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      “Two thumbs up for Sanctuary Ranch: go for the horses. Stay for the food. Best week ever.”

      
        
        —DanandJan

      

      

      There was a lot to love about ranch life, and as Haylee Hansen breathed in the aromas coming through the open sliding doors to the main house, and listened to the cook and her assistant bantering in the kitchen, she agreed with Dan and Jan’s Trip Advisor review.

      Horses, dogs and food, she amended.

      Best life ever.

      “Come on Ju-Jube,” she said to the elderly dog at her side. “Let’s see what Daphne’s got for us tonight.”

      The dog, who was actually called Jewel but responded to a variety of names including Jay, Sweetie-bear, treat, walkies, car-ride and anything to do with food—perked her ears and wagged her beaver-fat tail, her tongue lolling sideways from her grinning jaw. Jewel was the unwanted product of a classic princess/stable boy romance between a champion pedigreed Labrador retriever and an unknown opportunist, but her accidental life had brought immeasurable joy to dozens of people over the years.

      Haylee loved her like a child.

      “I hope that animal’s feet are clean.” Daphne took one hand off a generous hip and pointed at Jewel. “You know where your bed is, Miss Ju-Jube-Bear. No getting in the way, you hear me?”

      Jewel ambled to the large pillow in the corner and flopped onto it with a grunt, wagging her tail the whole time. She knew the drill.

      Haylee stood on her tiptoes and peeked at the oven. “Is that pot roast I smell?”

      “It’s the smell of murder.” Jamie, the kitchen assistant, stood at the prep station, her pierced eyebrows furrowed, up to her elbows in greens. She’d gone vegetarian three weeks ago and considered it her sacred duty to convert everyone else, as well. A month before that, she’d been all about coconut oil, which Daphne had been surprisingly open to. This, however, was a battle doomed to failure.

      “It’s pork shoulder and root vegetables roasted in pan drippings.” Daphne donned oven mitts, opened the door and lifted the enormous roasting pan onto the stovetop. “Kale salad, too. If Jamie can chop and complain at the same time.”

      Haylee’s stomach growled at the rich, fragrant steam that wafted into the room.

      “It smells amazing,” she said. “Where are the guys? Still out on the trail?”

      The wranglers had taken the foster boys plus a group of horseback riders out that morning.

      Daphne nodded. “Olivia suggested they might want to top the day off with a wiener roast at the lookout, so I packed them a basket.”

      Haylee busied herself pouring a drink, grateful for Olivia’s thoughtfulness. Of course, her aunt would be doing it for herself, as much as Haylee. It was a tough day for both of them.

      “It’s just you, me, Liv and Gayle tonight,” Daphne said. “And plenty of leftovers for tomorrow’s lunch.”

      Haylee looked at Jamie. “You’re not eating with us?”

      The girl lifted her chin with a martyred air. “I’ll be enjoying my salad in my quarters.”

      Jamie Vaughn was twenty-five, with the life experience of a forty-year-old and the attitude of a teen. She had arrived on Olivia’s doorstep from Los Angeles several years ago like an oil-slicked seabird, all gawky limbs and tufted, greasy black hair, only tolerating their kindness because exhaustion and misery outweighed her ability to fight it off.

      She’d been back and forth a few times but this time she seemed to want to stay. Haylee hoped she would. The ranch was good for Jamie. There was something healing about the Oregon coast. The air had a fresh, stinging bite. Food tasted better. With all the quiet, sound seemed purer, clearer, especially after busy city streets.

      The ranch was good for all of them, in different ways.

      “Your choice,” Daphne said pitilessly. “Everyone’s welcome at my table, but I set the menu. Take it or leave it.”

      “I choose life.” Jamie plunked the enormous wooden bowl onto the long wooden dining room table. The salad was gorgeous, fresh curly leaves of kale mixed with sliced red cabbage, shaved Brussels sprouts, slivered almonds and chewy cranberries, all covered with a sweet, tangy poppy-seed dressing.

      She served herself a large portion and then looked at Daphne. “Enjoy your flesh.”

      Daphne gave a low chuckle. “I’ve always enjoyed my flesh, honey.”

      Jamie made a face. “Gross. I’m outta here. Oh!” She stopped and turned to Haylee. “Before I forget, there’s someone I want you to meet at the shelter. You have time in the next day or two to come with me?”

      Haylee winced. Jamie’s probation included community service at a variety of animal shelters, and Haylee’s intake of potential service dogs had gone up dramatically since Jamie’s arrival. She loved the young woman’s enthusiasm, and had to admit she had great natural ability with dogs, but Sanctuary Ranch had only so much space.

      She sighed. “Sure. Let’s talk tomorrow, okay?”

      Jamie grinned and bounced out with her plate, the argument with Daphne forgotten.

      Olivia and Gayle arrived in time to hold the screen door for Jamie, and managed to hold back their laughter until they got into the kitchen.

      “I understand we’ve arrived at the scene of a crime,” Gayle said, giving Haylee a one-armed side hug.

      “That girl.” Olivia took her usual seat nearest the window, her long, gray-blond braid slipping over her wiry shoulder. “I can’t wait until she finds herself. But she’s entertaining, no doubt about that.”

      Daphne glanced out the window. “Don’t tell her, but I’m experimenting with some meatless dishes.”

      Haylee gave a bark of laughter and nearly dropped her water glass. “Seriously? This is going to be awesome.” Then she thought for a moment. “The guys are going to hate that.”

      “So what? We could all do with a little less cholesterol. It’s not like I’m going to quit cooking meat entirely.” Daphne set the platter of sliced meat and crispy skinned vegetables onto the table. “I was already thinking about it before she went all Tibetan monk on us. Now, she’s going to think it was all her idea. She’ll never let me hear the end of it.”

      She surveyed the table. “What am I forgetting? Oh yes, applesauce.”

      Daphne went back to the kitchen and Haylee watched from the corner of her eye as the cook casually glanced over her shoulder, then set a small plate in front of Jewel. Haylee pretended not to notice.

      No one went hungry in Daphne’s kitchen. Period. It was an inarguable precept. If Jewel came in, she got fed. Haylee didn’t believe Daphne would enforce the ban, but she also didn’t want to test it. The compromise was lean meat, vegetables and equivocation. Jewel certainly wasn’t complaining.

      “Applesauce?” Haylee said.

      Daphne laughed. “Behind the bread basket. I guess we’re both blind today.”

      They passed the dishes around family style, laughing and chatting in a way they couldn’t quite do when the whole motley staff was present.

      Yes, besides the animals, the best part of life on the ranch was the joy of coming together at the end of the day to share food, stories, news, gossip, the little things that make up a day, a week, a life.

      Meat or no meat.

      “Have you heard?” Gayle was saying. “There’s a new doctor in town. I met him today at the department meeting. He comes from Portland with a rock-star reputation. He’s also single, gorgeous and let’s just say, if I wasn’t batting for the other team, I’d be checking him out.”

      “Hey,” Olivia protested. “I’ve got feelings, you know.”

      “Your feelings are as fragile as a bull moose,” Gayle said with an affectionate smile.

      Olivia tilted her head and looked at the ceiling. “True. So tell us more.”

      “Maybe we could set him up with Haylee,” Daphne said, her eyes alight.

      “Ooh, good idea,” Olivia said. “It’s high time.”

      “They’d look good together,” Gayle said. “He’s got dark hair and eyes, almost Mediterranean looking.”

      Daphne put a hand to her chest and sighed. “With Haylee’s fair coloring and curls.”

      “Hello.” Haylee waved her fork at them. “I’m right here.”

      “He’s heading up the emergency room,” Gayle continued, ignoring her. “Maybe she’ll get kicked by a steer again.”

      “She’s awful clumsy,” Daphne added thoughtfully. “Just yesterday she stumbled bringing in a bagful of groceries. She could have fallen off the porch and broken her arm.”

      “I am not clumsy,” Haylee said. No one even looked at her.

      “Gideon’s got that new skittish horse,” Olivia said. “Maybe she could help him. That’s an accident waiting to happen.”

      “While I appreciate your good wishes,” Haylee broke in, “I’m not in the market for a rock-star boyfriend and have no intention of injuring myself for an introduction.”

      “Oh, honey,” Daphne said with a laugh, “you stick to your animals and leave matters of the heart to the experts.”

      She lifted a palm and Olivia and Gayle returned air high-fives to her from across the table.

      “A lesbian couple and a happily divorced middle-age cook?” Haylee said. “I question your credentials.”

      “Evil child. I’m in my prime.” She got to her feet, her smile gone. “Who wants pie?”

      Too late Haylee remembered that Daphne referred to herself as a divorcee but was, in fact, happily widowed, the end of her marriage and the end of her husband occurring around the same time, under circumstances that would have felled a lesser woman.

      Haylee carried her plate to the sink, and gave the cook a hug. “Sorry, Daffy,” she whispered. Then she straightened and raised her voice. “Dinner was great. I’ll have pie later. Right now, Jewel and I need a walk. Come on, baby-girl.”

      The dog lurched to her feet, casting a longing glance at the plate beside her, licked glistening white, as if nothing had ever besmirched the pristine surface.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Not many people were on the beach, which suited Haylee’s mood perfectly. She walked near the shining edge where the sand was surf-hardened and damp, enjoying the solid crunching shift of each footstep and the briny bite of ocean air. Occasionally she landed on a soft spot and her feet sank an inch or two but she didn’t care. There were worse things than wet feet.

      A lot worse.

      There was no point lingering in the past, but memory was cyclical and the calendar didn’t lie, so one day a year, she allowed herself to test the heaviness, like a tongue seeking a sore tooth, to see if it was still there, if it still hurt.

      It was, and it did.

      But a little better each year. And she’d feel better tomorrow.

      Jewel gave a muffled woof and Haylee jumped. She lifted her gaze to see the dog loping awkwardly on dysplastic hips to greet a man approaching from the opposite direction.

      “Jewel,” she called, but the dog ignored her.

      By sight, or by the dog they were with, she knew most of the people who frequented the stretch of sand between the town and the ranch property. But this man, she’d never seen before.

      He lifted his head and pulled his hands from his pockets as Jewel came nearer, and reached out to pat her. He was tall and broad, his dark hair a fiery halo in the waning light.

      “Hey there. This your dog?” His voice was espresso rich, deep and smooth as cream. “She’s a real sweetheart.”

      If this was the rock-star doctor, Gayle hadn’t been kidding.

      “Yeah.” She cleared her throat and swallowed. “Sorry about that. Jewel, come on back. She’s very friendly.”

      “So I see. It’s nice.” The man squatted on his haunches to give Jewel a good scrubbing on her ribs. The dog groaned, her entire body wagging in delight.

      A rock-star doctor who liked dogs.

      “Sorry to interrupt your walk,” she said, coming close enough to clip the leash onto Jewel’s collar. He stood up as she did and she felt the full force of his presence.

      There were lines around his eyes and mouth, laugh lines, she guessed, though the shadows dancing across his sculpted features suggested he hadn’t been laughing much lately. Her stomach gave a little flip.

      Maybe he was just tired.

      “Don’t apologize.” His gaze was direct and appreciative. “A friendly face is just what I needed today.”

      Haylee looked away, fumbling with the leash. “Good. I’m glad. Well. See you around, I guess.”

      She tugged gently and led the dog away. He may or may not be the person Gayle described but she had enough sense to know that chatting with a strange man on a nearly deserted beach as the sun went down was a bad idea. Dog lover or not.

      Even though she really wanted to stay.

      Especially since she wanted to stay.

      She angled her path upward so she could keep an eye on him as he walked away and before long, he’d disappeared around a rise of black rock.

      “He seemed nice,” she told Jewel. “Though I could be biased by pretty packaging and a very nice voice. I’d ask your opinion but you’re as subtle as a freight train. You’d snuggle up to Jeffrey Dahmer if you thought he’d feed you.”

      The dog kept looking behind them, as if hoping the man would reappear. And he hadn’t given Jewel any food whatsoever.

      “I don’t have time for a man,” she said. “Or interest.” She’d blown through her share of relationships—if you could call them that—years ago and wasn’t interested in revisiting that minefield.

      Fine. She was a coward.

      “On the off chance I read the vibe correctly,” she continued, “I’m doing him a favor by shutting this down before it gets started. Trust me.”

      Jewel wagged her tail, panted and licked her lips.

      “Enough arguing,” she said. “Time to head on home.”

      As they retraced their steps to the area where she’d last seen the man, a sound wafted over the water. A voice, calling out. Calling her?

      “Did you hear something?”

      Haylee squinted against the last rays of gold and scarlet painting the smooth ripples of the bay, in the universal human belief that by straining her eyes she’d be able to hear better.

      She glanced at her dog, ambling across the vast, lonely stretch of sand ahead of her.

      Of course the dog had heard it. The lapping Pacific surf that muffled sound to human ears was nothing to a dog.

      His voice?

      She was probably imagining the distress.

      Most likely, she was hearing some kids horsing around up by the cabins, in which case, they’d say hello and call it a night.

      But what if it was someone in trouble?

      “Find it, Jewel.”

      Immediately, the dog put her nose to the ground.

      Haylee picked up her pace, watching Jewel’s tail sweep back and forth, a flesh-and-blood metronome, the tick-tick-tick measuring out a life lived in the moment, anticipation unmarred by dimming vision and arthritic hips, joy untarnished by worry or regret.

      She thought of her current fosters: the little terrier cross, so full of attitude. Another Lab–pit bull, who was almost ready to move to his forever home. The Border collie with the thousand-yard stare. None of them compared to Jewel.

      She pulled salt air deep into her lungs following as the dog moved upward, scrambling over the surf-scoured rocks gleaming against the fading citrus sky, absorbed, Haylee imagined, not so much in the object at the end of the search, as the search itself. The journey, not the destination.

      Jewel glanced back as if to say Pay attention!

      “Right behind you, girl.”

      She’d heard no more calls, but the old dog’s zeal was a joy to see. And you never knew.

      Like freshwater pearls on a loose string, the Oregon coastline was dotted with beaches, each one a glowing gem nestled against the velvety silhouette of black rock. The wind-and-surf-pounded outcroppings, with their hidden caves and mussel-laden tide pools, all gloriously inviting in the light of day, told a different story when darkness fell.

      It wouldn’t be the first time an unsuspecting beachcomber or sunbather had miscalculated the tides and spent a chilly night waiting for the ocean to recede.

      Newcomers and visitors were especially vulnerable.

      She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Hello? Is someone there?”

      In the silent suspension between waves, Haylee listened for the voice, but caught only the pad-pad-swish of foot and paw on sand, empty nothingness.

      Not the tall stranger then, with his piercing eyes and soft dog-patting hands who may or may not be Gayle’s handsome doctor.

      “Ju-Jube, honey, I think we’re SOL on this one.”

      But Jewel bunched her shoulders and clambered ahead. Haylee knew when she was being ignored. She ought to be firmer. She ought to reassert her position as alpha.

      Being and doing as she ought to got old. It wasn’t as if Jewel sought domination of their little pack, after all. She knew on which side of the pantry door her kibble was buttered.

      Just then the ocean paused its breathing and the sound came again, a voice, certainly, his voice, maybe, carried gently over the evening air, but landing not so much like distress as . . . the sounds you made when you banged your head getting into your car, cussing yourself out for stupidity. Dumb-ass noises, she thought.

      “Woof,” said Jewel, breaking into a stiff old lady’s run.

      “Please don’t throw yourself at him this time,” she cautioned. “He could be hurt.” More likely a loss of dignity, which did not preclude the need for assistance; however, she knew from experience that where dignity was concerned, the need for assistance was often inversely proportional to its welcome.

      “Hello?” she called again. “Is everything okay?”

      No answer.

