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Chapter One
Erin Jacobs paused outside the emergency room, slipped on her backpack, and stared up at the threatening clouds. The distant rumble of thunder alerted her that she didn’t have much time. With any luck, she could make the six blocks to her sister-in-law’s homeless shelter before the rain started. She hustled to the nearby bike rack. At two-thirty on a Sunday morning, hers was the only bike there.
“Looks like we’re in for a wicked storm.”
Erin glanced up at the familiar voice of Dr. Thomas Duncan. “Hey, Tom. How was the fishing trip?”
“It could have been better. Candice was seasick most of the day. You should be glad you didn’t go.”
Erin chuckled. She felt bad for her friend and former college roommate, who was now the morning charge nurse. “Tell her I said she should have listened and taken the Dramamine along.”
“I’ll let you tell her yourself. Anything exciting happen tonight?”
“A pileup on the expressway. Thankfully no fatalities, but plenty of customers. I’m surprised they didn’t page you.” As the head of Orthopedics, he was always in big demand.
“I left strict instructions not to unless it was a national emergency. Is that why you’re here?”
“Yeah, they were shorthanded in the ER. Morton and Jensen are out with the flu, and Thornton is still on vacation.” She glanced at her wristwatch. “If I’m lucky, I can get four hours of sleep before my actual shift starts.”
“Well thanks for filling in.”
She hadn’t really done much. Checked vitals, started IV’s. As a Doctor of Physical Therapy, her skills would come later when she helped the patients recover from their injuries.
A flash of lightning, followed shortly by a clap of thunder, warned her that she needed to get moving if she hoped to beat the rain. “Any time. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
“Hey, where’s the helmet Candice bought you?”
She grinned sheepishly. “On my kitchen table.”
He shook his head. “Be careful, Erin. I want you back here in one piece.”
Erin was within a few blocks of Safe Harbor Homeless Shelter when the first drops of rain began to fall. She inhaled the delicious scent and blinked as droplets peppered her face. She loved thunderstorms. Shifting gears, she started down the hill, figuring to take the alley as a shortcut.
Two loud pops echoed from the surrounding buildings.
Gunshots!
They sounded close, but in the maze of tall buildings, she couldn’t tell what direction they’d come from. She slowed down in order to make the left turn into the alleyway and heard the squeal of tires coming from the alley to her right.
A pair of headlights sped toward her.
She hit the brakes hard, hoping to avoid a collision. Aw man, this is going to hurt.
The bike skidded on the wet pavement and she leaned sideways to lay it down. She winced as her left side made contact with the concrete, gravel and dirt penetrating the tender skin of her thigh and forearm.
The black SUV crossed underneath the streetlight. The driver looked down at her and his dark eyes widened. Both irritated and angry, she stared at the guy. “Jerk,” she hollered as the SUV sped away.
A second pair of headlights in the alley caught her attention. The car was just sitting there. Its passenger door opened. She immediately recalled the gunshots just prior to the SUV exiting the alley.
Oh no!
Erin jerked her backpack off and ran to the car. She spotted the passenger on the ground, saw a leg move, then looked at the driver who was completely still. Going for the driver, she jerked open the door and froze at the sight of the gun and badge pinned to his belt.
Cops.
Erin stared at the crimson stain spreading across his chest. A wave of nausea washed over her. She shook off the reaction and checked for a pulse with one hand while unbuttoning his shirt with the other. He had a chest wound, but his pulse was strong.
She got on the car radio, gave their location, and reported officers down and in need of immediate medical attention. She then gave a description of the SUV and driver.
“Can you repeat the description, ma’am?” the female dispatcher asked.
“Early to mid-twenties, tall, stocky build…athletic, black hair, mustache, black t-shirt, diamond stud in his left ear. There was a passenger, but I couldn’t see them. I don’t know if it was a male or female.”
“Can I get your name, please?”
“Addison,” a male voice spoke from the other side of the car.
Erin hung up. The voice sounded weak. She ran around to the passenger side of the car. He’d managed to sit up and was leaning against the front wheel. She opened his shirt. He had a bad shoulder wound, but would live. “Sir, I need you to lie back down.”
“My partner, is he…”
“He’s going to be fine. So are you.” She looked around for something she could use to elevate his feet. She spotted a wooden crate near a dumpster and dragged it over. With her arms wrapped around him, she eased him back down, then lifted his legs onto the crate. He started to stir again. “Please, you must lay still.” Grabbing the keys from the ignition, she went to search the trunk for a first aid kit and blanket.
¥¥¥
Logan drifted in and out of consciousness. His shoulder felt like it was on fire. He never imagined getting shot would hurt this bad.
“It’s not a serious wound. You…you’re going to be fine.”
He looked up at his rescuer. Moments ago, she’d sounded so calm and collected as she’d given a detailed description of the driver over his police radio. She was far from that now. Even her hands shook as she applied pressure to his wound. Though she avoided looking at him, he had seen the tears glistening in her eyes.
She had a gentle touch, soothing even. And she was beautiful. The rain had drenched her green scrubs, and her dark, shoulder-length hair was matted to the sides of her face and neck. She was wearing credentials. The photo ID turned so that only Mercy General Hospital could be seen. “Are you a nurse?”
“No.”
He heard sirens drawing near. “A doctor?”
She started to stand, but he tightened his grip on her hand. “Where are you going?”
“I’m sorry. I’ve gotta go.” The words seemed ripped from her lips. As if she had no choice.
Logan watched her run awkwardly the length of the alley. She was hurt. Had she been shot too? She stooped over, picked up a backpack, then slipped it over her shoulder. His eyes narrowed. He saw a bike lying on its side. Relief swept over him. She hadn’t been shot, only wrecked her bike. He recalled the description she’d given of the shooter—so much detail. If she’d gotten that good a look at the shooters, then they had gotten an even better look at her. As he watched her disappear into the darkness, he prayed the Lord would watch over her until he was back on his feet and could find out who she was.
¥¥¥
“How in the world did you manage this?”
