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Always acknowledge and act on blessed miracles.
~ Aleka Nakis
~~~
To my mom who always made Christmas so much fun.
~ Annette Louise
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To my husband David, for his constant love and support. For my family who never stopped believing in me, this is for you. Also, a special thank you to Cheryl Norman for her excellent edits on this one.
~ Judith Leigh
~~~
To Jesus Christ, my Lord and Saviour, with love and thanks for the way You hold me and the way You work out all the messy details of my life to create a thing of beauty and glory to God.
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A Christmas Vow
Amy Blizzard
The morning sunlight streamed into the kitchen and the rich aroma of brewing coffee permeated the air. Craving caffeine, Anna Benford opened the cabinet, retrieved her favorite mug and then reached for her husband’s.
Before filling the ceramic cup, she hesitated. Five years of marriage had taught her a doctor’s wife could rarely expect to share an uninterrupted breakfast with her spouse. She replaced the mug with a travel-ready thermos and then flipped on the radio. A traditional holiday carol played over the speakers.
From the corner of her eye, she glanced at the calendar, stunned to see it was December 23rd. Due to busy schedules, the month had flown by.
“Anna!” Reed hollered from their bedroom. “Have you seen my new socks?”
“They’re in the bottom drawer!”
She sat down at the table and began slicing a bagel, taking great care not to get crumbs on her black blazer or matching pencil skirt. A news reporter could never go on the air looking unkempt.
Seconds later, Reed stumbled into the kitchen. Freshly finished showering, droplets of water still glistened in his thick black hair and on his damp olive skin, causing his T-shirt and jeans, which would soon be replaced by a pair of scrubs, to cling tightly against his muscular frame. She smiled up at him. “Good morning, handsome.”
“Morning,” he greeted shortly. “Is there coffee ready?”
“Yes. Any chance you could stick around long enough to have a bagel with me?”
“You know I need to get to work.”
She sighed. Reed’s schedule had always been hectic, but over the last few months his work had consumed him. “I understand. I was just hoping we could talk for a minute over a quick breakfast. I can’t even remember the last time we shared a meal unless I stopped by the hospital cafeteria. Heck, we didn’t even have dinner together at Thanksgiving.”
“It’s a miracle we were even able to share a few hours of sleep under the same roof last night.”
“But we didn’t share the same bed. You crashed on the couch again.”
“I was dead on my feet. It’s always easier to do that when I get in after you do. Besides, you’re a cover hog.”
“Maybe. But I’m not a bagel hog, so stay an extra minute and give yourself a break.”
“Illness and injury never take a break.”
“The news also never stops. Isn’t that all the more reason we should take advantage of this moment together? I’d like to discuss something with you.”
Reluctantly, Reed leaned against the counter. “What? Is something going on at work? Is a major story happening here in Chicago?”
“There’s always some sort of major story happening in this busy city.”
“Will you be covering it?”
“I will if it happens during my shift today.”
“But you won’t if it happens tomorrow?”
“No. After six years of working weekends, holidays and filling in for the station’s long established anchors morning, noon or night I have finally earned enough seniority to get Christmas Eve and Christmas Day off from Channel 16. It’s incredibly short notice, but it’s still wonderful, isn’t it?”
“Yes. Good for you.”
“Me? Reed, this isn’t just about me. It’s about us. Maybe now we can actually make some plans for Christmas.”
His brown eyes widened in disbelief. “Christmas is that close?”
“It snuck up on me, too.”
“Good to know the annoying carols will quit taking over all the radio stations pretty soon. There’s some solace in that. But trying to shop will be a nightmare… I just don’t have time.”
“You don’t need to worry about too much. I did manage to remember to mail out gifts to your family in Buffalo. I just hope they reach New York by tomorrow.”
“Thanks. They’ll appreciate that.”
She looked around the small, modestly furnished apartment. “Maybe I’ll decorate when I get home tonight and try to get in the spirit. We still have a little artificial tree tucked away in the hall closet.”
“I’m not sure anything could make this place look festive. I’m eagerly awaiting the day when we can move somewhere with more space.”
“I don’t think this place is so bad. After all, we both worked very hard to get into a complex in this great neighborhood.”
“I know. I just want to start moving up in the world. I’m a Chief Resident and you’re a reporter but look what little we have to show for it.”
“Making great money in local news or medicine takes time. It’s only a myth that we make big bucks from the start. Nonetheless, I think we’ve made progress. We both have cars now and don’t always have to depend on public transportation.”
“Thank goodness for that! There are probably so many germs on the local buses and trains they’re glorified petri dishes.”
She grimaced. “Keep talking like that and I won’t be able to focus on planning Christmas dinner. If we’re lucky, the market won’t be totally picked over and I can make something special.”
“Are you sure you want to do all that?”
“Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I?”
He spoke plainly. “You know what my schedule is like. I’m going to be working through the holidays. Residents basically eat, breathe and sleep in the hospital. Didn’t you decide you were going to go see your sister in South Bend if you could manage to get any time off?”
“I thought it might be nice to stay here by you. I realize you can’t get an entire day off, but it would be lovely to spend a part of Christmas together. We haven’t had even a minor resemblance of a normal holiday since I was in college.”
“That wasn’t really that long ago. I’m thirty-three and you’re only twenty-nine. It’s not like we’re senior citizens.”
Anna admitted, “Sometimes I feel so much older. It’s hard to keep track of time these days.”
“That’s common with intense, fast-paced careers like ours.” He shrugged. “Christmas just becomes another day of the week.”
“Maybe this year it doesn’t have to be. Do you think you could get away from the hospital long enough for dinner? I don’t mind if it’s early or late. I used to love those makeshift dates we’d have as newlyweds sharing a midnight snack or breakfast at the crack of dawn just so we could see each other between the chaos of breaking news stories and flu season.”
“I can’t predict how many patients will be in the emergency room or what type of care they’ll require. I’m a doctor, not a fortuneteller.”
She bit her tongue to keep from snapping back at him. Reed was chronically exhausted and stressed from long shifts and lack of sleep. The combination had taken a drastic toll on his personality and patience, leading them to fight and bicker more than they ever had. She didn’t want to provoke an unnecessary quarrel.
“You have more pull with the schedule now than you did back when you were a medical student or intern,” Anna calmly reminded him. “Like you said, you’re a Chief Resident.”
“Being the Chief Resident means I have to lead by example.” Propelled by emotion, his casual posture disappeared when he stood to his full height of six feet. “I can’t pamper myself and leave others behind to pick up the slack. I loathe physicians who abuse power; I’m not going to be a hypocrite.”
She raised her hands defensively. “Whoa. Calm down. I just hoped we could have dinner together Christmas Eve or Christmas Day. We both know you desperately need a break from work and we could use some alone time. It seemed like perfect timing to me.”
“It would be nice to have a meal away from the hospital lounge and cafeteria. Your cooking is far better than anything out of a vending machine or mystery meat,” Reed admitted in a softer tone. “But it may not be realistic. You might as well go to South Bend. If you want any semblance of a normal holiday, that’s probably the only way you’re going to get it.”
“Is that what you want me to do? Go away?”
“I want you to—” The beeper on his hip sounded. With routine finesse, he lifted the device from his belt and read the message. “It’s the hospital. I’ve got to get going!” Reed clutched his thermos, slid a bagel over his finger and rushed down the hall. “Can we talk about this later?”
“Of course we can,” she called after him. “I love you!”
He ran out the door without another word.
***
Reed’s senses were overloaded. His ears rang due to the incessant loud cries and complaints of patients mingled with the shouted orders from doctors and nurses inside Chicago Community Hospital’s busy emergency room. Determined to bring a bit of order to the frenetic environment, he stood in front of the whiteboard, scrutinizing each case currently in the ward.
“Someone call the lab and see what’s taking so long for the results of the blood work ordered for the patient in curtain one! I told them we needed that CBC stat!”
A nearby clerk faced him. “The lab’s backed up…again. But I’ll see what I can do, Dr. Benford.”
“Thank you. Now, we need a nurse to go to exam two and deliver aftercare instructions. The patient is ready to be discharged and we need the space. We’ve got dozens of people sitting in the waiting room.”
“We can also discharge Mrs. Desling in exam one!” a squeaky voice suggested from behind.
Reed turned to see Marvin Robertson, an eager to please baby-faced intern. “Why was the patient being treated?”
“She presented with vomiting and abdominal guarding in the lower right quadrant during my exam, which led me to suspect an infection may have caused the appendix to become inflamed.” The young man puffed out his scrawny chest with pride and handed over a chart. “But now we can let her go. Her temperature hasn’t risen and her blood work showed her counts are within the normal range. It’s most likely just gastroenteritis. She doesn’t need to wait around for a surgical consult.”
“Did you notice her temperature is 99.7?”
“Yes. But that’s hardly even a low-grade fever.”
“Nonetheless, it is an elevation. And if you look closely, you’ll also notice her white blood count is barely within the normal range. Symptoms of appendicitis aren’t always severe in the beginning. You don’t need to call in a surgeon yet, but you do need to proceed with a CT scan for the sake of precaution.”
“Yes, sir! I’ll get right on it.” He turned on his heel, but never walked away. A boyish, lovesick grin spread across his lips while he stood frozen, as though in a trance.
“What are you gawking at?” Reed looked over his shoulder to see the silhouette of a woman with an hourglass figure coming closer. He shook his head. “Robertson, I strongly advise you learn to control your hormones. It’s very unprofessional and immature to lose focus simply because an attractive woman is within viewing distance. Especially when—” He paused abruptly and narrowed his gaze. When the lady stepped out of the shadowed portion of the hallway, her long auburn braid, emerald eyes and flawless ivory skin were clearly revealed.
