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This is a work of fiction. Any names, characters, places, or incidents that are like real life are purely coincidental. The content of this book is used from the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people. either living or dead, is purely coincidental. The fictionally named places were created to allow the author flexibility for literary freedom and innovation, without being constricted to describe real places accurately. 

Author’s note

Grace’s story evolved over time and her character is based on strong women who are driven to work hard after living through trauma. Her character is highly intelligent and driven to succeed. She is a believer in her ability to have the career that she always wanted whilst raising her son in secret. 

Will’s character was introduced in the previous Cedar Port Series books, ‘Saving Joshua’ and ‘Protecting Sarah’. I felt that Will’s story needed to be told to enhance the Cedar’s Port series. I enjoyed developing his character as a retired veteran to celebrate all those brave young men and women who return from active duties. It is not easy to return to civilian life after serving your country in active combat war zones. It can often take time to settle back into society and a lot of veterans need help to adjust.

As a trauma survivor, I have come to know many people who have survived truly terrible situations. Survivors come from all walks of life, but it doesn’t need to define who they are forever. This is a work of fiction to celebrate those who have the strength to change their lives and carry on despite their pasts. There are many survivors who go on to live their full lives and find happiness. 

There are many single parents out there, who are working hard to keep their kids safe from violent exes or other situations. I also wrote this story for them. 

There is always hope.

Happy reading!

With Love 

Elizabeth
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5 Years Ago

Grace

The hospital staff locker room smelled of sweat and steam from recent showers. It had been a grueling first week of Grace’s third-year internship at Oak Valley Medical Center. She was bone tired after her forty-eight-hour shift. There had been multiple accidents and emergencies in quick succession in the ER and Grace had not had much time to grab any sleep during her shift. As the on-call doctor in charge, she had been taking care of patients like she was fighting constant fires of critical cases. Each one was as urgent as the next, as she called on her colleagues to help care for the patients. There had been two serious stabbings that needed stabilizing before surgery, several broken bones that required X-rays and resetting of the bones in theatre and many elderly patients needing critical care. She had performed several codes and administered CPR on three heart attacks and one young drowning victim.  She had lost one of the heart attack patients but saved the other two. Grace was delighted that she had managed to bring a two-year old girl back from secondary drowning. It was a silent killer and not often caught in time, but the parents had made the right call and brought their daughter to the ER, just in time. 

Grace sunk onto a bench in front of her locker and closed her eyes to take a minute. She tuned out the noise in the room from her colleagues, let her arms go limp next to her body and took a deep cleansing breath. 

She was off the clock.

It was the first time she had had time to sit and just relax, in forty-eight hours. Her body was still pumping adrenaline to combat the stress from her shift. It had been unusually busy for a weekend, and she had been paged constantly about patients who needed her outside of the ER. There were post-operation IV medicines to prescribe and administer, IV fluids and infections to monitor and constant checking of vitals in her critical patients in the ER. 

Grace let her body and mind relax as she thought of how she had got herself here. There were eight interns who had made it into their third residency year. Only eight interns left after a stressful two years, where they had been a group of twenty-four hopeful individuals. The program was ruthless and only the best doctors qualified to carry on at the prestigious hospital. A third of them didn’t pass as competition was fierce and needed to retake their first year. Others decided to take time out to travel and explore other career options that were not so encompassing. Some were offered residencies at other, less prestigious hospitals. They had all gone through years of medical training just to be qualified to go through the residency program. There were always options of where to go next, but Grace was driven and wanted to succeed as far as she could go in her chosen field. She had always had her heart set on a pediatrics fellowship, and when her residency came to that rotation, she knew for sure that it was her path to follow. She wasn’t interested in orthopedics like her grandfather, nor obstetrics and gynecology like her father. Her brother Henry had chosen emergency medicine as his specialty and was working in an ER on the West Coast. Grace was content to stay closer to home and she had worked hard to earn her place at Oak Valley Medical Center in Richington. 

