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Dedication

Borrowed Time is dedicated to my father. The process of publication was long and frustrating. Dad did not live to see the book in print, but his words of support encouraged me to create a finished product of which we would both be proud.
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Chapter One
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“Where is that guy?” muttered Sabrina Anson as she stood peering up the stairwell of her school. As if in answer to her question, Camden, the object of her thoughts, bounced down the flight of stairs, arms wide open, displaying the Spartan T-shirt that proudly proclaimed his school loyalty. She slid into his embrace as he descended the last stair. Breathing in the slightly musky smell of his favorite cologne, she stood in the circle of his arms long enough to feel his heart beating in his broad chest. She leaned her head back to receive his kiss on her forehead before scolding him. 

“You’ll get in trouble for skipping class.” 

“Nah. Old man Ray won’t miss me. He’s too busy helping kids turn into math geniuses.” He gazed into her pale, ice-blue eyes. “Love ya,” he quipped. He took a lock of hair between his fingers, ran his hand all the way down the length and pulled it, and her lips, closer to him. He stole a kiss and then another before letting go.

“Love you, too, but I’ve got to get going. I’m supposed to deliver this to the library.” She held up a slip of paper as she inched away from him. 

“Okay.” He didn’t sound convinced. His right hand kept a possessive grip on her hand. He reluctantly released her fingers as she eased toward the library door. “Do you want to go with me to Stewart’s party tomorrow night after the game?”

“You know my parents won’t let me go. Even my mom knows his reputation for wild parties.”

“We won’t tell them. You know I wouldn’t take you anywhere I thought you’d get hurt.” He kissed her again on the forehead.

“I know, Camden, but I hate lying to my parents.”

“What if I asked your dad?”

“He’s out of town on business, like always.” 

“Your mom, then.”

“Why don’t we just go to a show?”

“I want to go to the party. Plus, I told Stewart I’d come. Think about it. We’ll talk later.”

“I’ll think about it, but I don’t want to go.” She didn’t look him in the eyes as she turned and walked away.

“Bye,” he called, as she departed. “I’ll pick you up around four.”

“Text me.” Sabrina tossed the words over her shoulder as she disappeared into the library. 

Camden was gone when she emerged and went back to the office. She felt the other student worker’s eyes on her as she closed the door. She knew her friend wanted to know why Camden had asked her to meet him, but Hanna wouldn’t say anything. Student aides weren’t allowed to talk personal business while working behind the office counter. 

Five minutes later, when sent to file papers in the counselor’s back room, Hanna barely waited for the door to close before asking, “What happened in the hall? You came back looking really upset.”

“Camden wants me to go to Stewart’s party. That could really end up getting me in trouble. I’ve heard about those parties.”

“It could be fun.” Hanna encouraged. She reminded Sabrina of a golden retriever, eager to do anything and friendly with everyone.

Sabrina stared at her friend. “Are you kidding? That’s all I need for my last semester. I have a chance at Valedictorian and at least two scholarships. I get busted at a party with drugs and alcohol, and I could lose it all.”

“I just said it could be fun. You don’t have to go, but just because you go doesn’t mean you’re going to do any of the hard stuff. A little drinking never hurt anyone.”

“I don’t know. I’m thinking about it.” Sabrina peeked at the office door. “We’d better get back before they come checking on us.”

“So, are you gonna go?”

Sabrina shrugged, “I told you I don’t know. I’ll sit with you at the game this evening and make up my mind then.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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“We’re ahead by two, but the bases are loaded. Crap, we’re going to mess around and let them win,” Sabrina complained to Hanna. “Camden better strike this guy out.”  

“Come on, Camden. Get him out.” Hanna yelled. “Do it for Sabrina.”

“I can’t watch.” Sabrina hid her face against Hanna’s shoulder, eyes closed. Her faith in Camden’s ability was unwavering, but the opposing team’s skill had taken them to State for the last two years. 

“You have to watch. That’s why we’re here, silly.” Hanna laughed. The girls sat in the packed stands of their high school’s baseball field. A breeze helped cool down the air after a very warm, almost to the point of being hot, late April day. Most of the younger crowd dressed in shorts and tank tops. Sabrina and Hanna wore fashionably ragged jeans with sleeveless, form-fitting tops. The sequin-infused fabric shimmered in the bright light of the stadium. The smell of popcorn and hamburgers filled the air. 

