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Chapter 1

I want to stay in this hospital a couple more days if I can.

 

I am liking this. Sitting around has always felt good to me. People say they hate hospitals, but I don't. As long as I am not too sick, what's not to like?

 

You usually run into a good looking doctor or staff worker. They take care of your food. They have cable. It always seems like they really care too.

 

I am in no hurry to get back out there on my own and back to the White House. All that means to me is more of Michael's lies. More of the hurt he causes me. 

 

But then he finds a way to give me hope right at the exact moment when it's running out.

 

It's like he knows I am about to pull the plug, so he springs into action.

 

I am making a decision on the baby, but not until I talk to Michael. I need a DNA test. If he is the dad, I am keeping him. If it's Truman, I probably won't. Adoption not abortion this time.  Maybe. I don't know. My head is spinning right now. 

 

I don't have any real reason for my ideas on this whole thing. It's not like Michael is from the royal family like in England. But he is worth billions. The baby would have access to the best of everything and never have to worry about money.

 

Me, I am seeing the light on all that chasing money stuff. 

 

I have to face it. My quest to find love with a man of means has failed me. It's led me to this twisted and empty place.  I need to learn to stand on my own two feet. I need to have a purpose like Truman talked about. 

 

Like the way Truman lived.

 

I miss him so much now that I know I will never see him again. I would have missed him more when he was alive if I wasn't in the clouds obsessed with Michael.

 

“Miss Toms. Hi, I am Doctor Reynolds. I am assigned as the lead physician on your case. I am sorry I haven't been by sooner. I read Dr. Chivali's file.” 

 

Dr. Reynolds is an attractive thin older woman. I am betting about fifty five. She starts talking and doesn't stop, but she makes herself really clear. I am here another day at least.

 

“We're concerned about these fainting episodes. We know you had a prior failed pregnancy and that you are currently pregnant. If you are interested about what the current state, we can tell your conception took place in July.”

 

I have to ask.

 

“Doc any way of knowing if it was a certain week in July?”

 

If she knows why I am asking, I can't tell by looking in her eyes or reading her body language.

 

“Sure but it would require more specific testing. I can order them if you like?”

 

“Yeah go ahead please. What about the fainting spells. What are you thinking there?”

 

“Well, if you can give us an extra day to run some more tests, I can focus in on some things. Would you mind staying around?”

 

I fight back looking too happy by closing my eyes and dropping my head in a fake “I'm exhausted with all this” production.

 

“I'll stay. However long you want me to. So I can get a clean bill of health. That's why I'm here right?”

 

“OK. It's late and I prefer you rest. So nothing more as far as tests tonight. How does that sound?”

 

Now I am smiling. I can watch some cable and chill out.

 

“Sounds great Doc. Thanks for looking out for me and in on me.”

 

I close my eyes and am feeling very content considering the turmoil of the last few days. 

 

…

 

“Ms. Toms. Ms Toms. Are you able to wake up and speak with me?”

 

I hear him and realize I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. Jeopardy is on the TV which means it is after seven.

 

I lost a couple hours there. 

 

“I didn't mean to wake you after normal hours, but I had to because of the way my schedule shakes out the rest of the week.”

 

I look to my left and see a thin guy with short hair. He's wearing round glasses, a white lab coat, and an open collared shirt. He's carrying a clipboard which he has in front of him on his crossed legs.

 

“I am Anderson. I am your therapist assigned by the hospital. We deal mostly in grief type situations and I wanted to let you know I am here and have time to talk.”

 

My guard goes up immediately. No one told me about any therapist. Also Dr. Reynolds said my tests are done for the day.

 

“Seems sort of late for this visit doesn't it?” I ask.

 

“I can see how you'd think that, but I figure we don't want to get going with a session and have it broken up by the diagnostic testing taking place.”

 

Makes sense. What do I have to lose? The good TV shows don't start for another half hour anyway.

 

“It would be nice to have someone to talk to doctor. I lost a dear dear friend to a tragedy recently. I also was betrayed by a man I thought I loved,” I say softly barely above a whisper. “Who I thought loved me.”

 

“Well let's talk about that by all means. It says here in my notes that you lost a baby earlier in the year as well? How are you doing with all these events so close together.”

 

“I don't know really. Everything that happens to me seems like it comes out of nowhere and like it's too big for me. It's just one thing after another.”

 

He is taking notes without looking up at me. He's also writing really fast like he is trying his hardest to get everything down.

 

“Can I ask you about the baby you lost?”

 

“Sure. Go ahead.”

 

I have truthfully barely thought about that since it happened and I don't believe I felt any lasting effects. But I'll play along. Maybe I'll learn something?

