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Love catches you off guard, in unexpected places, 

and on the wrong foot.

Willing you to take the leap, to embrace it or lose it all.

Would you cross the threshold?

Overcoming your fear of pain and loss

To run across the lines drawn in your life's playground.
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An Elephant with a Flat Tire

Prologue
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BANG!

The steering wheel wobbles forcing me to grab it tighter and holding on for dear life as the SUV sways sideways. My foot slams on the brake to bring the vehicle to a halt. Not before billions of brain-blowing bits of terror while I maneuver and move the truck to the service lane. The screeching sound adds to the acoustic effects. The Rover stops, I take a few minutes to calm down and steady my breath. With a pounding heart, I get down to inspect the damage.

"Whip. The. Fundament." My eyes trace the tire marks on the highway.

Damn! A flat tire at this hour. The time on my mobile reads 5 p.m. It will be dark soon. A deep breath escapes my pursed lips as I survey the surroundings. Tall trees line up on both sides of a long winding road. Not a soul in sight. The trees filter out the last hurrah of the sun for the day—the orange, red and pink splattered all over the sky. The wind is cold. I adjust my hair and tighten my faux fur hood parka coat.

What am I supposed to do now? The tension of the drive is exhausting. The nervousness started, right from the time Tom offered to lend his remodeled SUV to travel to Hartford for a patient's wedding. I had never driven such a huge vehicle. The excitement got the better of me. How could I refuse to drive this beast of a truck?

Throughout the drive, I kept praying to avoid heavy traffic on the way. You may ask why I agreed in the first place.

The offer was too tempting to refuse. Oh yes, lest I forget, driving a variety of vehicles is one major item on my bucket list. Please don't confine me to the loony bin if you ever come across this list-it includes a ship and a fighter plane too.

The gentle hum of the SUV gliding on the highway should have calmed me down. In the last two days, I have driven this vehicle for over a hundred miles. The ride from Boston should have acclimatized my mind and taken care of all the worry. Yet, here I am, all worked up.

Contrary to what you might think, this isn't my first drive. Five years of experience driving different kinds of vehicles make me better than a novice. I should mention most of that experience is on two wheels. A Harley Davidson. Now please don't judge me—I am not a biker girl burning tar in leather jackets with a biker gang. This transition from a two-wheel drive to a beast of a truck was enticing.

The moment I stepped into Tom's customized Rover, the smell of the new vehicle made me swoon and I could not say no. Another one of my addictions. Ok, sorry for boring you with this, when there is a more pressing matter. Guess it must be the sheer size of the vehicle and the speeds of the interstate working on my nerves. Or a premonition that something bad was about to happen. Darn, why did I say it now!

To avoid any further panic, I need to start my breathing exercises. Gosh, why do those memories flood me every time I am anxious? The click-clack of the heels hitting the ground as I pace back and forth near the SUV does not help. They are the only sounds on this lonely stretch of the road. The reverberations are like a timer about to set something off. What's wrong with me? It's not like I have post-traumatic stress disorder. Or, maybe it is. You be the judge.

Have you ever taken a ride on an elephant? Maybe not, but please try to understand my predicament at this moment. The animal's movements are slow and majestic—yet, an underlying fear pulls at the heart. An elephant is a gentle creature, but the sheer size of the animal is intimidating. The anxiety of not being in control. What if it goes berserk and throws you off? Believe me, things can go wrong. Won't blame you if you don't. Neither did I, till I had the misfortune of experiencing it first-hand.

Things were fine on that faraway day in the past until Humpy decided he wanted to make a run for the lake. The animal went berserk. It must have been only five minutes, but the memory is still vivid. The ground-shaking and ear-shattering trumpet, as I clung on to the mammoth dodging the overhead tree branches, rings in my ears again. The mahout tried hard and failed. He jumped as we neared the lake saying something in his native language. 

I was too far gone to make any sense of his words. Next thing I know, Humpy flung me into the lake. The lake God saved me. I came out drenched in muddy water with a few bruises and weeds in my mouth. A shiver runs down my spine when I think of it now. Trust me, the heart rate goes a notch higher every time this memory comes up.