The crowd rose to their feet. Hysteria filled the stadium as the line drive belted the pitcher and ricocheted towards first base. The second baseman grabbed it up and whipped it to the first baseman who stepped on the base and fired the ball into home, where the catcher tagged the runner for a double play. Audible gasps and then silence sent panic through Sabrina’s body as she realized Camden had been hit. 

“Sabrina, he’s hurt.” Hanna’s shocked voice sounded loud in the silence.

One look at the field and Sabrina started to climb down the bleachers, stepping over and around everyone in her path as she descended. The confusion in the stands mimicked the activity on the pitcher’s mound. Camden sprawled on the field, his hand on his face. Members of both teams wandered about while the ambulance drove onto the field. “It’s the pitcher. It’s Camden.” 

“It was a line drive to the chin.”

“How bad is he hurt?”

Sabrina stood behind the fence next to the dugout and listened to all the comments from the stands, hands over her mouth, heart banging in her chest, barely daring to breathe. “Please, God, let him be okay,” she prayed.

Hanna walked up and put her hand on Sabrina’s shoulder. “They’ll take care of him.” 

Sabrina reached up and patted the hand. “I know, but I don’t know what I’d do if anything really bad happened to him. He’s been there for me as long as I can remember.” A waiver in her voice and two clenched fists was the only outward indication of the near panic she was experiencing.

“Seriously, you guys are so lucky.”

“I guess you’re right. I hadn’t considered that. I just know he’s the center of my life and my best friend.”

“Sabrina, look, the ambulance is driving away empty.”

Sabrina’s eyes riveted to Camden. “Thank you, Lord,” she whispered, still not moving.  

Coaches helped the pitcher to the sidelines. Teammates on the bench called words of encouragement. Both teams on the field prepared to play. The crowd roared their approval.

Sabrina stood immobile, not daring to take her eyes from her boyfriend as they walked him to sit on the bench. Then he turned, searching for her. Their eyes locked. He smiled and threw her a kiss. Her body came back to life with a deep breath. Sounds of the band playing and the crowd cheering reminded her where she was and that a game was being played. 

“All right. Way to go, Spartans,” yelled Sabrina, clapping and jumping up and down.  Fans were on their feet again, cheering and calling for one more out.

The Spartan coaches huddled around Camden and then stepped aside as he walked onto the field. The screaming of the crowd reached a deafening roar.

“Two players are still on bases. This is the last batter. Oh, my gosh, Camden makes me so nervous, but I love him to death.” Sabrina held her breath as he cocked his arm back and released the ball, fast and straight over the base and into his catcher’s glove. “He sure can throw that ball.” She beamed with pride, eyes on the field. 

Someone nearby yelled, “Two more. You can do it, Camden.” The crowd quieted in anticipation of the pitch. The ball veered to the outside, but the batter swung. 

“Strike.” The umpire held up his hand, indicating a second strike. 

Claps and whistles sounded from the bleachers. Fans yelled, “Come on, Pitcher.” 

“One more.”  

“You’ve got this. Let’s win this thing.”

Sabrina watched as Camden wound up and pitched. The ball zipped past the batter a fraction of a second before he swung. 

“Out,” declared the Umpire. 

The stadium went wild. People hugged or pounded their neighbor on the back, blew horns and whistles, and rattled cowbells. 

Sabrina turned to Hanna. “Crazy night tonight. What great memories we’ll have.”

“Even more memories if you go to Stewart’s party. Everyone’ll be there. Here comes Camden. Tell him you’ll go.”
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Chapter Three
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The game ended, and Sabrina stood behind the bleachers to wait for Camden and his endearing grin to appear. “Are you okay? I can’t believe they put you back in.” Sabrina reached up to caress Camden’s face, noting the dark bruising and swelling already forming along his cheekbone. His eyes shone, filled with the usual mischievous twinkle.

“I’m fine. It did ring my bell, and I saw stars, but a little hit like that couldn’t put me out of commission.”

“Still, you scared me. Actually, the ambulance scared me more than anything. I’m glad you’re not hurt.”

