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Chapter 1
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So far, the evening had gone well. But Darla Taylor predicted it would end badly. 

She poked at the food on her plate, moving it around so it might look like she had eaten something. Bobby wasn’t noticing what she was doing. He wasn’t noticing her at all. But now he looked up from his own dinner, his meal nearly consumed. His head motion was caught in her peripheral vision. She didn’t look up at him. 

She’d been dreading this dinner all day and it was proving to be at least as bad as she had feared it would be. 

“I thought you liked baked potatoes.” He sounded puzzled.

Darla looked up now. Bobby’s smooth, handsome face was tight. Did he know what was coming? Darla closed her eyes and swore she could sense the tension zapping back and forth between them.

“Bobby,” she said, putting her fork down, giving up on pointlessly rearranging her food. “I have something I have to talk to you about.”

He narrowed those clear blue eyes she had fallen for a few short months ago. They were still clear and bright, but something more came across to her. Something like jagged lightning. 

Bobby threw his knife and fork onto his plate with a clatter and waited, silently, for her to go on. Utensils softly connected with china at the surrounding tables in the dimly lit, romantic atmosphere of the restaurant. 

This had always been one of her favorite dining spots. Would this ruin that?

The smell of the garlic chicken threatened to turn Darla’s stomach. She had to get this over with. The thought of the money being wasted on this night at one of Charity Ohio’s most expensive restaurants gave her one more moment of pause.

“I don’t think...I don’t think this is working.”

He stared at her plate. “You have to actually put the food into your mouth. That’s the way it works.” He took a healthy swig of his second beer after shooting a wry grin across the tablecloth.

The hint of a smile he gave reminded her how much she had always liked his sense of humor. But right now, she had to resist falling under that tantalizing spell. She had to get through this. 

“No, I mean us. I think we ought to...”

“See other people? Isn’t that the way it goes?” His smile looked more like a sneer now. “You had to make me buy you dinner so you could dump me? Is that it?”

“No, that’s not how I meant it. I mean... You know what? I’ll buy dinner. But can we just talk a little?” She had rehearsed her lines, but wasn’t saying them. It was all flubbed up now.

“I don’t think so.” He stood, threw his napkin onto the remnants on his plate, and left. Sitting still as stone for a few moments, she didn’t watch him go. 

Then Darla allowed herself a breath of relief. Okay, that was over. She had done it. The butter was melting into her baked potato. It looked and smelled delicious, and she now realized she was ravenous. Now, she could relax. And breathe. 

She shoved the garlic chicken aside and ate everything else on her plate. The potato had started out so piping hot, it was still warm and delicious. This place was worth every penny. 

In the cab on her way home, she replayed the breakup. Driving with the windows cracked helped cool her temper off. The outside temperature was nearing fifty degrees this time of night in early April. That was about normal for central Ohio, finally. A cold snap two weeks ago had threatened to hang on forever, but it was letting up. 

She lifted her straight, brown hair off her neck to let the outside air waft across her skin. Ooo. That air was too cold. The cold snap was gone and they were back to more or less normal, but normal April evening temps were not warm. She rolled up the window as the taxi drove toward her rented house on the outskirts of town. 

Shuddering at an unbidden memory, a date from two weeks ago ran through her head. That hadn’t been the first time Bobby had over-imbibed, but it had been the first time she’d seen what she later thought of as “the other Bobby Abbott,” the one who reminded her of her father. Her mother’s ex-husband now. Would she ever escape from his dark shadow?

She and Bobby had been scheduled to double date that night with her best friend Virginia, Gin to her and almost everyone else, and Gin’s current beau, but he had become her ex-beau an hour or so before the date, so she and Bobby had gone ahead with the plans, just the two of them. 

The first stop that night had been miniature golf. Darla always liked the faux sport. It seemed more like a little kids’ game than an adult endeavor, and it was a fun, light way to be outside, doing something, but something that didn’t matter. On the seventh hole, though, the one with the windmill blades rotating slowly to block the tunnel you had to shoot your ball through, she realized this game did matter—to Bobby. He failed to get his ball through three consecutive times. On his fourth try, she couldn’t help but notice how grim he had started looking. His face turned red and the stringy muscles in his neck stood out. 

