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            Chapter One

          

          Chip

        

      

    

    
      “I swear that’s marijuana, Aunt Dixie. Why’s it growing in your backyard?” Chip wiped beads of sweat from his brow. The sun was directly overhead in the Texas sky and showed no mercy.

      “Honey, you pay that no mind. It’s hibiscus. Now come inside, I’ve made fresh lemonade.” The elderly woman grabbed him by the arm and tried dragging him to the backdoor.

      “Don’t you want me to put the lawnmower away?” He chuckled. She pretended innocence, but hustling him from the scene of the crime was a dead giveaway. 

      “Chip, I’m only sixty-one, a very young sixty-one.  I can handle putting it in the garage on my own.” She took her glasses off and cleaned them on her sleeve. This was a nervous habit Chip recognized from when he was a kid. Back then it was his Dad, her big brother she was hiding things from.

      “Now come inside. I know you’ve got to head into work. An ice-cold glass of lemonade will cool you right off. And thank you for doing my lawn, sugar.” She gripped his elbow in her strong hand and led him into the house. He shook his head and laughed, allowing her to drag him through the screen door. 

      The kitchen was large, taking up almost half of the downstairs in the smallish, two story house. It was her favorite room. When she and her wife Sue originally bought it, they’d torn out the wall separating it from the dining room. Pictures of Dixie and her blue hair, and Sue’s huge smile decorated the walls, as well as childhood pictures of Chip.

      He missed his Aunt Sue, and every time he entered the room, memories of her flooded his mind. She’d been the cook, while Dixie entertained the guests. Since she’d passed away a few months ago, Chip made it a point to check up on his favorite aunt almost daily. He’d even moved from Houston to Hidden Creek in order to be nearby. He missed the big city, but family was everything to him, and she was all he had left.

      “Here you go.” She placed the glass in front of him. “Now drink up. I pressed your uniform, and it’s folded on top of the dryer.”

      “Thanks.” He lifted the frosted glass to his lips, and instantly forgot about the illegal foliage in the backyard. Tart, lemony goodness flooded his taste buds. Nothing beat Aunt Dixie’s lemonade. He drank the contents in one go, and she refilled it as soon as he set the glass down.

      “Hits the spot, don’t it?” She drawled. “I’ve never told you this, but the lemonade was Sue’s recipe. She let me take credit for it, since she knew my skills in the kitchen were spotty, to say the least.” She sat down across from him and folded her arms in front of her. 

      “Really? I never knew that.” He drained half the glass and set it in front of him. Now that he thought of it, it made perfect sense. Aunt Dixie lived on take-out nowadays. 

      “I know you’ve got to get ready to go, but I’m serious about what I said earlier. You’ve got to get out more. I’m an old lady now, and you need friends your own age. Why don’t you go drinking with some guys? You know, go to one of those bars on the strip.” She reached over and patted his hand.

      “Are you trying to get rid of me? I’ve only been here a few weeks, Aunt Dixie. Give me time, I’ll make some friends. I’ve already met a couple of people at the hospital.” He knew she meant well, but he was more concerned about her. She’d always been cagey about her life outside of the family.

      “What about you, Aunt Dixie? You’ve been rattling around this house all by yourself for a few months now.” 

      Right before Sue passed away, her employer had cut her hours to very part-time. She was his housekeeper and assistant, working when he was away on business. Now that he was semi-retired, she wasn’t needed as much.

      “I still talk to him once a week or so. He says I should relax, I’ve earned the extra time off.” She sighed and absently moved a grey curl off her forehead. A blank expression threatened to settle over her features, but she looked up at Chip and smiled instead.

      “Stop changing the subject. You know, you’re a handsome fella. You might want to try dating, maybe one of those new-fangled apps? I hear that’s where people find each other nowadays.” She whipped her phone out of her apron pocket and smiled.  

      “I set up a profile last night. Wanna see?” She held out the phone. A picture of her winking at the camera while pushing her boobs together in a tight, hot pink shirt made him laugh.

      “You didn’t! Oh my God, Aunt Dixie! What the hell?” He snatched the phone out of her hand and brought it close to his face. 

      She grabbed at his hand and tried to wrestle the phone from his grip. He relented, and she fell back in her chair and gave a little whoop.