Sabrina held her breath as Camden leaned down.  She tilted her face up. He planted a series of feather-light kisses on her lips. Leaning into his body, she felt the faint beating of his heart, or perhaps it was her own. She wasn’t sure. His hands caressed, warm and firm against her back. He slid them up inside her blouse. Her breathing became labored as she strained to be closer.

“Hey, Camden. Come up for air. Are you coming to my party or not?” Stewart stood nearby, an awkward grin on his face.

A warmth spread across Sabrina’s face, and it had nothing to do with the heat of the evening. She pulled herself out of Camden’s grasp, and wiped her mouth, trying not to make a big deal of the action, and gave Camden a sideways look, hoping he remembered their earlier conversation.

“Hmm, uh, yeah, I think we’ll be there.” He glanced down, deliberately avoiding her eyes.

“Great. See you there.” Stewart ambled off to engage another couple, one of the few who had lingered near the field after the mass exit of the crowd, in conversation.

Sabrina stared at the debris blowing around the bleachers, the line of cars vying for an opening onto the street out of the parking lot, anywhere except at Camden. 

He took her hand, cleared his throat, and started to walk her toward his car. The silence made her nervous, but she didn’t know what to say. 

“So, will you go with me? Just for a little while? Just long enough to say we were there. All the guys are going. I don’t want to be lame.”

“You could go without me, you know.”

“No. I couldn’t. I won’t go if you won’t go with me, but I sure would like to go celebrate with the team for a little while. It’s our last home game together.”

Sabrina sighed. His voice sounded so pathetic, pleading. He did so much for her and seldom asked for anything in return. Going to a party for a little while wouldn’t be a big deal. Her parents would never know. “Okay. I’ll go, but you have to promise me we’ll leave in an hour. That’s plenty of time for you to talk with your friends. Hopefully, some of my friends will be there, too.”

Sabrina held on tight as Camden picked her up high and swung her around. She had to laugh at his excitement. At times, like now, he reminded her of a child.  

“Okay, okay; put me down. We’ve got a party to go to.”

“Thanks for going with me. You won’t regret it. We’ll have a great time, and I’ll get you out of there as soon as you’re ready. Just say the word.” He ran, practically dragging her along, to his restored Mustang. His grandfather gifted the 1969 convertible to him as an early graduation gift.

Sabrina ran her hand lovingly along the red door panel, slipping her fingers into the handle. It was no secret between the two of them that she loved the car. She thought it was beautiful and was proud to ride around with Camden, her hair blowing in the wind, the sun warming her skin.

“Here, I’ll get that for you,” he offered, a knowing grin on his face. “I think you love this car almost as much as you do me.”

“More,” she teased, a slow smile softening the comment as she moved her hand. 

She returned the quick kiss he gave her as he helped her inside. She grinned when he whistled as he walked around to the driver’s side. The convertible, 396, four-speed had always been a dream of his. Working at an after-school job since he turned sixteen had made the dream possible. The car squeaked and moaned as they made their way out of the rutted parking lot and onto the highway. 

Less than five minutes later, the couple pulled into an open spot along the curb two blocks from the front of Stewart’s house. An uneasy feeling made itself known in the pit of her stomach. The strange sensation made Sabrina think of warring moths trapped inside. She knew the feeling. It had made itself known on other occasions in her life when something beyond her control would soon shake her world. She reached for Camden’s hand and gripped it. She smiled when he swung the hand up and kissed it. Her stomach settled down a little. Everything would be fine.

“Listen to that music. Solid stuff.”

“No, that’s loud. I love good music, but that’s crazy loud. It already hurts my ears, and we’re half a block away.” Sabrina put her hands to her ears but removed them when the effort proved futile. “People are yelling and screaming. What’s going on in there?”

“That’s what we’re getting ready to find out.” Camden escorted Sabrina through the already open door. Teens were everywhere, laughing, talking, kissing, smoking, drinking beer from bottles, and something from cups. The couple wound their way through the throng in an effort to find Stewart and a few of their friends. Many of those they passed said hi. Some even called them by name, but being popular members of their class meant people recognized them, even if they didn’t recognize the speaker. 

“Sabrina, over here,” Hanna called from across the living room. 

