
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          If Only

        

        
        
          Family by Choice, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Robin Nadler

        

        
          Published by Robin Nadler, 2016.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      IF ONLY

    

    
      First edition. August 16, 2016.

      Copyright © 2016 Robin Nadler.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1476058863

    

    
    
      Written by Robin Nadler.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


If Only

Family by Choice

Book 1

Copyright © 2012, 2018 Robin Nadler

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and plot are all products of the author’s imagination and are used as fiction. Nothing is to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.
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THIS NOVEL IS DEDICATED to my parents who taught me what true love was. Watching the way they were together made me believe that with love, all things are possible.
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Chapter One: 
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PULL YOURSELF TOGETHER, Brittany said to herself as the wind whipped through her long red hair. She stood at the edge of the stairs leading to the huge expanse which was the University of Michigan Hospital. The brilliant building was massive and looked like a city within itself. Doctors and patients entered and exited the doors on their way to and from the hectic pace of hospital life. The brisk Michigan air was cleansing as she tried to settle her jumping nerves. Hugging her arms around her waist and smiling at the familiar scene, she told herself again that this was the change she needed. 

It was a surprise when her best friend Stephanie called and told her about the prestigious new women’s center which was opening with the newly expanded children’s medical unit. Stephanie recommended her for a new position in high-risk obstetrics. Knowing that her friend also desired assistance in matters of fertility, Brittany saw it as a chance to maybe help her oldest and dearest friend become the mother she always wished to be. The halcyon atmosphere in London had been soothing for the past 12 years, and to be honest, she wasn’t really looking for a change; but once the call came, she decided it might be just what she needed. 

She looked down as she walked forward, always trying to remain invisible. It wasn’t intentional, but some things were hard to forget. Her past was always in her mind. 

Who she was may be hidden from the world, but she remembered. 

She just needed the world to forget.

To stop looking for her.

Being back in Michigan brought back many memories, and a lot of anxiety.

“So are you going to wear a hole in the ground or are you going to walk inside?”

Brittany turned and saw Stephanie approach her, her braided brown hair barely moving in the wind. All nerves disappeared as Brittany hugged her best friend.

“What are you doing here? I thought orthopedics was on the other side of the hospital,” Brittany smiled brightly, her demeanor immediately eased as she saw her friend. “How have you been feeling?”

A little of the light went out of Stephanie’s eyes at the mention of her health. As a Multiple Sclerosis warrior, she struggled with her duties as a surgeon and her need to never allow her disease to interfere with her life. Some days she lost that fight.

“I think today I am winning, but tomorrow, who knows?” she laughed and Brittany hugged her. 

“You amaze me.”

“Enough of the flattery. I didn’t have anything scheduled this morning, so I thought I would show you around. This building is bigger than an airport.” 

The fact that Stephanie was the only person who knew everything about Brittany was something that made this move easier. It was important to have that connection, that person who was there through everything. “I missed you, Steph,” Brittany said, swallowing a lump in her throat as they walked into the building.

***** 
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“COME ON, JUST MEET her for dinner. What’s the worst that can happen?” Jack asked his best friend Tommy while they ate lunch crammed in the corner of the busy hospital cafeteria. It was almost hard to hear over the overhead speakers and talking coming from the other booths and tables. He stood up to his 6-foot 3-inch frame and flashed his dimples as he tried to squeeze more into the booth.

“Did you just ‘dimple’ me?” Tommy asked. 

“It works for everyone else,” Jack said and winked. He liked to joke, but he was the epitome of the tall dark and handsome surgeon. He was also a one-woman man and his heart belonged to his wife Stephanie. 

Tommy smirked as he rolled his eyes. “When are you going to let up? Face it; you have the perfect marriage, but not everyone is as wonderful as Stephanie. Can we just drop this already?” Taking a final bite of his burger, he hoped to change the subject. Jack was always trying to fix him up and to be honest, Tommy was nervous enough about starting at a new position; he didn’t have any time for romance. 

“Nope, not gonna happen,” Jack laughed as Tommy gave him a dirty look. “Megan is cute and funny. I think you’ll really like her. Besides, you are the boss now and you need to get out and mingle with people around here. You’re cute in a puppy dog way.”

“I liked you better when you were alone and miserable, at least then you never played matchmaker,” Tommy sighed as he stood up, looking at his watch. “Are you coming?”

“Yep, got to go show my brilliance in the O.R,” Jack smiled and finished his drink. “I will just have to make sure you get out and party later. It is my duty to see you happy and in love. Working with the clients you do has to leave you wanting more time to unwind.” 

Tommy snorted. “I love my work and I am as happy as I care to be, so you keep telling yourself that I’m miserable. Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

“Actually, being with my wife helps me sleep at night, so back to Megan.” 

Tommy walked faster and laughed as Jack yelled after him.

******
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“SO THANKS SO MUCH FOR showing me around, but I have worked in the hospital for a while, I’m just new to this wing,” Tommy said to Megan, the nurse in his department that Jack mentioned. She wouldn’t leave him alone since he walked onto the floor and she acted like she was personally responsible for him being there. “I think I am just going to go to my office and get ready for my next consult,” he said politely, hoping she would get the hint. 

“Okay, but anything you need, just ask.” Megan cooed and walked away.

He made his way to his office, dodging the people in the hall. He smiled at the stares, knowing everyone was checking out the new boss. He had a lot to prove, mostly to himself, and he didn’t want to ruin it. He was really thrilled, though, to be closer to Jack and Stephanie. 

He walked into his office and his eyes immediately went to the large window behind the desk. This office was huge and there was a nice spot where he could set up toys and things to help kids feel better while he spoke to parents. There was a couch and a small fridge and plenty of space for decoration. 

Jack was right. Being a pediatric oncologist was incredibly hard work emotionally, but it was his calling. He couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

This was going to be great. 

Why was he so nervous?

******
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“COULD THIS JOB GET any crazier?” Brittany asked Stephanie as they sat down in the cafeteria to eat lunch a few days later. “I mean the paperwork is ridiculous. I want to see patients, not write a book for the insurance companies,” she took a bite of her salad. 

“I hear you, but I’m glad we had a minute to catch up. How are you liking things? Is everyone being nice to you?” 

“Yes mom,” Brittany laughed and suddenly Steph nudged her. “There he is, Jack’s friend Tommy I was telling you about. He was just promoted,” she said pointing to Tommy who was walking into the room. “He is going to be heading up the surgery and oncology center at Mott Children’s hospital which is connected to your clinic. I’ll call him over; you should meet.”

Brittany swallowed her anxiety, shook her head and sighed. “I have an appointment, but I will see you in an hour in my office?” 

“Nice dodge, but yes, see you then,” Stephanie said as Brittany got up. She walked out and saw Stephanie wave to Tommy. She just couldn’t do this yet. 

She got a chill as she walked down the empty hallway to her office. 

Just keep running, she told herself as she made her way down the dark street and urgently searched for cover. The asphalt was wet and slick as the rain subsided and bits of rock and tar slapped her shins as she tore through the darkness, searching for safety. Crouching behind a large tree, she tried to catch her breath, her heart racing, the air visible from panting in the cool mist. Her chest was burning from running and she was afraid she might pass out. Her red hair hung limply down her back and clumps stuck to her wet skin. Her eyes searched the surroundings, trying to find a way to get help.