      Haylee pulled herself up onto a ledge of rock, the top still dry, but not for long, as evidenced by growing splotches of foam where the incoming tide marked it. Already across, the dog splashed through a tide pool still warm from the sun, and disappeared around a corner. Haylee hissed as her knee grazed a section of mussel-encrusted rock, glad she’d switched her flip-flops for sturdy-soled ankle boots after supper. She’d have to check Jewel’s paws carefully when they got back.

      A watery crash sounded, large-dog loud.

      “Jewel!” Haylee hauled herself over boulders slippery with algae and bits of kelp. The Labrador retriever in Jewel gave her a great love of the water, but the Y chromosome could have come from a hippo, for all the grace she had.

      Another splash, then a storm of sloshing and splattering, and then the voice again, clearer now. Her pulse sped up a notch.

      It was definitely him. Didn’t sound like he was in trouble. Though he could certainly be trouble. And now, there wasn’t a single other soul to be seen on the peaceful beach.

      “Are you okay? Be careful with my dog. She’s old.”

      More squelching slips, accompanied by grunts and indeterminate half shouts. Haylee wide-stepped over a shallow pool and clambered around another section of rock, peering frantically for Jewel’s form among the shadows beneath her.

      “It’s the friendly dog,” came the voice. “That’s a relief.”

      She looked down onto the rocky landing from where she heard the voice and saw a figure sitting on the dark slab of rock next to a glittering pool, the sharp edges worn smooth by surf and wind. A white T-shirt clung to his upper body, cargo shorts below, both darkened by water. Jewel draped over him like a bad fur coat, half-on, half-off, her tail slapping wetly on the rock.

      The man sounded neither surprised nor irritated but, since Jewel’s sudden appearance would most certainly be cause for such reaction, this in itself was disconcerting.

      “We heard you calling,” she said. “Thought you might need help.”

      “Way better than an amorous sea lion, at least, which was my first impression,” continued the man, as if she hadn’t spoken.

      That nice crisp voice had a note of desperate calm running through it now.

      Haylee half climbed, half slid down the rock separating them.

      There he was, the same handsome stranger, in the flesh.

      “So, you’re okay, then?” she asked, slipping down the last bit, until she was standing just above where he sat with Jewel.

      “Oh, absolutely. I’m more than okay. I’m fantastic.” He gestured to the dog. “I can’t feel my legs, though. Do you mind?”

      “Right.” Haylee motioned for Jewel to climb off.

      He winced as the dog’s nails dug into his thighs. “You sure she’s not a sea lion? Ow! Or possibly a walrus? Wait. No tusks.”

      Haylee gave Jewel a hug. “Good girl, you found him. What a smart girl you are.” The dog was wet, happy, and whole. She’d definitely earned her cookies tonight.

      The guy rubbed his legs and got to his feet, keeping a hand on the rock. Yes, still tall. Still big. And all muscle, despite the unsteadiness.

      Her pulse jumped another notch. The vibe coming off him was clangy, discordant, like an orchestra in warm-up, after the long summer break. The scattered light reflecting off waves and wet rock cast stark shadows across the rugged planes of his face. No laugh lines now.

      “She was looking for me? Not to appear ungrateful, but I can’t imagine why. If she’s a sniffer dog, the cigarettes are oregano, I swear. I’m holding them for a friend. I’ve never even inhaled.”

      She took a step back and put a hand on Jewel’s warm back.

      There was no scent of tobacco, let alone weed, but he was speaking too quickly. Something definitely had him rattled and it was more than indignity.

      “I’m joking. Badly, I see. Don’t worry, I’ll keep my distance. I bet you wish you’d taken a different path tonight.”

      “What are you doing out here?” Someone needed to get this conversation on track.

      He wiped his face with his forearm. A tattoo ran along the underside but she couldn’t make out details. His strong jaw was liberally covered in a two-day growth of dark whiskers.

      You expected such a man to growl or roar or paw the ground, yet he talked like he had a beer in one hand and a pair of aces in the other.

      Bluffing?

      “It went something like this. I was watching the sunset, minding my own business, when a large, sea lion-esque creature”—he indicated the dog nudging her pocket—“belly-flopped into the tide pool at my feet. She seemed to not want to be there, so I helped haul her out. That’s when she took our relationship to the next level. You arrived. The end.”

      “You hauled her out?”

      “What can I say?” he answered. “I’m a helper.”

      “In that case . . . thanks.” She hesitated, then thought what the hell. “I’m Haylee Hansen. I work at Sanctuary Ranch, about a mile inland. You’re the new doctor, aren’t you?”

      He looked a little taken aback but then he caught himself and said, “Guilty as charged. Aiden McCall. Nice to meet you, Haylee. And Jewel, the friendly dog.”

      “Why were you yelling?” Haylee asked. “I thought you were hurt.”

      “Would you believe I was practicing for an audition?”

      “No.”

      “Right. My stand-up routine sucks. Oh well, worth a try.”

      He kept both hands on the rocky outcropping at his hip, as if he expected the earth to fall out from beneath his feet.

      “You’re going to be trapped,” she said. “The tide’s coming in.”

      He glanced down, as if only now noticing that his once-dry perch had an inch of water covering it.

      “Huh. What do you know? I guess we’ll be trapped together, then.”

      “Nah, that’s a rookie mistake.” She hesitated a moment, then sighed and held out her hand. “Come on. I’ll help you out.”

      But just then, a chunk of mussel-shell broke under her boot. She stumbled forward and would have slipped into the water below, but he caught her, one hand on her arm, the other around her waist, and pulled her away from the edge.

      His hands were cold from the water, his grip like icy steel but instead of a chill, heat rushed across her skin where he touched her. His scent enveloped her, a light, woodsy cologne overlaid with kelp and brine and wind and sweat.

      She’d misinterpreted his body language, she realized. Tight, tense, alert, this man was on, the same way she remembered her father and brother being, as all firefighters, soldiers, and surgeons were, even on weekends. Life-and-death situations demanded and honed a kind of raw energy, a costly undercurrent that didn’t disappear at the end of a shift.

      “God, I’m so sorry,” she said with a gasp. Daphne would love this story, if she ever got wind of it.

      “Don’t be.” His breath was warm on her neck. “My male ego is vastly improved.”

      He stepped away the second she found her feet, then slapped wet sand from his thighs and butt.

      Lean. Muscled. Nice.

      Oh dear.

      “Follow me,” she told him, hoping it was too dark for him to see the blush she felt on her cheeks.

      “What about your sea lion?”

      “Jewel?” Haylee gave a little laugh. The dog had given up on extra treats and was now trotting down the rocks back to the sandy beach above the waterline. “She’s way ahead of us. You okay to get back to . . . to get back?”

      He lifted his chin and looked at the horizon, his eyes narrow, his full lips set tight with thin lines slicing deep on both sides, as if in pain.

      “You bet,” he said. “I’m great.”

      Sunset colors splashed over the stark planes of his face, warmth meeting chill, light and shadow flickering and dancing. Haylee shivered.

      He looked, she thought, like a man walking through fire.
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        * * *

      

      As the last of the light faded, Aiden McCall walked the half hour across the beach, angling upward until the smooth sand became interspersed with the rough brush and tall, spiky grasses growing roadside. How much of his rant, he wondered, had that dog-walker caught?

      A million miles of empty beach and he had to pick the one spot where someone could hear him.

      And not just anyone.

      A cute blonde with long curly hair, toned arms, and the kind of no-nonsense attitude that belonged behind a triage desk.

      Had she really thought he’d been stranded? Her dog—Jewel?—seemed to consider him the prize at the bottom of the Cracker Jack box. How long had he been sitting there? Surely not that long. But he wasn’t the most reliable witness, was he?

      One second he’d been watching the sun move down toward the sea and the next he was wrestling a dog in the semi-dark, up to his ass in seawater.

      He swiped at his face, recalling the animal’s warm tongue, ripe with the stink of life. Bacteria too numerous to count, certainly. Nothing dangerous, hopefully. Pet lovers always told him that living with animals strengthened the immune system; he preferred the soap-and-water method himself.

      Still, the creature had shocked him with its fleshy closeness. The heavy body leaning against him without boundaries, judgment, awkward courtesy, or worst of all, sympathy, had been oddly intimate.

      If only the woman hadn’t been there to witness it all.

      He kicked at a piece of driftwood. With his luck, she’d turn out to be pals with the head ER nurse, and before he’d even set foot in the hospital, everyone would know that the new trauma doc spent his evenings yelling into the sunset.

      Let it out. Yell. Scream. Be angry. Find a place where no one can hear you and get it all out. Psychobabble bullshit.

      What a load. Letting it out wasn’t his style, but good old-fashioned denial wasn’t working, so he had to try, didn’t he?

      Aiden preferred joking. He teased. He laughed. He prattled in true idiot savant fashion. Because, contrary to the board-mandated therapist’s belief, he was already plenty angry and well aware of it. But open that can of worms? Let it out? Who would that serve?

      Still, he’d tried, as he’d tried everything. He’d yelled into the setting sun and not only did he not feel better, but by tomorrow, they’d be calling him Crazy Eyes and monitoring his scalpel blades.

      If he had the energy, he’d feel mortified. Or at least, embarrassed. But once you’ve self-diagnosed a heart attack in your own ER and been convinced you were dying, only to be informed that you were one hundred percent A-Okay, just suffering from anxiety, well, it was tough to beat that low.

      His ward clerk finding him hyperventilating in the mop closet had done it, though.

      That’s when he knew he had to leave Portland. Two hundred and ten pounds of raw, quivering panic caused by a little car accident? He’d faced down whacked out meth-heads, calmed an armed man in full paranoid delusion, leaped into codes, led his team, handled everything, seen everything.

      But the memories intruded, as they always did.

      Tires squealing, metal screeching against metal, “Mommy-Mommy-Mommy . . .”

      Then, silence.

      The silence was the worst.

      Aiden could hear his breath over the soft sounds of night. Slow down. Don’t think about it.

      Don’t think at all.

      But like avalanches, thoughts once started aren’t easily stopped. They tumbled in, over, through, gaining momentum until now, after thirteen years running a Level 1 emergency facility in one of the biggest hospitals in the Pacific Northwest, he was falling apart.

      It was the damnedest thing.

      His chest hurt. He couldn’t catch his breath. He needed to get inside. To sit down. To lie down.

      It was almost full dark now as he wound through the rabbit warren of Beachside Villas, looking for the one he’d rented for the summer, trying not to violate the privacy of those who hadn’t drawn their curtains.

      But the eye naturally follows light and every window seemed to frame people sitting around tables or moving about kitchens. Ordinary people. Ordinary meals. Not takeout in soggy cardboard containers, eaten alone in front of the TV, but real food. Eaten on dishes, at tables. Families. Friends. Husbands and wives.

      Children.

      Babies.

      He couldn’t resist looking, even though the sight of one towheaded youngster in a high chair brought Garret to mind so clearly his knees nearly buckled and he had to stop walking. This, years after the memory of his young son’s face had faded, after making peace with Michelle’s remarriage, being happy for her, even.

      The vise grip banding his ribs tightened but he stumbled on, tearing his gaze away from the window frames.

      Almost there. You can make it.

      Rich smells spiked the air, piercing his mind, giving his fragmented concentration something to grab on to but it made things worse: spicy tomato sauce spilled thick and red, garlic bit like acid, grill-seared flesh smoked, choking him.

      He gripped the back of his neck, then brought his hand up over his head, crushing his cap, as if he could physically squeeze the negative thoughts from his brain.

      He was over this! He was strong, fine, great. So why was he gasping like an asthmatic in a dust storm?

      He bent over, bracing his hands on his knees.

      He’d probably forgotten to eat again. That was a mistake. There was a bagel left in the cabin, he thought. In a bag on the counter. He’d eat that. That would help.

      Right. A bagel. That’ll fix everything.

      He half straightened, stumbling Quasimodo-style to the small playground adjacent to his unit. He grabbed at the lamppost that cast a soft light over the swings and teeter-totter, swallowed hard, then forced his ribs to expand and contract.

      Garret was gone. It was no one’s fault. But that little boy six months ago, well. Aiden, of all people, should have known to check.

      The lights from the windows started to dance in pairs, then triplets. He couldn’t get enough air.

      Rough gasps tore raggedly from his throat, littering the serene night air.

      In-one-two-three. Out-one-two-three.

      Nope. The lights stopped dancing and coalesced into one small pinpoint, disappearing down a long tunnel, far away, like a subway train.

      You’re catastrophizing again, called a little voice from way off on the subway train. Mountains, molehills. Tempests, teacups. Crazy eyes, yes, a result of adrenal overload caused by living in the worst-case scenario, of which he had endless templates.

      It was entirely possible that he’d pull himself together, get a full night’s sleep, and walk into the office tomorrow morning bright and competent, prepared to become the new emergency physician in the smallest trauma center he’d ever seen. It would be perfect. Bug bites. Food poisoning. Cuts and scrapes.

      Yeah. He could do that.

      Except that he was going to die first. His heart was exploding. The roar of the ocean pulsated all around him, thump-thump-rushing like blood from an aortic dissection. Just because he hadn’t been having a cardiac event last month didn’t mean he wasn’t having one now.

      He pushed his back against the lamppost and slid down until he plopped hard into the dirt. He was fine. He just couldn’t breathe, that’s all. No one died of panic. Of course not. That was silly.

      They died of cardiac arrest. Which followed respiratory arrest. Which was happening to him.

      Right. Goddamn. Now.

      He pushed his head between his knees, hoping to hell that he’d get over this spell before someone came by and found him. He imagined that big friendly dog leaping on him, body-slamming him to the ground, knocking the dead air out and resetting his lungs.

      He remembered the woman, Haylee, when she’d fallen into him, her warmth bleeding into his cold flesh, hearing the steady, normal rhythm of her heart, the weight of her slender body like a blanket on a cold night, or a brick on a sheaf of papers, keeping them from flying away in the wind.

      Slowly, slowly, the tunnel shortened.

      The steel band around his chest loosened and he gulped in desperate lungfuls of cool night air. He was drenched all over again with icy sweat, as if he really had been trapped by the tide, like Haylee, the pretty dog-walker had warned. His limbs quaked and he couldn’t have gotten to his feet for anything, but he could breathe again.

      “You all right there, young man?”

      Aiden lifted his head with a jerk. A figure stood in the lane beneath a large oak tree, her hair glowing white in the lamplight. Thin, knobby fingers gripped the slack leash attached to an equally small and elderly terrier.

      “It’s just, you look a little frayed around the edges,” she added. “I recognize the signs, being a little frayed at times myself. Only you being young and strong, well. Seems a little out of place.”

      He got to his feet, keeping his back to the post in case the dizziness returned. It was too late for anonymity anyway, if such a thing was even possible in a small town.

      “I’m . . . fine, thank you,” he managed. “It’s been a . . . fraying . . . kind of day.”

      “Ah, yes. Those happen, don’t they? Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Her gentle smile eased the embarrassment that welled up in him at being caught. “You already have.” He glanced around the deserted play area. “It’s late. Would you like an escort home?”

      She hesitated and he realized he’d overstepped. She was right to be cautious. He started to speak, but she interrupted him with a laugh, a crinkly, tinkling sound that danced over the night air. “My name is Elsie. My husband—Anton—and I are in cabin three. You’re the new doctor, I believe, yes? In cabin four?”

      He held out his hand. “I see word’s gotten around. Aiden McCall. I’m very pleased to meet you, Elsie.”

      Her small bones felt like twigs. The dog eyed him suspiciously and took a couple of steps sideways.

      “Be nice,” Elsie said to the dog. “Her name’s Bette Davis. She’ll be fine once she gets to know you. I’ve got apple pie in the cabin. Would you care for a piece?”

      A short stand of shrubs blocked his view of the cabins on either side, a factor that had played into his decision to rent here. He wanted privacy, not company. Still, her easy generosity drew him.

      “I appreciate the offer, Elsie. But I’ve got an early morning tomorrow.”