Now you know the reason for my anxiety during the ride and why I am panicked at the sudden jerk and swaying movement.

Like that day, the swerving SUV scared the life out of me and now I am stuck in the middle of nowhere. The beauty of the surroundings is of no relief. Nothing can soothe my nerves at this stage. Not a selfie moment, but still I take a snap and send it on my Crazy-nuts WhatsApp group, along with a pic of the reason for my trouble. If something happens, at least my friends will know where I spent my last few minutes. In the fifteen minutes standing here, no vehicles pass on either side of the highway.

The inconsistent signal strength makes it difficult to search for my location on Google Maps. The frustration rises every time I have to tap on my mobile screen to reset the pointer. Before my patience wears out, the map shows up on the screen. There is no town on either side for quite some distance. As per the map, I am stranded on the section of I-84 which runs through the Nipmuck State Forest.

Huffing and puffing will serve no purpose. The night is falling. The flat tire needs to be fixed—or will it be safe to stay and wait for help on the roadside? My anxiety increases by the minute. If only I can find a service station nearby? They may have a pickup truck. With poor signal strength, fiddling with the phone is of no help. My day gets better every second—the network connection goes bonkers and as a bonus, the battery display blinks red. No, no, please don't die on me. Not now. Any chance of getting help is dwindling fast.

The approaching night leaves me with no choice. I adjust my glasses and trudge to the back to take the jack out. Now all I need to do is locate the place it needs to fit to raise the SUV. Once that is settled, I get the tools and the spare tire out. The tire is massive and heavy. A size I am not accustomed to, but I manage to pull the spare out and roll it to the side.

While I struggle to figure out what to do, another black SUV appears on my side of the road. A flicker of hope rises. Yes, they may save me from hard labor. When I focus on the inmates of the approaching vehicle, my hope deflates. I see two men on the front seat and turn away, not wanting them to stop.

In my life there is one general rule: if I need help from a stranger, I search for a family or a woman. A single man or an all-male group set all my alarm bells ringing. Not that I live in a world devoid of men—male colleagues make up ninety percent of the workforce in my field. However, in any non-professional situation, I would not let a man come within five feet of me. At least not any strangers on a road.

It is too late. The SUV pulls over and two burly guys step out. Both over six feet with an athletic build. They are huge. I gulp as the difference between us becomes clearer when they come near. The tattoos on one man's right arm run-up to his wrists—a dragon winding down from the elbow to the wrist. My cheeks warm with the rush of blood. When they draw closer, my eyes widen. Had models walked out of a fitness magazine?

For some reason, the inked man is staring at me from the moment he steps out of the vehicle. His eyes moving all over my body make me more nervous, triggering my natural defense mechanism against such men. I give him my best death stare. They are coming from the forest reserve. The only place around here with a lake. Their SUV has a boat strapped on the roof. A whiff of alcohol sweeps my nose when they stand near me.

My pulse races; the self-preservation instincts go on alert. All the worst cases of sexual violence I have seen in my career flash into my mind. Stay calm, my mind reminds me yet again. My hands clutch the jack and hold it on the side like a sword; ready to swing if either of them makes a move. The chances of getting away from these two giants may be slim, but I can put up a fight.

"Hi, is there a problem?" The guy with dark brown hair and tattoos asks me with a smile.

"No, it is only a flat tire. I will manage."

"Are you sure, miss? Can you pull that kind of weight? We could help." The man counters.

What an MCP! Is he judging me for being smaller and softer because I am a woman? Back off, dude, this girl is accustomed to nuts, bolts, and drills. It will take some effort, but I can change the tires. The way the guy stares at me forces me to glare at him. I hope he gets the message. You do not mess with Ms. Geeky-Meeky.

"We will do it for you." He ignores me and extends his hand to take the jack from me. After a few seconds of internal debate, I give in. A little help will save me some manual labor.

They both work as a team to change the tire. I stand at a distance, with my purse clutched by my side and the zip to the outer pocket open. One hand on the pepper spray, in case they try something odd. Why am I worried? I have been in far worse, places around the world. Aren't they helping me? If they had any other motive, they would have taken their chance by now.