Grace had one of the country’s highest MCAT scores and she was lucky to be able to choose her medical school from several prestigious institutions around the country. She had worked hard through school and got an exceptional 4.8 GPA. It was the best in her family. She had chosen Georgetown because her older brother Henry had gone there with their father and grandfather before them. She didn’t however get the right of passage just because she was a Crawford. She had to earn it, just like everybody else, and earn it she had. Five years of medical schooling rather than four had been exhausting and difficult. Grace had chosen the extra year route in her training to qualify for the more prestigious residency programs. She had been very lucky to be accepted to Oak Valley, Medical Center in Richington. It was near her hometown of Cedar’s Port, and she could save money at last by living at home during some of her residency. Grace wanted to stand on her own feet and be independent, but five years of medical school expenses followed by residency was a lot for anyone. She chose to move in above her parents’ garage to the granny apartment they had purposely built for her grandma. The older lady was still able to manage her own house for now, but Grace knew that the time would come when her grandma would be moving in with her parents. Her grandmother was her mom’s mother and had been diagnosed with early onset dementia. 

Grace’s colleagues interrupted her trail of thoughts as they came out of the showers while speaking loudly and animatedly. They were bantering and joking about their shifts and what gory things they had to do with their patients. One of the enema’s sounded particularly gross and Grace wrinkled her nose at them. The interns were all in their mid-to-late-twenties but acted like a bunch of school kids trading stories. None of them had been exposed to complex cancer patients yet. They all had to earn their right to be there first and for that, they needed more experience. Grace had the most with her extra year in medical school, but she kept that quiet in front of her peers. She wanted to be treated like everyone else and not like she was entitled to be there thanks to her legendary grandfather, who was a pioneer in the orthopedic field. 

Dr. Walter Crawford had invented a method to help veterans from the Vietnam war back in the late 50’s called the ‘Crawford method’. He had even written a textbook about it that was obligatory reading in medical school. Grace had always denied the fact that she was related to ‘the Walter Crawford’ but those closest to her knew the truth. 

Grace’s friend Harper and fellow resident arrived in the locker room and sat next to her with a sigh of relief.

“Oh my, I’m so glad that shift is over!” She exclaimed with a large sigh as she sat down heavily next to Grace on the bench.

“Yeah.” Grace opened her eyes and laughed at her friend. 

Harper let her eyes take in Grace’s clothing and hair and wrinkled her face in disgust.

“My God, Grace, you look like you’ve been dragged through a hedge. What’s that in your hair?” 

“It’s probably vomit. A kid barfed projectile vomit all over me in the ER. I thought I had got it all off.” Grace replied and put a hand in her long brown hair, only to feel something soft and sticky.

“Gross!” Harper wrinkled her face again. “I don’t know why you want to do Pediatrics so bad. I prefer broken bones. They are much easier to fix!” She made a cracking sound with her hands to pretend to reset a bone and the two friends both laughed at her joke. 

Grace grabbed a replenishing hot shower and let the stressors of the last shift sluice with the water over her body. She felt almost human when she toweled herself dry. Her stomach was growling, and she was reminded that she had not eaten in hours. Grace joined in with the locker room banter while she got dressed. Everyone was exhausted but in good spirits that they had all survived their first week back. They left the heat of the locker room whilst complaining lightheartedly about their distinct lack of sleep. Grace walked by the vending machine on her way to the elevators and grabbed a granola bar on her way out. She devoured it like a starving animal and caught up with three of the other residents as the elevator doors were about to close.

“Hey, wait up!” She called and Harper held the doors for her and rolled her eyes.

It was Sunday night and there were not many cars left in the gloomily lit hospital parking lot as they exited the main hospital entrance. Harper and two of the other residents made for their cars on the right side of the parking lot. Grace had parked in her favorite spot in front of a red maple tree on the far-left side. She thought it made for an easier exit out of the parking lot when it was busy, and it had become a habit to always park there. She saw her reliable, little pink SUV waiting for her and smiled. The car had been a present from her parents when she finished medical school and got accepted as a resident at Oak Valley Hospital. 

Grace fished out her keys from her handbag. She fumbled with them to find her key fob and accidentally dropped her purse from her handbag when she suddenly got grabbed by something hard and muscly from behind. 

