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    To Michael ~ Thank you for being a loving Christian husband and friend ~ "To God be the glory."
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~ Numen ~
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She’s coming around. She’s going to make it. Since her ratings have sky-rocketed and viewers are increasing, let’s allow her into our inner circle and tell her who we are. It’s not as we’d planned, but that way we can improve our program and control her at the same time. Our viewers won’t know, and we won’t tell her.
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~ Day 1 ~

[image: ]




Bang. Bang. Bang-bang. 

Stop. What’s that incessant noise? Stop it!

“Sarah! Sarah, answer me!” 

Go away! Stop banging already. 

I’m awake, but I must’ve been dreaming—what a terrible, horrific dream! Something about being in Hell, as if I were completely alone, helpless, and not in control.

So not me. 

Yikes, what a nightmare! I’ve never had a dream like that. It was one of those where I felt paralyzed. I couldn’t move a muscle in my body. Hate that kind. No control. And I’m all about control.

Where am I? 

I try to open my eyes, but only the right one obeys my command. I try to lift my left arm to rub the gunk from both eyes, but it refuses my directions.

“Sarah! Can you hear me?”

Who’s calling me? What do they want?

Slowly, I lift my right hand. 

Where am I, and how did I get here? 

I feel my face. One side is swollen, but the other is intact. A faint trickle of drool runs out of one side of my mouth. I lightly pat the eye that seems swollen shut, willing and prompting it to open. It dismisses me. My fingers move to my working eye. As I push away what appear to be dried tears and mucous, I see through blurry vision and realize I’m sprawled out on the dark wood flooring of our Southern California condo, somehow lying at the base of the stairs to our upstairs bedrooms and bathrooms.

Why? Why am I lying here like this in my own home? What happened to me?

Where’s Dennis? Shouldn’t my husband be at my side, helping me get up?

I hear our front door handle jiggle. The banging and pounding start again. I hope it's only disturbing me, not our next-door neighbors. 

Who knows what time it is, or what day it is? If I had to guess, I’d say it is morning based on the room’s lighting. 

Once again, I question how I ended up on the floor in this strange position.

“Sarah! It’s Zoey. Come open your door. After the way I left last night, I wanted to come over and touch base.” 

Grogginess and confusion conspire, causing me to ignore my dear friend—my only true friend besides my husband and maybe Jeremy. 

I take time to consider the rest of my limbs. Let’s see. I feel like I’ve been frozen in the same position for years, if not decades. My one eye gravitates to the bottom of my left foot. How awkward. I’ve never seen this angle of it; it’s not natural. 

And why am I wearing those silly, colorful, pain-to-put-on toe socks that Silvia gave me? Oh yeah. They were a joke as a Christmas gift one year from my older sister, but they turned into my go-to socks when I’m cold or sick. Hmm. 

“I’m concerned, Sarah. I called several times this morning and got no answer. And with everything that’s happened lately, I thought I’d stop by, but your door’s dead-bolted, so I can’t use my spare key to check on you.”

Still concentrating on my poor body, I try to flex my toes, but pain shoots up the calf of my left leg. I can’t see my other leg or foot, but I tell my brain to acknowledge them. I get a tingling sensation on the extremity, like it’s been asleep for ages and is finally waking up, but it doesn’t want to move.

“Sarah, now I’m standing on your patio over by your great room bay window, right by your orchids. I can see the back of your head on the floor by the staircase. You must be hurt! Can you move? Can you get up? Speak to me, please!” 

I want to respond, but all I can produce is a guttural moan. I rub my dry lips together but get nowhere.

“Don’t worry. I’ll come in through the garage. I’ll have to guess your password to open the overhead door. Probably your house number; everyone uses that these days. Hope that’s okay. Hold on a sec!”

“Denny?” I ask, only to myself. It would take too much energy to say his name aloud—if I could get a word out.

Next, I hear the squeaky garage door opening. 

Seconds pass.

“Sar, I’m almost there. Hold on, girlfriend!”

Our inner garage door unlocks and opens as my friend’s voice echoes through the condo, “That was the strangest thing! I tried your house address and birth date. I guessed Denny’s birthday was the code, but it didn’t work. Then, out of sheer frustration, I typed 2, 4, 6, 8, and, lo and behold, it opened! That was a cool sequence that I never would have considered. Glad it worked.”

