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Chapter One
“Charles, party of nine. Charles, party of nine,” kept repeating the young hostess, as she surveyed the crowd standing outside the Brazilian restaurant, as if she knew who Charles was. She wore a blue blouse over a long black skirt. The name tag on her blouse read “Cathy”, and on the top left of the blouse, embroidered, were small figures of women in bikinis with feathered masks dancing in a carnival.
“I think it's us,” a woman said, pointing to a large flat beeper with blue flashing lights that one of the men in her group was holding. She was the only woman in the group, and the only one standing while the men were sitting on the bench in front of the restaurant. A few minutes earlier, they had offered her a seat next to them, but she had declined. She preferred to stand.
The man with the beeper then got up and waved at the hostess, who then guided them to a corner of one of the dining rooms, where two tables were joined together to accommodate the group.
Although it was known as a Brazilian restaurant, the menu itself consisted of a variety of dishes from numerous countries in South America. Located in downtown Orlando in a large shopping center, the restaurant contained six separate dining rooms that shared two self-service salad bars. Pictures of the Brazilian countryside adorned the walls of each of the rooms.
After ordering a martini, the woman then followed the men in her group to one of the salad bars. As she approached the salad bar, something caught her attention. She turned and looked.
Far away, in a dark corner in the adjacent dining room, sat a man she recognized. Next to him was a young blond woman who was whispering something in his ear, while her lips gently kissed his earlobe. He was smiling, and his hand covered hers affectionately above the table. She was stunned. They didn't see her and they were not going to.
She had to leave the restaurant. She had to think. She needed to know who the blond woman was, and why he was with her instead of with his fiancée tonight.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Pierce. How is your ankle?” a voice rang from across the room, prompting Philippe Pierce to shift in his hospital bed and turn his head in the direction of the voice. His 6 foot 2 inch frame barely fit in the bed, which made him wonder whether the hospital mistakenly put him in the children's ward.
“My name is Dr. Gomez,” the voice then said, “Are you feeling any pain?”
“The nurse gave me some painkillers and I feel a little bit better,” responded Philippe.
“Good,” said Dr. Gomez while reading from an electronic pad in her left hand, and holding what appeared to be a tiny black stylus. Dr. Gomez then used the stylus to punch something on the screen of the pad and said, “I see yesterday was your birthday. Happy birthday.”
“Thanks. My luck,” Philippe replied distractedly, thinking about the irony of his situation. Who would have thought that he would miss his 35th birthday party that his friend Jeremy had planned for him yesterday? He had driven five hours from Miami and arrived at Jeremy's house in Saint Augustine at 2:00 pm to be on time for the birthday party, which was to start at 7:00 pm. By 5:00 pm, he was already being rushed to the hospital, having broken his left ankle in a game of basketball.
“Did you enjoy your birthday cake?” Dr. Gomez asked.
“Sure. It was the best hospital cupcake I’ve ever had. Not much sugar and taste,” replied Philippe with a short laugh, which caused Dr. Gomez to join in the laughter.
“I will tell our new baker how much you enjoyed it,” Dr. Gomez added. She was dressed in a blue coat, and looked to Philippe to be in her mid sixties, with short black hair, light hazel eyes, short nose and very small lips. She didn't appear to be wearing any makeup. She didn't need to. She must have been a knockout when she was younger, thought Philippe. Dr. Gomez sensed that Philippe was watching her. She looked up and her eyes met Philippe's and she said,
“I see that you live in Miami. How did you get injured and end up all the way up here in Saint Augustine?”
As Philippe was reliving the events of the last forty-eight hours from his hospital bed in Saint Augustine, Florida, little did he know that meeting Dr. Marcia Gomez would change his life forever.
Helped by the strong winds that kept pulling and slapping Isabel Romero's umbrella, the torrential rain managed to fully drench Isabel, as she ran from her car to the main entrance of the Dadeland mall in South Miami. She calculated that it would take her two hours to buy a gift, change clothes and drive across town to Los Caballeros, a Mexican restaurant in downtown Miami, to celebrate the high school graduation of the daughter of her close friend, Lucy Langford. The reservation was at 6:00 pm and Isabel's watch read 4:30 pm. She was already late and needed to hurry.
“May I help you Ma'am?” asked the young, good looking male clerk, as she entered the electronics store. The clerk seemed no more than eighteen years old and appeared to be a living example of the term “multiracial”. Was he black, white, Hispanic? One could not tell by simply looking at him.
“I am looking for an electronic book reader.” Isabel replied. Except for one customer, who was busy perusing an electronics catalog, the store was completely deserted.
“I guess the rain chased your customers away.” Isabel said as the young clerk grabbed a blue box from the top of a shelf behind him, with a picture of a gadget with the name Rezko on it. The picture on the box looked more like a large calculator than an electronic book reader.
“I guess so.” The clerk agreed. “This is the latest model that we have and recommend. It has a long battery life and is very sturdy.” The clerk said, pulling the gadget out of the box.
“I'll take it.” said Isabel.
The clerk looked surprised at Isabel's fast decision and said, “Give me one second, and let me go check the price for you.”
“The price on the box hasn't changed, has it?” asked Isabel, smiling at the clerk and pointing to a small yellow sticker on the side of the box.
“No. Ma'am.” replied the clerk, looking embarrassed.
“OK. Just wrap it for me.” Isabel said, as she planted her credit card on the glass counter, in front of the clerk.
“Yes, Ma'am.” the clerk said, picking up Isabel's card.
As the clerk was swiping the card, Isabel noticed that the young clerk kept calling her Ma'am. She had just turned thirty-two years old last month and wondered whether her age was showing.
As soon as the clerk finished wrapping the gift, Isabel ran out of the store. The rain was still pouring heavily, forcing Isabel to wait at the mall's entrance and not run to the car, fearing that the water might damage the electronic reader. As Isabel was waiting for the rain to stop, her cell phone rang, emitting an awful tune that her sister Rebecca had downloaded from the internet and uploaded into Isabel's Iphone.
“Hello.” Isabel answered.
“Hi big sis,” Rebecca said, “Where are you? Richard just called me asking for you.” Rebecca was twelve years younger than Isabel. But the age difference never prevented them from being good friends.
“I am on my way home to change for the graduation party. I am all wet from this rain,” Isabel responded.
“Oh, I remember now,” Rebecca said. “Richard said to call him back."
“I will,” Isabel promised. Isabel and Richard Seyfert had been engaged for the past three years. Sometimes Isabel wondered if they would ever get married. The wedding date had never been set and Richard was in no hurry.
“I don't want to use your money,” Richard would say, “The economy will soon pick up and my construction company will rebound. The fact is that I love you. So why is it wrong for me to make sure that I'm financially able to provide for my wife before we get married? ”
“Isabel, are you OK?” asked Rebecca still on the line, interrupting Isabel's thoughts.
“Sure. Where are you?”
“I am with Mark. We’re picking up Mark's niece. We're going to the movies,” Rebecca answered. Mark was Rebecca's boyfriend and they had been going out since high school.
“What are you going to see?” Isabel asked.
“Some horror movie that Mark chose,” Rebecca answered.
“Hopefully, it’s good,” Isabel said, “So at what time do you think you will be home tonight?”
“The movie starts at 7:00 pm. I should be home by 11:00 after dropping Mark and his niece off.”
“OK, be safe,” said Isabel, before she hung up.
As the rain refused to subside, Isabel was contemplating whether to make a dash for the car, when her cell phone rang for a second time. It was Richard and she picked up.
“Hi honey,” she answered.
“Hi Bella, I tried to call you to let you know that my conference was canceled, but all I was getting was your voicemail.” Richard began calling her “Bella” ever since she told him that her father used to call her by that nickname when she was a kid.
“You’re in town?” Isabel asked, surprised.
“Yes, I found out that the conference had been canceled when I got to Orlando, so I took the next flight back,” answered Richard in a disappointed tone. It was a bid conference that Orange County was holding with potential construction companies to build low cost apartment housing around Orlando for the County. The purpose of the bid conference was for the County to discuss the requirements for the construction project, and to answer questions from contractors about the project. Isabel knew that Richard was excited about the project. He believed that he had a good shot at winning the contract because of previous work his company had done with the County.
“They should have told you about the cancellation before you made the trip,” Isabel said.
“It looks like they faxed the cancellation notice to the office yesterday morning. Apparently, no one at the office noticed it,” Richard replied.
“Sorry about that. By the way, my cell phone battery died on me and I had to let it charge in the car on my way to the mall to pick up a graduation gift for Lucy's daughter. I‘m sorry I missed your calls.”
“No harm done,” Richard said, “Since I'm free, I don't think you should go the graduation party by yourself. I was calling to let you know that I was on my way to pick you up.”
“I' m glad. Besides, I hate driving in the rain.”
“That’s what fiancés are for,” Richard said with a laugh and they both hung up.
When Isabel reached her house, Richard's car was already in her driveway. Isabel lived with her sister, Rebecca, in a one-story stucco house in a housing development near the Tamiami airport in South Miami. By itself, the house looked very nice with a two-car garage on the side. However, it was built by an unimaginative developer who decided to use the same design for almost every house in the neighborhood. Isabel's house was bright pink, sandwiched between a light green and a dark brown house. The first time Richard saw the houses in the neighborhood, he asked Isabel whether the whole neighborhood was colorblind. Not missing a beat, Isabel then told him the far-fetched story about how, at the beginning, the only way a neighbor could differentiate his or her house from another in the neighborhood was by looking at the house number.
“However, when many elderly people with failing eyesight began moving into the neighborhood,” Isabel had recounted, “locksmiths made a bundle of cash from calls from lost homeowners complaining that they could not get into their houses and asking that their locks be replaced. Once they realized that they had gone to the wrong houses, locksmiths had to charge them again to put back the old locks. As a result, the homeowners’ association voted to allow owners to paint their houses any way they liked, making them easy to recognize. Now, instead of paying locksmiths, we now pay painters.” Isabel had concluded with a big laugh. Although Richard had laughed with her, as a contractor with an eye for detail, he didn't find the story very funny. In reality, the homeowner's association was disbanded years ago.
Isabel bought the house from her mother's life insurance proceeds after her mother, who worked as a nurse at Jackson Memorial Hospital, passed away fourteen years ago from breast cancer, leaving Isabel, who had just turned eighteen years-old to raise Rebecca, her six year-old sister. Besides her aunt Marcia, who was her mother's sister, Isabel had no other relatives. Isabel's father, a native of Cuba, who worked for an organization that helped Cuban government officials secretly defect to Miami, disappeared two years prior to her mother's death and was never seen again. While there were unconfirmed reports that her father might have been killed by agents working for the Cuban government in Miami, nothing was ever proven.
It was almost 5:45 pm, when Richard and Isabel left the house for the party.
“I think we may be getting there fifteen minutes late.” Richard said.
Not bad, Isabel said to herself. After all, she was in Miami, on Hispanic time, which meant that she was early.
“Did I tell you how pretty you are?” Richard said, with an affectionate look. Calling Isabel pretty was an understatement. She was 5 feet 9 inches tall, with very long black hair and light brown eyes. She was blessed with a perpetual tan and a beautiful face that looked to belong more to a model on a runway than to the computer engineer that she was.
“You are not too bad yourself,” Isabel responded. Like Isabel, Richard was thirty-two years old. At 6 feet with old fashioned good looks, light brown hair, a firm jaw, and piercing gray eyes, Richard was what you considered a hunk and a good catch. In fact, Isabel's friends always reminded her that they made a wonderful couple and would have good-looking children.
“How is Lucy doing these days?” asked Richard.
“She's fine. She and her husband are going on vacation in the Caribbean in the next several weeks and she's very excited about it,” Isabel replied.
“Where are they going?”
“Jamaica, Bahamas and three or four other countries. I don't remember,” Isabel said.
“That should be fun.”
“Oh yeah.”
“By the way, have you heard from Tia Marcia?” asked Richard.
“I spoke to her yesterday. She is moving back down here to become the director of the Kendall Rehabilitation Center,” Isabel responded.
“I hope she likes her new job.”
“Me too. But I was hoping she would retire and enjoy herself,” Isabel said.
By the time they reached the restaurant, the conversation had shifted to Richard's company and some new construction projects that Richard had been hired to do. The restaurant was located in the upper Brickell area, at one corner of South Miami avenue, which was populated with exclusive shops and private clubs. The restaurant was finely decorated, and featured a bar upfront, with windows facing both streets, and a spacious dining room in the back. It took Richard and Isabel more than twenty minutes to find a parking space. When they entered the restaurant, everyone was already seated around a long table, eating appetizers and drinking glasses of sangria from three large pitchers. Hispanic time or not, they were late and they knew it.
It was a simple question, “How did you get injured?” However, Philippe took so long to respond to Dr. Gomez that she wondered if he heard her.
“I was in town for a party and I fell while playing basketball,” Philippe finally answered.
“Are you a professional basketball player?” Dr. Gomez asked.
“No. I am an expert on the loss of enjoyment of life,” Philippe replied. When he saw the puzzled look on Dr. Gomez's face, he clarified, “I estimate the value of people's earning ability in legal cases.”
“It sounds like an interesting profession.” Doctor Gomez commented, causing Philippe to smile.
When she saw Philippe smile, Dr. Gomez decided it was time to discuss with him what she really came for. “Mr. Pierce, as Doctor Sheen told you after the surgery, you suffered a fracture on your left fibula, which was made worse by some ligament damage.”
“That sounds bad,” a worried Philippe said, with a concerned look returning to his face.
“Well, it was a serious injury. The goal now is to make sure that everything heals properly to avoid arthritis and deformity of the ankle.”
Seeing the impact of her last words reflecting on his face, Dr. Gomez softened a little bit and said “I didn't mean to scare you, Mr. Pierce. You should be fine if you follow our instructions.”
“Phil,” Philippe replied.
“What?”
“No one calls me Mr. Pierce. Everyone calls me Phil,” Philippe said.
As the tension began to subside from Phil's face, Doctor Gomez said, “Your friend, Mr. Douglas was here...”
“Jeremy was here?” Phil asked, interrupting Doctor Gomez in mid-sentence.
“Yes, but you were sleeping. He told me that the two of you met at Florida Atlantic University, in Boca Raton.”
“Yes, we were taking an accounting class together,” confirmed Phil.
“This is a very small world. I did my undergrad there too,” Dr. Gomez said.
“You're a fellow alumnus?” asked Phil, seemingly surprised.
“Yes, but it was a long time ago,” Dr. Gomez said.
“We have a Facebook page for all alumni at the university. If you haven't already, you should join,” Phil told her.
“What's Facebook?”
“Well…”
“Just kidding Phil. I may be old but I am not that old,” a smiling Dr. Gomez said.
“You got me,” Phil said, also smiling. This is the first medical doctor he ever met that had a sense of humor and he appreciated it.
“Anyway,” Dr. Gomez continued, interrupting Phil's thoughts, “the bandage on your ankle will remain for two weeks until the stitches are removed. No walking on the ankle is permitted for approximately six weeks. After that, you will use a special boot and brace to help you start walking.”
“This accident is ruining my life. During this time, can I still eat, drink and sleep?” asked Phil in a dejected tone, wondering how he was going to manage.
“No, unless you follow our instructions,” Dr. Gomez replied, causing Phil to laugh again and feel stupid about his reaction. Indeed, there were people going through much worse. He should consider himself lucky.
“I'm sorry,” he apologized.
“No need. It’s a lot to absorb at once and I understand. By the way, I spoke with Dr. Klein, your primary doctor in Miami, and he has scheduled an appointment for you at Baptist Memorial Hospital in two weeks to remove your stitches.”
“Thanks. I am looking forward to it,” Phil lied. Phil really hated hospitals.
“Everything has been arranged. Your physical therapy sessions will take place at the Kendall Rehabilitation Center. It's not too far from your house. Your first appointment with them is in two weeks,” Dr Gomez said. “You will get all the information that you need before you leave the hospital.”