      “Got ya! You don’t think I’d really do that now, do you?” She stuck her tongue out at him and giggled. Her eyes lit up with mirth, which lightened the heaviness of his heart a little bit.

      “I put nothing past you, Aunt Dixie” He glanced at his watch and realized he was officially running late. He stood and scooted his chair under the table. Aunt Dixie stuck her phone back in her pocket and rose. She went to the fridge and pulled out a thermos.

      “Here, take it. It’s more lemonade. Now go get ready for work.” She placed the thermos on the table, then reached out and gave him a big, bear hug. She played jokes on him all the time, always had since he was a little boy. They were all they had left of their family, and they both were very aware of it. 

      “Yes, ma’am.”  He squeezed her tight, then went to the laundry room to change into his uniform.
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      Chip put his stuff on the passenger seat and climbed into his truck. 

      “You remember what I said in the kitchen, maybe find yourself a friend to hang out with. Better yet, a date!” She yelled to him as he backed his truck onto the street. 

      “Yes, ma’am!” He yelled back, then raised the window and sped off. If he was lucky, with the lights, he should be able to clock in with seconds to spare.

      He turned on the radio, heard one bad song after another, then switched it off. She’d struck a nerve, a fact he didn’t want her to know. Otherwise, she’d keep pestering him. One simple question she’d asked filled his head with thoughts he’d rather ignore.

      “How do you like Hidden Creek so far?” She’d asked. He loved it, or at least he thought he did. When he was here visiting Aunt Dixie and Sue, he had a great time, but living in Hidden Creek was a different story. 

      He graduated from school a few weeks after Sue had passed. Instead of looking for jobs in Houston, he immediately sent his resumé to Hidden Creek Memorial Hospital. When they offered him the EMT job, he didn’t think twice about taking it. 

      Aunt Dixie was the only family he had left, and he wasn’t about to leave town just because he was lonely. He’d have to make the best of the situation. 

      He’d never had problems making friends before, but it seemed to be taking longer than it usually did. This was also his first job out of college. Seemed like people were more standoffish. Even folks his own age seemed to be on a tight schedule, always in a hurry. It made him wonder if he smelled bad, or something.

      While sitting at a traffic light, Chip lifted his shirt collar and took a deep sniff. Nah, that wasn’t it. He’d just mowed the lawn, but he still smelled like soap. The light turned green, and he eased the truck forward.

      “You’ve been here for over a month. Go to one of the coffee shops downtown this weekend. Stop hanging out at Aunt Dixie’s house. She’s right, you need to get out more.” He pulled into the employee lot, and hoped nobody noticed that he was the only one in his truck. If someone did, he could always pretend he’d been on the phone.

      “Who the hell cares?” He mumbled as he climbed out of the front seat. He grabbed the thermos and his backpack and locked up. Jogging to the rear entrance of the hospital, he prayed he wasn’t late.

      Hunter, a guy he had coffee with in the cafeteria occasionally, opened the door for him. The young physician assistant greeted him with a clap on the shoulder and a smile.

      “Have a good day off?”

      “Day off? Oh yeah, I did have one off. My aunt kept me busy in her yard. Talk to ya later, running late.” Chip raced down the narrow corridor, hoping to clock in on time.
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      “Six minutes late is nothing to shrug off Chip. This is your first job, you need to make a good impression. Please, make this your last time, okay?” Chip’s boss glared at the time clock.

      “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, my aunt kept me talking, and…” Chip’s voice dropped to a whisper as his boss walked away. Damn it. Why the hell couldn’t he ever be on time? He’d been like this his whole life, always racing against one clock or another.

      The door to the locker room opened. His partner, Sheila, held it open for him.

      “C’mon, let’s go.” She smiled. Even though she’d been an EMT for a few years, they were both new to the hospital, but unlike him, she had her shit together. Never late, she was always peppy and cheerful. A perfect counterbalance to his brooding self.

      “Sorry, got caught up at my... well, never mind.” He blushed, then walked through the door and found his locker. 

      When he closed it, he slammed it harder than he realized. The sound echoed throughout the room. He glanced up and saw Sheila’s normally perky features look serious for a change.

      “Let’s get in the truck, then we can talk about it. The boss was pissed.” She whispered. Sheila rubbed his shoulder for a moment, then they headed out to the parking lot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “What’s wrong? There’s got to be something going on, I can tell.”