Hmm. I question her remark. That’s not our door’s access code.

There’s a shuffle of feet in the laundry room and hall as she passes the downstairs bathroom.

Before I know it, Zoey’s long black hair is tickling my skin, teasing me to react as she leans over my body. With my right hand, I try to push her away but fail, my arm collapsing on my chest.

“Oh! Sarah! What happened? Did you fall down the stairs? Can you move? Can you talk?”

I moan and blink my right eye. 

My friend carefully, slowly, glides her hand over my face. Another tear squeaks out, and she softly brushes it away.

“Alexa. Call 911. Call 911 now,” she demands in her controlling business-like voice. Having a top position at one of America’s largest banks, she knows how to get things done. Pronto. There’s no pussyfooting around with this determined woman.

The electronic device offers no reply.

“Right, you told me the one in the great room broke.” Zoey jumps up and runs into our kitchen, presses the Alexa button on the refrigerator, and repeats her directive. 

This time the device acknowledges her instructions. “Holy Cross Hospital has been informed of the situation. We have your physical address on file. Please stand by.”

Returning quickly to my side, Zoey rants, “I hate LA. I hate the San Fernando Valley. I hate Granada Hills and everywhere else right now! It’s like we’ve been nuked or something. Yesterday just won’t go away. It’s ridiculous and unacceptable.”

She gently touches my left hand. My one good eye opens wide with the horror of pain, and she rapidly retreats and offers a quick apology. She takes my right hand and holds it tenderly in hers, and I blink; a tear runs out of my eye that’s swollen shut. 

Unashamed of my appearance, I’m thankful she’s dutifully inspecting my body. Hesitantly, she moves to my breasts, constantly watching my facial movements. When my good eye doesn’t counter in angst, she travels to my hip and legs, lightly pressing and patting, looking for any reaction. I try to follow her hand with mine, but I give up. 

With each shallow breath, I wince. Yes, I hurt. 

She doesn’t make contact with my oddly angled foot. She’s silent and focused, not engaging with me as she probes every part of my being.

“Alexa, what’s the ETA on an ambulance?” she asks loudly. 

I wonder if it’ll answer with her being far away from it. 

Unbelievably, it does: “We’re sorry to inform you, but there’s no estimated time of arrival for an ambulance. Reason unknown. Would you like me to contact the police? There may be delays.”

“No, don’t call the cops, Alexa. Like they have time to come. The city’s gone berserk, and it’s no use right now.”

Meanwhile, she moves my right leg into a straighter position and glances at my response.

I only glare into her dark brown eyes.

“Is there anyone else you’d like me to contact?” Alexa asks politely and casually, as if another bottle of wine and a box of chocolates need to be requested.

Wanting to help, I moan.

Immediately my cautious caregiver gives a loud command: “Call Bruce and Barbara.” She corrects herself, “Call Dad and Mom.” 

“Calling Daddy and Mom in Oregon,” replies Alexa.

After three rings, my mom answers, “Sarah, good to hear from you. Did Denny finally show up? Is everything okay?”

Zoey, true to form, interrupts her with a booming, take-charge voice, “Barbara, this is Zoey. You know, Sarah’s friend who lives in her complex?”

“Yes, good to hear from you. Is something wrong?”

“Yes,” answers my decisive neighbor. “Sarah’s had an accident, and it appears that she’s fallen down the stairs at the condo; I found her on the floor in front of them. She seems to be semi-conscious, but I think she may have some broken bones. There’s no pool of blood, but she may have hit her face on something as one side of it is mashed up and badly swollen.”

“Oh my! Did you call an ambulance, Zoey?”

“Yes, but after what happened yesterday, I bet Holy Cross doesn’t have any available. Do you think I can—or should—move her? I don’t know what to do!” 

Is that a touch of panic in her voice? If so, I’m surprised by her noted concern as she’s one of the most steadfast, independent women I’ve ever met; I’ve never seen her this emotional—this wired.

“Let me ask Bruce. Hold on.”

Zoey turns to me. “Sar, how ya doing? Are you in any pain? Can you blink once for yes or twice for no? Or maybe moan if yes and blink if no? Yeah, that sounds easier. Make a noise if you’re in pain, okay?”

