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Chapter One
October 16, 2010
Football players and pom-pom waving cheerleaders converged on the bus like a swarm of honey bees. Welcoming the enthusiasm to break her troubled thoughts, Pine Cove High School bus driver Summer Grant stepped aside for safety’s sake while they roared on board.
Wide receiver Jim Lassiter gave her a high five. “We clobbered ‘em big time,” he yelled. “And here’s the guy who done it!”
He stepped aside and gave quarterback Dylan Pittman a shove. Dylan muttered, “Ahhh,” and looked embarrassed.
Summer and Dylan had become really good friends over the past year and she knew he deserved to be recognized for his achievements. “You both played great games,” Summer said.
The boys laughed, looked a little self conscious and a lot proud. The Pine Cove Lions had another winning season to boast about and they’d earned it the hard way. They deserved to celebrate.
Summer cast a glance toward the parking lot, watching parents pile into vehicles and join the ant-trail of cars and trucks streaming onto the road heading for home. She supposed Dylan’s dad was among them. At least she hoped he’d come to watch his son play.
Dylan tossed his helmet. Jim caught it and ran toward the front of the bus. He raised his arms in victory. “Touchdown!”
The coach arrived on the scene and tried to look annoyed with little success. “Okay, guys, enough. Time to find a seat so we can get back home and go for that pizza celebration.”
The magic word, pizza, tempered down the noise and minutes later they were on the highway headed back to Pine Cove.
Summer settled into driving mode. She enjoyed her job, even when it meant dealing with chaos. Sure beat the quiet loneliness of sitting in her little rented house with nothing to keep her company except chatter from the television. Some nights the bitterness crept in, though she did her best to look forward instead of backward. A burst of laughter stopped her from letting the melancholy settle in.
Tonight the noise level amped even higher than usual. The coaches did their best but the celebration continued. The kids deserved to be happy, especially Dylan. Over the two years she’d been living in Pine Cove, she felt closer to him than anyone. A bright kid, quick with one-liners to make people laugh, he spent many evenings sitting on her front steps discussing his plans for college and beyond. His dad worked long hours in his body shop and Summer figured the father and son spent little quality time together, though Dylan never complained.
From the rear of the bus came a loud burst of laughter followed by the coach’s voice yelling, “Dylan, sit down. Now!”
Summer looked in the rear view mirror to see what caused the ruckus. Dylan stood in the aisle waving two pom-poms and doing not-so-high kicks. She chuckled.
A loud, long horn jerked her attention back to the road. Next to her a car headed directly into the path of an approaching semi. Her arms tense on the wheel, she pressed her foot hard on the brake and jerked the steering wheel to the right. Lord, help me keep the bus under control.
The semi’s brakes screamed and smoke rose from the road.
The bus slammed into the guard rail. The kids screamed. Summer bounced in the seat, her shoulders protesting the strain.
The car spun in ever-widening circles, but missed hitting the semi.
Tires screeched, followed by a horrific rending as if a mammoth can opener tore into the bus’s exterior.
Then the world turned upside down.
Sounds far worse than the happiness of kids deafened her, followed by pain. Bones smashed against resistant metal, screaming…glass fragments sliced skin and a deathly silence engulfed her.
Darkness.
****
“Your son is in critical condition.”
Michael Pittman raced toward the hospital with the words ringing in his head. His only son couldn’t die. Not now. Next year he’d be playing football for the Volunteers at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville. His son was going to be somebody.
Dylan might be young, but he was on the fast track to becoming a legend hereabouts, leading his team to victory with only four losses in four seasons. He excelled as both a pocket passer and an option quarterback. Tonight’s game, once again, showcased his son’s great abilities.
Less than an hour ago, Michael had congratulated Dylan and headed for home.
A mistake. That’s what the call had been. Nothing but a big mistake. When he got to the hospital, his boy would walk out with nothing but a few bruises. Bruises were part of playing football. Small injuries. Nothing major.
He wanted more for his son than being a grease monkey like his dad, a heritage passed on by Michael’s own father and grandfather. Turning wrenches for a living sucked. No way would his son be caught in the trap of slaving long, hard hours for a pittance. Football would be his way out, and also Michael’s, by proxy.
His son’s football career would not end because of one stupid bus driver—a woman, no less. Women had no business driving a bus. If a man had been behind the wheel, the accident would never have happened.
Anger flared in his chest. Oh, he’d done his duty and attended the anger management classes and the endless counseling sessions his late wife had heaped on his head. He could control his moods; he didn’t need an outsider to tell him right from wrong or to ask questions about his childhood. Just another way for the rich doctors to get richer. After her death, Michael raised his son to be a real man, instead of the momma’s boy she’d tried to turn him into. His kid would be the ticket out of the rat race they’d lived in for too long. The long hours and hard work would pay off one day.
An ache in his jaw reminded him to unclench his teeth.
Acting on his anger issues could never happen. He knew that.
But, if anything happened to his son, he would make the woman responsible pay. Of course, he didn’t really believe it would come to that because his son would be all right.
He had to be all right.
Chapter Two
August 13, 2011
Rotten people. Rotten rain. Rotten day.
Jake Taylor’s day had started bad and hadn’t improved. So much for him not believing in bad luck happening on Friday the 13th. Only half an hour earlier, he might have saved the dog’s life. Poor thing suffered for a long time before Jake happened along. His heart cracked a little. This mountainous road left little chance of survival for the animals dumped by uncaring humans. Rotten people.
