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While waiting for a manicure the other day, I took one of those rate your life tests you find in old editions of Cosmo and Elle. You know the ones:  your overall score gives an empirical value of how your life’s going at the moment.

Not exactly the healthiest way to take stock of your present situation, I know. But with a few minutes to kill before my manicurist finished up with her previous client I figured, what the hell?

I scored a whopping 41 percent out of the gold standard 100 on the test.

The only question garnering a complete 10 was the one that asked if your finances were in order.

Mine are.

When you’re the only child of a father with a seat on the Stock Exchange and a mother lucky enough to be born into one of the oldest families in the country, you can’t help but be fiscally sound.

Family legend has it trust fund baby were my first coherent, spoken words.

Unfortunately, the rest of the questionnaire’s results were anything but stellar.

~Do you feel fulfilled in your work situation?

I don’t work. Not in the normal 9 to 5 sense.

~ Are you happy with your current love life?

What love life?

~Does getting up each day fill you with a sense of purpose?

Okay, this one I’m seriously working on, but I still only rated it a 5 for the effort I’ve been making of late to become a better person.

~Do you have any mental health issues you are grappling with?

I should have given myself a 10 for this one since I’m still in therapy twice a week, but because I’m not so much grappling with, as learning how to deal with my issues, I scored it low.

By the time my name was called, a deep, dark funk invaded my soul.

Here I was, staring 38 in the face with nothing tangible to show for a life of spoiled riches except a few grey hairs and a frown line my mother suggested—strongly and often—I get rid of with a few well-placed Botox injections.

I’d married young – way too young - for the wrong reason, and then stayed in the emotionally abusive relationship out of fear. I’d abandoned my best friend when she needed me the most and I’d never taken advantage of all the, well, advantages, my parents’ social standing and financial security afforded me.

In essence, from the age of twenty-one, I’d stopped participating in being an adult and went through the next fifteen years in a zombie state. The reason is something I’m still coming to grips with, hence the twice-weekly therapy sessions.

And I sound like I’m whining. I’m not.

Well...maybe a little.

But in truth, I am trying, hard, to fashion something for my future life aside from therapy, charity lunches, and economy-stimulating shopping.

Which explained why I was in the back seat of a cab at two in the morning, holding a hysterical, bleeding woman twice my age, while commanding the driver go faster so we could get her to the nearest emergency room. I offered him twice the amount on the meter and told him I’d pay any speeding tickets he got along the way.

In order to give some purpose to my life, I’d been volunteering at a women’s center for the past three months. My best friend Aurora – who I’d reconnected with after a fifteen year separation – got me the position after I told her I needed to do something constructive with my life. Aurora had been a volunteer at the center for a while and felt my participation would help both the marginalized women there who were in need, and myself. Since I’d been in a relationship which had taken over my mind, body, and spirit, and I’d managed to come out on the other side of it emotionally and physically intact (mostly), she figured I’d be a good role model to women in similar, and even worse, circumstances.

Because I could walk the walk and talk the talk of a woman who’d been subjugated and made to feel less than by the person supposed to love her unconditionally, Aurora figured I could relate to the women’s fears and worries. I’d actually been through the fire they were currently navigating through.

She wasn’t wrong. Despite our economic and social differences, the women I dealt with found a sister in arms in me. Since joining the team, I’d woken on volunteer days with a sense I was doing actual good in the world (which explained the score of 5 on the questionnaire.)

One of the women I’d been helping, Carla Salazar, was sobbing in my arms and bleeding from the beating her estranged husband administered not more than an hour ago.

I was the volunteer “on call” tonight for situations.

Having your face used as a punching bag by a man one hundred pounds heavier and eight inches taller than you qualifies as a situation.

“At last,” I said the moment the driver pulled into the emergency room parking circle. After paying by credit card, I threw a one hundred dollar bill through the window at him with a hurried, “Thank you.”

For a routine Tuesday night in Manhattan, the emergency room was packed, something that surprised me. In all honesty, I’ve been in two city hospital emergency rooms in my life. Once, when my friend Aurora had been brought in after being poisoned on her 21st birthday, and once a little over a year ago when I’d mixed a bottle of wine with a few too many sleeping pills. I hadn’t done it for any other reason than I was screaming for sleep, despite my then-husband’s lie to all who would listen I’d tried to off myself.

I rushed Carla by the throng of people to the intake desk, cutting the line amid several protesting voices in various languages.

I didn’t apologize to any of them.

“Excuse me,” I said, loudly and firmly to the receptionist behind the partition glass. “This woman needs to see a doctor immediately. She’s had a head injury.”