I can’t say I’m writhing in immense pain; I hurt and am stiff and uncomfortable. I bet there’ll be pain if I move, which I don’t dare do.

“No response? That must mean you’re not in terrible agony. Good. Blink if you’re okay, okay?” commands Zoey.

My one eye blinks.

“Good. Great!”

Mom interrupts, “I have Sarah’s dad on the line now, and he’s been updated.” 

“Zoey, this is Bruce. Can Sarah talk or respond?”

“She moans here and there, and she responded with a blink when I asked her if she was okay. But what should I do next? Should I move her? I don’t want to cause any further damage. Like what if her back’s broken, and I move her, accidentally crippling her for life?”

I hear my dad explain: “Well, she mustn’t be in severe pain, but she could be in shock. Things to watch out for are cold and sweaty skin, rapid breathing, or a weak pulse.” 

Zoey’s holding my good hand again, carefully checking its palm for any moisture; there doesn’t appear to be any. Yet. 

Daddy continues, “You’re right. It could be hours before an ambulance will be there, so I think you should try to get her to the hospital. She can’t lie on the floor forever. Is Denny around? Did he show up? If not, can you get ahold of a neighbor or maybe John—no, he’s a cop; he’s got his hands more than full right now. How about her co-worker, Jeremy? Think he could help you move her?”

“No, Denny’s a no-show. It appears he was taken,” she answers strangely, without any emotion. 

With my mind still in a jumble, I listen to her talking but have no clue what she’s saying. Why isn’t Denny here, and what does she mean that he was taken? By whom? And why?

“That’s a great idea. I’ll call Jeremy and her next-door neighbor...do you remember his name?”

“I think it’s Alex or something that begins with an A.” Mom adds, “Adam, like Adam and Eve! Yes, and his father, who’s elderly—maybe in his nineties. His name might be Jacob. I’ve met them, but I’ve forgotten the important details.”

“Great. Okay, let me get off the phone and get ahold of Jeremy and Adam. I’ll somehow drive her down to the hospital, maybe in Denny’s SUV. I’ll keep you posted as soon as possible. Oh, and can one of you call Denny’s Aunt Amy? Do you have her phone number? Maybe you can let her know about her nephew and what’s happened to Sarah, please?”

“Sure, we’ll call Amy. Thanks, Zoey, and thanks for calling. Please let us know if there’s anything we can do. And please tell her we didn’t have much structural damage from the earthquakes or aftershocks. So many have. All right, we’ll be hoping for the best. Thank you so much for being there for our girl.”

Alexa announces the call has ended.

Zoey gets in my face—eyes locking on eyes, well, eyes to one eye. “Where’s your phone? I need it. I want it for when we take you to the hospital.”

Of course, I have trouble responding. My lips part a fraction of an inch, but no words form. Instead of looking at her, I glance upward, up the stairs to our bedroom. Then I raise my right hand and point with my first finger. At least, I have control of some parts of my body.

“Right. I got it! It would be charging by your bed. Everyone does that at night!” 

Excitedly, she runs upstairs, past Denny’s office and extra bedroom, and into our bedroom. Within seconds, she clatters down the stairs and is once again next to me. 

“Got it. Good. Now, since I don’t have your password, I’m going to face-ID you with your phone, so it recognizes you. But man, one side of your face is pretty swollen, so I hope this works. What did you hit your face on? A stair or the wall or what?”

She seems to be rambling—probably pestering me to keep me awake and engaged. Zoey’s like that—she’s always the person you want on your side during a calamity.

“Scrolling. Scrolling. Found him! I’m calling Jeremy. Hold tight, don’t go away, or pass out on me, okay?” 

She’s no longer in my limited view, but I hear her fiddle with the phone. 

Seconds later: “Jeremy? Is this Jeremy who knows Sarah Colton?”

There’s a pause. I only hear one side of the conversation.

“Great. Jeremy, it’s Zoey Agar; I’m friends with Sarah. We may have met before. Anyway, I have a favor to ask you.”

Silence. He must be replying.

“Sarah’s been injured, and I need someone to help me move her and get her to the hospital.”

Another pause.

“No, I called for an ambulance, but none are available.”

Pause. 

“You can come?”

Longer pause.

“How soon?”

Pause.

“Great. Do you know where she lives?”