He yanked a blanket from the cargo area and shook the dust free. Saving the dog from being another animal’s feast would have to do. The motley mixed-breed weighed half what it should and Jake could count the dog’s ribs. Nothing made him angrier at the human race than seeing careless disregard like this. As if the dog were injured instead of dead, he tenderly placed the body on the floor of his vehicle and slammed the door.
A drop of rain plopped on his arm. Great. Now he had a storm to contend with and he needed to stop by the vet’s office to drop off the carcass on his way home. One more item to chalk on his rotten blackboard. With the turn of his key, the SUV roared to life and a blast of cool air brought a little relief. Dark clouds churned, changing shape and bearing down with a vengeance. Thunder crashed, echoing ominously through the mountains.
Rain slashed his windshield. The wipers slapped back and forth, doing little to clear his view. He’d had his fill of this wretched weather, too. Rotten rain.
Rounding a bend, the tires squealed. The high pitched noise reminded him of his niece Jenny’s excited reaction when he’d given her the puppy yesterday. Thinking of his niece put his mind in a happier place. Her happy exuberance when he gave her the puppy made it worth listening to his sister, Becca, harp at him for not getting her approval first. Too bad. Jenny had been bugging him for weeks to have the fat little black and white fur ball. He couldn’t resist Jenny’s sweet dimples and big blue eyes. The puppy would have plenty of room to run around in the huge yard. Owning a pet would teach his niece responsibility, something he wished the scumbags who abandoned their animals had learned when they were kids. Rotten day.
Soon he could ease his stress with a relaxing hot shower. Comfort waited for him at home. Becca said he couldn’t spend the rest of his life with only the animals he rescued. Wrong. His home. His life.
Dolly, the orange tabby with the loud voice, could maneuver around his house with ease despite having lost her eyesight. His stomach rode down the steep hill of a rollercoaster imagining the pain she endured as a result of someone’s deliberate abuse. Despite her past, she gave unconditional love. Every night she curled next to him on the bed and purred contentedly until they both fell asleep.
His headlights illuminated the shiny asphalt and the solid yellow center line. He rounded another curve. The vehicle hydroplaned and he fought to regain control. With this downpour, it was a good thing he knew the road so well. Anxious to get home, he pressed the gas pedal a little harder. His stomach growled. Yeah, a hot meal would go a long way toward lightening his mood. So would Buck, the black lab who’d be sprawled across the foot of Jake’s bed right now. In his opinion, the three-legged dog deserved a little comfort.
“Steaks tonight, Buck,” he said, as if the dog could hear him. “And a can of tuna for Dolly.” They all deserved a treat. Maybe it would help relieve the frustration humming through his veins. A good meal, a friendly wagging tail, a purring cat weaving figure eights between his legs. Home.
Jake’s headlights speared the sign depicting the sharpest set of curves ahead. Slowing slightly, he reached for the radio knob. Static filled the vehicle. Would nothing go right this day? He needed music, sound—something to take his mind off the rain. He popped in a CD, taking his eyes from the road.
Sudden and unexpected headlights through the windshield blinded him.
He yanked the wheel—too late. A bump, a subsequent slide on wet pavement…
Jake steered into the movement. The other car spun in front of him, and then his vehicle struck it again sending it plummeting down the mountain incline. Lights flashed. Metal crashed. Silence.
Sickness churned in his gut, bringing an unwanted memory of another accident on this same curve, an accident that took his wife’s life.
With a deep-seated fear for the occupants of the car, he radioed for help.
“Yes, Chief. What do you need?”
“Send an ambulance to the hairpin curve on County Road 29. A car just went over the embankment. I’m going down to see what I can do to assist.”
Training clicked in, dispelling the panic clawing at his gut. He removed the emergency kit from the storage area and placed flares in the road. If only he could hear something…anything from the wreckage below. His boots slipped on the wet blacktop. With a quick twist he righted himself, but his muscles screamed in protest, a result of an old injury during his army stint. Pain shot from his hip down his thigh. Limping, he moved to the place where the other car had left the road.
Unrelenting rain stung his cheeks. Lightning flashed, illuminating the scene with an eerie glow. The wreckage below forced bile into his throat like volcano spewing hot lava. He swallowed in an attempt to stop the burning. God, please don’t let another death be on my shoulders.
He grabbed his flashlight and began the tedious descent. His boots slipped, and he landed on his back. The force of the impact left him winded. He slid several yards before his feet smacked against a fallen tree. He grunted at the sudden stop.
He played the light over the wreckage. The car had lodged against a stand of trees with the skewed hood gaping above the now silent motor. Thank God the vehicle had landed upright, although on now-flattened tires. Splintered glass hindered his view into the vehicle but he could see a woman inside. No bodies had been thrown from the car.
“Hey, you all right?” he called, tapping his flashlight against the door.
No response. No movement. Please, Lord, let her be alive. He assessed the scene, looking for a way to reach her. The driver’s door had caved in so far he’d never get it open. Rain dripped into his eyes. He wiped his arm across his face. He needed help, and he needed it now.
Jake pocketed his flashlight and began tugging on the back door. Metal groaned and his muscles screamed, but finally he created an opening large enough to wedge his body through. This was one time he wished he’d inherited his mother’s diminutive frame instead of receiving his dad’s genes. He squirmed into the vehicle, his own pain forgotten. The front seat had shifted backward, leaving little room to maneuver.
With his feet hanging out, he leaned over the seat and pressed a hand to the woman’s neck. A weak but steady pulse met his fingertips. Thank you, Lord. He inched his body further along the seat until he could pull his feet inside. But when he tried to sit upright, his head bonked the roof.
“Help…me, please.” The woman’s voice, a mere whisper, gave him more reason to hope.