Brittany looked around and sighed. These memories needed to stop resurfacing. 

This was a safe place. Nobody knew who she really was. 

That’s the way it would stay.

She had a particularly difficult patient coming in next and her head needed to be in the game. The client was pregnant and her husband was abusive and didn’t allow her to receive any prenatal care. Brittany volunteered at a woman’s clinic where Karen came in with a fever and Brittany convinced her to get a complete work up, promising they would meet in a conference room and not an exam room so her husband wouldn’t feel so boxed in. 

Whatever worked. This woman deserved care and if she couldn’t get her away from her husband, at least she could make sure she was healthy.

The exam started well with the husband focusing on his phone and not on them. She did her best to go over what vitamins and tests she needed to run and how to check for specific issues. They were finishing up when there was a pounding on the door. 

“What the fuck is that?” the husband asked, looking up from his phone. 

“I’ll get rid of them,” Brittany said. She opened the door to see Tommy, Jack and Stephanie’s friend.

“Excuse me, I need the room. Now.”

“Excuse me, I am in the middle of a meeting,” Brittany said and turned to look at her clients. “I’m so sorry, I will be right back,” she led him into the hall and closed the door, her anger growing. 

“What is your problem? Can’t you see I am in the middle of something?” Brittany seethed at him, astonished at his arrogance. “How about knocking and waiting for an answer? I would think a friend of Jack and Stephanie would have better manners.”

She saw his surprised expression at the mention of his friends, but she didn’t care. He was completely out of line.

“I’m sorry, but why do you need an entire conference room to talk to a pregnant couple? You could accomplish the same thing in your office, you know, the things each of us have here?” 

“Who the hell are you? It is none of your business why I am in here and you are completely out of line. I have half a mind to call the chief of staff and report you for bullying,” she yelled at him. 

The door of the room opened and the woman and her husband walked out.

“Dr. Anthony, I think it’s best if we go,” the woman said, nearly in tears. Her husband had her arm in a tight grip.

“No, please, it’s fine, let’s go back inside,” Brittany said frantically, glaring at this jerk and trying to convince the couple to stay.

“Actually, you can continue this in Dr. Anthony’s office. It is Dr. Anthony, right?” he said, looking at her name tag.

The woman looked fearfully at Brittany. “You know I can’t do that,” she murmured. She turned to her husband who appeared livid.

“We need to go, now,” he grabbed her arm roughly and they rushed off, the woman turning with another look of fear at the doctors.

“Hey, I’m sorry,” Tommy began as he saw the obvious distress the woman was in. He turned to look at Brittany. “Was there more going on with them?”

“Unbelievable, just unbelievable. Are you happy? Do you have any idea what you just did?” Brittany was flabbergasted at his audacity. “What is wrong with you?” 

“I’m sorry. I have a consult coming in and I need this room, so if you will excuse me,” he looked at her before walking into the room.

“Oh, I don’t think so. We are hardly finished here. You are the most arrogant asshole I have ever met. You can’t come in here and boot my patient out just so you can have the room and then act like everything is okay,” she said. “You don’t know what you just did.”

“Look Red, I don’t have time for this. I have a young couple coming in with their six-year-old son who has a rare form of Leukemia. They want their little boy to have a good experience here and not see the hospital for what it is, the place where he will likely spend most of the rest of his life. I don’t have time for your anger or your soap box because your clients will have a beautiful bouncing baby soon enough and they will go on with their blissful existence and be none the wiser. Now move aside so I can make the room kid friendly,” he walked past her and closed the door, separating her from him and the room.

No way. No fucking way. 

This was not over.
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Chapter Two: 
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“I CAN’T BELIEVE WE are finally ready to do this. I think it’s fate that Britt came here from London,” Stephanie said to Jack as they waited in the room for their appointment. 

“I am sure it had nothing to do with you contacting the chief every moment you could,” Jack smiled at his wife as they waited. He was more than a little nervous for this appointment, and he wasn’t sure why. He just didn’t want anything to go wrong. 

“Sometimes you have to give people the push they need to see what’s right in front of them,” she took his hand in hers and held it tightly. He brushed his hand through her dark hair and leaned in to kiss her. 

The door opened and Brittany came in, looking more than a little flustered. “Hi,” she smiled at them and reached out to shake Jack’s hand. “It’s so great to see you again, Jack.” 

Jack smiled at her, his dimples deep. “I’m so glad you came and joined the staff. You are going to be such a great addition.”

Stephanie looked at her friend with concern. “What’s going on with you? You look upset.”

Brittany smoothed her jacket and exhaled. “No, everything is fine, just getting used to this huge hospital.

Stephanie nodded. 

“I still get lost.”

Brittany shook all thoughts of Tommy out of her head.

“Let’s talk about you two and when you want to schedule your procedure.”

Stephanie smiled and looked at Jack. “I think we are ready now.”

Jack smiled back. “Are you sure everything looks good with Stephanie’s blood work? Have you consulted with the neurologist? I don’t want the meds to interfere with her health. I am already worried about her being off her interferon for so long.” 

“Jack is worried about me,” she squeezed his arm, smoothing his dark hair off his forehead. “I am, too, but I am feeling great, and I know the window of opportunity may not last forever.”

“That’s not true. Nobody knows how long we have and I am not about to do anything to put you at risk,” Jack said.

Brittany looked at him. “You know that there is always a risk to a woman when she goes through a pregnancy, and because of Stephanie’s Multiple Sclerosis, it makes her ability to fight off infection of any kind a little more difficult. But there are also many advances in fertility and obstetrics, which enable us to monitor and protect both the mother and the fetus. Having MS is a risk to Stephanie long term, but it isn’t a reason not to have a child, and there is no risk to the baby. Because you both have been having trouble conceiving, I think it’s worth a try at IVF. It is ultimately your decision, and you both need to be on board.” 

She pulled up a chair and sat opposite them. “On a personal level, I can’t think of a better person who deserves to be a mom more than Stephanie, and if she chose you to be her partner in life, you must be a pretty good guy, too. I know how scary this is, but it is also an exciting and amazing process,” she walked over to the desk and picked up the chart. “I know some of your main worries, and I have some literature which might help you. You know that most women who have MS find that their symptoms get much better while they are pregnant,” she looked at Jack, who was obviously unsure of everything. “I think you should take a few days and make sure this is what you both want. I will schedule the procedure for Thursday, and if you have any questions or concerns, we can talk before then.”

“No, we are ready,” Jack smiled. “I’m just nervous and excited. We both want this. Truly.”

“Then Thursday it is,” Brittany smiled and finished up the appointment and left. Jack helped Stephanie get dressed and they walked out before she stopped and wrapped her arms around him. 

“I love you so much,” she said as he kissed her. 

“I love you too,” he grinned as they walked down the hall. “Hey, there’s Tommy. I want to talk to him for a minute.”

“Okay. I need to look up some charts anyway.”

She smiled as he made his way over to Tommy. She loved their friendship and how amazing Tommy was. 

“Hey, how did it go with the boy’s parents?” Jack asked, knowing how torn up he had been about his new case.

Tommy sighed, deciding not to explain what happened in the conference room.

“It went well.”

“You are giving them the best option there is,” Jack said.

