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Chapter 1: Wade




Howling wind pounds my back, drives dust into my eyes, and nearly knocks me over. I grip my legs tighter around my horse’s sides, tip my head sideways to protect my eyes from the dust and debris, and hold onto my hat to stop the wind from blowing it off. 

I have to take my hand down to wave my coil of rope to drive the cattle ahead of me, but they don’t want to obey my directions. They keep trying to dodge out of line to move away from the wind. I have to keep whistling, swatting at them, and riding back and forth to make them go in the right direction.

Another blast of shrieking wind whips up Kootenai Valley in Idaho’s northernmost panhandle. The wind rips over Turning Point Ranch and tears up topsoil in its path. Bushes and even a few cardboard boxes cartwheel past me in the punishing wind.

I squint ahead to see where I’m going—or trying to go. Eight horsemen ride in front of me in a line. They all wave ropes at the cattle trying to keep the herd going the right way.

Cows and steers keep tossing their heads, dodging out of line, and charging the horsemen to break the line. We all have to continually ride back and forth to make the stock get back in line with the rest of the herd.

Another blast of dust and splintered twigs whips across my face and stings my eyes. I duck my head and shut my eyes, but just then, drumming hoofbeats make me look up.

My brother Nathan rides down the far hill, passes the other horsemen, and rides up to me. “The barn is secure!” he yells over the noise. “Just get them around the other side of that hill. The wind isn’t as bad there!”

“By not as bad, do you mean just as bad?!” I holler back. “Is that your way of saying it isn’t any worse?!”

He makes a face. “Just get them there! We can’t stay out here much longer.”

“What about water?” I yell. 

He shakes his head. “Sorry, man. The barn is too far from the main water supply. The barn is all the way on the western side of the property and we’ve never kept stock here before.”

“We’ll have to run a new line from the main pipe,” I tell him. “Go get your truck and bring out that length of hose from the ranch house.”

His eyes pop and his mouth falls open. “Are you out of your mind? That’s a three-hundred-yard run and the hose is only fifty yards. It would take another five lengths to make that run—and forget about the hardware!”

“Then you better get on it. The barn is the best protected from the wind and these cattle won’t survive without water.”

He grimaces again, hauls his horse’s head around, and gallops away heading east. I lose sight of him over the hill. This isn’t an ideal situation by a long shot, but no one consulted me when they cooked up the weather. They never do.

I rub the dust out of my eyes and nudge my horse into a trot. Two more steers near me are making a break for freedom.

My horse shies and tosses her head. She doesn’t like this wind any better than I do, but the only way either of us can get out of it is by going through it. The far hill is just ahead like Nathan says.

I herd those two steers back into line. My brother Jake waves his rope ahead as the front of the herd turns and disappears behind the hill. We’re almost there.

The next fifteen minutes drag past at a snail’s pace. I’d like to drive the cattle over the hill faster, but they’re already anxious enough. The wind lashes their sides and they keep snorting and stamping in frustration when the dust gets into their eyes.

My other brothers and our two hired men vanish over the hill. I’m the last one out here at the very back of the line.

The cattle ahead of me pick up the pace, thank God. They trot over the hill and I follow. 

I look down the other side at the herd filing into the barn. Three of my brothers are already inside while the rest guard the herd and make sure everyone gets in.

Nathan is right. The wind isn’t as strong here. The hills on the western side of Turning Point Ranch block the worst of it, but it’s still strong enough to pose a threat, especially with the wind carrying debris and torn vegetation from farther down the valley.

I ride up to my brothers Jack, Ben, and Gabe just as Nathan pulls up in his pickup. The hills are too steep for vehicles here, so he has to park farther down the hill closer to the highway.

He gets out and starts unloading the irrigation supplies from the truck bed. “Help Nathan run that waterline!” I tell Jack and Ben. “Someone will have to make a run into town for some more lengths of hose.”

“Are you volunteering?” Gabe asks and cracks one of his smirks.

“You sure won’t be going,” I counter. “Go run the waterline. We need to get it set up before sundown.”

Ben squints at the sky. “That’s in a few hours.”