Reed gritted his teeth. “It might interest you to know the woman you’re staring at is my wife.”
“Really? You’re married to her?”
“Yes, I am,” he retorted evenly.
Marvin’s intrigue grew even stronger. “I know who she is. I’ve seen her before. She’s on the Channel 16 News. She’s beautiful!”
“I’m well aware of that.”
“Why don’t you ever talk about her? If I were married to a lady that great I’d brag about it all the time. I might even tell random strangers.”
“You start behaving like that and you’ll end up being a patient in the psych ward instead of a doctor in the ER.”
Reed stepped away from the whiteboard to meet Anna in front of the main desk. Before he could say a word, Marvin had rushed ahead of him to shake her hand.
“Hi, Mrs. Benford. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Marvin Robertson, I work here with your husband. I love watching you on television!”
Her response was professional and polite. “Thank you. That’s nice to hear. We appreciate the support of our viewers at Channel 16.”
“And may I say that’s a very pretty dress,” he added when she removed her coat.
Anna blushed. “It’s standard business apparel, nothing special.”
“Oh, I think it’s special. It looks wonderful on you.”
An unexpected pang of emotion came over Reed. He prided himself on being calm, cool and collected in the workplace, but to see another man drooling over his wife tested his limits.
Loudly, he cleared his throat. “Robertson, the order for the CT won’t place itself. Perhaps you should go get started on it now.”
“Right… Of course.” With a wave, Marvin awkwardly stumbled away.
“That kid is something else,” she commented.
“Indeed.” Still preoccupied with the patient load, he asked, “What brings you here?”
“I brought you some dinner. It’s the spaghetti you like so much from Mario’s. It should reheat easily if you don’t have time to eat it now.”
“You didn’t have to do that.”
She reached into her tote bag. “It wasn’t any trouble. I had to do a live shot in the area.”
“Were you covering the apartment fire on Elm?”
“Yes. Did you end up getting patients from it?”
“We had our fair share. Several more beds are now occupied in the burn unit.”
He accepted the microwavable container she held out. The smell of sweet tomato sauce and savory herbs was nearly mouth-watering. “I can’t believe you brought this here. Your timing is impeccable. How did you know was I getting annoyed by the hospital’s lackluster culinary selections?”
“You mentioned it this morning. I thought a nice meal might serve as a bit of a peace offering.” Observing the horde of patients and employees surrounding them, Anna stepped closer and lowered her voice. “I didn’t like the way things ended earlier.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Our conversation from this morning, don’t you remember?”
“No. I just remember needing to rush out when my beeper went off.”
Disappointment shone in her delicate features. “I kept thinking about it all day. Sometimes it was hard to even focus at work.”
“It was that important?”
“It was to me.”
“What was—”
Before he could ask the question that rested on his tongue, Dr. Barlow, his attending physician, marched up the hall. “Benford!” the silver-haired man barked. “Why are you standing around? We’ve got to bring some order to this madhouse!”
Reed gulped. “I’m sorry. I was just speaking to my wife for a moment. But I’ll get back to work right this instant.”
When he noticed Anna, the older man’s gruff attitude immediately softened. “Oh, Mrs. Benford, I didn’t realize you were here.”
She shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “I’ll be on my way. I can see how busy everyone is. I’m sorry to have interrupted.”
“Nonsense, I’m the one who should apologize. I remember what it was like to be a young married man, trying to find a moment with my wife whenever and wherever I could. You and Reed talk for a minute. I’ll see to the whiteboard.”
“That really isn’t necessary, Dr. Barlow,” Reed insisted.
The senior physician held his ground. “Even spending five minutes with my wife during a hectic shift helped to give me sanity during my residency. Go take a little breather. That’s an order.”
With a nod, Reed turned and guided Anna through the crowd. Over the noise, he could hear the familiar ring of her cell phone. Once they were alone in the employee lounge, she dug through her purse to retrieve it.
He removed a pen from his pocket and scribbled his name on top of the spaghetti container. After placing the food in the refrigerator, he refocused on Anna. “Do you need to take that?”
She silenced the phone. “No. I can call Hugh later.”
“Are you sure you shouldn’t take it? He’s your boss.”
“I’m off the clock. He can wait a few minutes. Work is really the last thing I want to think about for the next two days.”
Reed glimpsed at the large calendar hanging on the wall. He read the upcoming dates—24th and 25th. “Christmas,” he muttered. “That’s what we were talking about earlier, wasn’t it?”
“Yes…I came to find out if you really want me to go to South Bend.”
Automatically weary, he plopped down on the faded checkered sofa in the corner. “That’s fine. It makes more sense for you to be there than here.”
“Why would you think that?
“In Indiana, you can have the traditional holiday hoopla.”
She sat beside him. “I’m not searching for customary gingerbread houses or candy canes—just a sense of family.”
“You’ll have that there.”
“I can have that here, with you.”
“I’ll be working.”
“Of course you will.” Her shoulders drooped and she sighed. “It was silly of me to think you might want to spend Christmas somewhere that isn’t filled with gurneys or oxygen tanks. To think you might want to spend it with me.”
The uncharacteristic edge in her voice surprised him. “There will be other Christmases. Why is this December 25th so important to you?”
“Reed, this isn’t about a date on the calendar or decorated trees. It’s about us! I thought the holidays might help bring us together.”
“We can’t be together all the time or constantly be in contact. That’s impossible with our careers.”
“I’m not asking for that constantly. We can still remain a part of each other’s lives without being attached at the hip. A connection doesn’t always have to be physical. Lately, it’s like we’re living in two separate worlds. There’s been a growing distance hanging between us for months, we’ve just never properly acknowledged it. We should deal with this now, while the problem may still be easy to fix.”
“I don’t think there is a problem to fix. I don’t know what distance you’re talking about.”
“You don’t even want to sleep in the same bed!”
He gritted his teeth. “Are you honestly bringing that up again? I sleep on the couch in an attempt to keep from waking you if you’re already asleep. Maybe it’s been happening a lot lately, but it’s not always that way. So, please enlighten me as to how being courteous is causing such a big problem?”
“Okay, maybe it’s not,” she conceded. “But how about not wanting to spend Christmas with your own wife? That is a problem.”
“It’s a scheduling conflict. Don’t take it personally. Things are just changing. I’m becoming more like the other doctors around here and detaching from traditions whether they’re a part of the holidays or daily life.”
“You’re becoming detached from much more than traditions. You’re detaching yourself from anyone and anything that isn’t a part of your career.”
Reed rubbed his temples, stressed by the emotional turn their conversation had taken. “Anna, you know how important my career is. You should understand. You’re career-driven, too. You love finding the missing pieces in a story and traveling around the city, reporting live from the scene of breaking news.”
“Yes, but I also welcome a break from work. After reporting about the horror of rape, murder and gang violence, I cherish the time I have at home to decompress and be reminded of the good in my life. It’s time I’d like you to be a part of.”
“I’d love to decompress, but that’s simply not going to happen any time soon.”
“And you’re okay with that?”
“I don’t like it, but it’s a reality everyone in my field has to accept at this stage in the game. And by extension, our friends and family have to accept it, too. You know what comes with being in a relationship with a doctor.”
She shook her head. “You don’t understand. Right now I don’t even feel like we’re in a relationship anymore. A relationship takes the willing participation of two people.”
Reed continued to be puzzled by her behavior. Never before had Anna complained about the long hours he kept. Part of his initial attraction to her was her strength and easygoing nature. Unlike other girls, she could always handle the challenges they faced with maturity and grace. What had caused the change in attitude?
“My schedule has been crazy since the day we met eight years ago in the gift shop. Anna, why are you acting this way?”
“Because I care about our marriage! Do you?”
“Of course I do! You’re part of the reason I’ve been slaving away at this hospital.”
Her emerald eyes glistened with intensity. “You really expect me to believe that?”
“Yes! This final year in my residency is pivotal. It sets the tone for the rest of my career and our lives. I have to pass my boards. I have to earn glowing recommendations from my superiors in order to secure a fellowship or an attending position. If I’m sought after, there’s a chance for me to pay off the college loans taking a toll on our finances and get us out of that little apartment. I’m trying to build a better life for us. Isn’t that what you want?”
“I married you because I wanted you, Reed. Is it really worth it to have some expensive penthouse if we’re never in it together?”
“Just be patient with me. We’ve both always been tolerant with one another about professional obligations, why can’t you do that now? You’ve never complained when I’ve had to leave a family gathering or cut dinner short. And I’ve always understood if you had to cancel a date to fill in during the early morning or late night news.”
“Back then, it was easy to practice patience, even during the rough times.”
Exasperated, he asked, “Why is it suddenly harder? What’s changed?”
“You’ve changed, Reed. You’ve changed so much lately…” Her answer came in a whisper so soft it was barely audible.
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“I’m being honest. And if you did the same with yourself, you’d see it, too. This morning I felt like I was talking to a stranger.”
“I’m the same man I’ve always been.”
“No, you’re not. The man I fell in love with cared, even when things were positively mad. He cared about people other than his patients. That man remembered there’s a world outside this hospital.”
Urged by a sudden streak of raw emotion, he stood. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this… Are you actually suggesting I think about something other than medicine when I’m here, in the middle of inserting a chest tube or performing an intubation?”
“No!” She pushed herself to her feet. “I’m simply asking you to occasionally remember you’re more than just a doctor. You’re also a husband!”
“I know. But there are many times when I can’t focus on that! If I do, I put a life in danger! I can’t live with that. Ours is a relationship that requires sacrifice. You can’t always be at the top of my priority list.”