 

“The father. Is he one of the men you mentioned earlier as being your lovers.”

 

Now my guard is up. I only mentioned one lover. My immediate thought is who is this guy working for and what does he want? I guess living in Washington for months has had this effect on me.

 

My mind is racing trying to figure out who he is working with,  and then think up a counter move to get to the people who are behind bringing him in.  I am fully convinced he is not a therapist sent by the hospital.

 

Time to put him on his heels a little.

 

“Did you mean one lover? I don't remember mentioning two.”

 

“Umm. You are right. My mistake. Well who is the father of your current baby? The man you say betrayed you?”

 

“Yes. He's a very important person. A public figure. Taking this public could ruin him. Can I confide in you something Dr. Anderson. I mean about this man?”

 

He finally looks up from his clipboard. He moves forward so he is in a more upright and forward position in his chair. 

 

Perfect. This is where I can make something happen.

 

“Yes. Please share.”

 

“He's the President of the United States.”

 

His reaction is way too subdued.  He already knows.

 

 And if he knows, he could be with one of four possible teams in this growing mess of untrustworthy characters. He could be with the President himself, Sasha, Anderson and Savage back in San Diego, or Misty.

 

My brain is actually starting to hurt because any one of these teams could also be working together or against each other. I mean I don't trust the President. I stick with him because I am in love with him. But I don't trust him.

 

“Ms. Toms. Some might say that you are delusional. Can you prove this in any way?”

 

“I can tell you what the inside of Camp David looks like. I mean the exact room layout. Correct me if I am wrong, but I don't think most everyday Americans would know that?”

 

“I am not sure really,” he responds.  “When were you there? At Camp David I mean?”

 

“Doctor why aren't you acting surprised by all this? Why are you treating this like you believe me?”

 

“Ms. Toms, I have to level with you. My primary employer is not this hospital. And I don't work with any medical group. I am with the military. Naval Intelligence Services. I only tell you this because it's public knowledge.”

 

“Is Truman Petroff dead?”

 

It's the only question I care to ask now that I know this Dr. Anderson is with Navy.

 

He looks at me with either impatience or dislike,  and removes his glasses with a  quick whip of the hand.

 

“I can tell you that information, but in return you must answer my question directly. If you don't, you will be shipped out of Washington altogether. We know you have powerful people looking out for you. But no one person is more powerful than the people I represent.”

 

“Military. Don't you work for the government? And also for the people?”

 

“I wish that were the case Ms. Toms. Maybe at one point in our country's history it was.”

 

I check the clock and see it's fast approaching eight.  I want to know about Truman, then end this. I can feel myself becoming nervous. I am starting to get light-headed. I am not completely buying they could have me removed from my job. Not when I know the President wants me here in Washington.  

 

But this Anderson is very sure of himself and very convincing.

 

“What is this President doing with you? He's a notorious womanizer, but he's been following you around,” He says with full assurance in his voice. “He even used private security to find you and deliver you for a liaison in July. What is he telling you?”

 

“Telling me? I don't follow.”

 

“Let me put it to you another way,” Anderson says.  “If he has plans different than what he held out at the time he was elected, he will die. And you will die with him.”

 

“How dare you! Come in here and threaten me and him. Get out! Get out! I am going to call security.”

 

“I will do as you wish, but what I told you stands. The people I represent will not tolerate rule by deception. Don't be a party to it or you will be gone from your job in hours at the latest,” he said. “Now Truman Petroff. Well here. This is yours to keep.”

 

He casually hands me a four by six photo that's sort of beat up. 

 

I look at it and my head feels like it wants to explode. It's thick jungle surrounding a large scalded black gorge in the middle of  it.

 

“Eye witnesses on Mindanao in the Philippines said the plane made a rapid and free fall drop. Like a bomb hitting the ground square. I'll let you come to your own conclusions based on those reports and the picture. Ask your lover more about the incident and see what he says. He'll stop at nothing to possess and dominate people, no matter how innocent. Good evening Ms. Toms. Your time is appreciated. Your country thanks you.”

 

My heart starts racing. I begin to have trouble making out objects in front of me. Michael had Truman killed? 

 

No. God no.

 

Being with the man I love deeply now seems even more impossible. I have to decide how much more I can take. The risk runs deeper the longer I remain here in Washington and near Michael. But the risk could be even worse if I run.

 

Running means I spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for someone trying to end my life.



Can I afford to trust what I actually see and feel with Michael any longer? The way Truman taught me?

 

I think I am having another panic attack.