There was a loud commotion in the lobby and Jack turned around in time to see a man standing there with a gun pointed at them. He heard a loud shot and then he felt a strange sensation through his body. He heard Stephanie scream and he turned to look at her before he slowly sank to the ground.

“Help! We need help!” she yelled.

“Jack! Shit!” Tommy jumped and held his hands over Jack’s middle where the blood was pooling all around. He didn’t care where the shooter was or what else was happening. 

He couldn’t lose Jack. He couldn’t lose another person he loved. 

“Page the attending. Where is the gurney!”

Stephanie held Jack’s head as Tommy shouted orders and kept pressure on the wound as help came and they got him up onto a gurney and rolled into triage.

“Dr. Williams, we’ve got this.”

Tommy felt hands pull him back and he stood there, watching as Jack was wheeled into the OR. 

“Wait. I’m going to scrub in. I can help.”

“You’re close to the patient and you’re not a general surgeon,” the attending said. “Stay and watch, but back off.”

He put a gown on and stood inside the surgical theatre, watching every movement. 

He was in a daze. 

What the hell happened. Who did this?

Tommy been in surgery hundreds of times, but this was different. Every move was more pronounced. The blood, the equipment, the sounds from each machine. 

His best friend bleeding out. 

Stephanie. 

He needed to find her. He needed to help her. 

“Dr. Williams? It’s done. He’s stable.”

“Huh? Oh, right, okay,” he walked to Jack and the surgeon filled him in while they were prepping him for recovery. 

“Is his wife out there?” 

“I’ll go talk to her. She will want to be in recovery with him,” Tommy said.

“Okay. I’ve got him. Go ahead.”

Tommy squeezed Jack’s arm and walked out of the OR. 

“Stephanie,” he saw her right outside the doors. She jumped up and ran to him. “He is stable. He is going to make it. The bullet nicked his liver, but the repair was textbook. No other major organs were hit. He will be fine.” 

“Oh thank God,” she said, hugging him. “I need to see him.” 

“They are moving him to recovery and you can go in then. We will need to monitor liver and kidney function, but I expect the numbers will settle down. Don’t worry if he looks yellow.”

Stephanie wiped her eyes. “I know.”

The gurney came out and Stephanie went with to recovery. Tommy walked over to the bench and sat down. He put his head in his hands and let himself cry. 

What the hell just happened? Jack got shot? 

He almost lost him. 

Brittany was standing in the corner of the hallway where she had been waiting with Stephanie. He obviously didn’t see her and she struggled with her need to run and her need to be a good friend.

Feeling like she was intruding on a private moment, she decided to walk away when something made her stop and turn toward him. She walked over and sat down, hesitating, but gently touching his shoulder. 

Tommy quickly wiped his face and stood up.

“I didn’t mean to scare you. I was just waiting here with Stephanie and I didn’t know if you wanted to talk.”

He looked at her for a minute before shaking his head. 

“Sorry, I should go see Jack.”

Brittany stood up like she was stung and crossed her arms over her chest. “Of course,” she watched him walk away and she sank back down on the bench, her sadness taking over. 

Tommy walked away and took a deep breath before he turned to see her sitting there. He didn’t know why, but he walked over to her. 

“Why don’t you come with me, Red?”

She looked up at him, wiping her tears in embarrassment.

“I don’t think so,” she said as she wiped her face. 

“Fine,” he said and walked away with a shrug.

Brittany watched him leave. 

How did everything get so messed up? 

*****
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TOMMY WALKED INTO THE room later that night to see Stephanie and Jack relaxing in his bed. He smiled as he made his way to the chair. “How are you both doing?”

Jack smiled. “Fine; and you?”

Tommy sighed. “I am tired of saving you, man. Can you stop getting hurt?”

They all laughed.

“Thank you,” Jack said with all sincerity.

“No problem. I think you will be able to go home in a few days,” Tommy said. 

“I am going home tomorrow,” Jack said matter of factly.

“No you are not. You will stay here until you are well,” Stephanie said.

“I can recuperate at home just as easily if not better than here, and besides, you two won’t let anything happen to me,” Jack rolled his eyes.

“I think the pain meds are getting to you,” Tommy said and shook his head. “There is no use arguing with you, at least not tonight.”

Jack smiled. “Good, then it’s settled.”

“You will stay as long as needed,” Stephanie finished the sentence.

Jack sighed. He decided to change the subject. “So what happened exactly?”

Stephanie looked at Tommy and he shrugged. “I don’t know; some guy tried to kill us. I don’t know why, I never saw him before,” Tommy said.

“That’s not entirely true,” Brittany said as she walked in. “The man who shot you was the husband of my client.”

“Brittany, this is Tommy,” Stephanie said. “Tommy, this is Brittany.”

“We’ve met,” Brittany said. 

We sure had. Tommy thought.

“This guy is an abuser and I was trying to get my client to leave him. I hoped our appointment today would have helped. 

That’s where he saw the guy. 

The couple he threw out of the room.

Tommy couldn’t believe he was so wrong. 

“This is all my fault. I was so angry that she was in there when I needed the room, it never occurred to me to ask why.”

Brittany walked in slowly, keeping her distance. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to intrude, I just wanted to see how you were doing,” she said to Jack.

He grinned at her. “I am great, and will be fine, so you both can stop looking so forlorn. How about when I get out of here you two come over for a home cooked meal? I can make a mean lasagna,” Jack held Stephanie’s hand.

Tommy looked at Brittany and she didn’t meet his gaze. “I have rounds, I will see you soon,” she nodded at them and left, brushing past him without stopping.

*****
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A LITTLE WHILE LATER, Tommy walked onto the hospital roof and tried to clear his head. He couldn’t believe what happened. He almost got Jack killed. He threw a couple out of a consult because of his arrogance. He didn’t even remember the man’s face. How could he be so oblivious? 

And then there was Red. He shook his head. What the hell was going on? She must have been the friend of Stephanie’s from Paris, or London, he couldn’t remember. He walked to the ledge to look out and he saw her again, sitting in the corner of the roof, her eyes closed and her head in her hands. He approached her gently, against his better judgment.

Clearing his throat he spoke. 

“Are you okay?” 

Brittany looked up, startled. For a second he thought he saw fear in her eyes. Her long red hair was disheveled and hung around her shoulders. Her blue eyes were red from crying and her expression was one of utter loneliness. Tommy recognized it from his own face. 

“I will be thanks,” she wiped her face with her sleeves.

Tommy went over and sat down next to her, being careful to keep a good distance. “It has been one hell of a day.”

She nodded, “Yep.” 

He turned to look at her, noticing her features for the first time. She had beautiful blue eyes and porcelain skin. She looked a little familiar, like he had seen her before now.

“So, you’ve known Stephanie for a while?”

She looked at her hands. “Yes, we go way back. You have known Jack for a long time?”

“Yes, since we were six,” he answered. They sat in awkward silence for a minute. 

“You know, you could have just asked me to move my appointment,” she said softly. “I can be reasonable.”

“So it’s my fault your client was a lunatic who came back shooting?” Tommy stood up angrily.

Brittany stood up and looked at him. “No, I didn’t say that, but you were a complete ass and I became defensive because of it. I could have diffused the situation and we all could have been happy. I just wish you had given me the chance,” she said, her pulse racing. She was uncomfortable for so many reasons. She stepped back to maintain distance. 