The clerk looked up from his computer screen, a bored and tired expression dancing in his eyes. One glance at Carla’s battered, actively bleeding face and his ennui changed to immediate concern.

“Was she in a car accident?” he asked, his fingers already typing across his keyboard.

“Beaten by her ex-husband.”

That concerned glare in his eyes hardened to industrial concrete. Gently, he asked for her pertinent information. Her mouth was so swollen, the lips still bleeding actively, so she asked me to give it. When I’d arrived at her apartment after her tearful call, I’d remembered to ask where her personal identification was, knowing I’d need it at the hospital. She’d pointed to her purse, which I now held.

Like virtually all the women the shelter helped, Carla didn’t have health insurance for any one of a dozen reasons.  I told the receptionist to send the bill to the center and provided him with the info he required.

“I’ll have someone come right out to bring her back,” he told us once he’d entered all her data into the hospital’s system.

Coming from a life of privilege where my parents had a personal physician on speed dial, realizing how difficult it was for someone disenfranchised to get the care they needed had been eye opening and disturbing on so many levels.

Not less than a minute later the door to the right of the reception desk opened.

“Are you family?” a woman in a dark scrub suit asked me.

“I’m her advocate.”

“Then you can’t go in with her, I’m sorry.”

Just as I was about to protest, Carla’s weak voice pleaded, “Please. I need her with me. Please.”

I tend to think even the most jaded and hardhearted of individuals would have responded to the fear and helplessness in her voice.

With a nod, the health care worker brought us both into a cubicle, helped Carla sit on the gurney, then drew the curtains.

The woman took something called an intake, where she asked Carla a zillion questions about what happened, including if she’d been raped. The one small ray of sunshine in this whole dark event was she hadn’t. She recorded Carla’s vital signs, and told us someone would be in shortly to treat her wounds and probably order x-rays to make sure nothing was broken. I could have told her just by looking at Carla’s face, her nose and possibly one of her cheekbones was shattered, but I kept my mouth shut. She also told us she needed to call the police and report the beating.

There was no argument from me about this and when Carla began protesting, I was able to get her to understand reporting the attack was a necessary step in making sure her ex didn’t come back to do more damage.

When the two of us were alone, I pulled the only chair in the room next to the gurney and took one of her hands in mine.

If I’d slipped my fingers into a bucket filled with ice, I would have felt more warmth than her hand possessed.

“You have to report him, Carla. He had no right to do this to you and if you don’t get a restraining order he’s going to come back and finish what he started.”

I hated being so blunt, but she needed to hear, and comprehend, the seriousness of this situation.

The quiet sobs shaking from her broke my heart.  While my ex-husband had never put a hand on me during our marriage, the emotional abuse and verbal pummeling had been no less painful nor damaging than if he’d used his fists.

“I think we should photograph you, too,” I said. Her sobs increased and through them I understood she was mortified at anyone seeing her in this condition.

“Nonsense,” I told her, taking my cell phone from my purse. “No one who knows you will ever think less of you because of this. This wasn’t your fault, Carla. Not one bit of it. Bruises on the outside heal. You need tangible proof of what he did to you when this goes to court.”

When she finally allowed me to photograph her, I took several pictures from different angles to give a complete view of her facial injuries.

Carla quieted after a while, then laid back on the gurney. I knew enough not to let her fall asleep so I talked quietly with her, telling her about the book I was reading, a movie I wanted to see. Inane stuff to keep her mind off what happened and to keep her awake.

After an hour of waiting, I pulled back the curtain and tried to get the attention of one of the staff. The woman who’d brought us to the cubicle was nowhere to be seen.

Police officers filled the emergency room, many standing outside three cubicles at the other end of the department. From the shouting and clamoring going on, I knew the patients in those areas were critical.

I spotted a guy in a labcoat standing alone at the empty nurse’s station and made a beeline for him.

“Excuse me.”

He didn’t look up from the chart he was reading when he said, “Yes?”

One thing a lifetime of watching my mother has taught me is to always maintain a sense of poise when faced with rude people. She’s never lost her cool over arrogant or discourteous behavior. That’s not to say she’s a pushover. No. The woman has a spine hewn from forged steel. But she keeps calm and quietly, but firmly, gets her needs known.

I channeled her self-possession as I kept my voice low and repeated my, “Excuse me.”

He still didn’t look up.

“What can I help you with?” he asked, focusing on the chart. If I had to guess, his voice gave the impression he was either bored with what he was reading or bothered at being interrupted.

Too bad.

I may have been my mother’s daughter, but half my father’s DNA swam within me, too. And let’s face it: poise only gets you so far with people who are determined to be bad mannered.

“For one thing you can look at me when I’m speaking to you,” I said.