Between the two, it takes fifteen minutes to get the SUV ready to drive. While they are at it, my eyes do not move away from the guy with the tattoos. He glances back. The smirk on his face tells me he gets away with a lot with women. Boy, you are wagging your tail at the wrong girl. I turn away, but my stupid eyes want to check if he is still staring. Shit!

Why am I ogling him? I shouldn't or wouldn't stare at him. Which is it? There is a huge difference between the two. My inner voice is undecided. An unknown force stirs up strings in my mind, but years of 'safety first' in relationships prevent me from breaching the conversation barrier or relaxing around them.

Keep scowling. I may school my face to shoot daggers at him but inside the urge to talk to the dark-haired one is strong. My lips stay sealed. My devious mind doesn't. It plays the naming game. When I don't know someone's name, I link them to a cartoon or a book character. Here, it is a toss-up between the Muppet's, Bert, and Ernie versus the Flintstones characters Fred and Barney. I settle on Fred for the dark-haired one, and Barney for the blond.

"Well miss, you are all set to go. You will find a mechanic about ten miles from here. We would suggest you get the flat tire fixed."

"Huh? Oh yes!" I wake up from my gawking. Barney guides me to the nearest service station.

Fred keeps staring, trying to memorize me. Creep. Nervous with all the staring, I pull the lapels of my coat closer and focus my attention on Barney.

"Thank you for your help. I should be going. It is a long ride to Boston." Oops, should not have mentioned where I was heading.

"Wait, we don't know your name. I am Jon and this here is my friend Jason. We are also from Boston." Fred, who is Jon, does the introductions.

My hands are on the door of the SUV. For a second, I debate whether I should respond. They helped me, so some courtesy is due.

"I am Carol, nice to meet you and thank you once again."

"Carol, what do you do in Boston?" Jon tries to get friendly.

I am not one for roadside chit-chats with strangers. Time to push him off. "I am a karate coach. Now, if you will allow me, I need to get going." Perhaps, a little rude. Do I have a choice on this lonely stretch of the road? Hope Jonny boy gets the message. To reinforce the indirect hint to back off, I shut the door and turn the ignition. Before any more words come out of his mouth, I am off and back on the road again. A glance in the rear-view mirror confirms they are not following me.

On the drive home somehow, my mind keeps going back to Jon. Why did his presence unsettle me? Not the alarm bells kind, but the boy-girl trouble kind. Do you want to start down that Shit road? My rational mind puts a lid on it. The inner voice again. Relationships are a strict no. What is the point of adding another scar? So, I file a mental note to self in my forebrain: no ogling inked men.

Yeah, bad boys are interesting as long as they stay inside a romance novel. What? Don't label me. My wild side is camouflaged, coming out into the wild during my adventure trips. Are you up for bungee jumping off a cliff at Shotover Canyon in New Zealand, or volcano trekking in Java, Indonesia and yes, riding elephants in the backwaters of Kerala in India? I have done it all.

That is as far as I let it go. My wild side i.e. With men, I stay clear and on the straight from every variety. No wild nights. No inked bad boys. No sports jocks. Not even the sweet homely types. So where did the scars come from? We will need to be close friends to share that part of my life.
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Chapter 1: Break a Leg

Jon
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"We are, we are the Tornados!"

The fans in the stadium roar every time we have the ball. The stadium is a sea of purple with our team color. This is the final game of the season. If we win, we stay at the top of the division and get a bye to the divisional game. Light snow and the cold winds make playing a challenge. The adrenaline rush of making it to the playoffs if we win this game keeps us all going.

It is the final quarter of play in the game against the Grizzlies. Twenty-seven points to six is a healthy lead. I am all pumped up, knowing the game doesn't end until the final whistle. Anything can happen. A few bad passes and the game will slip away from us.

My mind blocks out the noise focusing on the next play. I rattle off instructions guiding my team as they take their spots. The center snaps the ball and sends it to me. The bodies slam against each other as the Grizzlies come for me. My offense blocks them out as I pass a short middle to Tim. He makes a clean catch and runs, but the tackle from the Grizzly defense makes sure we do not progress beyond seven yards. Tim hangs on to the ball.