She knew he had started drinking before he picked her up. She could smell the fumes the minute she got into his car, but he didn’t seem drunk. His driving was okay. However, he’d brought along a flask and was swigging from it at least twice on every hole. By the fifth hole he was weaving a bit when he followed his ball to retrieve it from the hole. He stumbled picking up the fourth or fifth ball. She was afraid he was going to fall over, but he remained on his feet and straightened up with his ball in his hand. 

Then, on the seventh hole, this one, the hole with the difficult windmill, he took a long gulp from his flask, slammed it back into his hip pocket, and whacked the little ball as hard as he could with the toy club. It hit one of the windmill blades, shattering it, and bounced back to smack him on the shoulder. 

Darla flinched, then stared, her mouth open, as he bent the club over his knee and threw it to the ground. Trying to become invisible, a lesson she had learned as a child, she remained motionless as he stalked off. She had a clear view of the parking lot, since the seventh hole was near the top of a hill, and watched him drive off, squealing his tires and nearly sideswiping a couple of parked cars. Grateful she wasn’t riding with him, she collected the balls and his broken club and made her way back to the clubhouse. The teen-age boy behind the counter had seen Bobby storm off and looked like he felt sorry for her. When she told him the windmill was damaged, he assured her everything was insured. She called herself a cab, breathing a sigh of relief she wouldn’t have to pay for the breakage.

That was the night it had occurred to her, the night she’d known she would have to break up with him. That behavior reminded her too much of the trauma in her past. 

Not only were there the reminders of her childhood, the bad parts of it, roiling through her head, her last failed relationship surfaced, dredged up by yet another one. 

Zeke Underwood. She’d fallen for him. Hard. For the whole two years they had dated, he had seemed like a catch—kind, considerate, good looking. Until she found out, quite by accident, he was already caught. 

They were nestled on her couch, watching the comedy show they both enjoyed. They laughed at the same parts and gave each other looks of disbelief at the ridiculous parts, the places where the situations and the humor were forced. As always, the nearness promised to lead to the next inevitable step. They got along so well and were simpatico in so many ways. 

Zeke got up to use the bathroom. And, she knew, to put on a condom. She had always appreciated him looking out for her that way. In the course of their half-clothed fumbling on the couch, the precursor to the next event, his phone had fallen from his pocket. 

His text messages were open and one caught her eye as she picked up the phone. 

Honey, don’t forget to bring home diapers. We’re almost out.

Honey? Diapers?

She noted the name the text was from Katy Underwood.

As she watched, another text popped up, noiselessly. He had the sound turned off. That was smart, she decided, when she saw the next message.

Harrison misses his daddy. Coming home soon?

She didn’t need any more proof than that. This wasn’t a wrong number. 

When Zeke emerged from the bathroom, he looked puzzled at her expression. “You’re still dressed. Are you okay?”

She handed him his phone and put her shirt back on. “I saw the texts. You were kind of careless leaving your phone open like that.”

He looked truly bewildered. Until he saw the texts. “I can...I can explain this.”

“So can I,” Darla snarled and jabbed her finger toward the floor. “Pick up your clothes and get out. Don’t come back.”

Every time she felt herself missing him, his mind, his body, the way they were in perfect sync whenever they were together, either in bed or walking down the street, she stomped on her thoughts and locked them firmly away. She refused to miss someone who could cheat on his wife. And his infant. What a jerk. 

Bobby had happened soon after. He was convenient, since they worked together. When they started dating, she didn’t know about the drinking. He never showed up drunk at the hospital, or even smelling of booze. As they dated more, he relaxed, she thought, and showed her his true nature. 

Tonight, trying to foresee how it would go, she had pictured arguments, protests, maybe even begging or bargaining, to put it off. The way it actually happened was probably the best way it could have gone. He must have seen it coming, too. It was as if he’d been expecting it. 

