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Chapter One
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JENNA FOUND A PARKING spot in front of New Beginnings and fought to keep her emotions under control. From the first day she’d walked through the now familiar doors of the fitness studio, she’d been made to feel welcome. Jodi treated everyone like a friend and in spite of her busy schedule, always found a few moments for a quick chat.

Jenna would miss coming here.

Facing Jodi would be the last in a series of excruciating humiliations. Ever since she’d come back home to find her life in ruins, she’d been repeating the old saying about adversity making you stronger. If that was true, she should be able to take on anything by now.

She was about to find out.

Stepping through the door, she paused to soak up the atmosphere one last time. Regular clients could always tell what time of day it was by the type of music playing in the background. By this time in the afternoon, the playlist included a carefully chosen selection of soft rock, salsa and other upbeat tunes designed to give tired bodies a subtle lift. From the workout studio treadmills whirred, weights clanked, and the odd laugh drifted out toward the lobby. Jenna kept her eyes averted lest she spot anyone she knew.

“Jenna!” Jodi greeted her warmly. “Good to see you!”

Jenna blinked back tears. This was the first warm greeting she’d had in days. She approached the counter.

Jodi’s smile turned to a frown. “What’s the matter?” She lowered her voice. “Jenna, what is it?”

Jenna forced a smile. “Jodi, do I owe you money?”

The look on Jodi’s face said it all. Of course she owed money... why would this be any different?

The studio owner tapped a few keys on her computer. “Including this past month, you’re three months in arrears. I didn’t say anything because I knew you were good for it.”

Jenna nodded. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I don’t know when I’ll be able to pay you.” She took a deep breath. “My fiancé – or at least the man I thought was my fiancé – moved out while I was gone. He wiped out the bank accounts, cancelled my credit cards, and left me with a stack of unpaid bills.” She gave a short, strangled laugh. “He even stiffed our landlord for three months’ rent. She’s a real sweetheart and I know she relies on the rent money, but for some reason she kept giving him an extension.”

“He left you nothing?” Jodi shook her head. “I’m sorry. That was a stupid thing to say. Of course he left you with nothing.”

Jenna shrugged and attempted a smile. “Almost nothing. I have my faithful Subaru. It’s eight years old, but at least it’s in my name, and it’s paid for.” She was too proud to tell Jodi that she’d slept in her car for the past three nights.

“I’m so sorry, my friend.” Jodi brightened “You still have your photography, right? I’ll keep my ears open for any jobs that come up.”

“He took everything. Cameras, studio equipment, even my dark room equipment.” She offered a wry smile. “Want to know something? Losing that equipment hurts worse than losing Phil. I do have a small digital camera, but it’s in my backpack, and that’s the other reason I’m here. Could I get my backpack from my locker? I wish I could say that the camera would cover what I owe you, but it’s a few years old and you know how fast electronics lose their value.”

“Nonsense. You go right ahead, and don’t worry about the membership. It’s forgotten.”

Jenna had always known that Jodi’s tough talk masked a generous spirit. “One last thing,” she said, speaking so low that Jodi had to lean over the counter. “Could I please use your shower while I’m in the locker room?” She couldn’t bring herself to look directly at the other woman. “I’d really appreciate it.”

“Of course. You know where to find the towels.” Jodi reached under the counter and handed over what she called her emergency kit. A soft face cloth, along with sample size of body wash, shampoo, conditioner and deodorant were contained in a small, brightly-coloured plastic bag. “Take all the time you want.”

“Thank you.” It took all of Jenna’s strength to hold back a sob at the other woman’s kindness. She nodded her thanks and headed for the locker room, where she emptied her locker, then headed for the showers, eager to get clean for the first time in days.

* * *
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JODI WAITED UNTIL JENNA had been gone for several minutes, then walked to the front door. An older model Subaru occupied a parking spot about fifty feet away, the meter about to expire. She hastily walked outside, plugged the meter and peered inside the car. Tinted windows made snooping difficult, but she made out a jumble of suitcases, boxes and what appeared to be bedding. Just as she thought; Jenna was living out of her car.