“I can handle coming in second to your career on your priority list when it’s necessary, Reed. I’m a veteran at it. I understand and respect the admirable job you do. But what I can’t tolerate anymore is not even being on your priority list!”
“Would you quit making it sound like I’ve completely forgotten about you? I was with you this morning, wasn’t I?”
“Yes, but only technically. I might as well have been invisible. Even when we’re together—for the minute or two you actually talk to me—your mind is always somewhere else. Or maybe it’s…it’s…” She fell silent and turned away.
“Just say whatever it is you’re thinking.” His voice was surprisingly gruff even to his own ears. “There’s hardly any point in holding back now.”
A few awkward moments passed before Anna mustered up the courage to inquire, “Is your mind someplace else or with someone else?”
The question struck him like an unexpected painful punch. “You think I’m having an affair?”
“I…I don’t know what to think anymore. We barely ever see each other. You don’t care if we’re together at Christmas. You’d rather be here than home. When the thought previously crossed my mind, I’d always push it away. But after this morning, I just couldn’t ignore the possibility anymore. You didn’t even bother to kiss me goodbye.”
He tilted his head in order to look directly into her eyes. “Maybe you think I’ve changed…but I still hold the vow of fidelity I made to you in front of our friends, family and God with the highest integrity.” He clasped her hand. “I have been faithful to you, Anna. I swear it.”
Impatiently, he waited for her to respond. He could endure her claims that he’d become distance and let his priorities be improperly balanced. But to have his wife believe he had broken such a sacred promise was more than he could bear.
“I believe you,” she said wearily.
Relief came reluctantly. “Do you believe me completely, without a doubt?”
“Yes, I trust you’ve been true to your vow. I’m sorry I even mentioned it.” Clearly exhausted, she sank back into the cushions.
“Don’t be. I guess I could sort of see why you might consider the chance. But what happened this morning that caused you so much worry? It’s got to be something more than a missed good-bye kiss.”
She took several deep breaths before speaking. “For the first time ever, you didn’t say anything after I told you I loved you. You just walked away.”
“I was just in a hurry, that’s all. I promise.”
“You’ve been in a hurry plenty of times before, but you always said ‘I love you’ back to me or told me first.”
“You’re reading too much into this.”
“I don’t think I am.” Remaining calm, she added. “It’s more than three words, Reed. Throughout these busy years, I never doubted your love for me, even when we’ve only seen each other a few minutes a day or not at all. I knew you cared because you would call just to say hello or send a quick text in-between patients. You’d come home for a midnight snack or meet me in the cafeteria for dinner when you could spare a half hour. You put forth an effort to maintain a personal link.”
“I still do those things.”
“When was the last time?”
“It was… It was…” He paused, unable to recall when he’d last truly attempted to reach out to Anna. “I guess it was months ago, back before I became Chief Resident,” he confessed.
“Exactly. I’ve tried so many times to keep a bond with you. Simple things like I did today: asking you to share a bagel with me or have a quiet moment. But you keep on choosing the hospital.”
He sat on the edge of the couch. “It’s just temporary. Eventually, things will slow down. When I’m an established physician, it won’t be so insane.”
“It won’t matter if we’ve become strangers by then.”
“We’re not strangers.”
“I’m not so certain. We’re drifting apart more and more each day. That’s what has pushed me to this point. You’ve just been too preoccupied to notice everything building up.”
“I guess maybe I have been.” He rubbed his neck, hoping to ease the abrupt tension. “What do we do now? Where do we go from here?”
“I don’t know… I just don’t know.”
A catch in her voice prompted him to face her. Glistening on her pale skin, he saw a single tear resting on her cheek. The sight unnerved him. Being a seasoned reporter had granted her the ability to tightly control her emotions. He’d never seen her cry.
In that moment, he realized she wasn’t merely irritated or frustrated. She was deeply hurt. Guilt blanketed him. He had caused her tears.
“Annie,” he whispered, using the pet name she only allowed to him call her. “Don’t cry. I’ll try to figure something out. Maybe I can get away for an hour or two for Christmas dinner, just like you wanted. Okay?”
“No. You don’t need to that just to pacify me. I think I’ll go to South Bend. Maybe a minor separation would be a good thing right now. It will give us both a little time to think about what we really want.”
“You just mean we’ll be separated for the holidays, right?”
“Yes, for now. But maybe—” she paused to collect herself—“maybe the idea of a longer separation is something to seriously consider if things don’t get better.”
Reed’s head spun. He was nearly tempted to pinch himself to see if he was dreaming. The moment seemed surreal. It left him blindsided. Had he taken his desire to climb the corporate ladder too far? Had he allowed it to pollute his marriage?
Doctors were trained to be sagacious and observant. Yet, for months he hadn’t noticed the stress and unhappiness steadily building and burdening the person he loved most.
From the corner of his eye, he saw Anna stand and slip on her coat. “Where are you going?”
“To the apartment to start packing for my trip.” She placed a hand on the doorknob, then paused and looked back at him. “I’m sorry I brought this up here. This isn’t the time or place. I didn’t mean for things to become so serious. It all just slipped out. I may hate your schedule, but I don’t want to interfere with your important work during a shift.”
He smiled. This was the lady he adored. Her kind heart and compassion for others always overpowered her own anger or frustration. It was a trait that never failed to amaze him, one he knew he could benefit from practicing himself.
“It’s all right. We should—”
“Dr. Benford!” The doorknob was ripped out of Anna’s hand when Marvin Robertson burst inside.
“Robertson,” Reed practically growled at the intern, “now really isn’t a good time.”
“I’m sorry, but we’ve got multiple traumas from a MVA en route! Apparently there was an intense pileup by a shopping complex. ETA is five minutes. Barlow wants us to be prepped and ready for the arrivals.”
Reed sighed. “Okay.”
“So, you’re coming?”
“Yes, in just a second.” Hesitantly, he faced Anna. “I have to go.”
“Duty calls again.” She said the phrase plainly without irritation.
“I don’t have a choice.”
“I know. Go save a life.”
With a heavy heart, Reed walked away. Perhaps he could save a life…but could he save his marriage?
***
Anna nearly ran through the hospital halls. She needed to get out of the building that had become Reed’s world.
She kept her head down, not wanting anyone to see her tears. The click of her shoes striking the pavement echoed when she entered the parking garage, providing an ironic reminder that she was alone.
When she reached her car and slipped into the driver’s seat, her tears came more aggressively. Months’ worth of bottled frustration, sadness and loneliness poured out. With a trembling hand, she touched her lips, unable to believe the unplanned words she’d just said. Should she have suggested a separation? Was that what she really wanted?
Through bleary vision, she glanced down at the gold wedding band on her left hand. The day Reed had placed the token of commitment on her finger, she believed she would never take it off. She wanted to love, honor and cherish only him for the rest of her days.
But the man she’d shared sacred vows with was turning into someone else. Could she endure a marriage to a husband she barely recognized? One that always came second to a career for another two or three years?
Lifting her gaze, she glimpsed at her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her eyes were red and puffy. Running mascara stained her cheeks.
Countless times when women learned she was a doctor’s wife, a look of envy gleamed in their eyes. It seemed marrying a physician was the modern day alternative to marrying Prince Charming. If those same women could see her now, would they still want to be in her shoes?
The silence was interrupted by her ring tone. She grasped her cell phone and saw she had another incoming call from her boss. Only moments ago, she’d been eager to leave all thoughts of work behind. Now, she readily welcomed the distraction. Perhaps she could use work as an escape from personal problems just like Reed had.
She cleared her throat, hoping it would help to create the resemblance of composure. “Hello, Hugh.”
His deep, raspy voice greeted her. “Anna, I’m so glad I caught you! Are you still out near Elm Street, where you were covering the fire?”
“I’m a few blocks away at Chicago Community.”
“Good! Look, I won’t pull any punches. I need a favor. We just got word there’s been an accident in the area. Apparently, there was a winter carnival going on at Saint John’s Church. Some ice broke over the lake people were skating on and now rescue efforts are underway. I want to get someone on the scene to go live with new details and footage.”
“And I’m the closest one?” she presumed. Figures.
“Yes. This is a great opportunity. I know I gave you time off for the holiday, but this is a big one.” His excitement was palpable, even over the cell phone. “We could easily break this story before any other local network! Everybody else is still focusing on pileups caused by holiday traffic and the fire.”
“Hugh, I’m not prepared. How am I supposed to go on the air without a camera?”
“Already taken care of. Frank and Nellie were out there taking additional new shots of the fire damage to show in a package at ten. Frank’s on the scene and setting up. He found a prime spot at the top of a sledding hill where he can get a great angle.”
“Is there enough distance to give the paramedics room to work? You know I’m not one of those reporters who’s willing to endanger lives for the sake of ratings.”
“I know. That’s why our viewers love you. You’re a reporter with heart.”
“I don’t need flattery, Hugh. I just need an honest answer.”
“Frank’s taking advantage of his zoom lens and keeping his distance,” he assured. “You don’t have to go closer or try to score interviews with witnesses until after the rescue is complete. Okay?”
She closed her eyes and released a deep sigh. “Okay.”
“You’ll go?”
“Yes. I’ll go.” She retrieved a tissue from her purse and began to clean her face. “I’m on my way right now. I take the expressway and turn off on Hamilton, right?”
“Yep. Thanks again for doing this. I know you probably already had plans with your husband for your Christmas break. Tell Reed I’ll make this up to you.”
She started her car. “You don’t need to worry about that... It doesn’t matter. Christmas is just another day now.”