“Then you better hurry. Go on. We’ll work in the dark if we have to.” I kick my horse to drive the last cattle into the building. Our hired men Hank Earnhart and Nolan Dewey are in there with my other brothers Chuck and Ethan getting all the cattle packed inside the walls.

I park my horse by the fence and kick my foot out of one stirrup. I’m just about to dismount to go in there to help them when a high-pitched whistling sound makes me look up at the sky.

Ben yells, “Duck!” as a giant billboard wings over our heads. Two snapped-off wooden timbers stick out of its bottom edge where the wind has torn the billboard away from the ground.

The billboard somersaults over our heads, turns a few more revolutions, and its sharp corner nails right into the barn roof before the billboard goes wheeling off into space. It slams down on its other edge in the grass before the wind catches the billboard and carries it away into the mountains.

The instant it hits the roof, three lengths of roofing tin pop out of position. Their other ends stay attached to the roof, but the tin gives an agonizing screech as the nails tear out and the panels’ near ends flap in the wind.

I spring off my horse and charge to Nathan’s truck just as Chuck and Nolan come out of the barn. “Get the ladder! The roof is coming off! Gabe—come on! Help me get it secure before we lose the whole thing!”

I race to the truck, tear into Nathan’s toolbox, and grab his hammer. I charge back to the barn, but I have to wait for Ethan and Nolan to bring the ladder from inside the barn.

They work together to set it against the barn wall. They hold it steady while I scramble up and use my weight to hold down the tin.

Chuck shows up a second later. He’s the biggest of us and doesn’t have any trouble forcing the tin back into place. Most of the nails are still sticking out of the tin and I hammer them down.

“These won’t hold for long!” he yells. “We need something else to secure it.” He looks around. “Stay up here and hold them down. I’ll get a drill and some screws.”

I nod and he swings his big body over the side. I hammer the tin down as best I can, but I don’t dare to leave in case something like this happens again. 

He’s right. Anything could tear this tin off and then all the cattle would be just as exposed as if we didn’t bring them to the barn at all.

From here, I can see Jack, Ben, and Nathan unrolling the hose line toward the east. It doesn’t even extend as far as the nearest hilltop. Forget about getting all the way to the ranch’s main water supply.

I take advantage of the lull to pull out my phone and check the time. It’s four o’clock in the afternoon. We’ll never get the water supply running before sundown. We’ll definitely need to send someone into town to get more lengths of hose and that could take a while. The supply store is an hour’s drive away. It will be closed by the time one of us gets there.

I start to dial my supply guy’s number to ask him to hold the hose for me. I hold the phone to my ear and happen to glance down the other side of the barn roof. The hill drops away to the highway that forms Turning Point’s western boundary.

I don’t think anything of it and start to look the other way to see if Chuck is coming back. That’s when a screech of tires makes me look down the hill again. 

A blaring airhorn echoes up the valley as a heavily loaded semi-truck comes barreling around the corner. Its lefthand tires cross the centerline just as a passenger car approaches from the other direction.

The car lays on its horn, but it can’t get out of the way in time. The truck tries to correct, but it’s running headfirst on a collision course for the car. I instinctively tense all over, but I’m too far away to do anything to prevent the crash.

The car’s horn squeals again as the truck drifts even farther into the oncoming lane. The car driver yanks the wheel and the car skids out of the way just in time, smashes through the guardrail, and launches down an embankment into the ditch on the other side.








  
  
Chapter 2: Wade




Iscramble off the roof just as Chuck comes climbing back up with a drill and a box of screws. “Hey!” he yells. “Where do you think you’re going?!” 

“A car just crashed down the embankment! Secure the roof! I’ll be right back!”

He glances down the other side of the roof and his eyes widen when he sees the broken guardrail. I don’t have time to explain any further than that.

I jump the rest of the way to the ground, charge my horse, swing into the saddle, and kick my mount into a gallop. The horse streaks down the western hill, struggles up another rise, and onto the road just as the truck driver gets out of his cab.

“I didn’t mean to!” he whimpers. “I swear I didn’t mean to!”