* * *
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STANDING UNDER THE soothing hot water, it almost seemed as though the past four days had been a bad dream. Jenna lathered her hair and rinsed it, watching the foam circle the drain. If only her problems would disappear that quickly, but she’d learned the hard way that miracles didn’t happen in real life.

She’d spent the past four days attempting to see how much of her former life could be salvaged. Not much, as it turned out. But while discovering the depth of Phil’s treachery, she was surprised to learn that with the exception of being dead broke and owing money, she would come out of this a stronger person in the end... the old adage again, but it was true. Now that she’d visited Jodi and confirmed what she suspected, she needed to take time to figure out where she’d gone wrong.

“I’m not stupid,” she said aloud, raising her face to the shower spray. “I’m not. So how did I get myself into such a mess?”

Thankful that she’d developed a habit of keeping a fresh set of underwear in her backpack, she dressed quickly, gathered her belongings and went to say goodbye to Jodi. She wanted to tell her that she would pay her back eventually, but the studio owner wasn’t around.

“Sorry, she had to leave,” said Chris with a friendly wave.

“Oh.” Jenna was disappointed. “Well, tell her thanks for everything.”

“Will do.” Chris was already back at the computer.
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Chapter Two
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JENNA SAT IN HER CAR for several long moments, watching the traffic stream by on Wharf Street. As recently as last week, she’d never considered how being homeless changed everything. Now, for example... even something as simple as deciding where to go took serious consideration. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, considering her limited options. She had less than half a tank left, and couldn’t afford to drive around idly, wasting precious gas. For the past three nights, she’d parked on residential streets, but she wasn’t sure how long she could keep that up. The fear of someone trying to break into her car had kept her in a constant state of anxiety; her last good night’s sleep seemed like a long time ago.

As she sat there thinking, a man shuffled down the sidewalk, checking the garbage bins as he went along. Ashamed to realize that she’d never really looked at a homeless person before, she tried to imagine what might have happened to bring him to this point in his life. Then and there she made a decision: when her present situation was straightened out – and she was confident it would be – she would do something, even if it was a small something, to help. There were soup kitchens where she could volunteer, and although she couldn’t think of anything else at this point, there would be some way she could help. The public rarely looked at street people other than to brush quickly past them. Perhaps it was more accurate to say that most people didn’t see them. Sitting here in her car with all of her possessions crammed into the back, an idea took hold. One day she would do a photo essay of homeless people. It was the first positive thought she’d had in days, and it felt good.

Speaking of photography, she pulled her backpack onto her lap. Thank goodness she always kept her digital Nikon close at hand. She fumbled with the zipper, eager to lay her hands on something from her former life.

She reached inside but stopped before finding the camera. A piece of paper had been pinned to the inside pouch, but she didn’t recognize it. Looking around as though someone might be watching, she unclipped it and two fifty dollar bills fell out. She hastily tucked the bills into the pouch and opened the paper with trembling hands.

“A quick note to let you know you’re in my thoughts. Have a good meal tonight. Love, Jodi.”

Tears sprang to Jenna’s eyes but she brushed them away angrily. She would not be seen crying in her car in the middle of downtown... not that she was likely to see anyone she knew, but still! She pulled out without a final destination in mind, knowing only that she craved a good cup of coffee. Hesitating at the drive-thru window, she added a small hamburger to her order. Unsettled by Jodi’s generosity, she wasn’t sure if she could eat it, but common sense told her she needed something in her stomach.

When she finally became aware of her surroundings, she was at a small park in the University area. It was vaguely familiar, and she realized that she’d spent the first night in her car right here. One of the older areas in Victoria, the streets were wide enough to accommodate a parked car so that it didn’t stand out, and the neighbourhood gave off a comfortable, settled vibe. Maybe that’s why she returned to it now... if only for a few hours, she needed to feel safe. That, and the fact that there was a public restroom about fifty feet away, adjacent to a children’s play area.