Driving instructions are quickly relayed. Zoey ends the call and turns her attention back to me. “I didn’t know he lives so close to us. Right off Chatsworth Drive, that’s like on the other side of the 405 Freeway in Mission Hills. He’s practically down the street from the hospital.”

She pats my working hand and announces, “I don’t know how long you’ve been lying here, but I bet you’re dehydrated. Hold on, let me get you some water.”

Zoey leaves my side again. A cupboard door opens; the sink faucet turns on and off, and it sounds like a paper towel is ripped off its holder. 

In less than a minute, my friend is kneeling next to me again, dipping the paper in the water and dripping the liquid onto my parched lips.

What a vigorous feeling. My tongue feels alive again, unstuck to the bottom of my mouth. My one eye sparkles, begging for more nourishment, and my friend quickly obliges. 

“Good girl. Okay, I’ll be right back. I’ve got to get ahold of your neighbor, Alan—no Adam—and his dad. Hold on a minute.”

I hear her unlock the front door’s deadbolt and open the door. Next, through the thin condominium walls, Zoey’s familiar pounding presents itself on our neighbors’ door. 

It is amazing what a drop of water can do for the body and soul. I already feel better, more alive than mere minutes ago. I flex my fingers a little on my good hand.

Zoey said Denny is gone. He left yesterday—“taken,” as Zoey put it. Taken by what or whom? Did he get arrested or something? What went wrong? Where did he go and why? Did he leave a note? I can’t figure it out; my mind isn’t working right. 

However, the only thing that’s vaguely familiar is that I drank too much and fell down the stairs trying to go to bed. It was the stupid pinky toe on the colorful sock that caught on the top step and made me tumble. But why can’t I recall anything before that?

Redirecting my thoughts to the present, Zoey and Adam are having a conversation, but most of it is muffled so I can’t understand much. His father is mentioned several times, their voices growing louder as they approach me. Both are now in my view, one on each side of my body. Adam has squatted down and is inspecting my face.

“Quite a shiner you got there, Sarah,” he says, presumably to humor me.

Zoey answers, “I think she tumbled down the stairs.”

“No doubt, no doubt at all. And I bet that backflip hurt.” He turns toward Zoey and says boastfully, “Since I am a pharmacy tech, here’s what I suggest. I’ve got some of my dad’s Vicodin, and, as I already explained, he disappeared right in front of me while we were watching television. Man, I still can’t believe it. Yesterday was such a bizarre day. So, assuming Sarah isn’t allergic to the meds, we’ll give her some.”

I wonder what he’s talking about—his dad disappearing? What happened?

Zoey counters, “Um. I don’t know her allergies. What if she has a negative response to it? Can you think of something milder instead?”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. How about Motrin? That’s less potent stuff. Do you think she can tolerate that?” Adam’s talking as if I’m not in the room, about me, not to me. I wave my right hand to get his attention, but I’m ignored by both.

Zoey says, “Yes, I’ve seen her take that before. Let’s give her a couple of those. Is that okay with you, Sarah?” 

Finally, I’m included in the conversation.

“Hmm-hmm,” I barely but audibly reply.

“Oh, wonderful, Sar! You can almost talk! This is great, girl!” My friend is ecstatic.

“Good.” Adam goes back into his medical mode. “Here’s what I’ll do: I’ll get my dad’s wheelchair-accessible van out of our garage and swing it in front of Sarah’s, so we can easily get her into it. We’ll use Dad’s oversized wheelchair for transporting her. The vehicle will offer a smooth, safe ride, and that way she won’t be moved more than necessary.”

He stands up and crosses his arms. “Zoey, why don’t you find some Ibuprofen? There’s probably some upstairs in one of their bathroom cabinets. You’ll need to mash two or three pills to a powder and mix it with some water to give it to her.”

“Got it,” Zoey replies. 

Adam mentions he’ll be right back and goes off on his mission, mumbling something about Poppa and why he’s gone.

Once again, I’m splayed across the floor, afraid to move and unable to help or fend for myself. I’m usually the one in control like Zoey and even Adam, but this time I’m not. It’s as if I’m an invalid, relying on others. I don’t like it either. I hate not being in control.

