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Chapter One: Danger on the Streets
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“So, how was dinner?” I ask while clasping my wife’s hand. 

Jodie smiles and squeezes my hand as she replies, “It was really nice, baby. I love getting to go out with you on these nights. We should do it more often.”

Nodding my head, I tell her, “I should work around my busy schedule and do this with you at least once each week. I’m sorry things have been so hectic these last few months. The business is really growing and we are seeing record profits.”

“Money is nice, but don’t let it kill you, Scott. Your health means more than a few more dollars, and you’re working over seventy hours per week. If you hire another person for the shop, it might take a load off you.”

“And cost more money,” I say with a grimace. “But, I’ll see what I can do, my love.”

Jodie is my angel and more. Married just five years ago, we are not in our early thirties and finally getting things to click for us. As of just a few months ago, we no longer live paycheck to paycheck and we have more disposable income than ever. When I suggested we go out to eat tonight, Jodie’s face lit up, and she seemed happier than she’s been in a long time. I love seeing her so happy, so I need to do whatever I can to continue making her happy. Hiring someone else to help with the extra work we have could be exactly what will accomplish this.

We continue walking along the dimly lit sidewalk to our apartment building. It’s late and there are just a few other people making their way to one place or another. This is a walk that Jodie and I have taken dozens of times before, so it’s not much of a surprise when we see a group of three young men turn and look at us as we go by. One of them says something, and my wife squeezes my hand tightly once again.

“Ignore them,” she says to me as we continue walking. “Don’t even turn to look at them. They’re just a gang of dipshits that stick around here and bother people.”

“Dipshits that the police do nothing about,” I reply as I turn my head slightly to see them walking just behind us. “They’re following us. Fuckers.”

“Just be quiet, alright?” Jodie knows I can be very confrontational whenever I feel the need to be. Though the guys behind us are on the street in this part of the neighborhood often, we rarely interact with them. They typically keep to themselves after making rude comments. However, they now seem to be keenly interested in us.

“If they do anything, baby, I’ll have to protect you.”

“Don’t do anything,” she replies. “Just walk faster.” We do and the footsteps behind us become louder. The men are now jogging at a faster clip than we are walking and I become concerned. Maybe they are intending to do more than simply make comments in our direction.

“Hey, man, give me a smoke,” I hear one of them say to me.

“I don’t have any. Sorry.” We keep going, though I realize they are immediately behind us now. 

“Then, maybe a few dollars for some smokes? You got that, right?” I can smell liquor on the men as one of them jogs around and stops right in front of us. Jodie and I come to a stop as the three of them surround us. “You got money, right? Just a few bucks, bro. We’re friends, right?” The young man smiles, his discolored teeth on display as he fidgets around inside his jacket pockets. I wonder if he has a knife or even a gun inside that he plans to use on us if we refuse.

“Here, I have a ten-dollar bill,” Jodie says while looking into her small purse.

“Nah, I want him to give us the money,” the little shit says to my wife as he looks at me. “You good for it, right? Give me the dough, bro.”

Swallowing hard, I reach into my pocket and pull out my wallet. I open it to find only a twenty-dollar bill left inside. “Here,” I say as I hand it to him. “Now let us go about our way, okay?”

“Whoa, that’s not friendly,” one of the other young men says from behind me. “We’re friends, man. You should be happy to see your friends.”

I turn and glare at him. “You’re two-bit jerks who hustle people for money you don’t deserve. We are definitely not friends.”

His expression changes as he walks up to me. “Dude, I might loosen your teeth for you.”

“And I’ll break your neck,” I tell the smaller man. Jodie taps me on the arm to let me know I should shut my mouth and stop stirring up trouble. Unfortunately, trouble has already found us.

“We’re cool, bro,” the first guy says in front of us. “You can go now.” He steps aside, but then reaches for Jodie’s purse. She doesn’t immediately release it and so he pulls harder, causing her to fall to the ground. My anger, barely held in check already, suddenly explodes and I swing at the man, hitting him hard in the left cheek and sending him into the street. Turning, I see another of the men coming at me and I am able to connect again, this time hitting a nose, and he stumbles backward. However, I’m not ready for the sudden swat with a small baton the third man is holding. There’s ringing in my ears as I fall to the ground.