Climbing out of her car, she looked around at what could be seen of the residences surrounding the park. An affluent area, she suspected that when the city had dedicated this land for a park, their actions had been more hopeful than practical. There were very few children in sight, but then it was just past dinner time. Perhaps children these days didn’t go outside to play after dinner; she had no idea.

She wandered slowly to the restroom, used the facilities and stood looking at her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was clean, thanks to the shower at New Beginnings, but it was dull and lifeless, echoing the way she felt inside. She leaned closer to the mirror. When had those dark smudges appeared below her eyes? And her smile... once so freely given. Where had it gone?

She pushed away from the sink, returned quickly to the safety of her car, and let her head fall back against the headrest. Confronted with the full weight of her situation, fat, silent tears ran down her face unchecked. Tears that had been building ever since the moment she discovered that her life had changed. It was time to let them out, because deep down she knew that only then could she face the future.

Exhausted, she fumbled for a tissue, dabbed at her eyes and blew out a breath of air. Feeling lighter, she reached for her coffee. It was lukewarm by this point, but she sipped it thoughtfully, wondering how soon she could repay Jodi for her kindness.

When the reality of her situation had sunk in four days ago, the first thing she’d done was count her cash. She hadn’t gone to the bank while visiting her friend in Nanaimo, as they had stayed home with Andrea’s new baby, so she still had the cash that had been in her purse when she left. Fifty eight dollars, and it hadn’t lasted long. Jodi’s generous gesture would allow her to eat for a few more days, and perhaps put something in the gas tank.

She picked up the hamburger, but she was still too upset to eat. Disappointed at herself for wasting even a few dollars, she set it down with a sigh and picked up the coffee.

“Are you going to eat that hamburger?”

The small voice startled her. Some coffee spilled down her hand but she ignored it, turning instead to look into the back seat. A pair of bright, dark eyes smiled at her.

“What the... who are you?”

“I’m Danny.”

Jenna assessed him quickly. She’d seen a lot of kids since she started taking portraits, and this one was seriously cute. Almond-shaped eyes regarded her curiously.

“Well are you?” he said, glancing at the hamburger. “’Cause if you’re not, I’m hungry.”

She wasn’t sure what to make of the request. The child was clean and well-dressed, obviously from a good family. What in the world was he doing in the back seat of her car?

“You’re not supposed to take food from strangers,” she said, handing him the hamburger. “You know that, don’t you?”

“I know.” Danny took a bite and hummed appreciatively. “But you didn’t offer it to me. I asked for it.”

Jenna tried to hide her smile. “Yes, I suppose you did.” She handed him the napkin. “Here, you’ve got some sauce on your cheek. My name is Jenna, by the way.”

The child finished the hamburger and wiped his face and hands. Digging into a brightly coloured backpack, he brought out a bottle of water, took a drink and erupted in a loud burp.

“Oops,” he said, eyes sparkling. “My dad says it’s rude to burp, but it feels good.” He put the water bottle back in his backpack. “Why were you crying?”

Jenna studied the cheery little face for a moment, then turned away. “Trust me Danny, you don’t want to hear my story.”

“Why not?” He moved forward, placed one arm on either headrest and poked his face between the seats. “It sure must be sad to make you cry like that.”

“It was sad,” she said, “at least to me, but it’s over now. That’s the last time I’m going to cry about it.” She turned to the young boy and was about to ask him to get out, but something about the hopeful look in his eyes made her stop. “Don’t you have somewhere you should be?” The moment the words were out, she realized it was a foolish question.

“Nope.”

She gave him what she hoped was a no-nonsense look. “Then I guess you’d better tell me what you’re doing here.” She put her backpack on the floor and gestured to the other seat. “Come up here so I can see you properly while we talk.”

He crawled over the console and settled into the passenger seat, little legs straight out in front of him.

“How old are you, Danny?”

“I’m almost eight.”

“I see.” She almost blurted out that he was small for his age, but caught herself in time. No doubt he’d heard that often enough.

“Do you live around here?”

He hesitated for a moment, then turned his head and pointed behind them. “A couple of blocks that way.”

“So what made you get into my car?” It suddenly struck her that she must have left it open. “Was it open?”