“Get on the radio and call 911!” I tell him. “The other driver could be injured!”

He nods and goes back to his truck. I jump off my horse again and head for the broken part of the guardrail. The car lies on its side at the bottom of the embankment. Vegetation covers most of it, but I can still see the driver’s door.

I slide down the embankment and wind up standing on the door. I don’t see anyone inside the driver’s compartment.

I pry the door up and peer inside the passenger compartment. A woman lies crumpled against the passenger door. “Are you okay?” I call down.

She doesn’t seem to hear me. She tries to sit up and she looks all around her in shock. 

I hop down inside the car and land on the passenger door next to her.

“Are you hurt?” I ask. “Can you stand up?”

She does it, but she keeps gasping and panting as her petrified eyes skip all over the place. She won’t look at me at all.

I take hold of her arms and lift. She holds onto me and stands up, and once she gets into that position, she doesn’t let go. She clings to me and leans her weight against me while she stares through the windows not covered in undergrowth.

“I’ll boost you up so you can get out,” I tell her. “Okay?”

She doesn’t answer, but her brilliant blue eyes swivel to the light coming through the driver’s door. Her wavy blonde hair hangs in curls around an angelic face. She’s really pretty and she wears a plain white T-shirt under her denim jacket.

A ruffled skirt hangs down past her knees with small, tight sneakers on her feet. I glance around the car. I don’t see a handbag or a phone. That’s odd.

I don’t have time to think about it right now. I circle my hands around her waist and lift her up. She reacts instantly, grabs the edge of the door, and pulls herself out while I push from below. Then I pull myself out.

I climb onto the roof and spot her scrambling up the embankment toward the road. She can move pretty well considering she was scared out of her wits a second ago.

The driver stands at the top waiting for us, and as soon as we get there, he rushes over to the woman. “I am so sorry! Another car clipped my front bumper! I was trying to correct when I hit you. I have insurance! I called the Police just like you said! I didn’t mean to! It was an accident! I swear it!”

“All right, man,” I tell him. “I believe you.”

He turns back to the woman. “I have insurance. We can exchange contact phone numbers, addresses, policy numbers—whatever you want.”

“No,” the woman snaps. “Leave me alone.”

These are the first words she’s spoken to either of us and both the driver and I are so surprised that neither of us responds right away. 

By the time I realize what she just said, she’s already turning her back on us and walking away down the road.

“Hey!” I yell after her. “You can’t walk from here! It’s too far!”

“I’ll be fine,” she calls over her shoulder. “Thanks for your help.”

The driver and I exchange glances. Then we both hurry to catch up with her. “Don’t you want to exchange information?” the driver asks. “I have insurance. They’ll replace your car.”

“No,” she snaps again without turning around. “Just leave me alone.”

“You can’t walk anywhere from here,” I tell her again. Both the driver and I have to walk our fastest just to keep up with her because she isn’t slowing down. “We’re forty miles from the nearest town and it’s in the other direction.”

“Leave me alone!” she fires back even more viciously.

“Hey!!” I yell, and this time, I shoot out a hand, grab her arm, and force her to turn around. “What’s your problem?”

She spins around to confront us, but instead of going off on me the way I expect, her eyes swivel upward toward the surrounding mountains. 

She glances ever so briefly toward Turning Point on the eastern side, but just as quickly, she scans the other hills in all directions. Her expression changes to the terrified, shocked look she had in the car.

She barely notices me and the driver and her tone changes instantly. “I can’t stay here,” she murmurs and her voice trembles. “I have to go.”

She sets off walking again. I want to demand some explanation for her strange behavior, but that scared look stops me. 

I hurry to catch up with her again, but I make sure not to touch her this time. Something is wrong. I just don’t know what it is.

The driver stays where he is still staring after us. He doesn’t move to leave or to come after her.

“You can’t walk anywhere out here,” I repeat. “Without a car, you could be walking out here for days or even longer. It’s gonna get cold tonight. Let me give you a ride to the nearest town, at least.”

“No,” she snaps again without looking at me. “Just leave me alone.”