He reached between the bucket seats and gently took her hand. “An ambulance should be here soon. Hang on.” A tightening around his fingers was her response. Thank goodness she was alive. Guilt chewed at his gut. She couldn’t die. He’d been too late to save Heather, but he’d do everything necessary to save this woman. “I’m not going to leave you.” Ignoring the discomfort, he remained in the strained position, holding her hand and talking nonsense in an effort to keep her focused on him rather than the situation. Finally he heard the blessed sound of sirens.
“The ambulance is here. We’ll have you out in no time.”
Moments later, paramedics arrived and went to work on the woman. Soon they had her on a gurney and began the painstaking climb to the ambulance.
“Are you coming to the hospital, Jake?” one of the paramedics asked.
“Yeah, after I radio for a tow truck for my SUV, but I’ll get one of my men to drive me into town. How bad is she?”
“I think she’s going to be all right. Her vitals are good. You should be checked over, too.”
“No need. I’m fine.”
Though he hadn’t thought it possible, his bad day had taken a dramatic turn for the worse.
****
Pain. Hard to breathe.
Summer tried to open her eyes but the bright light forced her to close them. Where was she?
Voices she didn’t recognize penetrated the haze.
“…awake.”
“…open…”
“Can she hear?”
“I think she’s coming around.”
She lifted heavy eyelids and stared at a stranger’s face.
“Hello. I’m Doctor Stevens. You’re in the hospital, but you’re going to be all right.”
Too tired. She closed her eyes again.
“Miss Grant, please open your eyes.”
The voice. Nice. Kind. She tried to do as he asked, but all she wanted to do was sleep.
Then his words penetrated the fogginess of her mind. She was in a hospital. She remembered the rain, the curving mountain road, headlights, losing control and the helpless feeling as her car left the road. Despite the white hot light, her eyes popped open.
A man wearing a white coat smiled at her. “Welcome back.” The doctor pulled the stethoscope from his ears and let it dangle against his chest. “Can you tell me your name?”
Silly question. “Summer. Summer Grant.” The words came slowly, her voice not sounding like hers at all. She wanted to go back to sleep, back to the place where she felt no pain, had no memories. But until she knew about the person in the other car…
Pain made it hard to concentrate.
The doctor’s voice wouldn’t let her go. “Can you remember what happened?”
A flash of lights, a crash, tumbling down the side of the mountain in a rainstorm. Sure she remembered. “Hit…another car. Couldn’t…” She took a breath and wished she hadn’t. Why did it hurt so bad?
As if he read her mind, the doctor said, “Your ribs are bruised which is causing chest pain. You have a fractured leg and you took quite a knock on the head, but you’ll soon be up and about. No serious injuries.”
Bruised ribs she could handle, not a broken leg. She sank back into the darkness where she would feel nothing.
“Open your eyes, Miss Grant.”
Leave me alone.
“I know you’re awake. You need to stay with me now.”
She peered at the doctor. “Stay? No I can’t stay. I need to go.” Speaking required so much effort.
“We’ve set your leg, but you’re going to need rest and we want to make sure there aren’t any underlying problems. If all goes well, you can leave the hospital tomorrow afternoon. Is there someone you’d like us to call?”
She would laugh, but he’d think she’d gone crazy. “No. I don’t live around here.” She struggled to sit up, caught her breath and eased back against the pillow. A hundred tiny drummers beat a steady rhythm inside her skull. “My head…”
“I’ve ordered something to help with the pain. We can talk about what happens next in the morning.”
She couldn’t argue that logic with the giant clamps crushing her skull. Her eyelids closed and she sought the place where she’d felt safe.
The doctor’s footsteps faded. Somewhere in the distance, a telephone rang. Indistinguishable voices drifted to her ears. Normal sounds. Safe sounds. She drifted in a state of half-awareness. The blood pressure cuff tightened on and off. She floated in a haze where pain had no hold.
A chair creaked beside her bed.
Her heart jumped. She opened her eyes and looked at the man leaning over her.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said.
Penetrating blue eyes, familiar somehow, looked at her. “Can I get you something?” he asked.
She’d heard his voice before. The tension receded and she managed a weak whisper. “Who are you?”
“I’m Chief Taylor. Jake to most folks around here.”
She swallowed to remove what felt like cotton coating her tongue. “Chief? Like in Fire Chief?”
“No. As in Chief of Police.”
A cop. Her eyes widened, taking in his over-sized shoulders. “Do you know…did anyone else get hurt in the accident?”
His face reddened. “No one else was injured. I was in the other vehicle.”
Now she recognized him. He was the man who’d been in the car with her, the one who calmed her with his soft voice and warm grip.
Thank God no one else had been hurt this time. She wet her lips. Her tongue did little to help. “Water?”
He leaned closer. His forehead wrinkled. “What?”
“Thirsty.”
He reached for a glass sitting on a tray over the foot of the bed. “Here.” He adjusted the straw and placed it to her lips. “Only sips. Doctor’s orders.”
Cool and refreshing, the liquid slipped across her tongue soothing her parched throat. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, Miss Grant.”
“Summer. Call me Summer.”
He patted her hand. “Summer, then. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
She shook her head and instantly regretted doing so. Dizziness drove her head back against the pillow and she entered the blissful state of nothingness.
****
Jake shifted in the uncomfortable chair. The woman had finally fallen asleep, her face pale and too-thin against the pillow. Dark brown curls tangled around her neck. An angry-looking bruise and cut marred her left eye, no doubt a result of the air bag. His stomach clenched at knowing he’d been the cause of her battered condition. From now on, he’d be a little more leery of Friday the thirteenth dates.