“Aah!” Grace screamed in alarm.

“There you are, Tatiana. We have been looking everywhere for you!” A man’s gravelly voice sounded in her ear as he was holding her with an iron grip with his hard body. His hands were snaked round her middle and over her face so that Grace couldn’t get a sound out. The man deftly bound her hands behind her back whilst covering her mouth with some kind of tape and pushed her head into a woolly hat that smelt of whiskey and mud. Grace was plunged into an overwhelming darkness and panic struck her as she smelled an earthy aftershave with sweat from the man’s proximity to her. 

“Mm huh Mm.” Grace managed to get out as the man lifted her suddenly over his shoulders in a fireman’s hold and started running away with long hard strides on the ground. She felt like she was bouncing and figured the man must be jogging. She thought he must be fit to be able to run like that without being out of breath. It was as if she weighed nothing.

“You played hard to get, again Tatiana. This time it is going to earn you a painful lesson from him.” The man spouted angrily in her ear. 

The shock of having been restrained and carried off like a dead weight wore off as she was roughly manhandled across the hospital parking lot. Grace was of a short stature at only 5’4” but even though she was slim, she had strong muscles. Grace was a swimmer and made sure she made use of the hospital pool as much as she could in between shifts. Grace’s medical training kicked in as she slowed her breathing and tried to focus her mind to get free. She tried in vain to struggle out of the large man’s hard grip on her. The man’s arms held firmer to the point of pain around her bound wrists and abdomen. Grace tried her best to kick and bite but there was no use. It was as if the man had done this before and managed to evade her every attempt to harm him. 

Grace had managed to wriggle enough to get part of her face free. She was able to lift her dark hood slightly by grinding her head against her assailant’s shoulder, so she could see out of one eye. They were approaching a dark SUV and Grace felt herself go into panic mode. This man meant to kidnap her and do God knows what to her. Grace knew she must not enter that vehicle because if she did, she would be as good as dead. She saw a dark figure approach them from the other side of the SUV. It was a man from the way he walked and held himself. He was of medium build, but Grace couldn’t make out any distinguishing features. It was 2AM and pitch-black outside and the man was wearing a hood over his face and dark clothes. They were in a dark area of the parking lot as one of the streetlights had a broken bulb.

“Thanks Ben. Very good. Let me take it from here.” The man said, just as Grace was trying to fight back, she felt a pin prick in her neck and the darkness immediately took her. Her last thought before she lost consciousness was of the four-year-old boy in the ER, who needed to remove a piece of Legos from his stomach the next morning. She wouldn’t be able to assist in that surgery.
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Grace

Grace woke up in a groggy haze to a rhythmic, squeaking sound underneath her. She couldn’t make out what was happening in her semi-unconscious state as her head was spinning. She was in pitch black and there was a heavy weight on top of her as if she was buried. 

What happened? Had she been buried under debris after an explosion? Where was she? 

Grace tried to make sense of her surroundings and what could have caused her demise. She felt dizzy and lightheaded. Something was very wrong with her because her thoughts didn’t seem to cooperate with her mind. It was like a sticky fog had taken over her head. She remembered getting a granola bar out of the vending machine but what happened after that? Her memories were numb and disorientated, like her brain had been scrambled and obscuring her senses.

Had she bumped her head? 

Grace tried to move but couldn’t make sense of her own body. She heard nothing but a groaning sound and she smelled sweat and beer. Her breath was hot and heavy against something soft like a woolly hat. She couldn’t breathe well and settled into a shallow rhythm. A few minutes went by as she tried to come to terms with her new reality. Grace started to come to a bit more as her immediate surroundings came into focus. She became aware of being naked and tied up by her hands above her head and her feet were spread wide apart. There was someone breathing heavily on top of her. She was unable to see anything so she deduced that she must be wearing some kind of hood over her head. The material was thick and woolly and impervious to any light around her. She couldn’t quite register what was happening and let out a groan as the pressure increased from the weight on top of her. She knew she was lying down on her back, and she started to mentally take in her body until she realized what was happening. She stiffened and screamed.