“Well, I’m sorry. I guess I have an emotional investment in my patients and the news I was going to be giving needed to be told in that room. I don’t know what else to tell you,” Tommy paced the roof, needing to keep his distance.

Brittany shrugged. “I guess that’s it. You said your piece and it is up to me to believe it or not. I prefer my doctors to be team players, but I can also relate to the idea that your surroundings make a difference in how you perceive important news. You had a patient who you promised something to, and you did it. I need to go, so have a nice evening.”

“Thanks,” Tommy said as he watched her walk away.
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Chapter Three:
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“HOW HAVE YOU BEEN FEELING?” Brittany asked Stephanie as she went over her vitals, preparing for the egg retrieval. “How are you tolerating the hormone injections?”

Stephanie shrugged. “I feel good. I love getting a break from my MS shots, but the hormone shots are worse.”

Brittany sat down and smiled at her. “I know, but I hope it’s worth it. Things look good from my end. We should be able to go ahead with the egg retrieval today and then implant in a few days. How does that sound?”

Stephanie grinned. “Awesome. I am so ready to get this process started. I think we all need something good to happen.”

Brittany nodded, “I couldn’t agree more. Do you want me to send for Jack? They can wheel him down to be here.”

Stephanie shook her head. “No, Tommy is going to bring him as soon as he is done with his release papers. I wanted to let them have some time to talk. I think Tommy is really beating himself up about what happened. He blames himself for Jack getting shot.”

Brittany tried to hide her distaste at the mention of Tommy, but Stephanie caught on. “Is everything okay?”

Brittany smiled. 

“Absolutely.” she moved to get the materials ready for the egg extraction.

******
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AFTER FINISHING UP with Stephanie and Jack, Brittany made her way back to her office to finish unpacking and get things more organized. She was still shaken by the shooting and the extra security surrounding each floor was a little unnerving. 

Even though they had the man in custody and it was an isolated incidence, she kept worrying it was going to lead to something more. 

Her phone beeped and startled her as she answered the page. 

“Hi Dr. Anthony. We have a sexual assault in the ER and would like you to help if you can. She is in really rough shape and I think she would benefit from having you here.”

“Of course. I’m on my way.”

She hung up and put her phone away, her heart aching at the mention of an assault. She told them she would always be available to help if possible and as an OBGYN, she could handle the entire process without having other doctors come in. 

Still, it chipped away at her resolve, each and every time she saw another person going through what she had. 

“Dr. Anthony? Thank you for coming down. We have a 15-year-old female who was found in an alley. Her mother is with the police in the lobby, but we haven’t been able to examine the girl yet.”

Brittany took the chart from the attending and thanked him. She looked at the information and took a deep breath before walking in.

******

[image: ]


TOMMY MADE HIS WAY down to the emergency room without even realizing he was walking that way. He saw the police there talking to a woman who was hysterical. He listened a little to what was going on. The woman was talking about her daughter who had apparently been attacked and sexually assaulted. The girl was in the exam room now. The police were trying to get information to help. Tommy walked past the door of the room where the girl was being treated and stopped when he heard Brittany’s voice.

“You will get through this, I know how it feels right now; you think your life is over and you will never get through this pain. I am here to tell you that it will get better. You have a strength inside of you that is just waiting to come out. You need to believe that you are going to be okay,” Tommy moved a little and through a small opening, saw the young girl sobbing in Brittany’s arms. 

“I tried to get away but he was so strong,” the girl cried and began to get sick and Brittany held her hair back. She moved the bin away and handed the girl some water. 

“He can’t hurt you anymore. Don’t let him take one minute more from you. You will survive and you will get through this. Look at me. I became a doctor and I have made it my life’s work to help people. My attack could have been the end for me but I made sure it wasn’t. You are not alone. I will be with you as long as you need me. Now there are things we need to do to help you. We need to perform an exam and run some blood work. We will start you on some antiretroviral medications on the small chance you were infected with anything.”

“I don’t want anyone looking at me. I don’t want anyone to see. Can you do the exam, please?”

“Of course I will. I need a nurse to come in and help, but she will be someone you can trust,” Brittany called on her hospital cell and a nurse walked in. “This is Nurse Sorad, she will help us.”

“Hi, my name is Jade and if you need anything, please let me know. How about if I just hold your hand?” Jade asked and the frightened girl grabbed it. Brittany nodded to Jade and began the exam, getting the samples needed and checking for injuries. She told the girl every move she made and asked for permission before proceeding. She finished as quickly as she could. 

“All done. You don’t know how much courage that just took. You are going to help to make sure this guy never hurts another woman. I am going to get your mom to come in and sit with you and I will be back in a little while. Jade will stay with you until then, okay?” Brittany said.

“Okay,” the girl nodded and Brittany gathered her things and walked out. 

Tommy moved quickly to the side when she came out. He was overwhelmed with emotion as he watched her walk away. He wasn’t sure he had heard correctly. She was raped? She was attacked like that?

He was standing there, lost in thought when Brittany walked back over to the room with the girl’s mom. She looked at him, standing there and he looked at her, his eyes filled with sadness.

She felt her heart sink, having seen that look many times before. She helped the mother into the room and made sure they were okay before turning to walk out, closing the door behind her. She looked at Tommy and then turned to walk the other way.

“Red, I mean, Brittany, wait,” Tommy said.

She turned around and eyed him, utterly exhausted and not ready for another fight. 

“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she kept walking until she got to an empty room, walked inside and closed the door behind her. She sank to the floor as her tears spilled over her cheeks. It didn’t matter how many years it was. She remembered that moment as if it were yesterday. She could hear the sounds and feel the pain. Her heart broke at the days and weeks ahead for the girl. She prayed that the news would be better than it had been for her. She heard a soft knock on the door. 

“Occupied.” 

“Red, it’s me, Tommy. I need to talk to you, please. Look, I know I’ve been an ass and I’m sorry, but can I come in,” he felt an urgency to do something, anything.

She sighed. What was his problem? She wasn’t in the mood for another argument, but she opened the door. “Are you here to throw me out of another room? Because I can’t handle a fight right now. When someone goes off on their own, it usually means they want to be alone. I’m a big girl and I can take care of myself,” she turned away, but didn’t close the door. 

“You are probably used to doing that, right?” he said and she looked at him before she sat down on a chair in the room. “Taking care of yourself. I recognize the trait because I’m the same way,” he walked in and sat down on the chair next to her and exhaled. “I want to apologize for how I’ve treated you. We got off on the wrong foot and I have done nothing but reinforce your idea that I am an ass.”

“So now that you overheard my personal business you’ve decided to be nicer to me?” she looked at him and sighed, her eyes red and tired. “Don’t bother.”

He didn’t move.

“I’m listening if you want to talk.”

She looked at him, her eyes blazing. “Seriously? Who do you think you are? You can’t just come in here after hearing stuff about me that you had no business hearing and then act like you’re suddenly human. You have no reason to be here and to be honest, I am simply not interested.”

He smiled softly at her. “I didn’t ask you to marry me; I just thought you might want to talk about it,” he stood up and walked in front of her, crossing his arms as he leaned against the bed. “You know, I apologized for my behavior, it wouldn’t kill you to do the same.”

She was beyond flabbergasted as she stood up to face him. 