Okay. Snapped is more the appropriate description of how it came out.

Rude, apparently, responds to rude, because his head whipped up and he nailed me with such a hot and bothered glare, my body should have been engulfed in flames on sight.

Deep, fathomless brown eyes, so dark I couldn’t discern between the ink of his pupils and the color of his irises, glared at me from under long lashes most women needed a specialty salon session to possess. The brows over them were thick, natural, and black, so, too, the longish, tousled hair covering his head. A fringe of wayward hair flopped down across his scowling brow when he looked at me and, with a flick of his head, he swished it out of his eye line.

Cheekbones cut from glass tapered down to a hard and chiseled jawline with enough stubble to give the impression he was aiming for the scruffy look or he’d been working since yesterday and hadn’t had time to shave. His entire face was the most perfect depiction of the word masculine I’d ever seen.

Except for his mouth.

Where the rest of his face was as firm and rigid as a marble carving, his lips were smooth and plump. My Granny Charlotte would have called it a poet’s mouth; romantic and dreamy. While her fanciful descriptions were usually garnered from the romance books she read by the gross each month, I actually understood what she meant just by staring at this man’s kissable mouth.

A mouth, by the way, currently tugged downward in the corners as he glared at me.

“Thank you,” I said when I found my voice again. “We’ve been waiting for someone to come and examine my friend’s injuries for over an hour. She’s in considerable pain from her wounds.”

His mouth went flat again, his gaze flicking to where I pointed at Carla’s cubicle.

“The domestic beating,” he said.

If his face was the very depiction of masculine, his voice followed suit. Deep, husky, almost like he was a life-long smoker, strong and primal. The subdued sensuality of it hit me like a body slam. For a brief moment I forgot about everything but that voice.

Then, his words drifted through.

My back snapped straight and I felt my nostrils flare.

“The domestic beating has a name.” His left eyebrow rose as he glared down at me. “As I said, she’s in pain and bleeding and we’ve been waiting for a considerable amount of time for someone to come and treat her.”

“Everyone in here tonight is in pain and bleeding,” he said, dryly.

“I don’t care about everyone else,” I barked.

“Unfortunately, Miss...?”

When I refused to offer my name, he added, “I have to care about everyone else. We’re short staffed and tonight two gangs decided to shoot it out. GSW’s tend to take precedence over everything else.”

How in the world a voice like his, one conjuring up images of sexy times between satin sheets, could be attached to such a supercilious, cold, and condescending man, I was hard pressed to understand.

“I realize she wasn’t brought in with a bullet in her chest,” I said, mimicking his insolent tenor, “but her injuries are no less concerning. It’s a sad commentary if she’d been a gangbanger she would have jumped to the front of the line and been seen to already. As it is, she’s starting to fall asleep and I have no idea if it’s because she’s tired or slipping into a coma from her injuries.”

His mouth went flat again, the skin around his eyes narrowing.

“I may not know much about medicine but even I know someone who’s been beaten about the head shouldn’t fall asleep.”

A moment later he let out a deep breath.

“In all honesty I was about to come see her.” He lifted the chart he’d been viewing. “I’ve been reviewing the intake the nurse took, familiarizing myself with Mrs. Salazar’s vitals and history. It appears she’s been in the E.R. many times before with similar injuries.” He indicated the thick, paper chart in his hand.

For the first time I glanced down at the nametag fastened to his lab coat.

Decker Madina, P.A.

“You’re not a doctor.”

“A Physician’s Assistant. But I can assure you, I’m qualified to care for your friend.”

He must be a mind reader because I’d been thinking I wanted a doctor to examine her, not someone with the title of assistant. Plus, I wasn’t sure having a man, any man, put his hands on Carla, even in a caring capacity, was a good idea.

I was about to say that, when he turned and began walking toward Carla’s cubicle, dismissing me in the process.

“Wait,” I called.

He stopped, turned back to me, one corner of his mouth tipped down into a mini-scowl. “I thought you wanted her seen to immediately.”

My poor back was getting a workout tonight. It felt like a steel rod slid up from my ass. How could someone charged with helping people have such a patronizing attitude?

“Isn’t there a female doctor or P.A., available? I’m sure you’re fine at your job, but Carla’s a little leery of men right now, with good reason, and I think she might be...calmer, if a woman took care of her.”

“Unfortunately, no. I’m the one on duty and assigned to her, so you’ve got me. Don’t worry. I’ve treated many domestic abuse patients. I know how she’s feeling right now.”

“I doubt that,” I muttered, shaking my head.

“Doubt all you want,” he shrugged under his labcoat, making the cold gesture look somehow elegant, “it’s the truth.”

