CHAPTER 105

Nell was so upset that her voice was shaking when she asked, “Where are you?”

“I’m on the way back from Cantil. What’s wrong?”

“Brandy is in the hospital. She’s in bad shape Pete and I’m still in New York. I can’t reach Megan, so I need you to get there as soon as possible.”

“Uhh, okay, where is she, what happened?”

“She’s at Cedars hospital. I don’t know what happened; all I know is that it’s serious. They won’t tell me what’s wrong because she’s in intensive care and they only talk to family, so I told them you were her half brother. Her full name is Brandy Taylor. Get there as soon as you can and when you know her condition call me immediately. Please don’t leave her side, Pete, I don’t want her to wake up alone. If Megan shows up she’s going to tell them she’s her sister, so go along with it. If anyone gives you any static tell them to try to contact Dr. Felmann. He’s the head of the hospital but he’s in a conference and I can’t reach him right now but my people will keep trying. 

“Why did they contact you, doesn’t she have family?”

“She has no family and I’m listed as her contact person. We’ve been like sisters since, well since we were kids. I’ll tell you about it when I see you. I can’t get a flight out of here until tomorrow morning, so I’m depending on you. Don’t leave her alone, Pete. Not even for a second. I’m sure that Megan will contact me and when she does she’ll be there to spell you. But if she doesn’t, don’t leave. Sleep there if you have to. How soon can you be there?”

“I have to drop someone off but I can be at the hospital in about an hour. But who is Megan?” 
“She’s the person who lives at the beach house. You’ll recognize her when you see her.”

“I know her?”

“Yes, you go to school with her. So are you alone?”
“No, I’m with Kristen Baker.”

“Is she important to you?”
I didn’t know if it was going to hurt my career or affect my relationship with Nell, but I didn’t think twice before I answered, “Yes she is, she’s very important.”

“Let me talk to her.”

I stared at the phone for a second, but I finally shrugged and I handed the phone to Kristen and said, “It’s Nell Burger.”

Kristen said, “Hi Nell, its Kristen.”

It took me a second to realize what she said. Then it dawned on me that they knew each other and that Kristen also knew Brandy.

I could only hear Kristen’s end of the conversation, so I had to guess at the rest.

Kristen said, “It sounds like a friend of yours is in trouble.”
There was a moment of silence then Kristen gasped, “Brandy! Oh my God, is she going to be okay?”
Nell said something and Kristen replied, “You’re right, she shouldn’t be alone. I won’t delay Pete, I’m sure he’ll get there as soon as he can.”

There was a pause, then, “Yes, we’re together now and we’re going to stay that way.”

There was another, longer pause, then, “It’s okay, I have things to do this afternoon and I’m leaving for New York, first thing in the morning.”
There was another pause then Kristen reached for her purse, took out a small book, said, “Go ahead,” and she wrote something in the book. Then she said, “Okay, I’ll call you,” and she handed the phone back to me.
I asked Nell, “What’s going on?”

“She’ll tell you, I have to go. Call me the minute you know anything about Brandy,” and she hung up.

When I put the phone away I said to Kristen, “I forgot that you knew Brandy.”
“I know her but we were never close, she was a little too wild for me. Have you been with her a lot?”
“No, I met her that time in Vegas and she showed up at Nell’s house a couple times.”
“Do you spend a lot of time with Nell?”

I could tell by her tone where this was going and I answered, “Not really. I’ve been to her place at the beach a few times.”
Kristen raised an eyebrow and said, “She’s quite a woman. I assume you’re familiar with some of her escapades?”

“I’ve heard about some of them.”

“And it doesn’t bother you?”
“Why should it, I’m not in love with her. Uhh, what’s with the phone number?”
“She wants me to call her when I get to New York.”

“What about?”

“About you of course. I think she wants to talk about ground rules.”
“Humph! She and Mom met too. It seems that lately a lot of things are going on around me without any input from me.”

“Like what?”