Chapter 2

 

I am so stoned, I don't remember a thing. I know as I become aware that I am still in the hospital, but my face is covered with a plastic mask. 

 

 The room is different too.

 

Where is Michael? He says he loves me. He can't even muster a call?

 

To the left and right there are big computer screens. There's bigger equipment here than in the last room.

 

A nurse, she looks like maybe Japanese, comes in and smiles while looking at my charts.  

 

I want to communicate with her, but it feels like I can't talk. I feel paralyzed.

 

But I can move my arms and legs because I am definitely bouncing them. Thank God.

 

The nurse is really gentle acting. She helps put me at ease when she pats me on the ankles. I can feel her hand, so that's good.

 

I have to find out what's wrong with me. I know I had another panic attack. I could feel it coming on.

 

“Ms. Toms, the doctor will be by shortly,” she says. “It's good to have you awake. You are in our intensive care unit here at the hospital. I'll let the doctor explain, but you had a deep fainting spell. Some test results came back. We were concerned about faculty loss. Meaning loss of your ability to speak or feel someone's touch. Can you talk?”

 

“Yes.” 

 

It's like a whisper but at least I can say something, I couldn't a couple minutes ago. This lady is really making me feel at ease. Calming down really helped me get control of talking.

 

Whatever. I am relieved to be talking.

 

“Dr. Reynolds is on rounds. She'll be in shortly,” the nurse says.  “A lady came by with a note. Very nice young woman. Would you like to read it?”

 

“Yes. Please.”

 

She reaches into the front pocket on her pull over. With a warm smile hands the note over.  

 

“If we can get that mask off you, we'll look at getting you some actual food. Anything you want,: she says. “The burgers here aren't bad believe it or not. I'll be back in a bit. Hit the call light button if you need anything.”

 

I am focused on the envelope. It's square like it's a card. I am hoping it's Mom. It's weird. She's the first person  who crosses my mind right now. Not Michael. 

 

Maybe the spell of President Stallworth is finally being broken. I can only hope. A simple, safe life sounds good to me sitting where I sit.  

 

“Oh God. The baby.”

 

I say it out loud to an otherwise empty room.

 

I hit the call light they left me. Then I hit it again. Then again.

 

The nurse reenters the room.

 

“My heart is really beating fast. My nerves. Please tell me about my baby. I was pregnant.”

 

“You should wait for the doctor Ms. Toms. He'll go over everything with you.” 

 

Her eyes are telling me something isn't right.

 

“I lost the baby didn't I?”

 

“Ms. Toms, I am sorry. Yes. I did read your chart. But I am not a doctor.”

 

“Oh God no! No! Why?! I've lost two babies!! No!”

 

I close my eyes and wale a loud sorry cry. I feel so empty and alone.

 

I finally open them after what felt like an endless cry.

 

I ring the call light one more time. Just as I do, Dr. Reynolds comes in with the nurse right behind her.

 

“Thank you nurse,” she says and immediately turns her attention to me.

 

“Nurse Blakely told me that you are aware of the loss of your baby. I am so terribly sorry. I can't give you any magic formula to get over this. But the passage time will make it better.”

 

I am no longer crying. My mind is so cluttered. I am in such emotional pain, I am again unable to talk.

 

Dr. Reynolds patiently goes through my chart, probably figuring I'll talk soon. 

 

“Doctor, why did this happen twice to me?”

 

“Miss Toms, I want to be very clear here. I don't believe you will be able to safely bring a child to term. When we examined your heart EKG we found your blood vessels to be abnormally narrow. When you apply additional stress from your environment or from having another human life relying on you and growing inside you, you don't have the capacity to properly nourish both. Even normal events in your everyday life could threaten to cause massive brain events like a stroke.”

 

“Can I try in the future. Am I still able to get pregnant?”

 

“Yes perhaps you could, but the issue is carrying the baby to term,” she says. “My recommendation would be have a procedure done to make it certain you won't have children. It could threaten your life to carry another baby.”

 

I begin crying uncontrollably once again.

 

Dr. Reynolds puts her hand on my shoulder. She doesn't leave until I slow down and refocus. 

 

I don't know long.

 

“I want to get home. How long do I have to stay?”

 

“Well you have been in ICU for two full days. You are doing much better,” Dr. Reynolds answers. “Right now, I don't feel like you are in any danger of any more events.  We'll get you down to a regular room today and maybe home late tomorrow. Unfortunately we pinpointed the problem. But fortunately too because we might be saving your life in the future.  You should be in full health very quickly and experience no more issues related to all this.”

 

“Thank you doc. I know you were doing something else and the nurse brought you  in here. And only because I was being a pain in the ass.”

