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Cast of Characters TILL THERE WAS YOU

Harmony Health Collective—A group of practitioners in alternative medicine who come together in a common place of business. They support each other in their unique endeavors and increase their clientele. 

 

Main Characters

Oliver Ricardi—massage therapist, nice guy

Dr. Anabelle Baxter—interventional cardiologist, single mother of two adopted girls

 

Members of Harmony Healing

Finn McKenna—reiki master, a good guy, everybody’s friend

Scarlet Smith—hypnotherapist 

Juliet Sullivan—yoga therapist; single mother of two boys, Billy and Tommy; widow, Michael, deceased husband

Daisy Taylor—gynecology and intimacy coach, RN 

Heath Elsworth—men’s health coach; M.D. 

 

Other characters in TILL THERE WAS YOU

Elise Preston—Finn’s love interest

Joe Larson—Scarlet’s love interest; Seth, his son

Tommy and Billy-Juliet’s children; Ronny Lucas, Juliet’s love interest

Liam—Daisy’s son; Linc, Daisy’s ex-husband

Nick Clayton—Daisy’s love interest

Millie Michaels—Heath’s love interest

Rosalina Ricardi—Oliver’s demanding mother

Mr. Perkins—Scarlet’s client

Lila and Duncan Baxter—Anabelle’s parents

 

Locations

Magnolia’s Restaurant

The Downtown Grill

Black and Blue

The Garden

The Lakeside Grill

The Downtown Hospital

Memorial Hospital

 

 


Prologue



 

 

Hello, everyone. I’m Oliver Ricardi and I’m a massage therapist. First, I want to give a shout out to my best buddy from high school, Juliet Sullivan. She’s damned talented and the hardest worker I’ve ever known. As for my specialty, I have several degrees and certifications. Most people are unaware of the rigorous requirements to become a licensed massage therapist. A candidate needs to complete a massage therapy training program and pass a licensing exam. These programs typically require around 500-1,000 hours of training, which can take several months to a year to complete. Many programs offer diplomas or certificates upon completion. I attended The Onondaga School of Therapeutic Massage right here in Rockford. It offers a course of study that can be completed in 6 to 15 months. After completing my training, I passed the Massage and Bodywork Licensing Examination. Gaining experience through apprenticeships or internships is the path most of us follow.

 

 


Chapter 1



 

 

Oliver sat in the hospital room at the side of his mother’s bed. Her face was unnaturally pale and the skin on her hands was papery. He’d only been told she’d had a stroke. More news would come when the cardiac guy arrived. Oliver had called all his brothers and they said they’d be here as soon as possible.

He bent over and clasped his hands. Please dear God, don’t let her die. I’m not ready for that. He continued to mumble prayers until he heard the sweep of the door opening. He straightened and turned around. 

“Hello, Mr. Ricardi. I’m Dr. Anabelle Baxter. The interventional cardiologist on call tonight.”

For a minute, he stared at her. Then he blinked. “I’m Oliver. My brothers are coming in too, but I’d like some information now if you have it.”

“I have some. I’ve ordered an MRI and we should have the results soon. Once we get them, we’ll know what kind of treatment she needs. But I should tell you that your mother exhibits symptoms of a stroke. She might need to have the blockages formed in her arteries cleared.”

“What’s the treatment for that?”

“Surgery. The easiest thing to do would be to put in stents. Do you know what they are?”

“Yes, little mesh thingies that allow the passage of blood through a blocked artery or vessel.”

Her mouth quirked up at the edges. “Little thingies? I’ve never heard it put that way.”

“I don’t know the exact definition but I got the gist.”

“It’s a small metal or plastic tube. But yes, you got the gist.”

“What’s the worst-case scenario?”

Her light brown brows furrowed. “Full open-heart surgery, done by a cardiovascular surgeon. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Her phone beeped. “I have to go. Are you alone here?”

“Yes. But I called my brothers. They’re on their way in.”

“I can update all of you when they get here and I have the MRI results. In either case, she can’t be alone when she goes home. Does she live with anyone?”

“No, she has her own house.”

“Then you and your brothers should discuss who will be with her for a few weeks.”

“We will. Thank you, Dr. Baxter.”

“You’re welcome.”

She smiled fully. It transformed her face. Man, she was pretty. She wore no makeup but had flawless skin. Her steel-blond hair was pulled back in a knot at her neck. And her blue eyes shone like the sky. He watched her walk away, then sat down at a table.

 

* * *

 

Anabelle Baxter led a quiet life. That’s how she liked it. At forty, she’d succeeded in her career and was raising two beautiful little girls. 

Oh, dear. Then why did she feel her heart jump-start when she was with Oliver Ricardi? He was cute enough, and sweet enough, but Anabelle didn’t let men into her life anymore. 

Just after she put in the order for an MRI, her phone rang. “Dr. Baxter.”