Erin smiled at her sister-in-law’s question. It was four-thirty in the morning, and for the last forty-five minutes she’d been picking gravel out of Erin’s left thigh and forearm. Erin had hoped to slip into the shelter and crash on the sofa in the recreation room until it was time to start serving breakfast, but Emma had somehow gotten word of her accident and had come over from the parsonage to check on her. “Some jerk pulled out in front of me. It was either chance road rash or a concussion. I’m thinking I should have gone with the concussion.”
“Not without a helmet you don’t. Please tell me the bicycle was totaled.”
Erin looked up at her sister-in-law. There was only a year’s difference in their ages, but in the last two years, Emma had taken on more of a mothering role in her life than a big sister. “That’s mean.”
“Is she decent?”
Emma quickly covered Erin’s bare thigh as Bobby entered the recreation room. “She’s lucky to be alive, that’s what she is.”
“Sorry, Erin, no sign of your bike.”
“That figures.” She glanced up and saw Emma smile.
“I didn’t say a word.”
“No, but you were thinking it. You do realize that bike is my transportation?”
“I’m sure Bobby will be happy to give you a lift wherever you need to go. And the two of you do work the same shift at the hospital.” Emma gathered the tweezers and bloody towel and stood. “Go soak in the tub now, and use some antiseptic spray afterwards. You don’t want to get an infection.”
“Yes, Mother.”
Emma yanked the pillow out from underneath Erin’s head and hit her with it. “And don’t even think about helping with breakfast. We’ve got more than enough help.”
Erin started to protest. Working at the shelter was one of the highlights of her day. But since she was due at the hospital in two and half hours, she didn’t argue. Two hours of sleep was better than none.
She waited until the door of the recreation room closed before turning to her friend of six years. “You just had to call her.”
He looked up from the over-stuffed chair he was sitting in and grinned. African American, mid-forties, and ex-army, Bobby had been a friend of both her and her late husband. After almost losing his leg in Iraq, he’d returned to the states to find out his wife and son had up and moved to California with another man. One thing had led to another and the man had given up all hope and was living on the streets when her husband had found him. At the time, Bobby hadn’t cared if he lived or died.
“Emma was right; I’ll be happy to give you a lift wherever you need to go.”
“Don’t think I won’t take you up on that offer. Some of my patients live all the way across town.”
“Just let me know where and when.”
She wrapped the sheet around her, rose gingerly from the sofa, and leaned over to hug him. “You’re a good man, Bobby.”
She started to pull away, but he grabbed her hand. “What really happened in the alley, Erin? And don’t tell me it was just a minor accident. The cops are still searching the area for a witness.”
She eased herself down on the arm of his chair. Just as Emma had appointed herself a mother figure in Erin’s life, Bobby had appointed himself a protector. Not just of Erin, but of everyone at the shelter. “Promise me you won’t say anything to Emma or Andy?”
He slowly nodded.
Considering the fact he’d already ratted her out once this morning, she hesitated. But she knew the danger she’d placed herself in earlier. She was a witness in the shooting of two police officers. In all likelihood, those responsible could come looking for her. If that was the case, Bobby needed to know. Emma and Andy were the only family she had left. Their safety and the safety of their children was the only thing she cared about. “The cops are looking for me; I’m the witness they’re searching the area for.”
“You saw the cops get shot?”
“No, but I saw one of the shooters as they pulled out of the alley. That’s how I wrecked my bike. I was trying to avoid hitting them.”
“There was more than one?”
She nodded. “I didn’t get a look at the passenger, only the driver. I called the shooting in on the car radio and gave a description of the guy. I imagine that’s why they took my bike, to try and lift my prints.” She smiled. “It’s a good thing I don’t have a record.”
“Forget the cops. It’s the shooter you should be concerned about. Did he get a good look at you?”
“I don’t think so.” She stood and gathered her backpack. “It was dark, and he wasn’t expecting to see me there.”
“I hope you’re right, Erin.”
“So do I,” she said quietly.
¥¥¥
“Any luck with the bike?” Logan asked his captain. Two days had passed since the shooting. The pain in his shoulder was nothing short of tolerable. Surgery had gone well; the doctor had been pleased with the results. He recalled their conversation barely. He’d mentioned pins in the collarbone, torn muscles, and six months of physical therapy before complete recovery could be expected. It was unacceptable. He couldn’t be off the job that long. He had to find out who the shooter was and why he had chosen him and his partner as his victims.
Captain Connelly took a seat beside Logan’s bed. “We lifted several prints, but no matches. Whoever your mystery woman is, she doesn’t have a record.”
He wasn’t sure if he was glad of that. At least if she had they would be closer to finding out who she was and what she was doing in an alleyway at three o’clock in the morning. “Did you ask around the hospital?”
He nodded. “No luck. If they do know her, they aren’t saying. Are you sure the ID said, ‘Mercy General’?”
“I’m positive.” She was about the only thing he remembered after the shooting.
“If the guy was wearing a ski mask, how did she give such a good description?”
“That’s a good question.” He wished he had the answer. The license plate on the SUV he’d run had come back to a local elderly couple that later reported it stolen. Late for a meeting with an informant, he and Addison had flipped to see who got out of the car to check the suspicious vehicle sitting in the alleyway. He had no sooner gotten out of the car when the passenger side door opened on the SUV and the masked gunman opened fire. Neither Logan nor his partner had time to draw their weapons. “The only thing I can think of is the driver wasn’t wearing a mask.”
The captain let out a sigh as he ran his hand back through his salt and pepper hair. “This informant you were supposed to meet, is he reliable?”
“No way is he responsible for the shooting.” Logan trusted Frankie Purcell almost as much as he did his partner. The recovering drug addict had done a 180 degree turn since Logan had busted him six months ago. Had entered a drug program, gotten a job, and had even turned his life over to the Lord. He’d never seen anyone turn their life around the way Frankie had.
“You said you were meeting him in connection to the counterfeit bank cards?”
“Yeah. He said he had a pretty good idea who the inside source was.” The thieves had, so far, managed to swindle thousands of dollars from area banks and Logan suspected they weren’t armatures.
“Any chance this mystery woman could be involved?”
“She was wearing scrubs and an ID badge for this hospital,” he reminded. Besides, he didn’t know of too many thieves who’d come to the aid of a cop.
“Maybe she works at the bank part time,” the captain suggested.
“No. My gut tells me she was just in the right place at the wrong time.”