      “Young people, always so busy,” she said with a sigh. “We’ll be off, then. But the offer stands if you find yourself at loose ends another time. I love to bake and pies are my specialty. We’re here year-round and always enjoy meeting the summer people.”

      He waved at her. His hands were steadier now, his vision clearer.

      “See you, Bette Davis,” he called.

      The dog glanced over her shoulder and gave a low woof.

      Elsie waved again and disappeared around the corner.

      Aiden leaned against the lamppost. Elsie and Anton, he thought. They sounded nice. He hoped they had a dozen pie-loving grandchildren.

      He waited a minute or two to let his new friends get a head start, then followed the trail back to his cabin. What would he do if a dozen children suddenly showed up next door?

      He’d have to find a new place.

      No. He couldn’t keep running. He had to be okay. He was okay.

      He could breathe.

      Some days, that was the best you could get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      “Sanctuary Ranch got me out of my own head and taught me I’m stronger than I thought. I learned—literally—to get back on the horse after falling off!”

      
        
        —CityGirrl412

      

      

      Aiden walked into Sunset Bay Memorial early the next morning with an extra shot of espresso in his latte, a large box of donuts and an unexpected eagerness to start his new job. He’d awakened rested, to his surprise, which gave him hope that getting out of Portland was what he needed, that when this locum position ended, he’d be ready to return to his old life, running on all cylinders.

      He chose to wear a shirt and tie, instead of scrubs, to meet his staff, though he stopped in the doctors’ locker area to stow his keys and wallet. No office for him here, only shared desk space to write his records.

      “Doctor McCall, good morning!” He looked up to see a slightly older man coming toward him, his hand outstretched, a welcoming smile on his face. “Will Spencer, chief of staff. Welcome aboard! I see you come bearing gifts. We all know who really runs the trauma room, don’t we?”

      “Nurses rule all.” Aiden balanced his take-out mug on the pastry box and shook the man’s hand carefully. “Pleased to meet you. Call me Aiden. Or Mac. I answer to both.”

      Will fell into step with him as they made their way to the emergency department. “I was away on vacation during the interview process, so this meeting is long overdue. I’ve heard nothing but good things about you.”

      Aiden knew that wasn’t true. The critical incident stress prompting his leave of absence from the larger hospital had been disclosed to the hiring committee. He’d insisted on it in fact, the broad strokes, if not the fine details, considered it his moral duty. He’d been assured that in this small community hospital, chances of a triggering event would be small, that he’d be fine, that the information would be kept on a need to know basis.

      “How are you finding our little town so far?” Will asked. “Friendly?”

      Aiden thought of the pretty dog-walker and his elderly neighbor. “Very. I think I’ll like it here.”

      “Good. Maybe you’ll consider staying on. I have a feeling the position may be extended.”

      Aiden understood that the doctor he was replacing had just had twins, so he wasn’t surprised to hear it. He knew how tough it was to juggle a trauma specialty with family life.

      “I’m sure you’ll want to evaluate my work, first,” he said with a smile. “Good to meet you, Dr. Spencer. Will,” he amended, seeing the other man’s face. “Wish me luck.”

      “You won’t need it. I’ll check in with you later on today, make sure you don’t have any questions.”

      They parted, and Aiden pushed open the doors to his new domain, hoping that Will was right. And that he’d bought the right donuts.
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        * * *

      

      Nine hours passed before Aiden knew it. The staff he’d met had been mature and competent, showing him the ropes while accepting his authority. He’d stapled the scalp of an overly enthusiastic surfer with a concussion, prescribed antibiotics for a two-year-old with a bladder infection, reduced a dislocated elbow on an eight-year-old who’d taken a bad bounce off a trampoline and treated a hiker with a nasty case of poison oak.

      He’d grab a bite to eat, finish his records for the night shift and call the first day done. A success.

      His cell phone buzzed. He looked at the screen.

      Incoming. MVA, ETA 10 minutes.

      Or not. He slipped his phone into his pocket and headed for triage.

      “What have we got?”

      “Adult female, stable,” said the nurse communicating with the paramedics. “Two children, unknown status. Wait. Two-year-old, stable, five-year-old with possible head injury. They think she swerved to avoid an animal or something, lost control, hit the median.”

      Aiden’s chest turned to ice. Highway 101 wound down the Oregon coast from the Columbia River to the California border and was a favorite with tourists, passing through the old growth forests of Oswald West State Park in the north, past Coos Bay and then Sunset Bay in the south, hugging the spectacular shoreline along the way.

      It was popular for a reason. But spectacular scenery and winding roads were a bad combination, especially, he imagined, for a single driver with two small children in the backseat.

      Two children. Car seat failure?

      His lungs tightened in that too-familiar way. He blinked quickly, forcing images out of his head.

      Around him, the team quickly assembled and prepared for action. They knew each other, had done this many times, were prepared. All he had to do was swoop in and they would be there to support him. All he had to do was stay on his game.

      “Dr. Mac?” asked the nurse.

      “I’m fine,” he snapped.

      She held out a pair of scrubs. “You might want to change.”

      He glanced down at his dress pants and tie. “Right. Thanks.”

      A reprieve. He walked on almost steady legs to the washroom and quickly changed. He hung over the sink, staring into his eyes, his arms braced on the counter.

      “Focus,” he commanded himself. “Breathe.”

      The whoop-whoop of the ambulance sounded outside.

      When he stepped out and saw the first gurney, its tiny passenger strapped, the c-collar nearly hiding the small head, he schooled his features not to react. The little boy’s chubby arms flailed as he cried. He was so small.

      The older child fought the restraints, wailing, holding her small bloodied hands out in affronted disbelief.

      “My babies!” the mother screamed. “What’s happening? Are they okay?”

      Janice Abrams, Caucasian female, thirty-one years old. Jessica Abrams, daughter, five years old. Jeremy Abrams, son, two years old.

      The words drifted over him, pertinent crash details, vital signs, first aid administered at the scene.

      Aiden put his memories aside, into that cubby hole in his brain where they’d be locked away, for just as long as it would take for him to deal with this.

      Paramedics fed pertinent bits of data into the room and he responded by rote, going through the motions he’d done a hundred times. A thousand times.

      He heard his own voice barking questions and commands, instructing, directing and he marvelled that he could do all that, while being somewhere else entirely in his head, while part of him floated above all this, watching in unsurprised disappointment at the pathetic performance of the great Doctor Mac.

      A volcano rumbled inside his chest. He tamped it down. This was supposed to be a quiet town hospital. They weren’t supposed to take critical traumas, they weren’t equipped or staffed. That was what closed the deal for him. Level three, max. That, he could handle.

      But he didn’t have a choice. In the thick of things, you didn’t have the luxury of breaking down.

      That came later.

      It seemed to go on forever, moving from one gurney to the next, to the next, checking, assessing, ordering, dreading.

      Then, suddenly, quiet. Calm. He backed away, his hands in the air, trembling, ready to leave, quit, disappear.

      But no one seemed to notice. The room hummed with activity but people were smiling. Laughing.

      “Whew,” said one of the paramedics, jostling him with his elbow. “That was intense for a bit, wasn’t it?”

      Aiden couldn’t speak. His mouth felt like cotton, his throat like sandpaper.

      The mother, he realized dimly, wasn’t screaming. She was dozing in a bed, the side rails raised, with her son on her lap and her daughter curled up beside her.

      All pink and warm, bruised and bandaged and breathing.

      “Those are the good ones, huh, Dr. Mac?”

      He nodded numbly. He couldn’t think of a single person’s name, though he’d met them all.

      “Good job, Dr. Mac.”

      “Yeah.” He wiped the back of his hand over his forehead. “Well done, team.”

      Someone else began to speak to him, but Aiden pushed his way past. He staggered to the washroom, slammed through the door and braced his arms on the counter.

      He stared at himself in the mirror.

      “Pull it together,” he muttered.

      He opened the cold water faucet and splashed his face liberally. When he opened his eyes, Will Spencer was standing behind him, waiting for the sink.

      “Holy shit.” He winced immediately. “Sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      Will smiled, rolled up his sleeves and washed his hands. “So I guessed. I heard you had a bit of excitement.”

      Aiden rubbed paper towels over his face, then tossed them in the trash. “MVA with a couple of kids. Everyone’s going to be okay, but they get to me.”

      Will nodded. “I understand completely. Kids change everything. They hit me harder once I had my own. You have kids?”

      It was the question Aiden hated the most, of everything people might ask him. Did he have kids? If he said no, then what was Garret? He was still as real to Aiden as if he was breathing and laughing in the next room, just waiting for his daddy to be finished work, to pick him up and play with him.

      But if he said yes, then more questions came. Boy or girl? How many? How old? All the commiseration of parenthood that he was no longer privy too. All the pseudo-complaints about not enough sleep, no time with the spouse, early morning soccer practice, figure skating costs, parent-teacher meetings, on and on and on.

      He did and he did not have kids. So he said the thing he’d recently learned to say, something a helpful counselor had suggested, a partial-truth that allowed him to keep within the bounds of normal human interaction.

      “I’d like to. How many have you got?”

      It sounded so simple, so normal, he had to congratulate himself.

      “One of each. Five and seven. It’s great, man. Best thing I ever did. I recommend it. But you’ve got to have the right wife, first. I’ve got a lot of friends who are divorced. Raising kids together is rough enough. Raising them separately is even rougher. You married?”

      That was the other question he hated. But this one was easier. Finally. They’d lingered way too long, though to be fair, the fault was with him. Michelle had moved on far sooner than he had. He hated her for that.

      “Divorced.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal. “Married too young. We grew up.”

      “It happens,” said Will. “A bunch of us get together to go golfing from time to time. You interested?”

      “Doctors golfing,” he said, smiling. “Who’d have guessed?”

      “It’s a cliché for a reason,” said Will. “Think about it. I’ll give you a call. It’s late. You should get some rest.”

      “On my way home now. Thanks, Will.”

      Aiden waited until the door closed behind Will before bracing himself once more against the counter.

      Golfing. Heaven help him. But he needed a social life. Talking to himself wasn’t doing anyone any favors.
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        * * *

      

      “How’s it going, Honch?”

      Olivia Hansen, Head Honcho of Sanctuary Ranch—Honch to most—glanced up from where she was giving the dahlias on the south side of her ranch house a nice morning drink and nodded at the skinny almost-eighteen-year-old heading out to feed the horses.

      “Good enough, kid, good enough.”

      How was it that the ones who ended up at her place always looked like they needed double rations and a dose of dewormer?

      And pants that fit, she added, watching him do that odd hitching walk that seemed to be the only thing keeping them from puddling at his size twelve feet. Why adolescent males were so devout in their belief that the world wanted to see their underwear was beyond her. As far as she was concerned, it was nothing more than a youthful version of plumber-butt.

      “It’s the not-so-tighty-whities, I think,” said a voice at her elbow, reading her thoughts as usual. “They ruin the effect. Here. You look like you need it.”

      Gayle handed her a steaming mug of coffee and brushed a kiss across her cheek.

      “Bless you,” said Olivia with heartfelt gratitude for both. It was ironic that after a lifetime in the crowds of New York and San Francisco, she’d found the love of her life in the tiny, windswept community of Sunset Bay.

      “How’s he doing?”

      “Tyler?” Olivia shrugged. “Good, far as I can tell. It’s only been a week.”

      Olivia refused to think of herself as a foster mother, and she never took in kids young enough to be in need of nurturing, per se. Her specialty, if you could call it that, was the untouchable, difficult-to-place kids on the way out of the system. Bounced around, usually. Lost in the too-old-to-be-adopted jungle or orphaned on the brink of so-called adulthood, which is how it had all begun, in fact.

      “And you?”

      “I’m great.”

      “And Haylee?”

      She and Haylee had been together for a long time but still, it was one of the most important touchstones of her life and Gayle understood, better than most, how hard Olivia worked not to worry about her niece.

      “She’s good too. I think.”

      Olivia had come here for Haylee’s sake, but then she’d met Gayle and realized it might be a whole new life for her, as well. Sunset Bay had become a sanctuary for both of them, one she’d been searching for, without even knowing it.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      The twine bit into Tyler’s bare hand and he dropped the bale, stumbling backward with a yelp they could hear from the porch. The flash of dingy white grew larger as his denims slipped lower. “Sorry,” he added sheepishly.

      “That’s one.” Olivia’s policy on cursing was clear. Three strikes earned them extra chores.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered.

      The whole picture was painful but she had to give him credit for trying. She would be able to hire him on, once he aged out of the system. If he wanted. If he kept working like this. She’d have to see.

      “You look tired this morning,” said Gayle. “You okay?”

      “Just having a slow start today, that’s all. I’m fine, Gayle.”

      Silence.

      Then Gayle said, “You’re always fine. Fine, fine, fine, that’s Honch for you. Able to manage the barn, lead every trail ride, teach workshops, sit on committees, handle recalcitrant hoodlums with one hand tied behind her back, all with time left to fuss over her full-grown niece. That’s Olivia Hansen in a nutshell. When will you realize that you’re not superwoman?”

      Olivia put her arm around Gayle and leaned her head toward her. “I really am okay. You have to stop treating me like I’m going to break. And for the record, I never fuss.”

      Gayle arched an elegant eyebrow and flicked a wing of ebony hair over her shoulder but didn’t argue. She knew Olivia and Haylee’s history, how hard they’d worked to overcome the past.

      Olivia swallowed. They’d both struggled, but it had been so much harder for Haylee.

      “Hey, Honch.” Duke, another boy with exhibitionist Under Armour, called to her from across the yard. “Tyler says Dancer is showing signs. Wanna take a look?”

      Olivia got to her feet and handed Gayle her empty mug.

      “Gotta go. With any luck, we’ll have a new foal soon. What’s your day look like?”

      “Fully booked until noon. Then a team meeting.” Gayle stood up and grimaced. “Wish me luck. Therapists can be such whiny babies.”

      Olivia laughed. “Better you than me.”

      “Honch!”

      “Coming, coming, keep your shorts on.”

      “Take care of yourself, Livvie, okay?”

      She gave Gayle a quick kiss of reassurance. “Don’t worry. I’m fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Haylee was at the main house the next morning with a whole minute to spare. She needn’t have rushed. The long plank table used for staff meals was empty, the kitchen was in chaos, and Olivia was nowhere to be seen.

      “Good morning, Daphne,” she said to the cook.

      “It’s morning,” Daphne replied, wiping her hands on her apron. “Can’t comment on the goodness, yet. Just when I think Jamie’s turned a corner, she pulls something new. Today it’s potato mutation.” She leaned toward the cellar steps. “They’re sprouting, you ninny!”

      Jamie’s voice floated up. “They’re squishy and gross. It’s a root cellar horror show down here.”

      “Kids these days,” muttered the cook. “No life skills.”

      “She’s hardly a kid, Daphne,” said Haylee.

      “And I’m an old woman, getting older by the second. Bring them up now, Jamie,” yelled Daphne, “or I’ll make you peel them, too.”

      Daphne loved Jamie like a daughter.

      A thumping, bumping noise sounded from the cellar, followed by the heavy wooden door slamming, then footsteps stomping up the stairs as the girl huffed her way into the kitchen, holding the plastic tub out at arm’s length.

      “They look like pale, starving fingers, reaching out for help,” said Jamie. “It’s bad energy.”

      Jamie had dabbled in reiki at one time. She’d dabbled in a lot of things.

      “It’s life force,” corrected Daphne. “If you put those in the ground outside, they’d turn into a whole garden of spuds.”

      Jamie tipped the tub of tubers into the farmhouse sink and turned on the cold water. “Then why aren’t we doing that?”

      “You know those green plants you spent three hours weeding yesterday? Potatoes. In another month or so, we’ll be eating them fresh. Until then, we finish last year’s crop. Quit being such a girl.”

      Jamie’s jaw dropped. “You can’t say that.”