***
Cold gusts of night air stung Anna’s face. But she barely felt the bitter chill. Standing in front of a camera and positioning her earpiece gave her a much needed sense of normalcy. After feeling so lost and confused by her confrontation with Reed, it was nice to feel confident and capable.
“Are we going live soon?” she asked the field producer, Nellie.
“They’ll throw to you from the studio any second now,” Nellie mumbled while studying a monitor from the news van. She looked out at the lake in the distance where paramedics and police officers were gathered. She pulled a face and grumbled. “Though there’s hardly any point. Looks like they’re pulling out the last person now. Despite Hugh’s frantic bid to get us all here, this barely counts as breaking news. I bet there’s something bigger going on in Chicago right this second and we’re missing it!”
Frank, the camera operator, snorted. “That’s the Christmas spirit for ya, being disappointed people have already been saved.” He heaved the camera onto his shoulder. “You ready, Anna?”
“Yes. We’re doing an active stand-up, right?”
“Yep. Now that’s everything’s about finished up, we can get off this hill and get closer to the actual scene. Just start walking and I’ll follow you.”
She looked at the line of steep sledding hills in their path. “Are you sure we shouldn’t stay put? Some spots are nearly ten feet high and I noticed a few icy patches while climbing up here.”
Nellie handed her a microphone and a clipboard marked with recent notes and facts. “You can take your time, but you definitely need to move. We all know it’s been proven that movement in the field helps to keep the viewer’s attention. And maybe we could get an interview with a few witnesses or service members.” She waved a signal. “They’ve just finished the breaking announcement and are cutting to you.”
The gleaming light from the camera fell upon Anna like a spotlight and she heard the fading voice of the anchor in her ear. She took a quick breath, and then said, “We are coming to you live from the Saint John’s Winter Carnival. Only minutes ago, this event designed to bring seasonal cheer took a terrible turn when the ice on the lake where attendees were skating broke, sending multiple people into the water.
“We have learned six people have been sent to Chicago Community Hospital for treatment. And right now, the efforts to retrieve the last victim are underway.”
She continued to provide a detailed description as an older man was pulled from the water. Swiftly, paramedics lifted him onto a gurney and headed toward a waiting ambulance. A round of applause erupted and sirens wailed.
With the action dwindling, she had to get closer to the witnesses. Viewers would expect it. Tentatively, she began her descent down the first hill, with Frank following step-by-step across from her.
She reached the bottom safely and then started to climb upward again while giving the audience a background of the carnival’s history from Nellie’s notes. The crunch of snow beneath her feet was audible as she attempted to use the ground hidden beneath the layer of white powder as traction.
Steadily, she propelled herself to the top. But Frank struggled to match her pace. His boots slid when he reached her. He couldn’t regain his balance and fell flat onto his stomach, causing the camera to lurch forward.
Instinctively, Anna stepped back to avoid the heavy equipment that was coming toward her—and fell over the edge!
***
Reed pressed the button to open the elevator and wiped the perspiration from his brow. Now that his young patient was safely in the hands of the specialists in Pediatrics, he could return to the emergency room to help treat the onslaught of a group of winter carnival attendees suffering from hypothermia.
In only moments, the doors opened. He was annoyed to see Marvin Robertson standing inside. After the troubling conversation he’d had with Anna, he would have welcomed a quiet moment that would allow him to send her a quick message before reentering the fray. It was the very least he could do. She’d been right—he’d completely ignored her lately.
“Dr. Benford!” the intern exclaimed. “Thank goodness I finally found you! You need to go to ER right now.”
Reed stepped inside and selected the first floor. “Did another trauma come in?”
“I don’t know if it’s a trauma. I guess it could be. It probably depends on whether a head injury is involved.”
“You haven’t assessed the patient?”
“No,” he answered nervously. “There wasn’t time. I left the ER immediately to come find you.”
“I appreciate your willingness to find a more experienced physician if you felt you were out of your depth, but you shouldn’t leave the ER to locate someone several floors away. There’s an attending that can provide immediate assistance. So can the residents. With the exception of Thad Dillard they’re all quite good.”
“There already is a resident on the case, but I don’t know which one.”
Reed frowned. “If the patient is in safe hands, why have you been searching for me?”
“This patient…um…the patient is…”
“Just spit it out.”
“The patient is your wife.”
Reed struggled to find his voice. “W-what?”
“The paramedics just brought her in.”
His pulse became rapid. He felt unsteady on his feet. “What happened? I want details!”
“I don’t know much. I thought I heard someone say she was injured while doing a report.”
A glimmer of hope fluttered in Reed’s heart. “It might not be Anna. She was supposed to be off. Maybe it’s another reporter who looks like her, another redhead in her late twenties. We’ve had mix ups about identity in the hospital before. Millions of people live in Chicago; obviously some look alike.”
“I saw her myself. It’s definitely your wife. With respect, sir, a guy doesn’t easily forget a face that pretty.”
Too overwhelmed by concern and fear, Reed ignored his smitten co-worker’s comment. “What kind of accident was it?”
“Paramedics said she fell while filming on top of a sledding hill. They estimate she might have fallen about eight or nine feet.”
Thoughts of horror plagued him. He pounded the elevator door, frustrated to see they’d only reached the third floor. “C’mon! Hurry up!”
“The good news is she didn’t really fall that far. We’ve seen people fall several stories.”
“Even a short drop can be dangerous.”
“From what little I observed, I think she’s stable,” Marvin told him in a futile effort to offer support.
The young man’s words couldn’t calm him. Reed had treated many patients whom came into the hospital looking perfectly normal. Their bodies sometimes didn’t even show visible proof of significant harm. Internal injuries capable of claiming a life could hide from the naked eye.
Guilt ate away at him. Why had he quarreled with Anna? Why had he let such tension build between them?
Would the dispute in the lounge be the last moment he’d shared with his wife? Could his final memory of his beautiful wife be the sound of heartache and disappointment in her voice, the sight of tears sparkling on her face? Had he missed the last opportunity to tell her he loved her? Oh, God! No!
He forced a calming breath into his lungs. He wouldn’t allow himself to think of the worst. Determination washed over him. He wasn’t going to lose her.
The passing seconds felt like hours while Reed waited to be released from the imprisonment of the elevator. When the door opened to the first floor, he ran out.
“Where is she?” he asked Marvin.
“I think they took her to Exam Three.”
Without time for apologies or perfunctory politeness, Reed charged through the barricade of medical equipment, patients and co-workers. He dodged gurneys, squeezed in-between nurses. Nothing would keep him from Anna.
He ran passed trauma bays and rows of drawn curtains until he reached the exam rooms. With an additional burst of energy, he rushed into the third one. The backs of two nurses and a tall doctor in a lab coat blocked his view.
“I’m looking for Anna Benford! Is she in here?”
Upon hearing him, the workers stepped aside. At the sight of his wife lying on the gurney, his knees nearly buckled. Her eyes were shut, leaving him to wonder whether she was conscious.
“Annie, it’s Reed. I’m right here with you. Can you open your eyes for me? Please?”
Relief came when her eyelids parted. Once she met his gaze, he could see pain and panic in her emerald eyes. He rushed to her bedside and took a brief second take a deep breath. Drawing in the comforting and familiar scent of her perfume helped to steady his nerves. Then, he very gently brushed her cheek with his fingertips. Her ivory skin appeared nearly ashen and felt cool to the touch. “Tell me where it hurts, honey.”
“M-my shoulder hurts so much, Reed!” She stammered in an exhausted whisper. “And my legs. My head a l-little.”
“Okay. I’m going to take a look. You just relax.” Guided by a combination of personal fear and professional knowledge, he pulled away the warm blanket covering her and began a deft observation.
A few abrasions and bleeding cuts were easily visible through her ripped pantyhose. Her blazer had been cut away, leaving her arms bare. At the curve of her right shoulder, an unnatural protruding bulge was accompanied by immediate swelling.
Upon first sight, it appeared the laceration near her knee would require sutures and she had suffered an anterior shoulder dislocation which would need to be reduced. They were injuries that were painful, but typically easily treatable.
It was the tinge of redness resting on the top of her forehead that worried him greatly.
“Annie, did you hit your head? Did you black out?”
“Maybe…” She seemed even more fatigued, sluggish. “It all happened so fast.”
He reached for his penlight. “I need you to look up for me, sweetheart. I’m going to check your pupils.”
A masculine voice spoke up. “I’ll see to that.”
Reed turned to see Thad Dillard facing him. The resident was undoubtedly the most arrogant and least talented in the hospital. “You should have already done it! Even pre-med college kids instinctively know to see if the pupils are equal and reactive after a patient has suffered a fall. Stand back, I’ll conduct the exam.”
“You can’t do that. She’s my patient.”
“I’m the Chief Resident. Don’t tell me what I can or can’t do!”
“You shouldn’t examine your spouse! It goes against ethics.”
The sound of the metal door being slammed open announced the arrival of Dr. Barlow. “Gentleman, what is going on in here?”
“Dr. Benford is trying to keep me from my patient.”
“She’s not your patient. You’re not touching my wife!”
Dr. Barlow’s forehead wrinkled in concern. “I didn’t know she was brought in. Is she stable?”
Thad responded. “Yes, I believe so. She’s probably only dislocated her shoulder and picked up some cuts, bumps and bruises”
“You can’t be certain of that!” Fearful of scaring Anna, Reed lowered his voice. “Dr. Barlow, she may have a concussion. Or something much more severe… There could be internal bleeding, building intracranial pressure—”
“I know the risks, Reed. I’ve been working in this ER twenty years. We’ll get some answers and I’ll treat her myself,” the senior physician interjected. “I’ll be very thorough, I promise. So, just trust me, okay?”
