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      First, thank you for reading.  I sincerely appreciate you.  In the interest of providing the best reading experience possible, there are a few things you should know about Involuntary.  This story came to me in a dream.  I awakened with my heart pounding as I felt Stephanie’s emotions. A large part of the first chapter is the product of the dream that sparked the novel.

      If you read the excerpt in Sano’s Queen, you already know what happened.  If not, you’ll read it here for the first time.  The story evokes strong emotion due to the sensitive subject matter portrayed.  It contains adult themes which include rough language, sexual content, violence, death, child abandonment, drug use and references to human trafficking.

      Nothing was written for shock value.  I simply told the story as the characters presented it to me.  I hope you enjoy Jian and Stephanie’s journey to their Happily Ever After.
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      STEPHANIE

      Please God.  Please let my baby be okay.  Rushing through the security checkpoint at the ER entrance, my hands shook so badly I could hardly empty my pockets at the guard’s request.  The thundering beat of my heart was so loud in my ears, I could barely hear him speaking.  Finally, I made it through the security check.  My cousin Gene wasn’t far behind, taking his turn at the access control point.  Thank God he was at the salon when I got the call.  The way I felt, I would’ve ended up in an accident trying to make it to the hospital.

      There’s a lone woman sitting at a desk behind the glass separator as I entered the reception area.  Reading the Registrar nameplate, I hurriedly approached the glass.  I glimpsed the badge pinned to the collar of her scrubs–Charlotte Wright.  The ER was crowded.  I said a prayer of thanks there wasn’t a line at the Registrar’s desk.

      All the nerves in my body screamed for me to get to Saffi.  I knew the woman heard me approach the desk.  She looked up at me then back at her computer screen.  I mustered every ounce of self-control I had and stood quietly at the desk. Waiting.  And waiting.

      Charlotte typed away on the computer as though I wasn’t standing less than five feet in front of her, separated only by the desk and protective glass.  It was likely that only a couple of minutes passed, but it felt like hours.  This is some bullshit.   Attempting to get her attention, I rapped my knuckles against the counter.

      “Excuse me, ma’am.  Can you help me?  I got a call that my daughter was here.”

      I promise.  I tried to sound as nice as my frayed nerves allowed.  Giving me a sour expression as if I inconvenienced her by expecting her to actually do her job, Charlotte stopped typing.  I didn’t have time for her bullshit.  I pinned her with my, get off your ass and do your job, look.

      “If you’ll give me a minute, I’ll be right with you.”  Her words weren’t rude.  In contrast, her tone and countenance said things her words had not.   This chick is testing me.  Internally, my anxiety screamed.  I struggled against being that person.  The person who cut up.  The one who cursed out people in service jobs.  However, it was a damn Emergency Room.  She could at least pretend she understood her environment.

      I opened my mouth, but Gene placed a hand on my shoulder.  He shook his head, stopping what was coming next.  Gently moving me to the side, he stepped closer to the desk.  I didn’t play when it came to Saffi and he knew that.  If I had to wait on something dealing with me, no problem.  Not when it came to her.

      “Ma’am, we don’t mean to rush you.  We’re just worried.  My little cousin is here.  She’s only twelve years old.  She was attacked.  She’s probably scared out of her mind right now.”

      Motioning to me, he pasted on a smile giving her his charming best.  “My little cousin’s name is Chloe Barker.  This is her mother, Stephanie.  Can you help us?”

      My cousin is a beautiful black man.  Tall, with broad shoulders that tapered down at his waist and hips, he constantly drew attention.  Thick, sculpted, muscle packed his physique.  The dark brown skin wrapping his frame glowed with good health.  A well-maintained goatee outlined his full lips.  Upon first meeting him, his overall appearance struck the unsuspecting person dumb—regardless of gender.

      Apparently, Charlotte was no exception.   The fingers tapping away at the keyboard stopped moving.  Her pale green eyes unglued themselves from the computer screen to view the source of the deep, raspy voice with a touch of country boy thrown in.  Hungry eyes raked over the parts of Gene not obscured by the half-wall, and her cheeks flushed pink.

      “Of course, I can!  Let me just check the admissions log,” She showed damn near all thirty-two of her teeth when she smiled at him.  “You say her name is Chloe Barker?”

      Only concentrating really hard on my baby kept me from telling her about her fake, horny ass.  I’m not like this…  I swear I’m not.  I’ve been told I was too nice.  They said I gave people too many chances, but this trick was begging to meet my dark side.

      “Shh, cuz.  I gotchu,” Gene whispered, patting me on the back.  I needed to give him a raise.  He possibly saved me from jail, because I could NOT with Charlotte.  As a business owner, service was my life’s blood.  People in service jobs, who were crappy at it and obviously didn’t want to do it, triggered me.  Taking a deep breath, I focused on staying calm.  Focus on Saffi.  You can’t help her from the back of a squad car.

      Charlotte was super helpful—when Gene asked.  I didn’t miss the way she sat up taller in her chair, flipping her blonde hair.  She tugged on her scrub top making it stretch tighter across the nubs passing for breasts on her chest.  I knew the thought was petty, but I couldn’t help it.  Anything she did aside from getting me to my baby annoyed the shit out of me.

      “Oh!”  Lifting wide eyes from the computer screen, she looked from Gene’s face to mine.  “It says here that her mother, Danielle, arrived with her.”

      Her face pinched in irritation.  I guess she thought Gene was lying to her.  He wasn’t lying.  Legally, Saffi was my daughter—even if Dani gave birth to her.

      She’d never taken care of Saffi, leaving her first with our grandmother, then with me.  Before she passed away, Grandma Viola helped me adopt Saffi officially.  So, no matter what Dani said, Saffi was my child.

      “I’m afraid I can’t let you go back.  There’s only one visitor allowed, and her mother is already with her.”

      The gleeful twinkle in her eyes said she wasn’t sorry at all to deny me access.

      “Ma’am, I don’t care what that woman said.  I am Chloe Sofia Barker’s mother.  Not her.”  Pissed beyond belief, I was prepared to burst through those doors searching every room individually.

      Shaking off Gene’s hand of caution, I continued, “Saffi has been to this hospital before, when she had appendicitis.  If you will check your records, you will see the name of her parent is listed as Stephanie Barker.  Me.  Not Danielle Barker.”

      Even though I was adamant, I didn’t raise my voice.  Maintaining my composure was a struggle, because all I could think about was how frightened Saffi must be.  By now, a line had formed behind us.  Pinging her eyes between us, Charlotte noticed the growing queue.

      “Look, I don’t know what else to tell you.  From this entry, her mother is already with her.  There can only be one person at a time in the treatment area, so you’ll have to wait or call Ms Barker and ask her to come out so you can go in.  Now, if you’ll step aside, I need to help the person behind you,” she snipped.

      Aw hell naw!

      “No Charlotte.  I will not step aside,” raising my voice, I shrugged off Gene’s attempts to calm me.

      “Listen, I’ve had enough.  I’m not sure what is going on to make you first ignore me, then not even have the courtesy of looking to verify the accuracy of the information I’m giving you.  I want to see my child, and I want to see her RIGHT NOW!”

      If I had the type of skin that more easily showed my moods, my face would’ve shone beet red.  It felt like a boiler was heating me from the inside out and steam poured out of my ears.

      Charlotte’s entire face closed up; her lips pinched so tightly together her mouth bore a disturbing resemblance to a sphincter.  “Listen you–”

      “Is there a problem here?”  A voice cut across the comeback Charlotte was set to deliver.  We all looked to the petite brunette approaching the registrar’s desk.