      “I’ve only been here for a month. You don’t know me that well.” Chip was whining, and knew it. Sheila saw him more than anyone else, including Aunt Dixie. She spoke the truth. He continued, minus the whine.

      “You’re the second person today to tell me that. I guess I’m feeling lonely. I moved here to help Aunt Dixie out after Sue died. I guess I’m just missing my old friends back in Houston.”

      “We’re not that far away. Take a weekend off and visit them. Dude, you could also try making some new ones. All I know is you can’t keep showing up for work late. Reviews are next month. You know Maria is going to clock you on it.” Sheila put her seat belt on and faced forward. 

      “I’ll be on time from now on, I swear I…” Chip began, then was interrupted by the radio. 

      Car accident in Moore Wood Park. It was only a few blocks from the hospital. Sheila flipped on the siren, and they raced out of the parking lot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Tyler

        

      

    

    
      “OUT!”

      The umpire shook his head at the coach. No, he would not overrule the decision. Tyler hid his smile as the short, middle-aged coach stomped his feet and sat down. His heart went out to him; the ball was clearly in, but the umpire was always right, no matter how wrong they actually were.

      Tyler pulled his baseball hat low over his forehead, took off his aviator sunglasses, and wiped them on his sleeve. He didn’t want to be noticed by the teens playing the match, or by their parents watching from the sidelines. So far, he’d avoided detection. He dreaded the moment someone discovered him. William Tyler Florman, multiple grand-slam champion, on the bleachers watching kids spray balls everywhere but on the court. He didn’t want to distract the players for one thing. He also didn’t want to talk about his “career,” or the tattered shape it was in.

      Tennis had been his grand passion. Cracking the ball cross court for a winner used to give him a high, a feeling of invincibility. Tennis was the perfect escape from him, and he’d taken it further than most kids ever dreamt of.

      At a young age, he was shipped off to an expensive tennis academy in Florida. He would become a champion, and do what he loved every day. That was what his parents had told him, though he knew they wanted him out of their hair. It was a boarding school, so he spent all his time immersed in his favorite sport. 

      Now he wondered; did he truly love tennis?

      If he was honest with himself, he’d remember why he was desperate to get away from home. Mom and Dad were miserable drunks, who lived for cocktail parties thrown by their socialite friends. He remembered knock-down, dragged-out fights, and his name slurred in a way that made his stomach ache with anxiety. Getting rid of him had possibly saved their marriage, since they were still together, and still drunk. They ignored him to this day. A celebrity son, who on the surface was perfection, but underneath, was a nuisance. After he left, he’d come up with any excuse possible to stay away, and they never demanded his presence.

      Save it for the shrink, he thought, and resumed watching the kids struggle to keep the ball in the court.

      He used to hide in his Suburban, spying from the parking lot of the Hidden Creek Tennis Center. Grant, his sports psychologist, told him he was being silly. The kids would get used to his presence in the stands. Plus, it might make him feel better to get positive recognition. But, the thought of talking about why he was here in Hidden Creek, instead of getting ready for the next tournament, made him queasy.

      Playing tennis used to be his reason for living. He missed competing. Most of all, he missed winning. The heart-racing thrill of eking out a win over a top player was addictive. The problem was, he wasn’t winning any more. Withdrawal from winning was the worst feeling in the world. So bad, now he saw a shrink to cope with it. 

      Glancing at his phone, he saw that he needed to hit the road soon.  He wanted to be on time for his appointment with Grant. Since he’d taken the season off, he limited his human interactions to his psychologist. Oh, and the barista at the local coffee shop, who didn’t know who he was. Make that twenty minutes; he wanted to get a latte before driving into Houston.

      The people around him cheered. Tyler glanced up, and saw the two teens shaking hands over the net. Game over, and he had no idea who’d won. His phone vibrated in his hand, and it was the last person he wanted to talk to; his agent, Sania. 

      Damn it, he didn’t want to talk to her right before he spoke to Grant.  He had enough to bitch about in therapy, and talking to her would only add to it. Thing was, she rarely called. Since most of their business was conducted through email, it must be important.

      “Hey, Sania, what’s up?” He stood, and left the bleachers.