      Haylee bit back a laugh and looked away.

      “Then woman up, girl.” She pointed at the butcher-block workstation. “Gideon and Huck will be done with the horses soon and they’ll be looking for hash browns. Ezra, too. You’re here to assist, so get to it.”

      “I thought the breakfast meeting started now.” Haylee glanced at her watch.

      “Your meeting starts now,” said Daphne, pointing a spatula toward the porch overlooking the valley, where Olivia sat reading her tablet. “The group meeting is in a half hour.”

      Theoretically, Haylee and Olivia made management decisions together. Practically speaking, as majority owner, Olivia ran the place and Haylee was happy to let her. But Olivia still insisted on giving Haylee a heads-up about business matters.

      “I’ll deal with the spuds,” she heard Daphne instruct Jamie. “You’re on fruit salad, bacon, and sausage.”

      “I object to bacon and sausage on humanitarian grounds.”

      “Noted. It’s that or the potato horror show, your choice.”

      Jamie rolled her eyes and went to the walk-in refrigerator to get the meat.

      Daphne lifted an eyebrow, shook her head and handed Haylee a carafe. “Here, bring this out with you. Mugs are on the table. See you in a few.”

      Olivia looked up as Haylee pushed through the sliding doors. “Oh good,” she said. “You’re here.”

      “With coffee, no less.”

      “Bless you.”

      “Bless Daphne.”

      Haylee sat down and poured them each a mug. “What’s up?”

      Olivia bit her lip and Haylee felt her pulse quicken. Good news or bad?

      “We just had a private party book for two weeks, possibly longer. Daemon Fiori, his wife, ten-year-old son and twelve-year-old daughter. They’ll be arriving in three days.”

      This was hardly worthy of a private meeting.

      During high season, Sanctuary Ranch was full of guests—families looking for the dude ranch vacation, corporate team builders, church youth groups.

      “Short notice, but we’ll make it work. The kids are a good age. What’s the problem?”

      “Probably nothing.” A smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Mr. Fiori wants to give his family the real ranch experience, the whole thing, no special treatment, so we’re going to get them dirty. They’ll help Gideon in the stables, he’ll teach them basic grooming and horse care, we’ll take them trail riding, I’ll take them on a campout. They’ll collect eggs, haul manure, weed the garden and Daphne will get them making chili, maybe teach them to bake bread. Can you use them in the kennels?”

      “Always.” The new dogs needed as much exposure to as wide a variety of people and situations as possible. Then she narrowed her eyes at Olivia. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Liv chuckled. “The wife may be a little . . . intense.”

      “No.” Haylee groaned. “Let me guess. He’s bringing her under protest.”

      “That’s my guess,” Olivia said. Then she bit her lip. “Her name’s Angel. I looked her up on Facebook. From her many, many selfies, it’s easy to see she’s not exactly the rugged sort.”

      Haylee thought for a moment. “Angel. And his name’s Daemon?”

      “I’m guessing that’s not what their birth certificate’s say. And that’s not the best part.” She grinned. “The kids are Athena . . . and Xerxes.”

      Haylee was getting the picture now. “Who does that to a child? Daphne and Huck are going to have a field day with that.” She sighed. “Okay, let’s go prep the team.”

      Olivia put out a hand.

      “There’s another thing.” Her eyes weren’t sparkling now. “There’s a new girl arriving today from Eugene. Ran away from her group home. She requested placement here.”

      “New guests and a new foster kid at the same time. That’s a little much, isn’t it?”

      “We’ve got the staff. Tyler and Duke are doing well. And she’s . . . I think she’s special.”

      They were all special to Olivia.

      She gave them manual labor, a safe place to stay and as much tough love as they could stand. She loved the challenge they represented.

      Haylee, having been Liv’s first challenge of that kind, knew how lucky these kids were. “Then we’ll make it work.”

      Olivia smoothed a stray hair off her forehead. “Her name is Sage.”

      Haylee froze, then reached for her mug. Coffee sloshed dangerously close to the edge, but didn’t spill. Lots of kids were named Sage. It didn’t mean anything. It wasn’t her. “Okay,” she said. “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Good.” Olivia stood up and the legs of her chair made a rough screech against the deck surfacing. “Let’s go update the others. I could eat a mule.”
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        * * *

      

      Haylee believed in love at first sight. She should; she stepped, skidded, and fell into it regularly. She’d done it five times last year alone.

      She was doing it right now, huddled against the doorway of the animal shelter in Roseburg, Oregon, peering out into the grassy yard where a chiseled specimen of male perfection stood casually inspecting the chain-link fencing.

      “What did I tell you?” whispered Jamie, who was responsible for three of the last five falls. “Is he gorgeous, or what?”

      Jamie had finagled them a ride with Gideon, who’d been headed this way to pick up supplies from the feed store. Haylee figured it had been another ploy for Jamie to spend time with the head wrangler, but seeing the dog now, she understood that Gideon’s extended cab truck was the best means of transport for a dog of this size.

      Jamie danced from foot to foot behind her, peering over Haylee’s shoulders, devil one moment, angel the next. Which pretty much characterized their relationship.

      “Looks like ten miles of bad road to me,” said Haylee.

      “Rugged,” said Jamie. “Tough.”

      “Baggage,” countered Haylee. “History.”

      “Come on, tall, dark, and scarred? I thought of you the second I saw him. He’s just your type.”

      “You too?” What was it with everyone these days. “I don’t have a type.”

      Although the handsome new doctor gave her pause for thought on that point. If she had a type, for men, at least, he’d be it.

      “We still talking about dogs?” Jamie eyed her slyly.

      “Of course. Unless you’d like to discuss a certain tall, silent someone.”

      Jamie curled her lip and tossed her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Haylee turned back to the dog. “Anyway, looks aren’t everything. It’s what was inside that counts. And we have no idea what’s going on inside that big, hard skull.”

      Many pit bulls were gentle, intelligent, stoic, powerful family defenders, and energetic companions, but there were always some who’d been used as tools of intimidation, or even as weapons, by people who stomped out any signs of softness.

      Given enough abuse, any creature could become a psychopath. Haylee had seen too many shelter dogs with dead eyes that stared unblinkingly, watching every move, trusting no one, ruined past what she could salvage.

      It broke her heart but she trained dogs for a purpose. She had to be as certain as possible that every animal she placed was sound in mind and body.

      “He’s got a great personality,” said Jamie. “He’s friendly. Gets along with everyone.”

      Therapy dogs like Jewel visited schools, libraries, assisted living homes, hospitals, and hospices. Service dogs like the shepherd cross she’d just trained for a boy with autism, also had to be well socialized, but their focus would always be a single person. Friendly and social was essential, but was he smart? Trainable?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” said Jamie. “There’s a brain behind that pretty face.”

      Jamie was relentless.

      “Too smart can be difficult, too.” She knew she was losing the argument.

      “You can be difficult.” Jamie shimmied in irritation behind Haylee. “Why don’t you save time and admit he’s adorable? Someone out there’s looking for a big dog just like him. He needs you to get him ready for his forever home.”

      Haylee angled away from Jamie. “Your boobs are bouncing against my back. Do you mind? And I like a little boring. Boring is easy. I can work with boring.”

      “Liar. You hate boring.”

      Just then the big guy turned in their direction. His whole body stilled and even from this distance, even though she knew he couldn’t see them, Haylee could tell he knew they were there, talking about him.

      The vast majority of dogs ended up in shelters not because they were dangerous, but because they were unwanted.

      Throwaway dogs, they were called.

      Haylee didn’t see throwaways. She saw emotionally starved, neglected, untutored, desperate blank slates waiting for someone to write them into life.

      Haylee saw a challenge.

      “See how he’s just watching? He’s thinking. I’m telling you, Haylee, he’s the whole deal. You’ll love him.”

      Her interest was piqued. Powerful young males with impulse control were rare, in her experience. Good-looking and smart, too? Haylee felt herself slipping. As usual.

      “You ready to meet him?” Jamie nudged Haylee and waggled her eyebrows. “Come on, admit it. He’s perfect.”

      Smart, strong, gorgeous, controlled, it was a good start. But that ripped musculature didn’t come from good genes and exercise so much as pure testosterone.

      Which was problematic.

      As testosterone often was.

      Haylee sighed. “He’ll need to be neutered.”

      Jamie squealed, jumping out from behind the doorframe. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist him. Come here, Hannibal! Someone wants to take you home and love you to itty-bitty bits and pieces!”

      The big dog trotted toward them, his wide Lab–pit bull head up, his small ears perked, a set of balls bouncing beneath his tail that would make a bull swagger.

      “Hannibal?”

      “Yeah.” Jamie cleared her throat. “Hannibal the Cannibal. It’s the name he came with. Not the cuddliest. But you can change it. If you decide to keep him.”

      Haylee winced. “Keeping him is not an option, Jamie. I’ll give him six weeks but if he can’t pass my preliminary testing at that time, you have to figure out what to do with him. Find him another home, or bring him back here, I don’t care. I’m already over my leg limit. I won’t be guilted into adding four more. If he doesn’t work out in the program, he’s not my responsibility. Got it?”

      “Of course, Haylee,” said Jamie, smiling brightly, her blue eyes as wide and innocent as a carnival huckster. “That’s our deal.”

      But they both knew that once Haylee was in love, she was in love. Game over. Nothing could change that.

      Hannibal the Cannibal pushed his bony skull under her arm and swiped a warm, wet tongue over her fingers.

      “Hey, buddy,” she said.

      And that was that. She was in love.

      Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      “Such wonderful memories.”

      
        
        —Alissa, rancher wanna-be

      

      

      When the main door to the town hospital whooshed open, Jewel stiffened, bracing all fours on the concrete sidewalk.

      “Seriously?” said Haylee. “That was years ago. You’ve gone through it a million times since then.”

      Jewel gave it the stink eye, apparently recalling the time it had almost caught her tail.

      “Fine. I can wait.”

      Olivia had already left with the horses when Haylee had stopped by the main house that morning. The sticky note she left beside Haylee’s mug read, “New girl arrives today. See you at supper. Have a great day!!!”

      The new girl, whose name was Sage.

      She tightened her grip on the leash.

      Don’t think about it.

      Jewel whined and looked up, her big face wrinkled with concern.

      “It’s okay, girl.”

      Soothed, the dog’s memory clicked into place and she stepped forward, activating the motion sensor. Ka-chunk. Ka-chunk.

      “Look who’s here.” A large black man stepped around the information desk and hunkered down with his hand out. “My two favorite girls.”

      “Hey, Duane. How’s the new hip?”

      Jewel’s nails slipped on the polished tile as she eagerly went to greet her friend.

      “It’s gonna outlive the rest of me. Who are you visiting today?”

      “Everyone we can,” said Haylee. “We’ll make the rounds.”

      Duane rubbed the dog’s ears, smiling at Jewel’s groan of pleasure. “She’ll make a lot of people smile today.”

      “It’s her gift,” said Haylee.

      She helped Duane back to his feet and turned the corner to the elevators down the hall. But before she’d reached the wide doors, something caught Jewel’s attention. She pranced a quick jig, looking toward the hall leading to the ER, too well trained to bolt, but too excited to alert in a calmer fashion.

      “What’s up, girl?” Haylee said.

      The squeal of tires sounded outside then, followed by the crash of doors, footsteps, and voices, rushed and frantic.

      A garbled all-hands-on-deck announcement floated over the hospital PA system.

      The metallic doors burst open and Haylee caught a glimpse of slim denim-clad legs, boots, and two unmistakable sun-bleached pigtails, jumping and dancing over plaid covered shoulders.

      “Olivia?”

      “Go.” Duane held out his hand for the leash. “Jewel can stay with me.”

      Haylee pushed through the doors, her heart thudding in her chest.

      “Liv, what’s going on?”

      Her aunt hovered just inside the entrance to the emergency bay, pointing at her truck. Uninjured, then. Haylee felt her breath leave her in a rush.

      “Don’t ask.” Olivia peered around her. “Hello! I need a doctor!”

      A guttural scream sounded behind them, making Haylee jump.

      “Woman in labor,” Olivia yelled into the room. “In my passenger seat.”

      A flurry of pastel-clad bodies materialized at that. Haylee stepped out of the way, pressing her back against a wall. “Name? Age? How far along?” A nurse followed Olivia to the truck, unwinding a stethoscope from around her neck.

      Olivia cast a glance at Haylee, then looked away. “Sage. Eighteen. Doesn’t know how far along. Or so she says.”

      Haylee started involuntarily, then sagged with relief. Eighteen.

      A man appeared suddenly, parting the group like Moses at the Red Sea, galvanizing the previously quiet triage center. He yanked his sports coat off wide shoulders and tossed it onto the desk.

      “Set up for delivery,” he snapped to no one in particular. “Prep an OR, too. Plan for the worst, hope for the best, team. Show me your awesomeness. Chop, chop, good people, no time to lose.”

      Sports coat. Tie. Good shirt. Good shoes.

      Good Lord. Haylee blinked. He was a cleaned-up version of the man she’d met on the rocks last night. But unlike last night, there was no rattle, only a ferocious focus.

      “Gloves, please,” he said. “It’s go time.”

      It was as if a mask had dropped over his face, smoothing out all the earlier casual-crazy and replacing it with authoritative competence.

      Or maybe the crazy was the mask, and this was normal.

      The RN stepped in front of him, her hand out like a traffic cop, catching him in the chest.

      “Hold up, there. You are?”

      “About to deliver a baby. You?”

      They exchanged glares for a split second before the nurse’s eyes widened. “You’re Dr. Mac!” She heaved a sigh of relief, mixed with exasperation. “Thank God. Everyone, Dr. Aiden McCall. Dr. Mac, everyone.”

      “We know,” came a chorus of voices.

      The nurse made a face. “I’ve been off. Good to finally meet you. I’m Shelley. You can call me Boss.”

      Olivia smacked her hand against the wall, twice. “Hello? Baby coming. Don’t much care who catches it, as long as it’s not me.”

      Haylee recalled the ragged sense of life and death that had clung to the man while the dark tide crept unseen around his legs. The angry shouts at odds with his self-deprecating attempts at humor. The chill of his hand. That wave of body heat. Had she imagined it all?

      Whatever had held him captive that night seemed firmly locked away now. Haylee followed him and Shelley to the ambulance bay, where Olivia’s truck stood open, revealing the girl lying on her side in the passenger seat, one sneaker-clad foot braced against the door. Another harsh shriek ran through Haylee like a lance.

      Instinctively, she put a hand over her mouth.

      “Haylee.” One word was both plea and apology from Olivia.

      Dr. Mac—Aiden—slid stern eyes past Olivia onto Haylee. “No fainting allowed unless it’s me.”

      Then his eyes widened in recognition. A flush spread over his cheeks, clean-shaven today, revealing even more of that spectacular bone structure. For just a moment, the façade cracked and Haylee saw the man on the outcropping again. Something passed between them, an endless moment, a silent reckoning.

      Then it was gone. His face closed, his expression hard as the rock on which they’d met.

      “We meet again.”

      “So we do.”

      “You work here too?” He threw the words over his shoulder, busy snapping on latex gloves.

      “No.”

      “Then I recommend you vacate the splash zone.”

      “Gladly.”

      “Hey, Sage,” said Aiden to the girl in the truck. “I’m Dr. Mac. You’re having quite the day. Mind if I take a look? Rumors are that you may be giving birth. These things happen. Ah, yes. We call this crowning. Let’s go, team. Mama and baby, coming through.”

      He spoke calmly, as if she’d dropped by for a friendly cup of coffee and he happened to discover—what a lark!—a basketball falling out of her body. But his movements were quick and sure, his directions crisp and clear to the team bustling around him.

      Haylee backed away from the bodies now surrounding the girl but in between the blankets and equipment and quick, controlled movements of the staff, she got another glimpse of the lanky teenager draped in a long, baggy fleece top and what appeared to be a voluminous scarf or shawl.