      “No!”

      “Yes!”

      Charlotte and I answered simultaneously.  I’d hazard a guess that the woman was important, because Charlotte attempted to fix her face.  If the woman was important, I considered that maybe she could get our unfriendly registrar to do her job.

      “I’m Princess Wells, the Administrator on this shift.  What seems to be the problem?”  Turning to my current nemesis first, she prompted, “Charlotte, please explain.”

      Aw, here we go.  When she allowed pinched-face to speak first, I knew my chances of seeing Saffi anytime soon were circling the drain.  Fists clenched at my sides, I waited to hear which lie fell from Charlotte’s lips first.

      “Well… I was just informing these people that only one person was allowed back in the treatment room.  Since the patient they asked about already has someone in the room, they can’t go back.  Then, she started yelling at me.  I have no idea why.  I didn’t make the rule,” she whined.

      Her cheeks pinkened and her eyes welled with tears.  Fake ass tears, because I hadn’t done anything for her to cry about.  Not yet.  If she really wanted a reason to leak like a faucet, I could make that happen in two ticks or less.

      Looking at Ms Wells, who wore office attire instead of scrubs, I couldn’t read her expression.  She directed dark grey eyes to my face expectantly.  I had no problem obliging the unspoken request.  I very bluntly, and much more honestly, related the situation and its urgency.

      Once I was done, her façade and voice tightened.  I just knew she was going to ask for security to remove me when she rotated towards Charlotte.  Instead, she picked up the phone to call someone from the back to open the second desk to assist the people in line behind me.  Then, she instructed Charlotte to move away from the computer and she sat in front of the monitor.

      Relief flooded my body as she began actually doing what I’d been asking Charlotte to do all along.  It’s a hospital, there are laws.  So, the information I gave had to be verified before she could give me access.  Fine with me.  I didn’t flinch when she asked for ID to confirm my identity.

      When we’d taken care of that task, she pressed the button, buzzing me through the doors.  Gene was going to stay behind, but she waved him in as well.  She told Charlotte she would be back to speak with her after she walked me to Saffi’s room.  From the way Charlotte shrank in her seat, the conversation wasn’t going to be pleasant.  Good.

      “Mrs. Barker –”

      “Miss.”

      “Miss Barker, if the woman in the room with Chloe isn’t her mother, who is she?”

      It was a legitimate question.  As Administrator she should be informed of possible issues with patients.  For all she knew, Dani was a security risk.

      “She’s my sister Danielle.  She’s Chloe’s birth mother.  I adopted Chloe when she was five.  So, legally, I’m her mother,” I explained.

      I never wanted to deny Saffi access to Danielle.  However, if I found out Dani played a part in what happened to my baby, she would get cut off completely.  She was more than welcome to fuck up her own life.  I wouldn’t let her put Saffi in danger.

      We reached a door and Ms. Wells knocked before pushing it open.  Under the glaring lights, I spied my little girl on a gurney in the center of the small room.  A woman and man dressed in scrubs were standing to either side of the bed.  Some kind of gauze like paper was laid across her forehead and nose, covering part of her face and hair.

      My heart seized in my chest.  My breath caught in my throat when I noticed the three long slashes on her cheek and jaw.  Two of the slashes were horizontal and one was vertical. All of them looked deep.

      Her formerly neat clothing was in tatters.  One sleeve of the short-sleeved top was barely hanging on.  Blood was splattered all over the front—the majority of which was on her left side.  Even more blood streaked her jean shorts.

      The sneakers, which were white when she left home this morning, were now splashed with red dots.  Anxiously cataloguing her condition, my heart thudded loudly in my ears.  Remaining focused was difficult, but not having a clear head wasn’t an option.

      I placed my attention on the man to Saffi’s left.  Strands of ginger hair peeked from beneath the Star Wars themed scrub cap he wore.  He appeared to have just finished cleaning her wounds and was reaching to a tray.  I didn’t know if this guy was a resident, a regular ER doctor or what.  He looked really young.

      Turning to Ms Wells, I made a request before the young physician could do anything more.

      “Please ask him to stop what he’s doing.  I have questions and concerns.”

      Without asking for an explanation, she honored my request.  A rush of appreciation flooded my senses.  My emotions were all over the place.  I was on the verge of a complete come apart.  I couldn’t predict how I’d respond to being ignored again.

      “Dr. Pearson, please stop what you’re doing.”  Ms Wells held out a hand to the physician.

      “This is Chloe Barker’s mother Stephanie Barker.  She has questions about her condition.”  Stepping to the side, she moved farther into the room to give us space.

      From the corner of my eye, I glimpsed Danielle sitting in the room’s lone chair.  While I detected the guilt contorting her posture, I didn’t acknowledge her.  She wasn’t my main priority.  I’d definitely get to her once I made sure Saffi was getting the best care possible.

      I desperately wanted answers as to what happened and how it happened, but I’d have to wait for those too.  One thing at a time, Step.  Take care of Saffi first.  Beat Dani’s ass second.

      The antiseptic smells of the hospital room assailed my senses as I approached the end of the bed.  Touching Saffi’s leg, I rubbed it gently.  “Dr. Pearson, are you a general physician or a specialist?”

      I’d read somewhere a patient could request a plastic surgeon for times like this.  If he wasn’t a plastic surgeon, I wanted one.

      “I’m the Chief ER resident on this shift, ma’am.  I’m more of a general physician.”

      Dr. Pearson didn’t appear insulted by my question.  Good, because things could get sticky when I requested a plastic surgeon.

      “Could you quickly explain to me your treatment plan? How were you planning to close the cuts on her face?  Stitches? Glue?”  My gaze locked on his.  From the corner of my eye, I caught Dani’s nervous shifting.

      No one asked her for her two cents, yet she gave it anyway.  “I told them to use glue or stitches.  Whatever, just stop the bleeding.”

      This bitch…  She’s my sister, but sometimes… Ugh!  I really wished she’d just kept her mouth shut.

      “Dani, I wasn’t talking to you.  I was talking to Dr. Pearson.  Besides, it wasn’t your decision to make.”  I turned back to Dr. Pearson, but my sister decided she wasn’t done chipping in her two cents.

      “Whatchu mean it’s not my decision?  I don’t remember you laying up in the hospital for ten hours giving birth to her.”  Her eyes shined with malice and a hint of smugness, knowing I couldn’t refute the fact she’d given birth to Saffi.

      I’d promised myself I wouldn’t argue with Dani in front of Saffi.  My sibling was making it really difficult to keep that promise.  No.  I didn’t lay in a hospital for ten hours giving birth to Saffi.  What I did was get up every two hours to feed her once she came home from the hospital.  I was still in college, so I rearranged my class and work schedules to be available to help look after my niece.

      Not one day of Saffi’s life had Danielle ever actually been a mother to the child she brought into the world.  A week after giving birth, Dani left.  She didn’t say a word to anyone.  She simply left.  After six months with no word from her, my grandmother went to a social worker who helped her become a foster parent in order to have legal guardianship over Saffi.  My grandpa had passed away years earlier, so it was just the two of us left to care for Saffi. Between us, all of her needs were met.

      When Grandma Viola got sick, with her blessing, I went back to social services and petitioned for custody of Saffi.  She was only two years old.  I took all the classes.  I did everything required to make myself a desirable candidate.  From the day she was born, I made sure Saffi knew she was loved.  I never wanted her to feel anything other than affection for her birth mother.