      “Well, I think I am going to ask you that. How are you? Why haven’t you returned my last five emails? I can’t make decisions without your input.” Sania was pissed, and her professional, icy tone was a dead giveaway. 

      “I’m doing as well as can be expected.” He kicked at the dirt with his sneaker. It was humiliating, being called out by the person he paid to take care of his business.

      “I understand why you are taking time to figure out what you want to do next, and I also respect the fact that you’ve worked hard, since you were what, twelve years old? But, my hands are tied, because of your lack of decision-making. I have deals sitting here that I can’t sign off on because of your silence.” 

      He imagined Sania behind her huge, wooden desk. It was never cluttered, everything in its proper place. She was one of the most successful agents in the business, and he was her biggest client. He understood her frustration; if he wasn’t making money, neither was she.

      “Look, Sania, I know you’re frustrated. I, um, respect and admire everything you’ve done for my career—”

      “Tyler—” she interrupted, “—focus on you, not me. What I need is a time frame. Tennis Network and The Cable Sports Network both want you as a commentator if you don’t return to the tour. If you are going to resume playing, then your sponsors need to know when to expect your return.” She said what she needed to say, then let ruthless silence communicate how pissed she was. 

      He felt guilty for his indecisiveness, but he couldn’t commit to anything just yet. His heart didn’t know what it wanted anymore. He held the phone away from his ear, pressed it into his chest, and took a deep breath. How was he going to put her off this time? Finally, he decided to just speak the truth.

      “I don’t know what to do, Sania. That’s why I’m seeing Grant this afternoon. I’m not sure I can go back on tour, not without a different, I don’t know, attitude? What I’m trying to say is, I need a little more time before…”

      “How much time, Tyler?” 

      He pictured her face. Sania Barve was a no-nonsense woman who cared for him, despite her brusque manner. She deserved a better player than him.

      “Two weeks. I will make a decision by then, I promise. And I’ll go over those emails you sent me. I haven’t even looked at them, to be honest.” He took off his baseball hat, looked up, and saw the two teens who’d been playing walking cautiously toward him.

      “Sounds good, Tyler, but I need a firm decision. I can’t conduct your business without your full participation.” She sighed, then he heard her pulling on a cigarette, a habit she’d struggled with for years. Frustration, laced with concern shaped her words.

      “Relax, Tyler, and figure out where you want to go next with your career. If you permanently retire from the tour, that’s great, because we have some lucrative offers from the networks. If you decide to rejoin the tour, we can make even more money.” Her voice softened, the frustration gone. She’d always been on his side, and really wanted what was best for him.

      “Will do, Sania. I’ll make a solid decision and get back to you within two weeks. I’ve gotta go if I’m going to make my appointment on time.” The two boys were smiling, wanting to speak. He smiled back, and held up a finger to let them know he’d be right with them.

      “Thanks, Tyler, I look forward to hearing from you.” She disconnected the call. He grinned, then addressed the two teen players.

      “Hey, guys, y'all played great this afternoon.”

      Even though he’d tried to be anonymous, most of Hidden Creek knew he lived there. Eventually, the kids playing tennis would figure out who was watching them every day.

      “Can we get your autograph?” One of the kids held a bright yellow tennis ball and a black magic marker in his hands.

      “Sure.” He tried to sign the tennis ball, but the marker was out of ink. He always carried a black sharpie for moments like these. He pulled it out of his pocket, signed the ball and handed it back to them. Their excited grins sent a familiar jolt of pleasure through him. 

      “You’ve watched us before. Do you think you could give us some pointers?” The taller one asked, then backed up a couple of steps and swung his racket through the air. They looked up at his face, hoping he’d say yes. He hated to disappoint them. If he wasn’t going to be working, he could spend an afternoon here occasionally. He’d like that.

      “Can’t do it today, I’m running late for an appointment, but how about I stop by one afternoon in the next week or so. Oh, and only if your coach allows it. He’s the boss, okay?” Thinking of their coach reminded him of his own. He sighed, realizing exactly what he and Grant would be talking about this afternoon.

      “Awesome! Thanks, Tyler!” They high-fived him, then ran back to the tennis courts.

      Tyler put his cap back on, adjusted his sunglasses, and walked to the parking lot. Before opening the door of the Suburban, he studied his reflection in the window. He looked old, or at least that’s what he thought. He was only thirty, but tennis years were measured in dog years. In the rarified world of sports, he was closer to sixty.