“You fucking cocksucker!” the man I hit first yells at me before landing a kick to the side of my head. The other two men kick and punch at me, concentrating their attacks to my stomach and my head. In and out of consciousness I go, my thoughts going to Jodie and what might happen to her next. She screams loudly, calling out for help, and suddenly one of the men is pulled away from me. A stranger thrusts the assailant against a lamppost and hits him so hard he falls to the ground unconscious. 

“Kill him!” one of the other two men says just before the stranger takes him by the arm and flips him over onto the concrete sidewalk. The third man with the small baton finds himself on the receiving end of a perfectly performed roundhouse kick that sends him in one direction and the baton in another. The stranger then informs them that if they don’t clear out, they’ll go to jail. They get up and run as my wife comes to my side.

“Scott!” she calls out to me as her hands move around on my body, most probably to search for any wounds that might have pierced my body.

“Jodie,” I say as I try to catch my breath. “My head.” The splitting pain between my ears gets worse as I look up at her and the man who came to our rescue. 

“I’ll call an ambulance,” he tells her before turning away and retrieving his phone from his pocket. 

“Just stay still, okay? Help is on the way, baby. Don’t move.” Jodie’s eyes are full of tears and some of them fall upon me as she runs her fingers through my hair. Her face becomes ashen as she pulls back her hand and looks at the blood on her fingers. “Oh, Scott. Please hold on.”

“Fuck, it’s bad,” I say as I breathe hard. “They beat the hell out of me, honey. I’m so sorry I didn’t back off like you wanted. This is terrible.” My abdomen hurts badly as well, causing me to wonder what is ruptured. Internal bleeding is certainly a possibility as I feel myself becoming more faint.

“Hey, man, help is on the way,” the stranger who helped us says as he returns. “They’re sending an ambulance and police. The 9-1-1 operator says they should be here in three minutes or less. Hold on, okay?” His eyes look at me in a way that conveys exactly what I have feared while lying here. I look terrible. If that’s the case, I might not make it to the hospital alive. So, considering this might be my last chance to talk to Jodie, I turn my head to her.

“I love you more than anything in this world,” I tell her. “Always have and always will, Jodie. If anything happens to me, talk to Rob, okay? He’ll show you how the business works. Your name is on the checking account at the bank already, so that shouldn’t be a problem.” Coughing, I feel my wife’s soft hand on my chest.

“Don’t you dare talk like this, Scott. You’ll be okay. Do you hear me? You’re going to be okay. Just stay with me, baby. Don’t close your eyes.” She cries hard as I feel myself slipping away.

“I love you, honey. I love you.” My fingers and toes tingle as I hear the ambulance and police sirens in the distance. Though I don’t want to go, I feel there’s really no choice at this point. Those assholes have done me in and my body is too badly injured to survive. I’ve often wondered how I would eventually die, but I never thought it would happen at just thirty-two years of age. Five years were all I’ve been able to spend with the love of my life. It’s too short, but I have no control over these things. If only I had kept my fucking mouth shut. Still, he assaulted Jodie. He threw her to the ground. Asshole. 

“Sir, can you hear me?” an EMT says as she kneels by my side. “What’s your name, sir?”

“I love you, Jodie.”

“Sir, can you tell me your name?”

“They have beaten him all over,” Jodie squeals. “Help him, please.” The EMT places an oxygen mask on my face and I feel its soft caress on my lips and nose as I smile. The pain I have been feeling suddenly subsides and the surrounding sounds dim as I close my eyes. My poor wife will have to go on without me. Hopefully, one day we will see each other again in heaven. It is the only consolation I have as I slip into darkness and silence.
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Chapter Two: Bedside Manner
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Pain. Lots of fucking pain. My head throbs as I open one eye and then attempt to open the other. I hear something, though it seems to be distant and muffled. Could it be the voice of angels calling to me? Have I made it to heaven? No, that can’t be it. There shouldn’t be any pain if I’m in heaven. Then, hell, perhaps?

“Scott!” I can hear my name as my eyes focus on a blurry image just to my right side. “Oh, thank goodness. You have had us all worried, sweetie.” 