Since the mini golf outing, they had gone out a few times as she waited to find the right time to give him the talk, but they’d merely been going through the motions. She’d even thought he might take the initiative to break up with her at one point. Then they had started revisiting some of their early dates, places where they’d connected, places where they’d always had a good time. Was he trying to prevent the breakup? Show her how they had fun together?

She leaned against the solid back seat of the cab, the memories flooding in. Back when Darla had been sure that Bobby Abbott was the one for her, they’d taken a bike ride through the cemetery, followed by a moonlight stroll through Cantrell Park. The first of those had been Bobby’s idea and Darla had had to rent a bicycle for it. The second was a favorite place of Darla’s for walking. Bobby wasn’t an enthusiastic slow walker, more inclined to jog until he was winded, then call it a day. But they had accommodated each other and had found areas in common. They both liked to be outdoors, even when the weather was less than ideal, and he could identify as many trees and birds as she could. Maybe a few more. 

They also talked a lot about them both being in the medical field. It didn’t seem to bother Bobby that Darla was a nurse and he was a nursing assistant, although at first, she thought he was trying his best to impress her by being almost too polite and taking her to nice places—concerts, plays, movies with drinks and popcorn. 

As time went on, Bobby seemed to relax around her. He stopped trying to wow her. Unfortunately, that meant he wasn’t always on his best behavior. Not that drinking too much a couple of times was a deal breaker. She told herself that. A few times. Until the golfing explosion.

She blinked back tears, not sure if they were tears of anger or self-pity. After all, Zeke Underwood, like Bobby, had seemed like “the one.” He didn’t have drinking or rage problems, so she had overlooked some warning signs for way too long. Different warning signs from the ones Bobby threw up. 

The dates, cancelled at the last minute. The holidays, he seemed reluctant to spend with her. The reluctance, no, the refusal, to talk about their future. 

When she had found out what was going on, she was angry with herself she’d been that stupid as to fall victim to an old cliché. The wife and kids, with her on the side. It was a wonder the jerk had found as much time to spend with her as he did. He would be Zeke Underhanded, not Zeke Underwood, in her mind forever. She knew she shouldn’t be angry with herself. She bore no blame. But she couldn’t help it. Maybe she should have figured it out sooner. 

The cab pulled into her driveway, behind her own car parked under the carport, since Bobby had picked her up for tonight’s date. As she finished paying and tipping the driver, three enthusiastic barks came from inside her house. A brisk breeze blew her hair into her face as she hurried to the side door into her kitchen. Moose greeted her with the noisy bouncing enthusiasm of the two-year-old chocolate lab that he was. 

Her heart lifted, as it always did when she was with Moosie. She was so grateful for him. After he was let out into her fenced backyard, cleaned up after, then fed and watered, she called her mother. 

“It’s late, Darla,” Amy Taylor said. “Is everything okay?”

“I’m fine, Mom. I just...just wanted to talk to you.” She shrugged out of her spring coat, still on from taking the dog out, got a cola from the fridge and pried up the tab top with a pop and a slight fizzing sound. 

“So, something is not okay.”

Darla smiled at that. Her mother was so perceptive. She could tell her daughter’s mood, even over the phone. Who needs a boyfriend with a mother like that? “I think it’s much better now. I just broke up with Bobby.”

Her mother was silent for a moment. “You haven’t been getting along well lately, have you? Did something happen?”

“No, no. Just cumulative, I think. There’s no connection between us.” She wandered into her cozy living room and perched on the couch with her cold can. Moose, done taking his usual three seconds to scarf his dinner, trotted over and laid his silken head on her knee. The couch was old and brown, a hand-me-down from her mother when she had gotten new furniture. Moose’s fur blended into the weave, which was convenient for a casual housekeeper like Darla. 

“There was once, as I recall you telling me. What happened to it?”

“Fizzled out, I guess.” She wasn’t going to bring up the drinking or the disastrous date tonight. She wouldn’t do that to her mother. Wouldn’t bring up those awful memories. Awful for both of them. The parallels between the drunken behaviors of the two men were incomplete, but some of the behaviors were eerily similar. Unconsciously, she stroked Moose’s head.

“That’s going to be awkward at work, isn’t it? Is he upset? Angry?”