My mind reflects on yesterday. I try to concentrate on anything in the recent past, but I only bring up a memory of Denny and me being in some sort of fight, all because of his Aunt Amy mouthing off about something she said that I disagreed with, and he didn’t. Probably about her incessant preaching and pious religion. Well, that couldn’t have been a worse scenario than my dream about being in Hell when I fell down the stairs.

After what seems like hours, not minutes, Zoey is back by my side. This time, she has a shot glass with a cloudy-looking solution in it and a spoon in her hand. She reviews my injuries as she explains how she wants to administer the watered-down painkiller.

But as abruptly as she starts to spoon the liquid into my mouth, she puts the utensil and small glass down on the floor. “I have an idea. This may be easier.” 

She leaves my side and returns seconds later with two throw pillows that were taken from the great room’s couch.

“I’m going to lift your head and put the pillow under it. I want you to make a noise or scream as loud as you can if you feel even a smidgen of pain, okay? Look at me. Don’t turn away from my eyes, and tell me immediately if there’s any discomfort.”

“K,” is my only letter spoken. I’m so proud of my re-found communication skills, and I know she is, too, by the gleam in her eyes.

The pillow gets into position above my head as Zoey lifts my disheveled long blonde hair and carefully holds my skull as if it’s a top-of-the-line Tiffany glass. I feel no pain whatsoever and visually give her the approval to continue. 

When the task is completed, my head’s higher, and I’m resting more comfortably. 

With a smile, Zoey appears to be giddy with glee. “Okay, we’re going to try the same thing with your good leg, but I’ll put the pillow only under your right knee to give your leg relief. We’ll keep the top half of your body angled more than the bottom half. Moan or scream if there’s any pain at all. One. Two. Three.” 

Since I’m mostly on my side, only my knee is softly lifted, and the pillow is inserted. Much better. I don’t flinch during it. It’s my left wrist and wacky foot that are starting to hurt.

“Great! You’re doing great, girl!”

As she stirs the medicinal concoction again and carefully dribbles it into my mouth, she says, “This is only six hundred milligrams of Motrin, so it won’t knock you out. I used to take it for menstrual cramps, and it helps. I know you’ve popped two at a time with those headaches you get, so I think three is acceptable. Headaches can be so tiresome. I think sometimes that they’re allergy-related, don’t you? But Motrin’s probably safer than Tylenol. That’s what one of my online dates, who was a doctor, said. I personally would’ve taken Vicodin or Oxycodone myself, as I know it works better, but I’m glad we didn’t go that route, not knowing your background. I think we did the best thing. Good, one more spoonful and you’re good to go.”

While we finish the task, the garage's inner door opens and closes. Adam must be back. I hear wheels rolling on the wood flooring.

“I got her to take three Motrins. Do you think that’ll help?” Zoey asks my neighbor.

“Couldn’t hurt. Maybe it’ll help a little. Oh, I see you moved her. Did she have much pain doing it?”

“N—o,” I triumphantly announce, my stretched-open fingers reacting to my excitement.

“Perfect! She speaks! Good news.” 

I doubt he’s as thrilled as I am. I force myself to smile out of one side of my face.

“The van’s parked in the back, but it’ll be hard to maneuver Dad’s wheelchair around the cars, so we need to move one of them. Do you know where the BMW or VW keys are, Zoey?”

“Check by the front door, on the half-moon table. That’s where they dump everything. And while you’re there, can you find her purse or wallet?”

“Sure...found both.” 

He returns to my side and places my wallet on the floor next to my head. “I’ll be back. I think if we move Sarah’s VW, we’ll have better access since it’s closer to the house door. Getting down the one step will be tricky, though.”

“Okay,” I proudly reply. Once again, Zoey flashes her bright whites at me.

My phone rings, and my friend fishes it out of her pants pocket. She swipes the front of it with her thumb, and then she realizes she needs my mug shot for access. 

When the phone accidentally clanks to the ground, she drops the used spoon and now empty glass, and lets out a mild profanity. Picking up the phone, she hurriedly holds it up to my face for verification. When its screen turns on, she quickly answers hello.

“Yes, good. Okay. In five minutes. Best to park on the access road. You’ll see a mobility van in front of their opened garage. That’s her place. Come in through the garage.”

Pause.

“Yes, she’s doing better than when I first got here.”

Pause.

“Okay. Bye.”