“I trust you—” Reed clutched his stethoscope—“but I can still help.”
“No, you’re too emotional.” Dr. Barlow moved and physically blocked Reed from the gurney. “If you want to be in here, you’ve got to play by the rules. You know how this goes. Stay out of the way and let us do our jobs. Right now, she doesn’t need you to be her doctor. She needs you to be her husband.”
In a daze, Reed backed into the corner. The words of his attending were haunting, practically an echo of what Anna had said in the lounge. Had she been right, after all?
With wide eyes, he watched a nurse successfully insert an IV and Dr. Barlow begin his exam. Standing in this space, he normally felt confident and strong. He trusted in his skills as a physician to help patients in need.
Now, while his wife lay on a gurney in a room where he had saved countless lives, he felt deeply shaken and vulnerable. Helpless to care for her with his own trembling hands, he tilted his head heavenward and prayed.
***
Anna awoke to the sounds of beeping machines, buzzing intercoms and mumbled voices. She blinked to clear her vision, and then took in the sea of white surrounding her: white walls, white sheets and white curtains. Drawing in a deep breath, she inhaled the distinctive scent of rubbing alcohol and talcum powder.
She was in the hospital. But why was she here?
She attempted to sit up, only to stop when a burst of pain crept over her shoulder and her head spun with dizziness.
“Take it easy, sweetie. Just lie back. Take a minute to get your bearings.”
Moving only her eyes, she glanced to her left to see her husband seated beside the gurney. Seeing a familiar face gave her a bit of relief. “Reed?” she was unable to speak above a whisper.
“Yeah. I’m right here. How you are feeling?”
“I’ve been better. What’s going on? Why am I here?”
“You had an accident, honey. You were filming a report and you—”
“Fell,” she interjected.
He smiled. “You remember?”
“Yes, unfortunately I do. Do you know how Frank is? He fell, too. I think.”
“Frank just stopped by with Nellie to check on you. He’s fine.”
“Good.” Slightly more alert, she noticed the brace and sling immobilizing her shoulder, the pillows strategically placed near her arm and the IV attached to her hand. “Um… Am I okay?”
Patiently, Reed told her about a sutured laceration on her knee and a reduced shoulder dislocation.
“Reduced?” she asked, confused.
“Reset into the proper place again,” he explained.
“Oh… I-I don’t understand why I have a headache if I hurt my knee and shoulder.”
“Dr. Barlow believes you may also have a mild concussion.”
“Concussion? That means my brain is injured?” Inevitable panic struck her.
“Not severely,” Reed immediately soothed. “Not all concussions are created equally. Thankfully, yours appears to have been rather mild. You might be too sleepy to remember it clearly right now, due to your injuries and medication, but you’ve done very well on the neurological tests that have been administered.”
Though it worsened her headache, Anna forced herself to attempt to recall arriving at the hospital. It was worth the pain to test her memory and possibly gain peace of mind. “I remember falling… Having some x-rays… Someone asking me about the date, the day.”
“You answered the majority of the questions correctly. And your head CT was clear. You’ve done great. You don’t need to worry. When a person takes their concussion seriously, rests accordingly and implements a few precautionary measures, a full recovery is practically a guarantee.”
“So, I should be able to go back to a normal life? Work again?”
“Yes, absolutely.”
“I wonder if Hugh will even have me back. I drew attention to myself and away from the story during a live report. I must have looked like such an unprofessional idiot.”
“If he doesn’t take you back, he’s a fool. You were involved in an accident. You didn’t do anything deliberately, Hugh knows that.”
“But I—”
He quieted her by gently placing a finger to her lips. “Annie, you’re hurt. Right now, the only thing you need to focus on is getting better and resting. Don’t think about work or anything else. It’s not important.”
Her eyes locked with his. “Did-did I just hear you correctly? Did you actually just say work isn’t important?” For a moment, she wondered if Reed had also suffered a blow to the head.
“Yes. I did. Why is that so surprising?”
“My memory isn’t totally messed up by this concussion. I remember our last conversation and how we argued about your career and where we’re heading in our marriage.” Or where we’re not. Once again, she attempted to sit up only to suffer another wave of discomfort. “Ah!”
“That conversation doesn’t matter now, sweetie. Let’s just forget about it. Where’s the pain?”
“At first, it was my head and shoulder. Now, it feels like everything is starting to ache.” She winced. “Did I break something?”
“No. You don’t have any broken bones, but you’ve got plenty of bumps and bruises. Are you having any other symptoms?”
“I’m kind of dizzy and queasy, but I can tolerate it.”
He lifted the chart from the end of the bed and read over it. “Now that we’ve had a little time to monitor and rate the severity of your head injury, Dr. Barlow should clear you for pain medication, especially since the sedation used for the reduction is wearing off. An antiemetic could also be added to address the nausea and dizziness.” He pushed the call button.
“Will all of that take long? I really just want to go home and get out of here.”
“You need to stay the rest of the night for observation. If all goes well, which I suspect it will, you can go home tomorrow.”
She glanced around the room once more, growing increasingly frustrated. Only hours before, she had wanted nothing more than to escape from the hospital where Reed spent the majority of his days and nights.
Now, she was stuck here as a patient. The plastic identification bracelet looped around her wrist felt like a visible, taunting sign of mocking irony.
“My sister…” she murmured suddenly, remembering her original plan to leave Chicago for South Bend. “Does she know? I sent her a message earlier; she’ll be worried tomorrow when I’m not there.”
“It’s a really great sign that you remember. I’ll call her for you in a little bit, but first I’m going to go track down a nurse.” He released the call button with an angry shake of his head. “It shouldn’t take this long.”
“Reed, I’m sure it won’t take much longer. I can wait.” She reached out with her left hand and brushed his fingertips. “Couldn’t you just stay here with me?”
He patted her palm gently, then immediately furrowed his brow. “Your hand’s awfully warm…” He broke the touch to press the back of his hand to her cheek. “You feel feverish. I’m going to go find someone. And when the nurse comes back with me, I’m going to have them check your temperature. A fever doesn’t make sense right now… A possible infection from your wounds wouldn’t set in this quickly.”
Too exhausted to protest, Anna simply watched him hurry out the door. Perhaps Reed felt her work could wait, but as always, his couldn’t. Though she’d been pleased to have woken up to see his face and he seemingly cared about her well-being, a feeling of fear blanketed her. He was clearly still in his perpetual doctor-mode. He’d treated her as his patient and not his spouse. Had the bond they once shared as husband and wife been lost forever? Was it too late for them?
***
Reed fought to keep his eyes open as he stared at the traffic light. The sleepless night had been long and stressful, leaving him with a fatigue that exceeded the physical.
He widened his eyes and swallowed back a yawn. He refused to let Anna see his weariness. It was important to remain strong and show her she could depend on him.
He glanced at the passenger side. Anna was slumped in her seat, unable to maintain the pristine posture she’d honed as a television reporter. Her pale face was now marked with bruises. Tension in her jaw acted as a telltale sign of pain.
“How are you holding up?” he asked, desperate to break the awkward silence.
“I’m hanging in there. The pill Dr. Barlow gave me right before we left the hospital has kicked in. It’s helped with the nausea I had at first in the car. And you were right about wearing sunglasses; it’s made the headache more tolerable.”
“Good. And I’ve already filled your prescriptions. You can take something for pain as soon as we’re home, which will be in just a minute,” he promised after making the final turn that would lead to their apartment complex.
“Thank goodness. I was wondering if we’d ever make it here. Why did you take such a long route?”
“I literally wanted to take the road less traveled.”
She quirked a brow. “Do those even exist in Chicago?”
“Some roads are worse than others. Last minute shopping has turned people into impatient maniacs behind the wheel. I wanted to decrease our chances of having an accident. It’s imperative that we prevent you from getting another bump on the head. That could lead to second-impact syndrome and increase your risk of developing post-concussive syndrome.”
“Didn’t Dr. Barlow say my concussion was considered mild?”
“Yes, but every concussion has to be taken seriously.” He eased his Jeep smoothly into the lot.
“If you keep up the medical jargon and facts, I don’t think the headache will ever go away.”
“Sorry. Occupational hazard.”
He parked, then stepped out and rushed to the other side. As gently as possible he removed her safety belt, taking great care not to let it recoil against her shoulder.
“Go as slowly as you need to, it’s not a race.”
She shivered when one of the city’s trademark gusts blew. “It’s too cold to take too long. I can manage.”
With determination, she eased out of the seat with little assistance from him. The action wasn’t lost on him.
But each step from the parking garage into the building took a visible toll. Watching Anna limp and grimace caused Reed’s heart to ache.
“Do you want to rest a minute before we go up?” he inquired when they entered the elevator.
“No.” Exhaustion hung in her soft voice. “I really want to lie down in my own bed.”
He pressed the number and in less than a minute they were on the third floor. He kept a steady hand around her waist when she swayed after stepping out. “You okay?”
“Yeah. I guess riding up just made me woozy for a second.”
“Maybe I should just carry you.”
Her eyes widened. “You…you would really do that for me?”
“Of course I would.” Sadness struck him at the surprise in her voice.
“I appreciate the offer, but you don’t have to. I’m not a damsel in distress.”
“You’re a lady with injuries.”
She winced. “Even with a bump on the head I’m not likely to forget that anytime soon. But, that still doesn’t make me an invalid.”
He matched her slowly step by step until they reached the apartment. “Home again,” he announced after opening the door.
“Maybe now I can actually get some sleep. No more staff members waking me repeatedly for vitals or to ask questions. Hospitals are not the place to rest!”