“Well, if she’s got nothing to hide, why isn’t she coming forward? The request has been in all the local papers and news channels.”
In Logan’s opinion, that had been a foolish move on the captain’s part. The woman’s life was already in danger. Why broadcast it? At least he hadn’t given her description or mentioned the fact she worked at the hospital. “My guess is, she knows she’s in danger and is smart enough not to come forward, knowing the shooter is probably watching.”
“The longer she stays hidden, the more danger she’s placing herself in.”
“Which is why I need to get out of here.” Logan hated the thought of something happening to the woman, especially after she’d helped save their lives.
“You just concentrate on your physical therapy. We’ll handle the rest. You’re due to start tomorrow, aren’t you?”
“Yeah.” And he wasn’t looking forward to it. Getting shot was bad enough, but being cooped up in a hospital while the jerk who put him there was still on the street was pure torture. Oh well, the sooner he finished his physical therapy, the quicker he could go back to work.
“Well, I better get out of here and let you get some rest,” the captain said as he got up from the chair.
“If you stop in and see Addison, tell him I said hi and that I’ll come see him tomorrow.”
“Will do. Get some rest, and good luck with your therapy.”
“Thanks.”
¥¥¥
Erin froze at the name on the file. Detective Logan Sinclair. It’d been all over the news for the last three days. He was one of the cops that had been shot in the alley near the shelter, the one that had been conscious according to the photograph on the ten o’clock news. She’d lost count of how many times in the last three nights she’d woke with that face imprinted in her memory. It wasn’t his gorgeous, sandy-blonde hair and light green eyes that she remembered the most, but the blood saturating his shirt. She’d tried not to look at him because every time she had, she’d seen her husband’s face, and his motionless body lying on a gurney.
Rats! Of the three hospitals in the area, they had to bring him here.
She could go to Dr. Duncan and ask the chief orthopedic surgeon to assign another PT, but she knew that would open up a can of worms she didn’t really want to deal with. Or she could do the cowardly thing. Go home, faking the flu for two or three days. He was due to be released on Saturday. She’d never have to see him again. Or, there was always the possibility that he wouldn’t remember her. It had been dark, after all, a nearby security light and the dome light of the car the only light sources. She went with the latter, hoping she wouldn’t regret the decision.
¥¥¥
“Are you feeding the cats like I asked you to?” Logan inquired of his mother. Reluctantly, she had agreed to drive out to his place once a day. He knew it was big sacrifice on her part. Normally she wouldn’t be caught dead on a farm.
“Yes, dear. You really should consider adopting some of them out. I lost count at seventeen.”
“That sounds about right. And I don’t want to get rid of them. They’re good mousers.”
A soft knock sounded at his door. Both he and his mother turned as the door crept open. His eyes widened at the sight of his mystery woman.
“Good morning, Detective Sinclair. I’m sorry to intrude. I’m Erin, your physical therapist.” She stepped forward and offered her hand.
He took it, smiling. He never thought he’d see her again. Erin. It was a beautiful name. It fit perfectly. “Good morning. Erin, I’d like you to meet my mother, Marilynn Sinclair.”
His mother stood and offered her hand across the bed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Erin.”
Erin smiled and placed her backpack on the end of the bed. She had a lovely smile, uninhibited, carefree. “It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Sinclair.”
“Oh please, call me Marilynn.” She turned Erin’s right hand over. “What a beautiful ring.”
Logan glanced at it. Interlocking gold hearts surrounded an oval sapphire. “Thank you. It was an anniversary gift from my husband.”
“Well he has very good taste.”
Logan glanced at her left hand and frowned at the presence of a gold wedding band. Just my luck, she’s married.
His gaze lingered on her hands. They were slim and deeply tanned, as were her arms. She no doubt spent a lot of time in the sun. Her right arm still bore signs of road rash, small patches of skin not yet scabbed over, particularly around her elbow. It looked painful.
“I better go, dear. You be good and listen to what the doctors tell you.”
“Yes, Mom. And don’t be giving away my cats while I’m in here.”
“As tempting as that sounds, I wouldn’t dream of it. Erin, I hope to see you again.”
Erin smiled. She was much taller than he remembered, at least five-eight. “It was a pleasure meeting you.”
He watched his mother leave the room, then shifted his eyes to Erin. “So we meet again.”
She tossed him a coy smile. “I suppose you’ve been wondering why I took out of there so quickly?”
He nodded. “Your husband must have been pacing the floor when you got home.”
“Well, I assure you, I haven’t any warrants out on me. But then I’m guessing you already know that.”
He grinned. She was smart and beautiful. She was also disturbingly cheery. “So are you going to tell me why you took off in such a hurry or am I going to have to guess?”
“I’m very sensitive. Blood always upsets me. I know that sounds ridiculous given my profession, but there you have it.”
“And are you always this cheery in the morning?”
“Afraid so.” She took a pad from her backpack and sat in the chair next to the bed. “Before we begin I need to get your medical history.”
He sat up on the side of the bed and looked over at her as she began to make notes. For the next twenty minutes he answered her questions about previous injuries, sports activities he participated in, and his duties in the field.
“You said you played high school football. What position did you play?”
“Tight end.”
“And you were never injured?”
“Just the usual bumps and bruises, nothing serious. What sports do you play?”
“Basketball mostly. I also bike and run.”
“That reminds me, a buddy of mine is in the process of repairing your bike for you.”
She glanced up from her pad with a generous smile. “Thank you.”
“It’s the least I could do.” He glanced at the badge hanging around her neck. Her last name was Jacobs. For some reason, the name struck a familiar cord. “What’s the DPT stand for?”
“Doctor of Physical Therapy.” She stood and placed her pad on the end of the bed. “Can I get you to slip off your gown, please?” She pulled the curtain around the front of the bed to provide privacy.
He did as she instructed. Thankful for the pajama bottoms his mother had brought from home. “So tell me, Doc, how long before I get the full use of my shoulder back?”
“That depends largely on you. The time and effort you invest in your therapy program will help you to enjoy the best possible outcome.”
“How about giving me a ballpark figure?”
“Three to six months.”
The doctor had said six; he liked her optimism.