“Physical therapy sessions? No one told me,” Phil repeated with alarm, dreading the time that he would miss at work.
“The nurse will fill you in,” Dr. Gomez said. Then she added, “It was nice meeting you Phil. See you in two weeks.”
“In two weeks?” Phil repeated, in deep thought. “I'm not coming back here Dr. Gomez.”
Dr. Gomez who was already leaving, turned, winked at Phil and said, “Me neither Phil.” Then she walked out.
Chapter Two
It was almost 11:00 pm when Isabel and Richard left the restaurant.
“It's never dull with Lucy,” Richard said.
“I've known Lucy since junior college and she is still the same,” Isabel replied. Lucy and Isabel met while in a programming class at Miami Dade Community college. Isabel was one year younger than Lucy and was still in her freshman year, while Lucy was finishing her last semester. Lucy was two inches shorter than Isabel and was very attractive. She was born to African-American parents in a poor rural town in Alabama, and left home when she was sixteen years old to come live with an aunt in Miami. A year after moving in with her aunt, she found herself pregnant and abandoned by her boyfriend, when he learned of Lucy's pregnancy. Lucy and Isabel bonded immediately when they met, as both were young, single and raising small children alone.
They would babysit, help and watch out for each other. After Lucy graduated from the junior college, she went on to attend Florida International University, where she received a degree in Education. Isabel soon followed and graduated with a degree in Computer Engineering. Several years later, after their graduation, Isabel became Lucy's maid of honor, in Lucy's wedding to Jack, one of Isabel's clients.
“I’m glad she is doing well, after everything that the two of you have been through,” Richard said. They were headed south on route US1, hoping to take State Road 878 and get off on Kendall Drive. The rain had now turned to a light drizzle.
“I like the smell of the rain,” Isabel said.
“The rain doesn't have any smell. What you like is the smell of dirt mixed with rainwater. In my world, we call that mud,” Richard said, teasing Isabel.
“Don't be smart, Richard. Take me home, I'm a little tired,” said Isabel.
“At least the street is empty.” Richard said.
The road was dark and all they could see were red lights blinking in front of them, as they drove through each intersection.
“I really wished the county would install more lights on this road,” Richard said, squinting his eyes.
“Try to slow down. The road is very wet,” Isabel said.
“Don't be a backseat driver. You'll be home soon. I promise,” Richard said. “By the way, are we still having lunch tomorrow?”
“Yes, at 11:30, after Mass,” Isabel replied. “Rebecca is coming too.”
“Good. I can't wait. I've not had Latin food in two days,” Richard said, prompting a laugh from Isabel.
"Between you and me, I am no longer sure who has the Cuban heritage,” Isabel said.
As the car was approaching Bird Road, it looked as if the car had picked up speed. When the car reached the middle of the Bird Road intersection, Isabel, who was looking above at the blinking lights, turned towards Richard as Richard was describing a new restaurant that he found.
“I found this great Cuban place in Coconut Grove. It’s not fancy.....”
It was as if time had gone into a slow motion. On Richard's left side, coming at full speed, was a large vehicle which was about to violently ram their car.
Isabel could not see the shape of the vehicle, only its largeness and two menacing lights. The lights were round, bright, big and getting bigger as the space between the two vehicles was being devoured by what appeared to Isabel to be a huge truck. It only took a few seconds. But to Isabel, it seemed an eternity.
She screamed.
Loud impact.
Metal against metal.
In a flash, Richard's Acura flew into a tail spin, violently flipping across the road. The sound of screeching metal and screams could be heard for miles, while flickers of fires popped every time the car hit the pavement during each flip. The scent of gas, burnt rubber and metal permeated the air as the spin finally and slowly stopped, with the car landing upside down, several feet into the eastern side of Bird Road.
Incredibly, Isabel, who was still restrained by her seat belt, was not feeling any pain. She could feel the blood and its wetness on her blouse. She turned and called Richard's name, but Richard did not respond. She then heard sounds of feet running toward the car as her eyes began to fail her. She managed to call Richard's name one last time, before everything went black.
It took Dr. Gomez ten minutes to reach her beachfront condominium unit on Saint Augustine Beach. The distance between the hospital and her condo was about five minutes. However, she was not in a hurry tonight. She felt that this weekend was a lucky weekend for her. She stopped at a gas station adjacent to the only Supermarket in the beach town and bought a lottery ticket. She didn't believe that she would win. But with her good luck today, why take a chance by not buying.
The condominium development where she lived consisted of ten condominium buildings. Each building was four stories high and had at least fifteen individual units. Dr Gomez's condominium building sat in the back of the development. When she reached her building, the parking lot was almost empty and she knew why. It was Saint Augustine after all, and on Saturday nights, there was always a party to go to, a new drink to try, and a new blind date to meet.
When she entered her fourth-floor two bedroom condo, the smell of the ocean coming from the screened balcony reminded her of Miami. It was March, and she had left the door to the balcony open before going to work.
It was also a cool night and she could hear the battle cry of the ocean as its waves invaded the sea shore in its perpetual fight to occupy the dunes.
She then poured herself a glass of red wine and stepped out onto the balcony. There was no horizon to see. At 10:00 pm, the beach was dark. But far away in the middle of the ocean, she could see a speck of light moving like a lone firefly in the middle of a large and distant field. It could have been a shrimp boat. However, to Dr. Gomez, it was a glimmer of hope, a sign that confirmed that what she was about to do was right. She was on the right path.
Dr. Gomez knew that she had to break up the relationship between Isabel, her niece, and Richard. Until today, she didn't know how to do it without telling Isabel about what she found out about Richard. All she wanted for Isabel was what she never got from her marriage to her ex-husband: happiness. She knew that her plan had only a very small chance of success. However, that's all she needed. Phil did not know it yet but he was part of the equation.
Suddenly, the phone rang and she knew it was her friend Grace who lived next door. She always called at this time to make sure Marcia got home safe. She picked up and said, “Hi Grace.”
“Hi Marcia. How did you know it was me?” asked Grace.
“Because you call me at this time every night,” Marcia answered.
“How was your day at the hospital?”
“Better than it has been in a long time.”
“Did something happen to make it better?” Grace asked. Grace was a widow, in her early eighties. She was a former bank executive and married well. She was very sharp and liked to sleep during the day and stay awake at night. She was like a vampire without the bite or the sunlight problem.
“First of all, it was my last day at the hospital today. Second, I met someone that I plan for Isabel to meet. His name is Phil,” she said.
“What do you know about that guy Phil?” Grace asked.
“More than he knows that I know,” Marcia replied. “I had an interesting conversation with his friend who filled out his admission application.”
“You mean, he was a patient in the hospital?” Grace asked, surprised. “I’m not sure about this. Do you know anything about him? Even if Isabel believed your story about Richard...”
“I don't plan to tell Isabel about Richard,” Marcia interrupted her.
“If you don't, who will?” Grace asked.
“I know Isabel. She would not be happy if she knew what I did to find out about the blond woman that Richard was with that night,” Marcia said.
“OK, but don't go pulling any stunts like you did to your ex,” Grace pleaded. Grace's last statement made Marcia smile. Two months after Peter, her husband, left her for Janet, their neighbor, when she was living in Miami, Marcia met both of them at a store one day. Janet, being rude as usual, came over and asked Marcia if she was well, because she seemed to have gained a lot of weight.
“I know. Years of AIDS medication do that,” Marcia had replied.
Weeks later, she heard that they had broken up.
What did she really know about Phil? Although she had read his file, everything she knew about Phil's personal life came from his friend Jeremy, who blamed himself for Phil's injury.
“It was a stupid game,” Jeremy told her when she was asking about the injury. “We both jumped and somehow, I pushed him, causing him to fall the way he did.”
“Does he have any relatives we could notify?” Marcia had asked.
“Not really. I am his best friend. He grew up in an orphanage,” Jeremy had answered.
“Is there anything else you can tell me about Mr. Pierce? Blood type, allergies?” Marcia had asked Jeremy.
“I don't know Phil's blood type,” Jeremy had answered Marcia, as he began to tell her about Phil. “We met eleven years ago at Florida Atlantic University. When we met, Phil was finishing his PhD in Economics and I was getting my Masters in Accounting. We both then went to law school at the University of Miami. With his background in Law and Economics, he decided to become a trial expert on loss of life issues, and opened his own consulting firm.”
“Is he married?” Marcia had asked.
“No,” Jeremy had responded, “He was engaged once but she left him three years ago to pursue a modeling career in California and never came back. Is he going to be OK?”
“We hope so,” Marcia had answered.
“Do your best for him. He is the most wonderful person you will ever meet.”
“We will, and thank you for your help,” Marcia had concluded.
“No problem,” Jeremy had responded.
“Marcia, are you there?” Grace asked.
“Of course I am,” Marcia replied, getting back to the conversation.
“For one moment, I thought you hung up.”
“I'm just tired, Grace. I think I'll go to bed.”
“Good night, Marcia.”
“Bye.” And they both hung up.
When the call came about a vehicle on fire on Bird Road, Bertrand Eveque, the Deputy Chief of the Miami-Dade County Fire Rescue Department, was on a phone call with his second wife, Elise. The first Haitian-American to reach that position, he prided himself on having good instincts and for being able to survive twenty-nine and a half years in the Department, the last years in a position as political as City Hall itself. In his job, he had to wage battle with the City Manager and the Mayor in his drive to secure funding for the Department and bring more minorities like him into the force. As he looked towards his retirement in less than six months, he would leave behind a department that was more professional and diverse than at the time he started in the job right out of college. Now at 52 years old, he was looking toward spending more time with Elise, whom he met at church five years before, and to teachings some classes to supplement his retirement income.
“Don't forget to stop by the store when you leave work in the morning. We ran out of eggs and I have to prepare a casserole to bring to Sunday school,” Elise was saying. Their church had been losing members for the past two years and the church elders had started a program where the church would feed breakfast to its members during Sunday school to encourage tired parents to come with their kids. Some of the leaders of the church, like Elise and Bertrand, were given certain cooking tasks, which they gladly accepted.
“Sure, honey. Anything else you need?” He asked.
“That's it,” she replied.
“OK, I've got to go. I love you.”
“I love you too.”
As he hung up, the fire trucks were already leaving the Department with eardrum busting sirens. In his position, he no longer had to go to each fire scene anymore. That was what his captains were for. His job duties were more like pushing paperwork, doing fire drill shows for kids, and making speeches at schools and charity events. Some nights, he would decide to drive to the fire scene in his county-issued SUV, another luxury in his position, to ensure that the captain supervising the crew was doing his or her job, and to chase away news reporters who always wanted to be in on the action. When he got into the vehicle that night, the rain had already stopped and it took him less than ten minutes to reach the accident scene.
When Bertrand arrived, it seemed like all law enforcement and emergency personnel were there, with their lights flashing and illuminating the entire street corner, as if this was a neighborhood Christmas party.
When she saw him get out, Samantha, his tough-as-nails captain, walked up to him and said: “There was not much fire when we got here. The rain was a big help tonight.” Whatever Samantha missed in looks she made it up in brains. She was the smartest and toughest of all of the captains and sometime Bertrand wondered whether any of the male captains could out bench-press her.
“What happened?” Bertrand asked.
“Looks like some kids were drinking and apparently ran a red light and struck this Acura,” Samantha said, pointing to the mangled piece of metal.
“Is everyone OK?” Bertrand asked.
“I spoke to the EMS crew. One kid died at the scene after being thrown out of the truck. Looks like he was not wearing his seat belt. They just took a young woman to Baptist Hospital but they don't believe that she will make it. The man driving the Acura had only minor scratches and should be OK.”
As Samantha described the rescue efforts, Bertrand realized how lucky he was tonight. God had given him a second chance at happiness after his first failed marriage. Tonight a teen and a young woman will never go home. Him, he would not only go home, but he would go home to a place where there was love, a place where there was Elise.
Chapter Three
Marcia was already in a deep sleep, when the phone on her night table began ringing. “What now?” she said to herself, scrambling to find the lamp in the dark. By the time she turned on the lamp and grabbed the phone, she was wide awake.
“Hello.”
“Tia Marcia?”
“Rebecca, is that you? You're OK?” Marcia asked, with a feeling of dread upon hearing Rebecca's loud sobs.
“It's Isabel. There has been an accident.” Rebecca's last statement caused Marcia to hurl herself out of bed.
“Is she OK? What happened?”
“No. There was a car crash. She was brought here to Baptist,” Rebecca said, still crying loudly on the phone.
“Where are you?” Marcia asked.
“I am in the emergency room, but no one is telling me anything. They said that I had to wait and that she was in surgery,” Rebecca said, weeping.
“Stay there. I will call you back on your cell,” Marcia firmly said. She then called the hospital, identified herself, and was forwarded to the nurse on duty, whom she knew from her days as an emergency room physician at Jackson Memorial Hospital.
“It’s really bad, Marcia,” she said. “She is in surgery now. But we're not sure she will make it. We think that she may have a broken back and other internal injuries, but we won't know for sure until after the operation.”
Although Rebecca and Isabel were sisters, due to the age difference between them, Marcia always treated Isabel as the daughter she never had, and Rebecca as her granddaughter. During the last stages of cancer of Marcia’s sister, Marcia promised her that she would take care of them and she had. When her sister passed away, having spent her last penny fighting the disease, it was Marcia who, with the help of an attorney friend, arranged that funds be given to Isabel under the pretense that they came from the insurance policy that her sister had left. Had she done otherwise, Isabel might have insisted on a loan or could have refused her offer of help entirely. She didn't stop helping, whether it was in the form of the discreet scholarship that paid for Isabel's college tuition, or the private loan that helped Isabel start her own IT consulting firm.
Marcia knew that she would do anything for her two nieces, and would even give her life for them if that was what it took. It was why, prior to calling Rebecca back to tell her that she was on her way to Miami tonight, she had one thing she needed to do. It was one thing that Marcia had not done in a long time. She needed to kneel and pray.
Spending his Saturday night in a hospital was not fun. This was not what Phil had in mind when he drove to town Friday for his birthday party. The hospital fronted a saltwater inlet called the Matanzas River. One of the nurses told him that the Matanzas River was named after a massacre in 1565 by Spanish forces of a group of several hundred shipwrecked Protestant French forces, for refusing to become Catholic. It was ironic to Phil that a place of healing could be so close to something that represented violent death.
He spent the whole night tossing and turning. He tried to sleep, but once in a while, a siren, sounds of running feet, or some other hospital noise would wake him up. That’s why he was relieved when he found out the next morning that he was being discharged. In the past, he would complain about health insurance companies cutting costs and shortening patient's stays at hospitals. However, for one day, this Sunday, he would not complain. He was going home.
When Jeremy came to his room on the fourth floor, Phil was eager to leave. No matter how pretty a hospital was, no matter how beautiful the scenery was outside his window, to Phil, a hospital would always be a hospital, a place where you want your stay to be as short as possible. If you had to stay long, you were in trouble. As Phil and Jeremy were walking in the hallway toward the elevator, it was the first time that Phil noticed how big the hospital was, with numerous rooms on both their left and their right. This caused Phil to pick up his pace. The sooner he left, the better, he said to himself.
Seeing Phil's struggles with his new crutches, Jeremy asked, “Are you getting used to them?”
“The sooner, I get rid of these crutches, the better,” answered Phil.
When they reached the elevator, Phil checked his watch and noticed that it was already past 1:00 pm.
“How long you think it'll take to get to the airport?”
“It will take us about one hour to get to the Jacksonville Airport from here, and then another hour for you to check in. Don't worry Phil, we are making good time,” Jeremy added.