For years, he’d made rescuing people and animals his mission—and his missions should end happily. Today didn’t offer a happy ending.
****
Summer woke to sun streaming through the window. Disoriented, she blinked a few times. Memories surfaced, clearing her mind, and reminding her of the situation she faced. She’d planned on leaving Tennessee far behind. With a broken leg and no transportation…
How was she going to manage?
“Good. You’re awake. How do you feel?”
She turned her head toward the voice, grateful the incessant pounding in her head had lessened. “Better,” she said, surprised to see the Chief of Police sitting beside her. The clothes he wore gave no indication of his occupation. A navy t-shirt made his eyes even more noticeable. A warm smile crept up his sun-tanned face. “Would you like a drink?”
“Yes, please.” His tan contrasted with his eyes making them his dominant feature. She found it hard to look away.
“How about I raise the bed a little?” Soft, southern accent—a sound she could grow used to.
“That would be good.” She reached for the control but he found it before she did.
The bed moved. “How’s that?” he asked.
“Fine,” she replied and took the cup he handed her. The water tasted wonderful. Her stomach grumbled.
“They should bring your breakfast soon.”
“What time is it?” she asked.
He glanced at his watch. “Seven.”
“You were here all night?”
His shoulders rose in a shrug. “Not all night. Is there someone you’d like me to call? Family?”
“I’m…no. There’s no one.” Good grief, she didn’t need to be stuck in this hospital, especially with a policeman right beside her.
He shoved his hands in his pockets.
Summer had seen the look in his narrowed eyes before, most recently in the eyes of her next-door neighbor when Summer said she had a job offer and was moving to Seattle. This man didn’t believe her either. Go figure.
She was the first to break eye contact.
“The doctor said you could be released later today.”
Uncomfortable under his scrutiny, her gaze swept the room. She needed to get out of this hospital, out of this town. Panic scrambled her thoughts.
“Is something wrong?” he asked.
She clenched a wad of hospital gown in her hand. “Where are my clothes?”
“Right here.” He lifted a large plastic bag sitting on the floor.
“Give them to me.”
“You can’t get dressed yet.”
“Why not? You can’t make me stay. Or am I being charged with something?” She pushed the sheets back, but his large hands pressed against her shoulders.
“Let me go.” She pressed her palms on his chest to no avail. Pain slashed her ribs.
“Hey, settle down. When the nurse comes you can ask about getting up.”
The room spun around her. Summer gave in and relaxed against the pillow.
“You’re pretty strong for a lady who’s gone through what you have.”
More than you know.
“Is there anything else I can do for you?”
Right. Like he could magically change everything. Make her leg heal and her car be drivable. Fix her. Make the bad guys disappear. “I doubt it.”
“Where will you go when the doctor releases you?” The irritating officer continued his third degree, drawing her from self-pity.
Good question. “I don’t know.”
“You’re not from around here, are you?”
She thought she’d already made that clear. He could write a book on How to be a Cop for Dummies. There she went again with the sarcasm that popped up whenever she was in a stressful situation. At least she hadn’t spoken the words out loud. “I’m just passing through. Do you think my car can be fixed soon?”
He shook his head. “I had it towed to the garage but it’s in pretty bad shape. Isn’t there a family member we can call? Someone who might be worried about you?”
“No.” Maybe a few people would care, but she’d left Pine Cove and everyone it behind for a reason.
“How will you cope with a broken leg?”
“It’s only a broken leg. It’ll heal.” Easy to talk brave. She had no transportation, no place to stay, and now she had an injury that might trap her here in…she didn’t even know where here was. “Where am I anyway?”
“You’re in General Hospital, like the soap opera but on a much smaller scale. Havens Creek is a small town, but we managed to rate a hospital. It’s a decent enough place.”
“Is there a hotel or motel?”
“My sister has a spare bedroom and I’m sure she won’t mind if you stay with her until you get back on your feet.” He grinned. “Pun intended.”
His quick offer and wit surprised her. “Thanks, but I can’t do that.” He was dumber than a doornail to offer his sister’s home to a stranger. She might be a murderer for all he knew. Michael Pittman had already tagged her with that label.
Chapter Three
Leaving Summer to eat her breakfast, Jake exited the hospital. He flicked open his cell phone and dialed his sister’s number. Taking care of the injured woman fell on his shoulders, even if she didn’t want to accept his help. If not for him, she’d be on her way to where ever she’d been headed.
His sister said hello twice to get his attention.
“Becca, I need a favor.”
“No more puppies, Jake, I warn you.”
“Nah. No more charity cases. Well, unless you consider taking in an injured woman who has no place to stay a charity case.”
“What, pray tell, are you talking about?”
He filled her in and as he’d known, she agreed.
Though his sister tried to deny it, she had a soft heart for strays, too. Problem solved. The Grant woman needed help, even if she denied it.
Finished with the call, he checked in with his dispatcher to make sure everything was under control. Satisfied that he could spend the next couple of hours at the hospital, he grabbed a cup of coffee from the vending machine.
The lobby, small but serviceable, offered a few chairs for visitors. Jake chose a corner seat next to the window. He processed what he knew about Summer Grant. No family or friends she wanted to contact. Surely someone would want to know what had happened. Even if she had no family, she should have a friend or two.
However, if she was on the run or hiding from someone, that would explain her behavior. He’d know soon since Marcy, his right hand gal, was running Summer Grant’s name through the system.
He slugged down the last of the nearly cold coffee and tossed the cup into the trash can.
****
“Thank you, Doctor.” Summer looked toward the doorway to see Jake returning. The man was built like a football player—like Dylan might have looked in ten years. His shoulders barely cleared the door frame. His gaze honed in on hers. Instinctively she felt him seeking the secrets she harbored.