For the second and the three, I fake a throw to my wide receiver. As a quarterback, I am a marked man, so the window of opportunity is narrow. My mind is doing the calculations as my eyes scan the field for an unmarked receiver to pass the ball to. By the time Damon breaks free and creates a space for himself, the Grizzlies breakthrough. Two linebackers lunge at me as I jump up to throw the ball. For a moment, I am up in the air trying to go high, but don't make it as they block the sky out from my sight.

After that, pain shuts everything out. My back lands on the ground, crushed by the Grizzly players on top. When the pileup clears, all I see on my left leg is blood, soaking my socks. My hands squeeze the part below my left knee, at the place it hurts the most. An effort to sit up sends immense pain shooting up to my hip. It gets worse as the pain blocks all sensations—I can't feel my foot. Fear sends my mind into a frenzy. Damn, am I done for the season?

Tim, my wide receiver and buddy, is standing nearby. The horror on his face confirms my worst fears. The injury is bad. I slump back to the ground, praying. Oh God not me, not now. The officials have stopped play. Dr. Nelson, our team physician, is by my side with our head athletic trainer.

"How bad is it?" I stutter between bouts of pain, clutching my thigh.

"Lie down boy, you broke your leg." Dr. Nelson holds my thigh down with both his hands.

My world collapses on hearing the words. Tears merge with the sweat. No, this is not the way I want my game to end. I slam my fists to the ground.

The medical team splints my leg. They put me on a stretcher and carry me off the field into a waiting ambulance. After that, I blackout. The pain, combined with the exhaustion of the game, gets the better of me. Everything is hazy after that. The paramedic gives me few shots to reduce the pain. Sleep is the last word from his mouth.

***
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BEEP, BEEP, BEEP. THE random sounds wake me up. My eyes land on my leg, wrapped in bandages, hanging from a sling. Fluids are being pumped into my arm. Jason paces the floor. Stephen, my agent, is on the phone.

"Where am I?"

Jason turns and walks towards me. "We are at the Bone and Neurology Care Center."

"Why?"

"Jon, you broke your leg in the game today." Jason's tone is somber.

The horror and pain, all come back. Jason is holding back something. "Is there a problem, Jason?"

Stephen gets up. He is the no-nonsense guy. "Jon, your leg is a mess. We have spoken to a few doctors, and they all paint a grim picture."

"Will I be able to play again?" The only thing that matters. No pain, no surgery, no hard work can chicken me out. The furrows on their faces set off my alarms. This will not be easy.

"Jon, the injury does not look good. The last doctor we met was not sure if you would be able to walk without a limp. Your chances of a full recovery are grim unless this lady here pulls off a miracle." Stephen moves his hand above my bandaged leg.

I don't like where Stephen is taking this. "What? Why do you have to say such a thing?" Sometimes I wish he ate some sugar before he opened his mouth. Jason touches my shoulder. "Don't worry mate, we are working to get this fixed. Do you remember Chuck? He got his knee surgery here."

Chuck is a defensive back with the Rovers team. His knee was knocked bad two seasons ago. However, he got back after sitting out an entire season.

"Jason, don't give Jon false hope. We don't know if she will take the case." Stephen is at it again. How I wish at this moment to punch and shut Stephen's mouth. But I need him on my side to get through this fiasco, so I turn to Stephen, "Who is she?"

"The doctor who will operate on you. She is on vacation and we are trying to contact her." Jason sits by my side. He is my best friend and for the last two years, also my brother-in-law.

"Are we not losing time? Can someone else operate?" I try to prop up on my elbows on the bed, but Jason stops me and I land back with a thud. My head is full of questions and I'm an impatient jerk. The waiting will do nothing for the worry monster pacing in my head.

"They say she is the best in these parts. Your only chance at getting out of this intact." Jason is trying his best not to upset me, but it is not helping.

"We are working on a Plan B. If we don't get her in the next thirty minutes, we move to another hospital." Stephen is not sure about the situation here at the hospital and that can't be good for me.

"Is there any hope?" My eyes search Jason's face for a clue, but he is expressionless.

"Yes, there is." My mother walks in with a broad smile. One glance at her and I know the smile hides the worries in her mind. She comes over and gives me a peck on the head. "They have located her. They want us to be present during the call. Let's go."