“AAAHH!” Grace managed, but there was tape over her mouth which muffled her sound and tugged at her skin around her lips and nose.

“Ah. Tatiana!” A new soft voice mumbled right by Grace’s ear as she felt the person on top of her stiffen and jerk whilst pushing himself deep inside her sex. She felt his body go limp on top of her as he relaxed. He finished by licking her neck and her breasts sloppily. Grace’s mind finally caught up with her body.

Oh my God! Oh my God! Did he just? Am I? Oh my God, am I being raped? 

Grace tried to scream again but no sound came out this time. Only a loud groan. Did she make that sound?

“Oh Tatiana, you are amazing!” The man was all soft and tender after he finished and briskly stood up. The weight left her suddenly and the bed creaked as he stood up. She heard him sigh and pause over her, zip up his pants and turn to leave. 

“I’m not, I’m not Tatiana!” Grace tried to scream but there was no use. Her words couldn’t be deciphered through the tape she was wearing over her mouth. The man was already walking away, and she heard a door open.

“Guard her, and this time, do not let her get away!” The man barked into the next room. He slammed the door behind him with an earth-shattering bang. The silence was deafening in the room. 

Grace stiffened. She tried in vain to make sense of what had just happened to her. She listened intently to any noises, but the room remained deathly silent, and she couldn’t hear anything from the room next door. She became aware of her panicked breathing and tried to keep her mind occupied and think, instead of totally freaking out.

Why had she been taken? Where was she? Who were these men? Why did they think she was this, Tatiana? Who was that woman? 

Grace had no answers to any of her questions, and her breathing was dangerously aggravated. She started to cry with big warm tears flowing down her cheeks. They were pooling round her neck and by her ears as she was laid on her back. Their warmth soon turned cold and sat heavily in her long hair by her neck making her cold and she shivered. She couldn’t help crying. She had no idea where she was, and she had been violated in the worst possible way. She was lying on something soft, but lumpy and she was restrained with both hands above her head. Her feet were tied up with what felt like rope, and she was spread-eagled across what she imagined was a bed. Grace assumed she was laid on a mattress because she could feel one of the springs protruding against her thigh. She was wearing what she presumed to be metal handcuffs, which were tethered to something above her head. She could feel the weight of the cold metal against her wrists.

What on earth had she got herself into? 

Grace did a mental check of her body since she couldn’t see anything through the dark hood. She tried to move her chin to move the hood up a little, but the material wouldn’t budge. Her left hand was throbbing above her head and felt painfully swollen against the handcuffs. It was as if the size of the cuffs were too small on one arm, as her skin dug into them making her left wrist numb. She couldn’t move her fingers and it hurt to move her left arm. 

Hmmm, possible broken distal radius. That’s not good, she thought to herself and wondered how she had got the injury. 

Grace had no memory of how it had happened, and it must have hurt to cause the amount of swelling she could feel. She tried to make a fist and it worried her that she couldn’t move her fingers much as her wrist burned when she tried to lift it or change position slightly. She figured that she had either tore a ligament or trapped a nerve in the break. The bone needed to be set and immobilized as soon as possible to promote healing.

Grace mentally checked her right arm and legs. Her other arm felt fine, and she had wriggle room in the right cuff. Her left ankle felt tingly and swollen but she could move it, which told her it might be a sprain rather than a break. It was as if the men had thrown her hard onto her left side. She felt sore in her abdomen and her sex was throbbing after having rough intercourse. She felt as if she had some sort of burn marks on her upper torso, but she couldn’t be sure what they were. All she knew was that the area around her left clavicle stung like a sunburn, but they must be hours old. She had no memory of receiving them.

How long had she been unconscious? What did they do to her, and who was Tatiana? Grace thought to herself.