      Shrouded in denial. Boy, she’d fooled them all but good.

      “Are you okay?” asked Olivia, touching her arm.

      “I’m fine.” Haylee swallowed. “So this is your . . . this is Sage?”

      “I’m as surprised as you, Hay.” Olivia crossed her arms and blew out a shaky breath.

      “I doubt that.”

      Olivia opened her mouth to respond, but the nurse interrupted.

      “When did her contractions start?” Shelley’s face was tight with concentration.

      “She’s brand new to us. Gideon picked her up at the bus station this morning, brought her straight to the ranch. She seemed fine when I met her. Then, a half-hour ago, I found her doubled over in the barn. She claimed it was food poisoning. I feel like such an idiot.” Olivia reached for a chair blindly, lowered herself onto the edge, perched there like a baby bird about to be pushed from the nest. “I got her here as fast as I could. God, that scared the shit out of me. Is she going to be okay?”

      Shelley looked up from her notes, peering intently at Olivia. “Are you feeling all right? You want some water?”

      A shudder ran over Olivia but she straightened her shoulders and pushed back in the chair. “I’m fine. What else do you need?”

      Haylee walked on wooden legs to the front desk, poured a paper cup of water and drank it, before remembering that she’d gone there for Olivia. She poured another one, then jumped back as Aiden came through the door, pulling the gurney behind him. “Heads up.” He walked backward, with one hand on his patient’s shoulder and for a moment, their eyes met again in that instant of unintended, unwelcome intimacy. Haylee had seen a part of him he didn’t want anyone to know about.

      And now, whether he knew it or not, Aiden was witnessing something similar in her.

      The team pushed through another set of doors and the mother-to-be let out another scream, the sound piercing bone and muscle and memory. She kicked and flailed as they moved her and one of her shoes went flying. The muffled thump of the swinging doors cut the sound, effectively closing off the spectators from the action.

      “God.” Haylee pushed the paper cup at Olivia. “Here. Drink this.”

      Olivia ran a hand over her face. “She arrived right after you left this morning. I spent two hours showing her around the ranch. How could I have missed the fact that she was nine months pregnant?”

      The nurse had finished with her for the time being, so Haylee slid onto the chair beside Olivia.

      “Don’t beat yourself up. A lot of other people must have missed it before you.”

      “Poor kid. How many cracks did she have to fall through to end up here, like this?”

      There were a lot of cracks, as they both knew. Some tiny, and some great yawning crevasses. You couldn’t always tell. And it only took one.

      A clerk called about insurance forms but before Olivia walked away, she gripped Haylee’s shoulder.

      “It’s going to be okay. Do you hear me? Haylee?”

      “Yeah. No. Of course.” Haylee patted Olivia’s hand. “Go on. I’m fine.”

      None of this was okay and she couldn’t imagine how any of them could ever be fine again. On the tile floor, next to the doors, lay the lone shoe. She walked over and picked it up. The sole was nearly worn through and the heel was crinkled, as if the girl kicked her shoes off instead of untying them.

      The same way Haylee did.

      Haylee tucked the shoe into her bag and made her way out of the emergency room to the information desk again, wishing she could cancel Jewel’s visitations for the day. But there were people here, sick people, kids, who counted on the dog’s cheerful company.

      “No one’s hurt, I hope?” Duane said, the folds of his face falling in gentle, worried lines, like that of a sweet-tempered Basset hound.

      “One of Liv’s kids is having a baby,” she explained. “Big surprise to all. Especially Liv.”

      “Poor thing.” Duane shook his head.

      He could have meant the girl, or Olivia. Or the baby.

      “Everyone okay?”

      She shrugged. “Hope so. Thanks for looking after Jewel.”

      The dog wriggled, anxious to get to work, so Haylee set her own troubled thoughts aside and headed for the solarium, where ambulatory patients, mostly seniors, gathered to visit with family. Perhaps an hour or two among the tropical plants and sunshine, watching her dog mingle and snuggle and love whoever needed her would put Haylee right again.
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        * * *

      

      It was afternoon when she walked past Duane’s desk again, her time with the convalescents having done little to hold back the dread building in her chest.

      “I’m going to get a soda before I go,” she said to him. “You want anything?”

      “No, thanks, honey.” He patted his ample belly. “Diabetes, remember?”

      “And that’s not a blueberry Danish I see peeking out from beneath the napkin?”

      Duane’s nose wrinkled up like a Brazil nut. “Can’t deny a man every pleasure.”

      “Watch your sugar. Who’ll run this place if you’re not here?”

      Duane laughed and waved her away. He didn’t like people fawning over him. But the man wasn’t taking care of himself and Haylee guessed his station in the hallway was more home to him than wherever he went after work. She’d talk to Daphne about having him to the ranch for supper one day. Daphne would kick him into line.

      Jewel’s thick chestnut-brown tail waved wildly as she and Haylee headed down the hall to the quiet alcove that held the vending machines. Haylee was fumbling in her pocket for the necessary change when the dog pulled suddenly. Coins spilled from her hand, clinking onto the floor, rolling into the corner.

      “Jewel,” she scolded. But when she reached for the quarter, she found a man standing in the empty space between the machines, his back pressed into the wall, his eyes closed.

      “Oh! You.” She stopped. Not again.

      Jewel whined and lunged forward, like she’d been waiting all day to see this exact person.

      “Oomph.” Dr. Aiden McCall shifted just in time to prevent the dog from head-butting him in the crotch.

      “Jewel! Sorry about that. I don’t know what’s gotten into her today.”

      “Dogs will be dogs.” He sounded as if he’d just run up eight flights of stairs. “Or sea lions, as the case may be.”

      “Can I buy you a drink?” He gestured roughly to the machines. Perspiration gleamed on his face.

      Haylee’s heart turned over in her chest. The girl. The baby.

      Sage.

      “I’m good.” Haylee plugged in her change and collected her drink. Her throat was dry with dread. “What happened? Is the baby . . .”

      Aiden’s face softened. “She’s fine. Perfect Apgars. Ten fingers, ten toes, an operatic set of lungs. Six pounds, four ounces.”

      Haylee twisted the lid of her beverage with numb fingers. “And the mom?”

      “Also fine.” He peered at her inquisitively, the fatigue or anxiety or whatever she thought she’d seen, gone. “Do you know her?”

      She bit back something that could have been a laugh or a cry. Good question. “She’s staying at the ranch. Or was, anyway. My aunt knows her. Olivia Hansen. That’s who brought her in.”

      She was babbling.

      “You okay, Haylee? Do you need to sit down?”

      She shook her head. “I’m fine.” She backed away, just as Jewel cut behind her, stumbled and would have fallen, if not for Aiden’s hand, suddenly in her grasp.

      Jewel gave an alarmed woof, whining and pushing between them.

      Unlike the other night, when the man’s fingers had been icy cold, today his grip was warm and steady. For a moment, Haylee surrendered to the sensation, let herself be supported and held, as if the energy she’d sensed in him might flow into her, warming the dark, forgotten corners.

      Don’t be ridiculous.

      She yanked her hand back, rubbed it on her leg and, glanced back at the dog, wanting nothing more than to disappear.

      “Oops, clumsy me. Thanks for the hand. Ha, ha.” She closed her eyes as heat rose into her cheeks.

      “No problem. We’re even now. Maybe we can start over. A cup of coffee, sometime, perhaps?”

      Jewel rubbed against the man’s leg, and he laid a hand on her side, stroking gently. Watching her.

      She really didn’t need this.

      “Or a tour of the psych ward?” She forced a little laugh. “Sorry. Gallows humor. We deal with a lot of . . . issues . . . at the ranch. I don’t mean to be offensive.”

      “Not at all. We’ve all got issues.” He smiled crookedly and she remembered how he’d looked with the fiery sunset aglow on his face.

      “Even the amazing Dr. Mac?”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “Amazing, huh?”

      She snorted and ducked away. “I expect you put your pants on one leg at a time, like everyone else. Come on, Jewel. Time to go.”

      And, before she could say anything else, she made her escape.
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      “Ranching is hard work and I’m used to a desk job. But at the end of two weeks, I had muscles on my muscles. And a new sense of my own power.”

      
        
        —Fiona from Seattle

      

      

      When Haylee and Jewel returned to the kennels at Sanctuary Ranch, Hannibal bounded over the grass of the training yard toward them, his tail high, his stubby ears perked forward. At the fence, he let out a deep bark that could, under different circumstances, liquefy the gut. Here, it was an invitation to play.

      “Whoa, that’s a lot of dog. Another pit-bull cross?”

      Gideon Low, the head wrangler, propped a booted foot on the bottom rung of the rail fence separating the corral from Haylee’s kennels. He wore a denim shirt, as usual and his long, tanned forearms rested casually on the top rail.

      “He’s sixty-five pounds of puppy,” said Haylee. With his dark brindle coat, wide skull, and grinning jaw, Hannibal was definitely a pit bull of some kind. “Probably some mastiff in there somewhere, too. I didn’t see any signs of undue aggression at the shelter, but testosterone is the root of all evil, so I’m taking precautions.”

      A small smile was the only response from Gideon. It was tough to get under his gentlemanly skin.

      Jewel wagged her big bottom and pressed up against the fence, her wide jaw grinning, her pink tongue lolling, eager to meet the youngster and begin mothering him.

      “Your old girl seems to think he’s okay.”

      “I don’t take chances with her.” Hannibal was the outsider and therefore on the defensive, prepared to be ostracized, expecting to fight for a place in the pecking order.

      Which, given his size, wouldn’t be much of a fight.

      Dr. Mac was also new in his ecosystem, brought in as the alpha with no need to fight for status. But still, there’d be some jostling, some defensiveness, as everyone adjusted to the new order. A little aggression would not be out of place, to establish authority with the inevitable few who saw change as an opportunity to further their own status.

      But from what she’d seen, Aiden McCall hadn’t done that. He’d directed his team courteously but with authority, acting with them, as opposed to above them. A natural leader.

      A streak of white and caramel raced past her on stubby legs.

      “Cleo!”

      The little terrier cross made straight for the fence, where she stood whining and panting, trying to lick Hannibal’s jowls through the wire.

      “No fear in that one, is there?” Gideon’s face relaxed into a full smile.

      Jamie trotted around the corner and joined them at the fence.

      “Someone’s got a crush.” She squatted to pet Cleo, who ignored her completely.

      “Where have I seen that before?” said Haylee, tapping her finger against her chin.

      “Shut up.” Jamie snapped back up to full height, blushing furiously.

      “Ignore her, Jamie,” said Gideon.

      But he couldn’t quite keep a straight face. He and Jamie had become close in the past couple of months, after he’d discovered her affinity for horsemanship. Jamie was hardly subtle in her admiration, but Gideon had thus far refused to cross that line. Probably for the best, given Jamie’s history. Gideon’s too, for that matter.

      Hannibal whined, then bowed low on his front legs and barked again, dashed a few steps away, then back, begging the dogs to join him.

      “Quit torturing him.” Jamie reached past Haylee and unlatched the gate.

      “Damn it, Jamie!” Haylee made a grab but Cleo squeezed through with Jewel right behind her. The little terrier threw herself at the bigger dog’s feet, groveling in adoration. No dummy, Cleo.

      “They’re fine. See?” Jamie said, as the time-honored ritual of butt-sniffing and posturing ensued. Hannibal might be bigger, but Jewel was older, smarter, and skilled in the ways of ill-mannered, ignorant young males.

      Despite being freshly neutered, Hannibal made the usual, clumsy attempt at mounting Jewel the second her back was turned and quickly received his first of many lessons in manners.

      Jewel was the real trainer.

      “Whoa,” Gideon said, lifting his eyebrows.

      “Snap.” Jamie punched the air. “Go, Ju-Jube. Teach that bad boy who’s the boss.”

      The big dog was only mildly chastened so, to prevent Jewel from having to repeat the message, Haylee intervened, shaking a heavy braided rope in Hannibal’s direction. “Hey, pal, look here.” He grabbed it, nearly taking Haylee’s arm from the socket.

      “Out,” she commanded.

      He ignored her. Then she tossed a squeaky toy in the air, and threw it as far as she could. Hannibal dropped the rope and raced after it.

      “Good boy,” she murmured.

      The massive muscles in his hindquarters bunched and gathered as he ran, like a quarter horse working a stubborn steer. Hannibal brought the squeaky toy to Jewel and dropped it at her feet, sloppy adoration writ large on his dark-masked face.

      “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a love triangle,” said Haylee, as Cleo attempted to get in on the action.

      “Come on, James.” Gideon unfolded his lanky frame from against the fence. “Let’s get the horses moved before Daphne needs you for supper prep.”

      They left and Haylee got to work. She put Jewel into a down-stay in a shady spot on the grass, and ran Hannibal around the yard to use up some of his energy.

      He had a strong play drive, as she’d suspected. Training was all about figuring out what drove an animal, what he wanted, then showing him how to earn it. Treats were well and good, but a dog that loved to play was a pure joy to teach.

      Whether she could find him a home was another question. Hannibal was likely too large and powerful for a child or an elderly person. He’d take an experienced handler, someone able to maintain the alpha position, while still providing the affection the dog craved.

      Plus, the animal probably ate like a horse.

      “You’re going to be a big love bug, aren’t you?” She bent down and scrubbed her hands behind his ears. He nudged her with his huge head, nearly knocking her off her feet.

      Jewel heaved herself to her feet to join them, and both dogs set up their moaning, groaning, growling show of love for their master.

      “Enough,” she said, thumping them both on their ribs. “It’s going to go to my head, all this worship. I deserve it, of course.”

      If he turned out to be half the dog she thought he could be, it was going to hurt letting him go.

      Then she wondered how her life had become such a long string of attachments made only to be broken, as if she’d chosen a life of heartbreak.

      “There you are.” Olivia came around the side of the building. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Startled, Hannibal let out a bone-jarring bark.

      “Hannibal, look,” Haylee commanded, using his behavior as an opportunity to gather her own composure. She wasn’t ready for this conversation.

      The dog shot her a quick glance and at the same moment, Haylee clicked the metal training device she used. The sound surprised him; the piece of chicken jerky she tossed him refocused his attention on her, rewarding him at the same time.

      “Good boy. Come on in.” She nodded for Olivia to enter the training yard. “He’s ready to meet you.”

      Haylee didn’t know what kind of role Hannibal would eventually play in someone’s life, but no matter whether he stayed with her—unlikely—or went to become a cherished companion to someone else, he needed to have impeccable manners with a wide variety of people.

      As Hannibal bounced up to Olivia and leaped up onto his back legs, it was tough to imagine him ever allowed out in public.

      But before he could place his elephant-sized paws on her chest, Olivia lifted her knee. His momentum brought his chest into direct contact, knocking the wind out of him and bringing him to all fours, blinking.

      “He’s a freaking freight train,” said Olivia, not looking at the dog.

      “Yup. Blame Jamie.”

      “Right. Because you would have left him there.”

      “I’ve got a heart of stone.”

      Olivia blew a raspberry. “I hope he works out.”

      “Someone out there is looking for a dog exactly like him.” Haylee worked with a number of organizations that provided therapy dogs. When someone requested a dog with specific skills or qualities, their vast network went to work matchmaking.

      But Olivia wasn’t here to talk about dog training.

      “Are you going to keep me in suspense or what?”

      Olivia fingered the end of one short braid. “Don’t freak out.”

      Haylee bristled. “I never freak out.”

      “If you say so.”

      She thought about how she’d reacted to Aiden’s touch at the vending machines.

      “Also, saying ‘don’t freak out’ is the single best way to get a person to freak out, even if, like my own calm self, a person is not the least bit inclined to such behavior.”

      “Put the dogs away, Haylee.”

      “It’s about that girl, isn’t it?” She led Hannibal and Cleo into their pens and secured the latches. “Sage.”