      No matter how much my stomach knotted up whenever she asked to see Dani, I didn’t bad-mouth my sister.  Yep.  Saffi asked for Dani.  I could count on one hand the amount of times Dani had actually called asking for Saffi.  Today was one of those days and look what happened.

      Saffi landed in the hospital with her face cut up while Dani couldn’t care less if she ended up with permanent physical scars to go along with the emotional scars she was bound to have from the experience.

      My body was taut with tension like a bow string pulled back with an arrow notched ready to launch.  I knew where the arrow would land and how much damage it would do, so I looked at Gene, “Will you take her out of here?  I can’t do this with her right now.”

      Gene upped his cred as my favorite cousin and trusted friend. He hustled Dani out of my sight as soon as the words left my mouth.  Everyone ignored the parting remarks she spat out, while he bodily moved her through the door and out into the lobby.  Ms Wells followed quietly behind them.

      Reverting my focus back to Dr. Pearson, I resumed my questions.  “You were saying?”

      My opinion of Dr. Pearson increased when he explained his treatment plan for dealing with the slashes on Saffi’s face, then followed it up with an offer to contact the plastic surgeon on call.

      I jumped on the suggestion.  I didn’t care about the cost.  I didn’t want Saffi to look in the mirror on a daily basis and see a visible reminder of this horrific ordeal.

      Dr. Pearson also informed me that they’d given her something for the pain once they confirmed she didn’t have any medication related allergies.  From the way she was laid out, they’d done more than given her something for the pain, she appeared to be sleeping, so I asked, “Did you sedate her?”

      “Yes ma’am.  We had to.  She was still very agitated when the paramedics brought her in.  She wouldn’t let us get close enough to assess her injuries.  She kept calling out for Aunt Cee-Cee.  I’m guessing you’re Aunt Cee-Cee.”  He stared at me with kind, cinnamon-colored eyes.

      Thinking of Saffi crying out for me, and me not being there for her, brought tears to my eyes.  Clearing my throat.  I swiped at the tears before they could fall, my gaze roamed over my baby’s motionless body taking in every detail.  That’s when I noticed the way her fists clenched and the grimace on the side of her face not covered by the draped cloth.

      “Are the slashes on her face her only injuries?  She still looks like she’s in pain.”  My brow crinkled in concern.  What happened to my baby girl?

      “She has some bruising on her abdomen and back.  The cuts on her face seemed to be the primary damage.”  Dr. Pearson was efficient, but I had a nagging feeling they missed something.

      “The medicine you gave her was also for pain, right?”

      My eyes bounced between the doctor and the nurse still standing beside the bed.  The nurse checked the tablet attached to the rolling stand, confirming the doctor’s statement.

      “So, should she still be grimacing?  Look at her hands, the way her fists are clenched.  When she had appendicitis, once they sedated her, she didn’t move at all.  I think there’s something else wrong.”

      So far, Dr. Pearson had been helpful, I prayed this wouldn’t be one of those times a physician failed to listen to the concerns of an African-American patient.  It happened far too often.  I wouldn’t allow Saffi to become a statistic.  Not if I could help it.

      Because of her age and current state of unconsciousness, she couldn’t tell them what was going on, but my instincts wouldn’t allow me to let it go.  Something wasn’t right.

      Dr. Pearson looked down at Saffi, checking for the signals I’d described.  It only took a few moments of him visually inspecting her, for him to start issuing instructions to the nurse at his side.

      I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until I released it, along with some of the tension in my shoulders.  I kept reminding myself this was a good hospital, which was why I’d brought Saffi here when she’d required serious medical attention in the past.

      Hyperaware of everything, I immediately picked up on the change in Dr. Pearson’s demeanor.  He’d been gingerly pressing along Saffi’s torso when he suddenly snatched the stethoscope from around his neck, putting the earpieces in his ears.

      His facial expression was intense as he placed the head of the scope in different places on her chest.  Delivering short taps to her chest, he continued to listen through the device.  Cursing under his breath, he snatched the buds from his ears.

      “Nurse Stevenson, page Dr. Anderson, we might need him.  Page Dr. Maxwell too,” Dr. Pearson directly tersely.

      Whatever he heard through the stethoscope sparked an urgency in him, and I couldn’t prevent the words tumbling from my mouth even if I’d wanted to stop them.

      “What is it?  What’s wrong?”  The pleading note in my voice was foreign to my ears as I anxiously awaited an explanation.

      With his hands efficiently placing a large gauze bandage over the injured side of Saffi’s face, Dr. Pearson gave me a quick assessment.

      “If what I felt and heard is correct, she has a couple of cracked ribs.  She’s struggling a bit to breathe, so I’m concerned she may have a pneumothorax.  I’m going to get her upstairs for chest X-rays.  I’ve asked for the cardiothoracic surgeon on shift to be called to consult.  We’ll have to operate if he determines it’s necessary.”

      “Wait! A Surgeon! Operate! What’s a pneumothorax?”  Frantic didn’t accurately describe my feelings.  I was perilously close to coming completely unglued.

      Shifting about the small room, prepping Saffi, he answered my question, “In laymen’s terms, a pneumothorax is a collapsed lung.  Depending on how badly her ribs are injured, they could have punctured her lung, allowing air to fill the area between the chest cavity and the lung itself.”

      In quick strides, Nurse Stevenson bustled through the door, propping it open, just as Dr. Pearson finished readying Saffi for transport.  Dismissing me to focus on their patient, they rolled her out of the room and down the corridor.

      “Oh my God… Oh my God!”  I failed miserably at remaining calm.  Broken ribs! A punctured lung!  What the FUCK happened to my child?  Moving my legs as fast as I could, I hustled to keep up with the medical team zipping through the ER maze to the elevators.  There was no way they were leaving me behind.
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      JIAN

      I heard my name being called by the nurse at the nurse’s station nearby as I walked out of a patient’s room.  I’d just performed a routine post op check-in.  Normally, I didn’t do post-op checks at night, but I figured if I had to be at the hospital on night shift, I might as well check in on my patients.

      Paige Carmichael, the charge nurse, summoned me as I approached the station.  “Dr. Anderson, I just got a call from the ER.  They have an adolescent patient with a possible pneumothorax.  They’ve asked for a consult.  Dr. Pearson has taken the patient for X-rays to confirm. Radiology room twelve.”

      Not slowing down, I flashed her a smile as I walked past her, making my way to the elevator.  “Thank you, Nurse Carmichael.  Please let him know I’m on my way down.”

      I ignored the way her cheeks flushed, and I pretended not to notice her staring at my ass as I walked away.  When I was younger, I was flattered by the way women responded to me.  I’m no saint.  I’d partaken in the offerings from women frequently over the years.

      Closing in on forty, being looked at like a piece of man-meat had gotten old.  Not that the attention wasn’t appreciated.  I’m a heterosexual man.  By strict DNA coding, we enjoyed knowing women find us attractive.

      The sly looks, blushes and comments increased in frequency once the Netflix series Wu Assassins became popular.  The female staff spent far too much time discussing how uncanny the resemblance was between me and the actor Byron Mann, who played the character Uncle Six in the series.  I’m slightly taller, a little heavier.  Even with those differences, I had to admit the similarity was there.  Similar.  Nowhere close to identical.  Not in my opinion.

      When I first joined the staff at Talbot Memorial, it seemed every unmarried woman in the place was looking to add me as their plus one.  Either as a conquest for bragging rights, or in the hopes of becoming a surgeon’s housewife.