She stepped forward and removed the sling from around his neck. “Let me see what you can do with your right shoulder so I can establish a base line of normal movement.”
He went through a series of exercises while she jotted down notes. When finished, she laid down her tablet and stepped in front of him. “Okay, we’re going to test your resistance. If you feel any pain, tell me and we’ll stop. With your elbows at your side, ball your fists, turning them toward one another. I’m going to place my hands at the back of yours and you’re going to push against my hands.”
She was very focused in her work. He liked that. “How long have you been doing this, Erin?”
“Eight years. Now externally.” She placed her hands on the inside of his, the back of them against his knuckles. “Very good. Now we’re going to start with five post-operative exercises. They shouldn’t cause you pain so, if they do, be sure and tell me and we’ll stop. Okay?”
“Okay.”
She rolled the tray table over, turning it length ways toward him, and spread out a towel. “I want you to place your palm face down at the end of the towel, and then, while keeping contact by the heel of your hand, crumple up the towel into a ball inside your hand.”
He did as she instructed, conscious that she was watching his every move. “Have you always lived in Florida?”
“Yes. You?”
“On and off.”
She jotted down a few notes and then rolled the table back. “Now with your arm at your side, bring the elbow up so that your fist is almost touching your shoulder. Then, slowly allow your elbow to relax so that your arm, from the elbow down, lowers towards the floor. Just like you did with your right arm a while ago.”
He followed her instructions. “Is your husband in the medical profession too?”
“I lost my husband two years ago.”
He looked at her. Her face was void of any expression. “Let me guess, you wear the ring to ward off unwanted advances?”
She smiled. “That, and to avoid annoying questions.”
“I’m sorry for your loss, Erin.”
“Thank you.” She stepped to her backpack at the end of the bed. “When you were a kid did, you play with silly putty?”
“Is this a trick question?”
She smothered a smile. He grinned. “A few times.”
She opened a small plastic container and dumped a ball of putty into his hand. “I want you to work this in your hand whenever you’re not asleep.”
“Okay.” He watched as she gathered her notepad and pen, slipping them into her backpack. Was she leaving already? “What about the other exercises?”
“Excuse me?”
“You said there were five. We only did three.”
“We’ll do the others tomorrow. In the mean time, do the ones I showed you as often as you feel comfortable with. But remember, if it starts to hurt, stop.”
“I’ve upset you. I’m sorry.”
“No. You didn’t upset me. It’s just that if I don’t leave now I’m going to be late for my other job.”
“Erin, before you go, we need to talk about the other night. You gave a very good description of the shooter, which makes me believe he got just as good a look at you.”
“You think my life may be in danger?”
He didn’t want to frighten her, but she needed to know. “It’s a very good possibility. The passenger was the shooter, but he was wearing a black ski mask. For some reason, the driver wasn’t, and you’re our only witness.”
Her eyes leveled on him as she considered his words. “Whose idea was it to broadcast that there was a female witness to the shooting?”
If she was scared, she showed little sign of it. She seemed more irritated than anything. “That would be my captain, and I’m sorry about that.”
“So what do you want me to do, a composite?”
Either she was familiar with the procedure, or she watched a lot of TV. “It would be helpful.”
She twisted her bottom lip to one side, nibbling at it. She had perfect teeth, straight and pearly white. “Have a sketch artist meet me here Saturday morning at nine; I’ll be free until noon.”
He considered suggesting it be done at the station, but figured she’d be more comfortable in her own environment. Plus, he wanted to be there. “Thank you, Erin. And thank you for the other night. If you hadn’t made that call, my partner may not have made it.”
“You’re welcome. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
He was looking forward to it.
Chapter Two
“You’re late.”
“So fire me,” Erin bit out. Derrick Rydell, star quarterback for the Florida Cougars, was presently her most important patient. Having fractured his elbow at the end of last season, the doctors were only giving him a sixty percent chance of playing his senior year. Rumors were already circulating that he may never play again, which was why his parents had hired her instead of going with the paid athletic trainers at the university.
“Don’t tempt me. Rough morning at the hospital?”
“You could say that. How’d practice go this morning?”
“I only completed thirty percent of my passes, Erin. I’m not getting any better.”
She offered a sympathetic smile. Having missed most of spring practice, the doctors were just now letting him suit up.
She followed him into the weight room his parents had built for him his senior year of high school. Working private duty with top named athletes over the last eight years, she’d been in many mansions just as nice, if not nicer, than the Rydell’s. The only difference being, most of those were professional players. The pressure Derrick was under to fight his way back to full mobility was working against him, and she wasn’t sure how to deal with it. His parents, both in real estate, were only part of the problem. Derrick was losing his confidence, and as of late, was easily discouraged.
“Is it true you helped Marcus Wheeler get back in the game after his knee injury?”
Erin didn’t usually talk about other clients, but thought in this instance it might inspire him to try harder. “Marcus fought his way back against all odds. Everyone had given up on him, even his teammates.”
He looked up at her from the weight bench. “Everyone but you.”
The anguish she saw in his eyes tore at her heart strings. She had to find a way to move him past this obstacle. “I can have all the faith in the world in you Derrick, but what it comes down to is the faith you have in yourself.” She pulled up a chair and sat down next to him. “Let me ask you something…why do you play football?”
“Because I love the game.”
“Are you sure? Or is it because you don’t want to disappoint your parents and friends?”
“I guess it’s a little bit of both.”
She appreciated his honesty. “That’s why you’re not getting any better, Derrick.”
He sat up. “What do you mean?”
“You don’t want it bad enough, and until you do, you won’t get any better.”
“You’re wrong, Erin. I do want to play again, and not just because my parents and my friends want it, but also because I’ve dreamed of playing professionally since I was six years old and threw my first football. The odds are stacked against me, though. Do you know how many black quarterbacks there are in the NFL?”
“What difference does that make?”
“Plenty when you’re injured. Come draft day, the first thing they’re going to look at is my injury. The second thing they’ll look at is the color of my skin. That’s two strikes against me right there.”
“That’s your father talking, Derrick, not you. You say you want to play again. Then prove it to me. Get off the self-pity wagon and start showing me some heart. Stop worrying about starting the season or making the draft, and concentrate on right now. Think back to when you were a little kid, the love you had for the game, and use it as motivation. Because in the end, none of the other matters. It’s your love of the game that got you where you are, Derrick, and what’s going to get you into the pros.”