Doctor Stevens asked, “Do you feel like sitting on the side of the bed?”
“Sure. The sooner I get on my feet, the better.” She shifted her attention away from the curious cop.
“You’re going to be sore for a while. Your bruised ribs will make it difficult to maneuver on crutches and the cast is going to be cumbersome.”
“How long will I have to wear this thing?”
“Six weeks, at least. I want to see you again in about four weeks.”
Six weeks? “I’ll be leaving before then,” she said. “I’ll check in with my own doctor.”
“Make sure you give him the copy of your release papers. I’ll leave them with the nurse and she’ll go over everything with you.” He scribbled something on the clipboard. “And make sure you see your doctor soon.”
“I will.”
“I’ll send the nurse in to help you.” He patted her shoulder and nodded at Jake. “You get any sleep, Jake?”
“Enough. She free to go?”
He looked back at Summer. “She’ll need to call someone to get her.”
Jake said, “I’ve got it covered. She’ll be staying with my sister.”
Summer closed her eyes, wishing her fate didn’t rest in the hands of strangers. Obviously, she wouldn’t be able to leave the hospital and drive away but neither could she rely on these people. “You’re both talking as if I’m not here.”
They stared at her. Jake’s expression showed amusement.
“I appreciate you trying to help,” she said, “but I’ll be fine. I’ll just get a room in the hotel for a few days. They do have room service, I assume?” Even to her ears, she sounded like a woman used to the finer things of life. Let them think what they wanted. All she cared about was ditching this place. Soon.
Jake’s grin widened. He rubbed his chin, where dark stubble showed, not quite hiding the dimpled crevice. “Not exactly.”
“No room service?”
“No hotel,” Jake answered. “No motels, either. Not within thirty miles.”
Forgetting her injuries, she took a deep breath. Tears stung her eyes, but she wouldn’t cry. She didn’t cry. Long ago, she’d learned tears did nothing but waste time. She wanted to walk out of here, but she couldn’t. She’d been in worse situations, though…
“Hi, Uncle Jake.”
A little girl ran into the room, followed by a woman with Chief Taylor’s blue eyes.
“Hey, sunshine.” He bent and picked up the child blessed with those family eyes and a dimpled smile. Pink ribbons, matching the color of her shorts, secured blonde curls on each side of her head.
The woman kissed Jake’s cheek.
“Hi, Sis.” He nodded at Summer. “Becca, this is Summer Grant. Summer, my sister, Rebecca Middleton, and this,” he said pressing his finger to the little girl’s tummy, “is Jenny. Say hi to Miss Grant, Jenny.”
“Hi.” Jenny waved.
“Hello,” Summer said. Suddenly, the room felt smaller. The walls seemed to draw closer, cutting off any chance of escape, trapping her here with all these strangers.
A nurse approached the bed, weaving through the wall of people. “Full house, I see.” As the cuff tightened around Summer’s arm, she added, “The doctor put in an order for crutches. When they arrive, you’re free to go if you can manage them.” Her gaze remained on the blood pressure gauge. Finally, with the ripping sound of freeing Velcro, the cuff came off.
Oh, I’ll manage those crutches. She had to get out of here. Away from people who were making decisions for her. Maybe she could take a bus. Of course, with her luck, Havens Creek wouldn’t have bus service either. She might as well be back in Pine Cove.
“Are you ready to sit up now?” the nurse asked.
Summer pushed back the sheet.
The nurse positioned a stool close to the bed. “There you go.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, hon. I’ll go check on those crutches while you folks visit.”
Great.
“Does it hurt?” Jenny pressed a finger to the cast.
“Don’t touch.” Becca pulled her daughter back.
“It doesn’t hurt,” she reassured them. Once she’d had plans to be a mother, a wife. Those dreams shattered when her life turned upside down…literally. Her injuries left her unable to bear children.
Becca said, “You’ll be comfortable in our spare bedroom. It has a double bed and a bath attached, so you’ll have privacy.”
“And Mommy has lots’a books to read,” the little girl said. “Right, Mommy?”
The woman grinned. “Yes. And there are lounge chairs on the deck you might find handy. We live at the top of the mountain, so there’s plenty of land all around us. It’s very peaceful.”
Peaceful sounded good. A few days to rest and then she’d have to get herself out of Dodge…or Havens Creek.
“I’ve got a pet fish,” Jenny offered. “And a puppy!”
“What’s your puppy’s name?” Summer asked.
“I don’t know yet. We call her puppy. Uncle Jake says a name is special, so I have to wait until the puppy tells me. But my fish’s name is Butterfly ‘cause she has a big beautiful tail like butterfly wings. Can I sit with you?”
Jake dug in his pocket and held out a handful of change. “Why don’t you take Mommy down to the vending machines. Miss Grant needs to rest until the nurse gets back.”
“Okay! Thanks, Uncle Jake.” She took her mother’s hand and Becca mouthed sorry over her shoulder as they left.
“I apologize for Jenny,” Jake said. “Five-year-old girls are a handful.”
“She’s cute.”
“And she knows it. She’s a ball of fire but she’ll keep you entertained.”
“Look, Mr. Taylor, or should I call you Chief Taylor?”
“Neither. Call me Jake.”
“I have to be honest. I don’t feel comfortable staying with your sister.”
His forehead scrunched. “Why not?”
“They don’t know me. You don’t know me.” She shrugged her shoulders and winced.
“Careful.”
“Why are you being so nice?” she asked, shrinking away from his touch.
“Why wouldn’t I be? Everyone in Havens Creek is like family. We help each other when the need arises.”