      I have a firm policy against dating or fooling around with my colleagues.  Besides the no co-workers policy, I never understood why any person would spend years obtaining education only to give up their career.  The invitations had come from women who’d spent years in school, then additional time building their professional reputations.

      I’d asked my mother once if she regretted giving up her career to essentially become a stay-at-home mom.  Offering me an indulgent smile, she assured me she had no regrets.  She said being my mother was the most important work she’d ever done.  So, she was honored to be able to be there for me in that way.  I accepted her words, but I didn’t understand her perspective.

      She’d worked hard to obtain her doctorate and was on a tenure track at her Alma Mater.  Everything changed following my arrival.  She drastically reduced her schedule to be there for me on a daily basis.  While I’m thankful for her, for both my parents, I couldn’t fathom the sacrifices she made for me.  Sacrifices she’s told me repeatedly were her honor to make.

      The elevator doors opened and I stepped out onto the Radiology floor.  Approaching room twelve, I spied a woman pacing at the end of the hall with a cellphone pressed to her ear.  I couldn’t distinguish much of her face because of the way she was turned.  I could only see her in profile.  The phone covered most of the side facing me.

      She spoke in hushed tones.  Her free arm wrapped under her generous bosom lifting them slightly, while her hand tightly gripped the side of her shirt.  Her entire demeanor was the definition of concerned family member.  Instinctively, I redirected my steps toward her instead of the radiology room.  Before I could speak to her, the door to room twelve opened capturing both of our attention.

      The ER resident, Pearson, was framed in the doorway with the radiologist and a nurse standing inside the room.

      “Great!  You’re here.  We have the x-rays for our patient Chloe Barker.”

      He waved me into the room.  The radiologist inside immediately went over his interpretation of the x-rays with us.  As we spoke, my eyes drifted to the unconscious pre-teen lying on the gurney.  I wasn’t sure what her complexion normally looked like.  Currently, her deeply tanned skin held a pallor under the bandage covering half of her face. I’d heard and seen enough.

      “Nurse Stevenson, please book an OR equipped for the possibility of having to open the chest cavity.  Hopefully, it won’t come to that.”

      Pearson added on, “Could you also make sure Dr. Maxwell has what she needs in there?”

      Dr. Georgina Maxwell was the best plastic surgeon on staff, possibly the best on the East Coast.   Why would she join me in the ER?

      “Dr. Pearson, why do we need Dr. Maxwell for a pneumothorax?  She’s plastics.”

      Motioning to the left side of his face, he gave me a quick rundown about the cuts the child had sustained in addition to her other injuries.  I’d noticed the bandage, but I was more focused on the issues with her lungs.  I thought my years of practicing medicine, along with my own tour of the ER as a resident, had hardened me to the things people did to one another.  I was wrong.

      I listened as Pearson detailed the patient’s injuries.  When he described how her state of trauma was so severe she had to be sedated, my blood boiled.  Who would do such things to an innocent child?  Gritting my teeth, I worked to keep my anger in check.

      “Her mother, the woman in the hallway, asked for a plastic surgeon to treat the child in the hopes the wounds would heal with minimal scarring.  I can’t say I blame her.  I do damn good sutures, but they don’t compare to Dr. Maxwell’s level of precision.  She does amazing work.”

      He was right.  Georgina was a miracle worker.  She was hands down one of the most gifted plastic surgeons I’d ever encountered.  Waving for him to follow me, we stepped into the hallway to speak with Chloe’s mother.  We had to make it quick; I didn’t like the sounds of the child’s breathing.

      I allowed Dr. Pearson to take the lead since he had a rapport from meeting her in the ER.  “Miss Barker, this is Dr. Jian Anderson.  He’s a cardiothoracic surgeon.”

      She was no longer on the phone, so I could see her entire face.  Even with the puffiness around her startling black eyes from a recent crying jag, and her face devoid of make-up, she was breathtaking.  Like seriously, I quit breathing.  Her skin was a flawless canvas painted the shade of rich mahogany.

      Full lips, pursed in a concerned pout, sat below a button nose.  She was too beautiful to be real.  Against my will and good decorum, my eyes drifted from her face to sweep her frame.  They raked over her compact body.  Generous curves made up for what she lacked in height.  Clearing his throat, Pearson brought me back to the current situation.

      Thankful for the nudge back into reality, I extended a hand to shake hers as I shifted into surgical mode.  With as much clarity as possible, I explained to her what was needed.  Her consent was required to perform more invasive surgery if initial treatment options weren’t successful.  Once she signed the consent paperwork for the surgery, anesthesia and blood, we were set to get moving to the OR.

      Two surgical aids rolled Chloe from the room to prep her for surgery.  Visually following the progress of the gurney down the hall, Miss Barker’s eyes filled with tears which refused to fall.  An invisible fist gripped my heart, squeezing.  Unconsciously, I rubbed my chest above the malfunctioning muscle.  Her obvious emotional pain caused me physical pain.  However, I had neither the time nor willingness to delve into the reasons why.

      Clasping her free hand between both of mine, I ignored how good her silky skin felt against my palms.  Capturing her gaze, I spoke to her softly.

      “Hey...  I know it’s a bit scary.  Try to keep a positive outlook.  Your daughter is in very good hands.  We will do our best to take care of her.”

      I held on to her gaze, gently squeezing her hand until I received a nod of agreement from her.  Sticking my head into the now almost vacant room, I asked the radiologist to show Miss Barker to the surgical waiting room.

      Deciding Pearson’s quick thinking and thoroughness deserved a reward, I tossed him a glance.  “Do you want to scrub in with me?”

      I saw the answer written across his face before he opened his mouth to accept.  Pearson was a good kid.  Although he worked mostly in the ER, he was still entertaining a specialty.  I wanted to see where his head was regarding cardio.  Talbot was a teaching hospital, but I was extremely selective about whom I invited into my OR.  Pearson recognized the boon for the rare opportunity that it was.  He quickly accepted my invitation.
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        * * *

      

      Things in an operating room are unpredictable, so I always function under the motto ‘expect the unexpected’.  Tonight, the unexpected occurrence was everything going smoothly.  Although the patient’s broken ribs had punctured her lung, allowing air into the chest cavity, it wasn’t so severe it required invasive surgery.

      It had been caught early enough for us to use needles to relieve the pressure.  If the child hadn’t been covered in bruises with lacerations on her face, I would’ve said she had a guardian angel watching over her protectively, making her life a charmed one.

      As if she had her ear to the door, Dr. Maxwell arrived with her resident in tow while we were placing bandages around the relief port I’d leave in for a short time, to mitigate another lung collapse.  After a quick assessment of the patient’s facial injuries, she got right down to business.  I didn’t have to, but I stayed to watch her work, while monitoring Chloe’s vitals.  I’m normally thorough, so I didn’t want to think too much about why I stayed.

      Usually, in situations where my patient required more than just my expertise, I would step out to update the family after I was done with my portion.  The only times I didn’t do so was when the patient’s condition was still too critical to call, without waiting for the other surgeons to complete their part of the procedure.  With Chloe, everything was going extremely well, which put me slightly on edge.

      Every physician dreaded delivering unfavorable outcomes to their charge’s families.  However, the angst I felt at the possibility of giving Stephanie Barker bad news about her child wasn’t my version of normal.  While my eyes alternated between the vital sign readouts and the monitors displaying Dr. Maxwell’s progress restoring Chloe’s still child-like face to its formerly unblemished state, my thoughts drifted back to the woman who’d stolen my breath with a mere glance.