He grinned. “You really think I still have a shot?”
“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have said it. Now come on, I’ll spot you.”
¥¥¥
Almost three hours later, Erin entered the office of Home Health Unlimited.
“You look tired. Tough day?” Patsy McGraw asked from her desk in the reception area.
“I just spent the afternoon with Derrick Rydell. I’m about ready to strangle his parents. Is Wade around?”
“He’s due in any minute. Have a seat; I’ll get you a soda.”
Erin stretched out on the sofa. After helping serve breakfast at the shelter, working her morning shift at the hospital, and an afternoon of private duty, she was beyond tired. She’d just shut her eyes when the office door opened.
“Why is it I get a call from Rydell’s parents after every one of your visits?”
She opened one eye and smiled at her friend and mentor of ten years.
“Did you really call them rotten parents?” Wade asked.
“Only because they are.”
“My office…now.”
Erin sighed and rose from the sofa just as Patsy returned with her soda. “You might want to hold his calls; I have a feeling we’re going to be awhile.”
“Erin!”
“Good luck,” Patsy offered.
Erin closed the door and flopped down on the leather couch, propping her feet up on the coffee table. She glanced over at the man sitting quietly behind his desk. It wasn’t the first time he’d called her onto the carpet and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. They were both very passionate about their careers, but often clashed in the way they achieved their patient’s goals. Wade Adams was the reason she’d chosen this field of medicine. He had taught her things that couldn’t be learned from textbooks or in clinical work. In his late forties, he’d started Home Health Unlimited after losing his wife to Cerebral Palsy.
“Need I remind you that this business is my livelihood? And that you work for me, not the other way around.”
“I’ve had it with them, Wade…they counteract everything I do. Derrick is a mess. Last week he was throwing forty-five percent completion rate, this week he’s down to thirty. If they don’t back off and let me do my job, I’m quitting.”
“You’ve never quit anything in your life.” His eyes narrowed on her. “You’re serious?”
“I’m really worried about Derrick. He’s under enough pressure without his parents breathing down his neck. He’s either going to end up hurting himself more, or he’ll give up and just quit trying all together.”
His expression softened. “What happened today?”
“When I arrived, he was disappointed about this morning’s practice. We talked. He was in good spirits, had a good work out. And then his dad comes in bashing him about his performance. Wade, the kid is a basket case.”
“Are you sure you’re not exaggerating?”
She stood, frustrated, and began pacing. “He’s being pulled in so many different directions he’s not sure what he wants. He has the heart, I know he does, but he needs to quit worrying about the future and concentrate on the present. His parents aren’t letting him do that. They’re so concerned about him making the pros that nothing else matters. They forget he’s got another year to play.”
“Can you get him ready before the season starts?”
She turned and met his troubled gaze. “If you can get his parents off my back, I can. Otherwise, they’ll have to get someone else, cause I’m not putting up with them any longer.”
“Do you think he’ll go number one in the draft next year?”
“At one hundred percent he will.”
“All right, I’ll talk to his parents. But Erin, could you maybe keep your opinions to yourself next time?”
“I’ll try,” she promised. “Now, can I get a lift home?”
“No word on your bike?”
“It’s being repaired.” She hadn’t planned on telling Wade about the shooting, but when he’d noticed her limp Monday, she’d had no choice. Both having lost their spouses, they had a tendency to look out for one another.
“Erin, you have a brand new Jaguar sitting in your garage. Why don’t you drive it?”
She smiled. It’d been a gift of appreciation from Marcus Wheeler. She’d spent the last four months trying to talk him into taking it back. But he was as stubborn as she was. “I don’t know. I don’t feel right keeping it.”
He walked with her to the door. “It was a gift, Erin, not a bribe. That torn ACL three years ago could have easily cost him his career. But thanks to you, he’s playing better than he ever has.”
She smiled at the compliment, knowing most of the credit belonged to Marcus. He had worked hard, had forced himself beyond normal limits to reach his goal to play again. All she had done was irritate him to the point where he had to recover just to get rid of her. “I guess I could drive it till I get my bike back.”
“We still on for dinner tonight?”
“I made reservations for seven at Rizzoli’s. Patsy’s picking me up. We’ll meet you there.” What neither of them knew was she had prearranged to be paged away at seven-fifteen on a non-existent emergency. She’d been trying for months to set up her co-workers on a date, but one or the other had always backed out at the last minute. Tonight she wasn’t taking any chances. They were going to spend the evening together whether they liked it or not.
He paused at the door, tossing her a wary look. “This isn’t one of your matchmaking antics is it?”
She skirted around the truth. “Would you relax? It’s just dinner.”
“I thought she was still dating the hockey player. What’s his name?”
She noted a hint of jealousy in his tone. “Bruce Parks. They haven’t gone out in months.” Though he wouldn’t admit it, Wade had had eyes for Patsy ever since she’d come to work for him four years ago after losing her husband in a car accident. The mother of a teenage boy, Wade had stepped in as a role model for the troubled teen, but had never gotten the nerve to ask the single mother out. And Patsy, just as timid, refused to admit her own attraction to a man she had grown to admire and respect.
“This better not be a set up, Erin.”
“With Tommy away at college, she’s suffering from empty nest syndrome. She needs her friends. It’s not like you have anything better to do with your evening.”
Wade opened the door for her. “You’re one to talk. When was the last time you went out on a date?”
She smiled smugly. “I went to the movies with Miles Friday night.”
“If you’re talking about the X-ray technician, he doesn’t count. And neither does Marcus.”
He was right. She and Miles were just friends, had been since college. Wade was the big brother who liked to fix the things wrong in her life, and Miles and Marcus were the ones she called when she needed someone to have a good, safe time with. Together, the three of them were the perfect man for her. Together, they equaled what she’d had with Ben. “Are you going to give me a ride home or not?”
He laughed. “Just what I thought.”
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Erin’s house seemed emptier than usual. After tossing her keys on the counter separating the living room from the kitchen, she took a seat on one of the bar stools and checked her messages. Marcus had called to remind her of the rain check she’d promised after being paged the last time they’d gone out. And Candice phoned to remind her of the wheel chair games scheduled for Saturday afternoon, and asked that they meet for coffee in the morning to discuss last minute details.