“Good news, Jeremy’s almost here. I’m sure the three of us can get you in the van and down to the hospital.”

***
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Using several towels from the downstairs bathroom to lay under me, my gracious caregivers lift my broken body into the wheelchair, making sure my hand and foot are amply protected. There’s a lot of huffing and puffing plus a few cuss words by all of us.

Yes, the move is painful. Yes, I grunt, swear, and cry more than a few times. 

By guarding my every movement, not only do they make sure I avoid excruciating pain—except when anyone touches my left wrist and left foot—but they also get me into Adam’s dad’s van, which has an automatic side door lift. Without incident, the team works like pros in unison. 

I don’t know the words to thank them; only tears show my gratitude. 

To further amaze me, Zoey, always thinking about appearances, grabs the soft, all-white throw from our great room couch to hide the ugly “I love Israel” sweatshirt, hot pink sweatpants, and funky toe socks I’m wearing. And I’m not a bit embarrassed about my apparel, only thankful to my rescuers.

While Adam drives the van, Zoey sits shotgun, incessantly asking me how I’m doing. Jeremy follows us in his Suburban. 

Zoey looks over the front passenger seat and says she wants to update my parents, so she needs my phone’s passcode. I slowly speak the six digits, imitating each number with finger motions on my good hand. But when I come to the number eight, I must repeat it vocally several times while flashing five and three fingers. After several tries, we work together so she can access the device. 

When she calls my parents, the conversation is brief, only stating that we’re en route.

Meanwhile, during the short two-mile drive, Adam emits expletives more than once due to the abundance of abandoned vehicles left roadside. When we’re on Rinaldi Street under the 405 Freeway overpass, our driver blows his top because we must maneuver around a gang of a dozen older teenagers standing on both sides of the street. It appears they’ve been taunting the homeless camps based along the freeway pylons as they’re pushing a few individuals around. I can see through the blackened side windows that they’re dressed in all black with strapped-on semi-automatics—yes, guns! As we zigzag by, two of them bang their fists against the van and scream, “Death to America” and “Death to Israel.” 

Thankfully, no shots are fired at either of our vehicles, although Adam tells us he noticed through the rearview mirror that Jeremy may have had a rock or brick thrown at the front window of his SUV, as there’s now a rather noticeable crack in the glass. 

“Like the Bible says, ‘there’s nothing new under the sun.’ Is there?” Zoey asks rhetorically. “A tragedy happens, and everyone goes insane by hurting and stealing from others because they don’t know what else to do.” 

I’m shocked at her comment, not only because I’ve heard that verse so often from Denny and Aunt Amy, but that she said it. She’s like me, not one to be religious. I, also, am befuddled seeing how people are acting and reacting. 

Why? And why now? Why do we suddenly live in an anarchy of fear and confusion? 

It appears that no one is in control.

Surprisingly, we make it through every green light without stopping once for a red one. 

When we arrive in front of the emergency room doors, only a few people are loitering outside. Adam jumps out of the van, promptly goes around it, and opens the sliding door. 

Zoey climbs into the cargo area, unlocks the wheelchair’s brakes, smooths out the white throw that modestly covers my body, and assists me through the hospital’s front doors. 

Inside, people are mulling around with a few sobbing in groups of two or three. 

I feel bad they’re dealing with loved ones being injured, sick, or dying as I know it’s emotionally draining. 

When we approach the desk, a woman in her late sixties, who looks frazzled and doesn’t visually acknowledge us, states she’ll be with us in a while due to the staffing shortage. 

Finally able to say a full sentence on my own, I audibly sigh and, politely as possible, ask between labored breaths, “How long a wait?”

“I don’t know. Probably a minimum of three hours,” the employee responds without looking up. “I’ve never worked at this station before, so I suggest you enter as much info online as possible over there at the kiosk. I know that may speed up the process. If you can figure it out.”

Due to Zoey’s job, she is a whiz with computers and any database program. She walks over to the computer screen and flexes her fingers over the keyboard. Then, after fetching my phone out of her pocket and retrieving my health insurance card out of my wallet, she rapidly fills in the required information.

Still stranded by the greeting desk with the unengaging woman who repeats the wait time to the next person in line, I sit motionless until Jeremy and Adam arrive. 

When they enter the building, Adam heads over to Zoey, and Jeremy approaches me. 