They were still waiting for the elevator to come when Jeremy remarked “Wow, this elevator took a long time.” As Phil was about to respond, the elevator door opened and Jeremy held it for Phil to step in, and then said, “Michelle is downstairs waiting for us.” Michelle and Jeremy had been married for four years. They met each other when both were studying for the Florida Bar Exam. Jeremy was now a partner at a prestigious law firm in Jacksonville, while Michelle opted to teach pre-law classes at the local college. Jeremy was one inch taller than Phil and didn't look like a lawyer, with his hair always in a ponytail. He looked more like the surfer that he also was. Both Jeremy and Michelle loved surfing, and Phil knew that this was why they chose to live in Saint Augustine Beach. Prior to moving there, they always told him how much they enjoyed the surf. If Jeremy was tall, Michelle was short by comparison, at 5 feet 3 inches. Both had red hair and in spite of the height difference, they looked more like brother and sister than spouses.
When they reached the first floor, Michelle was already waiting for them in front of the elevator door as if she was going up herself. Her face brightened when she saw them. ”It’s good to see that you’re back on your feet. Well, at least on one foot,” she said, looking at Phil struggling with the crutches.
“Me too. Did you bring the luggage?” Phil asked Jeremy. After the accident, Phil had scuttled his plan to return to Miami by car. Although he could drive back, since it was his left ankle that was injured, he decided to take a flight back instead, to rest and avoid the five hour trip.
“It’s in the trunk outside,” Jeremy replied, “Michelle returned your rental car yesterday.”
“Thanks for everything,” Phil said to them. Deep inside, Phil knew that Jeremy felt awful about his injury. It was Jeremy, after all, who suggested that Phil take a break from Miami and come spend the weekend with them.
“It was a heck of a weekend,” Phil said.
“I’m sorry Phil,” Jeremy blurted out.
“Don't be. Besides, if it was not for that fall, I would have kicked your butt again in basketball. The way I see it, the heavens intervened to protect you from being embarrassed in your own house,” Phil said laughingly.
“At least I see that you haven't lost your sense of humor.” Jeremy said as the three reached Michelle's SUV, which was sitting idle in front of the hospital.
The drive to the airport was uneventful. Jeremy and Michelle talked about the safari trip that they had planned last year to do this summer, and Phil wondered if he would still be able to join them as he had promised.
As they were getting close to the airport, Michelle said, “By the way, I talked to Stacy this morning and I told her about your injury.”
At the sound of her name, Phil, who was sitting in the back seat, tensed. Michelle, who didn’t notice, continued, “She doesn't model any more. She's been investing and producing movies this past year.”
“I hope that she’s happy,” Phil said. It was a lie but he didn’t know what else to say.
“Can we talk about something else?” Jeremy pleaded with Michelle, sensing Phil’s awkwardness.
“I just wanted Phil to know that she was asking for him and was concerned when I told her about the injury,” Michelle replied. Phil knew that Michelle never lost hope that Stacy would come back to him. It had been three years since Stacy left for California and never returned. Unlike Michelle, Phil stopped believing in fairy tales weeks after Stacy left. The way Stacy treated him taught him in a hard way that love does not conquer all. He now wished he had the power to go back, four years ago, to the day that he met Stacy and change what would happen, in effect, erase her from his life, his thoughts and his heart.
That day, four years ago, was a Saturday and he had been invited by a former law school classmate, to an art exhibition in Miami Beach. When Phil arrived at the party, many people in the entertainment industry were present. It was a world that he was not used to, as he met many colorful characters. There was no denying their talent, by the quality of the paintings that were being exhibited.
He was looking at a painting which was simply a yellow circle on a black background, when the painter came over and explained what Phil was seeing.
“The black background represents the chaos in my life,” the young female artist had said.
“The yellow circle represents my heart's hope and the order in the chaos,” the painter had added before she left to describe the adjacent painting to a potential buyer.
Phil didn't realize that someone was standing next to him and listening to the painter until he heard her say, “Am I the only one who is not stoned here today?” Phil then turned and what he saw was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. She was as tall as he was, with the look of a South American movie star, with her long curly black hair, very white teeth and a skin tone that reminded him of a painting he once saw of an Egyptian goddess. She looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties.
“That makes two of us,” Phil replied, laughing, wondering if he would have the courage to ask her out. He always heard that there were women who intimidated men simply by their looks. However he had never met one until that day. He was intimidated.
She joined him in his laugh and asked, “Do you have a clue what she was talking about?”
“Beats me.” He said, and then he asked, “Are you a painter?”
“Me? No. I'm only here for the free food and drinks,” she said with another laugh. “What about you? You don't look like a painter to me, either?”
“No. I'm not a painter. I'm here for the food too,” Phil replied
“Liar. Besides, they only have appetizers and I am still hungry,” she said, and they both laughed.
Until his meeting with Stacy that evening, Phil never felt such a deep attraction to a woman before. He said, “I'll tell you what. If you can guess what I do for living, I will order some real food for you.
“You are on buddy,” she said. She initially thought he was a chiropractor, but after several wrong guesses, she gave up.
“OK. You know what? I will still order the food anyway,” Phil said.
“From where are you going to order it?” she asked.
“From the restaurant, we are going to. You didn’t think that we were going to eat here, did you?” Phil asked, with a wink.
“You tricked me. All right, deal. There is this Japanese place not too far from here. Follow me in your car,” she said.
Phil nodded and realized he didn't even know her name.
When they came out of the exhibition, Phil was surprised to see that she was riding a motorcycle. Phil followed her to the restaurant, which was several blocks from Ocean Drive, on South Beach. There, she parked the motorcycle in front of the restaurant. When she took off her helmet, her long curly hair floated in the wind, as if you were watching the long tails of a kite flying in the air, in slow motion. Phil stopped breathing for one single moment at this incredible sight. She must be the sexiest woman on this planet, he said to himself.
The restaurant was almost empty and barely lit. It didn’t matter, because Phil and Stacy didn’t really eat. Instead, they spent the whole evening drinking plum wine, with Stacy telling Phil of funny tales of her failed photo shoots, and Phil telling Stacy about his travel misadventures. By the time both left the restaurant that night, they wanted each other badly. From that night on, Phil and Stacy became inseparable and Phil had fallen deeply for Stacy.
Since his young days at the orphanage, Phil had learned to shield his heart from heartbreak. He still remembered how the orphanage would line the kids up, like cattle, for inspection by prospective parents, each kid hoping that he or she would get chosen or that their real parents would somehow show up. They would then be devastated when they found out they didn't pass parental inspection, until the next line up. It was an incessant and vicious cycle that kept repeating itself, throughout a kid's stay at the orphanage.
When Phil was thirteen years old, he was close to being adopted. His new prospective parents had chosen him in the lineup. However, he learned later, after the couple changed their minds, that they had a 14 year old boy who objected to his being part of the family. That was it.
Phil's dream of having real parents was shattered when they declined to adopt him. Since that time, he would refuse to participate in lineups, biding his time and dreaming that one day, he would turn eighteen and take control of his own destiny.
When he met Stacy, somehow all the resentment, all the heartaches and all the pain that he suffered growing up, suddenly dissipated. He was learning what love really was for the first time in his life. They were deeply in love with each other and were not afraid to face the future together. She, the risk taker, would take him to ski and air jumps. He, the dreamer and the comedian, would take her to exotic trips, from China to Morocco, and tell her Middle Eastern fables that he invented just to see her laugh. When they became engaged a year later, everyone told him how lucky he was that she chose him. He was good looking, but she was tops. She was the type of woman that would make other women jealous just because of her looks. Men would look at her and wish that they were in Phil's shoes. Phil was happy.
Everything started to change one day, however, when she met, during one of her modeling photo shoots, a young movie director from California. He had promised her and her agent some parts in some movies he was shooting in California.
“What do you think? Should I go?” she had asked Phil.
“It's a no brainer,” he had said. “Besides, you will only be gone for couple of weeks.”
“I love you for being so understanding,” she had said.
“I love you more for coming back to me,” he had replied. In fact, she never came back. He was devastated when he learned from his secretary and saw in the tabloids, compromising pictures of Stacy and another actor. He tried to contact her but could never reach her. Instead, soon after the pictures were published, he received an envelope with no return address. In it was the engagement ring he had given to her and a card that simply read: “I am sorry.” That was the last he heard of her and that was three years ago.
Chapter Four
“We're here,” Jeremy said as they got off the exit to the Jacksonville airport from highway I-95. “As we promised, you're on time for your Miami flight.”
“Thanks guys.” Phil said, grateful to Jeremy for bringing Phil's mind back to the present.
The flight left on time, and Phil was looking forward to starting the rehabilitation process and to eventually getting rid of the crutches. Although the plane was full, he felt lonely. If only Michelle had not brought up Stacy's name, he said to himself.
It looked like a picture of a bright pebble set on a black canvas. However, the pebble kept getting bigger and bigger, slowing eating away at the blackness of the canvas. When it finally came into focus, Isabel realized that it was her eyes adjusting to the lamp by her hospital bed.
“Are you finally awake?” she heard a voice sounding like her aunt Marcia say.
“Where am I?” she asked, slowing turning her head, and surprised to see her aunt.
“You are in the hospital,” Marcia replied.
“What happened? Where is Richard? Where is Rebecca?”
“You've been in accident. You're at Baptist Memorial Hospital. Richard is OK. He has been released from the hospital and Rebecca is getting something to eat downstairs in the cafeteria. How are you feeling?”
“My head hurts. What happened?” Isabel asked.
“You don't remember the crash?”
“Yes, I remember,” Isabel replied as the images of her last moment in the car, upside down, came flooding furiously into her head. “Is everyone OK?” she asked.
“We will talk about that later. Now it’s time for you to rest to get better,” Marcia responded.
Isabel felt overwhelmed and tired and fell right back to sleep.
“How are you feeling, Ms. Romero?” the man asked.
Isabel had just woken up and she noticed that the man who asked the question was accompanied by Marcia.
“Isabel, this is Doctor Herzog. He is the surgeon who operated on you.”
“Hi,” Isabel simply replied.
Even from her bed, she could see that Doctor Herzog was very short. He had a faint accent that Isabel guessed to be German. He appeared to be in his late fifties, with faded blond hair, and a bulbous nose. With his coat stretched by his wide body, He looked more like a wrestler than a physician.
“Good morning, Ms. Romero,” the doctor greeted her, “The nurse told me that you have spoken to Doctor Patterson.”
“Yes,” Isabel replied. “I spoke with him two days ago.” As she now remembered her meeting with Doctor Patterson, tears ran down Isabel's face. She never imagined herself paralyzed. Doctor Patterson had explained to her that she had suffered a spinal cord injury and proceeded to conduct some invasive tests on the lower part of her body. She could feel but could not move her toes or even her legs much for that matter. She was asked to draw and solve mathematical problems as part of what Doctor Patterson referred to as a typical neurological exam for this type of trauma.
“Am I paralyzed?” she had asked Doctor Patterson.
“Paralysis is a loaded word, Ms. Romero,” Doctor Patterson had said, “Paralysis is not determined by an injury but rather by how someone lives her life after an accident such as yours.”
“Will I be able to walk again?” Isabel had asked.
Doctor Patterson, who looked to be Isabel's age, was very handsome. He looked Middle Eastern, with a skin tone that reminded Isabel of an Indian Bollywood singer she saw once in a video.
“The way I see it,” Doctor Patterson answered, “you have been given a second chance. You didn't have any internal injuries and while you might have suffered an injury to your spine, it was in the lower part of your spine and it was an incomplete injury. The fact that you have some sensation and have some movement in your leg is very promising.” Isabel had noticed that Doctor Patterson never directly answered the question. Not able to contain herself any longer, Isabel then had started to cry. She had just realized that there was a good chance she might never walk again.
“We need to talk to you today about your recovery process,” Isabel heard Marcia say, prompting her to look at them. It's been two and a half weeks since the accident and we're very satisfied with the progress that you are making.
“If you don't feel up to it now, we can discuss this later. No hurry,” Dr. Herzog added.
“I am OK,” she simply said. Isabel was grateful that Marcia was there in her meeting with Dr. Herzog. In reality, she had been dreading this meeting that Dr. Patterson had told her would happen.
“You suffered what we call an Incomplete Spinal Cord Injury,” Doctor Herzog was telling Isabel.
“Will I be able to walk again?” Isabel asked.
“Incomplete injuries like yours have a better chance of recovery than complete injuries. However, there is no guarantee of any recovery. Right now, there is no test currently available that can make such a prediction,” Doctor Herzog said.
“We just have to take it one day at a time,” Marcia interjected. When she saw that Isabel remained silent, with tears rolling down her cheeks, Marcia then added, “The most important thing now is to focus on your rehabilitation, and Doctor Herzog and I discussed you continuing therapy at the Kendall Rehabilitation Center as soon as you are able.”
“Will that help me walk again, Tia Marcia?” Isabel asked addressing her aunt.
“Maybe. However, that is not the purpose of the therapy. The purpose of the rehabilitation is to become self-reliant, such as dressing yourself and learning how to use a wheelchair. We have arranged for you to be transferred to the Kendall Rehabilitation Center for that.”
As Isabel's tears did not stop, Marcia then said to Isabel, “don't worry, you will walk again. I promise.” Hearing herself making this vow, Marcia felt a queasy feeling in her stomach. This was the first time she had ever lied to Isabel.
It had been six weeks since Phil's return from Saint Augustine. During the first two weeks, he was grateful to his secretary for handling monumental tasks that he was not sure he would be able to complete, due to the time that he had to spend away from work. On top of that, he was also able to forget about Stacy once again, as he believed that he had already done until Michelle brought her name up. The stitches had since been removed, as Doctor Gomez had predicted. He had already completed four weeks of exercises under the supervision of an orthopedic doctor at the Kendall Rehabilitation Center. He had been told that he had about two weeks left before he could try to walk on the ankle, with the help of a brace and a cane. Then, it would be time for physical therapy exercises, including using a stationary bicycle and treadmill, swimming, as well as doing weights on the leg. Phil was counting every minute.
Although it was called the Kendall Rehabilitation Center, the Center itself was not on Kendall Drive. It was located south of the Tamiami airport and occupied one street block, and was made up of numerous buildings and private streets adorned with palm trees and orange trees. The Center provided many different services, including physical therapy, occupational therapy, and other rehabilitation services for many forms of injuries and disabilities.
The back of the Center's administration building, which was located at the other end of the property, faced a large man-made lake. An old marble bench sat at the edge of landscaping, which circled the lake as if it was the lake's own aura. Round patches of purple pansies grew and extended above the grass at precise and equal intervals. Sandwiched between each of the intervals were short hibiscus trees with alternating colors.
In the afternoons, after the completion of each of Phil's exercises, Phil would sit on the bench watching Mallard ducks swim with their ducklings in the middle of the water and enjoying the fragrance of flowers blended with fresh cut grass. If performing these exercises were good for his ankle, watching these ducklings swim daily with their mother was good for his spirit.
As he approached the bench one afternoon, the sun was already setting and the surface of the lake looked more like a mirror reflecting the surrounding landscape. Phil was surprised to see that someone was already sitting there conversing with a woman in a wheel chair. As he approached, the person on the bench turned, and Phil was surprised to see that it was Doctor Gomez.
“Hi Phil, it's nice to see you’re getting better,” Dr. Gomez said, which prompted the woman in the wheelchair to turn and look at him. She was very beautiful and bore a striking resemblance to Dr. Gomez, and Phil wondered if she was her daughter.
“I’m surprised that you remember me, Dr. Gomez,” Phil said.
How ironic life was, Dr. Gomez thought to herself. A month and a half ago, she managed to get Phil transferred to the center, hoping that she would find a way to introduce him to Isabel, when Isabel came to visit her. Now that he was here, her priorities had changed. She was no longer concerned about getting rid of Richard, whom she discovered was cheating on Isabel. Isabel's health was now her utmost concern. Her dating plan for Isabel had been scrapped and replaced with more meaningful matters.