Erin thought about calling Marcus to set up a time to have dinner. She was still set on giving back the Jag, even if it wasn’t a bribe to get her to go out with him. Though he was one of Sheridan Springs’s most attractive and eligible bachelors, neither seemed interested in taking their relationship to the next level. Instead, they had settled on being very good friends. It was a friendship she cherished. With only a couple of years difference in their age, and with similar backgrounds and tastes, the two never lacked for conversation.
She kicked off her shoes and picked up the cordless phone, deciding that, after she ducked out on her friends, she’d spend the evening with Marcus.
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Erin looked across the candlelit table to her dinner date. The last hour had been spent enjoying a delicious meal in one of Sheridan Springs’s finest restaurants. As usual, the proprietor had respected the celebrity’s wish for privacy and had seated them at a table that offered seclusion and the best service available. The handsome wide receiver had rewarded his thoughtfulness with a very generous tip.
“I want you to take back the Jag, Marcus.”
“I’m not going to do it, Erin.”
“I’m selling it then.”
“Do what you want, it’s your car.”
She smiled. “You won’t be mad at me?”
“I won’t be mad. I promise.” He tucked a stray lock of dark curls behind his ear. The shoulder-length hair had been a trademark since the beginning of his career, reminding her of Samson in the Bible.
He reached across the table and wrapped his hand around hers. “Erin, you’ve no idea the impact you had on me when I was recovering from my injury. You motivated me to recapture a dream that I thought had been lost when I went down on that field. That car is just a small token of my appreciation.”
“A forty thousand dollar car is no small token of appreciation, Marcus.”
“It is compared to what you gave me. Football is my life, Erin. It’s the only thing I know how to do. It terrifies me to think what’s going to happen a few years down the line when I’m forced to give it up.”
She gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “You’ll cross that bridge when you come to it.”
The waitress appeared to refill their tea glasses. Once she’d stepped away, his eyes leveled on her again. “Let me guess, you’re going to donate the money to the shelter?”
“Actually, it’d go toward opening the youth center.” It’d been a dream of hers for over three years now. Not only would it give the kids a place where they felt they belonged, she hoped to offer programs that would benefit their futures. “The bank has approved me for a loan. All I have to do is come up with a down payment.”
“Tell me something, Erin. You being an orphan, is that why you donate so much time, energy, and money to the shelter?”
“I wasn’t in the system as long as you were, but I was in it long enough to appreciate a good home. Walter and Julia literally saved my life.” At thirteen, she’d been on the brink of going to juvenile detention as a habitual runaway. The Brannon’s, friends of the judge she’d gone before, had graciously invited her into their home and their hearts. She just wished they were still around so she could show them her appreciation.
“The foster homes you were in, were they pretty bad?”
“Some of them were.”
“Is that why you kept running away?”
Marcus was one of the few people who knew about her childhood, and whom she felt comfortable talking about it with. She knew he’d been there, and from the stories he’d told her, he’d had it just as bad as her, if not worse. “Let’s just say I was very fortunate the Brannon’s took me in when they did.”
“Do you have any memories of the fire that killed your family?”
“I barely remember my family, much less the fire.”
“You lived with an uncle for a while afterwards. Do you remember him?”
“Not really. The only memory I have of around the time of the fire is when I was in the hospital and had been told that my brother and sister, as well as my parents, had been killed.” She took a drink of her iced tea, meeting his empathic gaze. “A shrink told me once that I blocked that part of my life out because it was too painful. He said someday I might remember, but to be honest, I hope I never do. As far as I’m concerned, my life began when the Brannon’s adopted me.”
“Are they the ones who introduced you to Christ?”
“Yes. They were like a guiding light in my dark world. It was their faith in me that got me to where I am today.”
“God has big plans for you Erin,” Marcus said with a gorgeous smile, “I just imagine this youth center you’re talking about opening is part of it.”
She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. God was the one subject she wasn’t comfortable talking to Marcus about. He knew that, and had always found a way to slip Him into their conversations. Like her, Marcus had come through a lot of obstacles in his life, but accepting Christ into his heart had made him a new man.
“I have a huge favor to ask of you, Marcus,” she said, hoping to change the subject.
“Just name it.”
She hesitated, met his smile, and knew he was sincere. During the last three years, a special bond had formed between them, one of respect and admiration. While battling back from what could have been a career ending injury, she had seen him at his lowest, and he had been there for her during one of the roughest times in her life. She’d given him the motivation to play again, and he had given her the hope that she could recover from the devastating loss of her husband and move on with her life.
“So, are you going to tell me what this favor is, or do I have to guess?”
“I need some advice. I’m working with a kid. A quarterback, who is a probable first round pick in next year’s draft. He’s fixing to start his senior year, but is really struggling under the pressure of starting the season after an elbow injury.”
“Derrick Rydell?” he guessed.
She nodded. “His parents have been relentless, especially his father, about his performance, which seems to be getting worse instead of better. I’m afraid he’s losing his confidence, and I’m running out of motivational speeches.” Keeping her patients inspired was often the toughest part of her job.
“Have you shared your own experience?”
“No.” She thought of the car accident she had college, and the pain of relearning to walk again. It had been one of the worst experiences in her life.
“Do it. It helped me,” he said before taking a drink of his iced tea. “Or if you want, I could maybe talk to him.”
She smiled. She’d hoped he would offer. “He is a fan. You wouldn’t mind?”
“Of course not. I’d be happy to. Just tell me when and where.”
“Thanks, I appreciate it.” Hopefully, the visit from Marcus would boost Derrick’s moral enough that he’d get his mind back where it belonged—on his therapy.
Marcus leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms in front of him, and smiled. “Now let’s get back to the subject of the car. I want you to keep it. I don’t like the idea of you wheeling around the streets of Sheridan Springs on a bike, especially when you refuse to wear a helmet.”
Chapter Three
“So, how’d it go last night?” Candice asked on their morning coffee break.