Sabrina turned to Camden and tried to make her voice heard. “I’m going over there. Find me in a little while.”

“Okay. I see Stewart. I’m gonna make sure he knows I showed up. Then I’m going to find some of the guys. I’ll come looking for you in about an hour.”

“Love you, handsome.”

That brought a big grin to his face. He leaned in and kissed her before disappearing into the crowd. 

Sabrina snaked her way to Hanna’s side. “Whew, this is crazy. This place reeks of pot,” she shouted, waving her hand in front of her nose.

“I know, right? Want a beer?” Hanna leaned in and yelled to make herself heard.

“Do they have soda?”

“Maybe. There are about ten coolers over there on and around that table. People keep throwing sacks of stuff and bags of ice in them. I don’t know who’s payin’ for this stuff, but it must be costin’ a fortune.”

The sound of breaking glass came from the other room. Sabrina just stared at Hanna and shook her head. 

It wasn’t worth the effort to try to make conversation.

“You want to go out on the patio?” Hanna mouthed and gestured. 

“Let’s go.” Sabrina led the way, dodging people, and stopping at the coolers for a Pepsi.  She held her nose as she moved past a bathroom. Evidently someone hadn’t made it to the toilet or didn’t know how to flush. Even worse, she suspected they were passed out in there because she glimpsed a bare leg coming up from the floor and propped up on the sink.

She burst out the back door and gulped in a breath of fresh air, tripping over a couple making out on the back steps. 

“Sorry,” she muttered, well aware they had no idea she was there.

“It’s almost as loud out here,” yelled Hanna as she followed close behind. “I thought this would be fun, but I’m not feelin’ it.”

Sabrina motioned for her friend to follow as she walked out to a small shed in the back corner of the yard. A wheelbarrow leaned against the wall, and she pulled it down. She sat down near one end, took a drink of her Pepsi, and motioned Hanna down beside her. 

“Not the most comfortable seat, but at least I can hear you now. Camden didn’t want to stay with you?” asked Hanna.

“No. He’s supposed to come find me later. I guess he found some of his teammates. I’m sure they’re talkin’ game. There’d be no point in him being with me. We can’t talk, dance, or anything with all these people. 

The sudden screeching of tires got Sabrina’s attention. “That’s scary. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if someone got run over or if the neighbors called the cops. Where are Stewart’s parents?”

“I heard they went away for the weekend and left Stew with his grandparents. They think he’s spending the night with a friend. Boy, his parents are sure gonna be pissed when they see their house. There’s no way he can get this cleaned up, not even with money, which I’m sure he doesn’t have.”

“You know, it’s hot out here, I’m uncomfortable, and I’m not enjoying this. I think I’m gonna find Camden and have him take me home before something really bad happens and I get caught up in it.” Sabrina sat her pop down and squirmed her way up out of the wheelbarrow. “Darn, my bracelet broke.” She picked it up and stuffed it into her pocket before helping Hanna.

“I hear you. I think I’m leavin,’ too. I’ll see you in first hour on Monday. Bye.”

“Bye,” Sabrina called as she squared her shoulders and walked inside.

She tried to keep her resolve as she trudged forward through the sea of bodies. The smell of incense permeated the house. She didn’t see Camden anywhere downstairs so she made her way up the staircase. At the top, she opened doors to check inside. Two bedrooms later, both with beds occupied, she found her boyfriend and half of the team’s starting line-up. They were huddled around a game console, guzzling beers, and playing MLB The Show. 

“Hi, Babe. I’m winning.”

Sabrina had to laugh. “I don’t doubt you are, but I’d really like for you to pull yourself away and take me home.”

The guys gave him looks that even Sabrina could read. They obviously didn’t think he should let his girlfriend decide it was time for him to go home. 

“Umm, I’m not ready, Sabrina. Give me a little bit, okay?”

“Camden, you can always come back. I’m tired, I’ve got a headache, and I’m not having a good time. This whole party sucks. You promised we wouldn’t stay long. That’s the only reason I agreed to try it. So come on, take me home. I don’t care what you do after you drop me off.”

He scanned the room before replying, “Not right now. I’d do anything for you, but this won’t take but about thirty more minutes and then we’ll go. I’ll find you. Oh, and would you please bring me a beer?”