 

“That's quite alright.  You should read that note. It might perk you up.”

 

After she leaves, I grab the envelope and tear at it like it's the biggest package under the tree on Christmas morning.

 

It's a simple get well message with a flower arrangement picture. 

 

The message is hand written.  “Jos, I don't want to be right. I want what's right and I want you safe. If you want to go home safely, I can make it possible. There is someone very special who wants to see you. I'll be in contact soon. Misty”

 

My head slumps over again. My first thought: Nick isn't really dead. He's the “someone very special”. 

 

Who else would it be? Misty being his sister and everything.

 

With the pain of losing Truman, I start to allow myself to fall into the fantasy that this could actually be possible. That I did really see Nick at the San Diego airport on that runway.

 

I know Nick could protect me. But only him. I put the letter close to my cheek and hold it tight there with two hands.

 

“Ms. Toms, we're here to get you off the oxygen mask and prepare you for return to the standard care unit.”

 

I recognize the two men immediately. I overheard them talking about Michael's engagement to Sasha when I first entered the hospital.  

 

Between the card and them returning, it's a sign that I need to change paths and do it quickly.

 

If I sink any deeper into the world of Michael and his plans, I'll have no chance of survival apart from him.

 

I have a choice to make. I think I finally know which path I'll be taking.


Chapter 3

 

“Nurse, I really appreciate your kindness here.” 

 

I am smiling as the guys are breaking down all my equipment and unhooking me from most of it. I am out of ICU.

 

“It's my job, but it's never bad to hear that. You would be surprised how few people take the time to say it.”

 

All in all, it was nearly four days in ICU. I'll apparently do one day in a regular room for observation,  then head for home. I have a “no work” order for another week, which I can't wait to use up.

 

Mr Petroff sent me a short email. That was so sweet, especially considering everything he's been going dealing with over the loss of Truman.

 

I take in all the good from different people. They aren't rich. They are honest, hardworking, giving, and happy. There's a lot to learn being around them. 

 

I've had it hard, but that doesn't mean I have to go chase big money. Especially in my search for a  man. I've had zero visitors except for that Naval Intelligence guy Dr. Anderson. I had one email. One card. And I've been in about a week. 

 

More than anything it would be great to have someone who really cares. Especially in times like these. I know I am powerfully attracted to the President. I can't put into words why. When I do try to find the right words, it's always different. When I say it out loud, I feel like an idiot how it sounds.

 

I still dream he cares like I want a man too. That I am not just some object to him.

 

Everyone has cleared out of the room. A new orderly in a surgical mask enters and without a word begins transporting me down the hall and away from the nurse station. He clicks the button on a service elevator.

 

“I didn't know you had to wear masks when doing routine moving like this?” 

 

I see him smile under the fabric and nod his head. 

 

The elevator door opens and we hustle in. It's empty. I get the feeling we started this trip on an upper floor because when I looked out the window from my bed, I couldn't see buildings or trees. Only sky. 

 

We stop suddenly and the door opens. I doubt we even went down more than a floor. While the door is opening, my transporter jerks my rolling bed violently cross ways in front of the door. He gestures something to two hospital employees pushing patients in wheel chairs who are waiting to get on. 

 

“Oh OK.” I hear one of them say as they both pull back from entering.

 

I notice that neither of them are using hospital masks. 

 

The door closes.

 

“We don't have any time,” he says. “I miss you and love you Josie Toms.” 

 

My transporter shocks me to full attention.

 

“Michael?”

 

The surprise has my whole body feeling light and euphoric. 

 

“Why? How?”

 

“We have a lot to talk about,” he says as he pulls his mask down.

 

“I can't believe you came. How did you pull this off? I mean to get alone and show up alone like this?”

 

He places his hand gently on my cheek and rubs it.

 

“Nevermind,” he says. “It took me the whole time you have been in here to arrange it. There is Secret Service here,  but only ones I can trust. There's a war going on for power and it's all around me every day. I don't know if this is worth it, but if I stop now many lives will be destroyed. Just tell me you love me and you'll stay with me no matter what.”

 

The elevator stops.

 



“Michael. You are marrying another woman. Right in my face. She's basically my boss. I can't make you any promises. I know I want to be with you, but....”

 

The door opens and Michael has already put the mask back on his face. 

 

We go down the hall and he leaves me in a room. It looks exactly like my room when I first got to the hospital.

 

He leans in and in a soft tone he begins.

 

“I love you. Don't doubt that. I will have you with me. Just don't believe everything you see or think you know.” 

 

The words grab my heart because I want to believe it's true.