“Like Nell and mom coming to some kind of an agreement about me and like everyone planning to have you show up and surprise me. Now Nell wants to meet with you about something. I guess I feel a little left out.”
“Well, don’t feel that way. Everyone has your best interests at heart.”
“Be that as it may, I would still like to be included in discussions about me.”

She was smiling when she said, “Well my love, you’re a prize and we want to make sure you don’t do something foolish.”
“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means that you are loved. Five women are crazy about you and we want to keep our eye on you.”
“Who? What are you talking about?”

“Well, there’s Erin, your mom and of course, me. And now it looks like Nell has her eye on you.”

“Nell might like me, but she’s married and she has no intention of leaving her husband.”
“I know, but she might spirit you away somewhere so she can continue to have her way with you. From the way she talked about you, it doesn’t sound like puppy love, my dear.”

“Does that bother you?”
“Sure it bothers me but right now we can’t be together full time and I don’t expect you to become a monk. Nell is perfect. She’ll take care of your needs and keep you from wandering off, but she won’t be able to marry you.”

I chuckled, “So she’s actually saving me for you, eh?”
“Yup.”

“You said there are five of you. Who’s left?”

“It’s my best friend and my worst enemy.”
“That makes six.”
“No, they’re the same person; it’s Amy.”

“What are you talking about? Amy is uhh, well, she’s like Erin, she’s my sister.”

“Oh? Did she feel like your sister when you screwed her that time behind the restaurant in Cantil?”

“That was different it was a one-time thing. Besides, she doesn’t feel that way about me.”

“Ha! That’s what you think. Let me tell you something. I love Amy. She’s the sister I never had and I’ve never been as close to anyone as I am with her. But we have one thing in common. You! That’s why she’s also my worst enemy. She’s in love with you but she’s willing to sit quietly while you do your ‘wild oats’ thing. So am I to a degree, but I’m not as patient as she is. Your folks, my dad and even Tomaso say we’re too young, but if I had my way we’d be in Vegas getting married right now.”

“What’s the rush?”
“I want to marry you before you do something stupid and fall for someone else.”
I grinned, “So it would be stupid if I fell for someone else?”

“Yup, Amy and I decided that you only have two choices. It’s either me or her. But I have no intention of it being her.”

Still grinning I asked, “How are you going to prevent that.”
“Oh I have a plan but I’m not going to tell you what it is.”

For the next few minutes I tried to get her to tell me what she had in mind but she wouldn’t, so I changed the subject and asked, “So what do we do now?”
“Well, like I said, I’m going to tell Tomaso that I want to work more on the West Coast and as soon as you get your schedule worked out, we can start planning how we can spend more time together. How does that sound?”

“It sounds great. So we are actually going to give you and me a try and see what happens?”

“That’s what I’d like to do. How do you feel about it?”

I glanced over at the beautiful girl sitting next to me and I made up my mind. As soon as I could I pulled off the road and I took her in my arms. I told her I loved her and we kissed and held each other for a long time. Holding her in my arms felt wonderful and it felt like the timing was right. It was time I settled down with one girl. It was also time I quit letting other people do all my thinking for me and it was time I started to pay more attention to what was going on around me.
But right now I held onto Kristen thinking how lucky I was to have someone as wonderful as her, say that she was in love with me and that she wanted to marry me. I was thinking about what our life might be like together when something started to nag at me. Kristen said that Amy loved me too. I thought about Amy and my relationship with her and I realized that I didn’t want her out of my life. Not now, not ever, and I was concerned about what Kristen had planned for her. 
Kristen brought me out of my reverie with, “We should really get going, you need to get to the hospital. I want to talk to Tomaso and I want to spend some time with my dad.”
On the way to Kristen’s house we made a plan. We would talk to each other whenever we could, but at least a couple times a week no matter what. 
When we got to her house the big gate slid open and as we drove in the front door opened and her dad was standing in the doorway. It was still raining so after some more kisses and hugs, Kristen dashed to the house. Her dad nodded and waved to me as I drove away. 
When I got home the place was a madhouse. Luggage and clothes were piled everywhere, but when I came in they took a break and began asking me how things went in Cantil. So for the next few minutes I told them about how pleased Denise was and how surprised I was about Kristen showing up. They all laughed at that and wanted to know how we got along. I was watching Amy when I told them that we were going together again, but she didn’t react and joined them when they said they were glad. Then I told them about Brandy and when I said that I might not be home tonight, mom reminded me that they would be gone for at least a week and cautioned me about taking in the mail, watering the plants and keeping the lawn trimmed. Then she asked, “Are you going to be okay while we’re gone?”