      He was backing out of the parking space when a thought struck him. He didn’t have to do any of this. He could just drive off into the sunset, and never come back. He’d settle in a remote area where nobody knew who he was. There’d be no expectations of him, and he had enough money to last the rest of his life. He’d also never have to look at a younger player across the net again, a player with nothing to lose, who thought of him as an old man, and an easy target.

      He leaned back in his seat, stroking his chin. No more television cameras, or reporters to deal with. He wouldn’t be the first former champion to go into hiding, and he’d surely not be the last. He’d met such players, legends of the sport who only showed up for the final at Wimbledon. After a couple of interviews, they’d scurry off to a palace in Switzerland, never to be heard from again, unless they pined for the spotlight. That was why most of them made that rare appearance, to satisfy their craving for attention. 

      He pulled out of the lot, all the while thinking of reasons to just disappear. It was a fantasy, the thought of returning to a completely anonymous life. He’d been in the spotlight since he was seventeen, when he’d won the Junior U.S. Open singles title. One reason trumped the rest.

      He’d never have picked up a racket if he’d known how depressed he’d become.

      “What the hell is wrong with me?” He hit the steering wheel with his hand, and winced. He should be grateful for his career, not miserable over it. Despite his feelings, he knew he couldn’t just abandon it. Most people didn’t realize he was the nucleus of a group of people making a living off of his work, and couldn’t let them down. Sania had two young kids to put through school, and his physical trainer, Gabriel, depended on him too. Hell, even his housekeeper, Dixie, needed him to work. At least, he no longer had to pay his former coach, Scott.

      The sun brightened as he turned toward Moore Wood Park. He rubbed his temples with one hand, feeling a dull headache begin. Ever since Scott quit to coach a younger player, Travis Johnson, he’d been getting them. Tyler felt betrayed, and abandoned. He’d given up everything for tennis, all at Scott’s urging. He’d even given up his personal life, lived it in the closet, so he could be a contender, or at least that’s how Scott presented it to him.

      “Why does anyone need to know? Do you know how many millions of dollars you’re giving up if anyone finds out you like dick?” Scott would say whenever he threatened to come out.

      “It’s not just about you, Tyler, what about all of us who depend on you? If the press finds out, everyone on your team will have to find a new job. Just hang on a few more years. You’ll probably retire when you hit thirty. You can fuck whoever you want after that, but until then, keep your mouth shut, okay?” Tyler gripped the steering wheel tight. Scott had made sense at the time, but in retrospect, it sucked.

      Glancing at the clock on the dashboard, he realized he was ten minutes behind schedule. He pressed down on the accelerator, and just made it through a yellow light when he saw a tiny black mutt scampering across the street.

      “Shit!”

      Yanking the wheel to his right, the Suburban ran off the road. Heart racing, he stabbed at the brake with his foot. Without thinking his eyes squeezed shut, then the sickening crunch of metal against brick assaulted his ears. The airbag went off with a bang, and he felt a sharp jab to his ribs, then the world went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Chip

        

      

    

    
      Sheila placed the oxygen mask over the man’s face as Chip strapped him to the stretcher. A horn blared from the backed-up cars on the street. Sheila glanced up and shook her head with disdain. A driver screamed at the police officer conducting traffic, provoking another chorus of horns. 

      “His vitals are good, but he’s probably got a concussion.” Chip muttered, then he motioned for her to stand up. 

      “On the count of three; one, two, three.” They pulled the stretcher into its standing position, and locked the wheels in place. They’d parked the ambulance in the lot adjacent to the picnic shelter, so they could roll the stretcher, instead of having to carry him up the embankment bordering the street.  

      “Does he look familiar to you?” Chip asked. “I swear I recognize him.”

      “Yeah, he does to me too. I just can’t place his face.” 

      They lifted the stretcher into the back. Chip hopped in, and Sheila shut the doors. In seconds the engine started. He looked down at the man on the stretcher, and placed a reassuring hand on his forehead. The man’s eyes fluttered for a moment, then opened and glanced wildly about.