Stephen follows mom out of the room. I send a silent prayer to God for help.
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Chapter 2: Vacation Short Circuit

Sharon
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"Who let the Boss out? Woof, woof, woof, woof, woof."

"Who let the Boss out? Woof, woof, woof, woof, woof."

"Go away. Richard." The pillow over my head muffles my voice. The phone rings again, screaming out a chorus of the modified Bahamen song. Three goofy friends got together at a karaoke night. The club owner gifted us the recording and now it serves its rightful purpose. It is our secret and I am not one who sings and tells.

"Who let the Boss out? Woof, woof, woof, woof, woof."

"Who let the Boss out? Woof, woof, woof, woof, woof."

Sharon, he can't hear you unless you pick the phone. Eyes closed, I turn on my bed to the nightstand and pat my way to the source of all this woofing. Through one open eye, I check the time and swipe green.

"Hi, Sharon. Can we talk for a moment?"

Yup, the boss-man is on the line. A million ants must be crawling in his pants for him to call at this hour. Through the curtains on the balcony, I notice the sky is still dark. The palm trees sway in a rhythm silhouetted against the horizon lit by the full moon. The gentle breeze from the Atlantic Ocean makes them dance to its tunes. A slow beat of sea waves and rustling leaves. The breeze is cool, and the beach is empty. After arriving today in the evening, I had little time to go for a walk. An early morning run on the beach would be soothing. First, I have to finish Richard.

"Why are you calling at this hour?"

"I am sorry, but this is an emergency." Richard's voice crackles through the speaker of my phone. Argh! Richard's voice is not the most pleasant sound in the morning. I bury my face in the pillow. Chin up girl, you need to hear him out.

"Richard, you are interrupting my vacation after a long hard year. Don't do this. This is my time off from work. It is only a week in Florida."

"Well, it is the NFL. . ." The screws are coming loose from Richard's brain.

"What the hell, Richard? You call me at midnight to talk about football?!"

"No, no." He pauses and tries to put the right words together, "Ok, I will come straight to the point. One of the players of Tornado's injured himself in the game today. He needs your surgical expertise."

Calm and cool are the last two things on my mind. Richard and I share a narrow spectrum when it comes to testing each other's patience. He started in the trigger zone by waking me up in the middle of the first night on my vacation.

"For heaven's sake, Richard! The player would be rich enough money to find a doctor anywhere. Why bother me? I am not changing my vacation plans for the money bag." Forgive me for the bad mood. I am a grumpy riser.

"Dr. Sharon, be careful with your words. You are on speakerphone. The patient's family is here with me." Richard's professional and stern voice is a warning.

I squeeze my eyes shut as I curse Richard swallowing the words instead of blurting them into the phone. The same old tactic to make me agree to his demand. Put me in a position where I have limited choice and force my hand in public. When will Richard change? He knew I would not agree. As Medical Director of our group practice, he sanctioned my leave with reluctance. He had extracted three years of the most taxing orthopedic surgery schedules out of me.

"You might as well call the press, Richard. I am not coming back."

"Sharon, you must understand he is a famous player. You can't refuse a patient like this. Think of the publicity this will bring for the hospital. If you take this on and things go well, we could expand the practice the way you want." Now he is pleading. The thought of Richard sitting in his office surrounded by people clutching the phone brings a smile.

Richard plays his cards well. I have been breathing down his neck for the last two years to buy more equipment and facilities. We want a separate orthopedic trauma emergency. The triaging at the ER led to the loss of vital time. However, finances did not allow us to make the expansion.

If he thinks the arm-twisting will work, he has disappointment coming his way. But I need to be polite on the phone. Last time when he wanted me to take added responsibilities, he had all the partners present in his office.

My eyes land on the clock, it flashes 00.15. Richard must be under pressure. A perfect opportunity to make him squirm in his seat for a little while longer. Time to put on my matter-of-fact, no-nonsense voice.

"Richard, are you trying to buy me? You understand I will not be swayed by any amount of money or the publicity. So, if you need me back tell me, what difference will I make to the case and why Dr. Chang cannot perform the surgery?"

Richard does not respond, and I know I have him on the mat.