“Yes mom, I’ll be fine. The party doesn’t start until tomorrow afternoon and I’ll make sure it’s over by the time you get back.”

That got me Mom’s version of a stern look, but she knew I was kidding and she followed it with kiss and a big hug. 

I also got a quick hug and a peck on the cheek from Erin, but she was so excited about everything that she immediately went back and began throwing things into her suitcases.

Amy had been watching quietly but she didn’t come over for a kiss or a hug. I saw that her bedroom door was open so I went to her and asked, “Can we go to your room, I’d like to talk to you?”
She nodded and followed me. When we got there I closed the door, then I went to her, put my hands on her shoulders and said, “Did you see that both Erin and Mom kissed me?”
“Uhh, sure, what about it?”

“Why didn’t you kiss me?”
She looked at the floor for a minute then she said, “Kristen called me right before you got home. She said that you and she were going together now and that you told her you loved her.”

I smiled to myself, thinking that she must have called the minute I left and that telling Amy about us must be part of the plan she wouldn’t tell me about and I said, “So that means you can’t kiss me anymore?”

“I umm, I don’t know.” 

“What if I want to kiss you?”
“Why would you want to do that?”
“Well, there are several reasons. First is because you’re a pretty girl. I love kissing pretty girls and you are an absolute knockout! Second because you’re family and I kiss the people in my family. I even kiss my dad. And last because I love you.”
“I-I thought you loved Kristen.” 
“Cant I love you too?”

“Well, I..,”

I was teasing, but she was standing close to me and without thinking I pulled her to me and I kissed her. It started as a regular kiss and she resisted for a few seconds, then she began kissing me back and when I pulled her tightly against me she came willingly. The kiss was long and sweet and when we finally pulled back I think we were both shaking.
Amy stood there with her eyes closed for a second or two. Then she backed away, opened her eyes and asked, “W-Why did you do that?” 
“I did it because I haven’t kissed you in a long time. I miss kissing you.”

“But Pete, I….” Just then Mom called out, “Amy! C’mon we have a lot to do.” 

Amy started for the door but she stopped with her hand on the handle and she turned and said, “I miss kissing you too, but don’t do it that way without…”
She stopped, then she added, “Kissing me like that wasn’t fair,” and she went into the other room.
On the way to the hospital I thought about what I had done and I began to feel ashamed of myself. I knew she had feelings for me and I had taken advantage of her. She was right. I shouldn’t have kissed her like that. Especially, since I had just told her best friend that I loved her. It wasn’t fair to her and it wasn’t fair to Kristen. The more I thought about it the worse I felt. I made myself a promise to be more considerate of other people’s feelings and when I pulled into the parking lot at the hospital I called her.
When she answered I said, “Hi, it’s me.”

“Yes?”

“I-I’m sorry. What I did was wrong.”
“Yes it was, and you SHOULD be sorry. You did it without regard for my feelings.”
“Yes I did and I’m really sorry about it. Can you forgive me?”

“Yeah… I suppose so.”
She sighed, then her tone changed and she asked, “Are you going to tell Kristen what you did?”
She caught me off guard and I stuttered, “Oh, I-I guess I will if you think I should.”
“Relax, I’m only teasing. But I may tell her myself at some point.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Just to piss her off. I know she told you that we both have designs on you.”

I chuckled, “Yeah, she told me. She also told me that she had plans for you, but she wouldn’t tell me what they were.”

“I have a pretty good idea. Whenever she performs, guys send her notes wanting to meet her and ask her out. I suspect that when she starts working out here she’ll be giving those guys my phone number.”
“I see. So I’m the one who should be worried about you running off with someone.”  
“Fat chance! Do you have any idea how busy I’m going to be for the next year? When we get back from this trip I’m going to be studying day and night.”