“Apologize for what? Look, I know that Jack and Stephanie like you, so I know there must be something there to like, but I am not in the mood to find out or to have this conversation. I just need to be alone for a while, please. Can’t you respect that?” she couldn’t help it, but her emotions were at the breaking point. She turned away from him, put her head in her hands and cried. 

Tommy felt terrible. He closed the gap between them and touched her shoulder. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to,” he stopped talking and she took a deep breath, calming herself. He almost saw the walls come up in front of her again.

“I’m sorry. I’m fine.”

He smiled a little.

“I’m not sure that’s true.”

She shook her head and grabbed a tissue to wipe her face, totally mortified. 

“I’m just embarrassed; I don’t know what came over me. I don’t usually do things like that.”

“Show emotion? I think you’re allowed. Anyone who witnessed what that girl had been through would be affected, let alone someone who,” he stopped, not knowing if he was crossing a boundary he shouldn’t.

“Someone who has also been raped?” she said softly. “Sometimes I feel like it happened yesterday,” she sighed. “I have separated myself so much from that moment. It’s bad enough to live with the scars every day, but I want so much for it not to be my defining moment. There is more to me than that event, and I can’t let it have that power over me.”

Tommy felt tears come to his eyes. 

“I don’t know what to say. I wish I had profound words of wisdom to make you feel better. I know when memories hit us in our lives; sometimes we just need to go through them. You can’t run from them and you can’t bury them or they will eat away at you.”

“You sound like you are speaking from experience,” Brittany said to him.

“I am, although I don’t mean to imply that I know a fraction of what you are going through. My parents were killed in a car crash when I was a freshman in college. After that, it was just me and my sister Julie. She was only 12. Sometimes I miss them with a profound sadness that just comes over me,” he looked at her, this woman who somehow brought out his most innermost fears. He couldn’t help it; he wanted to talk to her.

“I am so sorry for your loss. I can’t imagine what you must have gone through,” she felt her heart ache for him.

Tommy took a breath. 

“It is what it is, that’s what I tell myself. My parents raised me to believe in family and love, and that has been their legacy. I raised my sister with those ideals and I try to make them proud,” he cleared his throat. “Anyway, I have a consult in a few minutes. I know we got off on a really bad foot, but can I take you to dinner later?”

Brittany felt her heart sink. “Tommy, there is something else you should know about me.”

He looked at her. “Okay.”

“I am HIV positive.” 

Tommy heard her and the gravity of what she went through sank in. 

“Okay, but you still have to eat.” 

She looked at him and smiled. “That’s true.” 

“So, dinner?” he pushed.

“Maybe tomorrow. I have something I need to do tonight. Will that work?” 

“I’ll tell you what, I am going to visit with Jack and Stephanie and then I will be at my house. If you change your mind, text me or stop over. I’ll leave you my address,” he wrote his information on a sheet of paper. He turned to leave and stopped at the door. “I am honored you shared all of this with me and I am profoundly sorry you are HIV positive, but it doesn’t change any part of the woman I see. I am sorry I was such a jerk and I want to work to make it up to you,” he met her gaze and turned and left.
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Chapter Four:
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TOMMY FINISHED HIS final surgery of the next day and was exhausted. He sat down in the locker room and closed his eyes. His head pounding from the emotional pull he was feeling. He shook his head. 

“Get yourself together, Williams.”

“Talk to yourself often?” Brittany asked him.

Tommy glanced up, surprised. “Maybe,” he smiled.

“Okay then, I hope you like the conversation,” she smiled back and went to leave.

“Hey, Red.” She turned to look at him. “How about that dinner you owe me?”

She had a strange look on her face, like she suddenly remembered a feeling and it bothered her. “I don’t owe you anything,” she smiled.

“Never mind, it’s not a big deal,” he said and tossed his surgical garb in the bin.

She sighed. “I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant. I was just trying to be funny, and I guess I am not really good at that,” she said sheepishly. “Dinner would be nice.”

Tommy felt his heart leap a little. “Do you still have my address?”

She nodded. “Yes, but um, can we meet somewhere? I don’t think I want to come to your house just yet if that’s okay.”

“Right. I should have thought of that.”

“Is there a restaurant nearby?”

“Of course. I’ll text you the name and address. Is 7 okay?”

“Sounds great. I’ll see you then.”

******* 
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BRITTANY STEPPED OUT of the shower and wrapped a towel around her body. She felt nervous and excited, and she knew how big of a step this dinner was for her. She was almost 30 and had never been on a real date. In her old life, she was placed with people for the media, but it was never her choice.

After her attack, she made a vow to never get involved with anyone. Many people tried to change her mind about that over the years, especially Stephanie, but she was nothing if not stubborn. 

But Tommy was different. He made her, well; feel. She brushed her long hair and began to blow it dry. She finished and placed a few large rollers in her thick locks and began to put on some makeup. She never wore much, just a touch of lip-gloss and some mascara. She finished her hair and put on her casual jeans, which hugged her curves nicely. She pulled out a turquoise short sleeve sweater and pulled it on. The blue looked amazing with her hair and she smiled at her reflection. She felt she looked presentable.

He texted that he would meet her in the parking lot so they could go in together, and she got there a few minutes early, her nerves on edge. She looked around the lot, feeling exposed and her need to escape started to grow. 

She closed her eyes and did a few breathing exercises, trying to center herself and relax. He was late and she worried maybe he got cold feet. 

The thought wasn’t too bad because she was ready to leave. 

She saw him pull up and when he got out of the car, her nerves relaxed. 

How did he have that effect on her?

“Red?” He walked to her as she got out of her car. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be late. I had to take a call and I lost track of time,” he was rambling and looked on the verge of tears.

“Maybe we should do this another time,” Brittany said. She saw his face fall a little, but she didn’t know what the right thing was to do. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Tommy ran his hand through his hair. “My sister Julie called.” 

Brittany leaned against her car. “Is she okay?” 

“I’m not sure. They found a mass,” Tommy said and took a deep breath. “You know what? This isn’t what we should be talking about. Should we go in?”

“How about we get a carryout and eat on the tables out here? I think it would help if we talked.” 

He looked at her and she saw just how green his eyes were. She saw no pretense in his face, no judgment, only anguish. “Really? I mean, that would be great. Thank you.”

She ordered the food and they went to sit on the picnic tables near the restaurant. 

“Tell me what she said.”

“She hadn’t been feeling right for a few weeks, and when she went to the doctor for a physical, they found a lump in her left breast. She had a mammogram and it is a definite mass.”

Brittany nodded. “Tommy, look at me,” she spoke firmly and with authority. “I deal with this all too often and you need to know that early detection is key. If they caught this early, there is a good chance that if it is malignant, it can be cured. You know that better than anyone.”

Tommy sighed. “I know, but being an oncologist, I sort of only deal with the bad results.”

Brittany smiled. “If you want, I can look at her chart and give you my opinion.”

“You would do that?”

“Of course, it’s my job,” she smiled. 

“I know, but she isn’t your patient.”

“I know. Would it make you feel better if I looked at her chart? With her permission?”

“It really would.”

“Then consider it done,” she looked at her phone. “Our food is ready.”

“I’ll go get it. Do you want to stay here?”

She looked out across the empty lot.

“I’ll walk with you.”

He nodded and she rubbed her arms as she followed him to the restaurant and they got their food. They went to the table and spread everything out.