“How could I forget? You are the only basketball player I know who does not get paid for hurting himself. ”, Marcia replied with a mocking smile.
“Are you a basketball player?” the woman in the wheelchair asked, gazing at Phil.
When Phil's eyes met her eyes, Phil felt momentarily at a loss. Until that day, Phil never thought that a woman's eyes could make him feel so uncomfortable, so naked. It was like her eyes could pierce through his skin and bone to read the innermost part of his soul. It was not the color of her eyes, he decided, it was their deepness that made him feel so exposed.
“Phil, this is my niece Isabel,” Marcia interjected. Phil was grateful and wondered whether Isabel could read his thoughts. He knew that it was stupid to think like this, but he never felt a woman's eyes could have that effect on him. He remembered once reading an English translation of an old French poem called Les Yeux d'Elsa, The Eyes of Elsa, and until that day when he met Isabel, he never believed that a person's eyes could be so profound to deserve an ode.
“Hi Isabel,” he finally said, waving his right hand. “It's nice meeting you.”
They did not shake hands. He knew that he somehow also looked stupid. What was worse was that he felt stupid too. He had cause to worry. How could he feel so attracted to a woman in a wheel chair that he didn't even know?
“Come sit with us, Phil, we were not talking about anything special,” Marcia said. Then addressing Isabel, Marcia added “I met Phil at the hospital in Saint Augustine. He had injured his ankle playing basketball.”
“Actually, I'm not a basketball player. I wish. I was playing with some friends when I fell and broke my ankle,” Richard said to Isabel.
“You went to the hospital all the way in Saint Augustine?” Isabel asked, with a puzzled look on her face, causing Phil to laugh.
“No, I was in Saint Augustine visiting some friends when this happened,” Phil said. At that moment, a voice came on the external intercom calling for Doctor Gomez to come to the lobby, causing Marcia to get up.
“See you later, Dr. Gomez.” Phil said.
“I'll be back.” Marcia simply replied. Then looking at Phil, she added, “Phil, you can call me Marcia now,” and then walked away.
As Marcia was leaving, Phil, who was now sitting on the bench, said to Isabel, “your aunt is very nice.”
“I know. Without her, I don't know what I would have done after my accident,” Isabel said
“What happened?” Phil asked.
Isabel was not sure why, but for some reason, for the next hour she and Phil talked about ducks, animals and whatever came to mind. She told Phil everything that happened since the day she woke up in the hospital after the accident.
“I am now able to move my legs. But no one is sure if I will ever fully recover,” Isabel finished. Phil listened patiently to her story as Isabel told him what had happened in her life during the past six weeks. She was so comfortable talking to him that she even forgot that she had only just met him.
“It's only been six weeks. I'm sure with time, you will recover,” Phil said.
“I hope so,” Isabel answered “I'm sorry to talk so much about me. I usually don't do that.”
“Actually, you haven't. I still don't know your last name and what you do for living. I only know that you like to watch ducklings,” Phil said, pointing to the birds in the water. Phil's last remark caused Isabel to smile. What I would give to see her smile like that every day, Phil thought.
“My last name is Romero and I own a company that makes applications for hand-held computers. What about you?” asked Isabel.
For the next two weeks, after each therapy session, Phil and Isabel would sit by the lake everyday, where they would talk for hours. Phil was amazed at Isabel's strength in the face of adversity. Phil would go to bed every night, wishing tomorrow would come soon for him to see Isabel again. When he was with Isabel, he wished that he could stop time so that they didn't have to leave each other. He was in love with her, but didn't dare tell her, fearing that this revelation would push her away. He just wanted to be with her always. Phil felt special because Isabel would share with him her secret dreams that she never shared with anyone else. Some were just simple dreams, like her dreams to go one day to the South Pole to see penguins. But knowing that he was the only person who knew, only added hope to his dream about being with her forever. Phil never thought about the South Pole or penguins before Isabel. Now, one evening at home, he found himself watching the movie The March of the Penguins. He loved Isabel and cared about everything Isabel cared about.
Until she met Phil, Isabel never thought a man could ever understand her seemingly small dreams. At the beginning, when Isabel started dating Richard, she used to tell him about her wish to go one day on a safari trip to Kenya. All Richard would say was that they had everything they wanted here in the United States, including animal theme parks and large zoos. Richard was not a person to delve into conversations about petty dreams. Isabel slowly stopped talking about her dreams. With Phil it was different. It was as if he wanted to be part of them with her. She found herself wanting for him to be in those dreams, for them to enjoy those moments together. Whether it was the South Pole, the penguins, the safari, or simply being all alone in the middle of nowhere, it would suit her just fine, as long as Phil was with her. She didn’t tell Phil that she was engaged. It didn’t matter, she was saying to herself because there was nothing between them. However, she still felt a tinge of guilt. Why couldn’t she tell him? Was it because she was afraid to lose him?
One day, they were sitting in front of the lake when Isabel asked, “What about you Phil? You never told me about any secret dreams that you have.”
Phil was surprised at the question and blushed, prompting Isabel to smile, “I promise I won’t tell a soul, not even the ducklings, here.”
Phil took a long time before he said, “Paint.”
“Paint?” repeated Isabel surprised at the answer.
“Yes,” Phil answered, “Ever since I was a little boy, I wanted to paint. I wanted to become a painter.”
“Why didn’t you become one?” Isabel asked.
“I wasn’t any good. Besides, I had to make a living,” Phil answered. The only professional painters that he ever met were at art exhibits, and most of them seemed to have a job on the side.
“Did you at least try?” Isabel asked.
Phil smiled.
He’s so hot, Isabel caught herself thinking. I wish he could be mine forever. Isabel was happy to be there with him.
“I tried to take a class. You would never believe what happened.”
“What happened?” asked Isabel, visibly interested.
“Right after law school, the junior college was teaching a drawing class during the summer. I called and enrolled. When I got to class, it wasn’t a painting class at all. It was a class for architects. The class was to teach people how to draw houses and buildings.”
Both laughed.
“So, did you get your money back?” Isabel asked.
“No, it was after the dropout date, and I had to spend the whole summer being criticized by the professor for designing big houses on tiny foundations.”
This time only Isabel laughed. “At least, you now know how to design buildings.”
“Actually, I still don’t. You’re the only one who knows this story. If you ever tell a soul about it, I will deny it.”
“Promise me that you will design my next house and I won’t talk,” an amused Isabel said.
“Actually, designing the house is not the problem. Keeping it from crashing down is,” Phil said.
Both of them laughed again. The story was funny and silly. But it was a story only the two of them knew. It was as if Isabel and Phil were living in a different world. A world made of only two people, her and Phil. She was falling in love with Phil and that scared her, because, after all, she was engaged to another man.
As the days went by, Isabel wanted to see Phil more and more, every day, every hour, every minute. Isabel liked to see Phil laugh, to hear him tell funny stories, and to simply just sit down with Phil and wish that he would stay with her forever.
One day, Isabel waited the whole afternoon by the lake but Phil didn’t come. By the time Isabel got home, her head and her heart were hurting. She was worried sick about him. But she could not call him. What if he had decided to never come sit with her again? She asked herself. Calling him would be a huge mistake. She didn’t know what to do, and spent the whole night awake and in fear that she might never be with Phil by the lake again. She felt sick to her stomach at the thought. If being in love brings happiness, why did it hurt so bad inside? She asked herself.
The next day, she was there early, waiting and hoping that she was wrong and that Phil would come again. And when she saw him, it was as if all the pain that she had endured had disappeared. He was carrying a small gift bag in his hands.
He came, sat down and said, “I have something for you.”
“For me?” Isabel asked, surprised.
“Oh, yes. I spent yesterday afternoon finishing it,” Phil said as he pulled a pencil portrait of Isabel from the bag.
Isabel was breathless. “You did that for me?”
“Of course. For who else would I miss my therapy session?” Phil asked. He wondered whether Isabel had any idea how much he loved her and how much he wanted to hold her, kiss her, and be with her forever.
Isabel then gently grabbed the portrait. She was trembling. It was a beautiful framed portrait of her sitting and looking at the lake.
“This is beautiful,” she said. “You said you weren’t good.”
“Actually, I’m not. You’d be amazed to see what I have learned from YouTube.”
“Don’t tell me that you learned how to do this from watching an internet video?” Isabel asked.
“Actually, many videos,” Phil answered. “Do you like it?”
“Are you kidding?” Isabel answered, “This is the most wonderful gift I’ve ever received in my life.”
“I’m glad,” Phil simply said.
Isabel was scared. She knew that she was in love with him. But things had gone too far. Phil didn’t even know that she was engaged. She wanted to tell him but she didn’t know how to do it without losing him. If only she hadn’t already promised Richard to marry him, things would have been so different. But things were the way they were. She put the portrait back in the gift bag and decided that she would tell him tomorrow. She needed to go back home and figured out the best way to do it, and let the chips fall where they may.
As soon as she had put the portrait in the pocket of her wheelchair, a familiar voice said, “Here you are.”
They both turned. Oh no, Isabel thought. She didn’t expect Richard to come back so early from his trip to Orlando. She didn’t even get a chance to tell Phil about him. Isabel felt guilty. She loved a man but had promised another that she would marry him. She was not the type of person to break promises, and she had delayed too long in making a decision about the situation. Was it too late for Phil and her? She wondered.
As the man was coming toward them, Isabel said “It's my fiancé Richard.”
Phil was stunned and devastated. He didn't know that she was engaged. But he also knew that Isabel was not required to tell him. After all, they only saw each other and met each other at the bench. But how could he be so stupid not to think that she was already taken. Women with her looks and wits usually were. However, in spite of the unwelcome surprise, Phil heard himself say, “I love you Isabel and I’d like to see you tomorrow again.”
Isabel turned and looked at him.
She wanted to tell him how much she loved him, to forgive her for not telling him sooner. She wanted to tell him that her heart was breaking and that she wanted to be with him, instead of with Richard. But she didn't. Richard was her fiancé and she had promised Richard she would marry him. Richard had been good to her through the years and she wasn't going to turn her back on him for a man she only knew for a couple of weeks, for dreams that might never occur.
She introduced Phil to Richard as Tia Marcia's patient.
“Tia Marcia does wonders and I'm sure you will be on your feet in no time,” Richard said to him.
“I hope so.” Phil replied.
Then grabbing the handle of Isabel's wheelchair, Richard said to Phil, “It was nice meeting you.”
“Likewise,” Phil responded. Then Phil added, “Good bye Isabel.”
Hearing her name, Isabel turned her head and looked at Phil, as her chair was being pushed by Richard, and simply replied “Take care Phil.” As Richard and Isabel went through the double doors of the building, Phil only wished that he was the one pushing the wheelchair. As he remained seated on the bench, Phil wondered if his afternoons by the lake would ever be the same again.
Chapter Five
Isabel's life had always been a life where things didn't get out of order. She learned to keep it that way after her mother passed away. She had to. After all, she had to raise her kid sister, Rebecca. She had to take her to school, help her do her homework, go to PTA meetings, attend birthday parties for Rebecca's classmates, prepare dishes for school functions, etc. This was why being a computer programmer fit her life perfectly. To her, computer programming terms like “arrays” and “functions” served one purpose. They helped her create order out of disorder. In short, they helped her solve problems. This was also why Isabel was not having a good afternoon after leaving Phil. Her life was in disarray.
“Is everything OK, Bella?” Richard asked her.
“I’ve had a lot on my mind lately,” she answered.
Richard didn't press her. In fact, she was technically correct. She had had a lot on her mind since the accident. However, even after the accident, everything was in order, from scheduling therapy sessions to planning her life with Richard. What she didn’t expect was for Phil to enter into the picture and to create in her these emotions that she had never felt before. She didn’t like these feelings, because they were too sudden and out of the ordinary. She couldn't control them. For one moment, Isabel wished she had never met Phil. She had known Phil for only a few weeks and she didn't like the havoc he had created in her life, in her heart. She needed to do something about these emotions. She needed to restore the order that she was accustomed to.
When Isabel reached home, the light on her answering machine was blinking. She had two messages. She was about to play her messages when the phone rang. It was Lucy.
She picked up the phone.
“Hi Lucy.”
“How was your day?” Lucy asked
“So, so,” Isabel answered, “Doing therapy and talking to a patient of Tia Marcia.” Isabel tried to sound normal, but Lucy could sense that something was not right.
“How was therapy?”
“Good. The doctor said I was making great progress.”
“Who was that Tia Marcia's patient that you talked to today?”
“He was just someone who was in therapy for a broken ankle.”
“Isabel, what are you not telling me?” Lucy asked.
“Nothing. Why?” Isabel asked. In fact, Isabel had not told anyone about Phil because she felt that spending time with him was like cheating on Richard, and she felt guilty about it.
“You don't sound like yourself,” Lucy said.
“We've been talking to each other every day for the past few weeks. Today, when Richard came to pick me up, he said he loved me and wanted to see me again,” Isabel admitted to Lucy
“Who?”
“Phil.”
“Who is Phil?” Lucy asked.
“The patient that I was talking to you about,” Isabel answered.
“Oh. I see,” Lucy said.
“What do you see?” Isabel asked.
Lucy didn't respond. Then Lucy asked, “Do you want to see him again?”
“I am engaged. Don’t you remember?”
“Don't be on the defensive, Isabel. I simply asked a simple question.”
“I am not on the defensive,” Isabel said, defensively.
“Do you want to see him again?” Lucy asked for a second time.
“I don't think it’s a good idea.”
“I see,” Lucy said, one more time.
“What do you mean, you see?” Isabel asked in an exasperated tone.
“I’ve known you for over a decade, Isabel. Remember?”
“What does that mean?” Isabel asked.
“I’ve never seen you like this before,” Lucy said. “I’ve just got to meet this guy who is making you feel this way.”
“I am planning to marry Richard, Remember?”
“Sure, Isabel. You will marry Richard, buy a picket-fenced house and have 2-1/2 kids. I know the drill.”
“What are you talking about?” Isabel asked.
“Do you know that I never heard you say that you are marrying Richard because you love him?” Lucy said.
“I love Richard,” Isabel said.
“Sure. Tell me, when is the wedding date?” Lucy asked.
“We are not ready yet.”
“When will you be ready?” Lucy asked. “Will it be when Richard gets the perfect construction project?”
“Don't be mean,” Isabel said.
“Sorry. Isabel. I just want to see you happy.”
“I am happy,” Isabel said, trying to be convincing.
“If you say so.” Lucy said. “I have to go. Say hello to Rebecca for me,” and Lucy hung up.
Isabel was angry at Lucy for questioning her feelings for Richard. She met Richard several years ago in her office. At that time, her business had not yet branched out to programming electronic device equipment. Richard wanted her firm to design a new interactive website for his construction company. She was taken aback by his old fashioned good looks and easy manner. When he invited her out for pizza, she had accepted. Looking back now, she didn’t have any regrets. She was comfortable with Richard. She then said to herself that she would marry Richard. He had always treated her well. Besides, who else would want to marry her now with her medical condition?
When Isabel pushed the button on her pink answering machine, courtesy of Rebecca, the first message was from the lawyer that Richard had hired to represent her in her accident case. The lawyer was leaving her a message about an offer by the insurance company to settle her case. The second message was from Marcia, apologizing for not being able to spend much time with her the past week, due to her busy work schedule at the Center.
Isabel felt tired and decided that she would call them later after she took a nap. Several hours later, Isabel woke up in a house that was dark and silent. Rebecca was not yet home. She turned on the table lamp, and then picked up the phone to call her aunt, who had just arrived home from a meeting.
“How was your afternoon?” Marcia asked.
“OK. Richard came to pick me up early,” Isabel replied.
“What do you think of Phil? I see that you've been spending a lot of time together.”
“He’s nice.”