“A little.” Darla recalled his sneer and him stomping out of the restaurant. Yes, he was upset. Yes, he was angry. Yes, it would be awkward at work. But she would deal with that. It would be better than continuing to date him as he drank more and more in front of her. He had never come to work drunk. And the “good” Bobby wasn’t hard to get along with at all.

As she hung up, she felt a slight bit of guilt for not telling her mother everything.

She was still tense. Her body, tight all over, zinged with it. Whenever she needed to let go, to undo her tension, she turned to her favorite—her only—sport, archery. She didn’t usually do it that late in the day, in the dark, but she would tonight. She collected her gear and went to the backyard to shoot at the all-weather target on the stand she always left there, at the far edge of her property. It only took two ends of six arrows each, before she was able to feel calmer, more relaxed. Then she let Moose out, since he was pent up in the house while she shot, as always. He plunged down the back porch stairs loped around the yard, his tongue hanging out and giving him such a sweet, goofy look. She collected her arrows before he could fetch them to her and gave him his yard time. 

Three rose bushes, leftover from the previous owner, were showing signs of the budding they would be doing in June. It would be futile, though, since Moose would chomp on all the blooms he could reach, which would be most of them. How he avoided getting thorns in his mouth was a mystery to Darla. 

After she came in and stowed her equipment, Darla switched her television on and surfed as a mindless diversion while she plopped on her comfy sofa and drained the cola to finish washing the taste of the date out of her mouth. “What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?” was playing on the old movie channel. She had seen it long ago, and started watching it, then remembered Baby Jane was tragically injured and left crippled for the rest of her life in the movie. That was too much like her mother’s situation. She wasn’t going to put herself through that right now. 

Instead, she got up and ran her thumb along the spines of the mystery books on her shelves. She started to pull out one of the Lincoln Rhyme novels, thinking to reread it. It had been years since she devoured that series. But Jeffrey Deaver’s character was wheelchair bound. Another reminder of her mother. She pushed it back in.

Was everything tonight going to remind her of what had happened to her mother?

She tossed the empty can into the recycle bin and poured a glass of wine. After wandering the few rooms of her small house, shadowed by her faithful canine, she grabbed the bottle and went to the bathroom. She drew a hot bath, pouring plenty of jasmine scented oil into the steaming water. She lit a candle and lowered herself into the welcome warmth. Finally, after her third glass was empty, she felt her shoulders completely relax. Maybe she’d be able to sleep tonight. The irony of relaxing with a glass of wine after ditching a guy for his drinking—and his behavior—was not lost on her.

She crawled into bed while Moose circled, then landed, with a plop, on his doggie bed on the floor beside her.

Her mother was right. It would be tense working with Bobby Abbott tomorrow. At least the break with Zeke had been completely clean. They had never encountered each other again. Darla was one of several nurses currently assigned to the recovery area of the hospital, where Bobby also was now. 

They had worked well together on the children’s floor for a few months before it occurred to either one to start dating. It had never been a problem because Darla outranked and out-earned him. So far. She expected everything would change now.
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Chapter 2
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Unlike the people who disliked the antiseptic odor of a hospital, who even felt sick from the smell of it, Darla loved it. It comforted her to know things were clean here, that people were working to keep—to make and then to keep—others healthy. The smell was part of the process, after all. Faire County Hospital never smelled bad to her, what she would consider bad, like urine, mold, dirty things. 

The nurses rotated regularly and she had worked in a number of different areas. One she liked very much was recovery, she had found. In her hospital, recovery held two rows of curtained bays where patients stayed, lying on the gurneys, until they woke up from whatever surgery or procedure they had had done. 

It had sounded boring at first, but it turned out that one reason she liked this area was it was one of the more relaxing assignments, in her opinion. Before rotations became so regular, she felt she had worked in emergency for too long, then she had done surgical assistance for several years after. Those were such tense situations, she was glad to now be keeping track of vitals, watching patients wake up, making sure they had pain meds and whatever else they needed, and letting the families in to see them. It was often a happy situation, with a problem having been taken care of. 