“Mom?” I try to move my hands, but I can’t seem to get them to work the way I want them to. My eyes sting as I continue trying to focus on the familiar facial features beside my bed. “Is that you, Mom?”

“I’m here, baby boy,” she tells me with tears in her eyes. “You’re really back, aren’t you?” My mother pats me on the arm as she holds my hand. “Jodie will be so happy to see you, Scott. She’s been here for the last few days waiting for you to come out of this.”

The door of the room opens and my wife walks in. She drops the bottle of soda and bag of snack chips onto a chair nearby and rushes to me, her two hands coming to my head before she kisses me. “Scott! My beautiful husband!” I ache as she bends over the bed and embraces me, but I don't mind. Seeing her now causes my heart to leap with joy. The last I saw her I was dying. At least, I thought I was dying as she stood over me with another man. Our rescuer. 

“Where am I?” I ask with confusion.

“In the hospital, baby,” Jodie tells me before smiling over at my mother. “You’ve been here three days and in a coma. They weren’t sure how long it would take for you to wake up.” 

“Wow,” I chuckle. “I feel like death warmed over.”

Jodie wipes tears from her eyes. “You almost didn’t make it, baby. They had to shock you once in the ambulance.”

“My heart?” I say with surprise. She nods her head. “Fuck.” Suddenly I remember my mother is standing near the side of my bed, and I say to her, “Sorry, Mom.”

“Don’t be sorry, Scott. We’re just glad you’ve come back to us.” 

“Over the moon,” Jodie adds. “You have a severe concussion, which probably led to the cardiac arrest. There’s nothing wrong with your heart, though. They’ve scanned, prodded, and poked you a lot over the last few days, baby.” Her hand runs over my forehead as she adds, “Your liver is lacerated from the kicking and your spleen is bruised. They’re going to keep you here a few more days to be sure you’re okay. Since you’ve woken up, they might let you leave this weekend.”

“What day is this?” I ask her. 

“Monday,” Jodie replies.

“Ugh.” I’m finally able to lift my hand to my face and feel the bandages on part of it as well as on my head. “I would love to go home sooner if that’s possible.”

My mother looks down at me and frowns. “You’ve been through a lot, son. Allow your body time to mend.”

“They caught the guys, too,” Jodie tells me. “All three of them, and I signed a statement confirming they’re the ones. They’re going to court this week to be arraigned. The prosecuting attorney plans to ask the court to leave them in jail with no bond since they almost killed you. He’s going to seek attempted murder charges for them.”

I laugh a little, causing my midsection to throb. “It took someone getting hurt for them to do something. Those morons have been causing problems for the last year.” Though I hold a bit of disdain for the prosecuting attorney and the police, I’m happy to hear he will finally do something about the three gang members. There are others on the streets who should be dealt with as well, but at least they have these three in jail for now.

“There’s someone I want you to meet, if you feel up to it, Scott,” Jodie tells me. “Would that be alright?” I nod my head and watch her turn to the hospital room door. She opens it and says something to a person waiting outside. Soon, I can see who it is she wants to bring in to see me. “Scott, this is Cayden. He’s the one who jumped in that night to stop the attackers.”

“Hello, Scott,” he says with a smile as he walks over to the left side of my bed. “How are you feeling?”

“Almost dead,” I say with a grin. After forcing my right arm up, I offer him my hand and he gently shakes it. “Thank you for what you did, man. I don’t think I would be here right now if you hadn’t shown up. They were ready to make sure I never woke up again.”

Cayden smiles and nods his head as he pulls back his hand. “I was not all that far behind you both when I saw those guys get behind you. Figuring you might need some help, I stayed close.”

“I probably handled the situation badly,” I tell him. “Jodie told me to keep my mouth shut and I couldn’t. It might have caused things to precipitate.”

“They grabbed at her, Scott. You did what any man would do to protect his wife. Honestly, I thought as I was running in your direction that you probably had them beat after you hit the second guy. If the other one didn’t have that stick from his pocket, you might have come out of that one pretty unscathed.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I reply. “But I didn’t, and you saved us both. Thank you.” I smile at Cayden as I consider how strong he appears. His body is obviously muscular and well toned by what I see through his tight t-shirt. 

