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PART ONE


DEATH


Now cracks a noble heart. Good night, sweet prince, 
And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest!


—William Shakespeare









CHAPTER ONE


The day Sloan Cooper died began before dawn and ended shortly before midnight. As a corporal in the Natural Resources Police, she’d helped take down a trio of men who spent most of the fall harassing, robbing, and assaulting hikers on the trails in the Western Maryland mountains.


The three men, two brothers and their father, deemed the public lands their property, as sovereign citizens, and all who crossed their borders trespassers.


Now, after a three-day operation during which she’d personally disarmed the father, one John aka Red Bowson, all three were in custody. Sloan figured they’d have a nice long stay in a federal prison to consider the error of their ways.


So satisfying.


Plus, she wanted that third chevron, wanted the rank of sergeant, and this bust could push that through.


Since she’d won the toss, she manned the wheel on the drive back to the Special Ops Division while her partner checked in with his wife.


Joel Warren, a beanpole of a man with deep brown skin and close-cropped curls under his felt Stetson, had a deceptively lazy manner that masked a sharp mind and enough energy to power a small city.


They’d trained together, and both had aimed for the Criminal Investigative Bureau. He, born and raised in DC, and she, from a small town in those western mountains, had found their rhythm early on.


Their partnership of nearly five years worked despite—or maybe because of—their opposing personalities. He: easygoing, do the job, and go home. And she: intense, driven, and buttoned-down.


As she drove, she listened with half an ear as he told his bride they were on their way home.


He downplayed the three brutal days, didn’t mention the fact they’d been fired on or the black eye Sloan had earned during the takedown.


Not just to spare Sari the darker details, Sloan knew. Because, for Joel, that was then. This was now.


She had to admire how he compartmentalized.


When he finished, he rearranged his endless legs.


“Not supposed to tell you yet.”


“Tell me what? Since you’re going to.”


“Told my mama, and Sari told her folks. Supposed to wait a couple-three more weeks, but—”


She was a trained investigator, and she knew Joel like she knew a brother, if she’d had one. “You’re kidding! Sari’s pregnant?”


His brown eyes twinkled as he pointed at her.


“See, I didn’t tell you. You concluded, and you’re right, sis. I knocked Sari’s fine ass up. Nine weeks gone.”


“Holy shit, Joel!” Delight had her pumping her fist in the air before she punched his shoulder. “You’re going to be a daddy.”


“Already feel like one. Weird, right, but I do. Mama says it’s a girl, and you know Mama ain’t never wrong.”


“Mama Dee ain’t never wrong. But you’re all good if it’s a boy?”


“I’m all good.”


“How’s Sari?”


“She puked every morning for about a month running, but that’s passed. Halle-freaking-lujah. She says how she can’t wait to get fat. We’ve got a lot to be thankful for when Turkey Day rolls around in a couple weeks.”


He looked at her with a shining grin. “You’re gonna be an auntie, sis.”


“Auntie Sloan will always have cookies. I’m so happy for you, Joel. Oh, man, I’m so happy for both of you. You’ll be great at it.”


“How about you and Matias? Ever think about taking that next step?”


“As in moving in together?”


She hadn’t thought to check in with the man she’d been seeing for most of a year as Joel had with Sari. Then again, Matias wouldn’t expect it—and wouldn’t have appreciated a check-in after ten at night.


“Not sure,” she concluded. “Mostly no, but not sure. And I know what you’re thinking.” She ticked a look in his direction. “Not sure means just no. But it really means not sure and not yet. We’re fine like we are.”


“Mm-hmm.”


She only rolled her eyes, as she knew that sound. It meant, in his opinion, she was fooling herself.


Maybe so, but she liked her life just as it was.


But he said, “I need a Dr Pepper.”


“You always need a Dr Pepper.”


“Dr Pepper gives me my sparkle.”


“So you say, but fine. I have to pee anyway. And we might as well gas up while we’re at it.”


Another mile either way would’ve changed everything, but she cut quickly to the right and took the next exit.


She drove half a mile, winding through the almost middle of nowhere to a quick stop. She pulled up to the pumps.


“You gas it up. I’ll buy the expectant daddy his drink of choice. Daddy,” she repeated. “Holy shit, Joel!”


She got out of the truck, an athletic woman with her blond hair secured in a bun under her Stetson. Her eyes (the left sporting a shiner), large, almond-shaped, and deeply green, dominated a face of strong cheekbones, a slim nose, and a long, sharply defined mouth.