Grace laid there for what seemed like hours, and no one came into the room. It was deathly silent as she tried to listen intently to any noises around her. She couldn’t tell if it was night or day. She had to pee and managed to slide out of the rope around her right ankle after wriggling and tugging the fibers loose. With one ankle freed she could move her foot over her other leg and loosen the rope and slide the left restraint away. She could feel the left ankle was swollen like she suspected but it wasn’t as bad as she first thought. Once both her legs were free of their restraints, she was able to hover next to the bed whilst handcuffed to the top frame and take care of her bladder. The floor felt cold and smooth against her bare feet, and she deduced that she might be in a factory or some kind of warehouse. There was no carpet or flooring, and it was cold and smooth like concrete. She tried to feel with her legs out into the room but there was no other furniture nearby. She managed to trace her right hand along a small part of the metal bed frame that her hands were tied to. When she laid back on the mattress, she could tell the side of the bed was against the wall. Grace deduced that she was in a small room and that she was alone, out of earshot of her captors.

Grace must have nodded off afterwards because she woke up feeling ravenous and thirsty. Her stomach growled in protest, and she remembered that she had skipped lunch to assist a colleague with a complex suture on a gunshot wound in her break. She had only had that small granola bar on her way home. It must have been at least fifteen hours since she had eaten any proper food. 

The door suddenly shot open, and a man came in. She could tell it was a man by the way he was walking with heavy footsteps towards her. He stopped next to her bed and even though she couldn’t see, she felt him take in her naked form. She could smell his beer breath even before he approached her. Grace couldn’t see through the dark hood she was wearing, but she tried to signal that she was thirsty by smacking her lips. 

“Ah, thirsty, are we?” A man’s voice sounded. It was squeakier than the other two men and it put Grace on alert. So, there were at least four of them, she thought to herself. One of them she knew was Ben, who had grabbed her in the parking lot. Then there was the man who had drugged her with the syringe in her neck, who she called ‘dark man’. Then the gentle voiced man who raped her and now this man with a squeaky voice.

“Okay I’ve got some water here in a cup. Go on, drink up!” The squeaky man said as Grace felt a straw being put into her mouth from her side. It was hard to drink whilst wearing a gag, but she didn’t care. Grace greedily sucked up the cool liquid and it felt heavenly as it slid down her dry throat. Grace smacked her lips once she had finished what she assumed must have been a full glass. Some of the last bit of water spilled into her gag outside her mouth and trickled down her chin as she was laying down. She couldn’t do anything about that as the droplets trickled down her neck. 

“Good girl. Now then. Are you going to behave and not run off again?” “What are we going to do with you?” The man questioned as if she was able to answer.

“Let me go!” Grace tried to tell the man through the now soaked gag which muffled her attempt at communicating even more than earlier. The man just laughed. 

He released her cuffs from the bed with a click, beckoned her up and guided her towards the other side of the room and sat her down. It felt like she was on a toilet, and she instantly needed to pee again. She let go and her whole body relaxed. She had no idea how long she had held that inside her body, but she felt better. 

“Good girl!” The squeaky man said in a weird compliment like she was a schoolgirl who had given her teacher a correct answer in class. The more he spoke to her, the more she realized he didn’t squeak; it was a nasal issue. She had dealt with patients like him before and it was an easy fix to clear the blockage in his sinuses. Grace felt movement next to her and she almost jumped out of her skin when she felt the man touch her sex with toilet paper. 

“Get off me!” She tried to scream at the man but once again her voice was too garbled by the tape to be understood. 

“Don’t worry, I’m just cleaning you up for the boss. He’ll be coming for you soon.” The man whispered in her ear. She smelt strong beer on his breath even through the material of the hood and she wanted to gag.

The door suddenly sprang open with a loud BOOM.

“What the hell do you think you are doing to her, Marcos!”

“I was just...!” The man flinched away from Grace, and she froze.

“No one touches MY WIFE!” The man was livid as he shouted at the man, she now knew was Marcos. 

Grace heard a loud bone shattering smack right in front of her and a heavy meaty sound fell away from her with a loud thud. Grace jumped out of her skin in fright and tried to scream again but not much sound came out of her gagged mouth. A second set of footsteps came into the room, and she heard something being dragged and the door closed. Grace assumed one of the men had been hit unconscious and his dead weight was dragged out of
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