“I should have brought some water or wine or something,” he said. 

“I’ve got some water in my car. It’s probably not cold, but it’s something,” she smiled and he watched her go get the bottles. 

They ate dinner and talked and laughed. It was easy and nice and both of them seemed to lose track of time.

“So what talents do you have? If any?” Tommy asked after they cleaned up.

“Well, I used to sing,” she said. 

“Why ‘used to’?”

“It’s a long story for another time,” she said. 

Why the hell would she bring that up?

“What about you?”

“I don’t think I have any talents,” he smiled. “Jack would probably say I have the habit of acting like an old man because I never want to do anything, but I don’t really think that’s a talent. I’m just a homebody.”

“I can relate to that,” she said. “I don’t go out much.”

“Maybe we can both change that a little?”

She leaned her cheek on her hand and he moved her hair off the table. 

“Sorry.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

She put her hand on his and squeezed it. 

“Thank you for dinner. This was really nice.”

His whole body reacted to her touch. 

“It was. I didn’t mean to spend our dinner like this. I feel like a jerk.”

Brittany smiled. “Actually, this was quite the icebreaker. I was nervous about making conversation, but you handled that.” 

They stood up and she felt her heart race. 

“I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

He took the hint and nodded. 

“Absolutely.”

She walked to her car and he watched as she drove off before he made his way home.
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Chapter Five:
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“WHY DIDN’T YOU CALL me? I would have come over and you wouldn’t have been alone,” Jack said to Tommy as they met for their usual lunch in the hospital cafeteria. He was telling him about Julie’s call.

Tommy blushed a little. “I wasn’t alone,” he said quietly. “I met Brittany for dinner.”

Jack stopped chewing for a minute and a huge grin spread across his face. “What? No way! How did it go? What did she say?”

“What are you, a teenager?” Tommy laughed at Jack’s exuberance. “We were two colleagues having dinner, nothing more.” 

Jack nodded. “Right, because both of you are out dating so often,” he became more serious and looked at his friend. “Thomas, tell me what’s going on.”

“Thomas, really?” he smiled. “Look, I asked her to dinner and I met her right after getting the call. She did what any decent person would do and stayed to make sure things were okay,” he downplayed the impact dinner had on him.

Jack took a long drink of water. “So when are you going out again?”

Tommy glared at him. “Who said we were going out again? I am not interested in anything like a relationship. We had a nice time; she helped me through a rough patch, now it’s back to normal.” 

Jack shrugged and dropped it. “I’ll call Julie later and yell at her for not calling me. For now, let’s get back to the floor,” he said and stood up.

“Good idea,” Tommy said and followed, trying to convince himself that all was indeed, normal.

They made their way to the floor when they both received a page. It was 911 to the ER. Tommy wasn’t usually called, but he was a surgeon and there may be a need. There was chaos upon entering the triage area. There had been a bus accident and there were a ton of walking wounded as well as critically injured. Tommy and Jack went to work to assess the patients. Stephanie and Brittany joined them in the E.R, along with all available doctors. 

“Dr. Anthony, I need you,” an Intern called out. She ran over to a woman who was doubled over in pain, her head bleeding from an open wound. She looked to be about eight months pregnant. 

“Hi, I’m Dr. Anthony, an OBGYN. What is your name?” Brittany pulled on her gloves and motioned for a gurney to be brought over.

“Her name is Lindsay and she is hurt badly. Help her now!” a man yelled at Brittany. She suspected it was the woman’s husband. The yelling caught Tommy and Jack’s ear and they both exchanged glances. Tommy walked over to the man. 

“Why don’t you let the doctor examine your wife is it?” the man nodded. “Good, let your wife be looked over and then we will see what needs to be done.” 

Brittany looked at Tommy and said a silent thank you. 

“Now Lindsay, can you tell me what hurts you?” Brittany was having the nurse set up the fetal monitor and was waiting for the ultrasound machine

“Everything hurts, I’m so scared, I can’t lose my baby. Please help me,” Lindsay sobbed. 

Brittany held her hand. “Look at me. You need to believe that everything will be okay and you need to concentrate on relaxing. Your baby needs its mother right now and you will do whatever you need to do to protect it. Lindsay, you can do this,” she lost sight of where Tommy took the father, but she was not happy with the EKG readings. She looked at the nurse. “Please get Dr. Stephens in here,” she said. The nurse nodded and left.

“Okay, now just try to breathe in and out slowly. I am going to check to see if the placenta is still in tact. She nodded as Jack came in. “This is Dr. Stephens, one of the finest cardiac surgeons there is. He is going to look at your test results before I do anything else.”

“Cardiac Surgeon? Oh God, I need surgery?” Lindsay cried as her husband came in with Tommy. 

“Surgery? Oh, I think I’m going to be sick,” the husband ran into the bathroom. Tommy rolled his eyes and followed the husband again. 

“I am just going to take a look,” Jack said. “I am a cardiac surgeon, but that doesn’t mean I always do surgery. Most of the time it just sounds fancy, when really, I read charts. Now let me ask you a few questions and run a few simple tests,” Jack smiled as he tried to calm the woman. He proceeded with a few tests and the woman seemed to be calming down a little. Jack smiled at her. “Good job. I think you just have a nasty bump on the head and are having some anxiety at the effects of the crash. We will need to stitch up your cut, but you should be none the worse for wear. Now your husband on the other hand,” he smiled as Tommy helped the man walk back in.

“Marlon, I just have a bump on my head, it’s okay,” she said and her husband ran to her.  “I will be, OOH,” she yelled. “I think I am having a contraction.”

Brittany walked over and checked the monitor. She motioned for Jack and Tommy to move over. “I need to complete my exam now,” she put on her gloves. “I need to inform you both that I am HIV positive. I take all necessary precautions and there is a minimal chance of any risk to you or your baby,” she said to the parents.

The man looked at her. “I want another doctor,” he said in a calm voice. He looked at his wife who nodded in agreement.

“It is completely understandable. I will see to it that you have another doctor come in. It will be a few minutes, but you need to try to relax. Good luck to you both,” she turned and walked out past Jack and Tommy. 

Furious, Tommy went to say something to the couple when Jack pulled him out into the hall by the arm. “What the hell, man? I have to say something to that asshole. He is discriminating against her and it isn’t right.”

Jack sighed. “You need to respect Brittany here. I have learned that it does nothing but draw more attention and she doesn’t want that. She has been fighting this battle for a long time and you can’t just step in and make it better.”

Tommy looked at him. “I don’t accept that,” he said and walked away.
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Chapter Six:
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“CAN I COME IN?” TOMMY asked Brittany as he stood in the doorway to her office a few hours later. She was completing some paperwork and looked swamped. She lifted her eyes to see him and smiled. 

“Hi, of course. Did you talk to Julie yet?” she had been thinking about him most of the day, but one thing had led to another and she didn’t get a chance.

“Nothing new to report with Julie,” he sighed. “Look, I want to apologize to you if you’ll let me,” Tommy began and she looked him in the eye. 

“For what?” 

He came in and sat down across the desk from Brittany. “I need to ask you something and I would understand if you didn’t want to answer.” 

“Okay, I’m intrigued, but a little nervous,” Brittany smiled at him.

“Why did you decide to become a doctor?” 

She was a little taken aback.