      Olivia bit her lip. “Let’s go to my cabin, where we can talk. I’ve got scones.”

      This was bad.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia Hansen was no coward. But Haylee’s question made her quail inside. They’d both worked so hard to get to where they were; would this destroy Haylee?

      Or, heal her?

      “Sit down, hon,” she said.

      “Oh, God.” Haylee dropped her hand to Jewel’s big head, for comfort. “Just tell me.”

      Where could she begin, when she herself was still reeling from the day’s events?

      On September eleventh, when most of New York City lost someone, fifteen-year-old already-motherless Haylee Hansen lost everyone. Her firefighter father, the rock of her life. Owen, her new-recruit brother, whose dimpled cheeks matched Haylee’s own. Her family, dashing into danger, proudly doing their duty one minute and then . . . gone.

      That fateful day had left a gaping wound inside Haylee that her aunt and last remaining relative had been struggling to fix ever since.

      A volunteer Search-and-Rescue team member with her FEMA-certified German Shepherd Expo, Olivia had begged for deployment to Ground Zero grateful to the point of tears to get a flight out to the niece she barely knew, to learn for herself the fate of her estranged firefighter brother and nephew.

      The first forty-eight hours were sheer, undiluted chaos, hell on earth made worse by the fact that she couldn’t reach Haylee anywhere. She wasn’t at home, at work, at school. Cell phones weren’t standard fare for kids yet at that time, and Olivia had begun to fear that she was one of the lost, when Expo stumbled over her, literally, covered in dust, unhurt but passed out under a debris-laden awning somewhere on Church Street. Later Olivia learned from a classmate of Haylee’s that her niece had actually been in Tower 1 that morning, having an early coffee with her much older boyfriend, a college intern. She guessed, and Haylee later confirmed, that Vince had disapproved of the relationship.

      Others filled in the blanks. Haylee had seen Ladder 35 arrive, had begged Vince and Owen to find Josh, had watched them go in, and had been dragged away, screaming, when the first collapse began.

      Even after all these years, the memory of that day still made Olivia shudder.

      Olivia had remained in the city long after her team had returned to California, to help sort through the million details involved in wrapping up her brother’s and nephew’s lives, complicated, like so many, by the fact that there were no bodies to bury.

      Owen’s life was fairly simple and Vince’s personal affairs were military-tidy of course, but there was still the nightmare of memorials, insurance, selling the house and contents, not to mention getting Haylee’s transcripts ready, all while the girl herself was practically catatonic, barely adjusted to the loss of her mother, let alone orphaned entirely.

      Olivia’s own grief was barely a footnote.

      Finally, she packed Haylee up and brought her out west. Moving across the country had been her own salvation once; she only hoped it might be the same for Haylee.

      But San Francisco wasn’t the answer; that became quickly apparent. Haylee never even tried to restart her classes. She barely ate, barely slept, barely spoke, as weeks turned into months. Just sat and hugged Expo.

      Then she started taking him for walks, which made Olivia weep with relief. Then runs, which Expo loved even more, as Olivia had quit Search and Rescue by then.

      Then Haylee began running longer and longer, more than was good for the dog. When she started leaving him at home, returning pale-faced and drenched after hours on the streets, Olivia realized it had become an obsession. Miles and miles each week, through the endless rain and fog, through Golden Gate Park, around the Panhandle, up and down Filbert, growing thinner and rangier and quieter and harder-edged each day.

      Finally Haylee got a job cashiering in the corner grocery store, to shut Olivia up, mostly. Running. Expo. Work. That was her life.

      Then the partying started and what Olivia had thought was a difficult stage before, turned into a nightmare with a nearly tragic ending.

      When Olivia’s tech company offered her a buyout, she leaped at the opportunity to start over. Her plan was to get Haylee to a place as unlike New York City and San Francisco as possible. Where better than the Oregon coast?

      It was perfect.

      It had taken a rambunctious Labrador puppy to bring Haylee back to life and it was Gayle, thoughtful, intuitive Gayle, who had found him.

      He was too active for the service dog program he’d been bred for, Gayle had told her, and needed an owner up for the challenge.

      Haylee named him Strider, and he accomplished everything Olivia had hoped for, and more. Strider was joined by Ranger. Obedience lessons turned into agility. Haylee began competing. Then showing, then teaching.

      Then came the day Olivia purchased the property out toward the beach and set up Sunset Bay Sanctuary, ranch, boarding kennel, shelter, home.

      It was their life.

      She should have known better than to hope for perfect.
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        * * *

      

      “Is she okay? The . . . girl?” Haylee couldn’t bring herself to use the girl’s name. The déjà vu was disconcerting enough.

      “They’re remarkably fine, though Child Protective Services is standing by, of course.” Olivia set out a plate of Daphne’s cranberry-orange scones, ajar of marmalade and two knives.

      “Of course.” Haylee broke off a small corner of crust. Poor kid. Kids, plural, she amended.

      No elephants in this room.

      “She’s a sweet girl, I think,” continued Olivia. “Under the ink and piercings. But she’s got baggage.”

      “Yes. It’s called a baby.” The elephants were kicking up dust, waving their trunks. Angry. Elephants never forgot, isn’t that what they said?

      A metallic taste flooded her mouth. She pushed away her plate.

      “Haylee.” Olivia touched her arm.

      “It’s not her, Liv. My . . . our . . . Sage would be sixteen, not eighteen. Lots of kids are named Sage. And she might have even lied about her name.”

      “She did lie on her paperwork,” Olivia said. “I saw her real name on her admission form. And her birthday.”

      The air around Haylee grew still, as if the very dust motes were waiting for what would happen next.

      “It’s her, Haylee.” Olivia lifted her cell phone. On it were two photos, side by side. One of Haylee as a teen.

      One of the girl.

      Haylee pushed the images away. “That’s not fair.”

      “Nothing about this is fair,” Olivia went on relentlessly. “I’m bringing her back to the ranch. When she’s discharged. Her and the baby.”

      “You can’t.” Haylee shook her head. “I’m not . . . this is a bad idea, Liv.”

      “Maybe.”

      “What about . . .” Haylee cleared her throat. “What about her . . . family?”

      Olivia pushed away her plate and sat back in her chair, looking pensively at Haylee.

      “Honey. Listen.” There was a terrifying gentleness in Liv’s tone. “There are more questions than answers right now, but the fact is, she came here on purpose. She sought you out.”

      Haylee shoved away, got to her feet, yanked open the fridge, stared blankly, then closed it again, marveling that even now, after all these years, it took so little to whirl her back in time to the day when the course of her life was hijacked as surely as the planes that had hit the towers had been.

      Suddenly Olivia was beside her. “It’s okay, Haylee. It’ll be okay. Haylee?”

      Olivia’s voice sounded like it was coming from the other room.

      This wasn’t Olivia’s fault. None of it was. Haylee owed her life to this woman, who, despite her own grief, had taken on the role of de facto parent and never faltered. Not at first when Haylee couldn’t get out of bed, wouldn’t leave her room, refused to eat, go to school, bathe. Not later when she couldn’t sleep, stayed out all night and wouldn’t, sometimes couldn’t, say where she’d been.

      Or whom she’d been with.

      “Did you know?” She turned jerkily and forced herself to look at Olivia. “Did you know, when the social worker contacted you?”

      Her aunt pressed a knuckle to the line between her eyes, as if trying to ease an ache.

      “I suspected, because of her name,” she admitted. “But it was just a guess. And I certainly did not know about the baby. No one knew about that.”

      Haylee’s jaw sagged. “You guessed. And you didn’t tell me.”

      “I did warn you, Haylee.”

      She braced her hands on the countertop and let her head hang.

      Haylee whirled around, then sank to her haunches. “How could this happen? She was supposed to be going to loving, happy parents who wanted her. How could she end up . . . homeless and pregnant? This can’t be right. It can’t be.”

      She pressed her fingertips into her skull, overcome with the enormity of her mistakes, trying to convince herself that the girl in the photo, wearing Owen’s dimple, the baby Haylee had so carelessly conceived, and so deliberately chosen parents for, who was supposed to grow up with everything Haylee had lost, was just as lost and broken as Haylee herself had once been.

      She’d fixed her mistake. She’d made certain of that. She had protected her child from the likes of... herself.

      “This can’t be right,” she repeated, as her teeth started to chatter. “I’m not ready.”

      Olivia gathered her into her arms and they settled on the kitchen floor. “Breathe, honey. Breathe. You can do this.”

      She’d given the same comfort on the dark night when Haylee had finally brought the squalling, slimy infant into the world.

      At the time, Haylee hadn’t believed that she could survive everything life had thrown at her, but of course, Olivia had been right. Like poor Sage in the emergency room that morning, she’d put her head down, pushed through the pain, and done it. And when it was over, she’d closed that door and moved on. Found her dogs. Learned to survive. Learned to live.

      She couldn’t open that door again.

      But she couldn’t live with herself if she stepped away, either.
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      “We loved getting off the grid and exchanging our cell phones for some cowboy hats. Olivia is a fantastic host and you haven’t lived until you’ve had Daphne’s cinnamon buns for breakfast!”

      
        
        —Mel and Tessa Shulman

      

      

      Daphne glanced out the big window overlooking the yard the next morning, checking for the men. Breakfast was almost ready. Gideon and Huck were still out at the stables, no doubt delayed by Tyler’s and Duke’s attempts to help. Those boys desperately needed what they provided at Sanctuary Ranch and Daphne was glad they’d gotten them before foster care, juvenile hall, or the street ruined them beyond redemption. However, if they delayed breakfast, they’d be sorry.

      “Good morning,” came a voice at her ear.

      Reflexively, she whirled around, left leg up and cocked, and barely stopped herself from inserting her foot into Jamie’s taut midsection.

      “Holy shit,” sputtered Jamie, leaping sideways. “I love it when you do that.”

      Daphne cleared her throat and straightened her apron.

      “How many times have I told you not to sneak up on me?”

      Old habits died hard. Especially when you practiced them daily.

      “I thought you heard me. I’m here to help but never mind.”

      “Not so fast.” Daphne shoved a basket at her. “You’re on egg duty.”

      The open-concept kitchen was set up with numerous workstations, allowing Daphne to run cooking and baking classes for their guests from time to time. Because their next group was only a family of four, she hoped this would be her chance to work on preserves and canning. It had been an excellent season so far, with a steady flow of fruit and vegetables coming in from the garden, and Daphne looked forward to refilling the cellar for winter.

      Olivia tromped in, kicking her boots off on the wide-planked porch.

      “Seen Haylee yet today?” she asked.

      “Nope,” said Daphne. “Check the kennel.”

      “She’s working with a new dog.” Jamie preened, fake-buffing her fingernails on her sleeve. “I found him for her.”

      “I wouldn’t boast about that yet,” Olivia said. “I’ve met him.”

      “He’s awesome,” Jamie protested.

      “Those eggs won’t collect themselves.” Daphne shooed Jamie out to the henhouse.

      “Have some coffee, Liv.” Daphne gestured to the sideboard with her chin. “You don’t look right.” There were circles around Olivia’s eyes and she’d cinched her hair in a single, poky ponytail in the back, instead of coaxing it into her favored braid.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Olivia poured herself a mug, adding her customary half cup of cream to it. How the woman stayed so stick thin was a mystery.

      “Heard anything about our little value-added guest?” Daphne sensed that Olivia wasn’t up for the unwashed horde who would descend upon them shortly, so she arranged a slice of toast and some cut up fruit on a plate and handed it over.

      “Aside from her going AWOL from the hospital last night, no.” Olivia took the plate and sank into a chair. “Turns out she was just out for a smoke. God. They had to call me—I’ve got custody—but I lost ten years off my life.”

      “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?”

      “No need to get snappy. You’re walking around as if an entire weather system is packed up in the stringy body of yours.”

      She grinned at the venomous look Olivia threw her way.

      “Life’s too short to brood, Sweet Pea. Tell old Daffy what’s wrong.”

      Olivia chewed on the corner of her lip. “You know I’m the boss, right?”

      “The big kahuna, the head honcho, the major stinky cheese, yeah, yeah. But unless you want to scare off those already twitchy fancy-pants guests of ours, you’d better adjust the attitude. If that requires you laying your sins at my feet, well you go right ahead. I can’t promise absolution but I’m a damn fine listener.”

      Jamie returned with Tyler in her wake. “Jamie! Omelets. Tyler, you’re on hash browns. Feed the mouths when they show up. I’ll be on the porch. Ranch business. Very important.”

      She grabbed her own coffee mug, then took Olivia by the arm and led her to the porch. They leaned against the railing side by side and looked out over the sprawling hills leading down to the beach. On very still, clear days, you could hear the waves.

      There was too much noise now. But there was still the tang of salt in the air, salt and pine and horses and good clean dirt.

      Honest smells.

      Oh, the irony.

      “You’ve been broody for some time now,” said Daphne. “Though sometimes it’s hard to tell, you being prone to crabbiness.”

      “I am not.”

      “Oh, honey.” Daphne leaned sideways and nudged Olivia’s bony shoulder with her own soft one. “It’s probably menopause. Don’t worry about it.”

      “I’m not menopausal!”

      Daphne took a step away. “It’s no insult. You’ll be thrilled to death to join the club. Take it from this old crone.”

      “You’re seven years older than me, Daphne.”

      “Enough distraction and redirection. I want to find out what’s shortened your trigger and got you woolgathering when you should be working. Or sleeping. You’re not talking, so that means I’ve got to guess. Near as I can figure, it started right around the arrival of that girl Sage, so I’m guessing she’s part of it. How am I doing?”

      Olivia lifted her eyebrows and took a sip of coffee but said nothing.

      Daphne waited a beat or two.

      “You went white as a sheet when you found her in the stable. Now, I’ve seen you pull foals and calves, sew horses cut up by barbed wire, hell, I’ve seen you put your own dislocated finger back in place. You could have delivered Sage’s baby right there in the straw, had it come to that. But no. You went all wobbly at the knees. So I asked myself, what could it be about this one little pregnant girl that could set the all-powerful Olivia Hansen aquiver?”

      That got her attention.

      “Leave it be, Daphne. This doesn’t concern you.”

      But if Daphne had learned anything in the past ten highly eventful years, it was that information trumped privacy. It was a policy that didn’t always endear her to others, but it had saved her skin more than once. Friends came and went. But you only had one skin.

      “I know you investigated me before you hired me,” she said.

      “You’re an ex-con,” said Olivia, without looking at her. “Of course I did.”

      “Then you’ll understand that I investigated you, too.”

      Olivia grew still. Her hands tightened on the mug. “You did what? Who gave you that right?”

      Daphne exhaled. “Oh, come on, Liv. I’d have been a dolt not to.”

      “Do you have a point, Daphne? I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      “Yes, which brings us back to little Sage and her bundle of joy. She’s got a remarkable resemblance to Haylee, doesn’t she? We don’t wallow in the past here, we’ve got too much respect for each other. But sometimes you’ve got to face facts. Here’s my theory: Sage is related to you. She could be your daughter, I suppose, but the secrecy and the timing leads me to believe she’s your . . . grandniece, I suppose we’d call her. I imagine the emotional attachments are complicated.”

      She’d long been aware of the bones of the relationship. When Olivia’s distant brother died suddenly, leaving teenaged Haylee an orphan, Olivia had stepped up. They’d moved around a fair bit before settling in the southern part of Oregon and starting the ranch. That was all common knowledge.

      What she hadn’t known, and was trying not to be offended about being kept in the dark about, was that Haylee had given up a baby for adoption, a baby that would now be the same age as this Sage girl. That fact had been slightly harder to uncover, but Daphne still had resources.

      Olivia was still for a full minute. Then she turned, her face rigid.