He dragged in another breath, shook his head again and then peeked inside the cubicle. He called Carla by name and then introduced himself in a voice and tone very different from the one he’d used with me.

“Would you mind if I checked out your injuries?”

“Where...where is Phil?” her tiny, unsure voice asked.

“Here.” I marched past Madina and pulled her hand into mine. “I’m right here and I won’t leave you.” I stared across the gurney at Madina. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“None,” he responded, going to the sink to wash his hands.

After donning exam gloves, he examined her injuries and I have to admit, he was exceedingly gentle. He explained why he needed to take his own set of pictures for her record and the police report they were obligated to file. In all truth, his photos were probably better than mine.

While he cut her fingernails and placed them into a plastic bag he then sealed, he explained how they would be used in evidence if any of her attacker’s DNA was under them. He refrained from using the term ex-husband to describe the man, which I found interesting, and I have to admit, very caring.

Carla calmed considerably under his tender, quiet manner and ministrations. She only flinched and gasped one time, when he washed the blood from her nose and mouth using a sterile gauze soaked in something bottled he’d pulled from one of the cubicle’s cabinets.

“This is normal saline,” he told her. “Think of it like sterile salt water. It helps remove all the dried blood so I can get a better sense of what we’re dealing with under it all. But it does tend to sting a little. Okay?”

She nodded and I watched his hands glide over her battered face with deliberate, slow movements as he swiped away as much of the blood as he could. While doing so he talked to her, asking her questions about any other places she had pain, or areas she thought she’d been hit. His peaceful tone was so soothing I felt my lids grow a little heavy while Carla related what happened to her. She told him more than she’d confessed to me during our cab ride. For instance, I hadn’t known she’d smelled alcohol and marijuana on her ex when he’d forced his way into her apartment. Nor the extent of the threats he’d made if she called anyone and reported what he’d done.

While Madina then did a physical exam of Carla’s body, I sent a text to one of the center’s volunteer lawyers, requesting an emergency restraining order for the husband and detailing the need for speed in acquiring it.

When she’d come on board as a volunteer for the center, my friend Aurora had been instrumental in getting high priced lawyers in private practice to donate their time and expertise to the shelter. It was one of these I called now.

“I’m ordering a series of facial and torso x-rays,” Madina told Carla. “While your nose is very swollen, it doesn’t appear fractured. Neither does your jaw, but I’d like to make sure before we send you home.”

My earlier thought that her nose and cheek were broken popped into my head.

“The abdominal and chest ones are to make sure you don’t have any injuries I can’t see, like broken ribs. It’s always better to be safe than sorry.”

That phrase was familiar to me since my grandmother used it often. Of course, she was usually referring to investment portfolios when she made it. But still.

Madina removed his gloves and then logged into the cubicle’s computer. “I’m sending your orders now and someone from transport should be up shortly to take you down to the radiology department. After the x-rays, we’ll take the next step, okay?”

He held her hand while he spoke, the kindness he’d alluded to earlier on display as he smiled at her. When he tipped his head to me, his smile still in place, I felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach.

I lost the ability to take a full breath and, for a brief, shattering moment, my vision tunneled until the only thing in my eye line was his face and that incredible smile.

As a teenager I’d suffered through three years of orthodontia to correct an overbite brought on by toddler thumb sucking. Even with the thousands of dollars my parents spent on correcting the problem, I knew my smile wasn’t as perfect as Madina’s.

The simple uplifting of his lips changed the entire perspective of his face. Still undeniably masculine, the smile softened the hard lines of his jaw and cheeks. He looked...approachable, and not nearly as harsh as when I’d first encountered him at the nurse’s station.

“Knock, knock,” came from behind the curtain. I moved to peek outside and found two uniformed officers. They explained they’d been notified about Carla and were here to take her statement.

After discerning Madina was done for the moment, I bid them entry and sat, once again holding Carla’s hand, as she related the events of her evening.

Just as they finished, Madina came back in, telling us they were ready in radiology for her. A transport volunteer with a gurney waited outside the curtain.

“You can go with her,” he told me as the aid helped her move from one stretcher to another.

“I’d planned to.”

That left eyebrow rose again as he stared down at me.

His quizzical perusal of my face made me squirm a bit.

“Can I ask, what’s your relationship to Mrs. Salazar?”

“I’m her personal advocate.” 

He cocked his head to the side. “Advocate for what?”

After snaking a quick glance over my shoulder, I lowered my voice, took a step closer to him, and said, “She’s a client at the Downtown Women’s Shelter. I’ve been assigned to help her navigate through this period. She left her abusive husband and is forging a new, independent, life for herself.”