“Yeah. I saw you go to the restroom, and I jumped in. You should never leave your car unlocked.”

Great, she thought. Now I’m getting advice from an eight year old. “You’re right,” she said, and you shouldn’t get into a stranger’s car.”

“I know, but you looked nice. I watched you for a few minutes when you pulled up.”

“Danny, please. You can’t trust people. Even the bad people look nice most of the time.” Why was she the one lecturing this kid? “Where are your parents? They’ll be going crazy looking for you.”

“My Mom’s in heaven,” he said, not meeting her eyes, “and my Dad works all the time. So I’m running away to look for a new family.” He gave her a look that was far beyond his years. “You looked like you could use a friend. So here I am.”

Good Lord, thought Jenna. I’m in the middle of a made-for-television movie.

She knew she shouldn’t get involved, but she couldn’t help herself. “Who takes care of you during the day?”

He rolled his eyes. “I used to have a Nanny, then when I started school we got a housekeeper, but today was her last day. The new housekeeper was supposed to come at ten o’clock, but Mrs. Jessup didn’t wait for her.” He shot her a sideways glance. “She left early so she could get to Bingo on time.”

“And you’ve been alone all day? The new housekeeper didn’t show up?”

He sat up straighter. “It wasn’t so bad. I have lots of video games.”

“Your father isn’t going to be pleased about this.”

Defiance flashed in the child’s eyes. “He won’t care. He doesn’t even look at me most of the time. That’s why I need a new family.” He made a show of looking around the car. “I could stay here with you. At least you talk to me.”

Jenna sipped at her now-cold coffee while she thought about how to deal with the situation. The young boy appeared to be seriously lonely, but she could see he wasn’t neglected. With no mother, a series of caregivers and what he claimed was a workaholic father, there was no doubt that he’d learned to manipulate. All kids learned that skill and Danny was no exception, but there was something about him that tugged at her heart.

She turned in her seat. “What about your friends? Where are they?”

He shrugged, “None of my school friends live around here.”

“No kids at all around here?” She widened her eyes.

“There are kids, but most of them are a lot older than me.” He scanned the small park as though a soccer game might magically break out. “So, can I stay here with you tonight?”

Jenna pulled back. “With me? In my car?”

“Yeah, why not?”

“Nobody lives in a car, Danny.”

He looked at her evenly. “You do.”

“Just temporarily,” she snapped, immediately regretting her tone. “Sorry. I’m a bit touchy about that.”

He lifted his small shoulders. “It’s okay.” He reached back to his backpack and dug out a chocolate bar. “Want half?” he asked, ripping the paper.

“No thanks,” she said automatically. The smell of chocolate permeated the car and she swallowed a sudden rush of saliva.

“Here,” he said, removing half of the bar and handing it to her. “I have another one.”

“Okay,” she said, with a faint smile. “I love chocolate.”

They sat silently for several minutes, eating the chocolate and watching the last rays of the sun fade from the park.

“I have to take you home, Danny. You know that.”

“Yeah,” he said, licking his fingers and wiping them on his designer jeans. “I know.” He offered her a grin. “But I still like you, Jenna.” He looked straight ahead as she started the car engine. “We’ll probably get back before my Dad comes home anyway. He won’t even know I was gone.”

“Really?” Jenna wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. She had envisioned answering some questions about why Danny was being brought home by a stranger. She’d also planned to ask a few questions of her own.

“Yeah. He works late a lot of the time. He’s a sturgeon.”

“You mean surgeon?”

Danny giggled. “When I was just a kid, I couldn’t say surgeon, but for some reason I could say sturgeon. So that’s the way I still say it.”

“When you were just a kid,” repeated Jenna with a wry smile.

“Yeah.” Something in the tone of his voice made her glance over at him. His head was turned and he was staring out the window. “It used to make my Mom laugh.”
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Chapter Three
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BRETT CARMICHAEL STEPPED out of the shower and towelled off briskly, pleased with himself. Today’s procedures had been long and tedious, but he’d had his team around him, and the hours had flown by. This was why he loved being a surgeon, the knowledge that he’d given someone a chance at a better life.