"Sharon, you've got me all wrong. Listen to me. The patient has come to us with a complicated injury. He broke both bones in his left leg above the ankle. There is also a lot of soft tissue injury and he may need vascular repair. You are the best person to deal with this. He is the right patient for your new procedure. Given the excellent results in the past, with such injuries, he would benefit from the surgery. Do you want to refuse a patient in need?"

Richard makes a valid point—perhaps I need to cut him some slack.

"How is the circulation in the foot?" My medical alarms kick in. Richard gives me the status of the leg which increases my concern. His description heightens my medical senses. We are losing time. "How will I get to Boston? There is no flight out of here before three hours and, then, it'll take me another three hours on the flight to Boston." This is a critical logistics hurdle for us to cross.

"A private charter is on its way. We will fly you here as soon as you are ready." The voice is not familiar.

"Richard, who is that on the phone? Where did you find a private jet?"

"Excuse me, doctor, I am Stephen—Mr. Hayes' agent. The Tornado's own a jet and it's on its way to Florida."

So typical of Richard. He did not wait for my decision. "Richard, who is the patient?"

"Jonathan Hayes. The Tornado's quarterback and one of the top five NFL players for the last four seasons. Not to mention the MVPs he won in the last two years. Jon broke his leg in today's game."

Richard's smug voice is a put-off—he's gloating as if he won all those accolades. He sure is going to milk this for publicity. I can visualize him salivating at the prospect. Richard is not bad but sometimes he loses focus in his efforts to further the practice. He is extremely proud of what he has built at B and N Care. He should be. It is his baby.

However, I am not buying into this crap. "Richard, don't throw titles at me. A patient is a patient. You and I treat the disease, not names and ranks."

"Sharon, you are the only one who can deal with this case. Would you want someone to lose a leg?" Richard is desperate. For a second, I consider asking him to go down on his knees. But I know better. This is another one of Richard's tactics, but I am not giving in so fast. I throw one more loop at him.

"Richard, you are asking far too much from me. You promised me this time off. If you get Dr. Chang to operate it will also save you time."

"Dr. Sharon, I am Nora Hayes, Jon's mother. Please help my son. We spoke to a lot of specialists. Your name keeps coming up in every discussion. It would mean a lot to Jon and me, doctor."

My protest flounders at the voice of Mrs. Hayes. How can I say no to a mother? I sigh and remind myself to be careful about my words. Richard and I cross swords often. It is part of our friendly professional banter, but a patient and his mother are at a different level. This must be difficult for the family. They need care and support.

"Mrs. Hayes, I am sorry to learn about your son's injury. I can understand your situation and feelings. Richard, make the arrangements but remember, I am only doing it for Mrs. Hayes and not for any other reason. We will do all the procedures at our standard charges. I hope we are clear on that."

"Yes, Sharon, whatever you say." Richard's confirmation brings strange satisfaction. Now he has no chance to play with the financials. Richard can gloat at his victory for dragging me out of my vacation, but I have punctured his bubble a little.

"Thank you, Dr. Sharon. I will always be grateful to you." Mrs. Hayes' voice brings me out of my self-gloating mode. There is work to do. I have not seen the patient, so I can't make any promises. However, I do need to reassure the family. "Our team will do their best for your son, Mrs. Hayes."

I call out to Richard to set things in motion. "Richard, is Tom around?"

"Yes Sharon, I am here." Tom is my biggest support. I give him instructions. "Run the full protocol for the surgery. Share all medical records, images and your assessments on the cloud. I will download them on my way. Can someone send me close-up footage of the match? As many angles as we can find of the time when the injury occurred."

"Yes, we can—this is Jon's agent, again. I will speak with the NFL and share the footage from the injury review system."

"Sharon, this is Tom. Initial assessments are on the cloud. You can download them now. Give me thirty minutes and I will upload the remaining information."

"Great, I will text you my address. The important question. How do I reach the jet?"

"No worries, we will take care of everything. Mr. Smith will meet you in an hour from now. He will take you to the jet." Mr. Hayes' agent chips in. Smart fellow worked out everything beforehand.

"Ok, let's get moving then. One last thing Richard, I will not speak to the press. Make sure I am not hounded by news teams hovering around the hospital." This is another thing I need to settle to avoid frustrating arguments with Richard.