“So what about today, am I forgiven?”

“I guess so. It was umm, a really nice kiss.”
“Yes it was. You know that I really do love you, don’t you?”
“Yes, I do.”

Things got quiet. I didn’t want to hang up and I guess she didn’t either so we just held the phones until I heard Erin say something to her and Amy said, “I gotta go,” and hung up.  

Cedars Hospital is a huge place on the west side of Los Angeles. I’d never been there and once I got inside it took me a while to find out where Brandy was. When I got to the room marked ‘Intensive Care’ I was expecting a problem, but when I gave the nurse at the window my name and said I was Brandy’s brother, the nurse looked at her computer for a second then her eyes got big and she said, “Oh yes Mr. Baker we were told to expect you, let me take you to her,” and she hit a button that opened the door.  
I followed her into a large open room with maybe twenty beds in it. Most had people in them and each bed had a bank of monitors and odd looking machines around it. Some of the beds had curtains pulled around them. She led me to one and said, “She’s been heavily medicated,” and she pulled the curtain back. 

I had only been in a hospital a few times. It was always on a Sunday and it was always the emergency room. Once when I was six I fell off my bike. My mom thought my arm was broken. It wasn’t, but they put it in a sling and said I had to wear it for a week. I told the kids at school it was a racing accident and I was so proud of it I wore for an extra week. The next time was when I was ten. I got hit in the nose by a baseball during a game at the local park. It bled like mad and by the time I got home it swelled to twice its size. Mom took me to the same emergency room to have me checked out. I was okay but I went around for a couple weeks with a purple nose and two black eyes. 
It was Sunday again and I was in a hospital again, but this was a whole different thing. The figure in the bed looked like something from a horror movie. Most of Brandy’s head, neck, shoulder and left arm were heavily bandaged. The only things visible were her right eye and her right arm. Her eye was closed, the area around it was swollen and her arm was covered with bruises and scrapes. 
Horrified, I asked the nurse, “What on earth happened to her?”

“I really don’t know. Her chart says auto accident.”

I leaned close to the nurse and asked, “Is she conscious?”
“No. Her doctor will be here in a few minutes. He’ll explain everything.”

She left and I stood there looking at the bed. I couldn’t believe this was happening. Things like this happen on TV or in the newspapers, but not to someone you actually know and I remembered the first time I’d seen Brandy. Kristen, Amy and I were in a hotel room in Las Vegas and Brandy jumped up on a bed and began dancing in front of a room full of people. Twisting and turning to music, her long blonde hair was flying around her, she began taking off her clothes. Once she was naked, I remember thinking that she looked like a blonde goddess and it was a scene I know I’ll never forget. 
Just then the nurse returned with a folding chair and said, “I just talked with Dr, Friedman. He’s with a patient so he’ll be a few minutes, in the meantime, have a seat.”

I said, “Okay.” And as I reached for the chair Brandy raised her right hand a little, so I asked the nurse, “Can she hear me?”
“I’m not sure, but it’s okay to hold her hand. You can talk to her if you like but I doubt if she can hear you.”
I sat down next to her. It took me a minute to get over the fact that it was really Brandy lying there and I reached for her hand. When I touched her she moaned and I felt her tremble, so I leaned close and said, “It’s Pete, honey. Don’t be scared, you’re gonna be okay.”
I don’t know if she heard me because the trembling didn’t stop, but she didn’t moan for a while so I continued to hold her hand until a man in a white coat came to me and asked, “Are you Mister Baker?”
When I nodded he said, “I’m sorry it took me so long to come and see you but I have other patients and I kept getting interrupted by phone calls. It seems that this young lady has some influential friends. I understand that you’re her brother is that correct?”   

“Yes sir. Can you tell me how she is?”
“Not good I’m afraid. Her injuries are quite extensive. It looks like she fell from quite a height onto some rocks and hit something several times on the way down. She has bruises and scrapes all over her body. Her left wrist, arm and collarbone are broken and there are some serious internal injuries. We won’t know how extensive they are until we get the reports back. But the big problem is her head injuries. Her brain is swelling and there are other complications.”