“I'm surprised you still haven't run out of things to talk about.”
“No. We talk about everything that’s going on in our lives,” Isabel answered, blushing.
“Well, you must have made an impression on him because he came to see me in the office after you and Richard left,” Marcia said.
“What did he say?”
“He wanted to know if you would be back at the same time tomorrow.”
“What did you tell him?” Isabel asked.
“I told him yes. It's not a secret that he likes you. You can see it in his face. All he wanted to know was if you would be here tomorrow because you looked upset when you left with Richard.
“Did he say why?”
“Did he have to say why? Besides, being an expert in calculating money damages for injuries such as yours, he is someone you need to know.”
“My lawyer is handling that.”
“I know. It's only in case we need his help. He might be able to convince the insurance company, if there was a problem. I know he has calculated injury damages for this insurance company in the past. ”
“How do you know that?”
“He told me after I asked him for his help.”
“I don't really need his help, Tia Marcia,” Isabel said forcefully.
“Isabel, besides the surgery, your rehabilitation is also costing a lot of money. I have seen the bills. I want to make sure that the insurance company pays for everything and that you don't go bankrupt because of this accident.”
“I know,” Isabel said, grateful and softening her tone, “My lawyer left me a message about an offer that the insurance company made. I’ve not spoken to her yet. When I do, I will let you know,” Isabel said.
“OK. See you tomorrow.”
“Good night. Tia Marcia.”
As soon as she hung up, Isabel felt guilty. She felt happy to know that Phil still wanted to see her even though she had remained silent when he had told her that he loved her and wanted to see her again. Actually, she felt sad to feel happy about it. She was engaged to be married to another man and she didn't want any more complications.
When Phil reached home that day, he wondered whether he had made a serious mistake by going to see Marcia. He figured he had nothing to lose by asking her if Isabel would be back at the Center again. He was sure that Marcia would tell Isabel. He wasn’t sure, however, how Isabel would react. Isabel had not responded when he told her of his feelings for her. Worse, she had a fiancé to whom she introduced him as Marcia's patient.
From what he learned from Marcia, Isabel had been engaged for several years. Why the wait, if Isabel and Richard were sure about each other?
As he debated his next step, the phone rang. It was Jeremy.
“Hi Jeremy,” Phil answered.
“Hi, old buddy.”
“How is everything in St Augustine?”
“Same old, same old. You?”
“Same here.”
“How is rehabilitation coming?”
“You'll never believe that the doctor that I met at the hospital in Saint Augustine is now in charge of the rehabilitation center down here,” Phil said.
“You're kidding me?”
“Nope. The day when I spoke to her in the hospital was her last day there. In fact, I talked to her this afternoon.”
“You always made an impression on women. She quit her job after she met you, just to follow you to Miami?” Jeremy said with a laugh.
“Very funny, Jeremy. I was in her office today and she told me that she moved down here because she wanted to be closer to her nieces.”
“She didn't move for you after all?”
“Nope. In fact, I met one of the nieces.”
“Is she a doctor too?”
“No. She is a computer expert. She creates programs for tablet computers.”
“Smart family. What does she look like?” asked Jeremy.
“Just like her aunt except forty years younger.”
“Sounds like she is very pretty then. What are you waiting for?”
“Nothing. First of all, she is engaged. Secondly, she is going to therapy herself for a bad car crash,” Phil said. “She is in a wheelchair now. She told me she should be out of it soon.”
“OK. For one moment there, I thought she was going to be the one to take your mind off Stacy.”
“My mind is not on Stacy,” Phil replied.
“Come on, Phil, it is me you're talking to. You refuse to go out on dates, and, whenever you do, you always manage to get rid of your dates.”
“I told her that I wanted to see her again.”
“Who?”
“The niece,” Phil answered.
“You're kidding me. Are you right in the head?”
“You just told me that I needed to go out,” Phil said
“Well, that was before you told me that the girl that you like is engaged and disabled. Are you sure you know what you're getting yourself into?”
“She is very nice.”
“There are tons of very nice girls out there. It doesn't sound like you. So, what did she say when you invited her out?”
“I didn’t invite her out. I only told her that I wanted to see her again.” Phil didn’t want to tell Jeremy that he told Isabel he loved her. Jeremy would really think he was crazy since until today, Jeremy never heard Phil talk about Isabel.
“What did she say?”
“Nothing. Her fiancée was there.”
“You are unbelievable. You are inviting a girl out in front of her fiancée? Does that sound right to you?” Jeremy asked, with a shocked tone.
“She doesn’t seem happy with him.”
“Since when you are a psychologist? All I have to say is be careful. There are crazy people in Miami,” Jeremy added.
“OK, let's change the subject,” said Phil, who was getting uncomfortable talking about Isabel. “How is Michelle?”
“Same as always. Busy with her classes. So when do you plan on seeing that girl again?” asked Jeremy, coming back to the subject.
“Hopefully, tomorrow. We usually sit by the lake at the Center in the afternoon after therapy sessions.”
“What's her name?”
“Isabel,” Phil answered.
“Cute name. Well, I have to come down here for a case. Hopefully, I get to meet her,” said Jeremy, hoping to be able to convince Phil in person to forget about Isabel when he got down to Miami.
“When are you coming?” asked Phil.
“Not sure yet. Still working out time and date, I will let you know,” Jeremy answered.
“OK. Say hello to Michelle.”
“Will do. And Phil?”
“What?” Phil asked.
“Don't do anything crazy, OK.”
As Phil began to protest, he realized that Jeremy had already hung up.
Phil could not sleep that night. He was replaying in his head his conversation with Jeremy. Was Jeremy right? Was he making a mistake? After all, being disabled changes a person's entire lifestyle. The car had to be changed, bathrooms and bedrooms had to be reconstructed, etc. Was he ready for that? As he thought about all this, he felt guilty and selfish. Then feeling more resolute, he said to himself, if Isabel needed him, he would be there for her as he promised her aunt, as he had promised to himself.
One of the advantages about computer work was that it could be done anywhere. For Isabel, having the accident did not completely cause her to stop working. She had a dedicated high speed internet connection installed in her house years ago just to send files and communicate with her office. The night before, Isabel received a file from her office that she needed to review. However, as she was working on the project the next morning, her mind kept going back to her conversation with Lucy. Self-doubt was now creeping in on her. Why was no wedding date ever set? What had she and Richard been avoiding? When you are in love, wasn't getting married just supposed to come naturally? Why was she excited at the thought of possibly seeing Phil today at the Center? Can you have this feeling for a man while engaged to another?
As Isabel started reading and making changes to the file on her computer, the door to her home office opened. It was Rebecca.
“Good morning, Isabel. Did you have a good night?” Rebecca asked.
“Good, you?”
“Yes,” Rebecca replied. She was looking at Isabel furtively as if she wanted to say something but could not.
“Are you OK?” Isabel asked, now turning her eyes from the computer screen to Rebecca.
Rebecca looked just like Mother, Isabel thought. She was one inch shorter than Isabel, with vivid light brown eyes. She purposely wore some fashionable glasses that made her look smart. Coupled with her nice face and figure, she looked like a fashion model that you would see in a commercial for eyeglasses.
“Yes,” Rebecca answered, standing by the door. She looked younger than her twenty years, and her pajamas, which were stamped with multiple cartoon characters, only added to her adolescent looks. Beyond the glasses, Isabel could not avoid noticing that Rebecca’s brown eyes somehow showed traces of red as if Rebecca had been crying.
“Why were you crying?” Isabel asked. It was as if Isabel's question was a cue to open the floodgates. Immediately, big drops of tears started streaming down Rebecca's cheeks.
“What is it?” an alarmed Isabel asked Rebecca.
“I didn't... I couldn't tell you before with the accident and all..,” Rebecca mumbled. “I was afraid of what you would say.... I made a mistake and...”
“You know I love you and whatever it is, we'll get through it together,” Isabel assured her. “Is it about school?”
“No, you don't understand. I don't know what I'm going to do.”
“Do about what?” Isabel asked Rebecca.
“I'm pregnant.”
Chapter Six
For one moment, Isabel froze. She didn't know what to say. People always said that there was no guide to raising children. There was no guide for this type of moment either. Isabel was silent for one moment. She was biding her time. She needed to think about the best cause of action. She was upset but didn't want to show it.
“You are having a baby?” Isabel finally asked.
“Yes.”
“Are you sure?” Isabel asked. Isabel's mind was racing. She still did not know what to say or what to do. She was furious. She had spent the past twelve years devoting herself totally to raising Rebecca. She loved her more than she could imagine a mother could love her kids and gave her everything that she needed and wanted in life. Now Rebecca was throwing everything away. Everything Isabel had dreamed that Rebecca would have: a good education, then a good job, then a good career, then marriage, then kids. Rebecca was starting everything in reverse.
She wanted the best for her. What should she say to Rebecca? What would Richard say? What would Phil say? What would Tia Marcia say? How do you behave as a mother or soon-to-be grandmother at a time like this?
“I am three months pregnant,” Rebecca answered
“Does Tia Marcia know?” Isabel asked.
“No,” Rebecca answered.
Isabel didn't remind Rebecca about their Catholic faith and the belief of no sex before marriage. It would sound like a lecture and it was too late anyway. She wondered what she had done wrong. Maybe if she had spoken to Rebecca more about sex or abstinence, it wouldn't have happened. But Isabel wasn't sure. Rebecca considered her old-fashioned.
“Does Mark know?” Isabel asked.
“Yes, but he said that I needed to get an abortion, that we needed to finish school and get a job first before we have kids,” Rebecca said, still sobbing. “I couldn't.”
That bum, Isabel thought. He was having sex but didn’t want to face the consequences of his actions.
“Do Mark's parents know?” Isabel asked.
“I don't think so,” Rebecca replied, “Mark said he was not going to tell them.”
“So, he's not going to marry you?”
“No. I don't want to get married either,” Rebecca answered. What's this world coming to? Isabel asked herself. “So let me get this straight,” Isabel said, with a puzzled look, “Both of you are having a baby and neither of you wants to get married.”
Rebecca didn't respond.
“Rebecca,” Isabel then added, “Both of you have made a big mistake and you have to take responsibility for your actions.”
“I know,” Rebecca answered, her voice almost inaudible.
“Raising a child comes with a lot of responsibility. Obviously, I am disappointed in you. You can live here, but I expect you to continue going to school and to graduate from college,” Isabel added.
“I’m so sorry,” Rebecca said.
“You will also need to get a full time job to help you with expenses for the baby. I will talk to Tia Marcia to see if she can find you a job at the Center.
“OK.”
“I have to think about this. But I will talk to Mark's parents today,” Isabel added.
“I don't know about that. Mark said he didn't want his parents involved in this,” Rebecca said.
“He’s still living with his parents and cannot hide the baby from them. Besides, I’ve met Mark's parents. They would want to know if they’re going to have a grandchild,” Isabel said.
A few hours later, after Rebecca left for school, Isabel emailed her completed work to the office. Then she placed calls to Mark and Mark's parents, Frank and Melinda Miles. She could not reach either of them and had to leave messages. It was already early afternoon when she reached the Center for another grueling therapy session and an equally unnerving possible meeting with Phil.
Earlier that day, when Phil woke up in the morning, all of his self-doubt was gone. He took a quick shower and headed to the office. His company was a short twenty-minute drive from his house in South Miami. However, with the slow Miami traffic at its peak in the morning, it took him more than one hour to get there. Phil, who took French and Spanish classes in college, was listening to a Spanish ballad called “Rosa” in his car by Italian singer Nicola Di Bari, when he reached his office in Coral Gables.
“Hi Boss. Everyone is in the conference room. Meeting starts in five minutes,” Myra said as he entered the office. Myra was Phil's secretary.
The building was an old, Spanish style, one story house converted into an office building. The top of the front door and each of the windows was curved like an arch with painted glass that seemed to belong more to a church than an office building. The interior of the building was completely remodeled with the lobby being at the center, and the rooms and offices forming a circle around the lobby. Except for the size differences, each of the individual offices was a two-room suite with the same design: a sitting room at the front with the secretarial desk facing the sofas for the guests, and an interior office for each individual expert in the back. In a few short years, Phil's company had grown from a one-man shop to a staff of fifteen, with experts from different professional backgrounds, ranging from Accident Reconstruction to Evidence Evaluation and Jury Consulting. The weekly meeting was to provide updates on the firm's cases. It lasted about an hour.
The building had two conference rooms and the meeting was held in the larger one, which was adjacent to Phil's office suite. After the meeting, Phil went straight to his office. As he passed by his secretary's desk, Phil's secretary stopped him and said, “Stacy called.”
His secretary knew about Stacy. His secretary had been with Phil's firm before Phil ever met Stacy. During her years at the firm, Myra had seen and talked to Stacy on several occasions, including at the many office and holiday parties that Phil's company had thrown.
“What did she say?” Phil asked.
“She left a number for you to call her.”
“Did she say why?”
“No, Boss.”
“Did she say anything else?”
“Stacy asked me how you were doing and I said that you had begun wearing these ugly medical boots. That's all.” Myra's last statement caused Phil to laugh.
“I didn't know that they were supposed to be fashionable. Remind me to tell the doctor to change the color for you,” Phil said as he opened the door to his office.
“Boss? One last thing,” Myra interrupted.
“Yes. What is it?” Phil asked, turning slightly to look at her.
“Stacy asked me not to tell you.”
“Tell me what?”
“She is coming to Miami and wanted me to help her with something.”
“Did she say why?”
“No.”
“Great,” Phil mumbled sarcastically as he entered his office.
Afterwards, Phil then spent the whole morning preparing and reviewing final expert reports that he and his staff had prepared for some of the law firms in town. By the time that Phil finished his work, it was early afternoon. He was getting ready to leave, when his secretary buzzed him.
“You have a call, boss.”
“Who is it?”
“It's Stacy. She is on the other line.”
“OK, put her through,” Phil said, wondering what she wanted.
“Yes, Boss.”
A few seconds later, Stacy's voice came through on the phone. It was as jovial as Phil remembered it.
“Michelle told me about your accident. I wanted to know how you were doing,” Stacy said. She was talking as if she had never left him and as if the heartbreak and pain that he had suffered never happened.
“Well, I'm fine. You?”
“I am OK. Why didn't you return my calls? I left several messages for you at home on your answering machine,” Stacy asked.
“I was going to,” Phil lied, “I have been very busy at work and with therapy.”
“I also emailed you. But you never responded,” Stacy said.
“I didn't get your email. It might have been my spam filter,” Phil answered. “But I did receive something from a Stacy Marshall last week. I didn’t know who it was, so I deleted it.” It was a second lie. In fact, Phil had read in some magazine a few years ago that Stacy was briefly married to an actor whose last name was Marshall, and that she had kept his last name after the divorce.
“That was me. My last name is Marshall now.”
“Congratulations, Stacy. It's been about three years since I've heard from you. What do you want from me now?”
“I admit that I made mistakes and I feel bad about it. That doesn't mean I don't care about what happens to you,” Stacy replied.
“No need to worry about me, Stacy. I'm fine,” Phil said before adding, “Someone is waiting for me. I have to go.”
“Wait,” he heard Stacy say as he hung up.
It was unlike Phil to hang up on someone, and he regretted it as soon as he realized what he had done. He made a mental note to apologize to Stacy if they ever talked again. But he hoped they never would.
Stacy looked at her Iphone and wondered if Phil had heard her before he hung up. She had so much to tell him and wondered if he would ever give her the chance to explain. Did she have any regrets for what she did to him? Absolutely, after all, she was in love with him when she left. Did she have any remorse? Not at all. Love is not everything. When she left Miami, she was a model hoping to get a shot at fame. When she finally found fame as a model, with the help of her director/lover she was able to get into acting, which had led to movie production. Thinking back now, leaving Phil was the right career move. Success doesn't have any place for remorse.