The last minute details of the wheel chair games had been debated, leaving barely enough time to discuss their matchmaking antics. Candice, her co-conspirator, was the one that’d paged her for the non-existent emergency at the hospital. Borrowing Patsy’s car, she’d gone to meet Marcus, leaving Wade and Patsy alone. It was dishonest, and it was dirty, but she had no regrets.
“I don’t know yet. They both looked pretty perturbed when I left, and when I returned Patsy’s car just after ten the lights were off, so I just stuck the keys in her mailbox.”
“They would make a good couple. They have so much in common, and they’re both very active in church. Speaking of church, we’ve missed you.”
Erin took a drink of the lukewarm coffee. Up until now, her friend had avoided the subject of church, knowing Erin was going through a spiritual crisis. Since Ben’s death, she’d been a fair-weathered Christian, only attending church on the holidays, and only then at the persistence of her in-laws.
“How long are you going to stay mad at God, Erin?”
She looked at her friend. “Until He gives me some answers.”
“He can’t give you answers if you aren’t willing to listen.”
“I’m not the one who isn’t listening,” she retorted. She’d been pleading to God for two years, desperate to know why He had taken away the only good thing to ever happen to her. “I’ve got to get back to work.” She grabbed her backpack. “I’ll see you later.”
Candice grabbed her hand before she managed to escape. “I’m here if you ever want to talk about it.”
“I know you are. Thanks.” Erin tossed the backpack over her shoulder, dumped the Styrofoam cup of coffee into the trash receptacle, and headed toward the elevator.
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“Good morning, Mrs. Sinclair,” Erin greeted the detective’s mother as she exited his room.
“Good morning, Erin. I’m afraid my son’s a bit of a bear this morning. I don’t think he slept well last night.”
“Thanks for the warning. Any suggestions as to how I might cheer him up?”
She smiled. “Turn the TV to the comedy channel. He loves cartoons, especially Road Runner. Just don’t tell him I told you.”
“It’ll be our secret.”
Erin entered cautiously and deposited her backpack on the end of the bed. “How’re you this morning?”
“How do you think?” Logan barely looked at her, his eyes glued to the magazine in his hand.
“Oh come on, snap out of it. The sun is shining, the birds are singing, you couldn’t ask for a more beautiful morning.”
He shot her an annoyed look before returning his attention to his magazine. She smiled, reached for the remote, and turned on the TV. It was already on the comedy channel. Bugs Bunny and Elmer Fudd danced across the screen. She couldn’t help but be amused that the detective was a cartoon lover too.
“You can turn it if you want.”
“This is fine. Road Runner comes on in twenty minutes.”
He glanced at her briefly, but said nothing.
She grabbed her pad and pen from her backpack. “How’d you sleep last night?”
“Okay.” He finally laid down his magazine. “You?”
“Like a baby. Any pain this morning?”
“It’s tolerable.”
She glanced at his breakfast tray. He’d barely touched it. According to his chart, he hadn’t eaten much yesterday either. “Not much on hospital food I take it?”
“I wouldn’t exactly call it food. My cats eat better than this.”
She recalled the conversation he’d had with his mother yesterday about his cats. She hadn’t met many men who were cat lovers. “How many cats do you have?”
“Seventeen.”
“Outdoors, I hope.”
Her humor won her a smile. “All but one.”
She pulled the curtain around and waited for him to sit up on the side of the bed. She then carefully removed the sling from around his neck. “How’s your partner doing?”
“Good. I heard they had him sitting up yesterday.”
“He’s a lucky man. Why weren’t you two wearing your vests?”
“Didn’t think we’d need them. We were meeting a trusted informant.”
She was tempted to query further, but didn’t. She set his breakfast tray on the counter near the sink and pushed the table closer to the bed for his first exercise. He didn’t wait for instructions; he went right into them. She grabbed her pad and jotted down his progress.
When he was done with those, she pushed back the table and lowered the head of the bed so that it lay flat. “Okay, I’m going to have you lay on your stomach with your left arm hanging over the side.”
Erin waited until he was comfortable and began massaging his left shoulder, careful of the incision. She couldn’t help but notice that he had the body of an athlete—well toned and muscular.
“So, what’s your other job?” he asked.
“I do private duty in the afternoons. Any pain?”
“No. What kind of private duty…you mean guys like me?”
“Athletes mostly.”
“Anyone I know?”
“Probably. What about now…any pain?”
He jerked. “Yeah.”
“Sorry.” She eased up on the pressure. “On a scale of one to ten, how severe?”
“Maybe a seven. I suppose you work weekends too?”
“Usually.”
“Doesn’t leave much time for a social life.”
“No, it doesn’t.” She had a feeling where he was heading and definitely didn’t want to go there.
She heard the familiar beep, beep, and turned up the volume.
“I can’t believe you’re a fan of Road Runner.”
It’d been her favorite cartoon since she was a kid. “Isn’t everyone?”
“They should be.”
“Any leads on the shooter?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder in time to see Road Runner barely escape Wile E. Coyote’s ingenious trap.
“Not yet. You have great hands, Doc.”
And he had great muscle tone. It was obvious he worked out on a regular basis. “How long have you been a cop?”
“Eleven years, mostly in Atlanta. I grew up here, but moved away after college. I transferred back a year ago.”
“Atlanta’s a beautiful city.”
Logan raised his head slightly. “You’ve been there?”
“I spent a couple of months there on business last year.” Her career often took her on the road, which was fine with her. The busier she was, the less time she spent dwelling on the past. Plus, she was able to make a decent living at it.
“Where else has your work taken you?” he asked as he rested his chin on his right forearm.
“Dallas, Denver, Oakland, Seattle…”
“You were serious when you said you worked with athletes?”
She leaned down and met his surprised expression. “Did you think I was lying?”
“No. I just didn’t think you meant professional athletes.”
“I specialize in sports medicine, but not all are professional athletes.”
“Wait a minute.” He rolled over on his side. “I remember reading an article about you a few years ago in Football Review. You’re the one that helped Stuart Granger recover from his shoulder reconstruction and go on to win the super bowl.”
She smiled. The article had sparked calls from all over the country, and had made Home Health Unlimited very popular among injured athletes.
“And Marcus Wheeler recover from his torn ACL three years ago,” he added.