Like Joel’s easy manner, people often mistook those large, fairylike eyes for soft. She could bench-press a hundred and fifty—thirty over her own weight—send a speed bag singing, and run a mile in six minutes flat.


She’d spent her childhood hiking the trails in the Alleghenies, swimming or boating on the lake in the summer, skiing, snowshoeing in the winter. The outdoors had honed her physique and her mindset. Her ambitions and chosen career made, to her thinking, the best of them.


She stepped into the little mart thinking about emptying her bladder, then finishing the second half of the drive home, where she’d take a long, hot shower and sleep in her own bed.


Even as the door shut behind her, she knew something was wrong.


The stance of the man with his back to her—white, brown hair, six feet, a hundred and sixty—and the wide eyes that read fear in the counterman facing her, had her resting a hand on her weapon.


It happened fast.


It took an eternity.


The man spun, and the weapon already in his hand fired.


The first shot grazed across her forehead, a sharp, shocking sting that gave her an instant to draw.


But the second struck her chest, threw her back and down with pain beyond comprehension.


She saw the man running by her—mid-thirties, brown eyes, little scar on the right cheek—as her breath wheezed, as the shocking pain spread.


She tried to raise her weapon, but the world grayed. She tried to shout a warning to Joel, but could barely draw breath.


The shooter—black Adidas low-tops, gray trench, jeans frayed at the bottom—began to fade out of her mind.


Dimly, she heard another shot, then one more.


Then Joel was beside her, pressing down on her chest so the pain screamed in her head. “Sloan, Sloan! You look at me. You fucking stay with me. Officer down, Officer down. Need immediate medical assistance.”


She stared at his face—she knew that face—as his words fell away and into a void.


Then his face was close, so close it blocked everything else, and his eyes—dark as two new moons—were fierce.


“You stay with me. Help’s coming. I’m here, right here.”


“Hurts.”


“I know, sis, I know. You use that, use that hurt and stay with me. I’m with you. Don’t you go anywhere. Stay here, stay with me.”


Pain obliterated time and space. She drowned in it, and went under. When she surfaced, the pain came with her. Screaming like the sirens. Faces she didn’t know snapped out words she couldn’t understand.


Cold, bitter cold covered her, but didn’t numb the wild, unrelenting pain.


But she heard Joel—somewhere as the world sped by.


“You’re strong. You’re fucking tough, and you’re gonna fight. You hear me? You hear me, Sloan?”


Everything was white. Everyone shouted, but the voices bounced off her ears and away. Lights, too many lights hurting her eyes, so she closed them.


Then it was Joel again, gripping her hand, his eyes fierce. “I’m right here. I’ll be right here. You fight, goddamn it, Sloan. Don’t you give up.”


Then it all went away. The pain, the lights, the voices. It all went to black.


When the light came back, it came soft, gauzy. She felt free in that light as she floated. As she looked down at the woman on the table. So pale, so still. So much blood.


All those people around her. They’d cut the poor thing open, she thought, before she realized, with a kind of mild interest, she was the poor thing.


It’s me down there.


Someone shouted Clear! and the paddles made her body jerk. Floating, she sighed. They were working so hard, and she—I—looked tired of it. So tired of it.


You can let her go, she thought. Let me go.


The paddles hit again, and she ignored them.


She could see so much from where she floated. Joel, pacing, pacing, a phone at his ear. She could even hear him.


“She’s still in surgery. Her family’s on their way. I’ll call you when she’s out.”


She watched him swipe tears away, and that touched her. She wanted to tell him she was fine, peaceful in this soft, pretty light. But there was blood on his shirt, and his eyes were shattered.


“We’re not going to lose her, Sari. We’re not. She’s going to fight. She won’t give up. She’s not finished yet. Sari, she’s not giving up.”


All right, all right, damn it.


Once again, she looked down at herself. She thought of Joel and a baby coming. She thought of her parents, her sister.


The next time the paddles struck, she let them take her back to the black.


When she woke, the pain was there, but dulled, as if smothered under a warm blanket. The air had a sting to it, one she recognized as hospital even before she registered the beep of machines.


The light, dim but harsh, pressed against her eyelids and made her long for just a moment of the soft and gauzy.


“She’s waking up, Joel. Sloan? Baby, it’s Mom. Open your eyes now, sweetie. Sloan, my baby, open your eyes.”


She blinked. It took such effort and, since everything blurred, didn’t seem worth it. She started to close her eyes again.


“Come on now. Give my hand a squeeze and open your eyes. There you are.”


