. With tears streaming down her face, she whispered, “My daddy killed me and my mommy, please help me.” Her throat had been so deeply cut, when she spoke blood bubbles came out of her neck injury like a Jacuzzi. She then again, lost consciousness.  

That was when one of the nurses had screamed and ran out of the room in tears. 

“All right...Listen!” Ian had stated, “I know we are all broken hearted at what these girls have been put through, it is horrendous. But they need us to be on our game, they need us to be better than our game. Otherwise, they will die, and we will have done them an injustice. So, I don’t care what you have to do, scream on the inside and go home and drink a fifth of Jack Daniels after we get these girls stable. But get your shit together and let’s save them.” 

They’d all worked feverishly over the next two hours to stabilize the girls, so that the surgical team could take over. 

It didn’t hit him until he was in the doctor’s lounge gathering his things to go home and sleep for two days straight, what those girls had gone through. Leaning against his locker, he’d slid to the floor and cried tears of sadness for their lost innocence. 

Dr. Wayne came into the lounge looking for him. “You all right?” 

“Yeah, yeah, it’s just really tragic.” 

It was well known among doctors, you should never make it personal. Ian found that to be almost impossible in his experience but he wasn’t about to get into that debate with his mentor. 

“I just spoke to one of the detectives on the case,” Dr. Wayne told him leaning against one of the lockers. “And he said the mother was finally about to leave her violent and abusive husband after seven years of constant abuse and he tried to kill them all.” 

“I had a feeling it was something like that. I’m glad we were able to get them on the road to recovery but those girls have far to go with what all of this is going to do to their psyches,” Ian had said. 

“Yeah, they will be in therapy for years to come.” Dr. Wayne agreed. “I want you to know, I think...no, I know; you belong in emergency medicine. I know you chose oncology for very personal reasons, and I respect that. But, trauma doctors treat patients with a large variety of injuries. They need to stay calm, be strong, yet vulnerable enough to make the patient feel like you are there and care what is going on with them emotionally as well as physically. There are very few doctors that can handle this, very few. You are one of them Ian. Your specialty is your choice, but I like to think I know a good doctor when I see one. You’re going to be an exceptional doctor. If you have the balls.” He extended him his hand in respect and support from working in the trenches together, and then he went home. 

The night the three little girls had come into the ER had not just changed him professionally. It had changed him personally. That was the night Ian’s specialty had changed to emergency medicine. 

He’d started working at women’s centers in his spare time, treating women and children of domestic violence, encouraging and pushing those women to love themselves and their children enough to walk away and to date, he’d convinced more than twenty-five women to walk away. 

The moment he’d seen Najee Torres husband, he’d known there was more than meets the eye with her carjacking and he’d promised himself if she made it through this, he would do all he could to make her another woman he helped to walk away from abuse and terror. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Consciousness faded in and out for Najee over the next couple of weeks. Her pain was more powerful than she’d expected. Each time she opened her eyes, there he was. The man who’d gotten her a tiny tummy tuck, in the middle of facial reconstructive surgery. There was just something about him that made her want to punch him in the nose. 

She wasn’t sure if she’d been an angry or violent person before now, but he was definitely sending her that way. 

As she came around...there were two things she always tried to determine. Did she know her name, and did she know his name. Once again, to her dismay, the answer to both of those was no. 

Now, she’d finally been able to start moving her arms around on her own. Just as Najee was about to press the nurse call button, trying to do so without alerting everyone, so that man would not come in. Then Dr. Ian McCullum knocked on the door and walked in...she instantly felt safe. 

Ian was handsome as hell, smart and kind. Every night, he came and sat by her bedside and read poems to her for a couple of hours after each shift, making her feel safe.

*******
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“OH, GREAT. MR. TORRES I’m glad you’re still here.” Ian had actually hoped he wouldn’t be here, so he would have a chance to talk to Najee alone. There was something about Aidan Torres that made him want to kick his ass. 

He’d tried to convince himself it wasn’t the emotional attachment he was inexplicably feeling toward Najee. But he was sure that would be a complete lie. 

“I bet,” Adian replied sarcastically taking a sip of his coffee. 