“What about the truck driver? He already called the Police and he could get in a lot of trouble if he left the scene of an accident without at least exchanging insurance information with you. He said it wasn’t his fault. Don’t ruin a man’s life over this.”

“Tell him to leave. He doesn’t have to worry about the insurance.”

“You should at least stay long enough to talk to the Police…..”

She spins around in a heartbeat, and this time, she really does go off on me. “Just leave me alone! How many times do I have to say it?!”

I freeze and take a step back. Her behavior is really starting to worry me. She whirls the other way. If she walks away from me now, I’ll just have to let her do it. Whatever is wrong with her is none of my business.

The ranch water supply is way more important. All my brothers are up on the hill working on the barn. I don’t have time to screw around with this.

I should stick around and give a report to the Police, too, though. Maybe I can call my buddy at the Police Department and give a statement over the phone or at a later time. He’ll understand why I couldn’t stay at the scene.

I prepare to stand here and watch the woman walk away, but when she turns, her foot hits a pebble in the road and she stumbles. She checks her balance and I automatically take a step forward.

At that moment, a gunshot cracks in the hills east of the highway. The sound comes from the Turning Point side of the road and the woman whips forward. The bullet tears through her shoulder and leaves a bloody exit wound just below her collarbone.

Her body slows the bullet down enough not to put me in danger and it sails right past me. She topples into me and I barely catch her in time before she collapses in my arms.

I grab her and do my best to lower her to the ground. I turn her over, but not before I see blood spreading over the back of her jacket.

My eyes dart up to the eastern hills. Someone up there is shooting at us. That person has to be on Turning Point land, but I don’t have time to go up there and look for them.

I roll the woman over. She’s out cold with more blood soaking through her shirt and jacket on the front side. Her hair spills over her face and she’s already going pale.

The truck driver charges me. “Oh, my God! Someone shot her!”

“Get back on the radio!” I tell him. “Call the 911 dispatcher and tell them…..”

Right then, a pickup truck comes around the corner from the south and my brother Nathan skids to a halt right in front of me. “Holy shit!” he barks.

“Take my horse back to the ranch, Nathan! I gotta take this lady to the hospital.” I turn to the truck driver. “Tell the dispatcher I’m taking her in my truck. Understand? Give them my license number and tell them to intercept me en route.”

He nods and rushes back to his truck. I scoop up the woman and carry her over to Nathan’s truck. He’s already getting hold of my horse and swinging into the saddle as I pull away and floor it down the highway heading for town.








  
  
Chapter 3: Wade




Ipace up and down in the Emergency Department waiting room at Kootenai Health Hospital. I shouldn’t be here. I should be up at the ranch helping my brothers with the waterline. Why am I here taking care of some stranger who doesn’t even want my help? 

I get my answer when the door opens and Detective Sergeant Rod Newcastle walks in. He wears a blue sport jacket over his button-up shirt and jeans, but he wears cowboy boots and a hat the same way I do.

He grins at me. “Howdy.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask. “Did you find out anything about the shooter or the wreck?”

“That’s why I’m here. I need to take your statement. I just talked to your brothers and they all heard the shot come from your side of the highway, but we couldn’t find anyone over there.”

“Well, I didn’t hallucinate that woman getting shot.”

He softens his tone. “I know, man. Why don’t you tell me what happened? None of your brothers even knew about the wreck until you took off, so you’re the only person who saw it.”

“It’s like I told you on the phone. I was working on the barn roof and I heard tires squealing. I looked down the hill and the truck was already halfway over the line and still coming. She tried to dodge him, ran into the guardrail, and launched down the embankment.”

“So you didn’t see the car the driver said clipped him?”

“No. By the time I saw him, he was already out of control. He said another car clipped him across the bumper.”

Rod makes a face. “I’ll believe it when I see it. There was no evidence of any damage to his truck. What did you do after that?”

“I went down to the highway, told the trucker to call 911, and I climbed down to the car. I helped the woman get out, but she was totally freaking out about something. She wouldn’t exchange information with the trucker and she wouldn’t stick around until the Police showed up. She actually thought she was gonna walk out of there on foot.”