She padded his bare back. “You can get up now.” She picked up her pad and noted the tenderness below his clavicle. “You know, if you’re having trouble sleeping, just mention it to your nurse. All she has to do is phone the doctor to get you something that will help.”
“Or you could come back and give me another massage. That seemed to do the trick. I’m totally pain free.”
“I’m glad.” She shoved the pad and pen back into her backpack.
“Aren’t you going to stay and finish watching Road Runner?”
She glanced up at the TV screen. “Nah, I’ve seen this one at least a dozen times. Enjoy. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Get some sleep, Erin. You look beat.”
She glanced back and smiled.
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Erin decided to cut through the park on her way to the office. As she neared the basketball court she caught sight of one of the kids from the shelter. She was within a few feet of him before he saw her. His eyes widened. “Don’t even think about running,” she warned.
“I’m not.” He dribbled toward the goal post.
Erin dropped her backpack and snuck in to steal the ball from him. She dribbled the ball around her twice, trying to entice him to go for it before making a basket. “Running a little late for school, aren’t you?”
He caught the rebound and quickly turned away from her, using his left arm to block her advance. “I suppose you’re going to tell on me?”
“Depends on how good your excuse is.” She leaned to her right to get him to turn the opposite way. When he did, she reached out with her left hand to knock the ball away, then twisted around, her back to him, and regained control of the ball. A good three inches taller, she was able to make the basket with ease.
“I hate school, Mrs. J. I have nothing in common with any of the kids. My only friends are the ones who hang out at the shelter.”
She empathized with the boy. In the system since he was six, he’d spent the last nine years being bounced around from one foster home to another till Andy and Emma had taken temporary custody of him six months ago. “This is your first year going there. You have to be patient, Joey, let them get to know you.”
“It’s not that easy for me. I’m not as outgoing as you are.”
“Believe me, Joey.” She took his hand and led him to a nearby bench, “I know what it’s like to be an outsider, to feel you don’t belong. I was in and out of so many schools in the Sheridan Springs area that when someone asks me where I went to grade school I can show them the yellow pages and tell them to pick one, I’ve been there.”
He smiled. “Did it ever bother you because you were different than the other kids?”
“Joey, the only difference between you and them is geography. Yes, they may have a set of parents and a couple of siblings, but you have a whole shelter full of people who love you and think of you as family. I know that doesn’t ease the hurt. But what you have to realize is that, as bad as things seem right now, life is all about change. Right now you have no control over your circumstances, however, there’ll come a day that you will. Eventually, you’ll step into a place where you’ll feel that you belong.”
“So what do I do in the mean time?”
She smiled. This wasn’t the first heart-to-heart talk they’d had. Out of all the kids that came and went from the shelter, Joey held a special place in her heart. In the six months they’d known one another, a strong bond had formed between them. He was almost like a son to her. “You do the best you can, Joey, and remember that the past doesn’t dictate your future.”
He grinned. “I think I can do that.”
“I know you can.” She glanced at her watch. “If you leave now, you should be able to make your afternoon classes.”
“Will you write me note?”
“Are you gonna be skipping classes anymore?”
“No.”
“All right, but if Andy or Emma get word of this you’re dead meat.”
He leaned over and hugged her. “Thanks, Mrs. J.”
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Logan watched Bobby place his lunch tray on the table. He guessed him to be in his late forties, his skin a dark charcoal, and he stood well over six foot with very muscular arms. There was an air about him that screamed military and Logan suspected he had seen a lot of action during his time. According to one of the other nurses, he was a close friend of Erin’s.
She’d been on his mind ever since that first night. The gentleness of her voice that soothed away the fear at being shot, the compassion in her eyes as she tended to his wound, the heart-stopping smile that graced her lips almost every time her saw her. He’d met a lot of women in his life, had dated many of them, but none had ever occupied his thoughts as much as Erin Jacobs had. And this morning, the way she’d breezed in here and lifted him out of the sour mood he was in, had been very impressive. The fact she was a Road Runner fan had all but clinched it. He had to get this woman to agree to go out on a date with him.
“Word has it you know Erin Jacobs pretty well?” Logan finally got the nerve to ask.
“Yeah, I know her. Why?”
“I’m curious. She’s responsible for saving mine and my partner’s life. How long have you known her?”
“A few years. Her sister-in-law runs the homeless shelter where I live.”
“You live in a homeless shelter?” It shouldn’t have surprised him. It was a sad fact that the shelters housed a lot of veterans. Duty to their country had often cost them their homes and families.
“I help out there for room and board.”
He recalled there being a shelter just down the block from where the shooting had taken place. Had she been on her way there? “Does Erin live there too?”
“Look, man, Erin’s my friend and I don’t know you. You want to know any more about her, you’ll have to ask her yourself.”
“Hey, I’m a cop. I only wanna send her some flowers or something to show my appreciation.”
“Well, I wouldn’t send flowers if I were you. She doesn’t like them much.”
Logan’s eyes narrowed at his comment. What kind of woman didn’t like flowers?
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Erin poked her head in the office door, glanced around, and saw Patsy at her desk. Suppressing her smile, she strolled in. Patsy glanced up and smiled. Erin took it as a good sign that she wasn’t in the doghouse. “How was dinner?”
“Very nice. We missed you. How’d things go at the hospital?”
“Okay. Did you guys do anything afterwards?”
“We caught a movie. It must not have been much of an emergency since you had the car back before eleven.”
Erin suppressed another smile. “What movie did you see?”
“The new Tom Hanks one. So, what was the emergency? Another pile up?”
Erin grinned, unable to keep up the pretense any longer.
Patsy’s eyes widened. “I knew it. You dirty rat. If I hadn’t had such a good time, I’d be mad at you.”
The smile that spread across her friend’s face eased what little guilt she had for setting them up. “You had a good time, then?”
“I think we both did, or at least that’s what I gathered since he suggested we do it again sometime.”
Erin took a seat on the sofa, basking in her victory. “You see, I knew you two would hit it off.”
“He’s so shy. I’m not used to guys being that shy.”
For some reason, an image of Logan popped into Erin’s mind. For the life of her, she didn’t know why. He was anything but shy. She quickly shook the image out and looked at her friend. “Give the guy a break. He doesn’t get out much.”
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