“I’ll still have to wake you occasionally. That’s part of the protocol after a concussion. We’ll also need to take certain measures to address your shoulder as well: ice packs to reduce swelling, specifically placed pillows to give protection while you’re sleeping.”
“Well…at least there aren’t loud, beeping medical machines around here.” Gingerly, she lowered herself into a recliner in the living room and then reached for the zipper on her coat with her uninjured arm.
“Whoa, slow down,” Reed ordered. “Let me do that. You’ve already confessed you’re exhausted and aching, don’t make it worse.”
“You don’t have to dote on me, Reed. I appreciate your kind gestures and how you wanted me to get the best care at the hospital…but it’s probably better that I start trying to figure out how to get by now, so I can do it when I’m alone.”
A brief look of frustration crossed his face at her words, but he remained adamant. “You shouldn’t try this soon. It’s been less than twenty-four hours and your shoulder is extremely vulnerable to additional or repeated injury right now. Besides, you’re not alone. I’m right here.” He pushed down the zipper and then delicately removed the coat.
“But for how long? You’re barely ever here. My accident won’t change that and I don’t expect it to. The hospital’s your life right now. We just had this discussion. Remember?”
He stood and walked into the kitchen. “Anna, let’s not go into that. Getting upset all over again won’t help you heal.”
“I’m not trying to start a fight.”
He wrapped a bag of frozen peas in a dish towel, grabbed a bottle of water and returned to the living room. “Good. Because I still think we should both just forget about the conversation we had yesterday. None of it matters now.”
She shivered at the cold touch against her shoulder. “I can’t forget about it, Reed. We’ve turned a blind eye for too long already. It does matter. At least to me. My injuries don’t change that.”
“But your injuries did change my perspective. For the first time in ages, I’m content to let the other doctors worry about the patients at Chicago Community.” He opened a prescription bottle, placed a pill in her hand and then offered the water. “As of now, you’re my only patient. You’ve got your own personal physician here at home.”
“Reed, stop, please. I know you mean well, I really do. But now you’ve just brought your work home. I don’t need to be treated like a patient of Dr. Benford or have the apartment transformed into a hospital.”
“I’m not doing that.”
“You are. It’s like you can never stop being on-call anymore. Ever since last night, you’ve mainly spoken about medical things: my care, my prognosis, my medicine.
“When I woke up in the hospital last night, I was relieved to see your face. You were soothing. But then, it was suddenly like just having another doctor in the room. It felt more professional than personal. I just wanted my husband.” She shut her eyes and took a deep breath. “I needed him.”
Reed stayed silent. He wanted to argue, but he couldn’t form a decent rebuttal. He had been thinking as a physician. He’d only focused on Anna’s recent injuries and forgotten the emotional pain he’d played a part in giving beforehand.
She swallowed down the pill. “I’m sorry. That probably sounded incredibly rude… I don’t mean to be.”
“I know. I understand. You don’t have to be sorry. You’ve put up with plenty of mood swings from me lately and I didn’t even have the reasonable excuse of not feeling well.”
Slowly, Anna pulled herself to her feet. “I’m going to lie down.”
Instinctively he stood and placed a helpful hand to her back. A harsh dose of reality came when she stiffened at his touch, as if it was awkward and uncomfortable instead of natural to be standing so close together.
In that moment, he found a bit of clarity. Last night he’d used his brain to help her in the hospital, now it was time to give her a piece of his heart at home.
***
Anna gritted her teeth to keep from screaming. She was absolutely exhausted and in pain. She felt physically and emotionally bruised and broken. Within two days her life had been turned upside down.
All of the confusion and stress made her long for a bit of normalcy, no matter how small. After sleeping the day away, she awoke determined to use the period of rest to her advantage. She’d entered the bathroom: planning to wash up, brush her teeth, change her clothes and comb her hair.
Now, she sat on the edge of the tub with her nightgown draped over her damp body awkwardly, the neckline and straps uncomfortably misplaced. Her hair was still in a tangled braid. She had vastly underestimated the challenges that came with a dislocated shoulder and mild concussion.
Wearily, she reached out to grasp the removed sling from a nearby shelf. Attempting to spare her sutured knee from another sting, she stayed seated and stretched out her fingertips and tried to catch the strap. Instead, she bumped a jar of bath beads, knocking it off the edge.
The sickening crack of breaking glass echoed when the container transformed into a collection of shards on the hard floor. Multi-colored beads rolled in every direction.
Within seconds, she heard Reed shouting her name.
The door flew open and he burst in, clad in his plaid pajama bottoms. “Anna, what happened? Are you okay?”
Momentarily, the sight of him startled her. Reed was the definition of tall, dark and handsome. He was nearly as dedicated to fitness as he was to medicine and the proof was evident in the muscular definition of his arms, chest and abdomen.
“Be careful!” she warned after regaining her voice. “There’s glass everywhere. I don’t want you to get cut.”
“I’ve got on slippers, I’ll be fine. Did any hit you?” He knelt down, searching for traces of fresh blood.
“I think it all missed me.”
He wrapped a thick towel over his hands and began gathering up the glass, dumping it into a garbage can. “What were you doing?” The question was laced with concern.
Embarrassed, she had no doubt her face flushed. “I was just cleaning up. I knocked over the jar. I’m sorry. I guess I’m the most accident prone person on the planet lately.”
“It could happen to anyone. But you didn’t have to do this on your own. I would’ve helped you.”
“I would’ve looked foolish asking after lecturing you about treating me like a patient. I tried to be realistic. I didn’t run a bath because I didn’t have the energy. I just washed up. I thought I could manage that. Obviously, I was wrong. I feel like a worthless idiot.”
“You’re neither worthless nor an idiot, Anna. You are one stubborn woman, though.”
“You’re calling me stubborn? Isn’t that like the pot calling the kettle black?”
“I guess I’ve had my share of stubborn moments.” He threw away the remainder of glass and began retrieving the beads. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine… Well, considering. I don’t think I need any new slings or stitches at least.”
He stood. “Speaking of slings, you should get yours back on. Where is it?”
“On the shelf. I made the mess by reaching for it.”
“Would you like me to help you with it?”
“Yes…please.”
Reed sat beside her on the edge of tub. After having an emotional distance build up between them for so long, to be sitting so close felt unusually intimate. For a moment, it made her forget the pain. She shivered when they touched skin-to-skin as his bare chest brushed the back of her arm.
He inquired, “Are you cold? I can go get you a robe.”
“No, I’m okay. Let’s just get this done.”
Reed guided her forearm into the sling. Though he was extremely gentle, the movement caused a jolt of pain to shoot through her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I know it hurts.”
“It’s not—” she sucked in a hissing breath—“your fault.”
“I know. I just wish I could trade places with you. It’d be a lot easier to go through pain myself than watch you experience it.”
Since he came in, Anna had avoided direct eye contact. She’d been too embarrassed. But his comment prompted her to glance at his face. In his brown eyes, she saw a compassionate tenderness she was beginning to fear he’d lost.
He adjusted the strap around her neck. “How does that feel? Is it very uncomfortable?”
“Compared to everything else, it’s not so bad.” Wanting to shake away the flustered feeling, she cleared her throat. “Thank you. I’m sorry I woke you up.”
“It’s okay. I don’t mind. Are you going back to bed now?”
“No. I want to brush my hair or at least try to. You go on.” She pulled the braid over her uninjured shoulder with her free hand and removed the elastic band at the end.
“I can stay and help you.”
“Despite the clumsy accident, it’s really not necessary to treat me like a patient constantly. You can stop being in doctor-mode and get some much deserved sleep.”
“I’m not in ‘doctor-mode’. I’m trying to be in husband mode, but you keep pushing me away. Trust me, hair care isn’t part of a doctor’s job description… And I can’t say this is a situation I’ve ever shared with anyone other than you.” He smirked. “I’ve certainly never sat shirtless in a bathroom with a patient.”
Anna chuckled and cherished the unexpected sound when he joined in. She couldn’t even remember the last time they shared a laugh. “I think that’s a very good thing. We’ve been in our share of awkward situations. But this one right now probably qualifies for being the weirdest.”
“It doesn’t have to be weird.”
“Reed, look at where we are…”
“You’re over thinking this.”
She frowned in confusion. How had he read her mind? Why was he abruptly so easygoing? Her brain swirled, trying to understand how they suddenly were sharing a nice moment together after having so many unpleasant ones recently. After arguing.
He stood. “I’m not the only one who can be obsessed by my profession. I know the look in your eyes when you’re searching for clues and puzzle pieces. Sometimes it’s okay to just go with the flow like we used to do.”
She bit her lip. “I’m not sure I even remember how to do that anymore.”
“Then, I’ll help you remember.” He offered her his hand. “Come on, why don’t you come sit by the vanity table and let me brush your hair? It’ll be much easier and far more comfortable than sitting here.”
She sat quietly, staring into her husband’s face. The change that had come over him was unbelievable. His tone was gentle. A glimmer sparkled in his eyes. He reminded her of the man she’d met eight years ago, the one whom captured her heart.
Anna slid her palm over his. “Okay.”
***
Reed watched Anna stand, his eyes drawn to the long nightgown she wore. He lifted a hand to the crooked spaghetti straps on her shoulders, pushing them into place. The simple gesture eased the black satin into proper alignment. It clung to every lush curve of her body and was a drastic contrast against her pale ivory skin. He placed a hand on each side of her waist to assist her, intrigued by the smooth fabric and the warmth of her flesh underneath his fingers. How long had it been since…?