Sabrina saw smirks on some of the faces watching her. Anger welled up inside her. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t keep it under control. 

She lowered her voice and stared straight into Camden’s eyes before replying, “Of course I’ll bring you a beer, in thirty minutes or so. That is if I’m still here. I bet I can get a ride with someone.” She did an abrupt about-face and marched out of the room, slamming the door behind her. 

She didn’t stop. She elbowed her way down the stairs and out the front door, not sure where she was going, paying little attention to the activities around her. She thought she saw Hanna’s car pull out down the street, coming her way, and decided to catch a ride. Hand in the air, she stepped from the curb into the street. 

Camden’s voice, calling from the house, prompted her to turn and search the doorway. He was there, waiting for her to come to him. She turned away, barely conscious of the sound of screeching tires very near. 

Blackness enveloped her.
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Chapter Four
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Sasha Anson stood at the side of her daughter’s hospital bed. The hypnotizing sound of beeping blended in with the sounds from the hall. Antiseptic smells mingled with cleaning odors she couldn’t recognize. She didn’t want to analyze the aromas too closely. She associated them with pain and death, and she hurt too much to face those thoughts.

“I’m glad you are finally here. I haven’t seen any sign that she can hear or see us.” Her eyes traveled from the broad shoulders of her husband to the heart monitor and the jagged line floating across the screen.

With both hands on the styrofoam coffee cup, clutched more for security than the taste of the now-cold coffee, she made a list of the injuries. “Trauma to her head, several hairline fractures, her sternum cracked, kidney and ...” Her head cocked towards another machine, “hooked up to a portable dialysis machine.” 

Her husband, dressed in business suit and tie, stood at the foot of the bed, his hands gripping the foot rails. “I’m sorry you had to go through this by yourself. I had a flight delay in from New York, and rush-hour traffic was bad.” 

Sasha never took her eyes off Sabrina. “They moved her from the ER to this trauma unit hours ago. I needed you these past couple of hours. I was afraid she wouldn’t make it, and I wouldn’t know what to do with both of you gone.” 

Warren joined his petite wife, rubbing her sagging shoulders. “She’s alive. That’s all that matters.” 

Tears puddled in her eyes as she turned to stare up at him. “Barely, it’s minute by minute.”

The beeping stopped. The jagged line on the monitor fell flat. A loud alarm exploded in the room. 

“Oh no, not again.” Sasha gasped and rushed away from the bed to make room for what she knew came next, pulling Warren with her.

Hospital staff poured in from the hall, oblivious to the couple standing helplessly to the side. A nurse shoved a defibrillator cart against the bed and plugged it into the wall, and blue scrub-clad personnel was busy preparing and hooking up electronic leads. A few feet away from all the organized chaos, a lone, scrub-clad figure painstakingly took notes on the medical procedure. The team worked as one, each finishing another’s sentence, not even speaking in complete sentences and seldom using complete words. “... Start CPR, 50 ... lidocaine ... bicarb ... vtach, set at 200 ... clear ...” The charge surging through their patient’s body had no effect. “2 epis ... bicarb ... calcium ... mg, I.V. push ... set at 360, clear.” This time, the electrical charge brought the beeps and the erratic jagged line back to the cardiac monitor screen. 

The team exchanged looks as they unhooked the wires and put away the leads. The beeping continued as they retreated through the oversized door and into the hall.

Sasha expelled the breath she had unconsciously held and moved back to Sabrina’s side, taking hold of her hand, careful of the I.V., scrutinizing the disfigured face for any signs of life. “I can’t keep doing this. I can’t watch her die, over and over, not knowing if they will bring her back to me.” 

“You can, and you will. The alternative is unthinkable.” Warren stepped next to the monitor, comforted by the rhythmic beep, beep, his face haggard from the hours without sleep and the worry for his daughter. He winced as he looked into his wife’s face. “She’s there. I know it. We must keep talking to her, touching her, letting her know we’re here. Isn’t that right, Sabrina? You can hear us. You’re trying to find your way back to us.” He caressed her arm with a gentleness reserved for the fragile. “We love you, baby. Be strong.”