“He teaches Taekwondo, Scott,” Jodie tells me. “He’s a black belt.”

“I’ve had enough experience while sparring to do some good,” Cayden adds while nodding his head. His face turns a light red hue as he becomes a little embarrassed over Jodie’s fawning statement. 

“That experience saved their lives,” my mother says to the man. “I’m so glad you were there. You were their guardian angel.” 

Cayden is handsome. Tall with a light tan and dark hair, his blue eyes are piercing and powerful. He seems to have a bashful streak within him, but that didn’t stop him from coming to our rescue and seeing the three men defeated before they could kill me. I owe him my life, and yet I feel some jealousy toward him as I watch my wife and mother both look him over as if he’s some kind of prized fighting bull. Yes, he did a great thing, but why must they be so head over heels for him?

“I should be going. There’s a class I am supposed to teach at the Taekwondo academy in an hour.” Cayden looks down at me and pats my shoulder. “You’re a tough guy, Scott. There are lesser men who would have been dead after what you went through. When you are better, come by the academy and I’ll teach you a few moves that will make it so that guys with sticks will no longer have an advantage over you. It will be free, of course. I just want to see you ready for the next group of thugs.” His perfect teeth smile in my direction before he backs away from the bed. 

“Thank you for coming by to check on him,” Jodie says to the young man before he turns and leaves the room. She goes into the hallway with him for a moment as my mother asks me a question.

“Are you feeling any pain, baby boy? I can get the nurse if you need me to.” She clenches my hand again and smiles at me.

“No, Mom. I’m good for now.” Seeing Jodie walk back into the room, I ask, “Can I talk to Jodie alone for a minute?” 

“Of course, sweetie. I’ll go get a cup of coffee.” Mom turns and makes her way to the door after kissing me on the cheek. Jodie walks over to my bedside and has a seat in a chair. She reaches out and takes my hand.

“Cayden has come by every day to see how you’re doing, baby. He’s been so concerned about you.”

“Why?” I ask flatly.

“Why?” Jodie seems surprised by the abrupt question. “Well, because he cares.”

“We don’t really know him, so I don’t get why he would want to come see how I’m doing. I mean, he did great by saving us, but he doesn’t need to feel tied to us, honey. You haven’t made him feel as if he has to come see me, have you?”

She shakes her head while frowning. “Are you asking if I’ve guilted Cayden into coming here, Scott? I did nothing like that, if that’s what you are inferring.” I irritate Jodie that I would ask her such a thing, and I’m not all that certain why I would do so, either.

“I know you didn’t,” I reply. “He just seems to want to be here to see me. Or maybe you?”

Her face turns pink. “Cayden cares about what’s happened, Scott. That’s the only reason he’s been coming to the hospital. We both thought you were dying, and it really bothered me. I felt as if my entire world was coming down on me.” Jodie sighs before adding, “He stayed with me in the waiting room all night while you were in surgery having the bleeding in your head and abdomen stopped. Cayden is such a gentleman for what he did, Scott. Don’t think that he’s got some ulterior motive, okay?” 

I can see I’ve caused some distress in my wife by pointing out such things, so I decide to back away from this and go to other things. After all, Jodie has had a lot to deal with over the last three days after seeing me beaten almost to death.

“Have you been getting enough sleep?” I ask. 

Jodie smiles softly. “Your mother has been coming in and giving me time to go home, shower, and nap a little before coming back here. She really is the greatest mother-in-law a girl can have, Scott.”

“She’s always been like that,” I reply with my own smile. “Sometimes she can be a little too much in your business, though. She hasn’t caused you any problems, has she?”

“Of course not, silly,” Jodie smirks. “Rachel is great.”

My wife and mother had a rocky start after we first got married. Mom has always hovered over me a bit too much, and when I married Jodie, she felt it necessary to establish her place in our marriage. Though my wife was understanding, I knew I had to make quick work to set boundaries for my mother. Otherwise, she would have likely suffocated our marriage. Things have been good between them ever since.

“I want to get out of here sooner rather than later, Jodie. Is that possible?”

“No, Scott. The neurologist showed me on an MRI image the injury you have in your brain. It’s a terrible concussion, but he said it’s also known as a traumatic brain injury. There’s bruising on your frontal lobe from the stick they struck you with.”