      Pearson and I worked together to reestablish function to Chloe’s lungs.  Once I was sure she was out of danger, I pumped him for information on the stunning Stephanie Barker.  All under the guise of gaining a clear picture of the patient and any potential dangers.

      Pearson seemed none the wiser.  As medical professionals, we were required to report any suspected child abuse to the authorities.  I didn’t for a second think Stephanie would hurt the angelic looking pre-teen, but I needed a plausible reason to ask questions.

      Turned out Pearson didn’t know much other than Stephanie was Chloe’s aunt by familial ties.  Legally, she was her adoptive mother.  The child had been brought to the hospital in an ambulance, accompanied by a woman who claimed to be her mother.  Pearson relayed the tense interaction between the two women and a large man whose name he didn’t know.  As much as I wanted to know about the unknown man, I didn’t press.

      “Ok Sweet Pea, we’re all done now.  Scar or no scar, you’re beautiful.  However, I think I made sure you won’t have to re-live this day every time you look in the mirror.”

      Dr. Maxwell’s soft voice pulled me from my thoughts to refocus on what was taking place in the operating room.  No one commented on the doctor speaking to the patient as if she was fully conscious and could hear.  It was Georgina’s thing.

      Giving instructions to the techs, Georgina and I removed our protective gear as we exited the OR.  We left Pearson and Georgina’s resident behind to make sure our orders were carried out as instructed.  In silent consensus we turned towards the elevators to make our way to the family waiting area.

      “Not complaining about the additional company, but you want to fill me in on why you hung around the OR an extra hour and a half watching me work?”

      I should’ve known she would call me out.  Georgina and I were among the handful of Asians on the surgical staff at Talbot, so we’d become friendly over the years.  Nothing romantic, I wasn’t her type.  We were colleagues, so I wouldn’t cross that line even if I was her type.  Besides, she was married.

      Me being Chinese-American and her being Filipino-American gave us a sort of kinship in an environment where we rarely saw peers who looked like us.  There were more than a few Asian doctors and nurses, but not in the surgical group.

      The surgical group was predominantly white and male.  Talbot Memorial had a very ethnically diverse staff.  Still, the number of white males in the higher-end fields eclipsed the minority groups.

      Brushing off Georgina’s comment about the extra attention I gave the patient, I answered, “I just thought it would be better if we spoke to the family together.  I’ve only met the mother, Stephanie Barker.  She was pretty shaken up.  From what I heard, Chloe was the victim of a vicious attack.  I had a feeling if I went in to update her and couldn’t give her the whole story, it wouldn’t go over well.”

      Try as I might to project a professional tone and demeanor, I wasn’t sure it worked.  She knew me too well.   We’d even double dated a couple of times when I’d actually had a significant other.

      “Uh-huh.  That’s what you’re going with?” She regarded me shrewdly.  “Ok.  I’ll allow it.  For now,” she conceded as we exited the elevator and walked toward the double doors leading away from the surgical suites.

      As we drew nearer to the waiting area, I heard raised voices.  Shooting a quick glance at Georgina, I picked up my pace.  It’s normal for tensions to run high when a loved one had to undergo surgery.  Instinct told me our patient’s family was the source of the noise.  The possibility of Stephanie being subjected to any more distress didn’t sit well with me.  Not in the least.

      Rounding the corner into the waiting area, I surveyed the room in one sweeping glance.  Four people were in the space.  Stephanie was the only person I recognized.  Standing with her were a pretty African-American woman and a tall, muscular African-American man.

      Sitting a short distance away, separated from the others by body language and the low padded benches, was another very pretty African-American woman.  There was a slight resemblance between the woman seated and Stephanie.  A relative?  I didn’t know and wouldn’t ask.

      The woman had her arms folded across her chest.  Her face set in a stubborn expression.  When we’d entered the space, there was dead silence—a complete contrast to what we’d heard as we walked toward the waiting room.

      “Don’t you dare sit there looking at me like I’m stupid.  I know you know who it was!”  Stephanie’s voice barked out into the silence, directed at the seated woman.

      Turning her face to the television mounted on the wall, the woman snapped back, “I already told you I don’t know nothin’.”

      Everything after her declaration happened at lightning speed.  Stephanie took two steps and launched herself over the low bench, landing on her feet directly in front of the seated woman.  I didn’t think as I hurried over to diffuse the situation.

      I wasn’t quick enough to stop her from connecting with a backhanded blow to the woman’s face knocking her head into the wall behind her.  Shit! The blow looked like it hurt like hell.  The woman cried out grabbing her cheek with one hand and the back of her head with the other.

      Wrapping my arms around Stephanie, trapping her arms to her sides, I moved her away from the woman, while she kicked out making threats.  If the other woman attempted to fight back, I didn’t notice.

      “Let me go, Gene!  I’m going to stomp a mudhole in that stupid, selfish, bitch’s ass!”  She ground out.

      Placing my face next to hers, I spoke lowly, directly into her ear, “It’s not Gene.  I’m Jian.  I need you to stop struggling, Sweetheart.”

      Her body completely stilled.  Relieved, I exhaled deeply.  For a moment, I was concerned her anger wouldn’t allow her to hear anyone else.

      Continuing in a low, hopefully calming, voice, I encouraged her. “That’s it.”

      My chest was pressed into her back; I felt her heart still thumping rapidly.  Keeping her snuggled against me, her feet barely touching the floor, I worked to soothe her.

      “Breathe...  In...  Out...  Nice and easy…It’s not going to help your little girl if security has to escort you out of the hospital.”

      The breathing exercise helped.  It was my last statement which seemed to really do the trick to get her body to completely relax.  Her heart rate remained quick, but I felt the beats slowing.  Either my mind was playing tricks on me, or the pulsations slowed until they matched my own.

      Pushing the thought away, I gently placed her on her feet.   Reluctantly, I released her from my arms.  Raising to my full height, I stood in front of her, obscuring her view of the woman silently seething in the chair.

      Ignoring the other people in the room, I captured her hands with mine, probing her dark eyes with my own.  Silently, we assessed one another.  I couldn’t say what conclusion she reached, but her face softened before she tugged lightly, trying to remove her hands from mine.  Grudgingly, I allowed it.

      “Thank you,” she said softly, her eyes drifting away from mine to notice Georgina’s presence in the room.  I quickly made introductions.  In turn, she introduced us to the man and the other woman in the room.  She blatantly refused to acknowledge the seated woman.  As she introduced them, she explained the man was her cousin, Gene.  The other woman was her friend, Joy.

      My relief in hearing the man was a relative was enough to make me want to break out in my happy dance.  That wasn’t an option; so, I danced on the inside.  Why?  The reason’s not important.

      Georgina and I ushered them over to another group of chairs to relay the outcome of the procedures.  I managed to stop myself from gathering Stephanie back into my arms when she teared up upon hearing Chloe would most likely make a full recovery with minimal, if any, scarring to her face.

      Unable to resist, I placed a hand atop the one she rested on her own thigh, “Chloe will be in recovery for another hour or so, then we’ll move her to a room.  She’ll need to stay here for another couple of days for us to monitor the situation with her lungs to be certain she won’t require further intervention.  As soon as she’s assigned a room, someone will let you know.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Anderson.  Thank you too, Dr. Maxwell,” her honeyed voice was tinged with the scratchy remnants of closely held emotions.