"Sure." The subtle hitch in Richard's voice is a hint. He is reluctant to commit.

"Richard, do I have a promise?"

"Yes, I promise. No TV crews." Richard caves in, but I sense this is not the last discussion on this topic. Richard is a born showman.

After the call, I keep the phone down and get off the bed. Well, this must be my shortest vacation. It sucks. The authentic WWII Mustang fighter plane and swimming with the sharks will have to wait. All my plans for this trip trashed. The phone buzzes with the messages from Tom. Time to return to my first passion, mending bones. I dump my things back in my bag and head to the bathroom for a shower. A long day lies ahead.
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Chapter 3: The Wait Is Killing

Jon
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'Career ending injury.' God, don't they have anything else to talk about? Every channel I flip to is analyzing my injury. No one wants to give me a chance to come back. None of the medical experts on TV give any sort of hope. I switch the TV off.

My worst nightmare has come to life. What if I never recover after surgery? What if the franchise releases me and ends my contract because I am no longer fit enough to play? I am not ready to give up my career. It has taken a lot of struggle, hard work and grit to earn my place in the big league.

At this competitive level, every step, every day, every chance and each play matters. You can't slip up because the moment you do, a guy right behind will climb over and take your place in an instant, thrusting your face into the dirt pit.

My struggle started in my first year of college when my life went for a spin. I have always been a fighter and never give up. Fate had turned against me. With my family on the verge of breaking down, I stepped up my game. I trained harder, increased my focus—creating plays in my mind, watching videos of the games. All the while working at night to support my family. I could not give up on them.

My hard work paid off at the Regional Starting Combines, leading to the National Combine and then the drafts. Among the hundreds of hopefuls, I was one of the lucky few who got through helped by my performance, field drills, and interviews. The Tornado's picked me in the first round of the draft. A career start with the Tornados was a dream come true. After two years in training and preseason games, I made the cut to the roster. From then on, there was no turning back. Until tonight.

The memory of the helmets crashing makes the pain sear. I steel myself. The pain will not break me. One injury will not cut me out. I will get back on the field, no matter what it takes.

First comes the surgery. The waiting game is difficult. My doubts increase by the hour. What if she refuses after seeing the injury? We would lose crucial time. I am not a medical expert, but wasn't every minute important in medicine? What if this was beyond her ability? What if she couldn't fix my leg? Would I ever be able to play again? The fears rage in my mind, but I have to fight them off before they overwhelm me.

"She is on her way." Mom walks in with Stephen, breaking my chain of thoughts.

"What did she say?" I try to hide the grimace. The pain is considerable despite all the medications being pumped into me. The bandages are tightening. Maybe, the swelling is increasing. I curse my luck.

"Hm, she sounded sassy." Stephen is worked up after the call.

"I would be miffed if someone dragged me out of my vacation in Florida." Typical of Mom, always considerate.

"I don't mind her sassiness as long as she can get me back on my feet, running. Do you think she can fix my leg?"

"Not sure Jon, but I sure hope she is worth all this trouble." Stephen, the perennial doubter. Can't he sound a little optimistic, even for a moment?

"Trust me, she will. If you want Jon playing again, there is no one else who can do it. She has an impressive record with complicated injuries like yours. Have faith in her." Dr. Thomas walks in on our conversation.

"Well then, we wait. Do you mind if I run a few reference checks?" Stephen is persistent; that's why I keep him close.

"Be my guest. While you are at it, Google We-TO repair." Dr. Thomas spells it out not hiding his frown. He shrugs his shoulders. "Meanwhile, I have orders to follow and get you ready for the surgery, Mr. Hayes."

I nod. Do I have a choice? He starts the examination and orders countless tests. The nursing staff is efficient. When he opens the wound, the injury is quite bad. The sight raises doubts in my mind. How will anyone fix this mess? I close my eyes, the stadiums, the crowds, and the ball all seem walking away from me. My chances of playing again are next to impossible.

For me, putting the leg back together is not sufficient. I need someone to make sure I recover from the injury and play again. Determination and hard work got me this far, but they were in my hands. With a broken leg, I am at the mercy of others.