He pulls out a notebook. “So what did you do?”

“I was trying to talk some sense into her when the gunshot went off. That’s the whole story. I took Nathan’s truck and drove her into town. I couldn’t exactly leave her lying there on the pavement, could I? It would have taken at least an hour for the ambulance to get there. It was quicker to drive her here myself.”

Rod shoots me another grin. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me, man. I know enough about the ways of all things Crenshaw. There never was a Crenshaw born that could leave a lady in distress. Of course you had to drive her into town.”

I bristle at those words, but just then, the waiting room door opens again and Nathan, Jake, and Chuck roll in. “We got the hose,” Jake tells me. “We’re ready to go whenever you are.”

“You can go on without me,” I reply. “I might be here for a while and we need to get that line run as soon as possible.”

“You can go home,” Rod tells me. “I have all the information I need. If I need to clarify anything, I’ll call you.”

I stare at him. “Really? That’s it?”

“Sure. We took a statement from the driver that you were standing right in front of the woman when the shot came from the eastern hills. You couldn’t have shot her or run her off the road. You can go.”

“Uh…okay.” I get ready to walk away. This is great. Now I can get back to business.

Right then, the opposite door opens—the one leading into the emergency room. A doctor comes out and glances around. “Mr. Crenshaw?”

“Which one?” Rod asks. 

“Whichever one brought in the gunshot victim,” the doctor replies. 

“That’s me,” I tell him. “What can I do for you?”

“She’s awake and hysterical. We can’t calm her down. We were hoping you could come and talk to her. Maybe you can get through to her.”

“I don’t know about that….” I begin.

“Come with me,” Rod tells me. “I have to take her statement, too. Maybe seeing the familiar face of someone she knows will smooth things over.”

“I’m hardly a familiar face,” I tell him. “She doesn’t know me from Adam.”

“It’s better than nothing.”

I wave to my brothers. “You can go. I’ll call you later. God only knows how long this is going to take.”

They leave and Rod and I accompany the doctor into the back. “Her name is Grace Adams,” the doctor tells us on our way through the corridors. 

“Is she from around here?” I ask.

“No, her last known address is somewhere in San Diego.”

“So what’s she doing up here?” Rod asks.

“We have no idea and she won’t talk to anyone,” the doctor repeats. “She just keeps telling everyone to leave her alone. We only know who she is because we found her ID in her wallet.”

“That’s what she told me and the driver,” I add. “She kept saying, ‘Leave me alone,’ over and over again.”

“She’s obviously terrified of something,” the doctor agrees.








  
  
Chapter 4: Grace




Ijolt out of a sound sleep and instantly feel the pain in my shoulder. The whole disastrous car accident flashes through my mind….and then the gunshot…… 

I spin away and try to get out of bed. “I have to get out of here…..”

A nurse comes toward me and tries to push me down on the bed. That’s when I notice that I’m in the hospital with an IV connected to my arm.

“You can’t leave yet,” the nurse tells me. “You need to stay in the hospital at least overnight for observation. If you strained yourself now….”

“Leave me alone!” I snap. “Get out of my way…..and get this thing off me…..”

I try to shake off the IV. How long have I been in here? I don’t dare to ask. 

My mind goes into a tailspin. I was on my way north through Idaho. I’d already driven through Coeur d’Alene. I was driving north toward the Canadian border when my car crashed into that ditch.

Some surreal part of my awareness becomes laser focused on the paperwork attached to the nurse’s clipboard. The logo at the top reads, Kootenai Health Hospital, with the address underneath. I’m back in Coeur d’Alene. I’ve actually gone backward and now I no longer have a car to drive anywhere.

The nurse makes another effort to push me back down on the bed. “If you get up too soon, you could start bleeding and….”

“Get the hell off me!” I smack her arm away. “Don’t touch me! Get out of my way…..and go get the paperwork to release me from this place. I can’t stay here!”

She backs off, but she won’t stop glaring at me. “If you don’t calm down, I’ll have to call security to restrain you. There are Police officers in the building. We can get a temporary hold to keep you here for your own safety.”