      “You’re welcome.  We’re happy to do what we can to help,” Georgina responded, getting to her feet.  I felt her eyes boring into the side of my head.  Reluctantly, I released Stephanie’s hand and stood alongside Georgina.

      As we prepared to make our exit, two uniformed police officers entered the waiting room, visually scanning everyone present.  The older of the two spoke for the duo.  “Excuse us, we’re looking for the parents or guardians of a Chloe Barker.”

      My eyes shot to Stephanie’s face; my body went rigid.  Georgina tugged at my sleeve to get my attention.  She whispered, “I think we should go now.”

      I was reluctant to leave.  I knew I had no real reason to remain behind.  Aside from performing the procedure to repair Chloe’s lung, I had no ties to her nor Stephanie.  So why can’t I walk away?

      Slowly, I turned and followed Georgina from the room.  As we left, I took mental note of the officer’s names.  Memorizing them, I flicked one more reassuring glance in Stephanie’s direction.  Instead of catching her eyes, I caught the expression on her cousin’s face.  His facial countenance was neutral, but his eyes probed mine.

      For a short moment, we stood this way, speaking without words.  Finally, he dipped his head in an almost imperceptible nod before turning his attention to the officers speaking to Stephanie.   Nothing left to say or do, I left the room, trailing behind my colleague.

      After we made it to the elevator, Georgina spoke again, “You know you’re eventually going to have to tell me what’s up right?”  Not hearing nor waiting for a response, she continued into the elevator and pressed the button for her floor.

      I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone about my actions because I needed time to figure out what was going on myself.  I’m not a eunuch.  However, I’ve never had my attraction to anyone be so instant.  Not ever had it been so all-consuming that it took a concerted effort for me to remain detached and professional.  If I were being completely truthful with myself, I didn’t succeed at remaining detached.  I failed at that one.  Big time.
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      STEPHANIE

      I was actually surprised to see the cops.  Saffi was attacked a little ways down the block from Grandma Vi’s old house.  The house wasn’t in a bad neighborhood, but crime had picked up over the last year.  As it happened so often, when the police came around, everyone went deaf and blind.  Which meant, the police soon stopped expecting cooperation.  They stopped putting in the effort necessary to actually find the suspects and make arrests.  That’s why I didn’t expect to see them in the waiting room.

      When Grandma passed, she left me the house.  It pissed Dani off.   I really didn’t know why she expected anything different.  Why should she have been left even a portion of the home she couldn’t wait to get out of?  She was so anxious to leave and shirk responsibility, she left her newborn.  She didn’t even put up a fight when her parental rights were stripped away.

      Against my better judgement, and advice from Gene, I allowed Dani to live in the house.  I could’ve rented it out, but my sister was essentially homeless at the time.

      Before I opened my second salon location, I’d already purchased a larger home in the suburbs, farther out from the city.  I moved us to the burbs to get Saffi into a better school district.  This was before I pulled her out of public school placing her in a private academy.  Even in a better school district, she wasn’t being challenged enough.  So, I sucked it up and paid the insane tuition to give her access to the education I felt she deserved.

      Tearing my gaze away from Dr. Anderson’s retreating back, I trained my eyes on the officers.  “I’m Stephanie Barker.  I’m Chloe’s mother.”

      I ignored the scoffing noise coming from the corner of the room.  Now was absolutely the wrong time for me to go back to beating Dani’s ass.  Orange is not the new black.  I can’t help Saffi if I’m locked up.

      I didn’t even look in Dani’s direction.  There was no need to call the cops attention to her quickly swelling, reddened face.  Danielle’s pale complexion meant every little mark or blemish showed up easily.  So, the spot on her face, where I clocked her, was standing out loud and proud.  Surreptitiously, Gene slid into the space next to me, blocking the officer’s view of Dani with his big body.

      Extending his hand, the first officer made the introductions.

      “Hello ma’am.  I’m Officer Gregory, this is Officer Daniels.”

      Giving him a firm handshake, I performed the same routine with the second officer.  In turn, I introduced Gene and Joy.

      Officer Gregory was a clean cut African-American man with kind dark brown eyes.  He appeared to have seniority as he did most of the talking, while Officer Daniels scribbled into a small notepad. Following the introductions, Officer Gregory explained why they were at the hospital.

      “We were first on the scene.  We interviewed a few people, but don’t have any solid information at this time.  We’re hoping you might be able to shed some light on what occurred.”

      With a shake of my head, I relayed to him what I knew.  “I wish I could tell you what happened.  I’m still hoping to learn myself.  When I got here, Chloe was sedated, then rushed to surgery.  I haven’t been able to speak to her to find out who did this, since I wasn’t there.

      All I know is she’d called me to pick her up, because she was ready to go home.  I was on the other side of the city, so I told her I would be there in about an hour.  The next thing I know, I’m receiving a call from an old neighbor telling me Chloe’s being brought here.”

      Pouncing on that bit of information, Officer Gregory asked, “Could you give me the name and contact information for the person who called you?”

      “Myrtle Simmons,” I supplied without hesitation.

      Miss Myrtle was good people.  She used to babysit Dani and I when we were young.  Until I moved away, she was my go-to sitter for Saffi.  I couldn’t see her refusing to help.  She doted on Saffi like my little girl was one of her own grandchildren.

      Turning to his partner, Officer Gregory asked, “Daniels, didn’t we speak to a Mrs. Simmons earlier?”

      Flipping back a few pages in his little notepad, Officer Daniels responded, “Yes.  She gave a statement.  Unfortunately, she didn’t see the attack.   However, she gave us information on a possible vehicle used to flee the scene.  I sent it over to dispatch.  Nothing back so far.”

      My heart picked up in hope at hearing Miss Myrtle had information, then sank just as quickly when the officer said she didn’t actually see the attack.

      I knew who had more information.  Dani.  For whatever reason, she was reluctant to share the details with me or anyone else.  Her reluctance alone made me suspicious.

      As much as I’d like to think she didn’t have a part in what went down, her silence and staunch refusal to cooperate could only mean she was hiding something.  The something she was hiding had to implicate her in some way.

      Knowing Dani wouldn’t cooperate, I was anxious for the cops to leave.  I clasped my hands together in front of me to keep from clenching and unclenching my fists in anticipation of planting them in my sibling’s ‘I don’t know nothin’ face.

      Seeing the fruitlessness of continuing, Officer Gregory took down my information.  He also gave me his card in case I came across anything new.  Promising to pass my information on to the detective assigned to the case, he assured me they would be in touch to follow up. Then, he and his partner made their exit.

      Waiting until I heard the ding of the elevator signaling the complete exit of the police officers, I rounded on Dani in the corner.  Smoothly intercepting, Gene slid in front of me.

      “Step, come on.  Not here.”  Holding his hands up in front of him, he prevented me from moving any closer.

      Flicking my eyes to his, I assured him.  “I’m cool.  I just want Saffi’s stuff.”

      Saffi was never without her e-reader and cellphone.  The e-reader was a beloved gift from Alanna Gibson, her mentor.  A voracious reader, Saffi took the e-reader everywhere.  The cellphone was also a prized possession, because she’d saved her allowance and odd job money for a year to match the half I said I’d give her to purchase it.

      Just because I had the money to buy her everything she asked for, didn’t mean I gave her everything she desired.  I wanted her to learn the value of earning the things she wanted in life.

      Along with her coveted e-reader and smartphone, she also had a small designer crossbody Gene gave her.   She loved that little purse.  She would never willingly part with any of those things.  Nor would she leave them lying around.  Holding out my hand in Dani’s direction, I was almost nice when I spoke to her.