“Stay away from where the glass was.” He guided her safely around it to spare her bare feet from any nicks. “There may still be some left that’s too small to easily see.”
She followed his lead and then sat in the chair in front of the vanity table. She stayed silent, taking a moment to rest with her head bowed. The few steps had been taxing.
“Dizzy?” he assumed.
“Yeah. Moving made my head start throbbing again… But I guess that’s going to be normal for a little while.”
“I hate saying it, but it probably is.” He stepped aside and doused a washcloth with cold water. Then, he returned and gently pressed it against her forehead. “This might help a bit.”
After a few moments, Anna gave a slight smile. “Thanks. That’s a little better. The throbbing is easing up.”
“Good. You want me to brush your hair now? We can wait if your headache’s too severe.”
“No, please go ahead. It’ll be an uncontrollable mess if I hold off.”
“Okay.”
Tenderly, he looped his fingers through the long braid hanging down her back. Slowly he unraveled each section and watched the tangled auburn waves fall free. Once he had finished, he didn’t immediately reach for the hairbrush. He stared into the mirror, mesmerized by her reflection. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d stopped to observe her beauty.
Her emerald eyes met his in the mirror. “I…I guess I must be quite a sight.” Nervously, she touched a bruise on her forehead and then a scrape on her shoulder. “I look pretty awful.”
“No,” Reed whispered, his emotions suddenly raw. “You could never look pretty awful to me—just pretty.”
“You’re only saying that to make me feel better. You don’t have to.”
“I’m not.” He traced a finger under her jaw. “You were turning plenty of heads when you walked into the hospital yesterday. You nearly gave my intern palpitations.”
“I think you’re being a little overdramatic.”
“I’m not. You’re a very beautiful woman.” He took a thoughtful pause, and then added, “That’s probably something I don’t tell you enough. But right now you look just as beautiful as you did when you first wore this nightgown during our honeymoon.”
“You still remember this gown?”
He grinned. “Oh, yes…I definitely remember.”
A blush crept over her cheeks. “Well, this time I’m wearing it for much different reasons. I figured it would be one of the easiest things to slip into.”
“I’m glad you held on to it.”
She slumped slightly in the seat, quickly growing tired. “Maybe we should start now.”
“Of course. Let me know if it hurts.”
Reed grasped the silver brush from the table. He lifted a handful of auburn waves and began to comb through them, tackling the tangles as gently as possible. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you wear your hair down. It’s normally pulled back or styled in some way. You used to wear it down all the time when we were dating. Why’d you stop?”
“It’s all part of looking professional. I’m not a college girl anymore. I’m a reporter. Nellie has actually suggested I consider cutting it and getting something more modern. Maybe now’s the time to think about it since my shoulder is going to take several weeks to heal.”
“Don’t let her influence you. She’s a producer, not a stylist. If you want to cut your hair, do it because you want to.”
“She may have a point, though. I guess long hair is sort of old-fashioned.”
“Some things are timeless and classic.” He curled a silky strand around his finger. “Did I ever tell you your hair was the first thing I noticed about you?”
“No. Was it really?”
He continued brushing. “Yes. I was rushing down the hall—I had to get to rounds—but out of the corner of my eye I saw a glimpse of a long mane of auburn hair in the gift shop. Then I saw your pretty face. Right then, I decided to risk being late. I had to meet you. There was something about you that was different from any other girl I’d ever met. You were so striking, graceful and mature. You reminded me of the women in old Hollywood movies like Maureen O’Hara and Rita Hayworth.”
“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”
“I don’t know… At the time, I probably thought it would be completely cheesy and not at all masculine. I wanted to make a good impression.”
“So, that’s why you told me those lame jokes for weeks instead?”
“Hey, those jokes weren’t lame!”
She rolled her eyes. “Honey, they were so bad you couldn’t have even gotten the kids in Pediatrics to giggle at them.”
“Then why did you always laugh? I thought you liked them. If I’d known you thought they were awful, I would’ve stopped.”
“That’s why I laughed. I liked you. I looked forward to you stopping in everyday for a pack of gum or magazine. I didn’t want that to stop. I thought you stood out in the crowd, too.”
He set aside the hairbrush and sat on the edge of the vanity table so he could face her. “How so?”
“It was rare to ever have a doctor come in the gift shop. And when one did they barely took time to acknowledge me or the other employees, acting like they were better than us.
“You weren’t like that. You were so personable, charming and incredibly endearing. The fact that you’re also very handsome was a nice bonus. I had actually been planning to quit working there and get a job on my college campus the week I met you. I ended up staying until I was hired by Channel 16 two years later.”
“All because of me?”
“Yes. I wanted to be near you from the start.”
“And I wanted to be near you.” Gazing into her face, Reed’s focus moved from her eyes to her full, pink lips. He leaned closer until he was so close his lips teased hers. “I still do.”
***
Anna’s heart raced when Reed’s lips met hers. She kissed him back passionately, savoring the familiar taste and touch of his mouth she had dearly missed. It had been far too long since they’d connected during an initiate moment physically and emotionally.
She welcomed the slight scratch from his stubble on her sensitive skin. His touch was feather light as he pressed one hand against the small of her back and wrapped the other around her neck, weaving his fingers into her hair.
Deeply, she inhaled the musky scent of the body wash that still clung to him. Her fingernails grazed over his muscular chest and abdomen. She tilted her neck, allowing the kiss to grow.
“Ow!” she cried when a stab of pain crept over her shoulder once again.
Immediately, the kiss ended. Reed pulled away. “Oh, Anna… I never should’ve done that. Are you okay? Did I hurt you? I didn’t mean to!”
“I know. It’s…it’s okay.”
He paced the floor anxiously. “No, it’s not. I’m so sorry!”
“There’s nothing to be sorry about.”
“Yes, there is. You were right when you said I’ve ignored you. And now I just acted on hormones and instincts instead of common sense. I’m a doctor, I should know better. That was stupid.”
“Actually, that was wonderful,” she corrected.
“What? Are you serious?”
“Yes.” She reached out from her left side for his hand. “I think we just had a major breakthrough, babe.”
He laced his fingers with hers. “What are you talking about?”
“For months, I’ve been wondering if the bond we had was slipping away. I wondered if the chemistry was gone.” She grinned up at him. “After that kiss, I’d say there’s definitely something still there.”
“Without a doubt.”
“But it’s more than just the physical attraction. Right now, for the first time in so long, I feel like we’re back to being the couple we once were. Everything feels so natural. The conversation, laughter… Does it feel that way to you?” She lightly touched the bruise on her forehead. “Or has this all just been a figment of my imagination induced by the concussion?”
“It’s real, Annie. I feel it, too.”
“It doesn’t make sense. How could it change in just a matter of hours? You seem so different.”
“When I heard about your accident, my main concern was not losing you. I did a lot of thinking while you were sleeping. And now, I’ve realized there was more than one way to lose a person. Not just medically like I was so focused on. We’ve got a lot of talking to do when you’re feeling up to it.”
“I feel up to it now. I don’t want to waste another minute. It’s been too long already.”
“Okay. Would you feel like discussing it over dinner?”
Anna squinted to read the clock on the wall. “Now? Reed, it’s nearly eleven o’clock at night.”
“I know. But it wouldn’t be the first time we’ve had a date this late. Besides, it would be beneficial for you to get some food in your system. You need to keep your strength up.”
“I am hungry,” she admitted.
“Good. I’ll go find us something to eat.”
“There’s hardly anything in the kitchen. I didn’t go to the market.”
He stood. “That’s all right. I’ve got it all taken care of. I had some groceries delivered earlier.”
“You did?”
“Yep. It wouldn’t be much of a Christmas if we had cereal or stale crackers for dinner.”
“Christmas! With everything that’s happened, I forgot and let it slip by.”
“It’s not over. In fact, Christmas Day doesn’t even start for about another hour. We can still celebrate.”
“No, that’s okay.” She gestured to her injuries. “It’s not like I’m going to be able to do much celebrating or make a nice meal like I was hoping to.” An unwelcome tear slipped down her cheek and she swiped it away with the back of her free hand. “Maybe you were right. This year, perhaps it should be just another day…especially considering everything that’s happened.”
“Actually, this year I think it’s more important than ever to celebrate because of what’s happened.”
“It’s not practical. You have to work. You should go back to bed.”
“I’m not working tomorrow.”
“What? But you said the hospital’s been packed with patients. Won’t they need you?”
“There are other doctors to help those patients. Right now, my wife needs me. So for the first time in years, we’re going to be together for Christmas.”
“Really?” Tears again welled in her eyes, but she couldn’t stop smiling. “That’s the best gift I could possibly receive!”
“There’s more waiting for you. I’ve got something to show you.”
Anna gasped when Reed knelt and gathered her in his arms. “I already told you that you don’t have to carry me.”
“I know I don’t have to, I want to.”
His touch was gentle as he packed her into the dark living room, his footsteps smooth and steady to spare her from pain. Carefully, he settled her onto the couch, propped a pillow beneath her arm and draped a blanket over her.
Then, he stepped away and turned on the lights. A string of paper snowflakes hung in the window. Greeting cards lined a bookshelf. And a tiny Christmas tree sat on the coffee table, flashing multi-colored lights.
“Merry Christmas, Anna.”
***
“Do you want more soup?” Reed asked.
Anna shook her head. “No. I’m full. Thank you.”
“No need to thank me. I just opened up a can, plopped the contents into a bowl and shoved it in the microwave.”
“It’s the thought that costs.”
“Thank goodness for that. We both know I’m pretty awful in the kitchen. I think thoracotomies are less complicated than cooking and baking.”