There was something to be said for boring, but it wasn’t that, she’d decided. It was just a slower pace than some of the other floors, with their excitement and exhilaration. There was usually no rush, and little tension. The patient was glad to have gotten the surgery over with, the relatives were happy everything had gone well, and they were all glad, if she were honest, that the patient had survived. It was rare they didn’t, but it happened. 

Like anything else, any other department, there were bad times, of course. When the patient and the family had to be told terrible news. Inoperable cancer had been found. An old cancer had spread. A scan had turned up problems that would be difficult to deal with. They weren’t flat out emergencies, though, so that made the job, on the whole, less stressful.

She arrived at work that morning, taking in the familiar sharp, clean smell, walking down the brightly lit hallway, and anticipating a work day that would take her mind off her recent break up. 

However, it wasn’t long before her mood plunged. The very guy she’d broken up with last night, the one she’d made so angry, was waiting at the nurses’ station. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, since he worked here, but, even though she’d known she would probably see him, she hadn’t thought how seeing him would make her feel. He gave her a hostile smirk and handed her a clipboard.

Her shoulders sagged. It was just her bad luck he was assigned to work with her this week. Bobby Abbot was a good nursing assistant, but that didn’t make her want to work with him right now, today, after last night. It was true they had worked well together in the past. That was then. This was now. 

She signed in on the clipboard at the nurses’ station, as usual, and turned her back to him, wanting to concentrate on her work and try to ignore him.

Going to the medicine closet, she pushed the door nearly shut and began counting out her meds, the ones to distribute to the patients on her morning round, putting the pills in the little white paper cups and arranging them on the tray with the instructions. In ten minutes, she would start handing them out. 

Stacy, at the nursing station desk, called her name. Darla came out of the med room and poked her head around the corner. Stacy looked up from the phone call she was on. “Darla? Someone wants to talk to you.”

Bobby was nowhere to be seen. Giving a slight huff of impatience at being interrupted during work hours, and in the middle of her meticulous task, Darla walked to the desk and took the phone. People she knew didn’t usually call her during her working hours. Giving a stronger huff of annoyance, she handed it back. “There’s no one there. Do you know who it was?”

“Some guy, but he didn’t say who he was.”

“You didn’t recognize a voice?”

Stacy shrugged. “It wasn’t anyone I know.”

Darla hurried back to her meds and halted just inside the medicine closet, her mouth grim and her eyes narrowed. The paper cups were upended and the pills were scattered across the tray. Her back had been to the closet for the brief moment she’d been on the phone so she hadn’t seen who had been in the small room. 

She had an immediate suspicion. Where was Bobby? Did he do this? She seethed as she straightened out the meds, again. First sorting them to determine which med was which, then putting the various sized and colored pellets into their neat white cups, then proceeded to hand them out late. Not very late, but a bit late.

The rest of the morning went smoothly, with Darla catching glimpses of Bobby here and there, but not encountering him again. At least he didn’t show up to gloat. Her blood pressure rose a bit every time she saw him. And every time, as soon as she could, she paused to do a few deep breaths and calm herself before continuing. 

He had to have made the phone call and dumped her meds. What a baby. This only made her happier about dumping him. If he could be this childish, it was a good thing she’d gotten rid of him before things got worse. If only she didn’t have to work in the same area with him this week. 

Throughout the morning, she got a creepy feeling every now and then. She would look up, expecting to see Bobby gloating or smirking. He would be good at both of those, she knew. Every time, she either just missed seeing him, or her apprehensions were unfounded. He was never within sight when she got those chills up the back of her neck.

At lunch time, Darla spoke to a supervisor and asked to be switched to another area next week. They were usually assigned to a specific area for a month. The supervisor said they needed someone in Emergency, Darla’s least favorite department. She decided to think about it. 

“Can I tell you later?”

“How much later?” the supervisor asked. “I need to know in a couple of days. Can you do that? I can hold it open that long, but I need to get the schedule set.”

“Sure. I’ll do that.”