Prior to calling Phil, Stacy had spent the whole morning reading a screenplay for a television movie that she was going to produce. Now that she had spoken to Phil, she realized even more that she missed something in her life. Since Phil, she had had her share of lovers. But she was always suspicious about their true motives, and for good reason. Sometimes she discovered they were with her for money, or for a glossy picture with her on the red carpet, or simply for connections. With Phil, she knew she was loved for herself. She missed the kind of love that Phil gave her. Phil deeply loved her when she didn’t have any money and wasn’t famous. Since Phil, she had never found that kind of love again.
She had a plan to get Phil back. When the voice came from the airport's speakers announcing that boarding had started for her long flight to Miami, she smiled. She knew that her plan was already in motion
Chapter Seven
Isabel's therapy sessions consisted mostly of two hours of daily grueling exercises, which her therapists call “locomotor training”. The training consisted of Isabel's body being suspended in a harness over a treadmill, while the therapists helped her move her legs. Now that she was back in her wheelchair this afternoon, she felt exhausted. She was only by the lake for few minutes when Phil came. She was so absorbed by the view of the ducklings playing in the water, that she didn’t hear him come.
“Beautiful sight, isn't it?” Phil said as he sat on the bench.
“Yes, it is,” Isabel replied. She was shaking inside. Why did she have to feel that way every time she was around him? She asked herself. She wasn't a teenager anymore.
“After you left yesterday, I asked your aunt when you were going to be here. I'm sorry about that,” Phil said. Both of them were talking while still watching the ducks in the water.
“Are you?” Isabel asked, turning her head to look at Phil. Sensing Isabel's stare, Phil turned. These eyes can melt a glacier, Phil said to himself before replying. “I didn't have any choice. I wanted to see you again. You seemed upset when you left yesterday.” As Phil spoke, Isabel kept reminding herself that she was engaged to be married and not to let the feelings she had for Phil interfere with her relationship with Richard.
“Why did you want to see me again?” Isabel asked.
“Isn't it obvious? Since I met you, it's like a spell. I can't get you out of my mind and feel like a happy kid at the prospect of seeing you again,” Phil said, surprising even himself for being so open with her about his feelings.
“Why are you doing this?”
“What am I doing?” Phil asked, incredulous at the question.
“You've only known me for just a couple of weeks and now you are telling me about your feelings for me. How do you think I should respond?” Isabel asked.
“I know it's very soon. I don't go around falling for women I just met. But that's what happened to me with you and I was hoping that you would agree to see me again,” Phil said. When he had met Stacy, he could not help but to admire Stacy's body molding jeans, her shapely legs. With Isabel, it wasn't about her legs, it wasn't even about Isabel's pretty face. Beauty fades. It was about everything about her.
It took a few seconds for Isabel to respond, which to Phil seemed an eternity. When Isabel responded, it was as if Phil had been punched in the stomach.
“I am sorry to disappoint you. I am engaged to be married to a wonderful man. You and I have known each other only for a short period, while I've been with Richard for years. I hope you get over your feelings for me, but I can't see you again.” Isabel tried to sound as icy as possible and was hoping that Phil would not be able to read through her. She wanted to see Phil, and dreamed about being in Phil’s arms. However, that would not be fair to Richard. When she met Richard, there was no denying her attraction to him. However, the way she felt about Phil was different. It was more than a simple physical attraction. She wanted to be with Phil, wanted to share breakfast, lunch and dinner with him. But although she wanted to share her life with Phil, she knew that would not be fair to Richard. She never broke her promises.
“But you have been engaged for three years. That tells me that neither of you is sure. Me, I would have married you on the spot,” Phil insisted.
“Please don't read anything into my relationship with Richard. You don't even know him.”
“Isabel, all I am asking is for a chance to show you that we are made for each other. I am sure that you have feelings for me too.” Phil implored.
“It's very arrogant of you to tell me how I feel,” Isabel quipped. “I don't know what made you think that. I only have feelings for Richard,” Isabel lied. Keep your promises to Richard. Fight your feelings for Phil.
“I was hoping that you would give me a chance,” Phil finally said.
“Well, you were wrong. I don't think we should talk to each other again.”
“Well it looks like I've taken too much of your time.” a resigned Phil said. He felt that he was starring in a bad romance movie. In a romance movie, there was always one person that was left out. The character that the star of the movie didn't love or left for his or her real love. Phil felt he was such a character and wanted get away as soon as possible. Phil got up and Isabel said “Good Bye Phil.”
As Phil was leaving, tears flowed down Isabel's cheeks. She was devastated. She remembered the story told at church of a big flood and the drowning person declining all help, including a boat, in the belief that she would be saved by God. In the story, the person died only to find out in the afterlife that the help that she declined came from God. Had Isabel just thrown out her only chance of happiness? Had she refused the lifeline of love? She would never know, because Phil had already left the building.
It was late in the evening when Phil finally reached home, having stopped at the nearby bar for some shots of whiskey. Whoever said that alcohol lessened someone's pain was lying, he said to himself. He was still crushed when he left the bar. Isabel was right. It was arrogant of him to think he had a chance at happiness with her. He wondered what he would do if he came across her and Richard at the Center. Would Richard laugh at him? He had no doubt that Isabel would tell him. Then in a flash, he knew what he needed to do. He made a decision that he thought would be best for all three of them.
After Phil's departure, Isabel went to see her aunt. As she entered Marcia's office, Marcia, who was reading some kind of medical book, looked up with alarm and said, “You look a mess Isabel. Have you been crying?”
“I just wanted to talk to you about your niece,” Isabel simply said.
“You mean, your sister,” Marcia said. She knew that something must have happened between Isabel and Rebecca for Isabel to refer her sister like this.
“If you say so,” Isabel said.
“So what's wrong with Rebecca? Is she OK?” Marcia asked. Isabel could read the concern on her aunt's face.
“She’s pregnant.”
For one moment, Marcia looked as if she was going to pass out at the news. “How did this happen?” Marcia finally asked.
“Stupidity. I guess.”
“Is Mark the father?”
“Yes,” Isabel replied.
“Does he know?”
“Yes, he wants Rebecca to have an abortion.”
“That creep,” Marcia said. “Who else knows about it?”
“No one else. Apparently, neither one wants to get married because they think they are too young.”
“They should have thought about that before engaging in sexual escapades,” Marcia said.
“That's what I said,” Isabel agreed, “What do you think I should do? I talked to Rebecca about how stupid she was and I want her to take responsibility for her own actions.”
“It's understandable. What does Rebecca want? Did she say she wanted to have an abortion?”
“No. She wants to keep the baby.”
“Good. How many months?” Marcia asked.
“Rebecca said three. I also placed a call to Mark's parents, I'm not sure where that will go,” Isabel said. “Mark is not even working and Rebecca's part-time job barely covers gas for her car.”
“We'll help for sure. But they're going to have to get real jobs. After all, they're going to be parents.”
“I told Rebecca that too,” Isabel said.
Her aunt then paused pensively for one moment, and then said, “I'll tell you what. I am free this Saturday. Why don't we see if we can invite Mark's parents to lunch? Then we can talk to them about this.”
“Thank you, Tia Marcia. I would like you to be there. I am so upset right now about the whole thing.”
“Don't worry. She'll be OK.” Marcia added.
“I know,” Isabel replied. She felt guilty for leaving Marcia with the impression that her problems were solely related to Rebecca. Then again, how could she tell her aunt that she had fallen for a man she barely knew? Her aunt didn't need to know, she said to herself. After what happened between Phil and her today, Isabel doubted that Phil would ever talk to her again, let alone talk to Marcia about her.
Stacy's flight from Los Angeles to Miami was noisy. Being in first class doesn’t shield you from crying babies, annoying passengers, and incompetent flight attendants who dared to call themselves stewardesses. It was these six hours of hell that finally convinced Stacy that she needed to buy her own private plane. No one recognized her. Good thing. She did not model or act anymore because, to her, that was not where the money was. Who would want to be an actress when you could be the executive movie producer who hires the actress? Who would want to be an employee when you could be the boss? In California, financial success had come quickly to Stacy. Only two years after her move from Miami, she had moved from acting and investing with the movie-director-ex-boyfriend in low budget television miniseries, to investing now in big screen movies. Although she abhorred violence, she carved a niche for herself in gore and splatter B movies. To her, that was where the money was. Less investment, less risk, dedicated fans and great rewards. All in all, Stacy had been right in her choices. The horror films that she had produced had had great success, both in theaters and in video sales. Her love life had suffered greatly, but it was a choice she had to make.
As Stacy's limousine navigated the Miami traffic jam, she picked up the phone to call Phil's secretary. Although Stacy had asked Phil's secretary not to tell Phil that she was coming to Miami, Stacy knew that she would tell Phil. As Myra picked up the phone, Stacy could not help but smile at how her plan to get Phil back was developing perfectly. Stacy was well aware of her own beauty and the effect that she had on men and even women. What people failed to notice, however, was her intelligence. When she first moved to California, a lot of men prejudged her as another brainless pretty model. Their mistake had cost them dearly, including her last husband that she married right before he signed the biggest movie contract of his career. Divorce came quickly afterward. Gone was also half of the money he made from the movie. Now with Phil, Stacy's genius was again at work. Getting Phil back was to her like choosing which movie to produce. There had to be a good script. She knew she had the right script for Phil. She had written it.
“Boss?” Although it was not unusual for Phil's secretary to call Phil at home, it was unusual for her to call him after work, on Skype, a popular video and voice communication service that Phil sometimes used when he was in front of his computer.
“Are you OK, Myra?” Phil asked his secretary, as her face blanketed his computer screen.
“Stacy just called me.”
“At home?”
“Yes.”
“What did she want?”
“She said she was going to be in town tomorrow and wanted to know if I could work for her part-time, in the evenings, as her personal secretary.”
“Can you?”
“Yes. She said she would pay for the babysitter for the kids.”
“I hope she is paying you enough.”
“She is paying me four times more than what I make at work.”
“Wow. Great.”
“Are you OK with it, Boss?”
“As long as it doesn't interfere with your work at the office.”
“Thank you boss. I really can use the extra money.”
“You won't leave with her to California, will you?”
“No, boss,” Myra replied. Phil's attempted joke did not register.
After they hung up, Phil wondered what Stacy was up to. The last thing Phil needed was for Stacy to show up in Miami. His love life was a mess and he didn’t want any more problems.
When Isabel reached home that evening, Richard was already there with Rebecca watching television.
“You look tired Bella,” Richard said.
“I am,” Isabel replied.
Rebecca's eyes were fixated on a news anchor delivering “Breaking News.”
“When does this stop being Breaking News? Every half hour they repeat the same thing,” Rebecca said before looking at Isabel. “The lawyer called and said you needed to call her today if you could. She will be working late at the office tonight.”
Richard and Isabel then called the attorney, who told them the details of the offer, including the six-figure amount that Isabel was going to receive.
“Besides the money they are giving you for pain and suffering, the insurance company also agreed to put money in escrow to pay for all of your medical costs and treatment,” the attorney told Isabel. Isabel was ready to accept the insurance company's offer, when the attorney proposed to make a counter-offer for additional money for pain and suffering. Although she acquiesced to her attorney's suggestion, Isabel was ready to put this accident behind her.
Isabel could not sleep that night. In the past few weeks, her life had taken several turns that she never could have imagined. First, it was the accident, then Phil, and now Rebecca's pregnancy. By the time morning had come, she was tired, wide awake and still in bed. It was almost 10:30 in the morning when the phone rang. She didn't pick up. A few minutes later, Rebecca knocked on her bedroom door.
“Come in,” Isabel said.
Rebecca didn't come in. She simply said “It's Tia Marcia, she wants to talk to you.”
After a short struggle to reach the lamp on the night table, Isabel picked up the phone, which was next to a brown alarm clock.
“Good morning, Tia Marcia.”
“Did anything happen between you and Phil yesterday?” Marcia asked without returning her greeting.
“Huh, what do you mean?” Isabel asked, not knowing what her aunt knew or how to respond without divulging any information regarding her conversation with Phil.
“His doctor just called to tell me that Phil called to tell him that he wanted to continue his therapy at another center.”
“But your place is recognized as one of the best in South Florida,” Isabel said.
“I know. His doctor tried to convince him to stay but he would have none of it.”
“Did he tell the doctor why?” Isabel asked, fearing what the answer would be.
“No. He was sitting on the bench next to you, yesterday. Did he say anything about that?” Marcia asked.
“No,” Isabel responded. Isabel was technically correct. Phil didn't tell her that he wanted to continue his therapy somewhere else. But deep inside, Isabel knew why. How could she tell her aunt that Phil was doing this because of her?
“Well, I tried to call him but he was not in his office. I will try to call him again to find out why. To be frank, I liked him and all of the nurses here kept telling me how nice he was to them. He even gave a job to the daughter of one of our gardeners,” Marcia said.
“It might have been because of me,” Isabel admitted. She was not sure whether Phil would tell her aunt when she talked to him, but she was not going to lie to her aunt or let her aunt find out directly from Phil.
“What do you mean? I was right, wasn't I? Something happened between the two of you yesterday?”
“Yes,” Isabel admitted.
“So what was it?”
“He told me how much he liked me and I told him that I didn't want to talk to him or see him again,” Isabel said.
“Why on earth would you say something like that? Couldn't you be more diplomatic? Besides, I was hoping he could help with your accident case,” Marcia said.
“My case is almost settled,” Isabel said, “Besides, what could I tell him? I am engaged to be married to Richard.”
“I see,” Marcia said, “So when is the wedding Isabel?”
“What? My wedding date doesn't have anything to do with it. It's just that I am engaged.”
“I know you're engaged. You've been saying that. Tell me, do you love Richard?” Marcia asked
“Why do you ask?” Isabel answered.
“It would have been simple enough to say 'I love him', but you didn't say that, why?”
“Well, I am not sure, OK?” Isabel's voice was rising as if she had been caught in a trap and wanted this conversation to end.
“You're not sure because of Phil?” Marcia insisted.
“No. Well yes, but I would never do anything to hurt Richard.”
“Isabel, do you really know Richard?”
“Of course, why do you ask?” Isabel asked.
“Why have you never gone to Orlando with him?” Marcia asked.
“He goes to Orlando for his construction projects and he doesn’t have much time when he’s there,” Isabel responded.
Marcia was burning inside because she wanted to tell Isabel that Richard's trips to Orlando were to spend time with another woman. But she could not. Marcia, herself found out about Richard's cheating by accident. Even though it had been over a year since she saw Richard with the blond woman in the back of the Brazilian restaurant, the image of the woman kissing Richard's earlobe was still vivid in her mind.
Had she not been meeting some physician friends for dinner that night, Marcia would have never known about Richard's indiscretions. After that night at the restaurant, Marcia then hired a private investigator who confirmed to her that Richard and the woman had, on several occasions, spent the night together in an expensive house in Orlando. To this day, Marcia still asked herself why Richard was with Isabel. What did he want? Why was he living a double life? What was he up to? She tried to investigate further but had been unable to find out why.
She wouldn't be able to explain to Isabel why she had hired a private investigator to follow her fiancé. She knew that Isabel would not be happy about it. She hoped that Isabel would find out about Richard's indiscretions on her own.
“Isabel, I hope you know what you're doing. You're with Richard, yet, you have feelings for Phil,” Marcia said.
“It's not like that. You know that. I have known Richard for years. I don't know much about Phil. I only met him a couple of weeks ago.”
“How do you expect to know about Phil if you refuse to talk to him?” Marcia asked.
“Richard has been good to me. I will get over Phil and I am sure he will get over me also,” Isabel concluded.
“I hope you're right. If not, you will be making the biggest mistake of your life,” Marcia said. “I’ve got to go now. I will talk to you when you get here.”