 

In an instant he's gone. I doubt this hospital stay can be any more full of surprises.

 

Knowing I'll have a week alone at home sounds great. I want out.

 

“Excuse me ma'am, but how did you end up in this room?”

 

It's a nurse dressed like the nurse I just had up in ICU.

 

“Well one of your people brought me down here,” I respond. 

 

She's reading my chart.

 

“I'll have to call upstairs. They got this all messed up. Your room is up one floor.  Your  transfer chart has a notation from a doctor something or other, I can't read the name. It says that you should avoid harsh chemicals at work and that your employer is aware. You'll have a new job when you return. It has been arranged.  Jeez, I don't know who this doctor is, but he really went the extra mile for you on this.”

 

I take a deep breath and blow air out my mouth.

 

“I'd love to get to my room please. I am exhausted.”

 

The nurse disappears. I think of Michael. Despite the roller coaster of pleasure and pain, he also looked out for me more than anyone I have ever met.

 

…

 

My bags are packed and I am about to be released. I'll be damned. I'll be riding home from the hospital on a bus. No one is here to pick me up. 

 

Someone who really  gives a damn. It's what I really want more than anything.

 

Staying in this reckless game with the man I love isn't bringing me any lasting affection. The kind of love where the person is there for me when I get released from the hospital. Or takes care of me when I get home.

 

I gotta snap out of this. Quit blaming everything but my own choices. I gotta make some different and better ones. Easy to say and really fucking hard to do. I am passionately in love. I know it because Michael didn't say a lot that was different from what he'd said in the past. Like usual, I ate it up. Then he disappeared again.

 

I only felt the hunger of desire and that was it. I should have asked more of him. But I am obsessed so I say nothing. Every time I have a chance, I say nothing.  Or I say something, then back off.

 

I gotta get a book maybe. I can't escape from this misery watching TV or movies. I have to escape from my mind.  

 

I wonder if Michael thinks of me when he's alone? It's scary but I really doubt it.

 

“Josie? Hey!”

 

In this moment of deep loneliness, the head of Natalie Petroff peers into my room. She's bringing along a surprisingly upbeat energy.

 

“Hey. This is a really great surprise. I um...” 

 

I can't finish.

 

“It's OK. I already know what you want to say. I know about you and my brother,” she says.  “He really enjoyed you.”

 

“Enjoyed me?”

 

“I wish I could say that came out wrong. One thing about him was he was honest.”

 

“And his honesty was that he enjoyed me?”

 

I am back ready to cry again.

 

“And the hits keep on coming...” I say to no one in particular.

 

“Josie, I liked you. I still do. I knew when I left you alone in that room to treat your foot or whatever, that there was a chance Truman would come down there. I didn't know if he saw you or not. I knew if he did, he'd be after you.”

 

“Wait. I don't understand. I don't get it,” I snap. “He's your brother. He gives to charity. He graduated from the Naval Academy. People who knew him like him. What's your deal with him?”

 

Natalie appears ready to dig in and discuss everything. I can tell. It's probably why she came to see me.

 

“Look we talked about this,” Natalie says. “Do you remember I more or less said he was a good guy, but he also wasn't? Let me tell you what I meant. He didn't love you. I want you to realize what he was capable of as a man. He was only in love with one woman. That's why he went to the Philippines. She is there. A peasant girl.  He requested that transfer because he wanted be near her.”

 

“He told me he needed to give me space so I could choose him with a clear head. Why should I doubt he was telling the truth?” I ask.

 

“You shouldn't if that's what you want to believe. But ask yourself this Josie: what good does that do you? What good does it do you to believe you could have had a real relationship with him. If he loved you like he was saying, he didn't have to leave. I am sure he enjoyed you. He told me that. That was his word. But he wasn't in love with you.”

 

“Why do you care?” I ask defiantly.  “What difference does it make?”

 

“I am here because I care. You have all you need to live your dreams. If you are going to pick a man, pick a man who is actually there. Truman wasn't. He chose not to be. Don't make him into some saint. He was a mixed bag.”

 

She pats me on the knee.

 

“You know he was the most gorgeous man I've ever been with. I loved just being with him,” I say, the words rolling out of me uncontrollably.  “I'm not going to cry right now. It bothers me that he would say things that weren't true. Saying he wanted me when he really didn't. I thought he was better than that.”

 

“I didn't mean come to off like that,” Natalie said. “He was good for his word. I'll bet if you think about it, you never asked if he requested that transfer. If you had. he would have told you the truth. He requested it.”

 

I am drawing back on the memory and she's right.

 

“If you remember one thing about my brother, he didn't lie. But he didn't
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