Darla took her break in the cafeteria, getting a soda and sitting at a corner table, and took her phone out of her pocket. She kept it mute during work, but she carried it. Right now, she had to talk to someone. Who better than Gin? When Gin answered, her spirits lifted a little. It always did her good to talk to her best friend. Gin Holland was an aide, a home health care worker. They had been friends for years and, after some other places, Gin had ended up working for the Only The Best Health Care company as a member of the team assisting Darla’s mother at home. It was only because of Gin and the others on that team that Amy Taylor could still be living at her own house and not in “a” home, or “the” home, as Darla thought of it, and as her mother referred to it aloud. Often. 

“Hey, do you have a minute?” Darla asked. She knew Gin was at her mother’s today. Darla tried to keep track of the schedule, which her mother had a copy of, telling her who would be helping her each week. 

“Sure. Your mom is watching one of her judge shows.”

Darla chuckled. Her mother loved all the courtroom shows. Even the divorce court shows, which Darla couldn’t stand. Although she did like some of the others. Amy had told her daughter once that she wanted to know what to do if she ever had to go to court. Or if she ever wanted to sue anyone. The woman could be a bit prickly and, when she thought about it, Darla didn’t know why she had never yet sued anyone. She probably would someday. Although that didn’t explain why she watched the divorce courts. She wasn’t going to need those again. 

“I did something last night,” Darla said. “I broke up with Bobby.”

“Huh. I can’t say I didn’t see that coming. Are you okay?”

She saw it coming? Huh? She had never said anything to Darla about it. “I am, but he—” Her phone buzzed with an unfamiliar number. “Someone’s calling. I’ll be right back.” She switched over to the new call. 

A disguised voice croaked, “Knock, knock.” 

“Who’s there?” she answered, dutifully, a little annoyed that someone was playing silly jokes while she was at work. But who could resist saying, “Who’s there?” Even if she said it impatiently.

The call cut off without the next line of the joke. That was strange. When she returned to Gin, she told her what had just happened.

“Probably a wrong number.”

“Probably,” Darla agreed. “Unless it’s...” She didn’t mention who she thought it might be, but Gin’s “Huh” showed the notion had crossed her mind also. 

During the afternoon she got three more of those knock-knock calls with dead air following. Was Bobby making these prank calls? Was he acting like a pouty young teen? Was he the biggest baby in the world? She went looking for him after the last hang up to ream him out, but he wasn’t anywhere to be found. Hiding from her? That made her anger flare even more. That made her even more angry. 

She was steaming as she went through the rest of her day, being extra careful not to make any mistakes with the IVs and meds. Feeling as distracted as she was, it would have been easy to do. Nurses couldn’t work distracted. Lives were in the balance, after all. People in the hospital were often fragile. 

At the end of her shift, she decided she would give it one more day before moving to a new work assignment. If Bobby was still being such a snot tomorrow, she would take the transfer to the job she liked the least. She didn’t have to tell them until Wednesday, and today was only Monday. She got her paperwork for the day in order and retrieved her purse from the locked drawer. At least no one had broken into that and bothered her things. 

On the way out of the building and across the parking lot, she kept an eye out for Bobby, still wanting to give him a big fat piece of her mind. Spring was taking its time coming to Ohio this year. Sometimes it was balmy and pleasant by now. The wind whipped up dogwood blossoms which had fallen and blown from a nearby park. She hadn’t zipped up her coat, so she clutched it around her to keep the wind off her torso. 

As she approached her car, she slowed. Huh? 

It looked odd. It was tilting to the right. When she got close enough, she saw why. Her right rear tire had two deep, wide gashes on the sidewall and was perfectly flat. 
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After staring at the tire, which remained slit and flat, and after fuming for a few more seconds, Darla whipped out her phone and called Gin again.

“Gin!”

“Now what? Don’t shout.”

“Someone slashed my tire. My tire is flat.” Darla could hear herself still shouting. “Sorry, I’ll try to calm down.”

“Hang on. I left work half an hour ago. I’ll put on my shoes and come over. Where are you? Still in the hospital parking lot?”

“Yes, I just got off shift.” Darla stopped to collect herself for the space of a couple of breaths. “I have a spare. And a jack. I guess I could change it.”

