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        She’s mourning an immeasurable loss. He’s making amends for his past. Will they risk their hearts for a chance at love?

      

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to the bridge novella between my Whispering Pines and Doctors of Silver Valley series. In Second Chance Summer, Gabe is the nice guy that finishes last. But in Skipping a Beat, he gets a second chance at finding love. (Newsletter subscribers, you may have read this story in its earlier form, Angle Shot, but this one has some bonus scenes and a little more heat. I hope you enjoy it!)

      

        

      
        Haven’t read Second Chance Summer yet?

        It’s free on all retailers - just click here to enjoy!
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      Gabe Roberts has spent the last decade atoning for his role in a fatal car accident. While he’s finally found some peace working as a paramedic in the small town of Silver Valley, he’s reluctant to date. Past relationships have left him broken, and he’s not sure he can trust his heart to try again.

      

      Chicago native Jordyn Braxton has just taken a temporary job at Silver Valley’s Medical Center. She has no intention of making friends or putting down roots; her single goal is to find a place far from home that will let her work through grief and heartbreak.

      

      When Gabe and Jordyn’s paths cross in a local bar, the only thing they have in common is a love for billiards and a mutual competitive streak. But as the weeks pass and a friendly rivalry grows, they begin to realize the depth of their connection. Can two guarded strangers help each other heal? Or will their time together end without confessions of the heart?
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        Gabe

      

      

      

      “Here! Over here! I need a light!”

      Gabe grabbed his jump bag and followed his partners into the dark. He hated calls like this, a car of teenagers after prom that had gone off the road.

      “Got one here.”

      “One over here.”

      He strode down the road, squinting against the pelting rain. “Where’s the car?” According to the 911 call, there’d been four kids in the Lincoln Town Car. The local prom for Whispering Pines High was always held at the fancy Villa Amore in Silver Valley. Whispering Pines didn’t have anything fancier than the board room at the local motel, which meant on prom night teens ventured to the next town over, then had to make their way home over a mountain that rose almost four thousand feet and boasted switchbacks that would make a race car driver sweat. Some hired limos, if they could afford it. Most drove themselves. Parents spent the night sleepless until their babies were back home again.

      A few years ago the crew had responded to three separate calls, with two fatalities at the end of it all. Gabe wasn’t a particularly religious guy, but he sent up a prayer every prom night that everyone made it home safe. Jesus, what a storm. He bent his head against the rain. Couldn’t make out a thing in the darkness. No streetlights on Sunrise Mountain, just thick, heavy blackness, made thicker by the storm clouds above.

      After a few yards he found Katie, who was stabilizing a compound fracture on a girl in a red sequined dress. Then Jeremiah, who was treating a head wound on a guy in a tuxedo. Both would probably recover, which was a miracle considering neither had been wearing a seat belt.

      “You get an ID?”

      Katie passed him a driver’s license and Gabe pulled out a penlight. “Rose Waters.” His gut clenched. He knew the parents, the dad a banker and the mom a co-owner of Silver Valley’s only florist. They’d be broken at the news.

      He knelt down. “Hi, Rose.”

      The girl didn’t answer. He steadied her chin and shined the light into her eyes. Both pupils constricted, a good sign of brain activity. “Do you know where you are?”

      She shook her head.

      “How about what day it is?”

      Again she shook her head. He noticed the cell phone still clutched in her hand. She was the one that called. Thankfully, the governor had put up a cell tower on the mountain the previous summer. And also thankfully, Rose had had the wherewithal to summon help after the accident. You’re a tough kid. He patted her on the shoulder.

      “She’s in shock,” Katie said in a low voice as she finished. “Gotta get her in the rig.”

      “Yep.” Gabe helped lift Rose onto the stretcher, then carry her over a hundred feet of gravel to the ambulance. The rain picked up, drenching them despite the heavy raincoats they wore. He grabbed a blanket and tucked it over Rose as Katie climbed into the ambulance and started doing vitals.

      “We found the car.” That was Sammy on the radio. “Down the bank about fifty feet.”

      “Anyone inside?” Gabe asked.

      “Can’t tell yet.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      Following the sound of his partner’s voice, Gabe clambered down a steep embankment, bag in one hand, slipping on wet leaves and dirt. Halfway down he fell, jolting his spine hard enough that his teeth rattled. The pungent smell of the forest filled his nostrils. Unforgiving, that’s what he always thought about this mountain. Unforgiving and unpredictable. Back when he was seventeen, he’d suffered his own wreck. His own loss. Not here, but on a lonely stretch of road that looked a lot like this one. A few miles from here. With his girlfriend in the car and --

      Don’t think about it.