Sasha sighed. “I wonder where Camden is this morning. I expected him to be here by now. I hope he’s heard from his grandfather.”

“I hope so, too. His grandpa had better hurry up and get here, or I’m afraid it will be too late. The doctors here are good, but I’ve been told he’s the best in the field.” Warren sank down in the chair next to Sasha, a deep breath escaping as he leaned back. 

The hall door opened quietly as Camden eased inside. “Did Mom tell you?”

“No, what?” A hint of panic crept into Sasha’s voice. Any more bad news and she would fall apart. 

“She’s called and left messages at Grandpa’s office and the hospital. 

She called his house. Nothing.” Camden ran his hand through his hair. “Wouldn’t you know it? Grandpa’s a workaholic and is always at the hospital, but now that we need him, we can’t find him. I can’t figure where else he’d be.” 

He walked over to stand by Sasha’s chair and gazed down at Sabrina. “She looks so helpless.” He wiped a hand across his eyes and swallowed hard, working at keeping his emotions under control. “I want to hold her.” Camden stared at her closed eyelids. “It’s like she isn’t even there, like she’s already gone from her body.” He looked at Sasha guiltily before he picked up Sabrina’s hand nearest him, stroking the fingers as he lifted each one as if by sheer will he could get Sabrina to move them by herself. He allowed her arm to repose next to her body and then continued to caress the swollen and bruised hand.

A ticking pulse on Warren’s jawline betrayed his attempt to hide his frantic worry. “I can’t stand this feeling of uselessness. I’m going to go make a few more phone calls, see if I can’t track down your grandfather.” Warren stood, reached out to pat Sabrina’s foot, gave Sasha a kiss, and, with a short wave to Camden, left on his quest.

“He’s not much of a wait-and-see type of person. He has to be doing something,” Sasha apologized to Camden for Warren’s abrupt departure.

“I hope he’s successful. Mom and I tried until after midnight.”

“Thanks. We appreciate all you’ve done for Sabrina. We know you’re doing it because you care for her. We want you to know we are grateful. 

She will be, too.”

“I love her. It hurts so much to see her like this. I want her back.”

Sasha contemplated the dark-headed teenager seated near her. She had known him for a long time but had never seen him so upset. He hadn’t, to her knowledge, ever dated anyone but Sabrina. She knew Sabrina’s world centered on him. He practically lived at their home. Camden’s feelings must mirror what she felt for her daughter, and her heart was breaking. 

“I know you do.” Her eyes drifted from Camden to Sabrina’s still form. Her eyes closed as she lifted up a silent prayer. God, please heal Sabrina. She’s so young and has so much to offer. She has so much of her life ahead of her.
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Chapter Five
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Sabrina’s heart beat in panic. She couldn’t find her way. Surrounded by a black, nebulous fog, arms extended and eyes wide open, she moved in baby steps, afraid of what lay ahead. 

“Hello?” she whispered, fearful she might call attention to her presence. “Camden, where are you? Mom, Dad, can you hear me? Blackie, here puppy, come to me. Anybody here?” The fear paralyzed her, and yet the urge to know where she was, took over her thinking. She moved forward once again.

A glimmer appeared ahead through the black. Not knowing if danger or safety waited for her at the source, Sabrina crept forward with caution. The light beam grew brighter, a brilliant, almost blinding white.

Fear evaporated as warmth and inner peace enveloped her. Exhilaration overtook her. She stepped quickly. Her anxiety fell away the closer she came to the radiating light.

The vivid brilliance and peace so contrasted to the fear in the dark tunnel that Sabrina stood still, face uplifted, arms extended as far as she could reach out from her sides, soaking in the sensation. Her breathing slowed to a calm and deep pace. The scent reminded her of the fresh smell right after a spring rain – sweet, clean, wonderful.

“Where the heck am I?” She spoke into the light. No answer came to her question.

Interrupting her thoughts, noise reverberated from everywhere at once. She thought people were singing at first and listened hard for the words or a familiar tune. None existed. Her ears enjoyed the music, but her brain couldn’t differentiate one sound from the other.

She desired to join in but found it impossible to formulate any words or notes to match the sensation.