      “Dani, where’s Saffi’s stuff?  Her tablet?  Her phone?  Her purse?”

      Shrugging, Dani muttered avoiding making eye contact.  “I already told you I don’t know nothin.  I don’t have her stuff.  She didn’t give me anything to hold for her.”

      Once again, my sister proved she could incite my anger faster than any other human on earth.  If she’d told me she was focused on getting Saffi to the hospital and it slipped her mind to grab her belongings, I could’ve taken that.

      Even if she’d said she was so upset it didn’t occur to her to pick up Saffi’s things, I would have accepted it.  But this blatant disregard and blasé attitude?  Nah.  It didn’t fly with me.

      “What the hell do you mean, she didn’t give it to you to hold for her?”   Cocking my head to the side, I glared at her in disbelief.  “How the fuck would she have the presence of mind to ask you to hold something for her after she’s been beaten and cut up?  You’re the damn adult, you’re supposed to take care of her, not the other way around.”

      “Why are you always acting like I’m stupid?  I know I’m the damn adult.  Shit.  Chloe’s old enough to keep up with her own stuff.  I shouldn’t have to run behind her like she’s five.”

      Dani’s eyes blazed with anger.   Then, she had the sheer audacity to turn her face away from me, dismissing me as if I was the one being unreasonable.

      Before I thought about it, my body was in motion.  Abruptly, I was snatched back, Gene’s arms banded around me like a vice.  Joy planted herself in between me and the demon posing as my sibling.

      How could Dani be so cold?  Even if she hadn’t really been a parent to Saffi, she was still blood.  I don’t think I’d ever understand how she could carry a child for nine months and not show an ounce of compassion for the life she brought into the world.

      Putting her hands palms up facing me, Joy tried to dissuade me from putting my foot in my so-called sister’s ass.

      “Come on Step.  You know we can’t let you do what you wanna do right now.  It’s just stuff.  It can be replaced.”

      Leveling me with her best, please see reason expression, one of my best friends held her ground.

      “Stop looking at me like that.  I don’t want to be reasonable.  I want to stomp a mudhole in her selfish ass.”

      Even though my body shook with rage, I didn’t struggle against Gene’s hold.

      “First, she’s not paying attention to what’s going on.  So, my baby gets attacked by God knows who, IN FRONT OF HER FUCKING FACE!  Then she was going to let those doctors leave Saffi with permanent scars because she didn’t care enough to make sure she was getting good medical care.

      Now, she can’t be bothered to speculate as to what happened to my baby’s possessions.  Here’s a thought.  Maybe whoever attacked her stole them!”

      I shot my words in Dani’s direction.  I knew she heard me despite me being unable to see her.

      The more I thought of the possibility, the more the idea seemed viable. Taking deep breaths, I worked to bring my emotions under control.  I wasn’t this person.  I didn’t fly off the handle.  I didn’t settle things with my fists—usually.  Hurt my child, all bets are off.  Everyone who knew me understood and respected how protective I was over Saffi.

      Giving myself a moment, I was able to think more clearly.  I’d been gone from the neighborhood for a while, but people there still knew me.  I’d spent most of my younger life there, so anyone from those few blocks knew better than to mess with any child of mine.  Which meant whoever jumped Saffi wasn’t from there or was a recent transplant.

      I had some thoughts about what to do next.  It wasn’t about the stuff.  I could replace all of the stuff without putting a dent in my shopping fund.  It was about the attack on my child.  My Child!  That shit couldn’t stand.

      Tugging at Gene’s hands, I tried to convince him I was calm enough to be trusted not to slap a Ho.  My quest for freedom was aided by the nurse who came to tell us Saffi was in a room and could have visitors.  She informed us Saffi was still sleeping off the meds.  Then, she gave us directions to get to the room, which was located on a different floor.

      Grabbing my bag from my long-vacated seat, I asked Gene for another favor.   “Can you get her out of here?  Drop her at home, or wherever.  I don’t care.  I just don’t want her near Saffi.  Especially not now.”

      I saw Dani’s posture stiffen.  Her nose tipped into the air.  I didn’t care.  She’d lost her rights to Saffi and her presence kept my anger at a boiling point.  Having her here put me in a bad headspace.  Being an angry hothead wasn’t the image I wanted to project.  This wasn’t the time and it was far from being the place.

      She might play dumb, but Dani wasn’t stupid.  While Joy and I turned one way, she went ahead of Gene in the opposite direction.  Walking backwards, Gene called out, “Tell my Lady Bug I love her and I’ll be by to see her in the morning.”

      Nodding in agreement, I continued with Joy, meandering through the hallways.  I had no doubt he would keep his word.  He projected a tough-as-nails image. It was an act.  He was a pushover for kids.  Me, Gene and my sister-circle did what we could to make up for what Saffi lacked not having her biological parents in her life.  We did everything in our power to assure she always felt loved.

      Finally, we reached the door of the room.  Looking at the number painted beside the door, I double-checked to be certain we were in the right place.  Releasing a pent-up breath, I pushed the door open.  Barely contained anxiety had my eyes pinging around the room before landing on Saffi, partially reclined, looking tiny and vulnerable in the hospital bed.

      She was twelve and tall for her age. She towered over my five-foot two-inch frame by a good four inches, but the bed seemed to swallow her form.  Maybe it was just me.  Maybe my inability to see her as anything other than my baby made her appear small.

      Moving farther into the room, I rounded the bed.  My gaze raked over her motionless form, cataloguing every detail.  Of their own volition, my fingers moved to her hair trying to bring it into some semblance of order.  When she’d left home earlier, her hair was smoothed high on her head in a natural kinky, coily, puff.

      The elastic band holding it in place was long gone.  Her once neat hair stuck out from her head in odd directions.  Closer inspection of the thick mass led my eyes to yet another thing to set my blood on fire.  There were obvious places where her hair had been torn from her head, all the way from the root.

      “I need some stuff from the salon to try to do something with her hair.”  I said aloud, mostly to myself.  Joy responded anyway.

      “Tell me what you need.  I’ll get it.  I’ll also go by your place and get a bag together for the two of you.”

      Continuing to lightly smooth Saffi’s hair, I didn’t respond to her.  Moving to stand beside me, she nudged my shoulder.

      “Heeeey, Step.  Look at me,” she said lowly.

      After a few moments of feeling her gaze burning into the side of my head, I turned to face her.  I knew she read my face perfectly, because I saw my pain reflected in her eyes.

      I felt like I failed Saffi.  Logically, I knew I couldn’t be everywhere at once.  It didn’t stop me from feeling responsible for her going through something so horrible.  Keeping her voice low to avoid waking Saffi, Joy tried her best to head off my self-blaming thoughts.

      “This is not your fault.  There was no way you could have known something like this would happen.  Chloe has played on that block for years without anything happening.  As much as you like to think you can, you can’t plan for every eventuality.  It sucks monkey balls, but it’s true… Please don’t beat yourself up.”

      The monkey balls comment dragged a small smirk to my face.  She probably planned for my reaction to her comment.  My over analytical friend knew me too damn well…

      When it came to Joy, resistance was  futile once she’d made up her mind.  I could tell by the set of her jaw she wouldn’t accept anything less than agreement.  Giving up the fight, I reached into my bag fishing out my house keys.

      “I’ll text you the codes and a list of what I need.  Thank you for this.  And for being here.”

      Bumping her hip against mine she brushed off my gratitude.

      “It’s what we do.  You know this.”