She felt her mother’s lips press to the back of her hand, her palm, her fingers.


“There’s my girl.”


“Hospital,” she managed. Her throat felt sandpapered, her tongue as thick and dry as a plank.


“That’s right, and you’re going to be fine. Just fine.”


And it came rushing back. The mini-mart, the man at the counter. The explosion of pain.


“Shot!” She tried to push up, barely managed to move her head. “Joel.”


“Right here, sis.”


She saw them now as her vision cleared. Her mother, ghost pale, blue eyes shadowed and red-rimmed, and her partner, looking worn to the bone.


“How bad?”


“Not bad enough to stop you.” He bent down, kissed the top of her mother’s head as he closed a hand around Sloan’s. “I’ll get the doctor.”


“Everything’s going to be fine now.” Elsie Cooper kissed her daughter’s hand again. Tears, two warm raindrops, spilled on Sloan’s knuckles. “Your dad and Drea are close by. We’ve been taking shifts.”


“How long? How long?”


“You’ve been sleeping awhile, and healing. This is day three. They put you in a coma at first so you could just sleep. And here you are waking up. Baby? You feel this button?” She guided Sloan’s hand. “If it hurts, you can press this button for medicine.”


“Okay. I feel . . . mushy.”


A tear slid down Elsie’s cheek as she smiled. “I bet you do. Here’s the nurse. This is Angie. She’s been really good to you. To all of us.”


“Glad to see you awake.”


The nurse wore her gray-streaked black hair in a bob and had red flowers over the pale blue of her scrubs. Sloan judged her at about forty, and felt a trickle of relief when she noted the woman’s brown eyes smiled along with her lips.


“Dr. Vincenti will come in shortly. Elsie, Joel, why don’t you give me a few minutes to look after Sloan?”


“We’ll be right outside,” Elsie promised her.


“How bad?” Sloan asked the minute the door shut. “How bad am I hurt?”


Angie checked the IVs, the monitors, then Sloan’s pulse by hand.


“Joel said you’d want it straight, so I’ll tell you it was bad. And now it’s better. You’re going to make a full recovery, and you’ll have to stop yourself from pushing that. Dr. Vincenti and the surgical team? You don’t get much better.”


“I died.”


“You’re very much alive.” Angie held a cup with a straw to Sloan’s lips. “Sip some water.”


Because the thirst raged, Sloan obeyed. “On the operating table, I died. They had to bring me back.”


Angie set the cup aside, then took Sloan’s hand. “You had an experience?”


“Did I? They zapped me, didn’t they? My heart stopped and they zapped me. I think three times.”


“The bullet missed the heart, but we’ll say the surgery was tricky. Vincenti’s very, very good. You’re young, healthy, and strong. And putting those factors aside, we can say, it wasn’t your time.”


“Three times.”


“Yes. And here you are, alive, awake, aware. Your vitals are good. You’re stable. If I’m a judge—and I am—we’ll move your condition up to good within the next twenty-four. Now, if you’re not too tired, and it’s okay if you are, the rest of your family wants to see you.”


“Yes, please.”


“Family makes a difference, too.”


Gently, Angie eased Sloan up and turned the pillow to the cool side.


“People who love you make a difference. And you’re loved. The call button’s right here if you need me. Dr. Vincenti’s on his way.”


Her father and sister came in. Her father, silver threads starting to gleam in his brown hair and trim beard, his green eyes sheened with tears, leaned over, pressed his rough, unshaven cheek to hers.


She felt him trembling, pulling in air to stop tears.


“I’m okay, Dad. They said I’m okay.”


“Scared the crap out of me, Sloan. Give me just a minute.”


While she did, she looked over his shoulder at her sister. Drea, face splotchy from recent weeping, her usual lustrous brown hair dull and yanked back in a careless tail, swiped at eyes as blue as their mother’s.


She took Sloan’s hand, smiled. Said, “Whew.”


“Sums it up.”


Dean Cooper lifted his head, then cupped Sloan’s face in hands as rough as his stubble. “Try not to do that again.”


“Okay, Dad.”


In a lifelong habit, he kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her lips. “I know you’re tired, and rest is what you need. But know we’re here.”


“I do.” She worked to clear the clouds from her brain. “Who’s minding the business?”


“We got it covered. Don’t you worry.”


“Plenty of people in Heron’s Rest were pulling for you,” Drea added. “And plenty of them pitched in to help keep things going.”


“And Joel? He’s our hero. You’re both heroes.”