A smile spread across her face. She wanted to stay in this place forever. A black cloud formed, thickened, and swirled, enveloping her. 

“No. Don’t go away,” she begged. “Please don’t leave me.” Once again, darkness surrounded her. The beautiful music faded, and all sense of who or where she was disappeared with it. The ground dissolved beneath her feet, and she fell, spiraling downward, fast, out of control. Her heart pounded in her chest; her breathing rasped in her throat.

Frightening scenes flashed all around her. Everywhere she turned, she was accosted. 

“Help! Don’t let it hit me.” 

Sabrina held up her hands and ducked as airplanes flew overhead dropping bombs on buildings and people. Debris soared through the air. In turning to escape the flying shrapnel, she came face to face with crowds running, yelling, throwing rocks and bottles, rioting in the streets. Although she had the sensation of falling faster and faster, she stood firmly on a solid foundation below her feet. The ground shook and trembled. People screamed and cried in desperation as structures around them crumbled. 

“Help me, please, help me,” screamed Sabrina as she darted in first one direction and then the other, searching for protection from the falling buildings. Her body trembled from fear as the world shuddered around her.

Another tableau passed before her eyes. Tears welled up as she watched mothers holding their babies in their arms. The infants were tiny, bones with skin stretched taut over them, their bellies distended, and their eyes pleading for help. She reached out to comfort a child, and then the children, too, were all gone, disappearing into the black chasm. 

A rocket blasted off into the night of the universe, surrounded by bright diamonds. Sabrina stood, mesmerized by the ever-continuing spots of brilliance, flashing past at high speed. Scenes she didn’t recognize blazed in front of her eyes as she plummeted into the darkness of space. Her body hurled faster and faster, propelling her through a blur of images. At the point she decided it was all too much and she couldn’t take it anymore; she found herself once again standing on solid ground.
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Chapter Six
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Camden’s grandfather strode toward trauma room B. His daughter and grandson had called non-stop over this girl. She was obviously someone special. Clearing his next-day schedule and arranging a flight into Tulsa had taken him the better part of the morning.

Looking around, he knew what to expect. He always found the same things: a patient, near death from some horrific accident or fall, stabilized by the emergency room doctor and staff, a distraught family, hoping for a miracle but trying to prepare themselves for the worst, and machines beeping and humming all around the bed. The only things that changed were the names and faces. 

His six-foot-four frame filled the doorway as he paused at the entrance. He noted his grandson, shoulders slumped, head down, and an older couple, faces haggard, eyes fastened on the figure in the bed and unaware of his presence. 

“Hello, I’m Camden’s grandfather. He’s been blowin’ up my cell trying to get hold of me. He tells me there’s a young lady here in pretty bad shape.”

“Grandpa. I’m so glad to see you.” Camden crossed the room by the time his grandfather entered and closed the door. He threw his arms around the older man’s shoulders, holding tight and finally, reluctantly let go. “Take care of Sabrina, Grandpa. She’s hurt badly. She needs you.”

Robert gave his grandson a big bear hug, patting his shoulders as he released his hold. “So I heard. I talked to your mom once I knew my schedule. She told me all about it. Let me take a look at the girl.” He moved to the bedside, gently checking the back of her head, her chest, abdomen, and pelvic area. He consulted the notes a nurse had handed him at the desk. The girl was in critical shape. Her fractured skull and possible brain damage, coma compounding the issue, cracked sternum, and extreme kidney damage all indicated a need for imminent medical attention. 

“Are you the parents?” He addressed Mr. and Mrs. Anson. “It has been long enough to tell about the swelling on the brain and kidneys. It’s time to operate. I scheduled her for immediate surgery. An operating room is set up and a surgical team activated. All I need is for you to sign paperwork.”

Warren stood when the doctor walked in the room and waited as the doctor spoke; now he extended his hand. “Warren Anson, and this is Sasha. Thank you for coming so quickly. Camden has the utmost faith in you and has convinced us you’re the best.” A slight smile touched his lips. “I’m not fooling you. We contacted you out of desperation, not because Camden insisted.”