Thank god, Jason knows me so well and insisted on finding the right doctor. When they spoke to this center, we hit a blip. Thanks to my football fame, Dr. Richard obliged. The team management agreed to send their private jet to fetch her. Every minute of the wait for her to arrive is a pain. "What do you think, Doc?"

Dr. Thomas pauses his examination before continuing his task. He takes pictures of the wound from his phone. Then he places a probe, attached to what is some sort of scanning machine, on my leg.

"The injury justifies your worry but as Sharon always says, let us take it one step at a time. Our first task is to put this together." Dr. Thomas points to my leg and walks out.

Amidst all the preparations, Dr. Richard comes over to check on me. He brings good news. "She is about to land. We should be able to start soon."
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Chapter 4: Operation Fix Him Up

Sharon
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By the time I land at the Boston airport, I have reviewed all the medical records and the video footage of the game. After landing, I access the close-up images of the wound sent by Tom on the shared drive. They confirm my fears. On the way to the hospital, I chart out the surgical plan and brief Tom. This case will need a lot of hard work and patience. I wonder if Mr. Footsy has it in him to walk the difficult path post-surgery.

I hate to admit it, but Richard was right. Mr. Hayes needs me or at least the We-TO repair. Short for Wells-Tom repair. I and Tom came up with the name on a crazy night. We were celebrating the return to competition of an Olympic gymnast after she wrecked her ankle while landing from a somersault on her floor routine. Her coach came up to us to thank us for the hundredth time. She asked us about what we call the surgery. Weto came out of my and Tom's mouth at the same time.

When we published the results, we modified it to We-TO to give a fancy spin to the name. I had researched different materials for surgical grafts. Tom had been studying different angles and threads on screws and metal plates. When I joined B and N. Care, we combined our efforts. If we do go ahead with this surgery, Mr. Hayes will be the fourth major athlete and the nineteenth patient to have this procedure under us. I can't wait to see the results. From our case series published six months back, we had demonstrated a reduction in recovery time and better return to activities with lesser complications.

From the airport, a helicopter takes me to the hospital. If the circumstances had been different, I would have enjoyed the ride and spent time taking a short tutorial from the pilot. Some other day, I rein in the adventure junkie inside.

About a dozen people are waiting at the makeshift helipad made in a park near the hospital. Before Richard begins his PR drama, I have to stop him. Every minute is precious and there is no time to lose.

"Richard, there is no time for this welcoming party. I only need the immediate family."

In the group, I recognize Mrs. Hayes. Her face resembling the one on Jonathan's medical records. A sixty-year-old female version. I did not have time to check Jon's social media profile. Not that I am some kind of stalker, but I like to be familiar with my patients' faces and the social environment they live in.

Under normal circumstances, I would gather all this information during my work up in the run-up to the surgery. I believe what is happening in a patient's life and inside their head contributes to the speed of recovery. This scenario was unusual; I have not met him or spoken to him, though something is familiar. With Mrs. Hayes' hand in mine, we walk to the department. Others follow.

"Will he be all right?" A mother's voice of concern. I hug Mrs. Hayes. Oh yes, I am that kind of doctor. The touchy-feely type.

As a doctor, I find this part of my work difficult. How do you balance optimism and pragmatism, without disappointing the patient or the family? It has to be done. So, I walk the tightrope with my words.

"Let me examine his leg. It is a complicated injury. We expect a lot of tissue and nerve damage. But you need to be strong during this time. Your son will need all his mental strength to walk out of this."

Mrs. Hayes eyes are teary as she speaks, "Jon is a strong boy but this time, the injury worries him. Football is his life. Since the injury tonight, everyone keeps telling him he has no chance of playing again."

We stop outside the Operating room. I take her hands in mine and squeeze them. "Have faith, Mrs. Hayes. We will work with Jonathan and you to help him recover from this injury." As a doctor, I know I can't promise a hundred percent recovery, but in my heart, I swear to do my best. God help me.

I take Mrs. Hayes to the counseling room outside the operating room. Tom is waiting for me with all the paperwork done, including the high-risk consent. I explain the procedure and risks in the cramped room, focusing all my attention on Jonathan's mother
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