“Hi, honey.”

“Mom, is everything all right? How are the twins?”

“They’re fine. Your dad’s taking the afternoon off so we’d like to take them out on the boat. Any chance you can get away?”

“Aw, no. I wish I could. But I have a new patient and have to operate on her asap.”

“Ah. Would you like us to keep the two darlings all night?”

“I’ll probably be late in any case. So that’d be best for them.”

“I’ll be here tomorrow morning when you pick them up.”

Anabelle sighed when she disconnected. Her mother was a doll. She was a pediatrician and selfless, especially where Anabelle and the girls were concerned. 

Her phone buzzed again. This time, she was called in for an immediate consult. Pushing back the notion of Mr. Ricardi’s effect on her, she hurried to the elevator.

 

* * *

 

Oliver’s brothers arrived in an hour. He stood. Matt, the oldest, crossed to him and hugged him.

The second in order, Adam, asked, “How is she?”

“Mom’s still alive. The doctor said she’ll need to have either stents put in, or open-heart surgery. She’s coming out to talk to all of us after she gets the results of the MRI.”

Tommy, the next oldest and the sensitive one, asked, “Are you okay buddy? You look a little pale.”

“I’m not all right. I’m worried.” The latter came out hoarse.

Pete checked his watch. “How long?”

“How long what?”

“Will she keep us waiting?”

Oliver frowned. “She’s not keeping us waiting. They have to run the MRI and then get the results. It’s going to be a while.”

Matt said, “Then let’s settle in.”

And so they waited. Three of them were on thier phones. Matt walked around the cardiac waiting area for a bit then joined them. After an excruciating hour, Dr. Baxter came out. Petey, a ladies’ man, said under his breath, “Man, is she hot.”

Oliver snapped, “Don’t be a jerk.”

The brothers stood when she reached them. “Hello to all of you. I’m Dr. Baxter, an interventional cardiologist. I have the results of the MRI.” She raised her chin a bit and her silver necklace glinted off the harsh lights of the waiting area. “Let me first say this is good news.” 

Adam rolled his eyes. “How can that be?”

“It’s the better alternative. Your mother doesn’t need open-heart surgery. Her arteries are 95% blocked but they can be remedied by placing stents in both of them.”

“Will she be all right after that?” Matt asked.

“She will be. Most patients feel better than they’ve felt for a long time.”

Oliver blew out a heavy breath. “Wow. When will you do the procedure?”

“Wait a sec.” Adam again. “What’s an interventional cardiologist?”

“I use catheter-based techniques to diagnose and treat heart and vascular conditions without major surgery. In other words, I’ll inflate the artery with a balloon and use it to guide me in inserting a stent.” She explained what a stent was.

Pete frowned. “Shouldn’t she have a real cardiologist.”

The doc gave him a searing look. “I am a real cardiologist. I went to med school, had residency in my field and did a fellowship at Johns Hopkins. I’ve done hundreds of these in the years since.”

Petey didn’t apologize. 

Oliver moved closer to her. “I’m sorry for my brother’s insulting innuendo.”

She turned to face him. “Emotions are running high. To answer your question, I’ll do it today. It’s best to take care of it right away. And I’m already here.”

He gave her a smile, albeit a weak one. “That sounds like a good plan.”

She scanned them all. “I’m assuming you’ll wait until I’m finished. You have a lot to discuss. As I already told your brother, your mother can’t recuperate alone. She has to have someone stay with her.”

“Can we get an aide?” Adam asked.

Damn him. Adam was always taking the easy way out.

“Like hell.” This from Matt. “She’ll never accept one and she’s got five boys who she took care of for years. It won’t kill us to help her out now.”

“When I’m finished,” Anabelle said, “I’ll come out to tell you how the surgery went.” She moved a couple of feet away but Oliver followed her and grasped her arm. A shock raced through both of them. “I-I hope you know I have complete faith in you.”

She touched his hand. More shockwaves. “I do, Mr. Ricardi. And thanks.”

Oliver went back to the table. 

“Everybody sit.” Matt again. “I’ll take notes on my phone. Oliver, what do you think? How many days should we plan for?”

“I’d give it two weeks.” 

“Shit.” This from Adam. “I can’t give up that much time. My kids got activities and I’ve got jobs going.” Adam was an architect.

That pissed Oliver off again. “We all have commitments. Suck it up.” 

“So, there’s five of us,” Matt continued. “We should each take two days and then reevaluate.”

“Wait a sec,” Adam interrupted. “Why don’t you take a week off, Oliver? You can reschedule your sessions. Massage therapy isn’t exactly necessary and certainly not immediate.”

Oliver glared at him. “Thanks a lot, Adam. I appreciate you supporting my choice of a career.” His tone was killer cold.

“I’m just sayin’.”