His right eyebrow joined its twin. “One of the day nurses is a volunteer at your shelter. I’ve heard her talk about it.”

I nodded. “Rochelle Hicks. She’s wonderful.”

“She says good things about the place.”

Before I could respond, the transporter pushed the gurney out into the hallway.

“Excuse me,” I told Madina.

I slipped my hand into Carla’s and followed along as we made our way to the radiology department.

While Carla was x-rayed—the one room I wasn’t allowed to accompany her to—I received a reply from the lawyer I’d texted. The restraining order was being processed immediately.

Sitting back in the uncomfortable waiting room chairs, I closed my eyes as fatigue started to zap my energy. I’d just settled into bed after finally unpacking the last of the moving boxes littering my new apartment, when Carla called me.

Several weeks ago I’d signed ownership papers on my very first, grownup place to live in Chelsea. When I’d left my marriage, I’d moved back into my childhood home with my parents on the upper East Side. At the time I needed a safe place to land after the hell of my marriage and my parents were more than willing to care for me. In all honesty, I craved their undivided attention and unconditional love, two things my marriage never afforded me.

My parents not only took me in without question, they also hired top-notch divorce and criminal defense attorneys to help me steer through the next few months. I needed the defense attorneys to work out the best deal so I could avoid any kind of jail time.

Long story short: my ex unintentionally poisoned my best friend, Aurora, at her 21st birthday party with a mixture of rohypnol and ketamine. I say unintentionally because the cocktail had been intended for a guy I’d been seeing on the side at the time. Trey, my ex, wanted to make the guy sick and get him out of my life. Why he thought giving him a drugged cocktail was the way to go I never understood. I hadn’t known what he’d intended, but after Aurora drank the cocktail instead and then wound up in a coma because of an allergic reaction to the mixture, Trey confessed to me what he’d done and why. He’d sworn me to secrecy because he didn’t want to be arrested, and then he put together a plan for us to get married immediately so I could never testify against him. He was under the impression, as his wife, I wouldn’t have to.

Fast forward fifteen years and a lifetime of emotional abuse later where Trey told me daily I was nothing without him and if I told anyone what he’d done we’d both go to prison (which I believed) and I finally found the courage to confess. Trey had kept me isolated for all those years and my relationship with my parents was strained. I had no friends to confide in, no one I trusted enough to believe in my innocence.

Then one day by chance, I’d spotted Aurora walking down the street and I knew the time had come where I needed to take back control of my life.

My parents, God love them, had done everything in their power, which was considerable, to keep me out of jail, citing the numerous years I’d spent under Trey’s controlling thumb.

With my ex now sitting in a prison in Georgia, I was free to live the life I should have been living for all those years.

The first step had been in reaching out to my oldest friend and reconnecting. Then, finding something good to do with my life. Once I felt confident enough to live on my own I’d bought a one bedroom flat in Chelsea and set up my own home for the very first time in my thirty-seven years.

“Miss Doubletree?”

I opened my eyes to see the radiology tech standing in front of me.

“Mrs. Salazar is done and they’re bringing her back down now. She asked me to come get you.”

Ten minutes later we were back in our original emergency room cubicle. At almost five in the morning, I found myself shaking my head several times to keep awake.

Finally, Madina came back in.

“Well, I was right,” he told Carla, with a tired grin. “Miraculously, your nose isn’t broken, your ribs are all intact, but badly bruised, and I don’t see anything suspicious in any of the films. You don’t have any signs of a concussion, but it could always be delayed. I’d like to admit you. Unfortunately, we don’t have any beds in the hospital right now. I could keep you here in the emergency department for twenty-three hours, though, so we could observe you.”

Carla gasped then reached out for my hand. Once I held it she addressed Madina. “Please. I don’t want to stay here. I want to go home.”

“I’ll only allow it if you can assure me you’ll have someone watching you closely for the next forty-eight hours to ensure you can be woken at regular intervals.”

“She will,” I said. “I’ll take you to the center and have the nurses on duty watch you.” I said, then turned to Madina. “Is that okay?”

His reply came first. “Yes. I think it’s safe to say you can be discharged out of here then. But I have a few cautions.”

While he listed them, I typed them into my phone so I wouldn’t forget anything, especially the ones to watch out for concerning a concussion.

“I’m giving you a prescription for a pain med if you feel the need for it. Do you have a pharmacy where you can get it filled?”

“I’ll take care of it,” I said, taking it from him.

As he handed it to me the tips of our fingers brushed over one another. I don’t know if it was because I was starting to feel so punch drunk from lack of sleep or from the excessively dry air in the room, but an actual shock, like when you cross a rug in the winter, shot up my hand. If we’d been in a darkened room, a visible light would have sparked from the flash.