I narrow my eyes at her and bare my teeth. “I would love to see you try it.”

She compresses her lips, crosses the room, and pulls out her phone. She starts calling security and then leaves, but I don’t care. 

I start rummaging around the room trying to find my clothes, but when I stand up, a wave of cold sweat and a sick feeling in my stomach makes me sit back down.

I can’t stay here. I have to get out of here. It’s bad enough that I’m back in Coeur d’Alene and God only knows how long I’ve been here. I need to leave immediately.

I finally locate the bag with my personal effects under the bed, but the effort of bending over that far catches up with me. I wind up collapsing back on the pillows. I can’t breathe and my shoulder throbs.

Just then, a doctor comes in leading two men. They both wear jeans and cowboy boots. 

One of them wears a cowboy hat and a blue sport jacket. A .44 Magnum semi-automatic peeks out from under his jacket where he wears it in a holster on his hip. A gold badge hangs from his belt that reads, Detective Sergeant, Coeur d’Alene Police Department.

The other guy carries his hat in his hand and it’s covered in dust as are his boots and his clothes. He also wears a leather vest with laces down the sides that end in dangling tassels. I’ve never seen any man who looked more like a tried-and-true cowboy.

The instant I lay eyes on him, I recognize him as the man who helped me out of my crashed car. He’s also the guy who tried to stop me from walking away from the wreck.

The dust doesn’t cover his short-clipped brown hair, but it covers his face up to his forehead in a line where his hat used to be before he took it off. 

I freeze as our whole conversation rushes back into my mind. He offered to drive me to the nearest town. Even now, he gazes down at me with soft brown eyes that crimp with concern. 

He looks like one of the nicest guys I’ve ever seen, but he doesn’t say a word now. He remains silent while the cop tips his hat brim at me. 

“Evening, Ma’am. I’m Detective Sergeant Rod Newcastle of the Coeur d’Alene Police Department and I think you know Wade Crenshaw….” The cop waves to the man next to him. “He’s the one who drove you to the hospital after you got shot from his property.”

My gaze shoots back to Wade. He’s big in the shoulders with thick, muscular legs. He wears a plaid shirt buttoned up the front with a white T-shirt underneath it and the sleeves rolled halfway up to the elbow.

They leave his wrists exposed. I’ve never seen such powerful wrists and calluses darken his hands along with countless scars on his knuckles. He works hard for a living. He must if he’s a cowboy.

“Can you tell me what happened?” Sergeant Newcastle asks and snaps me out of my trance. I find it difficult not to focus on Wade.

I open my mouth to answer, but right then, the same nurse peeks through the door behind Wade. Seeing her reminds me and I shoot off the pillows. “No,” I snap. “I have to go. I have to get out of here.”

I start tearing at the tape on my arm.

“You can’t leave,” Sergeant Newcastle tells me. “You got shot in the chest. You need to stay put for a while.”

“I can’t stay here,” I mutter and then yell behind him at the nurse. “Where’s that paperwork I told you to get?”

She disappears and I attack the bag holding my clothes. I start pulling everything out and slipping on my skirt under my hospital gown.

“If you tell me what’s bothering you, I might be able to help you,” Sergeant Newcastle tells me. “We’re investigating to find the person who shot you…..”

“No one can help me,” I mutter and start putting on my shoes. If these two jokers don’t leave, I’m going to have to strip down and change my top right in front of them.

I freeze again when Wade speaks up. “You don’t have to do this, Grace. Whatever it is you’re afraid of, the Police can protect you. You would be putting your life in danger if you left the hospital now.”

“My life is already in danger! Don’t you get that?” I swivel my legs over the side of the bed. I feel like absolute hell, but I have to leave.

“Why is your life in danger?” Sergeant Newcastle asks.

Just then, a different nurse comes in and starts removing the IV from my arm. Thank God.

“What are you doing?” Sergeant Newcastle asks.

“We have to release her. Her condition isn’t critical enough to warrant an emergency hold. She’s demanding to be released, so we have no choice but to do it. We can’t hold her here against her will unless you have probable cause to detain her.”