“Hey!” She jumped at the sound of his voice. Bobby was behind her. “What happened? You want me to change that for you?”

“Hurry,” Darla said to Gin and closed the call. She whirled on Bobby. “You should change it, shouldn’t you? Considering you probably did this!”

He backed up a step, shock on his face. “I would never do anything like that.”

“Like what? Like tipping over all my meds this morning so I had to redo them?”

He hung his head. “Okay, that was me.” The confession took her by surprise. She hadn’t known, for sure, it was him. “I didn’t do it on purpose. It was an accident. Honest. I had to get some saline for an IV and I bumped your tray. I was in a hurry. I’m really sorry.”

“Too sorry to apologize?” She was screaming again. 

He backed up another step. Maybe he hadn’t slashed her tire. Maybe the spilled meds were an accident. She didn’t trust him, though. How could she?

Still looking at the ground, he shook his head. “I know. I was embarrassed. I’ve been avoiding you all day. I’m really sorry.” He looked up at her. “Can I change your tire? To make it up to you?”

It would be a lot easier than doing it herself. It would also be easier than calling her roadside assist program. She’d used them for a dead battery last summer and it had taken them forty-five minutes to arrive and jump start her car. She assessed the situation. This seemed to be the “good” Bobby, the sober one. The one she had always liked. 

“What’s that?” Bobby pointed to the windshield.

A small envelope was stuck under the driver side wiper blade. She snatched it, half expecting it to be a note from Bobby. She read it to herself. 

Knock. Knock. I know where you live.

Darla frowned at Bobby. “Is this your idea of a joke?” She stuck it out toward him.

He read the short note. “No. That’s creepy.” He shivered and frowned and recoiled a bit. “My idea of a joke is something funny.”

“Like calling me all day and hanging up?”

“Huh? Why would I do that?”

He looked truly puzzled at all this, Darla had to admit. But how good an actor was he? He had bragged about having parts in high school plays more than once. 

Darla heard a welcome sound, the purr of Gin’s Toyota approaching. Gin’s car pulled up beside them, her tires crunching on the pavement with her sharp turn to get beside Darla’s vehicle. She hopped out and looked at both of them. “Darla. Bobby, what are you doing here?”

Bobby pointed to the flat tire. “I’m offering to change her tire.”

“That’s nice of you,” Gin said. “Why don’t you do that and drive her car to her place afterwards. I can drive her home now. Is that okay with you, Darla?” Gin eyed Darla’s clenched fists. “You need to get your dog fed. It’s getting late.”

Darla suspected Gin wanted to separate them as soon as possible. That wasn’t a bad idea. Gin was good at reading Darla’s mind. She always had been. Almost as good as her own mother. Darla took a slow breath, then took another look at the note. The handwriting didn’t look like Bobby’s writing. But she had never seen his block printing. She relaxed her jaw and her shoulders a bit.

Gin spied the paper Darla was peeking at. “Did someone leave a note? Offer to pay for it? Did your tire get cut accidentally?” Gin asked.

Darla handed it to her with a frown. 

“Oh, no.” She read the note, then pointed to the two deep, parallel cuts. Her eyes got wide. “So, this was not an accident.” Gin whirled and squinted at Bobby. “Did you do this?”

He stuck his chin out at both of them. “I’m not a vandal and I’m offering to help you out. Do you want me to or not?”

Darla wordlessly opened the trunk and pointed, so he could get out the spare and the jack. When he didn’t take the hint, she picked up the jack. The metal was cold on her ungloved hands. 

Bobby shook his head and took it from her, then wrestled the tire out of the trunk. 

Reluctantly, she told him thanks and handed him her key fob. She sounded sullen, even to herself. 

“Don’t be so grateful,” he muttered as he squatted to start loosening the lug nuts, glaring at them like it was the metal fasteners that had offended him instead of her. 

Gin whisked Darla away and they talked on the way to her house. 

“What’s going on?” Gin asked. “I don’t think Bobby did that. He wouldn’t leave a note like that. And, as little as I think of him, I can’t picture him calling you and hanging up all day long either.”