He slipped on a charcoal grey shirt and slacks two tones darker, and was rough-combing his hair when his anaesthetist Rod popped his head into the room.

“Don’t know if you’re interested after the day you’ve had, but they were calling for all hands in ER a while ago. Apparently there was a big pile-up on the Trans Canada and we’re getting slammed with most of it.”

Brett had worked the ER night shift for two years when he first came to Victoria General. In his opinion, his ER experience had laid the foundation for his success as one of the hospital’s top surgeons. There was something about the pressure that brought out the best in him, and if he were honest, there were times when the adrenalin junkie in him missed it.

“I’ll stop by and take a look,” he said, patting his pocket to make sure he had his pager, phone, ID, wallet and keys with him. Sometimes he felt tethered to the hospital, but she was his mistress of choice. He grabbed his stethoscope, walked quickly to the elevator and punched the button.

His pulse kicked up several notches as he neared the controlled chaos of the ER. He hooked the stethoscope around his neck more for identification than anything else. He didn’t wear one normally, but there were times they came in handy, like right now.

“Doc, over here.” Stella, one of the senior ER nurses, called him over. “Could you take a look at this one?” She led him to where a young boy of about ten lay on a stretcher, silent tears running down his face. The patient had a large gash on his forehead, and a leg that would need an x-ray and setting, but other than that, he couldn’t account for all the blood. Brett shot a questioning look at Stella.

“This is Tyler,” she said. “He came in with his mother.” Her eyes said it all as Brett nodded, his fingertips reading the steady pulse of the carotid artery.

Brett grinned down at the young boy. “We’re going to send you off for some pictures, Tyler. I’m afraid you’re going to be on crutches for a few weeks.”

“My mother,” said the boy, trying to rise. “Where is my mother?”

“I don’t know, son. I just got here.”

He gripped Brett’s arm with surprising strength. “Promise me you’ll take care of her.”

Stella directed an orderly to wheel him away. He raised himself up on one arm. “Promise, Doc.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” He looked at Stella. “Where is she?”

Stella shook her head. “You don’t have to do this, Brett.”

“Where, Stella?”

A bubble of silence formed around them as they stood facing each other in the middle of the ER. The head nurse turned on her heel and led him to a curtained alcove. The patient on the bed had been intubated, the breathing machine making ugly sucking noises. Brett doubted that even her family would be able to recognize what was visible of the patient’s face.

One slender hand lay beside her hip, fingernails painted a soft pink. The sight was so incongruous it almost pierced Brett’s reserve. There was nothing he could do for this woman except be here. He raised his eyes to find Stella watching him.

“Have you got everything covered out there?” he asked, nodding his head toward the ER.

“We’re good,” she said, adjusting one of the drip lines.

“Then I’ll stay here,” he said, and picked up the woman’s hand. “What’s her name?”

“Melanie.”

Brett stared down at the woman on the stretcher and the memories came rushing back. Every time he thought his heart was starting to heal, something like this happened. He knew logically that he couldn’t save everyone, but it never got easier. This was the other side of the coin; he’d just completed two successful surgeries that would save lives, but there was nothing he could do here except hold the woman’s hand. Her fingers were already cooling as her bodily functions shut down. He glanced at the heart monitor and when he looked back at the patient, her eyes were open. “Tyler,” she whispered, then her eyes closed for the last time and the faint squiggle on the monitor that had denoted life turned to a straight line.

Stella appeared moments later. “Thank you,” she said simply. “I hated to think of her dying alone.”

Unable to speak, Brett nodded. Then he walked outside, surprised to find that the last rays of the sun still painted the parking lot in streaks of gold.

* * *
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BRETT PULLED INTO HIS garage and wondered if he could make it to his study without Danny seeing him. He would seek his son out later and ask about his day, but right now he needed to forget about work... forget about death. There was something about the way Calvados burned as it went down that banished the painful memories, if only temporarily. In those precious moments, he sometimes caught a glimpse of what the future might hold... a time when the pain and sorrow he managed to hide from the outside world disappeared forever.
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