“This is what I do. I’m skilled and ready, so let’s get to it. Your paperwork is on the way. They’ll come pick up Sabrina and move her into the operating room within the hour. You’ll be walked through the process by her nursing team.” He started to walk out the door, paused, and turned back. “I need to make something very clear; this is not a sure thing. Her chances of surviving are less than thirty-percent. Her life is in God’s hands, not mine. I’m his instrument, and I will use my talents to the best of my ability. My suggestion is, if you are a praying family, to earnestly pray for your daughter’s life.” He walked out, letting the door close softly behind him. 

Sasha leaned into Warren, her blonde head on his shoulder for support. One of Sabrina’s nurses came in shortly with a clipboard of papers. 

“We need a signature on each of these. Fill out the top part of this one, and sign on each of the Xs.” She flipped through several pages. “Initial here.” She waited for Mr. Anson to sign and initial before laying them to the side. “Done. I’ll take you with me to the family waiting room. They will be coming in to get her in a few minutes.”

The sentence was no sooner out of her mouth before an employee dressed in blue scrubs pushed the door wide open, pulling a bed along with him. “Ready to pick up Sabrina Anson.” He inspected the patient hooked up to I.V. and machines and then addressed the nurse, “How much of this do we take with us?”

“Everything except the dialysis machine. I’m unhooking the cords now.”

Warren patted his daughter’s hand. “Hang in there, baby. Mom and I’ll be waiting for you.”

Together the workers maneuvered around electrical cords, hoses, and the I.V. to transfer their patient from the hospital bed to the gurney. 

The tech opened the door and pushed the rolling bed through it. “I’ve got it from here. Next stop is operating room number three.”

Sasha and Warren held each other as their daughter disappeared down the corridor. 

“Come with me, Mr. and Mrs. Anson, young man,” the tech glanced at Camden to include him. “I’ll walk with you to the waiting room. There’s a monitor in there that will show you when she enters surgery and when it’s over. At that point, the doctor will come in and talk with you.”

***
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Sasha stood, stretched, and wandered over to the area provided for the family to fi x themselves coffee, hot chocolate, or hot tea. She refilled her coffee cup and reached to get one for Warren. “Coffee?” She knew he didn’t want it, but it was something to keep his mind off the surgery. He had read nearly every Field and Stream magazine in the waiting room. That was an exaggeration. He had thumbed through them. He finally gave up the pretense and sat, staring out the window. 

“You might as well bring me a cup.” He turned to watch as she poured his coffee. “It sure is taking Doc a long time. I hope my baby girl is all right.”

A sob escaped Sasha’s throat as she handed him the cup. “I’ve been praying so hard.” She glanced up at the monitor screen. “Warren, look. She’s in recovery. He should be in here soon to let us know how the surgery went.” She paced in front of the seats where she and her husband had sat for the last four hours.

The doctor came through the door after about fifteen minutes, still dressed for surgery, including head and foot coverings. His eyes found Sasha’s and smiled. “She’s stable, for now. We repaired the small intestine, detected hemorrhagic shock, and did a splenectomy, saw too much damage to the kidney, and performed a partial nephrectomy.”

“Do you think she will regain consciousness soon?” Sasha heard the list of repairs done to Sabrina’s body, but she wanted to hear her daughter’s voice, see her eyes. 

“The truth is — I have no idea. She’s alive; her body is healthy. That will enhance her ability to heal. We can only hope the coma will end as the body heals itself.” He looked first at Sasha and then Warren. “There’s no guarantee.” 

“What can we do to help her?”

“Nothing that I know of. We think part of the solution is for her to want to come back emotionally. No one knows what is going on in her brain. There’s considerable speculation. My opinion is the brain shuts down to minimal function to protect the person from pain and suffering. Others say the soul leaves the body and goes to heaven or another place in the universe. Who knows?” He gave a nod in the general direction of the operating suites. “Maybe the patient will be able to tell us when she regains consciousness.” 

Sasha sighed. “I love her so much. I can’t leave her. Can we stay in here tonight?”

“I’m sorry, I really don’t know. You can inquire at the desk. I haven’t seen anything but chairs. It’s pretty much standard policy to keep the ICU room as clear as possible for quick access to the patient. There are the couches in the waiting room. You would be notified if there is worsening of her condition.”

“Wouldn’t it be wonderful to walk into her room and find her sitting up and eating breakfast?”
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