      “It’s going to be okay. You’ve been in an accident. We’re taking you to Hidden Creek Memorial Hospital.” Chip said. The man’s eyes relaxed for a moment. Chip brushed the man’s hair off his forehead, hoping to keep him calm. He had large brown eyes, with gold flecks. Something about him felt familiar, and it was going to drive him crazy until he figured it out. His long lashes fluttered shut, then they popped open, and he attempted to speak.

      “Hold on a second, sir.” Chip lifted the oxygen mask from his face a couple of inches. “Try not to talk. Save your energy for—”

      “The dog! What about the dog?” The man rasped, concern lining his battered features. A tiny cut on his forehead oozed blood. Chip found an antiseptic wipe and cleaned it as he spoke gently to the stranger.

      “We didn’t see a dog, sir. Now lie back and relax. This might sting a little.” Chip said. Relief settled on his features, and a surge of compassion raced through Chip. The man had almost got himself killed to save a dog. Without thinking, he placed his hand on the man’s hand, and gently squeezed. The guy opened his eyes for a brief moment, and their eyes met again. Chip smiled, and the man tried to return it, but his eyes fluttered shut. 

      “Everything’s going to be fine, sir. I promise.”
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      The rest of their shift was uneventful, most of it spent restocking the ambulance. Chip was unusually quiet, brooding almost. Sheila kept up a stream of silly jokes to distract him, but finally she asked if he’d figured out who the man was.

      “I’ve no idea.” Chip said quietly. “Did I tell you he was trying not to hit a dog?” 

      Sheila stopped filling out her report, and looked at him, her smile threatening to turn into laughter.

      “Yes, a couple of times. You seem very focused on that. He’s easy on the eyes, that’s for sure.” She bit her lower lip and turned away. This was a new side to her partner she’d never seen before. Normally he had a professional detachment with patients.

      “I’m going to check on him before I head home. You don’t mind if I head out a few minutes early, do ya?” He glanced up, and she noticed the concern etched on his face. 

      “As long as there’s not a call, go for it. But, remember, the boss is keeping her eye on you.” Sheila focused on her paperwork. She’d look at anything to keep from seeing those puppy-dog eyes worrying about the man who’d almost killed himself to save a stray dog.
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      “Hunter!” Chip called out to the young physician’s assistant.

      “Yeah, what’s up, Chip?” Hunter had his bag, and was clearly heading out for the evening.

      “How’s that guy I brought in? You know, the one in the car accident?” Chip asked.

      “Dude’s gonna be fine. Has a concussion, so we’re keeping him overnight. He’s very lucky.” Hunter raced off, heading for the employee exit. Chip should be right behind him, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the man he’d rescued earlier. That face was so familiar, and he couldn’t forget the look in his eyes when he’d asked about the dog. He needed to get over it. If he thought about everyone he helped like this, he’d never get any work done.

      He nodded at the various people he knew as he strolled toward the unit the man was on. There were quite a few strangers milling about too, some with cameras. Hidden Creek Memorial was a small, regional hospital. Most of the doctors lived in Houston and commuted, while folks like him and the nurses lived locally. He had his cowboy hat on, so people knew he was off the clock. When he opened the double doors leading to the unit, he got a pleasant surprise, one that left him momentarily speechless.

      “I was wondering how long it would be before you got here. Are you the young man that helped Tyler? He keeps asking about him.” Dixie said, hands on her hips and a concerned look on her face.

      “Who’s Tyler, Aunt Dixie?” She hugged him and laid her head on his shoulder.

      “My boss, silly. Oh, you’ve never met him, have you?” She pulled away and sat on the hard wooden bench in the waiting area.

      “No. How would I…?” Now he knew why the man looked familiar, and why he felt like the guy knew him. He was that tennis guy. He didn’t really follow the sport, and his aunt had never introduced them. She kept her work life separate from the rest of her world. All he knew was she worked as a famous athlete’s housekeeper. Maybe the man had recognized him from a picture Aunt Dixie showed him? It was probably all in his head.

      “What’s wrong, sugar?” Aunt Dixie looked at him curiously. Everyone was giving him the side eye today.

      “Nothing, it’s just that guy, your boss. I felt like I knew him, but I know I’ve never met him before in my life. What’s really weird is, I felt like he knew me. Have you shown him pictures of me before?”