“But I’m not from Havens Creek.”
Even his smile seemed too nice. She’d always wanted to live in a place where people treated others with kindness. That was a dream she’d had long ago before she gave up daydreaming. Pine Cove had been that kind of place, though—with one exception.
“You’re here now, so that makes you one of us for the time being. If it helps, Becca could use the company.” He laced his hands together and sat in the chair next to her. “Her husband died two years ago. Having you around will be good for her. She needs a distraction.”
She didn’t really have a choice. In order to leave the hospital, she had to accept the offer, but she would make it a priority to find a way out of this dilemma. Soon.
****
Jake watched Summer’s face. The gold flecks in her eyes reminded him of the tiger’s eye ring his father wore. Something in those bottomless pools cried out for help. He saw a deep sadness, a wariness, and a hint of fear. As a law enforcement officer, it was his duty to figure out the reason. He owed it to the town, and he owed it to his family.
“I’m sorry,” Summer said.
Pulled from his thoughts, he asked “For what?”
“For your sister’s loss. It must be hard on her, losing her husband and having to raise a child alone.”
His response was stalled by the nurse, Martha Cambridge, a woman he’d known all his life, bustling into the room carrying a pair of crutches. “Here you go, hon. Move out of the way, Jake, so I can help our patient.”
He stepped aside.
A tightening of Summer’s features gave a hint of the pain she must be feeling. He reached to help but Martha sent him a warning look.
Summer took a few faltering steps, then stopped. “This is a piece of cake.” A bead of sweat glistened on her forehead, contradicting her words.
“It’s a blessing you didn’t suffer more serious injuries. We only have a few rooms since we’re not a full service hospital,” Martha explained.
“I guess I am lucky.”
“Would you like me to help you get dressed?”
Summer flicked a glance at Jake.
“I’ll just wait outside.” He backed toward the door and stumbled, a constant problem with his size thirteen boots. Embarrassed, he side-stepped through the doorway, pulled the door closed and bumped into something soft. He spun in time to keep his sister upright. “Sorry.”
She laughed. “No problem, clumsy.”
“Who are you calling clumsy, short stuff?”
“Not nice to call names.” A cute red moustache rode above Jenny’s top lip. Both hands clutched a bottle of her favorite red punch.
He tugged one of her pony tails. “Sorry.”
She giggled.
“Is everything all right?” Becca asked.
“Yeah.” He nodded at the door. “She’s getting dressed. Listen, if you don’t want to do this, you don’t have to. Someone from the church will let her stay with them. Maybe Letty Callahan.”
“Don’t be silly. Of course, she’ll stay with us. There’s plenty of room and the house is all on one level. No steps like there are in Letty’s house. Besides, it’ll be nice to have company.”
Jake hugged her. “I hoped you’d say that. I’ll do what I can to help. I owe you one.”
“You owe me more than one, brother dear.” Becca put her hands on her waist, tipping her head sideways.
He knew that look. His sister was too perceptive.
“Jake, what’s going on?” Becca asked. “Something’s bothering you.”
He glanced back at the door and inched her farther away. “I get the feeling she’s hiding something,” he said with his mouth close to Becca’s ear.
Becca raised her eyebrows. “What do you suppose she’s hiding?” she whispered. “A body under her thin hospital gown?”
“Come on. You know my gut instinct is usually right.”
“And, knowing that, you still called and asked me to take her in. So that’s what I’m doing. She seems like a nice lady. I prayed about it before we came. We’re doing the right thing.”
He grazed her chin with his knuckles. “You’re right. I don’t think there’s anything to be concerned about but she’s keeping something from us.”
“Well, if I know you, you’ll learn everything about her before the day is over.” She kissed his cheek. “You’re invited to dinner. You can grill the hamburgers.”
“I’ll bring steaks. And I’ll bring Buck. He needs a good run in the woods.”
There were times when he wished God hadn’t given him such a soft heart. It brought trouble to his doorstep on many occasions. Usually, the four-footed kind. He hoped he hadn’t brought trouble to his sister’s doorstep this time.
Chapter Four
“Hey, Michael. You busy tonight?”
“Depends, Newt. What do you need?” The last thing he wanted to do was get hooked into helping Jerry Newton with car trouble. He sank into the old desk chair and shifted the phone to his other ear.
“I’ve got a couple of prime steaks. Interested?”
“Is this a trick to get me to Havens Creek so I can offer advice on that piece of junk you drive?”
Laughter met his ear. “No tricks. Unless you count payment for a certain deed rendered a trick.”
“I planned to stop by soon and take care of that outstanding issue. Just been really busy. I’ll be closing up in about a half-hour. Be there by seven.”
“Great. Bring a six-pack.”
He needed a break anyway. And, he might need Newt again one day, so he had to keep him happy. In high school they were “bad boys” and proud of the title. Nothing much had changed except they hid behind a respectable façade these days.
Two hours later he followed the heavy stench of charcoal and lighter fluid to Newt’s back yard. “Why do you use so much of that stuff?” Michael complained. “You need to get a gas grill.”
“Easy for you to say. Took my last dollar to buy these steaks. Beggars can’t be choosers.”
“Hah! Whose begging?”
“Shut up and pop a top on one of those cans. I need a drink.”
Michael opened two and put the rest in the cooler. “Been a while.”
“Too long.” Newt plopped the meat on the grill and grinned. “What happened with that woman?”
“She packed up and moved to Seattle.”
“Yeah, that’s what I’m talkin’ about!” He held up his hand for a high-five. “Way to go.”