“So it doesn’t look good.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

I pulled out my cell phone and said, “I have to call someone and tell them about her condition. What shall I tell them?”

“Your cell phone won’t work in here, there’s too much electrical interference. Is it Mrs. Burger you’re trying to contact?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve already talked with her. She knows you’re here and asked that you stay by Ms. Taylor’s side in case she wakes up. I told her that wasn’t likely, but she insisted.”
“Okay, I’ll stay with her.”
“I’m going off shift shortly. Don’t worry; there are plenty of competent people here in case of emergency. I have to be back at the hospital this evening on another matter. It might be late but I’ll stop in if you’re still here.”

He left and it was a few minutes before I realized what he meant. I told him that I wouldn’t leave her side, and he was saying that she might not last until then. A cold chill went through me and a sadness I had never felt before. So I went back to be with her. If this was going to be her last time on this earth I wanted to make sure she wasn’t alone and I took her hand again. The trembling seemed to be a little less this time. I hoped it was because I was here with her.
I don’t know how long I sat there. Nurses came by, checked on her and made notes on her chart and one came over to ask me if I wanted to take a break or get something to eat, but I didn’t want to leave her. I got up once to go to the bathroom but I hurried back. I felt that if I was with her I could will her some of my strength to fight the terrible thing she was facing.

The doctor showed up some time later. He wasn’t wearing the white coat this time and when he read her chart I could see that what he was looking at wasn’t good news. Then he came to me and asked, “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine, how is she?”

He was shaking his head when Brandy made a grunting noise and she pulled her hand from mine. A split second later beeps and whistles began coming from the machines around her and the doctor cried, “Nurse, she’s seizing.” 
Immediately the room was full of people and a nurse rushed me out to the hall, told me to have a seat and said that she’d let me know what was happening in a few minutes.
The few minutes stretched into more than a half hour and as I sat there I was  thinking about Brandy and how little I knew about her. I met her briefly in Las Vegas, I saw her a couple times at Nell’s place and I’d even had sex with her, but I didn’t really know her. But I knew one thing. She didn’t deserve this. No one did and my heart went out to her.

Then, several of the nurses came out of the room. They avoided eye contact with me so I really wasn’t surprised when the doctor came out, put his hand on my shoulder and said, “I’m sorry son, we did everything we could.”
He stood there for a minute. I guess he was waiting for what he told me to sink in then he said, “Wait here, they’re going to put your sister in another room. The nurse will tell you when she’s ready for you to go in. It’s quiet in there and you can say goodbye.”

I had forgotten that he thought she was my sister. It stunned me and for a minute I wondered what I should do. Then I thought of her lying in there alone and I decided that someone should say goodbye, so I thanked him and he left. 
A few minutes later a nurse led me to a small room next to the IC ward. She opened the door and said, “Take all the time you need. When you’re finished please come to the nurse’s desk. We need to talk about what to do with her remains.”  
When I went inside she was laying on a gurney and suddenly I was overwhelmed. It was Brandy lying there and she was DEAD! I’d never even seen a dead body before and the fact that the person lying there was someone I knew was almost beyond comprehension. 
She couldn’t be dead! Not Brandy! Not that wild, beautiful girl, and I knelt alongside the gurney and looked at her. They had pulled a sheet around her so the only thing visible was her head swathed in bandages and I tried to remember what she looked like and what I knew about her. I felt guilty because the only thing that came to mind was when I first saw her and Kristen said her nickname for a long time was, ‘Brandy Betty the Boobless Blonde Babe,’ or ‘the Girl of the Five Bs.’. Well, the last time I saw her, her body was fantastic. I’m going to always think of her that way and I reached over and touched her. 
It was like an electric shock went through me and I couldn’t help it, I started to cry.
I didn’t hear the door open, but I was still crying when someone behind me shouted, “Pete!” And Brandy rushed over and threw her arms around me. 