      “Haylee hasn’t had a chance to process this yet. I can barely process it. I don’t know where to begin. What does Sage want? How much does she know? What happened to her adoptive home? I’ve got more questions than answers and I’m running almost entirely on my gut here. And I’m terrified for Haylee. She’s been doing so well the past few years.”

      “Take a breath, Livvie. Haylee’s tougher than you give her credit for.”

      The underpinnings, the motivations, the whys and wherefores, were another story, the human story and the one that Daphne was most interested in. She’d been at Sanctuary Ranch for four years, almost as long as she’d been in prison, and any peace of mind she had, she owed Olivia. And she understood Olivia’s love for Haylee. Daphne felt like a mother to the girl, herself.

      “I noticed the resemblance the minute I saw her, but told myself it was a coincidence and the name was a distraction. I tried to talk to Haylee a couple of times, but in Gayle’s words, I’m too chickenshit cowardly to follow through.” Words poured out of Olivia now, softly but relentlessly. Daphne understood. Liv wanted to be discreet, but the weight of the secret threatened to take her down.

      “Sage was acting weird from the minute she arrived, suspicious, twitchy. Obviously, her life hasn’t been easy. I was going to talk to her myself, see if I could learn anything without tipping my hand, but then the baby came and everything was crazy.”

      She took a deep breath. Her shoulders bunched up like she was about to hoist a wet alfalfa bale into the back of her truck.

      “Her real name was on her health insurance papers, Daphne,” Olivia continued. “There’s no question about it. The girl who came to us pretending to be eighteen-year-old Sage Lafleur, the one in Sunset Bay Memorial’s maternity ward right now, is actually Sage Welles, the baby Haylee gave up for adoption, sixteen years ago.”

      Daphne patted Olivia’s hand. “It’s a biggie, no question. But there are worse discoveries. Haylee’s going to need support to handle this but it’s going to be okay.”

      “I have a ton of questions that need answering before I can believe that, Daphne. Thank you for understanding.”

      Daphne slapped her hands on her thighs and pushed away from the rail.

      “Well, then. A new day awaits and we each have our own mountains to climb. How about some waffles?”
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        * * *

      

      Sage lifted the metal lid on her tray and wrinkled her nose. Hospital food sucked. It was even worse than the meals at the homeless shelter. And that was saying something. She looked up as a nurse bustled into her room, a comfortable, slightly overweight woman with a kindly face.

      “Good morning! I’m Ellen. How are you feeling today?”

      “Like someone blew a watermelon through my hoo-hah.”

      She’d given up calling herself Lafleur. That game was over. That cowboy woman, Olivia, hadn’t been surprised to learn that her real name was Welles, but Sage figured that a lot of foster kids used aliases. Hell, half of them were hiding from someone and too scared to use their real names.

      Sage wasn’t hiding. Sage wanted to be found.

      Here she was, right under their noses, and did anyone notice?

      Story of her life.

      “Then you’re right on track.” The nurse took out her stethoscope and rubbed it on her sleeve to warm it up. “Let’s see how your little munchkin is doing today. Have you decided on a name for her yet?”

      She had, but she wasn’t ready to tell anyone yet.

      “I’ve got a short list.”

      Ellen unwrapped the baby in the bassinet beside her bed, clucking and cooing while Sage bit the rough skin on her thumbnail. Why hadn’t they put the baby in the nursery? Didn’t they realize that she didn’t even know how to pick her up? They couldn’t expect her to take care of the baby herself yet. Did they?

      She hadn’t really thought things through.

      But as she watched the nurse manipulate the tiny limbs, lifting the minuscule hospital gown to expose the pink chest, the size of a sea shell, and heard the startled, outraged cry, she found herself reaching out. The baby would be cold. She wouldn’t like that metal thing on her chest. She shouldn’t be uncovered. Her arms and legs were going off in all directions. That must be a little scary.

      She wanted to tuck the blanket tighter around the little body and wait for it to go back to sleep.

      “She’s a trouper,” Ellen said. “How’s breastfeeding going?”

      Sage made a face. “Torture, embarrassment, and failure.”

      “Also par for the course. Congratulations, you’re hitting all the high marks for a brand-new mother.”

      Sage wished people would stop calling her that. She wasn’t really a mother. This was all a mistake.

      But Ellen lifted the baby out of the plastic bin and placed her on Sage’s lap.

      “Oh,” said Sage. “I don’t know. I’m not ready for this.”

      “No one is, love. Lift up your gown.”

      Sage felt her face burn as the nurse exposed her chest, grabbed her boob, and yanked it this way and that. As if squeezing a human through your vagina wasn’t bad enough.

      Then the baby grabbed on with her mouth.

      “Yikes!” Sage yelped.

      The baby jumped back, her eyes widening. Then she let out a shriek.

      “Now, see, you’ve scared her,” Ellen said. Gentle disapproval was still disapproval and Sage steeled herself to ignore it.

      “Can’t you give her a bottle or something?”

      She didn’t want the kid attached to her boob, but she didn’t want her to starve, either. And obviously, there was nothing there.

      “There’s this stuff called colostrum.” Ellen lifted the baby and patted her. “It’s a kind of miracle food. All mothers produce it in the days immediately after birth. It provides immunity and special nutrients that protect the newborn. There’s nothing to replace colostrum.”

      “I don’t think I have any of that.”

      “You do. You can’t tell. It seems like nothing. But this period of time, before your milk comes in, is also precious practice time. Teaches you and the baby how to do this.”

      “I thought it was supposed to be natural? You know, maternal instinct or some crap like that.”

      “Oh, it’s as natural as walking or talking. But everyone learns to do that with a helping hand from someone. So here, let’s try again.”

      Ellen put the baby back up against Sage’s boob and this time, when the kid bit down, Sage winced but didn’t yell. It felt like she was going to tear it right off. It didn’t feel magical or miraculous and it certainly didn’t feel natural.

      But she didn’t want to disappoint Ellen again.

      And if this was something her baby really needed, that was only available now, from her, well that seemed like something she should do.

      It might be the one good thing she’d ever do for her baby, give her this special miracle food, this mother’s milk.

      Before she handed her over to the real parents.

      Then baby opened her eyes and stared straight at Sage, her irises as blue as glass. Stared and blinked, as if as shocked to see Sage as Sage was to see her.

      She looked so . . . real.

      “Sal,” she whispered, when Ellen’s back was turned. “Your name is Sal.”

      She’d figure the rest out later.
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        * * *

      

      Haylee watched the nurse leave the room. She took a deep breath. She could do this. She would do this. She tightened her grip on the bag containing the tennis shoes.

      She knocked lightly on the open door. “Hello? May I come in?”

      The girl on the bed looked so much smaller than she had a day earlier. And not just her stomach. Everything.

      “Yeah, what now? I just fed her. Oh.” Blue eyes, free of mascara today, met Haylee’s. “You’re not . . . it’s you.”

      Haylee got to about two feet from the bed and stopped. The warm, musky scent of newborn life wafted over her, telescoping her back sixteen years, to another hospital room.

      “Yeah.” She swallowed. “I’m Haylee. And, you’re Sage. I never thought they’d keep that name.”

      Five minutes she’d had with her, before the nurse had gently pulled the infant from her arms, but she could still recall the squirming weight of the swaddled bundle, the smell of her baby’s hair, the soft, sucking sounds she made with her mouth.

      “Mom said I came with the name,” Sage said warily.

      “Suits you.” Haylee winced. She had no idea what to say.

      “I always wondered why you bothered naming me, since you weren’t planning to keep me.” Sage shrugged, as if she didn’t really care. “You don’t have to answer that. I’m not really asking. I’m just . . . talking.”

      Haylee realized this was as hard on Sage as it was on her.

      “I suppose we both have a lot of questions.”

      Like why was she here? Who was the father of her child? Where were her parents? How did she end up in the system?

      How had she found them?

      The social worker at the hospital had discovered through exhaustive phone calls that Sage had been couch-surfing in Salem, where her adoptive parents lived, then hitchhiked south to Eugene and Springfield, where she’d stopped at shelters and soup kitchens, lying about her age, and finally made her way to the coast, where she’d landed in Sunset Bay.

      Bare facts with no context.

      Haylee gestured vaguely to Sage’s lower body. “How are you feeling?”

      The girl twitched the heavy black bangs on her forehead. “Like I’ve been invaded by aliens.”

      Surprise made Haylee laugh. “That’ll go away.”

      “When? My whole body is stretched or stitched or floppy or leaking. I smell like sour milk. And I’m tired.”

      Haylee crossed her arms over her chest. She didn’t want to remember it, the exhaustion, the pain, the breasts swollen with unwanted, unneeded milk. She’d tucked it all away in her memory, closed the lid, and pushed it to the back of her mind, and now, Sage had returned to tear it all open again.

      And in case Haylee needed further reminder, Sage had brought with her a living, breathing visual aid.

      The baby squawked in the bassinet beside Sage’s bed and Haylee jumped. A tiny pink fist waved in the air.

      “She’s hungry,” Sage said. “Again.”

      Haylee took a step back. “I’ll give you your privacy then. I just wanted to . . . say hi and . . . If there’s anything you need . . .”

      “Really?” The barbell in Sage’s eyebrow twitched. “You mean that, Mom?”

      The venom in her tone shouldn’t have shocked Haylee. It certainly shouldn’t have hurt. “You get some rest. I’ll see you later. Oh.” She set the plastic bag onto the chair. “I got these for you. I hope they fit.”

      She dashed out of the room, hoping she hadn’t just made everything worse.
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        * * *

      

      Sleep deprivation often made Aiden’s nightmares worse but daytime napping messed things up, too. By the time he crawled into bed that evening, he hoped he’d be too exhausted to run his subconscious movie reel.

      He was wrong.

      This one began like all the others, with a sense of dread. Warm yellow sunshine on tall green grass, sheltering trees and white picket fences, beyond which lurked something dark, unseen, hidden.

      Waiting.

      Garret’s bubbling laughter, his plump legs pumping, chasing. A butterfly. A ball. A silvery globe of dish soap blown dripping from a red wand, fluttering, bouncing, drifting into the grass, where Aiden couldn’t see, couldn’t reach, couldn’t save.

      His throat clogged shut, a snake with a bunny inside, nothing going in but a squeeze of air, nothing out but a strangled whisper.

      Where are you? Where are you?

      The dark thing approached, sleek, smooth, shining, only the friendly smile revealing rotting teeth and appetite.

      Garret! He pushed through the molten air, dragged leaden limbs through the sea of grass, whispering his choking cry, begging for someone, anyone, to help slay the monster.

      Aiden awoke with a ragged cry, gasping for air, his chest bursting, his heart pounding. He threw the sheets back, stumbled out of bed, and ran to the door of his little cabin, desperate to get away.

      He gripped the post by the steps, shaking in his boxers, sweat running down his temples and back.

      Breathe, dammit. Breathe!

      An owl hooted softly from a cedar tree and between his ragged breaths, he heard the sound of the surf, slow and rhythmic. Gradually, his pulse returned to normal and the tall green grass faded away, taking with it the brightness of a small boy’s laughter.

      He bent low over the railing, his throat aching, his chest constricting again, only not with dread now but with old pain made fresh.

      Tears filled his eyes and he welcomed them, an acceptable price to pay for the sound of his son’s voice.

      “Is that you, Aiden?”

      The quavery voice made him jump. He froze, hoping the neighbor would go back into her own cabin and leave him alone.

      But no, a cloud of soft white hair appeared in the gap between the bushes.

      “I’m fine, Elsie,” he said. “Sorry if I woke you.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, at my age sleep is a gift you take when it arrives but you never count on it. Are you well?”

      He nodded, but stopped halfway through. “Nightmare,” he admitted.

      Elsie shook her head. “The bane of an intelligent mind. Can be hard to turn off, can’t it?”

      He gave a humorless chuckle. “Yeah. You could say that.”

      “Stay right there.”

      Her head disappeared back between the leaves.

      Aiden put his head in his hand. She wasn’t going to leave him alone, was she?

      A minute or two later, she came walking briskly through his gate.

      “It’s rhubarb,” she said, holding out a towel-draped plate. “I’d have brought you a glass of milk, too, but I took the chance that you’d have some of your own. It’s not a cure for nightmares—Lord knows if it was, I’d be a millionaire—but I’ve found that mental agitation can leave one’s belly feeling hollow, especially in the wee hours. It’s hard enough to sleep, without a hollow belly along with the insomnia.”

      She set the plate on the low table next to him on the porch. He tried not to be resentful of her familiarity with his place; it was probably identical to her own.

      “Now, I won’t keep you. Eat, Aiden. Then go back to bed and allow your mind to do what it needs. You know what they say, if you can’t beat them, join them. Even if they are demons.”

      She left, waving away his thanks, making her way carefully down the cobbled path.

      He brought the plate into his kitchen and pulled off the towel. A half pie, in a ceramic dish decorated with bluebirds and flowers. Chunks of rhubarb glistened from where it spilled out the sides of the pastry.

      Aiden’s stomach growled.

      He didn’t want pie. He didn’t want sympathy or nosy neighbors or a friendly, white-haired lady who would be one more person to miss when he left.

      Garret had adored pie.

      He went to the refrigerator and poured himself a glass of milk. He cut a small slice of pie and ate it standing up at the table. Then he cut another one.

      He didn’t want to be rude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      “My wife dragged me here after my second heart attack, determined to show me there’s more to life than work. I came home, cashed in my pension and we’re now living the life to the fullest. Sanctuary Ranch helped heal my heart.”

      
        
        —Edward and Janice Coster

      

      

      Before leaving at the end of his shift, Aiden did a quick scan of his cases to ensure he hadn’t neglected any paperwork. He considered checking in on the Abrams girl, now on the pediatric ward. The mother and younger child had been discharged but it might be good for him to see Jessica, remind himself of the favorable outcome. See if he could internalize it, make it more real than the disaster he’d imagined.

      “Dr. Mac,” said one of the nurses, an energetic redhead. “Do you have a moment?”

      “Sure.” He glanced at her name tag. “Thalia? Is that short for something?”

      “Nathalia.” She made a face. “My parents wanted the H in there because they were convinced before I was born that I was a boy, and they’d already named me Nathan.”

      “Your poor parents,” he said. “Made their biggest mistake before you were even born. Where do you go from there?”

      “Um, how about poor me who had to listen to that story my whole childhood? It’s a wonder I don’t have gender identification issues. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about the new mom from the other day. Sage Welles.”

      “Sage? Why? What’s wrong?”

      Thalia rubbed the back of her hand across her forehead, pushing her bangs aside, making them stand on end. “She’s being discharged to Sanctuary Ranch and someone needs to do a home visit.”

      “Sanctuary Ranch,” he said. It sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it.

      “It’s a local resort. More of a dude ranch, I guess. They make people work there, like on a real working ranch, I guess. Horses, goats, chickens, an organic garden, that sort of thing. Anyway, Olivia Hansen, the one who brought her in, does foster care.”

      Hansen. Haylee’s aunt. His pulse quickened as an image of the tough-talking blonde sprang into his mind.

      “We need someone to approve this placement as appropriate for a high-risk mother-infant duo,” Thalia continued, “and you’ve been elected.”

      Ah. The joys of being in a small town.

      “Surely that’s a job for a social worker.”

      Thalia rolled her eyes. “You know how understaffed CPS is. Don’t worry, there’s no rush. Olivia takes kids in all the time, so it’s a rubber-stamp situation. The only difference now is the baby.”

      “Surely there are better places for girls like this? Group homes or something?”

      “I’m just the messenger,” said Thalia. “You’re the man in charge so the buck stops with you. I’ll leave the paperwork in your box at the nurses’ station, okay?”

      Aiden touched his finger to his temple. “Aye-aye, skipper.”
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        * * *

      

      When he got home to Beachside Villas, all Aiden wanted was to inhale a sandwich, take a long, hot shower, and crash. Surely tonight he’d be tired enough to sleep.

      “Aiden? Is that you?”