Madina felt it, too, evidenced when his left eyebrow shot up his forehead as it had earlier. He immediately fisted his hand, but left it outstretched toward me. He looked as confused as I felt by the sensation, because if I wasn’t mistaken – and believe me, I could have been – that little flare between us was filled with...interest.

Of the male/female kind.

But like I said, I could have been mistaken because it had been almost two decades since I’d had anyone interested in me.

Or vice versa.

With a tiny shake of his head, Madina turned his attention back to Carla and asked if she had any questions. She didn’t. When he cocked an eyebrow at me I said the same.

A few minutes later, I gathered her things and called for a car, Carla settled in next to me. Before leaving the emergency room, Madina sent a nurse in with an ice bag and the instructions for Carla to hold it over her face a few times an hour for the first day or so until the swelling decreased.

“He listed icing your face and ribs in his discharge summary, too,” I told her as the car whisked us to the women’s center. I’d already notified them I was bringing her back for after-care watch.

Of the many wonderful services the center offered, twenty-four hour a day housing, free of charge for a limited time, was one of the best. After Carla left her husband, she couldn’t go back to her apartment. Like many women, hers wasn’t the name on the lease. Even if it were, going back meant placing herself in potential danger. She’d been given a room at the center until an apartment could be found for her along with employment to pay for it, which both had.

For the thousandth time since I’d left my marriage I realized how lucky I was to be able to situate myself at my parents. The majority of the women I now worked with had no one they could turn to, stay, or live with. They were truly, and in the purest sense, on their own in the world.

With Carla now set up and safe, her discharge instructions and prescription in the hands of the on-duty manager at the center, I ordered one final car to take me back to my new apartment. As tired as I physically was, emotionally and spiritually, euphoria seeped through me. I’d actually helped another soul tonight, made it easier for someone. Cared about, and for, another being.

At a little after seven a.m. I walked through my door. In my younger years, when I’d been a club-hopping, spoiled socialite, I’d danced and drank the night away most every weeknight and Saturday’s too. Back then I’d be arriving home after a night of fun about the same time I was right now. During those decadent days of self-absorption and self-satisfaction, I’d fall into bed, usually still dressed in whatever designer outfit I’d started my evening in, and sleep most of the day away only to wake and begin the fun-cycle again.

A decade and a half later those days were long gone - and not only chronologically.

That spoiled, narcissistic elitist girl was gone, too, replaced by a caring, empathetic woman I was really coming to like.

After a quick shower, I creamed my face, slipped on a pair of silk pjs my mother gifted me for my last birthday, and settled underneath the warmth of my new comforter. Just as sleep settled in, Madina’s face swam across my last moment of consciousness.
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Chapter 2
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One of the good things about being unemployed is you never have to worry about being late to work if you’ve had a late night or couldn’t sleep.

Or spent several hours with a friend in an emergency room.

Sleeping until three or four in the afternoon after spending the night clubbing had been my normal a lifetime ago. Now, my body craved the sunlight. I managed to sleep four hours after depositing Carla at the center, then my cells decided they wanted to be awake and productive.

Well, as productive as I could be on four hours sleep.

After a cup of herbal tea, part of a house warming package my grandmother’d given me when I moved in, I called the center and was told Carla was up and doing fine. Then, I called my bestie to talk her into an impromptu lunch.  

Aurora Brightwell and I met when we were both enrolled in the same Upper East Side pre-kindergarten class at the Jaycee Tarheel Day School. The Tar, as it’s known by, is an elite feeder school, dedicated to ensuring the children of the ridiculously rich start their education on a firm foot before moving on to more exclusive elementary schools. My parents and Aurora’s were raised with the edict that the right schools promote great futures. The networking that goes on between parents in schools such as the Tar to ensure children get a head start in life, puts military systems to shame.

My father has always been a big believer it’s not only what you know, but who you know and what they know that helps you get ahead.

It’s an extremely insular world to grow up in and, in all honesty, a lonely one, too. If it hadn’t been for Aurora’s friendship from those early days, I think I might have turned to the dark side during my tweens and rebelled much more than I had. With her influence, I’d walked the straight and narrow through our teenage years, and had never done anything illegal aside from drinking champagne while underage.

Which, in our social set, is a right of passage.

When I arrived at the specialty teashop we both loved on the Upper East Side, Aurora was already seated, a pot of tea in front of her and a three tiered sampling tray of cakes and cookies on the table.

“I ordered it for the both of us,” she said, rising and pulling me into a hug. “I got hit with a mad sugar craving after my workout this morning. When you called it gave me the perfect excuse to indulge it.” She laughed and took her chair.