“The answer’s no. Not this time. I’ve taken care of Mama a lot more than you guys have and I’ve done it without complaint. But I’m not accepting full responsibility for this. We’ll all do our part.”

Tommy put in, “I agree with Oliver.”

“So do I.” This from Petey.

Matt stood, pulled Adam from the chair and grabbed him by the collar. “And you’ll do yours or you’ll contend with the wrath of your four brothers. Don’t you remember what that was like as a kid?”

Oliver bit his tongue. Way to go Matt!

 

* * *

 

A few days later, Oliver had finished his time with his mother. Now, he blanked his mind of all the reasons he shouldn’t be doing this and walked into the office of Dr. Anabelle Baxter. He’d been unable to get her out of his mind, even after she’d done the surgery and his mother was released from the hospital. 

“How can I help you?” the receptionist asked in a friendly tone.

“I’d like to see Dr. Baxter. My mother is a patient of hers.”

“Do you have a consultation with her?”

“Not exactly.”

“She’s busy, I’m afraid.”

“I’ll wait.”

“I wouldn’t do that. She’s at lunch now and then has a surgery scheduled.”

“Hmm. I’ll be back.”

“Why don’t you…”

But he was out of earshot before she finished. He went to a hospital map, found out where the cafeteria was and headed there. He took a peek inside. The scents of meat cooking and bread baking wafted over to him.

She sat near a window, alone, eating her meal. She looked so…solitary. He went inside and crossed to her.

“Hello, Dr. Baxter.” When she peered up at him, there was that connection again. “Mr. Ricardi. Can I help you with something?”

“Mind if I sit?”

“I guess so.”

He dropped down across from her. “I know I’m out of line seeking you out like this, especially when you’re eating. But I need to talk to you.”

“Is it your mother? She was fine at our appointment the other day.”

“No. It’s us.”

“Us? I don’t understand.”

“We have a connection. I know you felt it when we last met.”

She blushed. Good. He wasn’t wrong.

“No…I…Mr. Ricardi…”

“Don’t deny it, Anabelle. There were shockwaves when you touched me.”

She shook her head. 

“Then call it electricity. Or maybe even love at first sight?”

“Mr. Ricardi.”

“Call me Oliver. Please, Anabelle. I want to see you outside of the hospital.”

“That’s totally inappropriate. Your mother is my patient.”

“Transfer her to another cardiologist. She only has checkups left.”

Anabelle cocked her head. “How do you know I’m not married?”

He glanced down at her hand. “You’re not wearing a ring. And I don’t believe you’d react to me if you have a family.”

“I do have a family. I have twin girls.”

“You didn’t say husband.”

She blushed again.

“I love children. How old are they?”

“A year.”

“Did you adopt them?”

“Yes. My mother’s a pediatrician. There was this young…” She looked away then back to him. “Why am I telling you all this?”

“Because of our connection.”

“Stop saying that.” 

Oliver was shocked to see fear in her eyes. Was he bullying her? “I’m sorry if I’m too aggressive. Do you really want me to leave you alone?”

“Even if I don’t, your mother is my patient. Professional ethics and all.”

“Like I said, we can change her to another cardiologist now that she’s out of the woods.”

When she hesitated, he said, “I’m going to leave you alone to think about this. I hate the idea that I’ve scared you. But, please, Anabelle, think about it.” He stood. “Say my name before I go.”

“I’ve said it many times.”

“My first name.”

Their gazes locked. God, he knew there was something here.

“Goodbye, Oliver.”

He grinned and walked away.

 

 


Chapter 2



 

 

Anabelle splashed with her two daughters in the huge bathtub she’d put in her house. The twins were identical but one sported curly hair and one didn’t. Emma’s blond curls were plastered against her head, making her blue eyes stand out.

Her sister Lucy sat happily plopping her hands in the water repeatedly. The scents of baby soap and baby shampoo were an elixir to her. 

When Anabelle finally got them out and into their room, they were sleepy. She’d barely had time to throw on a robe, dry them off and slide them into summer pajamas, pink for Emma, purple for Lucy.

No bedtime stories tonight. They each fell asleep as soon as they hit the mattress in their crib. She’d bought two but they screamed when they were separated so she stored one away. Anabelle lay down on the single bed across the room to summon her energy. Work had been busy today and the twins were active since she brought them home.

She closed her eyes.

And saw Oliver Ricardi. God, he was cute. He was a big man, with steel blond hair cut short and styled kind of spikey on top. It looked coarse. His arms looked like they could carry her easily.

“Arrgh.” She bolted up from the bed and slid off. She took one last look at the girls, turned off the lights and went to her bedroom. Exhausted from a surgery and four appointments today, from being with two energetic toddlers until seven then the tiring task of giving them a bath. She put on silky blue pajamas, propped her pillows up and slid onto the bed. She picked up her tablet and clicked into tomorrow’s schedule. Hmm. Her day off. How had she forgotten? 
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