“What do you mean? Why does anyone become a doctor? They want to help people, make the world a better place, all of the clichéd answers,” she narrowed her eyes and saw him look away a little. “That’s not what you meant to ask me, is it. Go on; ask what you really want to know.”

Tommy met her stare. “Why did you choose a profession where you would have to tell people about your condition every day? I get wanting to help people, but being an OBGYN, well it doesn’t get more hands-on than that. Doesn’t it bother you to have to explain yourself to everyone?”

Brittany sighed. “Sure it does,” she stood up and walked around the desk to the couch, sitting down to look at him. “We haven’t known each other for very long, but you seem to strike me as someone with integrity and vision. You have been through something terrible with the loss of your parents and you took it upon yourself to raise your sister and go to medical school and create a life that has meaning and purpose. Why didn’t you just give up?”

He moved to the other end of the couch. “My situation is different.”

“Not really,” she said. “When you meet people, do you have to tell them about your personal issues before treating them? No, but you bring that baggage with you. In every relationship you build, in every patient you treat, in every consult you take, your past is with you. Your experiences have made you the man you are today and you bring those experiences with you to the office just like I do.”

She looked at her hands and then continued. 

“I hate that I am HIV positive. I hate that I must tell everyone. I hate that I met a man who I truly enjoy being around and I know in my heart that it can never be anything more. I hate that people are still scared of being infected by being in my presence. I hate that the woman in the ER has a good chance that her baby will have complications because she had to wait for another doctor,” she felt a tear come to her eye. “But do you know what I hate even more?”

“No,” he said softly.

“I hate that I have no control over any of that. I can’t control people’s fears, and I am not sure I would want to. It saddens me that when you look at me you see my HIV. It hurts me that when that couple looked at me, they saw a disease, and not a doctor. I can’t control any of that. But do you know what I can do?” she smiled. “I can give Jack and Stephanie the option of a family. I can help the woman who is scared her life is over because of mistakes in her past. I can show the world that I am so much more than my disease and although I may have to shout it from the rooftops before every procedure, I am in a place where I can still do that procedure. I am so thankful that I have opportunities and abilities, and I will not waste another minute feeling sorry for myself. I have done that enough for one lifetime.” 

He opened his mouth but closed it before taking a deep breath. 

“I have to go, sorry.”

Brittany watched as he stood up and left the room.

She leaned back into the couch. “And there it is. Brittany 0, disease 7,015,” she stood up and walked back to her desk. She couldn’t care about this, about him. She just had to do what she always did, move forward.

*******
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COULD HE HAVE MESSED that up any worse?

Tommy had the weight of the world on his shoulders as he paced in his office, replaying his colossal failure in Brittany’s office. Two things she said kept running through his mind.  I hate that I met a man who I truly enjoy being around and I know in my heart that it can never be anything more.  That’s what she said, and more importantly, she said it saddens me that when you look at me you see my HIV. He was a jumble of thoughts and nerves and he felt like he wanted to punch the wall. No one ever had the power to make him feel like this. He was scared and excited and angry with himself. He ran his hand through his hair and turned to walk out of his office, a man on a mission.

He walked to her office and stood at the open door, surprise all over her face when she saw him.

“Just listen before you throw me out,” he said. “You said your piece and now I need to tell you something,” he spoke fast and with an intensity that surprised even him. 

“You have to cut me some slack. You can’t be here, at this hospital, and dictate how I react to you. You are irritating and confusing and you make me crazy,” he sat down on her couch and continued. “But you are also wrong. You think I look at you and see your HIV. You think you can’t have a relationship. But you have convinced yourself of this without giving me or anyone else a chance. I am infuriated that some jackass would question your ability to be a doctor. It infuriates me that you just let it happen. I get that this is your issue, but really, it isn’t going to change if the only people who fight against prejudice are those directly affected by it. You didn’t choose to be attacked, you didn’t choose to contract HIV, yet you are alone with the consequences and it isn’t fair.”

He looked at his hands and struggled with the words to continue. 

“I also don’t know why I care. I don’t know why you get to me and I don’t know how to get through to you. I’m sorry if I didn’t react the way I should have, but I don’t know the right thing to do,” Tommy stopped and sighed, realizing the extent of his rant and turned to look at her.

Brittany sat in silence and wiped the tears that had fallen down her cheeks. She stood up from her desk and walked over to him, kneeling in front of him before taking his hands in hers.

“You have nothing to be sorry about. You are right to feel the way you do and I’m sorry I gave you the wrong impression about how you need to react. In case you haven’t noticed, I am not the best at expressing my feelings. I think it’s been a long few days for you and I think you’re on overload,” she stood up and he felt her break their connection.

“Look, I am not the one to get involved with. You have so much to offer, Tommy, you need to leave me and go live your life. I am not your problem to fix and I don’t need to be rescued. I am happy with my life,” she lied. 

Tommy stood up and nodded. “Okay. I get it,” he turned and walked to the door. “But I don’t think you’re happy, and neither am I,” he said and left the office, leaving her alone again.  

******
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TOMMY WALKED OUT OF the hospital later and was on his way to his car to head to the hotel and pick up his sister. She was driving in with her husband from across the state to go through more tests. He saw an older man wearing jeans and a dirty t-shirt standing in the corner of the parking garage, staring into space. He looked like he wasn’t sure where he was.

“Is there something I can help you with? Are you lost?” Tommy asked the man. The smell of chemicals almost made his eyes burn as he got closer. 

“No, I’m fine,” the man said in a low voice. 

“Well this is the physician’s lot, are you a physician?” Tommy pressed the man for information.

“No, but I didn’t think it was a crime to stand here. What’s your problem?” 

“Relax man, I was just trying to help. You can stand wherever you want,” Tommy turned and walked to his car. 

*******
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BRITTANY WAS FINISHING up some paperwork when she heard a knock on her door. She looked up and smiled as Jack walked in, surprised to see him. 

“Hi Jack,” she said.

“Hi, I don’t mean to bother you, but do you know where Stephanie is?” he asked her, trying to keep the worry out of his voice.

“Not since her appointment earlier. We had lunch and then we took her labs. She was going to work on some paperwork she had and then meet you,” Brittany noticed his concern. “What’s going on?”

Jack sighed. “I don’t know, I haven’t been able to reach her on her cell and she isn’t in her office. We were supposed to meet a half hour ago and she never showed up. I don’t want to make something out of nothing but given all we have been through with the shooter in the hospital, she wouldn’t just not show up or call.”

“Okay, then let’s go figure out where she is,” she stood up and walked out with Jack.
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Chapter Seven:
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IT HAD BEEN THREE HOURS and Jack was losing it. He paced around the lounge while Tommy tried to get him to relax. He had lunch with Julie and dropped her off at the hotel when Jack called him. Brittany went to get them all some water.  

“Something is very wrong. I know it. I need to find her,” Jack ran his hand through his hair in frustration. 

“We just need to figure out her steps and retrace them. She was with Brittany for lunch and then had labs taken. She went to her office after that and as far as we know she never checked in. We searched the hall and offices around ortho and there has been nothing,” Tommy said. “The police are on their way.”

Jack walked over to the cabinet on the wall and punched it. 

“She can’t just disappear!”

“Dr. Stephens, I have some news,” an officer said as he walked into the room. 