She felt herself starting to fade, struggled to stay awake. “Did we get him? White male, mid-thirties, brown and brown . . . Did we get him?”


But she dropped off and didn’t hear the answer.


When pain slapped her awake again, Joel sat by the bed reading the worn paperback copy of Stephen King’s It he always kept in his go bag.


Sloan remembered asking him why he kept that particular book packed. He’d told her it reminded him, when he was away from home, that whatever they dealt with couldn’t be as bad as Pennywise.


To test his theory, she’d read it herself and could only agree.


“Came close this time,” she mumbled.


He looked up, then set the book aside. “Hey there.”


“Did we get him?”


“Hit the button. You’re hurting.”


She shook her head and immediately wondered how the movement could spread more pain. “I want to stay awake. The shooter.”


“I heard the shots—two shots. He ran out, fired at me. Missed. I returned fire and winged him. Got his plate number, the make and model of the beater he jumped into, but I couldn’t pursue. You were on the floor, bleeding.”


“Something off—counterman terrified. I had my hand on my weapon, but he swung around, fired. Twice?”


“Twice.”


“I didn’t even draw my weapon.”


“Yeah, you did, sis. It was in your hand when I got to you. I called for an ambulance and relayed the plates, vehicle, and suspect description. They had him by the time they were loading you in the ambulance.


“Push the button and I’ll tell you the rest.”


She pushed it, and the pain backed off a few inches.


“Okay, responders spotted the car, driving erratically, and no shit, since I caught him just under the armpit. He lost control of the beater, sideswiped a tree—beater lost that battle. And the dumb shit came out firing. DOS.”


“Anyone else hurt?”


“No.”


“The civilian, counter guy.”


“He’s fine. He was shaken up, may have pissed his pants. But he grabbed a T-shirt from the rack so I could use it to put pressure on the chest wound.”


“He shot twice. It’s not real clear, but . . .” Confused, she lifted a hand to the right side of her forehead, felt the bandage.


“Yeah, no penetration. You got about ten stitches on that one.”


Head shot, she thought. The sting of a thousand angry wasps. “Could’ve been worse.”


“Could’ve been.”


“Mom, Dad, Drea. They were here, right?”


“Yeah.”


“It’s blurry.”


“They said that would happen for a while. Don’t worry about it. They were here the whole time. I talked them into going home, seeing as they came with the clothes on their backs and not much else. They’ll be back in the morning.”


“When can I get out of here? Shouldn’t I talk to the doctor?”


“You did talk to the doctor.”


“When?”


“This afternoon. You’ve been in and out. They’ve run a bunch of tests, and you’re doing pretty good. They’re probably going to get you up tomorrow, get you to walk a little.”


“When can I get out?” She wanted to whine, and came very close. “It smells like sick people in here.”


As she’d said exactly that the last time she’d surfaced, he just smiled. “You are a sick person, sis. They’ve gotta monitor for infection and shit like that. And they’ve got to get you up and around a little. Look, the bullet clipped the—give me a second.”


He closed his eyes. “Manubrium. Yeah, that, and a rib. So they picked bone fragments out. You got a busted rib and a hole in your chest. Not to mention the gash in your hard head. So sit back and relax. It’s going to be a few days.”


“I really want to talk to the doctor. Can you just get the doctor?”


“Sloan, it’s past two in the morning. Give the guy a break.”


“Two? In the morning? What the hell are you doing here? Go home.” Agitated now, she managed to push up a few inches, then just dropped back. “Sari’s pregnant. She’s pregnant, right? I didn’t just dream that?”


“She’s knocked up good, Auntie Sloan. She peeked in on you yesterday. Everybody in CIB has come in. And every damn one gave blood. You lost a hell of a lot.”


Because they wanted to tremble, he rubbed his hands on his thighs. “You’re all full up now. You had both sets of grandparents check in, and your uncle, your cousins, Captain Hamm, and a whole bunch.”


“I don’t remember any of it. Everything’s so goddamn mixed-up and vague. Except . . . I died on the table. The operating table.”


“They brought you back.”


“Yeah. Three times they had to zap me. I was floating.”


But if everything else blurred, that remained clear as polished glass.


“I watched them.” She spoke slowly as she remembered every detail. “I saw you, pacing the hallway, blood on your shirt. My blood. In some hallway, talking on the phone. Crying a little. You said my family was coming, and you’d call when I was out. I was in surgery, and you’d call when I got out.”


He rubbed the hand he held in his. “Are you stringing me along?”