      Stretching around me, she gave a few light pats to Saffi’s limp hand before leaving the room.

      Pulling the nearest chair closer to the bed, I dug inside my oversized purse for my cell phone.  I needed to keep my brain moving, focusing on anything other than the silence of the room punctuated only by the hum of the equipment.  Occasionally, hospital noises drifted in from the hallway.

      It didn’t take long for me to tap out a list of items as well as instructions on where to find them.  Using the shorthand from our college days, I sent the code information to deactivate the alarm at my home.  I actually had everything I’d need at the house, so there wasn’t a need for Joy to go to the salon.

      As I placed the phone back into my tote, it buzzed.  Swiping the screen, I opened the text message from my life-long friend, Nikki.

      I steeled myself for the possible backlash of not reaching out.  Nikki was arguably my best friend.  A wave of guilt hit me thinking of how I hadn’t called or at least texted her to tell her what happened to Saffi.

      She loved my baby almost as much as I did.  I could only blame my singular focus on the misstep.  I hadn’t even called Joy.  She went by the salon looking for me.  That’s how she found out.

      Nikki was my girl from way back, as in we grew up together.   The bond was different than the one I shared with Joy; however, it was no less enduring.

      
        
        Nikki:  Stephanie. Cecile. Barker.  WTF! Why didn’t you tell me somebody put hands on 	Baby Girl?

      

        

      
        Me: Hey Nik.  My bad… I’m struggling trying to keep my head on straight. I was gonna call you, but I want to talk to Saffi first.

      

        

      
        Nikki: You better be glad I know your ass is probably losing your shit, or I’d really go in.  How’s my Peanut?

      

        

      
        Me: She’s okay now.  I don’t know exactly what happened to her yet.  She’s still sleeping off the meds and I don’t want to leave her 	alone. I promise I’ll call you later.

      

        

      
        Nikki: Alright. Bet. Your ass betta call me too! Don’t make me jack your short ass up about my Peanut!

      

        

      
        Me: I promise.  I’ll call.  WNTFSSU.  Check with Pootie about Safari.

      

        

      
        Nikki: Word. I gotchu.

      

      

      I pressed the button to lock the screen and slid the phone back into my purse.  I didn’t have to explain to Nikki what I meant.  She knew I wouldn’t go into details over text.  Details were done face to face.

      Although I didn’t use it often, WNTFSSU was our shorthand long before social media made it popular to use letters in internet slang.  We Need To Fuck Some Shit Up, was Nikki’s favorite.

      I hadn’t used it in years.  There hadn’t been a need.  But, if my hunch about Saffi’s attack was a good one, I foresaw us doing some damage in the near future.

      Pootie was Nikki’s cousin on her dad’s side.  He was in love with all things 90’s.  So in love he still drove a 1996 Chevy Impala, he’d lovingly named Safari.  The car only seated two people, because he’d pulled the back seats out to install his monstrosity of a sound system.

      He’d let Nikki borrow it, no questions asked, because he knew she was the only reason I took him on as a client.  After almost two decades doing hair, I saw very few personal clients.  The stylists I employed actually worked more with hair than I did these days.  Pootie, whose real name was Bernard, had a standing bi-weekly appointment for me to maintain his waist-length loc’d hair.

      I sat near Saffi’s bedside with nothing further to occupy my hands or my mind.  The absence of a distraction allowed the gripping sorrow, I’d been holding at bay, to push through to the forefront.  First, my face heated.  Then my vision blurred as the tears I’d refused for hours made their appearance.

      Wrapped in my feelings, I didn’t hear the door open.  When I felt the warmth of a hand on my back, I was unprepared.  Gasping, my gaze flew upward, eyes wide with surprise.  Standing beside me was Dr. Anderson, watching me, with concern creasing his smooth brow.

      He offered no words as he pulled me up from the chair, into his embrace.  It wasn’t normal.  It probably was against some kind of rule.  I didn’t care.  He was giving me exactly what I needed in the moment—silent support.  Somehow, he maneuvered us into the small lavatory and shut the door without me being aware I was being guided.

      The light snick of the door closing was like a starting gun to my pent-up emotions.  The silent tears gave way to body-wracking sobs.  Holding me tightly to his chest, this man, who I didn’t really know, gave me everything I needed and would’ve never asked anyone to provide.  Without conscious thought, my hands slid under his white coat.  My fingers curled into his sides, gripping at his shirt.

      If asked, I wouldn’t be able to give an honest answer for how long we remained in the cramped space.  Eventually, my tear ducts dried and all I had left in me were light sniffles.  Still, Dr. Anderson held me rubbing soothing circles on my back.

      Though I was reluctant to leave the warmth of his embrace, I knew I couldn’t stay there forever.  Lifting my face, my eyes were immediately captured by his piercing cognac-colored orbs.  Uncomfortable with the proximity, I attempted to look away, only to have one side of my face captured by his hand with his thumb tipping my chin, forcing me to meet his penetrating stare.

      He searched my eyes like he was trying to uncover my every secret thought.  Blinking, trying to break the spell, I snaked my hands between us.  I pressed lightly on his chest.  His well-developed pectoral muscles jumped under my touch.  Ignoring the way his hard body felt under my hands, I continued to put physical distance between us.

      Clearing my throat, I attempted to infuse a little cheer into my voice, “Thank you.  I guess I needed a good cry.”

      When he remained silent, I thought maybe my stab at levity had fallen flat.  The silence seemed to drag on forever before he apparently found what he was looking for in my eyes.

      “You’re okay now.”

      It wasn’t a question.  Somehow, he’d been able to see I really was in a better head space and no longer required his broad shoulders to cry on.  Don’t ask me why I wasn’t afraid of being enclosed in a small space with a man I didn’t even know.

      I had no answer to that question.  I wasn’t afraid, but the stirrings of other feelings have me reaching for the door.  The warm feeling in my center had been missing so long, it was almost foreign. There was no time.  Also, I had no energy to delve into my unexpected reaction to being in close proximity to the Good Doctor Anderson.

      Without comment, he guided me away from the door and opened it.  A quick glance at the bed confirmed Saffi was still sleeping soundly.

      “Is it normal for her to still be asleep?” I asked, worrying my bottom lip with my teeth.

      Walking with me, he passed the bed picking up the tablet he must have placed on the mobile cart on the other side.  After a few swipes at the screen, he spoke.

      “People respond to anesthesia differently.  Between the medications used to keep her sedated and the ones she’s receiving through the IV for pain, she’ll most likely be asleep until sometime later in the morning.

      With pediatric patients, it’s not always easy to tell.  Experience along with the information I see in her chart, tells me she’s sleeping off the effects of the anesthesia.”

      Walking back toward the bed, he continued to glide his finger over the screen, scrolling through the information.

      “The recovery notes look good.  I didn’t anticipate any issues.  Since my shift is almost over, I wanted to check on her before I left.”

      At his mention of leaving, I noticed the time.  Five a.m. Wow.  I’d been awake a solid twenty-four hours.  However, sleep was only a vague possibility until I could talk to Saffi and hear her sweet voice.

      Just as Dr. Anderson opened his mouth to speak again, Joy swept back though the door walking backwards.

      “Alright Chica, I have bags filled with everything you asked me to pack for both you and Baby Girl.  I also stopped and grabbed you some breakfast, because I know you haven’t left this room.  You need to eat something.”

      Depositing the bags on the closest chair, she turned around.  The rest of her words dried up when she saw Dr. Anderson standing closely beside me.
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