“What is it? Did you find her?”

Brittany walked in as the conversation began. She came over and handed Tommy some water. He looked at her and smiled his thanks. She looked at Jack who didn’t want it. She put it down and walked to the side of the room, out of the way.

“There was a strange man spotted outside the hospital, first by the cafeteria, and then by the garage reserved for physicians. He is on the security cameras, but he keeps his face covered,” the officer said.

“So what the hell does that mean? Some strange man took Stephanie? Are you telling me that she has been abducted?” Jack yelled.

“We don’t know. We need to find this man,” the officer said.

“I think I saw him earlier,” Tommy filled them in on his encounter with the man in the garage. 

“Can you remember anything else about him?” the officer asked.

“The smell,” he said. “He had an odor to him that was unique. It was like a charcoal and chemical smell, like an old film store would smell.”

Brittany dropped her water on the ground and smiled apologetically when they looked at her. She listened to the conversation going on around her and began to feel sick. This couldn’t be happening, it just couldn’t. She felt like the room was spinning as she was thrown into a memory.

“Stop taking pictures of me,” she said tearfully. “I don’t understand what you are doing,” she sobbed. “The smell of chemicals is making me sick and that burns. Please stop, oh God, please don’t,” she said and tried to look away but she was forced to look ahead. “No, please, I don’t want to see that. No, please don’t make me,” she cried as his hands moved over her.

Jack’s phone rang, snapping her out of her memory. 

“Stephanie?”  

“You can pick up your wife in room 3268. I have left her there with a message,” the phone went dead and Jack ran out of the room, the officer and Tommy close behind. Brittany made her legs move to go with them.

Jack went to the room and the officer held him back, needing to secure the area. He opened the door and they went in, Jack felt his heart in his throat. Stephanie was on the bed, unconscious, her hands were tied and her mouth gagged. Jack raced to her and felt for a pulse. 

“Stephanie? Baby? Can you look at me?” he removed the gag and looked for something to cut the ties with. Tommy came over and helped him cut her loose. He called for a gurney and stepped back, allowing Jack some privacy.

“Stephanie, please look at me,” he gently massaged her cheeks and looked her over for injuries as she began to stir.

“Jack?” she muttered softly, finally opening her eyes.

“Yes, I’m here, you’re safe,” he said and pulled her into his arms. She hugged him back and finally woke up fully. 

Brittany stepped out once she saw Stephanie was okay. She didn’t know where she was going, but she had to get out. She knew he didn’t want Stephanie. This was all about her. 

It was always about her. 

She never should have come back here.

She ran down the hall towards her office to grab her purse but made it as far as the lounge they had been in when she was grabbed from behind. She shoved the person with all her might and saw a gurney in the corner. 

“Shut up or I’ll kill everyone we run into.”

She turned to yell when he injected her with something and she slowly lost consciousness, her heart in her throat and thoughts of dread pulsing through her body.

She couldn’t move while he placed her on the gurney and covered her before walking out of the hospital with no interference.

*******
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STEPHANIE LOOKED AROUND the room after waking up more fully and her eyes filled with tears as she realized someone was missing. “Where’s Brittany?”

Everyone turned to look and realized she wasn’t there. “I don’t know; she was just with us. Why? What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

“He wasn’t after me, he is after Brittany. You have to protect her, you don’t understand who he is,” Stephanie cried and Jack held her. He turned and looked but Tommy fled back downstairs as soon as Stephanie spoke.

Tommy tore through the halls to get back to the lounge. It was obvious something was bothering her, but he figured it was just the fact that Stephanie was missing. Why didn’t he notice when she left? 

He rushed into the lounge and his worst fears were confirmed. The room was a mess and there, in the middle of the room, was a note with scribbled writing. He picked it up. 

I have her and we are together now. She will only ever sing for me.

For the first time since his parent’s died, Tommy felt his world crashing around him. He looked up as Jack came in wheeling Stephanie. “She’s gone,” he said with anguish. “What the hell is going on? Who is this guy and what did the note mean? Where are the police?” His heart raced as he tried to understand what happened.

“The officer is consulting with the FBI. Come sit down.”

“The FBI? Why?”

“Tommy, Brittany told you about her attack, right?”

Tommy nodded. “Yes, she told me and that she tested positive for HIV after that.”

“Okay, but did she tell you anything about the attack itself or anything before it?” 

Tommy shook his head. “No, and I guess I never pushed it. Should I have pushed it? Shit, I handled all of this so wrong.”

“No you didn’t man, there is no right or wrong here. You have nothing to be sorry about,” Jack said sincerely.

“Jack’s right. Brittany has made a life out of hiding her pain and her past. She isn’t an easy one to crack and to be honest, you are the first person I know of who she has felt comfortable enough with to share any of this,” Stephanie stopped and took a drink of water. “Do you guys remember Barbara Rose?”

Jack and Tommy were silent for a minute and then Jack spoke up. “Was she that teen pop singer who disappeared or something?” 

Stephanie nodded. “Yes. She was a huge star. She was beautiful and smart and really giving.”

Tommy began to remember. “Right, she was our age, I think I remember her coming to Detroit when we were there. She was working for charity or something like that.”

Stephanie smiled. “She was from here. She was the most charitable performer, especially for someone her age. She was very aware of how fortunate she was and made it her mission to give back. But that led her to a lot of fans that had an unhealthy fascination with her. One in particular, was very dangerous,” Stephanie felt her tears come as she remembered. 

Tommy was trying to wrap his head around this story, and how it related to Brittany. “I don’t understand, how is this relevant? That girl disappeared from public view or something.”

Jack was processing the story his wife was telling and was trying to put two and two together. “Did they ever find out what happened to her?”

Stephanie nodded. “It turned out that she was attacked by a crazed fan. He wanted her to be his and to sing just for him. She tried to escape and he beat her badly, and he sexually assaulted her. The FBI was involved in searching for her and when they finally did, she was rescued, but the damage had been done. She never sang again. She changed her name and moved back to London to go to medical school. We had been friends since we were little and a few months after the attack, she came to Paris to see me at the clinic for her HIV test,” she stopped while the realization sank in.

“Are you telling us that Barbara Rose is Brittany?” Tommy asked almost as if he was talking to himself.

Stephanie nodded. “Yes, Tommy. Brittany changed her name legally and made a new life for herself. She is one of the strongest people I know, but if this guy has her again, I don’t know how she will survive,” she began to cry.

Tommy felt sick. “Didn’t they catch the pervert who did this? How could he find her and get to her? Didn’t anyone protect her?”

“They never found him. They found where he kept her and who he was, but he disappeared. He was some sort of photographer and had a ton of pictures of her all over his place. He also made her pose and do all sorts of things while he had her. He always smelled of photo chemicals and that was something Brittany had a hard time dealing with,” Stephanie said.

“Fuck. That asshole in the garage smelled of chemicals. I had him and I just walked away,” Tommy was frantic. “I need some air,” Tommy left the room. He had so much going on in his head. 

She was a famous singer? How did he not recognize her? What was this sick freak doing to her as they were just sitting here? How could she not have told him? He knew why, because he was an ass and he never gave her a chance. 

He stopped walking and leaned against the wall. His legs gave way and he sank to the ground, his arms on his knees. “What am I going to do? How do I find her?” he asked the hollow hallway.
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