      “Maybe, but that would have been when your parents were taken from us. You know, Sue and I moved here specifically because of him. When he was just starting out, he’d stay at our house in Houston whenever he played events in town. We did that for a couple of players. Once he became famous, he settled in Hidden Creek, and offered me a job as his assistant. He could have seen your pictures, I guess. They were in our house, and he spent several nights under our roof.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. He’s going to be alright. At least, that’s what the doctor said. He’s here overnight, and I’ll come back in the morning for him. I need to say goodnight. C’mon, if he’s awake you can introduce yourself.” She stood from the bench and put the strap of her heavy canvas purse over her shoulder. 

      “It’s after visiting hours, Aunt Dixie. I’m pretty sure you’re not…” He stopped when he saw the pissed-off look on her face.

      “Let them try and stop me!” She laced her arm through his and dragged him down the hall to Tyler’s room.

      “Working that old-lady bit a lot now lately, aren’t you?” He mumbled.

      “Damn right. I’ve earned it.” She stopped in front of his door and pulled herself together. In place of her mean grandma face, she became a beatific nun. He half expected her to cross herself, but she managed to open the door without bolts of lightning striking them.

      “Well, well, well. How’s my little soldier?” She sat on the edge of his bed while Chip remained at the door. The man stared at him, then at his aunt, a confused look on his face.

      “Who are you, and what have you done with my housekeeper Dixie?” He struggled to keep a straight face, but a huge smile broke through. 

      “Oh, for crying out loud Tyler, I can be nice when I want to be. This is my nephew, Chip.” She patted his hand, then gestured toward him. “Shut that door, Chip, before they figure out we’re here after hours.”

      Chip closed it and stood on the other side of the bed. 

      “You’re the guy in the ambulance, right?”

      “Yep, that’s me. Quite a coincidence, huh? Glad to see you’re going to be okay. What did the doctor say?” 

      “I really want to go home, but they wouldn’t let me.” He stared at Chip for a moment, lost in thought, then his face lit up.

      “Do you think they’d let me out of here if they knew I had a medical person like you around? I can’t stand being here, and I’m nervous about the press finding out about it. This would only add fuel to the rumors that I’m retiring.” Tyler raised an eyebrow in Dixie’s direction, hoping for an ally. 

      “That’s a wonderful idea. Chip, honey, you’d help us out, wouldn’t you?” She asked, batting her eyelashes at him. Chip would do anything for his aunt, and she knew it.

      “Well, they’d probably let you go, but I can’t guarantee it. However, I have to warn you, I think the press already knows. I saw strangers patrolling the hallways with cameras. I wondered who they were. Now it makes sense.” He replied, and Tyler’s face fell.

      “Damn it. I knew they’d figure it out, but I wanted to have a prepared statement. Everybody wants to know if I’m leaving the game. This accident will make them think… Dixie, can you get someone in here. I need to get out, pronto. If I’m in here overnight, it will just make matters worse.” Tyler lay back against his pillow and shut his eyes.

      “Sorry to butt my nose in your business, but wouldn’t it be better to follow doctor’s orders?” Chip asked. Tyler opened his eyes and groaned.

      “Yes, it would be. Thing is, once the press latches on to an idea, they might run with it, until it blows up in my face. Next thing you know I’m on TMZ with a headline reading ‘Grand Slam Champ Forced to Retire Due to Bigfoot Love Triangle, or some other stupid shit.’ Trust me, I’d rather relax instead of having to figure out a way of getting past those vultures.” 

      Chip nodded, then went in search of a doctor.

      “It’s what I think it is, isn’t it?” Dixie took his hand in hers, and shook her head. 

      “Yeah.”

      “I hate to beat a dead horse, and you told me to mind my own business a long time ago, but I’ve got to say it. If you’d been honest from the start, none of this would be such a big deal.” She squeezed his hand.

      “There’s too many ‘what if’s’ to think about. All I know is, the press is the enemy, and the less I have to do with them, the better. They’ll take this accident and figure out I’m seeing a shrink, then they’ll wonder why, so they’ll dig into my past. No way in hell I’m letting that happen.”

      Chip walked in and stood by Tyler’s side, a concerned look on his face.

      “I found a doctor, but I also found a Cable Sports Network reporter outside the unit. There are at least a dozen people with cameras walking around. I’m pretty sure the doctor will release you, but how the hell are we getting you outta here without being caught?”
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