“Baton,” I correct her. I noticed Cayden also called it a stick, but the dark object was not simply a stick taken from a tree. It was designed to cause substantial harm to the victim.

“Baton, then. You were really lucky they didn’t have to take off a part of your skull. As it is, you have a shunt in your skull to drain excess fluid. You’ll have to take it easy for the next few weeks until they remove it.”

“Shit,” I complain. “I need to get back to work.”

“Rob has things under control,” Jodie tells me. “And he hired another employee, just as you were going to do to ease things on yourself, Scott. Don’t worry about what’s happening at the shop for now.”

“I don’t want to stay here.”

“You don’t have a choice,” Jodie tells me. She looks up at the clock and says, “I need to go to the bathroom. Will you be alright here until I return?”

“Isn’t there one in this room?” I say to her.

She nods her head. “There is, but I don’t enjoy going to the bathroom in here. It’s too...hospitally.” 

“Oh, heaven forbid,” I chuckle as she stands to her feet. My wife releases my hand and leans over to kiss my cheek. She then leaves the room to find the hospital’s public restroom.

My mind soon becomes full of the images from the night they attacked me and I wonder how long it will take for the aching inside my head to subside. I’m sure it would be much worse if it were not for the pain meds I’m already on. There are other thoughts that push in as well concerning Cayden and Jodie. Though it’s likely because of my brain injury, I continue to be jealous of the two of them being near each other at all. Before the attack, I would never have thought such things about my lovely wife. Now, I can’t help it. I hope this jealousy goes away as I heal. It really isn’t the sort of thing I wish to have gripping me from now on.
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Chapter Three: A Hero by All Rights
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“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Jodie says as she walks into the hospital room with a tray of food. “They let me pick out something special for your breakfast.” She slips the tray onto the small mobile table and wheels it to my bed, raising it and centering it over my lap as I straighten myself up. I smile at her but then see someone with her as he enters the room. 

“Oh, you look much better,” Cayden says as he approaches me. “Jodie told me you were making good progress, but I didn’t realize just how much progress until just now.”

My eyes turn to my wife whose eyes are fixed on the young man to my side. “Well, I’ve had some good nursing from Jodie and my mother.” 

“I’ve heard.” Turning he takes a seat nearby. “So, what are they saying now? Will you be able to go home on Saturday as expected?”

I frown and shake my head. “They have spotted another small bleed on my brain. So, the neurologist says maybe Wednesday next week at this point.” Speaking to the doctor yesterday afternoon was depressing as he told me my brain is still in a delicate situation. Though I’ve made excellent strides in my recovery, it would be much safer to have me stay put in this room until an MRI clears my brain bleeding as having stopped.

“Any headaches this morning?” Jodie asks.

“Some,” I answer as I turn my attention to her. The perfume she has on this morning is different. I have no recollection of it, though that means almost nothing as I consider the injury to my brain I’ve sustained. Things will take a little time to normalize for me, including my mood swings, according to the doctor.

“But not so bad?” I shake my head. “Good. I love seeing you feeling so much better, baby.” Jodie sits down in another chair not too far from Cayden. 

“What have you been up to?” I ask her as I pick through the food on my plate. 

“Nothing much. Just work and occasionally taking a walk at the park.”

I turn my eyes back to her. “That’s close to where those goons attacked us, honey. You should really be careful about going out like that alone.”

“I know, but I’ve been careful. My walks have been mid-day and with a friend.”

“A friend?” I query.

“Sure. Cayden.” Jodie looks at him and smiles. “He’s been a tremendous help while you’ve been in the hospital, Scott.”

“I’ve been keeping an eye on her for you, man. No one is going to touch her as long as I’m around.”

The revelation of what they two have been up to suddenly causes a realization to flood my mind. All the thoughts I’ve had concerning what they are up to might be in some part justified. Jodie is an attractive woman and full of passion. Of course Cayden is attracted to her. Any man would be. Still, that doesn’t give him the right to hang out with her while I’m in this bed getting over the severe beating I’ve taken.