“Scared the crap out of her.” He took a swig, swirled the foamy brew for a second before swallowing. He gave a loud belch.
“The sheriff give you any trouble?”
“Nah. She couldn’t prove anything.” Michael laughed. “I’m an upstanding citizen of Pine Cove. Born and raised there. Best mechanic in the area. I even go to church on Sundays. She’s nobody.”
“Glad to hear there wasn’t any trouble.”
Fire shot from the coals and Newt poured beer onto the flames.
“Hey! Don’t waste the alcohol!”
“Don’t worry. Got another six-pack in the fridge.” He turned the steaks. “Beer makes ‘em taste better.” He sat in the chair facing Michael. “Hope you brought more than the six-pack.”
Michael swallowed the last of the beer and crushed the can in one hand. “I’ve got you covered. Don’t sweat it.” He peeled five twenty dollar bills from the small roll in his pocket. “This should take care of your costs.”
Newt accepted the money and stuffed it in his pocket. “Appreciate it. Don’t ask me to do anything like that again. If it hadn’t been for me needing the money—”
“Yeah. I’ve heard that before.”
“I mean it this time.” He stood and poked at the steaks. “These babies are about ready. Want to eat inside?” He forked the meat onto a plate and Michael followed him into the small kitchen. The charred meat went down easier with the second beer.
“Well, now that the woman’s out of your life, you doing better?”
“I don’t have to look at her every day but my son’s still dead. Nothing’s going to change that.”
Newt had the decency to keep his mouth shut.
“Life goes on. I sweat in the hot garage fixing other people’s cars, try to keep up with the bills, sleep, have nightmares. I pump a little iron. Not much to look forward to is it?”
Sweat appeared on his friend’s forehead. “Like you say, life goes on even when it sucks.” He lifted the can in a salute.
“Yeah. It sucks all right. It’s been almost a year and I can’t forget. I should have killed her when I had the chance. No thanks to you.”
The fork tumbled from Jerry’s fingers and clattered on the table. “Best that you didn’t.”
“Best for her, maybe.”
“You’re more talk than…” Newt stared at his plate of food. “You ever think about that night?”
Michael knew the question didn’t refer to the bus accident. “Nope. And neither should you. What happened in the past stays in the past.” He belched. “You know what I mean?”
****
Summer knew trouble would follow her. Even though thick trees hid Becca’s home from the main road, she worried. If Jake knew the truth, he would want her as far away from his sister and niece as possible.
A light tap on the door drew her from her thoughts. “Come in,” she called.
Becca entered with her arms full. “I thought you might like to take a shower.” She sat the items on the bed and pulled a large garbage bag from under her arm. “You can cover your cast with this so it won’t get wet. If you pull the ties tight and then wrap them around your leg before tying them, it should work. I’ve brought a change of clothes. I think we’re about the same size.”
“Your brother said he’d bring my suitcase later. I don’t want to impose on you any more than necessary.”
“It’s no imposition. Just put your dirty clothes in the hallway and I’ll wash them with the load of clothes I’m doing this afternoon.” Her smile brightened the room. “Would you like me to help cover the cast?”
“I think I can handle it. Thank you.” Becca had certainly made Summer feel welcome but being forced to live with strangers made her uncomfortable. She’d never had to rely on anyone before.
“There are fresh towels in your bathroom. Take your time and call if you need my help. I’m baking cookies. Chocolate chip. Jake and Jenny’s favorite. When you’re freshened up, feel free to take a nap if you want, or you can join us in the kitchen. I’m making iced tea for myself. I can make coffee for you if you prefer.”
“No, don’t go to any extra trouble. Iced tea sounds good.” She reached for the plastic bag, hoping the woman would take the hint and leave. She needed time to adjust to her circumstances.
“I told Jenny not to bother you, but she has a mind of her own. Send her packing if she shows up.”
“She’s adorable, and she’s no bother.” Kids didn’t ask too many questions.
“Adorable, and she knows it. Don’t let her take advantage. You’ll find soap and shampoo on the shelf in the shower. There’s an extra toothbrush on the sink and toothpaste. If you need anything else look in the medicine cabinet and help yourself.” She left, closing the door softly.
The frustration of wearing the cast increased as Summer balanced awkwardly in the shower. With one hand on the wall, struggling to hang onto the soap and lather herself at the same time became a monumental task. She tipped her head allowing the water to caress her face and neck. Warm. Good.
She shifted weight, lost her footing and reached out to stop her fall. A sharp pain in her side stopped her breath. She balanced precariously until the discomfort abated. When the water turned cold, pebbling her skin, she wrapped herself in a fluffy towel.
Feeling refreshed, but very tired, she dressed in the clothes lying on the bed. Then, exhausted, she stretched out and closed her eyes.
****
Summer woke to the sound of laughter. Disoriented for a moment, she jerked upright in bed and gasped at the pain in her side. Again, she heard the high-pitched laughter of a little girl.
Summer rose to a sitting position and rested her feet on the floor. The pink cotton T-shirt and white shorts fit, even though the shorts were a little big. Good thing or the leg with the cast might not have slipped through.
She hopped to the dresser and stared at her reflection in the mirror. Not as bad as she’d imagined, although shadows stained the hollows beneath her eyes. She licked her lips and pinched her cheeks to add color. Satisfied, she opened the bottle of pain meds, shook one into her hand and hobbled into the bathroom. She filled a glass with water and swallowed the pill.
Opening the bedroom door, she put the crutches under her arms and followed the voices. She’d been given a quick tour before settling into the guest room, but she’d been so exhausted that she didn’t take much notice. Her gaze moved to the mantle with framed family pictures. One showed an image of Becca in a wedding dress smiling up into the face of a much taller man with reddish hair. He wore a dark blue military uniform. She touched the picture. So tragic they had been separated by death.