After speaking to her aunt, Isabel realized the enormity of her mistake. She might never see Phil again. She loved Phil. But was it really a mistake? She wasn't the type to betray a person's trust. She would never betray Richard. She would marry Richard.
Chapter Eight
When Marcia asked Isabel if something had happened to cause Phil to decide on a different center, she did not expect that to be the case. Now that Marcia knew, she would have to tread carefully when she called Phil. She had been embarrassed by the whole situation. She was the one who convinced Phil's doctor to send him to the Center to continue his therapy for the injured ankle. Now that Phil had gone to his doctor to say he wanted to make a change, it would make the doctor think twice before referring another client to her.
As she was dialing Phil's number, she said to herself her goal was simple, to get Phil to change his mind. Beneath it all, however, she also hoped that it would be an opportunity for Phil and Isabel to get together again. Maybe the second time could be the charm.
“Mr. Pierce?” this is Marcia.
“Dr. Gomez?” Phil said, surprised that she would call him herself at home.
“No, Marcia.”
“OK, Phil not Mr. Pierce,” Phil said.
“Got it. How are you?”
“OK, I guess,” Phil replied.
“I spoke to Dr. Klein who told me of your decision to leave the Center, and I wanted to know if I or any of my staff had done something that led you to make this decision.”
“All of you have been great,” Phil replied.
“I am glad to know that,” Marcia said. Phil had not expected to receive this phone call and did not know where this was going. He could not tell her it was because of her niece. How could he?
“I just spoke to my niece Isabel and she seemed to blame herself, thinking she might have been the reason for your decision.”
“huhh”, Phil was thinking. Things were taking a turn he didn't expect. What's wrong with this family? He said to himself. Everyone seemed to know about everyone's business.
“I was calling to ask you to reconsider,” Marcia continued, “We want you back at the Center. You were making good progress. Besides, although she didn't come out and say it, I know that Isabel would want to see you again.”
“My decision may have seemed childish. The fact is I just didn't want Isabel to feel uncomfortable knowing I was around, after she told me that she didn't want to ever talk to or see me again.” Phil said.
“Well, you don't know much about women, do you?” Marcia said, “We don't always say what we mean. Sometimes, you cannot just give up. If you love someone, sometimes you have to fight for her. ”
“She told me that she loved Richard,” Phil said.
“As I said, you have a lot to learn about women,” Marcia said. Then she told him a joke that she once heard, about a man who went to see God, after God had agreed to answer one question for him.
The man then asked God “Tell me about the meaning of life.”
“This is a very complicated question,” God responded, “Ask me another one.”
“Tell me how to understand women.”
“Well,” God said, “The meaning of life is.....”
The story caused Phil to laugh and Marcia said, “What did you expect a woman who is engaged to say? That she didn't love her fiancé? All I am saying is that if you are making this decision to leave because of what happened between you and Isabel, you might not have gotten the complete picture of the whole situation. If you love her, you should not give up so easily.”
“OK, let me think about it.” Phil said, “I thought I was doing what was best for Isabel, what she would want me to do.”
“I hope you decide to stay with us. Even you do not, I hope you give yourself a second chance with Isabel,” Marcia said before she hung up.
Phil didn't know what Marcia had against Richard. But a jolt of happiness ran through his body. Could it be that Marcia was right? Could it be that Isabel shared his feelings? If so, he would know soon, because it was time to go watch the ducklings play again.
Stacy always thought that it was easy to love someone like her. She was very beautiful and could be nice and charming when she wanted to. In Phil's case, it would take a little work because she had hurt him. Now that she was in Miami, she was not going to leave any stones unturned.
Before, she could move to the next step in her plan, she needed to have Phil's full attention. Michelle had told her that she overheard Jeremy talk about a woman who was paralyzed that Phil liked, who was receiving treatment at the rehabilitation center that Phil was attending. She needed now to have a talk with her. But first, she needed to know who she was. It was like going for a movie audition. Always take your rival actors seriously. You don't always win a part in a movie by simply repeating lines in front of a casting director. Sometimes you have to bend the rules. She didn't get to where she was by being nice. She didn't play nice in business and she didn't intend to play nice in love either. The way Stacy saw it, if two women wanted the same man, one would have to lose him. Stacy was not going to lose to an invalid.
That afternoon, when Isabel rolled her wheelchair in front of the lake after her therapy, she was surprised to see Phil sitting on the end of the bench. She knew that her aunt was good at handling people and she wondered what Marcia might have told Phil to make Phil change his mind.
Phil turned when she pulled her wheelchair next to him, on his left, and said “the ducklings are having more fun today than usual.”
Isabel turned to look at the ducklings playing in the lake. But in reality, she was not seeing them. Her mind was racing, her palms sweating, and her heart palpitating. She was so happy to see him. She wondered whether she would ever be able to resist him. She tried it before and had to endure a long and sleeplessness and painful night.
“Phil, I'm sorry for what I said to you yesterday,” she said. Phil could see the pain in her face and wished he could hold her. How do you hold someone in a wheelchair? He didn't know how. Even if he managed to, would she push him away?
“It wasn't you, Isabel. It was me. I realized that telling you how I felt about you when you don't know much about me might have been overwhelming to you and I’m sorry,” Phil said.
“You are the last person that I would want to be mean to. I really felt very bad about what happened. I should have told you that I was engaged, and when I heard this morning that you might never come back, I wanted to take back everything I said to you,” Isabel said.
Then Phil grabbed Isabel's hands and held them in his palm, Isabel fidgeted. She felt her fingers burning from his touch. “Isabel, I love you and I know that you're engaged to be married. But I want the person you marry to be me. I will not rest until I know I've earned your love.”
“The thing is that I love you, too.” Isabel said, “But it's complicated. I am engaged and we don't even know anything about each other.”
“Well let's start,” said a happy Phil. They didn't kiss, but Isabel felt good to be next to him, to feel his love for her. She wondered what it would feel like to be kissed by him. She knew that she was still engaged. She was feeling guilty about the situation. But she was happy that her hands were in his hands, the hands of the man she loved.
Isabel and Phil spent the next few hours talking about Isabel's family and how Isabel had to become a mother to Rebecca after the passing of Isabel's own mother. They talked about Isabel's college years and how she started her computer company. Isabel didn't talk to Phil about Rebecca's pregnancy. She felt that she would be violating Rebecca's privacy. Isabel, on the other hand, also learned that Phil searched for his real parents, but never found them, and also how he created a company that provided trial expertise to law firms. They felt so much at ease that neither one wanted to leave.
It was very late when both decided to depart from the Center. Phil had never felt such happiness before, and Isabel was feeling drowsy from so much love and so much fear of the future. Richard was spending a couple days in Orlando. What was she going to tell Richard when he got back?
Unbeknownst to Phil and Isabel, someone had spent the past hour watching them from a car in a parking lot across the lake. As Phil and Isabel left, Stacy started the car. Stacy had seen enough. It was now time for her to act. A smile spread across Stacy's face. She only acted when it mattered. Like an academy award winner in a blockbuster movie, she was going to rise to the occasion.
When Isabel reached home that evening, all she wanted was to take a quick shower and go to bed. She had had a wonderful afternoon with Phil. But overall it was a bad day. She could not simply walk away and hurt Richard who had treated her well, but yet she didn't want to lose Phil. By the time she fell asleep, she was tired of thinking, tired of all of the emotions flooding her heart.
The next morning, she was still distraught over what took place between her and Phil. Some people viewed cheating as sleeping with someone who is not your partner or spouse. To her, loving someone else was also cheating. She felt like she had cheated on Richard with Phil.
When Phil woke up the next day, he was still very ecstatic about the day before. He never knew that sitting and holding hands could feel so good. He was still in deep thought about Isabel, when the phone rang. It was Jeremy.
“Hi old buddy.”
“Hi Jeremy, how are you?”
“Fine. Guess what?”
“What?” Phil asked.
“I'm on my way to the airport.”
“Good. Are they kicking you out of the country?” Phil joked.
“Don't be funny,” Jeremy responded, “I am flying to Miami today.”
“Cool,” Phil said. “What time do you think you'll be here?”
“My flight leaves at 11:00 in the morning and I should be in Miami in about an hour and a half. After that, I have a meeting at 3:00 pm. So, I should be at your place by 6:00 pm.”
“Great. It'd be fun to see you.”
“I'm not sure. How is your Greek tragedy going?”
“What Greek tragedy?”
“You, falling for a woman who is in a wheelchair and engaged to another man.”
“This isn't a Greek tragedy. When you meet Isabel, you will love her.”
“Has she told you that she was going to dump her fiancé for you?” Jeremy asked.
“Well no, but she loves me.”
“You just confirmed my point. You love her and she loves you, right?” Jeremy said.
“Right,” Phil agreed. Once Jeremy meets Isabel, he will change his mind about her, Phil thought to himself.
“Tell me, Phil, do you know what Romeo & Juliet, Tristan and Isolde, Cleopatra and Mark Antony, Orpheus and Eurydice, and Napoleon and Josephine have in common?” Jeremy asked.
“They are famous love stories. I didn't know that you read them,” Phil said.
“I don't,” Jeremy said.
“So, what do they have in common, Mr. love expert?” Phil asked, in a mocking manner.
“They are considered great love stories but they never end well for the two people who are said to be in love.”
“What does that have to do with us?” Phil asked. But deep inside he knew what Jeremy was trying to say.
“Wake up and smell the coffee, Phil,” Jeremy impatiently said, “You both claim to be in love with each other, but she didn't promise you that she would break up her engagement. How do you know that she won't go ahead and marry her fiancé anyway?”
“Jeremy, you have to understand that it's hard for her,” Phil said, trying to convince Jeremy. “Isabel and her fiancé had been together for several years before I came into the picture.”
“I hope you're right. In any event, I can't wait to meet the woman who has made you lose all of your senses,” Jeremy said before hanging up.
Jeremy's call had Phil worried. Now he was not so sure anymore about himself or what Isabel would do. Would Isabel sacrifice their love and marry Richard because of her promise to Richard? Would Jeremy prove to be right? Would they become ill-fated lovers like in the tragedies?
That afternoon, when Phil reached the Center, he was hoping that the sight of Isabel would wipe away all of the doubt he had about the two of them since his conversation with Jeremy. He sat on the bench and waited for two long hours, but Isabel never came. The ducklings were not there that day. It was as if Isabel's absence had silenced them. Phil never believed in fate. But now he wondered whether he should. As he was about to leave, Marcia then came to join him.
“Waiting for Isabel?” she asked.
“Yes, but I'm worried. I thought she had a therapy session today,” Phil asked.
“She did but she didn’t show up,” Marcia simply said.
“Is she OK? Do you know where she is?”
“I don’t know. I called but she wasn't home,” Marcia answered.
“You're not worried?” Phil asked, with his own worried look.
“It has been a tough week on Isabel. Besides her accident and everything going on at home, now she must make a decision about you and Richard,” Marcia simply said.
“But you said she wasn't at home,” Phil said, not understanding why Marcia didn't seem worried.
“You know,” Marcia began, “the day Isabel's mother passed away, Isabel walked out of the hospital and for several hours everyone was looking for her and couldn't find her. Do you know where she was?”
“Me? No, I don't,” Phil replied, realizing that Marcia was waiting for him to answer.
“Well she had gone to church to pray. You see, since Isabel was young, when she was in pain or hurt, she would go to her room and pray. She is a very special woman. I hope that you know that anyone that she loves should consider himself lucky,” Marcia said. She was looking at him as if giving him a warning to never hurt Isabel. How could he ever hurt Isabel? All he wanted was for them to be happy and to spend the rest of their lives together.
“Do you think she went to church to pray because of us?” Phil asked, with an incredulous look on his face.
“I don't know. You should ask her when you see her,” Marcia said before she walked away, leaving Phil staring at the silent lake.
Stacy hated when things didn't go as planned. This afternoon was one of these afternoons. She had gone to the Center and walked to the back, by the lake. Incredibly, no one asked her anything. She had learned from one of the landscapers that the woman who liked to sit with Phil by the lake was the niece of the director of the Center, and her name was Isabel. As she walked by the empty bench, she looked at the still lake, wondering if something ominous was lurking beneath. Stacy never liked Florida lakes because you never knew when an alligator would show up.
Stacy remembered one day visiting a park near Tallahassee, Florida, called Wakulla Springs State Park. The park had a large lake that was full of alligators. She didn't have a problem with tourists wasting their money on boat rides to see alligators. What she didn't understand was that a lot of the kids were swimming in the water, not understanding they might be an alligator's next snack. Apparently, they were doing this because statistics showed that there had only been one accident involving a fatality at the park, and that was a very long time ago. Stacy called this type of irrational behavior, the NOT ME theory. It was the same thing with shark attacks. They rarely happened and when they happened, experts always tried to explain them as rare accidents, making people feel more comfortable that it would never happen to them. Each person going into the water thinks, it’s not going to happen to me. NOT ME. Unfortunately, it usually happens to one of them. Stacy didn't like sharks or alligators, and didn't believe in the NOT ME theory.
In fact, the only time Stacy had ever come close to an alligator was having a fried alligator tail on her plate. She wondered whether that man-made lake had any alligators in it. She didn't see the ducks that were playing the day before. They must have been eaten, she assumed. She didn't like ducks either.
As she walked back to her car, she said to herself that Isabel must be one lucky woman by choosing not to show up the day Stacy chose to talk to her. Sooner or later, Isabel's luck would run out. Sooner or later, Isabel would meet Stacy.
As Isabel was driving home from church, her phone rang. The caller ID showed the call was coming from the Center.
“Hi, Tia Marcia,” she said through the Bluetooth-enabled speaker. Soon after her accident, she had bought a used minivan which was retrofitted with car hand controls to bypass the pedals. Without blue-tooth technology, it would have been nearly impossible for Isabel to use the phone and drive at the same time.
“Isabel, Phil was here this afternoon and was worried about you.”
“I was at church.”
“I guessed that, when the nurse told me that you had canceled today's therapy session.”
“Have you decided what you are going to do?” Marcia asked.
“About what?”
“About you and Richard.”
“I don't know. I did make a promise that I would marry Richard.”
“Oh yes, where is he? I have not seen him lately. Is he in Orlando?”
“Yes. He is going to be there for at least another week or so, because of construction projects.”
“I bet.”
“What?”
“Nothing,” Marcia said, “Phil seemed to really love you.”
“I love him too, but I can't just walk away from Richard.”
“Let me know how I can help you. I like Phil myself,” Marcia said
“I can tell,” Isabel said, “Somehow, I always sensed you had something against Richard. But I don’t know why.”
“Why don't you ask him what he does when he goes to Orlando?”
“I told you what he does,” Isabel said, not understanding her aunt's fixation with Orlando. As far as she knew, her aunt had never even gone to Orlando.
“I guess you're right,” Marcia said, giving up. “By the way, before I go, I did speak with Mark's parents today.”
“What did they say?”
“I didn't tell them about the pregnancy but they knew something was up when I told them that we wanted to talk to them about Mark and Rebecca.”
“Did they say anything?” Isabel asked.
“We are meeting them this Saturday for lunch at the Habana Cafe on Bird Road.”
“Why the cafe? Do they like Cuban food?” Isabel asked.
“We’ll find out, won't we? Besides, they’re not paying so they have nothing to complain about,” Marcia said, “And, Isabel?”
“Yes.”
“Don't miss any more of your therapy sessions.”
“Yes, Doc,” Isabel laughed.
Isabel reached home as the phone in the kitchen was ringing. She picked it up and her heart jumped when she heard Phil on the other line.
“Isabel?”
“Hi Phil, how did your exercises go today?”
“Boring and painful. Are you OK?”
“I’m feeling better.”
“When I didn't see you today, I was really worried.”
“I needed to go to church and pray. Tell me, Phil, Are you Catholic?”
“Me? Does it matter?” Phil asked. He was afraid to say the wrong thing. He didn't know where this was going.