Immediately, I apologize and beg him to go home. All three of them have done enough for me.

Jeremy scoots down to eye-level as he pushes his brown hair out of his face and rests his hand on my good arm. “Sarah, babe, I’d never leave you here. As I told you on the phone last night, I’m here for you, and I always will be.” 

I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I act like I do by nodding.

“Unlike Denny and my parents.” He chokes on his words as he rubs his thumb too hard on my good wrist without realizing it. “I can’t—I can’t. Um, we both have no one.” 

I want to stop him, to have him explain everything and these weird words I keep hearing, but I don’t have enough gumption to talk or care. I know he’s upset; it’s obvious, but I can’t deal with someone else’s problems right now. I can only deal with mine.

“And now that I have a few minutes alone to talk to you, I want you to know I’ll wait if you want me to. I don’t mind, really. I’m here for you, and only you.” 

Oh, great. He’s never been this emotional or forward with me. What am I involved with here? I know Jeremy has a thing for me and has for a while, but he’s always been like the brother I’ve never had. We work closely together at Valley News where I’m a journalist, and he’s one of the best video technicians in the state. 

Granted we’ve spent years working together, but I’m happily married and not seeking an extra-marital relationship. Sigh. What happened yesterday? 

I divert the awkward conversation by mentioning his SUV window being hit by a brick or rock. He shrugs and says it’s no big deal, that his insurance will cover it. 

With the strained silence between us, I’m thankful when Adam walks over. “Okay, I’ve done my job, so I’ll be on my way. I’m glad I helped with the use of Dad’s wheelchair and van. I think I’ll stop in at work and check to see if I can help any other damsels in distress. It’s not like I have anything else to do.”

He adds, “All I can say is to be careful out there going home. It’s a warzone. I’m going to start packing some heat, and so should you. I’ll touch base later. I talked to Zoey; I didn’t know she lives in the next building over, by our complex’s pool. She must have a nice view. Anyway, glad you’ll be taken care of now, and let me know if there’s anything else I can do for ya. Bring back the wheelchair whenever you no longer need it. Oh, and nice to meet you, Jeremy.”

I thank him and provide a small wave goodbye. I’m so thankful he helped us. Interesting guy. I don’t think he’s ever been married or has a girlfriend, and I’m guessing he’s in his mid-fifties. If he says that his father is gone, I wonder if he’ll get out more and maybe date or if he’ll stay a hermit like I’ve always assumed he was.

Jeremy wheels me over to where Zoey is still clacking away at the kiosk’s keyboard, smiling at her obvious accomplishments. 

“I got you, girl! This was easier than I expected, and hopefully, it’ll speed up our wait time,” she says. “And get this: Remember that doc I dated a few months ago? He took me to a classical pianist concert at the Hollywood Bowl. Nice guy, and I thought we had some chemistry, but he had to rush to Israel to see his ailing mom. As you may recall, he never called back. 

“Well, Amir Syrak, doctor of internal medicine, is listed as one of your doctors. I don’t think he’s your primary because his photo was posted farther down on the screen, so you must have had a prior appointment with him. I sent him an online message about the situation via your portal so it looks like it came from you, and, of course, mentioned me—yours truly. Waiting for his response.”

She stops and looks at me, “Oh, and I forgot—you’re only twenty-eight? I thought you were closer to my age. If you’re still in your twenties, you’re still a youngin.”

Jeremy laughs, most likely at my friend’s dating antics; it’s nice to find some humor in the situation. 

Then he asks, “Hey, are either of you two ladies hungry? Maybe I’ll wander over to the café and get us some food.”

“I’m good,” I reply. How nice of him to think about nutrition during a time like this.

“Zoey, how about you?”

“I’ll take anything—I’m easy when it comes to men and food. Thanks.”

He chuckles and lifts his eyebrows toward me. “All right. I’ll be back in a few.” As Jeremy leaves, my stomach growls. I wish he hadn’t mentioned the topic. 

Then I realize that I need to use the restroom, and I hate to ask Zoey to assist me with one more thing. I wait patiently until she’s finished with the computer. I also notice my hand and foot are starting to throb in sync with my heart’s pumping. 

I try not to move. Oh, how I want to be in control of my bodily functions again.