I shook my head, knowing how hard her workouts were.

After being stuck in a coma for ten years, Aurora had woken with a body that had grown lax and useless. Unwavering dedication to getting the use of her limbs and bodily functions back, she’d employed grueling trainers and physical therapists who’d worked her to exhaustion. But all her hard work and commitment paid off. She’d recently completed her first marathon and finished as she’d wanted: upright and in under six hours.

Not bad for someone who’d lain on her back, immobile, for a decade.

“How many miles did you run?”

“Eleven.”

“You’re eating all this, then.” I swiped my hand at the towering tray laden with frosted cakes, sugar cookies, and scones, “Because I’m gaining weight just looking at it.”

“Live a little, Phil.”

When she smiled at me, I shook my head again, but pulled a cheese Danish down onto my plate.

“So, how’s the apartment shaping up?” She asked.

“Good. I got the last of the boxes unpacked yesterday so now I need to arrange everything the way I want it.”

“How does it feel to be out on your own at the age of thirty-seven?” she asked, laughing again.

“Weird. I went from my parent’s house, to living with Trey, then back with my parents again. This is, truthfully, the first time I’ve ever lived by myself. It’s a little scary.”

Aurora stretched a hand across the tiny table and folded mine into it. “But scary in a good way, right?”

When I nodded, she said, “I’m so proud of you.  I know how hard this past year has been, with Trey’s trial and all the bad press it garnered.”

With a shrug, I said, “I feel worse for Trey’s parents because they were the one’s dragged—-oh MY GOD!”

Her smile went to supersonic brilliance. “I’ve been waiting for you to notice.”

A diamond the size of a Chihuahua sat on the fourth finger of her left hand. How I hadn’t noticed it before now was a mystery because the thing sparkled like a spotlight against a midnight dark sky.

“You’re engaged.” I jumped up and tugged her back into a full body hug. “Oh, Rory, I’m so happy for you. Tell me everything.”

Aurora, beaming like a headlight, sat back down while I kept her hand in mine so I could admire the boulder on her finger.

“Cade asked me last night while we were making dinner.”

“Did he do the whole traditional thing and get down on one knee?”

“Yes, right in his kitchen.” She giggled with glee. “He’d planned on stashing it in my napkin and when we sat down to eat, I’d find it, but he said he couldn’t wait for dinner.”

“Aww. That’s so sweet.”

“What’s even sweeter? He asked my mother and Maeve first, for their blessings.”

Aurora’s father had, unfortunately, passed away while she’d been in the coma. Asking her mother was a classy move on Cade’s part and including Maeve Ramon, Aurora’s childhood nanny, even classier, and I said so.

“We called both of them right after I said yes and then we all cried for about ten minutes.” She rolled her eyes, her gaze going to the ring. Her expression turned dreamy while she admired it. “I had no idea he was going to ask me.”

“You two hadn’t discussed marriage before now?”

“Not in a definitive kind of way, no. It hadn’t crossed my mind.”

“But you love one another. I’d think it’s the logical next step in your relationship, in your futures.”

“Cade understands, though, since I missed so much of my young adult life I want to try and make up for the lost years. Travel, open a business, maybe get my Master’s degree. Stuff like that.”

“You can do all of that and still be married, you know.”

She nodded. Then she giggled again as she wiggled her fingers. “It’s so pretty, isn’t it?”

“Beyond. And I’m so happy you found someone who loves you so, so much.”

She grabbed my hand again and squeezed it.

“Speaking of, have you met anyone you’re interested in lately? Living on your own without your parents hovering, I imagine it’ll be easier for you to date.”

“Ugh. I’m not in the right headspace to date yet. I need to work on myself for a while.”

Aurora sighed. “I can’t tell you how much I hate that Trey did such a number on you.”

And he had, no denying it. Living with fear for a decade and a half was no way for anyone to exist without some kind of negative lasting impression and impact.

I shrugged and took a sip of the delicious tea. “It is what it is. Which is why I’m still spending a fortune in therapy fees each month. But aside from that, I’m pushing thirty-eight, Rory. Most guys are looking for twenty-somethings with no baggage, perfect bodies, and their own lives. Or the guys are workaholics, each one wanting to make more money than they’ll ever need. And I can’t let my father hear me say that. He’ll disown me.”

I shook my head while she grinned.

“I never thought I’d feel old at this age, but I do. All of the guys we know are married or divorced. Or cheating. I don’t want...that. And I don’t want to do the bar scene or any of those apps.”

“I can’t blame you for that.” She shuddered.

“My mother tried to set me up with one of her sorority sister’s sons. Guy was recently divorced, no kids, and looking.”