“That’s good,” I say with reservation while attempting to sound appreciative. “Still, Jodie, be careful. You know there are other members of that gang out on the streets. They probably already know about us and how their buddies were put in jail over what happened.”

“Of course, Scott,” she replies. “I’m always keeping an eye out.” 

Looking back at my meal, I reach for a piece of toast and then smear some butter along the top of it before taking a bite. They have only given me runny foods over the last few days as my abdomen has been healing, so tasting something with more texture is a pleasure. The hot cup of coffee on the tray is also welcoming as I struggle to put some creamer into it.

“Here, let me help you,” Cayden says as he gets up and takes the creamer packet from me. After opening it, he pours it into my coffee and even picks up the spoon from my tray to stir it from me. I’m uncertain whether I should be grateful or offended for the unsolicited help as he sits back down in his chair.

“Thanks,” I say dryly as I feel a little insulted. Though I might be in a little pain and still healing from the attack, I am far from unable to put creamer into my coffee. This feels more like an attempt to lessen my physical image in the presence of Jodie.

“He’s been helpful like that all week,” she gushes as she looks at him. “Always thinking of me whenever I’ve needed help to do anything.”

I raise an eyebrow. “What have you needed help with, honey?” Taking a sip of coffee, I realize I need some sugar as well. However, I dare not attempt to open the sugar packet lest Cayden swing in to save me from a potential paper cut.

“You know, this and that,” she replies. “He took me grocery shopping yesterday and helped me get everything into the house.”

“You will both have more than enough healthy foods to keep you on track to a full recovery,” he says to me with an enormous grin on his face. “I helped Jo pick out the best foods for building back damaged bodies.”

“Jo?” I say curiously.

“Oh, yeah.” Jodie looks at me nervously. “It’s just something Cayden started calling me. It’s not a big deal.”

“Okay.” I look blankly at her before turning my attention back to the food on my tray. Though I want to leap from this bed and strangle the other man, he would likely roundhouse kick me right back into it. No, I should hold my tongue for now as Cayden sits with a persistent smile upon his face.

“You know, that coffee smells good,” Cayden says as he looks over at my wife. “I’m going to go get some. Would you like a cup?”

“Sure,” Jodie replies before the young man stands to his feet and walks to the door. He turns and smiles at me one more time before closing the door behind him.

“Jo, huh?” I say as I move my fork around in a plate of eggs. “Interesting pet name.”

“It’s a nickname, Scott. Not a pet name.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” I reply. “I’ve watched how he keeps an eye on you and how you smile at him, Jodie. Is there something going on you haven’t filled me in on?” I turn my eyes to glare at the woman I have been married to for over five years. Not once in those five years until this week have I even considered making such an accusation.

She shakes her head. “You’ve still got a nasty head bump, Scott, so I’ll let you have that one.”

“What else do the two of you do together?” 

“Don’t do this, Scott.”

“No, seriously, honey. What do you do with him? Have you gone to the movies together? Or, maybe dinner? I mean, you went shopping with him, so that would be the rational next step, wouldn’t it?” 

Jodie glares at me. “Cayden is a hero, Scott. He saved us both, but even more so he saved you. This is not the way to thank someone who has done such a great thing for you.”

“Great thing?” I nod my head and chuckle. “You’re right. The guy saved my life. I know he did, and I gladly accept and have thanked him for that. However, I don’t get why he’s sticking around, Jodie. And the Jo thing creeps me out a little, if I’m to be totally honest.” 

We sit in silence as we study each other’s demeanor. I know my wife can see how concerned I am about her relationship with the other man. It is also apparent she has formed some sort of bond with Cayden, though I cannot see just how deep this bond currently goes. Maybe he is simply a good man who wants nothing more than to keep her safe until I have gotten better. Then again, Cayden could have eyes for Jodie in ways that are not exactly what her husband might appreciate.

“Just be nice to him, Scott. Don’t be jealous and cause him to become embarrassed. He’s not the type to be terribly outgoing.”

“He put my creamer in my coffee,” I point out. “Then stirred it like I’m a fucking baby. I don’t see how he can be so introverted, honey. Cayden seems very comfortable doing whatever he fucking wants to do.”

Jodie’s lips purse together tightly. “You’re not yourself, Scott. I keep telling myself that, but you’re
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