Once Zoey completes her task, she scans the room, turns to me, and asks where I want to sit and wait. I motion her closer and meekly request to go to the bathroom.

“Oh, duh! I bet you have to go. Here you were lying on the floor for most of the night. Of course, you need to pee. Let’s find a bathroom and get you some relief.”

When we enter the women’s restroom, Zoey immediately takes me to the accessible stall.

“Well, I doubt you’re going to be able to do this all by yourself, so let me help. Guess you and I are up for another challenge. This’ll be a first for me.”

She backs the wheelchair into the wide area, lining it up with the toilet, and then moves around the side of it to get in front of me. She stops and shakes her head, trying to figure out the best way to get me from the chair to the commode without causing me more pain. She faces me with her arms under both of my armpits and starts to lift me off the chair. We’re so close that I’m self-conscious of my breath—it must be bad because it’s been so long since I’ve brushed my teeth. I must stink.

But as I look at her obvious love for me by agreeing to such a personal task, suddenly, I pass out.
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~ Day 2 ~
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I’ve been floating in and out of consciousness for hours. 

All I can figure out is that I’m in a bed of some type. Realizing there’s something cool covering one of my eyes, I open the other one. A shiny bedrail to my right jets out of white sheets where most of my body is snugly tucked. My left foot sticks out and is elevated, held hostage by some sort of apparatus hooked up to the ceiling. My left hand is wrapped and resting across my chest. My hand and foot are protected by thick padding. 

I vaguely recall a hospital employee telling me they were doing x-rays and to be as still as possible. I remember something about my hand and foot being in immense pain and then minutes later the agony dissipated. I assume I’ve been well-medicated based on the stupor I’m in. 

“Sarah, Sarah Colton, can you hear me? Are you awake?” 

I acknowledge the question with a whimper. 

“Good. How are you feeling?” 

“Okay.” I try to speak clearly, but the words come out jumbled. 

I hear a machine in the background shushing and beeping. There’s an intravenous line going into the back of my good hand.

“My name’s Carol, your attending nurse. We had to give you Morphine to relax you for x-rays, and, for now, the worst is over. The doctor will be in shortly.” 

An overweight woman with no smile, who I’m guessing to be in her late forties, approaches the side of my bed. Her voice is monotone as she places her warm, plump hand on my good arm. 

“You were extremely dehydrated, which is probably why you passed out. We have you on saline through an IV to help.” 

For some weird reason, she starts to cry, right in front of me. I don’t know what to say, especially when she wipes her tears away and immediately apologizes for her breakdown. 

“I’m sorry, I know I’m not being professional, but I can’t believe it; I just can’t believe they’re missing. It makes no sense. None at all.”

Bewildered, I try to be compassionate, which is not one of my strong points. I don’t know what to say.

“Sarah, it’s Zoey.” My friend breaks the solemn mood from somewhere in the room as she comes closer to me. “I heard you woke up—here I leave the room for a minute and miss the action. Well, passing out is one way to get a room. And you did it on the floor in the can while I was trying to hold you up! I’ll have to remember that one—ah, such drama. How are you feeling? I’ve been here keeping watch all night. And I let your parents know what’s going on. All’s good. You’re going to be okay; I know it.”

The nurse composes herself and adds, “Yes, your dear friend has been an angel. With the shortages of RNs, LPNs, and staff right now, having her in the room was helpful throughout the night. Few would go to the lengths this one would. She’s a keeper.”

“There’s nothing else to do. My job has pretty much shut down since the world fell apart, so this works out well,” Zoey replies. “I’ve been sitting here watching the news most of the night. You wouldn’t believe all the stuff that’s happened out there. I turned it off and tried to get some shut-eye a couple of hours ago. No such luck.” 

She’s holding a lidded container, no doubt a cup of strong coffee.

“Thanks.” I struggle to get the word out. I feel like I am regaining my strength, but I’m hoping the drugs stop making me so loopy.

“Morning, ladies!” Dressed in a white lab coat, sky-blue polo shirt, and dark blue jeans, a good-looking doctor enters the room. “Sarah, I don’t know if you remember me; I’m Dr. Syrak. About a year ago, I stood in for your primary care physician and treated you for the flu. My, you know how to get our attention. Also, I heard you fell down a staircase and passed out.” 
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