“Did you meet him?”

“Hell, no. I had no intention of being set up by my mother to begin with, but after Mom told me he’d moved back home with his parents I knew I’d made the right choice. I mean, really. The guy went from his mother doing his laundry, to his wife, and now back to his mother doing it again. No thanks. I’m not that desperate for male companionship.”

Aurora shook her head while she took a bite of her cherry and currant scone.

“Random hook-ups for sex don’t appeal to me, either.” I sighed.

“You and I both missed the right swipe years,” she said. “You were married and didn’t need an app like that, and I wasn’t...available.”

Whenever she spoke about her time in the coma around me, Aurora always tried to downplay it, since the reason she’d been in that state was because of my ex-husband.  She truly is the best, best friend ever. “I think you got the last good guy in the city.”

“Not the last,” she was quick to say. “When you’re ready, you’ll meet someone. Some guy who’ll make you feel all tingly inside. Who’ll spark your interest and make you want to take a chance.”

At her use of the word spark, I remembered what happened when Madina’s fingers brushed over mine. Was that spark because of the dry environment? Or something else?

“Until then,” Aurora broke through my musings, “I have a request.”

I tilted my head at the determined expression on her face.

“The last time I agreed to one of your requests”—I put air quotes around the word—“I found myself volunteering at the women’s center.”

“And you’ve loved every minute of it, haven’t you?”

“Well, I’m not certain I’ve loved every minute, but it has been rewarding in a bunch of ways.”

She nodded. Then she cleared her throat. I have to admit, whenever someone has done this in the past around me, it’s usually been followed by a lecture or a parental rebuke.

“You can say no, of course, and I won’t be mad,” she said.

“Uh-oh. Why am I not liking the sound of this?”

She grinned at me and reached across the table to squeeze my free hand. “No idea. But I’d really like it if you said yes.”

“I need to know what I’m agreeing to first. And please don’t tell me it’s that you want to set me up with Cade’s third cousin who’s coming to town from Paducah or some such God forsaken place, or something equally as terrifying.”

Her grin turned to a full smile then a belly laugh. “I’m going to have to ask him now if he has any available cousins—”

“Aurora Jean, you wouldn’t dare.”

Her lips turned into a diabolical smirk. Then, “No, I wouldn’t. You know I wouldn’t.”

“Thank you,” I said, letting out a worried sigh. “So what am I agreeing to?”

“Being my maid of honor.”

“Oh...wow. I didn’t expect that.”

“I don’t know why not. You’re my oldest, dearest friend, Phil. The only thing separating us from being sisters is our DNA. You were the first and only person I thought of as soon as I said yes to Cade.”

Unexpected tears stung the backs of my eyes and I beat my lids in a rapid tattoo to keep them from falling down my cheeks. I can imagine I looked a little crazed, sitting there, batting my eyelashes like I had a speck of city dust in my eyes.

Here’s a fun fact about me (and please note the sarcasm in the word fun): I never cry.

Ever.

Ever.

The last time I had a good crying jag I’d been fifteen and my then boyfriend-someday-husband Trey Bookman told me I looked fat in my new bikini.

I don’t cry at funerals, even of people I love and sad movies elicit no morose response from me.

I’m just not wired to be a crier.

That’s why my response to Aurora’s request took us both by surprise.

“Are you sure?” I asked, taking the handkerchief she pulled from her Chanel bag, and yes, it was a real hankie not a paper tissue. “I wasn’t exactly a good friend to you. In so many ways.”

“Stop,” she said. For added effect, she raised her hand and shoved it in my face, palm upward at me. “I want you to be in my wedding. I always did. Remember how we pledged to be each other’s attendants when we were in high school?”

I did, but the promise never came true because I’d married Trey while Aurora was lost in the coma.

“I know what you’re thinking, Phillipa, so stop it right now. It’s a new beginning for the both of us. And I want you to be my maid of honor. Yes?”

The blessing of knowing someone since you could both walk was evident right here. Aurora did know what I was thinking and why I had the concerns I did. But of everyone I’ve ever known, she is truly the most forgiving of people.

How could I say no to her request?

The answer? I couldn’t.

When I told her I’d be thrilled and honored to stand up with her at the altar, her own tears started.

“Oh, forget the tea. This calls for champagne,” she said after I gave her back her hankie so she could dab at her own eyes.

You wouldn’t think we’d be able to get a bottle in a shop specializing in tea and baked goods.

You would be wrong.

Less than five minutes after asking our waitress to bring us a bottle and two flutes, we were sipping chilled champagne with fresh strawberries added.

And since neither of us had a job to be back to, we stretched our lunch into the afternoon while we planned her wedding.
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