Memories surfaced of another life snuffed out too early. Best not to go there.
The crutches creaked with each step. Summer went into the kitchen where a mouth-watering scent of warm sugar and chocolate greeted her.
The sliding doors stood open. In the yard, Jenny ran in circles, giggling. A black and white roly-poly puppy gave chase.
Becca looked up and her face lit with a smile that crinkled the skin beside her eyes. “Hi there. Did you have a nice nap?”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t plan on falling asleep.”
Becca motioned at a chair next to her. “No need to apologize. Sit down and join me.” She reached for the crutches and leaned them against the deck railing.
Summer eased down into the chair.
“Obviously, you needed the rest. It’s pretty warm today, but I hate to close the windows and run the air conditioner unless the humidity gets really high, like yesterday. We get a nice cross-wind with the windows open.”
“I was comfortable.” She stared across the huge expanse of lawn. “The view here is fantastic.” As far as she could see, trees lined the property. Mountains peeked above the tops of huge pines.
“We love it.” Becca stood. “Let me get you something to drink. I have sweet tea or lemonade.”
Summer glanced at Becca’s drink and made her decision. “Lemonade.” A few seeds had settled in the bottom of the glass. Fresh-squeezed lemonade she figured.
“I’ll be right back,” Becca said.
Summer relaxed and watched the antics of the little girl and the puppy.
Jenny looked up, saw her, and came running.
“Hi, Miss Grant!” She hopped up the steps and leaned on the arm of the chair. The puppy came stumbling behind, tail wagging so hard it slapped against her cast with a thumpity thump. “That’s my puppy. She doesn’t have a name yet. You can call her puppy.”
Leaning down, ignoring the brief stab of pain, Summer patted the wriggling ball of warm, deep fur and received puppy kisses in return. “Aren’t you the cutest thing,” she said. Paws, much bigger than the body they supported, scratched her cast.
“No!” Jenny scolded. “Sorry, Miss Grant, she doesn’t know your leg is hurt.”
“It’s all right. The cast protects my leg.” She grinned at the little girl. “I like your puppy.”
“Do you like other animals?”
“I do.”
“So does Uncle Jake. He has lots’a animals. He’s got a dog named Buck and a cat named Dolly. He gave me my puppy.”
“You’re lucky to have such a good uncle.” Even if he was a cop. She wouldn’t make the mistake again of trusting a guy just because he was supposed to be one of the good guys.
Becca appeared with a glass and a plate filled with cookies. “Jenny, go back in the yard and play so Miss Grant and I can talk before Uncle Jake gets here.”
Summer accepted the drink. “If it’s all right, I’d prefer that you both call me Summer.”
Jenny looked to her mother for approval.
“Of course,” Becca confirmed. “And you should call me Becca. My real name’s Rebecca, but everyone calls me Becca.”
“I’m Jenny!”
Becca laughed. “Take the puppy and go play.”
“Okay.” The little girl ran down the two steps to the grass with the puppy tumbling after her.
Becca leaned back in the chair and crossed her legs. “Help yourself to the cookies. I’ve already eaten more than my share.” After taking a deep drink from her glass, she placed it on the table between them and looked at Summer. “So, what brought you to Havens Creek? Besides the accident, I mean.”
Here came the third degree she’d been dreading. Summer grabbed a cookie and took a bite to stall before answering. “Mmm. These are great.”
“Glad you like them.” Becca kept her gaze fixed on Summer, obviously waiting for an answer.
“I was passing through. The last thing I expected was to end up in a hospital here. I wasn’t being careful enough with the rain and being unfamiliar with the road—”
“Jake tells me he swerved over the middle line.”
Summer sipped the sweet, cold drink. She placed the damp glass on the small table. “It wasn’t his fault. I panicked when I saw his headlights and lost control of my car.”
Becca tapped her glass with a perfectly manicured fingernail. “Well, my brother, you’ll learn, tends to blame himself for most everything that goes wrong in the world. Even worse, he tries to fix everything. He’s always bringing home injured and abandoned animals and nursing them to health before finding homes for them. Guess you could call him a do-gooder.”
“Ah. So he thinks of me like one of his injured animals and that’s why he’s going out of his way to help me. Or rather, making you go out of your way.”
“Nope. He’s trying to help me. He doesn’t like Jenny and me living here alone. He’d prefer for me to sell the house and move closer to town. But Rick and I built this house before we married. I can’t imagine selling it.”
“I’m sorry about your husband.”
“Thanks. When he left for Afghanistan, I thought he’d come back safely, just as he did when he served in Iraq. We had so many plans and he loved Jenny so much. She still doesn’t understand what happened.”
“It must be difficult for you both.”
“Yes. It still hurts.” Pain shimmered in her eyes, but she managed a wobbly smile. “We miss him. There are so many happy memories here. I have no intention of leaving, no matter what my brother thinks I should do.”
A car door slammed and Jenny ran across the yard. “Uncle Jake! Buck!”
“Speak of the devil,” Becca said. She stood, just as a three-legged black dog loped onto the deck. “Hi, Buck.”
The dog walked straight to Summer and placed his head on her knee. Touched by the gentle gesture, she ran her hand across the soft fur. “Hi there.” He’d moved smoothly, as if he had all four of his limbs. Dark brown eyes stared at her. “You’re a handsome guy.” As she watched, his tongue came out, licked at his nose, then disappeared. His gentle manner stole her heart.
Jake joined them, holding Jenny in his arms. “Buck. Here, boy.”
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