“It’s all so clear. Joel. How can that be so absolutely clear, and everything else not? I was going to let go. I felt so light, and it would’ve been so easy to just let go. But you were crying a little, and I remembered you’d told me I had to fight. Not to give up, but fight. So I did.”


He got up, walked to the window. Nudging the curtains open a little, he stared through the gap into the dark.


“I was talking to Sari. She was scared, crying, and wanted to come. I had to talk her down, talk her into waiting until I said to come. She loves you.”


“I know. I love her.”


He took another moment before he came back to sit again. “I guess that makes you a miracle, sis.”


“I don’t feel like a miracle. I got a tube sticking in me.”


“For drainage, they said. They’ll take it out before much longer.”


“They’ve got me hooked up to all this—this stuff.”


“IVs for fluid, catheter deal to catch them when you pee them out.”


“It’s demoralizing,” she decided. “Plus, it freaking hurts. Everywhere. Why are you grinning at me?”


“You’re getting better. Bitchy’s better.”


“Great. Help me break out of this place. C’mon, get me out of here. I’m starving.”


He sat up straight. “You’re hungry?”


“Hungry is wanting a bag of chips. I said I’m starving.”


“I’ll get you something.”


When he rushed out, Sloan gave in, pushed the button again.


She drifted off, but just under the surface. She broke through again when Joel came back with a little plastic bowl and a spoon.


“They said to start off with this.”


“What is it?”


“Beef broth.”


“That sounds disgusting.” And to the woman who had, only days before, bench pressed one-fifty, the spoonful of broth felt like a ten-pound weight. “It is disgusting,” she said, and ate another spoonful.


She managed four sips before she wore out. “Sorry, that’s it.” She could feel herself drifting, going under again. “Go home, Joel.”


Instead, he set the bowl aside, then rubbed his knuckles over her cheek before he sat down. He picked up his book, stretched out his legs, and read.


The next time she woke, the open curtains let sunshine pour in. Her sister sat beside her, hair loose and shining around her shoulders as she worked a crossword puzzle on her tablet.


Sloan said, “Oh, man.”


Drea glanced up, shot out a big, bright smile. “It’s good to see you, too.”


“How long was I out this time?”


“It’s just after nine on this sunny November morning. I kicked Joel out—which wasn’t easy. Mom and Dad will be in this afternoon. Want some breakfast?”


“Maybe. I want out of here, Drea.”


“Who wouldn’t? I hear you’re taking the first steps toward that—literally—this morning. Let me see about getting you some food.”


When her sister went out, Sloan managed to find the controls and brought the back of the bed up a couple more inches. And took her first good look around.


A lot of flowers. That was nice—she’d be grateful. She’d be more grateful if she and the flowers had been in her apartment, but she’d be grateful.


She had beige walls, no surprise there, a lot of machines, a couple of chairs, a door she assumed led to a bathroom. Through the window she could see some buildings, some trees, a parking lot.


For the first time it occurred to her she didn’t know where she was.


“Where the hell am I?” she demanded when Drea came back in.


“Hagerstown. Closest hospital, and they’ve been great. Angie’s bringing you breakfast, and news! The doctor will be in to take out the catheter. You’re going to take a walk.”


“Outside?”


“No.” In the professionally cheerful voice she used with clients and customers, Drea continued, “We do have a wide variety of indoor activities lined up for your entertainment and amusement.”


“Kiss my ass.”


Ignoring that, Drea rolled right along.


“Physical therapy. Whee! Blood tests, urine tests. Such fun! We also have a book of crosswords, just for you.”


“You’re the crossword addict.”


Drea, in her tend-to-you way, eased Sloan up, smoothed and plumped her pillow. “And I’m assured they’re an excellent way to exercise your brain. We also have my spare tablet. You can stream movies, TV, whatever.”


Reality, and the dread that ran with it, leaked into hope.


“Jesus, Drea, how long am I going to be stuck here?”


“A few more days anyway, but ask the doctor. He’s adorable, by the way.”


“Are you hitting on my doctor?”


“I would, but he’s wearing a wedding ring.” She turned as Angie came in with a tray.


“How are you feeling this morning?”


“Better. Like it’s time to go home.”


“Let’s see how you handle breakfast.”


“Not beef broth.”


“No. We’ve got scrambled eggs, applesauce, yogurt.”


“Coffee?”


“A smoothie for now. We’ll check with the doctor on the coffee. He’s making his rounds, so he’ll be in shortly.”


“You said that before, I think, and Joel said I talked to him, the doctor. I don’t remember.”