“It’s about time,” I snap. Everyone in the room recoils, including Wade, but I don’t seem to be able to stop myself.

My eyes flick over to the window just to make sure no one is out there watching. It’s dark outside. It’s nighttime so I can’t see if anyone is out there. I can only hope that will give me some cover to get out of town quickly. 

No one says anything for a minute. The nurse removes the IV, puts a cotton ball against the puncture site, and bends my elbow upward to close it off.

“Do you need me to give you a ride north?” Wade asks. His voice sounds extra loud in the silence.

“No,” I mutter while I rummage in the bag for my bra and shirt. They aren’t in there. “Just leave me alone.”

I go into a panic trying to find my shirt and jacket. I crane over the side of the bed, but there’s nothing underneath there.

I turn on the nurse. “Where are my shirt and jacket—the clothes I was wearing when I came in here?”

“The emergency medical team had to cut them off to treat your gunshot wound. They were covered in blood anyway.”

“Well, what the hell am I supposed to wear to leave here?” I demand.

She shrugs. “I don’t know. Do you have anyone you can call to bring you something?”

I stare at her fuming in frustration. I have to find something to wear. I need to get out of the hospital as soon as they release me. I need to get away before someone comes after me.

I don’t notice Wade and Sergeant Newcastle standing there watching every move I make.

“I could get you something from the gift store,” Wade finally offers.

I can’t look at him.

“Did you hear what Wade just said, Ma’am?” Sergeant Newcastle asks in a much sterner tone. “This man went to a lot of trouble to get you out of that car and then he saved your life by driving you to the hospital. Now he’s offering to help you again. You might show a little gratitude.”

I keep my head turned so I don’t have to look at either of them. “Sorry,” I mumble. “No one can help me. I just have to get out of here.”

They stare at me for a second and then Wade walks out of the room. Good. I don’t want anyone being nice to me. 

The doctors and nurses come in with the release forms. I get distracted by signing everything and giving assurance that I won’t hold the hospital liable for anything that might happen to me.

The doctor signs the form after me and says, “You can go as soon as you’re ready. I really hope we don’t see you back in here in a few hours.”

“You won’t,” I mutter.

They leave just as Wade comes in carrying a paper bag by two twine handles. He sets it on the bed in front of me, says, “See you around,” to Sergeant Newcastle, and walks out again without a word.

Sergeant Newcastle waits a few seconds longer and then he leaves, too. As soon as they’re gone, I open the bag. 

It contains a T-shirt that says, World’s Greatest Grandpa, on it along with a teal polyester windbreaker with a padded hood. The interior of the jacket also has an insulated layer to make it extra warm.

I pull them out of the bag studying both articles. No one has ever done anything like this for me before. No one has given me a gift like this of something that I most needed at exactly the moment when I most needed it. 

He put it on the bed and then walked away. He didn’t even stick around long enough for me to realize what he did. He didn’t expect gratitude or even thanks.

I spread the clothes out staring at them in amazement. Sergeant Newcastle is right. Wade must be something special if he went to so much trouble to help a total stranger.

I can’t think about that right now. Wade is gone and I’ll never see him again. 

I slip out of my gown and pull the T-shirt over my head. I’m not wearing a bra anymore, but the jacket should hide that fact from the outside world. I have more important things to worry about anyway.

I pull on the jacket and zip it up just to make sure. My arm hurts like crazy when I bend it the wrong way. I have to get dressed carefully so I don’t damage my shoulder any more than it already is.

I step off the bed and have to steady myself when another wave of nausea and dizziness sweeps over me. I’m going to have to be careful not to overdo it.

I rally what’s left of my strength and walk out of the hospital into the night. Cars streak down the road and I hunch my shoulders as the wind hits me.

The jacket blocks most of it, and when I pull up the hood, I feel warm enough. Thank you, Wade.

I start walking north. I plan to hitchhike to Canada once I get far enough out of town, but for now, I stick my hands in my pockets for added warmth. 

That’s when I feel a piece of paper in the jacket pocket. I pull it out. It’s a one-hundred-dollar bill folded into a small, neat square. Wade must have left it there for me.