“Not really. But I just wanted to know. Do you go to church?” Isabel then asked.
Phil didn't know what to say. “You mean on Sundays?” Phil asked. Phil was buying time. He needed to think. Was it a test? Was there any meaning behind the question? He understood that women were complicated. Was there a double meaning behind most of their questions?
“No I just wanted to know if you go to church,” Isabel simply said. She could feel that Phil was scrambling to give her the correct answer and said reassuringly. “Whatever the answer is, it will not make me think less of you Phil.”
Phil, a little relieved, said “I go sometimes.”
“When was the last time you were at church?” Isabel asked.
“At my friend Jeremy's wedding. I have also gone to the typical masses, weddings, funerals, birthdays, etc,” Phil said.
“There is no birthday mass,” Isabel said with a laugh.
“I mean baptism,” Phil immediately corrected himself. He was failing the church test.
Changing the subject, Isabel said. “I missed you today too, but I needed to go and pray. It's been a very difficult time for me and I just wanted some divine guidance, if you will.”
“I know. I would like to help, but I don't know what to do.”
“No thanks,” Isabel said with another laugh, “You have done too much already.” Isabel was in a good mood. She still didn't know what she was going to do. She knew that Richard would be coming back in a week. He had called but she had yet to return his call, afraid of what she might say. If only a week wasn't so short. She said to herself.
“Isabel, my friend Jeremy is coming to town this evening and I wanted to know if you have any time in the next day or so. I told him a lot about you and he would like to meet you,” Phil said.
“I can do better. Why don't the two of you come over tomorrow evening to have dinner with my sister and me? She makes a mean pasta.”
“How can pasta be mean?” Phil asked.
“Have you ever seen a jalapeno spaghetti sauce?” Isabel teased.
“Nope. That sounds scary.”
“Well, prepare yourself to be very afraid tomorrow,” Isabel said with a laugh.
For the next hour, Isabel and Phil talked about everything and nothing, laughing and teasing each other. It was as if time stood still, as if Isabel was not engaged. As she hung up the phone, Isabel noticed the engagement ring around her finger. She regretted having accepted Richard's marriage proposal. She knew it was childish to feel this way. She didn’t know at that time that she wasn’t in love with Richard. All she knew now was that she was an engaged woman, and the love that she and Phil felt for each other could not make the ring disappear.
Chapter Nine
When Phil’s secretary knocked on the front door of Stacy's rented beachfront penthouse in Miami Beach, Stacy didn't come to the door. Instead, Myra heard Stacy's voice telling her to enter. When she entered, she was amazed to see how beautiful the penthouse was. It had high ceilings and was richly decorated, with views of the Atlantic Ocean in every room. She gave Stacy a hug and said, “It is nice to see you again, Stacy. You haven't changed a bit.”
“It's nice to be seen,” Stacy replied.
Myra looked a lot chubbier than before to Stacy. You don't get to look like me by eating cheap hamburgers, Stacy thought. But Stacy was grateful that Myra had agreed to be her personal secretary during her stay in Miami. Willingly or unwillingly, Myra was going to help her with Phil. Stacy knew that Myra would tell Phil about everything that they would be doing or saying. That's what good secretaries do: Protect the boss. Stacy expected that. That was part her plan too. Except for not seeing Isabel by the lake, the script was developing perfectly.
Phil lived in a two-story four bedroom house located west of Baptist Memorial Hospital. The house was situated at the end of a corner street in a gated community. Phil didn't like gated communities. But he had bought the house at a fairly good price and the neighborhood had everything a neighborhood is supposed to have, even a noisy flirtatious neighbor. In his case, the neighbor was in her early fifties and seemed to enjoy spending more time with her black cat than her husband. When Jeremy pulled his rented SUV into Phil's driveway that evening, Phil was outside chatting with his neighbor about the neighbor's preference for cats over dogs.
“It's about time,” Phil said to Jeremy, after Jeremy parked the car.
“Miami traffic, you know,” Jeremy replied, “Hi Pamela. How have you been?” Jeremy knew Phil's neighbor always tried to find an excuse to come talk to Phil when Phil was outside tending to his yard.
“Hi Jeremy, you look well,” the neighbor replied, “Anyway I've got to go. See you later Phil.”
“Bye,” Phil said, and turning to Jeremy, “Pam is right. You look well.”
“I see that your ankle is looking better,” Jeremy simply said, looking at the boot on Phil's leg.
“I have a ways to go. But overall it's OK.”
Jeremy then picked up his carry-on from the back of the car and said, "let's go in.” Phil's house had one guest bedroom downstairs. On the second floor, there was the master bedroom, a bedroom converted into an office and another guest bedroom. Since the accident, Phil had been sleeping in the guest bedroom downstairs and Jeremy carried his luggage to the second floor guest bedroom.
When Jeremy came back down, Phil was in front of the bar by the kitchen, fixing himself and Jeremy drinks. The house was very spacious, with a private dining room situated between the living room and the kitchen. The swimming pool could be seen through the French doors that opened from the dining room to the outside patio. At the other end of the dining room, near the kitchen, was the bar.
“Scotch?” Phil asked.
“Thanks, Phil. This traffic drains you. I need one,” Jeremy answered.
“I have a surprise for you, Jeremy. You and I have been invited for dinner tomorrow evening at Isabel's place,” Phil said.
“Is her fiancé going to be there too?” Jeremy said, before emitting a laugh, “Relax Phil, I will be on my best behavior. Besides, I really want to meet her.”
“You'll like her. She is exceptional. I don't think I could ever endure what she has endured as a result of the accident.”
“Strong woman, I like that,” Jeremy said. “What is she going to do with her fiancé?”
“Give her time. She loves me and I know she will do what's right.”
“Remember, Phil, what's right for you may not be what's right for her,” Jeremy added. “What's she making for dinner?”
“Actually, I think the sister is cooking,” Phil said.
“You mean the sister is going to be there too? I hope for your sake, the sister is not friends with the fiancé.”
“I don't know, but I trust Isabel's judgment,” Phil simply said. “How is Michelle?”
“She's fine,” Jeremy replied, “By the way, I wanted to talk to you about something.”
“What is it?”
“I overheard Michelle talk to Stacy about you,” Jeremy said.
“About what?”
“I don't know. Apparently, Stacy is planning on coming to Miami.”
“Actually, I've not seen her, but she’s already here,” Phil said.
“Just be careful. Sooner or later, she will come to look for you,” Jeremy said.
“I know.”
“Michelle thinks she still wants you and will do anything to get you back,” Jeremy said.
“I doubt it. She is a celebrity now and has many men who want to be with her.”
“All I am saying is for you to be on your guard, when she comes calling,” Jeremy said.
“I will,” Phil said, making a mental note to talk to his secretary about what she and Stacy had been doing. With a new woman in his life, he didn't want complications.
At the same time Phil was talking to Jeremy, Isabel was debating what to tell Rebecca about Phil. Isabel knew that Rebecca liked Richard, but Isabel didn't have a choice but to talk to Rebecca about Phil. Sooner or later, Rebecca would have to meet Phil, and tomorrow was as a good day as any. Her cell phone rang and it was Lucy.
“Hi, Lucy.”
“Hi, Isabel. Where is Rebecca?” Lucy asked.
“She’s in her room. Why?”
“I saw her today at the supermarket. She told me that she wasn't feeling well, but she looked like she was pregnant.”
“She is.”
“You're kidding me. When did you find out?”
“We found out early this week and Tia Marcia and I are meeting with Mark's parents to discuss this.”
“Do they know about the baby?” Lucy asked.
“I don't think so.”
“What are you going to discuss?” Lucy asked.
“Finances, raising the baby. Tia Marcia will help me handle it,” Isabel answered.
“Why didn't you tell me?”
“What?”
“That she was pregnant, instead of me guessing for myself?”
“I just found out,” Isabel said.
“I’m sorry about that. You didn't need that right now.”
“Tell me about it,” Isabel said.
“By the way, how is your fling going?”
“It's not a fling,” Isabel protested.
“OK. Don't be so defensive. I am just playing with you. How is it going?” Lucy asked.
“Fine. Phil and his best friend are coming to have dinner with us tomorrow evening.”
“His best friend is coming and you didn't invite your best friend?”
“It wasn't like that. His friend wanted to meet me and I wanted Phil and Rebecca to meet.”
“Did you tell Rebecca about him yet?”
“I was going to tell her when you called.”
“Well, I'll let you go. At what time is the dinner tomorrow?”
“6:30 pm. Why?”
“Like his best friend wants to meet you, as your best friend, I want to meet him too. I forgive you for not inviting me.”
“I’m sorry. I was not thinking along those lines,” Isabel said, apologetically.
“Don't worry, Isabel. I'll be there for the dinner too and on time, unlike some people I know.”
“Wait a minute.” Isabel protested. But Lucy had already hung up. What Isabel loved about Lucy was that Lucy was very unconventional. She marched to the beat of her own drum. But sometimes, like right now, Lucy's unpredictability drove her crazy.
“Rebecca, are you there?” Isabel asked, knocking on Rebecca's bedroom door.
“Come in.” Rebecca was sitting on her bed watching a DVD when Isabel entered.
“How are you feeling?”
“Not good, lately,” Rebecca answered. “I think my belly is starting to show.”
“Do you want me to get you something, like a cup of tea?” Isabel asked.
“No,” Rebecca answered, “I slept and feel a little better now.”
“Good. I wanted to talk to you. We are having guests tomorrow evening,” Isabel said.
“Who is coming?” Rebecca asked.
“I met someone at the Center. I invited him and his friend to have dinner at 6:30 tomorrow evening.” Rebecca looked horrified. “You're dating one of Tia Marcia's patients, while Richard is away?”
“It's not like that. His name is Phil. I just wanted him to meet you,” Isabel said.
“What do you want me to say? You are now doing what I would never believe someone like you would do. You're betraying Richard's trust for someone you just met,” Rebecca said.
Isabel was offended and hurt, but didn't show it. “All I'm asking is for you to be there and to meet him. You don't have to like him but I hope you do.”
“In the meantime, what are you going to tell Richard? He has been leaving messages for you, you know?” Rebecca said.
“I'll deal with the situation when Richard gets back,” Isabel said, “Rebecca, I am in love with Phil and I hope you understand that.”
“Isabel,” Rebecca said, “you know how much I love you. I am saying this for your own good. You are making a big mistake. Richard has not done anything to you and has always treated us well.”
“This is not about Richard, Rebecca. All I am asking is for you to be nice to them when they come here tomorrow,” Isabel said.
“I'll be nice to them. I just think what you're doing is wrong,” Rebecca argued.
“Thanks,” Isabel said as she exited Rebecca's room. The discussion was over. She wasn't asking Rebecca's permission, just her help for tomorrow evening.
Rebecca's strong reaction surprised Isabel. She expected her to voice her disapproval with the whole situation. Even Isabel herself disapproved of her own situation. But Isabel didn't expect her to argue so vehemently before giving Phil a chance. Now she felt bad for bringing Rebecca into this.
She was going to have dinner with the man that she loved, with a sister who disapproved, while her fiancé was away. What a mess she had created she thought, as tears flowed down her cheeks.
Rebecca could not understand why Isabel was doing this. Isabel had been the only mother she really knew. She was young when her mother died. If it wasn't for seeing her mother's pictures in the house, Rebecca would never have remembered what her mother looked like, as her memories of her had faded over time. Rebecca loved Isabel and she decided that she was not going to sit by and let her make this mistake and throw her life with Richard away. Maybe now was the time for Rebecca to be the big sister that Isabel never had, the big sister who would protect Isabel before Isabel hurt herself. Isabel might not understand now, but she would thank her later. Rebecca then got up, changed her clothes, picked up her purse and her car keys. She needed to go out to make a call. She could not call from the house because she didn't want Isabel to hear her talking to Richard.
Richard was on his way from the store to a house in an exclusive Orlando neighborhood when one of his cell phones rang. It was the Miami cell phone. In Orlando, the Miami cell phone was on only when he was alone in his car. Otherwise, it was off, and in his glove compartment. He slowed the car down to the shoulder of the road and picked up the phone.
“Richard?”
“Rebecca. You sound worried. Are you and Isabel OK?” Richard asked.
“I am. But it's Isabel that I am worried about.”
“What is it?” Richard asked, in a hurried tone.
“She invited a man to have dinner with her, I mean with us tomorrow night at the house.”
“Why?”
“I think she is dating him.”
“Are you sure?” Richard asked.
“Well, yes. I talked to her about it and told her that I disagreed with it,” Rebecca said.
“Who is he?” Richard asked.
“His name is Phil. He is one of Tia Marcia's patients.” Richard was shocked. He didn't expect this. He remembered meeting Phil. During all of his years with Isabel, he would never have believed something like this could happen. But again, life is ironic. Sooner or later, he had to pay for what he had done to Isabel, and he felt that Isabel was slipping away. He loved Isabel and knew that he would never give her up without a fight.
“I have met him,” Richard said. “Does Isabel know that you are calling me?”
“No. I think she is making a mistake and I don't want her to throw her life away. I know that you love her.”
“I do,” Richard said. He now knew why Isabel had been avoiding returning his calls.
“I won't be able to come back until early next week. But don’t worry, I will take care of it.”
“Don't tell her that I called you,” Rebecca implored, “Isabel would be really upset.”
“Don't worry. Isabel won't know that you called. Thanks for telling me about this, Rebecca. Isabel and I are grateful to have you in our lives.”
“I've got to go now. I don't want her to suspect that I called you. I'm just worried,” Rebecca said.
“Everything will be fine. Isabel is going through a tough time right now and that Phil guy is trying to take advantage of her,” Richard said.
“Come back soon. Don't let everything drag too long, OK?”
“OK, I promise,” Richard said to Rebecca before hanging up the Miami cell phone.
Rebecca's phone call made Richard think of the saying “What goes around, comes around.” He didn't mean to hide things from Isabel, but it was just that he didn't have a choice. He grew up in Orlando, the son of a police officer and a high school English teacher. While in high school, he was a very popular football player. All of the cheerleaders wanted to date him, including Kristin, the only daughter of a prominent wealthy condominium developer. The two became the hottest item in town, and the day after their high school graduation, they eloped to Las Vegas, infuriating both families.
“My father always wished he had a son to pass his construction business on to him,” Kristin would tell Richard. Kristin was strong willed and would not bend to her father's wishes.
“Father wants me to go to the University of Florida in Gainesville to study engineering. He thinks he can make me forget you. I won't go anywhere. I love you,” Kristin would tell Richard.
After their wedding, Kristin's father ultimately gave up trying to keep them apart. He bought them a house and hired and taught Richard the construction business. When Richard's parents later decided to move to Arizona due to a job offer that Richard's father received from another police force, Richard stayed with Kristin in Orlando, and got his contractor's license. Richard was so busy overseeing his father-in-law's construction projects that he was almost never home, causing his marriage to fall apart, several years later.
“We are like two strangers in the same house,” he had said to Kristin one day.
“You are not trying hard to make the marriage work,” Kristin had replied, “I still love you and I want our marriage to work.”
“We don't have any marriage anymore, Kristin,” Richard had said. A few weeks later, he moved out of their house, bought a condo for himself to stay in and eventually filed for divorce. Soon afterward, Richard opened his own construction business. However, he couldn't get the big construction contracts because no one wanted to betray Kristin's father, who was angry at Richard for leaving the family. It was during his separation that he met Isabel. He never told Isabel that he was married because Isabel would have never gone out with him, and to him, it didn't matter because he would soon be divorced.
Richard then learned the hard way how difficult and laborious it was to divorce the daughter of a powerful man. Kristin's father would hire powerful attorneys and use his connections to ensure that Richard didn't earn a living, which infuriated Richard, causing Richard to have his attorney make all kinds of monetary demands against Kristin in response.
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