“You’re on some excellent drugs. After you see the doctor, we’re going to get you up. We’re going to want you to take short walks several times a day. A therapist will be in later to show you some breathing exercises.”


“Can I take a shower?”


“Soon. We’re going to keep you busy for the rest of your stay. If discharge is the motivation, use it. You’ll get there faster. And food helps.”


She gave Sloan’s hand a pat, and left.


Sloan managed a few bites of egg, then leaned back. “It feels like I’m starving, then I start to eat. It’s exhausting. Nothing tastes right.”


“Try the smoothie.” Drea held the straw to Sloan’s lips.


After a taste, she shook her head. “I want some damn coffee, I want this thing out of me so I can pee like a normal person. I want to get the fuck out of this place, and I want . . .”


She stopped, pressed her hands to her face, mortified tears burned in her eyes.


“Jesus Christ, listen to me! I’m a bratty ten-year-old. I’m alive, and I could be, maybe should be, dead, and all I can do is whine.


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I just feel so bitchy.”


“Hey, some son of a bitch shot my sister. I’m feeling pretty bitchy, too.”


On a calmer breath, Sloan dropped her hands. “I’m top bitch. You can be assistant bitch.”


“Figures. Assistant bitch says try to eat a little more.”


“Okay.”


She tried more eggs, took a spoonful of yogurt.


“Sorry, honestly, that’s it.”


With a nod, Drea angled the tray away.


“Shit, does Matias know?”


Back turned, Drea fussed with a flower arrangement. “He came to see you the day after your surgery.”


“Do I have my phone? I should probably call him, or at least text him.”


With fire in her eyes, Drea spun back. “They let him in to see you. Mom and Dad insisted. He stayed about three minutes, and that’s probably overestimating. He hasn’t been back since.”


“Oh.” Her brain tried to process it. “All right.”


“Is it? Is it all right?”


“No, of course it isn’t. Not even close to all right. I’ll deal with it.”


“If you don’t boot that selfish asshole to the curb, I swear, I’ll wait until you’re back in shape—No, you’re stronger than me, and meaner. I’ll wait until you’re on your feet, barely, then I’ll kick your ass.”


In the face of her sister’s fury, some of the bitchiness in Sloan dropped away.


“You still couldn’t take me. I won’t have to boot him, Drea. He’s booted himself. And I’m either too tired to care, or I just don’t. Would you mind getting that food out of here? Even the smell’s not hitting right.”


“Sure.”


As Drea reached for it, Sloan took her hand. “I love you, even though you think you’re the pretty one.”


“I love you. Trust me, right now I am unquestionably the pretty one.”


“That bad?”


“Avoid mirrors for another couple days. I’ll be back.”


After Drea went out, Sloan glanced toward the bathroom. Now she absolutely had to look at a mirror, but couldn’t figure out how.


As she calculated, Dr. Vincenti breezed in.


Drea had it right there. Adorable.









CHAPTER TWO


Vincenti had an easy manner with a layer of charm. She tried not to think how his adorable—obviously skilled—hands had been inside her chest cavity.


He checked her chart, then her wounds.


He had black hair, perfectly styled in a brush back, heavy-lidded deep brown eyes in a face tanned golden, and a voice she thought hit both soft and lyrical.


“Thank you for saving my life.”


“Your partner began that very important job. He made the most out of those five platinum minutes. Applying pressure, talking to you, keeping you focused.”


“You had to bring me back.”


“We did, and here you are. And healing well. I’m going to remove your catheter, and Angie here will go with you for a short walk. You’re not yet to get out of bed on your own.”


He pointed at her. “I see in your eyes what your family told me. Therefore, I will be direct. A fall will set back your process, cause complications. So you’ll be smart, and call for the nurse when you want or need to get up.”


“When can I go home?”


His smile only bumped up the charm ratio.


“You know, it should hurt my feelings no one wants to stay in our fine facility.”


“Maybe because it’s full of sick people?”


“And we work to get them well enough to leave. We’ll see where we are in twenty-four hours. You had a major trauma, and major surgery.”


She tried a smile of her own. “But you’re a highly skilled surgeon, and I’m young, strong, and healthy.”


“I am highly skilled, and you’re young, strong, healthy. But you won’t bounce back in a matter of days. You will come back, with time, effort, patience, and persistence.”


“It seems like being stuck in bed just makes me tired and weaker.”


“Today, you’ll get up, move a little. Several times. You’ll start physical therapy, and we can decrease the pain medication. Soft foods for another day or two, then we’ll see.”