Darla begrudged him that. “I agree. It’s not like him. It’s just...the timing. We broke up last night, and now today someone is terrorizing me.”

“Think about what the note says, though. It would be silly for Bobby to say he knows where you live. Of course he does. He’s stayed over more than once.” Gin peered at Darla’s face. “Have you officially broken up with him? For real?”

“Yes. And I know. I’m not thinking straight. I need to clear my head. If it isn’t him, who have I ticked off?”

“Someone at work? A patient or a family member? Do you work with any psychos?”

“There isn’t anyone I work with who would do this. I don’t think. And I see the patients for such a short period of time, their families even less. We’ve had a good string of recoveries over the past month or so. Everyone has left in pretty good shape. One family even came back upstairs and brought me the most beautiful bouquet of roses from the gift shop before they left.”

“Someone, somewhere, doesn’t like you. Somehow.” Gin looked worried. 

Obviously. But how could that be? She didn’t have any enemies. Except maybe Bobby. Or Zeke. But she had much more reason to be angry with Zeke than he did to be angry with her. He was the one who had wronged her. No one probably wanted to think someone disliked them enough to terrorize them, she thought. But someone was doing this. 

“Why did you break up anyway? I never thought he was right for you.”

Really? She wished Gin would have told her and saved her some trouble. “We just...don’t get along.” Even with Gin, she couldn’t go into the reasons right now, getting into her childhood trauma and the history she wanted to keep buried forever. Maybe later she would talk to her about that.

Gin pulled into Darla’s driveway and she climbed out, ducking her head back in to talk. “Thanks for the ride. Do you want to come in?” Darla stood with the passenger door open. She was offering because that’s what she knew she should do, but she actually wanted to be alone, as much as she usually liked Gin’s company. Her whole day had been so stressful. She needed a long bath and a tall drink. Very soon.

“I’m beat,” Gin said, to Darla’s relief. “Go try to relax. Don’t forget, Bobby’s driving your car here.” So, she would have to delay her long bath? “I’ll sit in the car and wait here to drive him back. You go ahead and take care of yourself.” Gin was such a good friend. 

Darla was glad Gin wouldn’t be coming in but she still didn’t want to be in the tub when Bobby arrived. The long bath would have to be deferred, but not the tall drink. When she got inside, she opted for a strong one rather than a tall one, a tumbler of straight single malt Scotch. But only after tending to the needs of Moose, who was, as always, enthusiastically grateful for her attention. After the backyard outing, she sat at the window, the dog at her feet munching a chew toy, waiting for Bobby to pull up. 

A half hour went by. The hospital wasn’t far away. How long did it take to change a tire? Had something gone wrong? What if he wasn’t okay? She wished she could quit feeling so jumpy.

At last, he arrived. He drove into the driveway, pulled around Gin’s car, and put hers under the carport. He nodded to Gin as he got out, beeping the lock before walking to her front door. 

She met him there, holding it open six inches to indicate she didn’t want to invite him in. He held the key fob out wordlessly.

“Thanks, Bobby. I’m sorry I accused you.”

“Your flat is in the trunk. Can I come in?” He didn’t exactly look contrite. More grim than anything. He eyed the dog. Bobby wasn’t fond of Moose, and Moose usually steered clear of him, too. 

“You’d better not.” Why would he want to come in? Gin was out there waiting to drive him home. With the key in her hand, she shut the door and turned the lock. She stood still for a moment, not hearing him depart. She finally felt his footsteps cross her wooden porch and walk down the steps. He had stood there a moment, though. At last, Gin’s car drove away. Bobby wasn’t dangerous, she told herself. Gin would be fine. She texted her anyway and asked Gin to let her know when she got home.

Pacing her living room, she was furious at someone, but who? That was a strange feeling. Was she ever going to find that “someone?” Zeke had been disastrous, of course, hiding the fact he had a wife and two small children. He didn’t even use the fiction so many married guys used, that he was going to get a divorce any day and marry her. At first. She kind of did think they might get married at one point. They talked about colors, flowers, who to invite, where to have the wedding. Until she found out a wedding would make him a bigamist. 
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