      The quivery voice reached him before he got his door unlocked. She sounded upset.

      He pocketed his keys and crossed the lawn between their cabins at a jog. He found Elsie standing in the doorway, gripping the frame. As soon as she saw him, she beckoned him into her cabin.

      “You are a doctor. Could you come see Anton? Please, I think something’s wrong.”

      Her hands fluttered in front of her lined face like moth wings.

      He took her elbow as he passed, and gently led her inside. Anton sat at the table, looking at a puddle of tea dripping into his lap. The broken cup lay on the floor.

      “Hello, Anton,” said Aiden. He took the man’s hand. Cool, but not clammy. Pulse normal. “How are you feeling?”

      Anton blinked and looked up into the corner of the ceiling. He said nothing. The corner of one eye drooped more than the other.

      “Does he have high blood pressure, Elsie? Heart disease? Diabetes?”

      “No heart disease. He’s got diabetes but I gave him a glass of juice and it didn’t help. He got very tired suddenly so I made him some tea but then he dropped the cup and started saying nonsense words. I couldn’t understand him. What’s wrong?” Elsie gripped her hands together, the blue-veined skin thin and fragile-looking.

      He bent forward to smell Anton’s breath. No telltale scent of ketones.

      “Can you lift your hands for me, Anton.” He raised his hands as example. Anton mumbled something unintelligible. “When did this start, Elsie?”

      “Just before you got here.”

      Aiden grabbed his phone and dialled 911. “Send an ambulance to cabin three, Beachside Villas,” he instructed dispatch. “This is Dr. McCall. My neighbor is having a stroke.”

      The medics arrived in under five minutes and in another ten, Anton was on his way to the hospital.

      As the sound of the sirens faded into the dark, Elsie stood on the porch, alternately gripping and smoothing the thin fabric of her dress. A small crowd had gathered in the lane in front of her cabin, but she looked tiny, frail, lost, and very alone.

      Aiden wasn’t on call tonight; Will Spencer would be looking after Anton. But Anton wasn’t the only patient.

      He put his arm around Elsie. “We’ll follow them in my car,” he said, and helped her into the passenger seat.

      “Will he be all right?” Elsie asked.

      “We got to him quickly,” said Aiden. “He’s got an excellent chance.”

      It was odd, being on the other side of the emergency room curtain, so to speak. It wasn’t his case, but everyone understood his interest and made sure he was apprised of all the information. They were grateful that he was supporting Elsie and explaining everything to her.

      Two hours later, he brought yet another cup of tea to Elsie. She looked like she might blow away in a stiff wind.

      “I’ve got good news, Elsie,” he said. “The treatment is working. In fact, he’s asking for you. Shall we?”

      Tears filled her eyes and she clutched his arm as Aiden led her to her husband’s room. He pushed a chair up close to Anton’s bed and helped Elsie sit. She grasped her husband’s hand, brought them to her face, and wept.

      Aiden’s throat tightened as he watched the raw, aching devotion between them.

      “Dr. McCall?”

      Will Spencer stood in the doorway, a serious expression on his face.

      When Aiden saw the test results, he understood. Anton would recover from the stroke, but it didn’t matter.

      “Would you like to tell her or should I?” asked Will.

      “Let her get some sleep first,” he said. “There’s no need to distress her any more tonight.”

      He drove Elsie back to the cabin, and saw her to her door. Bette Davis, the little white dog, jumped up against his legs, licking at his fingers. At least Elsie wouldn’t be entirely alone tonight.

      “Is there anything else you need?” he asked.

      She took his hands in hers, then reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “You’ve been a godsend tonight, young man. I can’t thank you enough. My Anton will be coming home. There’s nothing else I could possibly need.”

      Which would be worse, he wondered, to go a lifetime without experiencing this, or to know exactly how precious and rare a treasure you were about to lose?

      That’s what love does. It breaks you.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He drove home, kicked off his shoes and was asleep in minutes. But at some point, he realized he was in the nightmare again. This time it began with blue sky strewn with gauzy clouds. A winding road, the white lines running pat-pat-pat through black asphalt. A red car, hugging the curves, the ocean glinting silver on one side, sharp gray rocks on the other.

      “Faster, faster.”

      Laughter bubbling from the backseat.

      “Faster, faster, Mama!”

      Something dark lurking on the cliff above them, watching, waiting, muscles bunching, strength gathering.

      He saw the dark thing, tried to reach it, chase it, break its predatory gaze, but his limbs were caught in concrete, his throat filled with ice.

      The joy-filled ride continued, oblivious to the growing threat above. There was no escape, nothing but water and rock, black and white, and a red car going too fast and not fast enough.

      A tight corner, a sharp burst of glee, and the smiling thing leaped, black teeth dripping.

      Crash!

      Aiden awoke to a hoarse yell. Damp sheets twisted around his chest. He tore them away and staggered onto the floor, then cried out as the smiling thing sank rotten fangs into his foot.

      “No!” he shouted.

      Great plumes of air rushed into his lungs and his pulse hammered his eardrums as reality returned.

      He hobbled to the wall and hit the light switch. Glass glittered the floor next to his bed, a bloody footprint in the center.

      He’d knocked over the bedside lamp.
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        * * *

      

      Aiden lifted the cold coffee carafe in the staff room the next afternoon, poured a cup of black sludge, looked at it, sniffed it, and dumped it in the sink. More caffeine this late in the day would not help his chances of sleeping tonight.

      “Knock, knock,” said a voice at the door.

      Aiden looked up to see a dark-eyed woman peering in at him, a wing of sleek, dark hair falling across her smile. It was Gayle Chen, from Human Resources. She’d been on the hiring committee, had participated in the interview and given her psychological assessment, which was only appropriate, under the circumstances.

      “May I come in?”

      Aiden pushed back his chair and got to his feet, hoping he looked more energetic than he felt.

      “Of course.” He gestured to the only other chair in the room. “How are you, Ms. Chen?”

      Her gaze was steady and friendly but she definitely had an agenda of some sort.

      “Please, call me Gayle,” she said. She crossed her hands in her lap, resting them on a folder he hadn’t noticed her carrying when she came in. “How are you settling in?”

      Instantly his guard came up. “Very well, thank you.”

      Gayle nodded. “Good. I’m glad to hear that.”

      They looked at each other without speaking for a long moment. Aiden had no intention of being the first to break the silence. She’d come to him, after all. But she was skilled at the same game and finally he couldn’t take it.

      “Ms. Chen, Gayle, is there something I can help you with?”

      She sighed. “Dr. McCall.”

      “Mac.” He smiled, showing his teeth.

      “Dr. Mac.” She tilted her pretty head. “I heard you had some excitement the other night. The Abrams family?”

      Aiden tucked a finger in the collar of his shirt to loosen it. “We got lucky. We had a good outcome.”

      “Yes, a very good outcome. I heard it was tough on you, though.”

      His stomach tightened. “Will Spencer spoke to you.”

      “I’m here to help.”

      He kept his gaze on hers, refusing to let himself respond with so much as a twitch.

      Gayle sighed. “MVAs with kids are always challenging. Even without your history. Perhaps talking about it will help. I can set you up with someone.”

      “I’ve had counseling, Ms. Chen. Lots of it. The sample platter, you might say. And I’ve sampled generously. I appreciate the offer but I’m full up on counseling.”

      A dull sense of defeat and despair flooded over him. He’d already jeopardized his career as a top-flight trauma specialist. Working in a low-level emergency room was his backup. What would he do if he couldn’t work here? This was his last chance.

      “You’re an amazingly talented physician, Aiden.” Gayle Chen leaned forward, her dark eyes warm and kind. “You’re intuitive, empathetic, and compassionate, highly desirable traits which have unfortunately also probably led to your current problems. No one wants a recurrence of what happened in Portland. I’m on your side.”

      Under the desk, he clenched and unclenched his fists. “Has my work been lacking?”

      “No.” Gayle’s smile grew pained. “You’ve made an excellent impression already. But you froze, Aiden. When those kids came in, you froze.”

      He smiled, hoping she couldn’t see the knot that had formed in his jaw muscles.

      “I wouldn’t say ‘froze,’ exactly. I experienced a . . . shiver. A momentary chill. I got past it.”

      Gayle nodded. “You did. But what about next time?”

      It had gone on too long in Portland. No one wanted to complain about a senior attending. Everyone gave him latitude, cut him slack, stepped in when he zoned out. That was the downside of loyalty. He’d worked with some truly excellent people.

      But when pushed to choose between him and patient care, they made the right choice.

      And here he was.

      “You and I both know,” he said slowly and deliberately, “that I’m overqualified for this job. Sunset Bay Memorial is supposed to transfer out all critical patients. Those kids shouldn’t have been here in the first place. Therefore, I expect it’ll be a long time before I’ll be faced with a similar situation. If ever.”

      “Neither Jessica nor Jeremy Abrams was critical,” said Gayle, homing in on the key point. She sighed again. “Except in your mind.”

      Aiden stared back at her. If she wanted to say something, she could damn well come out and say it. He wasn’t helping her poke yet more holes in his career.

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Dr. McCall. Seven percent of people will experience PTSD at some point in their lives. About eight million adults have PTSD during any given year. This is only a small portion of those who have gone through a trauma.”

      “I know the numbers.”

      “Then you know that they go up dramatically among those who work in trauma medicine,” she said. “It’s well studied and documented, especially in support staff, including pre-hospital workers, nurses, and mental health professionals. Unfortunately, trauma surgeons—the most stoic of frontline providers—have been overlooked. Why would that be, Dr. McCall?”

      “Mac,” Aiden said. “We’re a different kind of animal, Ms. Chen. We’re adrenaline junkies. Do a poll to find out what trauma docs do in their spare time. Hang-gliding, bungee jumping, mountain climbing, BMX racing. Some even get married and have children. The edge of fear, that’s where we live.”

      She ignored his attempt at humor. “And yet, among almost five hundred trauma physicians polled, forty percent had symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. Forty percent. That’s almost six times higher than the national average.”

      They all knew it and mostly disregarded it. They didn’t get into this line of work expecting days of bliss and rose gardens. They expected pain and blood and decisions and conflict and regret and impossible situations and the triumph over death that made it all worthwhile. That’s why they did it.

      “We deal with it.”

      “How?”

      He looked away. In the competitive world of specialized medicine, a whiff of weakness is all it took to get bumped off the elite track. You did not admit your humanity to your peers. Not if you wanted to get ahead.

      Aiden had been on the rise with some of the best teaching hospitals vying for his consideration. Dartmouth-Hitchcock, Mass General, and Johns Hopkins.

      But that was before.

      And that was without him admitting anything. To anyone.

      “Mostly, you start self-medicating,” said Gayle, listing off on her fingers. “Antidepressants, anti-anxiety drugs, sleeping pills, maybe a little pot, you need to sleep after all, right? Then morning comes and a triple espresso’s not enough, so you take a little something else, a waker-upper, just to get you going. You need to function, right? Then after work, it’s a beer. Or a whisky. Or three and before you know it, you start drinking a little earlier each day.”

      “Or we run marathons and do yoga.” He barely drank. Antidepressants hadn’t touched him. Sleeping pills left him muddy the next day, so he quit those, too.

      “Do you have trouble sleeping?” asked Gayle, watching him.

      He shrugged. “Occupational hazard. I learned to catch catnaps. I do all right.”

      “Interesting answer,” she said. “Nightmares?”

      He stared back at her. “Some.”

      “Anger? Paranoia?”

      “Right now? Both.”

      Aiden pushed back his chair and went to the window. His hands were shaking and he couldn’t catch his breath.

      Who was she to lecture him? She’d never been in the triage bay for a multi-vehicle MVA. Or worked in vain on the young victims of school shootings, flown in to his table because the local hospitals were overwhelmed.

      “If you don’t think I’m functioning to capacity,” he said, “then tell the board to fire me.”

      He forced his jaws shut. If she took him up on it, Aiden would be lucky to get a job in a walk-in clinic, prescribing antibiotics for ear infections.

      His shirt was damp. The nape of his neck felt prickly. The tie felt like a noose, now. Ms. Chen’s calm, impenetrable demeanor made him want to break something, to see if he could elicit a reaction from her. For several long moments, his words hung in the air.

      Then she blinked. “I have no desire to cause you further pain, Dr. McCall. However, PTSD can be exacerbated if you’ve unexpectedly lost a loved one or have had other recent, stressful life changes. I believe your ex-wife recently remarried, is that right?”

      He wasn’t talking about Garret and he wasn’t talking about Michelle. He walked back to the desk, braced his hands on the back of the chair, and leaned over. If Gayle Chen was intimidated, she didn’t show it.

      “If you have a problem with my performance, Ms. Chen,” he said, “I’ll talk about that with you. But let me be very clear. My personal life is none of your business. Is that understood?”

      She stared back, unruffled. “When the personal interferes with the professional, it becomes my business. You know this.”

      He did. He was overreacting, he knew it. Fatigue washed over him again. Why couldn’t this just be over? “I apologize, Gayle. I know it’s your job to check up on me. I’m not making the best case for myself right now.”

      She gave him a half-smile. “You’re not the worst, either. I want to help you, Aiden.”

      “I appreciate that. I want you to know that I’m happy for my ex-wife. I wish her all the best in her new life. Believe me, her marriage is no trigger for me.” He paused. “If anything, it’s a relief.”

      He felt Gayle’s steady gaze on his face. He hadn’t meant to say that last bit and wasn’t sure why he had, except that it was the truth. All he and Michelle were to each other was a reminder of the worst pain they’d ever experienced. Now maybe he’d be able to shed at least a small portion of the guilt that burdened him. Michelle had moved on. His pain could no longer hurt her.

      “I had one PTSD client, a marine, who’d done all the counseling, had been in support groups, tried drugs but nothing really helped. It got so he didn’t leave his house. He saw danger and risk everywhere. He was afraid and angry all the time.”

      Aiden didn’t want to burst her bubble but danger and risk were everywhere. Your life could change in an instant and there was nothing you could do to keep that from happening. Life was like that. How was a person supposed to relax with that knowledge?

      “As a last resort, he got a therapy dog. It was very successful, especially in breaking the nightmare cycle and helping him sleep. Have you considered that?”

      Aiden was intrigued. He hated the constant state of exhaustion the nightmares left him in.

      But he wasn’t sure he wanted them gone.

      Garret was in those dreams.

      Gayle handed him a card. “I know someone who trains dogs. Talk to her.”

      “Companions with Purpose.” Aiden turned the card over, and saw a photo of a smiling woman with masses of curly blond hair, surrounded by dogs. “I’ve met her.”

      “You know Haylee? That’s wonderful.”

      He remembered how she’d looked at him in the dark with knowing eyes, her firm grip when she’d pulled him away from the rising seawater. Her sympathetic tone in the hospital hallway.

      “She works out of Sanctuary Ranch,” continued Gayle. “It’s a . . . special place. And full disclosure, my partner, Olivia Hansen, owns the ranch with Haylee.”

      Typical small town. If you cried nepotism, you’d shut the place down because everyone was connected to everyone else in some way.

      “Olivia’s also a registered foster parent and that’s where Sage Welles and her baby are going when they’ve been discharged. You’re already scheduled to do a home visit. Talk to Haylee while you’re there. Meet her dogs. You never know.”

      “Thank you for the suggestion, Ms. Chen, I’ll consider it.” He got to his feet. “Now, I’ve got a meeting. I heard rumors of cake. I’ll have someone bring some up to your office. You eat cake, don’t you? Never mind. Everyone eats cake.”

      Gayle stood up also and looked him full in the face. “This is a suggestion, Dr. McCall, not a requirement. Consider it.”

      Her sensible shoes clicked softly on the polished floor.

      He put his fingers to his forehead as she left, then leaned back in his chair and gazed at the ceiling.

      He hadn’t been looking forward to doing the home visit. But now, suddenly, he was.
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