The hate these two men who didn’t really know each other but obviously had for each other made any interaction they had quite contentious and the staff were all just waiting for blows to be thrown. 

Rather than make things worse for Najee, Ian tended to try and ignore Aidan’s rude behavior and bad attitude. But he prayed there would never be a day he saw him on the street, because was sure, he would kick his ass before he knew it. 

“Good Morning Mrs. Torres. How are you feeling? Are we going to get to hear that lovely voice of yours today?” he asked as he was listening to her lungs. 

*******
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COME ON, IT’S NOW OR never. Talk! Najee was thinking as she struggled to get the words to come out. She knew there wasn’t a reason she shouldn’t at least be speaking. So, it being this hard for her to express herself in that way was not only scary but it was pissing her off. 

Doing what she could not to panic and to force the sound out of her mouth, she spoke, “W-who—who is Mrs. T-torres?” 

All eyes stared at her in shock. 

“She spoke!” the nurse said smiling at Ian. 

“I see! What did you say?” the doctor asked. 

The man everyone kept calling Mr. Torres got very close to her bed and reached out attempting to hold her hand.

She slid her hand away before he could, disgusted at the thought of him touching her. “W-who is Mrs. Torres?” she asked again. Her throat felt like she’d been swallowing the rocks off a gravel road whenever she spoke. 

Dr. McCullum sat on the bed next to her with a perplexed look on his face as he looked into her eyes with his little flashlight. “Can you tell me your name?” he asked her. 

She looked to the people in the room trying hard to bring any memory forward. Some recognition, some flicker of familiarity that she’d been trying to reach since she first woke up. 

After a few moments of silence, the doctor had his answer without her saying anything. “Can you tell me who that is?” he said pointing at the man.

Without looking at him, she shook her head...no. 

“Nurse Sepp call Dr. Bramdon please, tell him to get down here ASAP please,” the doctor said standing up placing his light in his pocket. “Mr. Torres, can I speak to you in the hall for a moment please?” he said to Aidan. 

“NO!” Najee managed to get out as loud as she possibly could which wasn’t really loud at all. “I want to hear.” She looked back and forth between them making it clear they had no right to discuss her without talking to her. 

“Okay,” the doctor said taking a deep breath and letting it out. “Ma’am your name is Najee Torres, this is your husband Adian Torres. Do you remember any of that?” 

Say what now? My husband? HIM? She stared at Aidan, with disgust in her eyes. I may not know my butt from a hole in the ground right now, but I can’t believe I’m married to him. Is he sure, I didn’t shoot myself? Najee shook her head no. 

“Najee, this will need to be confirmed by the head of neurology Dr. Bramdon. But it seems that the trauma to your brain from the gunshot wound has given you amnesia. Now, we will have to do extensive testing to see how bad it is and if you will ever be able to get your memories back,” Dr. McCullum told them. 

“AMNEISIA!” the man yelled. “What does that mean? She doesn’t know who she is? Who I am?” 

To her surprise, he seemed to be hurt and very upset by this latest revelation. 

Amnesia? She wasn’t even really sure why she knew what that was, but she did. It meant all the panic and confusion and anxiety she was feeling was justified. She had an entire life she had no memory of. She was actually glad she had blocked her husband out, and she didn’t even know why yet.  

Something about him just made her ass itch. 

For her, the saddest part of this was that she felt closer to her doctor, a man that was essentially a complete stranger. She really didn’t trust anyone right now, especially Mr. Torres. 

“What the hell is going on here? How did this happen. She has forgotten her entire life?” Aidan yelled at the doctor. 

“As I said Mr. Torres, we will have to run extensive tests before I can tell you anything for sure,” Dr. McCullum replied resolutely. The expression on his face spoke volumes. He didn’t like Mr. Torres one bit.

Najee could tell that Aidan was used to people bowing to him, because of his wealth. But she could also tell the doctor was not the type of  man who bowed to anyone. 

Dr. Bramdon arrived at the hospital within thirty minutes, he and Dr. McCullum kicked Aidan out of the room, so they could talk to Najee and give her a through exam without any interruptions. 

“Did I walk in on a difference of opinion?” Dr. Bramdon asked when Aidan was out of the room. 

“No, that man is an asshole,” Najee said slowly while winking at Ian.
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