“You’ve clearly improved—somewhat. At least the fire department didn’t have to stop by this time. Remember when you tried to cook dinner and bake me a birthday cake when we were first dating?”
He laughed heartily after pulling the dinner tray away from the couch and resettling into the recliner directly across from her. “That’s not something I’m likely to forget.”
“Well, hopefully I’ll be feeling a little better later on and can handle making something for us. I think it’s best for everyone’s health if you avoid the stove.”
“Agreed, but you’ll be doing nothing but resting this Christmas. I’ve already planned our holiday feast. The humble menu will feature nuked lasagna and apple pie previously prepared at the grocery store.”
“That sounds great. And I hate admitting it, but that’s probably for the best.” She rubbed her arm. “I never realized something as simple as eating could become physically taxing. Is that normal?”
“Yes. For a while, you’re going to have change the way you do a lot of simple things, especially since your dominant hand is on the right. But I promise it’s going to get better and easier in the coming weeks. I’ve got you setup with the top-rated physical therapist in the hospital.”
“You already took care of that?”
“Of course I did. I want you to have the best.” He grasped a couple of prescription bottles from the coffee table. “Do you want a pain pill to take along with your antibiotic?”
Reluctantly, she nodded. “Yeah. But I don’t understand why the antibiotic is necessary. I’m a bit of a mess but I’m not sick.”
“It’s a preventative action to keep the wounds on your legs from getting infected. It’s a pretty common policy in the ER when someone gets sutures.”
She swallowed the pills. “I still can’t believe this happened. Plenty of reporters have been hurt in war zones or covering catastrophic natural disasters. But falling off a sledding hill? That’s an embarrassing rarity.”
“Those kinds of things happen more often than you think. I see multiple freak accidents everyday at work. In fact, I’ve even been a patient in the ER because of one.” He pointed to a discolored scar on his palm. “I have my own lasting reminder of the culinary disaster that ruined your birthday years ago.”
“You didn’t ruin my birthday.”
“After the smoke had cleared, you ended up having to take me to the ER so I could have a burn treated and get stitches. My co-workers still give me a hard time about that. How could that not qualify as an awful birthday?”
“Because we were together. And how could I be upset after you tried so hard to make it wonderful? A woman dreams about finding a man who would care that much.” Anna traced his scar with her fingernail, lost in thought. “We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?”
“Yep. Maybe we were just always destined to be together.”
A moment of silence lingered before she murmured, “Do you really believe that? That we’re really meant to be together?”
The happiness inside Reed began to drain away. “You don’t think we are?”
“I don’t know. Right now, everything feels great. It feels like it used to. But, what happens later on when the normal routine sets back in? When we’re both working different schedules that practically make us ships crossing in the night?”
“It’s not going to go back to the way it was, Anna. I won’t let it.”
“How can you stop it? I know you can only change your crazy hours temporarily. Very soon, you’re going to be back to basically living at the hospital again and it will be your top priority all the time.”
“That’s what I’m going to change. Sometimes, my work will have to come first, but it won’t be my constant top priority anymore.”
She gazed into his eyes. “Are you sure that’s what you want? I don’t want you to feel pressured. It’s an extremely important decision that shouldn’t be rushed. Maybe you should take time—”
“I don’t need time, Anna, trust me. I’ve already wasted enough time making mistakes. And I have seriously thought about the matters you’ve brought up over the last couple of days. Watching one’s injured wife lie on a gurney in the emergency room is a real wake-up moment. It’s an image that will always be ingrained that I won’t let myself forget. No one has to take a hammer to my skull to beat some brains into me.
“Being away from the hospital today made it easier to think about what I care about the most, and I’ve learned if I don’t reset my priorities I have a lot more to lose than I have to gain. You were right, I was wrong.”
“I don’t expect you to take on so much blame or guilt. We haven’t been dealing with simple problems that have a clear cut right or wrong. That’s probably part of the reason it’s been so frustrating.”
“You’re being too generous. You’ve been right about a lot of things. I did let my priorities slip. I’ve been so focused on being a good Chief Resident and getting ahead, I haven’t really stopped to think about anything or anyone else that matters right now.” He gently squeezed her hand. “I’m the reason we started drifting apart. I admit I was the bad guy in all this.”
“You’ve never been a bad guy, Reed. You’re not a heartless villain aiming to hurt people. I never would’ve been attracted to you if you were. You’re just…driven.”
“Driven to a fault. I’ve acted like I’m still a doctor in the hospital instead of being a husband taking care of his wife at home.” He shook his head. “But it wasn’t intentional. It might be difficult for you to believe right now, but when I first found out you were in the hospital, it was different. I wasn’t thinking about you as a patient at all. I was just thinking about you. My wife… The woman I wanted to help. The woman I love.”
“Then why you were so determined to stay in a professional mind-set? Why couldn’t you just let the other doctors and nurses do their jobs?”
Reed took a moment to ponder her question. “I guess after arguing in the lounge and talking about a possible separation, I had more faith in my ability to take care of you as a physician than as a husband. I just knew I didn’t want to lose you, so I went overboard to make sure you remained stable. Although, I completely stand by my insistence that Thad Dillard not treat you.”
“He’s that bad?”
“He has more ego than talent. I was scared enough as it was…I wasn’t going to let him make things worse.”
“A little fall really scared you that much?” Anna was stunned by his confession. “You see worse every day.”
“I know. I’ve seen the unthinkable in the ER: the aftermath of gunshots, stabbings, beatings and car accidents. There have been broken bones visibly piercing through skin, more blood on the floor than in the patient. I’ve breathed in the smell of burning flesh.”
“That’s awful.”
“Yeah… And yet, none of it compared to seeing you lying on that gurney with your eyes shut. My wife. Suddenly, all these plans that have been relentlessly preoccupying my mind vanished. I didn’t care about the boards, fellowships or finding a better apartment. I just kept thinking about—” Shaken by the reminder and raw emotion, he forced himself to stop.
“What were you thinking about?”
He clenched his jaw, frustrated by the sting of tears nestling in his eyes. “It was completely illogical. It was… It was selfish. It’s not where my mind should’ve gone.”
“You can tell me,” she encouraged.
“For just a second…” It was a struggle to speak, he could only whisper. “I thought about your perfume and our bed.”
“You thought about a bed and perfume?” Confusion sparked in her eyes.
“I know it sounds crazy. But for a moment, I was terrified of going into the bedroom after you’ve left for work and not smelling the scent of vanilla and roses lingering in the air. And then, I thought about the sheets on your side of the bed never being wrinkled or warm again because you would be gone… It was the most horrifying moment of my life.”
She offered him a smile. “I never imagined those little things would mean so much to you.”
“Of course they do. Those little things are connections to you. Even if I missed seeing you because of odd shifts, I always liked coming home to little signs that showed you’d been there. It was comforting and something I’d come to take for granted.
“Now, I realize it goes much deeper than that. I’ve taken you for granted, Anna. I just expected you to always endure the hassles of my job without complaint, to always be patient with me and remain loving. But that’s not fair…because I haven’t held my end of the bargain. I’ve only honored the vows I made to you on our wedding day by the bare minimum of requirement.”
Anna squirmed with unease. “What are you saying, Reed? You told me you’d been faithful to me.”
“I haven’t looked at or been tempted by any other woman, I promise. But I still worry I haven’t lived up to the expectations I set when I was planning to become a husband.” He stood, walked to the Christmas tree and retrieved a hidden envelope from in-between the branches. “There’s something I’d like to you have. I’m ashamed to admit I completely forgot about Christmas shopping. This is the best gift I could think of to offer you.”
“Taking time to decorate was enough of a gift for me. I don’t need anything else. Christmas is about more than material objects that can be covered with red and green wrapping paper.”
“Please read it.” Reed opened the letter, unfolded the paper and sat it on her lap. “It’s something I want you to see now.”
“Dear Anna,” she read aloud, “I promise you that from this day forward I will be a kind, faithful and loving husband to you. I vow to keep you first in my heart and always be your friend…” She lifted her gaze. “Are these wedding vows?”
He nodded. “Yes. I wrote them about five and a half years ago, before we officially decided to take the traditional vows in the church.”
She continued reading. “I will provide you with strength and carry you through during trying times. I promise to stand beside you for the rest of my days and always love you. With you I will share my life.”
“It probably sounds like a cheesy greeting card. But it was heartfelt when I wrote it,” he assured her.
Tears shimmered in her eyes. “It’s not cheesy, Reed, not at all.”
“You don’t think it’s sappy?”
Anna cracked a grin. “Maybe a little bit. But luckily, most girls like sappy stuff, myself included. This is absolutely beautiful. I can’t believe you actually took time to write this. Why didn’t you ever show me?”
“Another concern of masculine pride, I guess.”
“If you were so worried about the status of your man card, why dig these vows out now?”
“I needed to see them again. Needed to remind myself of the man I wanted to be because that’s not the type of person I’ve been lately. I stopped being a friend to you, a man you could depend on. I put my work first and let you fall aside into the shadows.
“You were right when you said we have problems that need to be addressed. I—” his voice cracked with emotion—“I still don’t know how I blindly let things get to a point where you would even mention a separation. But, I’m imploring you to consider staying here at the apartment. You need my help right now until you’re better and we can use the extra time that will give us together to figure out what we need to do to get back on track. I don’t want to try a trial separation or any separation at all.”
“You’re positive? My accident isn’t the impetus behind this declaration?”
“I’m absolutely positive. I know I’ve messed up. But I can honestly say I have never stopped caring about you, even if I didn’t show it. I’m still deeply in love with you.”
She cupped his cheek with her hand. “You don’t how relieved I am to hear you say that!”
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