He changed her dressing himself, and when he moved to take out the catheter, she just stared at the ceiling.


Whatever sound she made brought a smile to his face. “That’s a relief, right?”


“A big one. I . . . I had to pee. A Dr Pepper for Joel, and he’d gas up the truck. I went in to pee and get drinks. That’s why I went into the mini-mart. I remember that now.”


“You may have some blank spots. Nothing to worry about.”


She lifted a hand to her forehead. “It could’ve been worse.”


Now he didn’t smile. “It often is. I’ll check in on you later.”


“We’re going to get you up slowly,” Angie told her. “You’re going to feel light-headed, and you want to wait for that to pass. Your gown crosses in the front for access, so your butt’s covered.”


“Good to know.”


It took longer than she imagined just to get on her feet, and to discover her feet didn’t feel connected to the legs that felt like overcooked spaghetti.


But she made it to the door, dragging the IV pole, then a few steps beyond into the hall, where Drea waited with a wheelchair.


“I’m backup.”


The bitchiness rushed back. “I don’t want that. I don’t need that.”


But in the end, she did need it, and had to bite down on the anger that streamed up from her gut.


“You’re frustrated,” Angie said, “but you’re wrong. You walked for just over two minutes. This afternoon, you’ll walk again. And this evening, again.”


“You may be top bitch,” Drea said as she pushed the wheelchair, “but you’re no quitter.”


Damn right. So for the next three, endless days, she walked. Two minutes, three, then five at a time. She did the prescribed breathing exercises every hour of the day and whenever she woke at night.


She didn’t bring up the nightmares that woke her. They were her business, and she determined they’d fade away. Reliving the moment the shooter had turned, had fired, struck her as normal.


And she’d get through it. She had a goal, and that was discharge.


When that day came, it brought joy, then shock and a low-simmering anger.


She sat in one of the chairs—a relief, and progress. Vincenti sat in the other.


“Your healing’s progressing very well. Your appetite isn’t.”


“Could it possibly be hospital food?”


“You think I don’t know they brought you in your grandmother’s chicken soup—very tasty, by the way—a cheeseburger and fries from McDonald’s, pulled pork and roasted potatoes your mother made. She’s sent the recipe to my wife, at my request. I’m a lousy cook.”


“Nothing gets by you.”


“It didn’t get by me you barely ate any of it. You’ve lost eleven pounds since you were admitted. This isn’t unusual, but it’s something we need to correct.”


“I’ll work on it.”


“When we do our follow-up in two weeks, I’d like to see at least three pounds gained.”


“Two weeks? But—”


“Follow-up,” he interrupted. “I’m discharging you in the morning.” He held up a hand. “There are conditions.”


“I’ll meet them.”


“You can’t live alone. We can reevaluate that in two weeks. Your apartment is on the third floor, no elevator. That won’t do for now. Your parents assure me you can live with them at home until you’re fully recovered.”


“I’m stationed in Stevensville, and my family lives in Heron’s Rest. That’s almost four hours’ distance.”


“You’ll remain on medical leave, Sloan. You need another thirty days. And you’re not to drive until after I see you again. The breathing exercises are important. Continue those. Continue walking. No strenuous exercises, no lifting anything over five pounds. Angie will show you again how to apply clean dressings, and you’ll monitor your chest wound for any signs of redness or swelling. Any sign, Sloan, you contact me.”


Reading her face, he sat back. “Those are the conditions, and I’ll have your word on them.”


“Fine.” Just two weeks, she thought, and not here. Two weeks with family, in her childhood home. How could she complain?


“Now, a strong suggestion. You’re having some nightmares.”


She opened her mouth, but she valued truth. So she shrugged. “It’s not unusual. I looked it up.”


“If you did, then you’d have also read to tell your doctor, which you didn’t. We’ll let that go. It would also have said, no doubt, there are treatments available.”


“I don’t need a shrink.”


His wonderfully patient eyes held hers.


“So says most everyone who could use some therapy. You were shot, and you were clinically dead for over two minutes. You’ve had physical, emotional, and mental trauma. My impression of you is while you’re stubborn enough to resist getting help, you’re smart enough to know when you need it. So think about it.”


“All right, I will think about it. I want to get back to my life. I want to get back to work. I didn’t die, so I want to live.”


“Good attitude. Meet the conditions, consider the suggestion. Go live. I do good work, so don’t screw it up.”


She’d talked herself into believing it all not so bad, when her captain came in and made it worse.