      He couldn’t. It would immobilize him.

      Finally Gabe reached the vehicle, wedged between a tree and an enormous boulder. He looked back up and traced the path it must have taken from the road, slipping on the curve, losing grip on the loose gravel, careening past a half-dozen trees before coming to rest against the rock.

      Lucky. If the Town Car hadn’t stopped where it had, the kids would’ve gone over the ridge and plummeted a hundred feet to the gorge below.

      And Gabe would be heading up a recovery effort rather than a rescue.

      “I’ve got a pulse on a girl in the front seat. One-ten, faint but steady,” said Clarice from the passenger side. She was braced between the tree and the car, her tiny body halfway inside the smashed front window.

      “There’s another in the back seat,” said Sammy. He shined a flashlight inside, and Gabe caught a glimpse of dark hair, a tuxedo, a broken cardboard carton with two smashed beer bottles inside. The kid was unconscious but belted in.

      “Is that Ricky Mendez?”

      “Looks like it. Damn it. The kid just pitched a no-hitter in the championship game. Now he’s gonna be spending the next six months in PT.”

      “Maybe not,” Gabe said. “He’s wearing his belt.” Gabe had been at that ball game, had enjoyed a toast with Ricky’s dad after the team won.

      My boy’s gettin’ outta here, going to college on a full scholarship, Cam Mendez had bragged, and Gabe let him, because that was a damn fine accomplishment for someone who came from the hills of Whispering Pines. Now he hoped prom and beer and a freak storm hadn’t derailed Ricky’s future. Something stuck in Gabe’s throat. Parts of that story hit close to home.

      He knew most of the families in and around these two towns. He’d lived here his whole life, except for the two years he’d spent doing time, but that was a complicated hiccup he tried to avoid revisiting. Being a local made responding to calls both a blessing and a curse. Sometimes he could reassure the injured. Sometimes he could comfort the grieving loved ones. Sometimes, especially since Summer Thompson had come back to town, he wanted to move to the other side of the country, maybe even the other side of the world, so every person he loaded into his rig was a stranger.

      Gabe had fallen for Summer the first day of ninth grade, and even though it took him the entire year to ask her out, it was the best decision he’d ever made. He’d thought for sure they’d end up together, married with a few kids and a house in Whispering Pines, which just went to show how stupid and naive he was.

      He rarely dreamed, but when he did, it was almost always about the night Summer’s brother died.

      The night after high school graduation.

      The night a drunk driver ran a red light.

      The night a party and a beer and a lie changed everything between them.

      With effort Gabe pushed the memory away again. He and Summer had made amends to each other, but that hadn’t stopped his nightmares. He figured nothing ever would. When a twelve-year old died in the back of your car on a country road, you didn’t get over something like that.

      “Gabe? Sammy?” Behind him came the shouts of the volunteer firefighter crew. They scrambled down the mountainside, cutters and spreaders in hand, and Gabe backed away to give them room.

      “Unit Sixty-Three preparing to leave the scene.” Katie’s voice came over the radio. “I have a fifteen-year old female with a compound fracture of the lower left femur. Possible concussion as well. Gabe, you comin’ with me?”

      He yanked his hat over his face, not that it did much to keep the rain out of his eyes. “Ten-four,” he replied. “Be right there.” He did one last check of the car and then left Sammy and Clarice to attend to the injured. They were lucky tonight. No fatalities, not yet anyway, though he still had almost eight hours left in his shift.
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        Jordyn

      

      

      

      Jordyn Braxton arrived in Silver Valley the following afternoon, about the time Gabe was sinking into a deep sleep after his shift. She slowed on the exit ramp, a long snake’s tail of a curve that dumped her from the interstate onto what looked like some kind of Norman Rockwell Main Street. Stately old homes with hanging baskets and perfectly manicured lawns. Brick storefronts with cute little display windows that had probably taken hours to set up. Restaurants with wrought iron tables and chairs and bright-faced teens running trays of food back and forth. And an honest-to-goodness fountain right in the center of it all. Jordyn looked over the edge of her sunglasses.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” She thought places like this only existed in the movies.
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