After he left, she sat, brooding, until Joel came in. He took one look, gave her one of sympathy.


“Captain lowered the boom?”


“Not only thirty more days’ medical leave, but another two after that of desk duty. Then I have to get cleared by a medical doctor and the department shrink for active. What the fuck, Joel.”


“I’m sorry, sis, sincerely, but I can’t disagree with any of that. Getting out of here’s the next step. You’ve got to take the one after that, then the one after that.”


“I can’t even go back to my own place. How would you feel if you had to go back and live in your childhood bedroom?”


“As long as Sari’s with me, I’d be fine with that. My mama’s a damn fine cook. In fact, she sent you her chicken and dumplings. They’re going to warm it up for you.”


People cared, she reminded herself. They helped.


Brooding, bitching, whining didn’t.


“I appreciate that.”


“Sis, you gotta eat better than you have been. You know that.”


“I do, I swear. It’s . . . Knowing and doing aren’t always the same. I get hungry, then almost as soon as I start to eat, I’m just not. Maybe if I could move again. I mean really move. I need something else to think about. I need work, and I’m doing crossword puzzles and watching Netflix.”


“Some pretty good shit on there.”


She shoved a hand at her hair, and tried not to remember she’d needed help to wash it.


“I’m tired of myself, Joel, and that’s the truth. Tired of being inside my own head. Tired of not being able to walk ten minutes without feeling like I’ve run a couple miles. Tired of being poked and prodded. I annoy the crap out of myself.”


“Good thing I’m a more tolerant type.” He sat, then pulled a picture out of his pocket. “Want to see my baby girl?”


“What? Jesus, give it!” After snatching the ultrasound photo, she stared, turned it the other way. “Where is she?”


“They had to show me, too, but I got it now.” Leaning over, he traced.


“Okay, one more time.” Then she nodded, grinned, and meant it. “I see her! Wow. And she’s beautiful.”


She handed it back.


“I’m getting her a pink stuffed animal. I’ll know what kind when I see it. Thanks for sharing something happy.”


“Happy’s the best thing to share.”


“I’ve got one, and it turns out it qualifies. Matias sent me a breakup text.”


“Fucker.”


“No, really, more of a weak coward. No, wait. A weak, cowardly fucker. He said, basically, he couldn’t handle it. Seeing me in the hospital that way made him realize we just weren’t meant to be. Then he asked that I send back the things he had at my place. And he was sending any of my stuff to my parents’ address, since he didn’t know when I’d get back. He topped it off by wishing me all the best.”


“And how’s that happy?”


“I’d planned to see him after I got out of here, tell him we were done, since he was too much of a selfish asshole to spend more than two minutes with me when I was hurt. He saved me the trouble.”


“Give me a list, sis.”


“Joel, I can handle it.”


“Nope. Give me a list of that asshole’s stuff, and I’ll get it to him. I’ll go over with your sister or whoever’s getting what you want to pack up for the couple weeks in Heron’s Rest.”


“I can get all that. They don’t have to—”


“Can’t drive yet, right?”


Annoyed with herself again, she heaved out a sigh.


“No.”


“So why have somebody haul you over there, take the time to get what you need, spend even five minutes on the jerk, when you can get the hell out of here and go home with your family?


“Sometimes you have to let people take care of you, sis.”


“Everyone has been, and I swear under the whining, I really appreciate it.”


“You’re going to have to appreciate it a little while longer. Give me a list.”


“It’s not that much, really. He’s got some clothes in the bedroom closet, and in the top left drawer of the dresser. He’s got a quart of oat milk and some tofu in the fridge. The milk’s probably gone over by now. I didn’t think of it before.”


“So I’ll dump it. What else?”


As she ran down the list, it occurred to her how completely he’d kept his things—what there were of them—separated from hers. Why hadn’t she noticed that before?


Didn’t matter now, she decided. Chapter closed.


“How about what you want? I can pass it on to your folks.”


“It’s a longer list.”


“I got the time.”


When she finished, she walked Joel to the elevator, then did a circuit of the floor. Maybe she moved slow, but she could celebrate the fact that she moved, and without any real pain.


Discomfort, fatigue, she could handle. Would handle, she promised herself, and made a second promise.


Stop whining.


She slept poorly her last night in the hospital as the dreams dogged her.


When she crossed from the gas pumps to the mini-mart, the wind began to kick and moan. Leaves, shredded from trees, skittered and scraped across the pavement. The lights of the mart glared, almost burned her eyes. Through the glass she could see nothing but that violent light.


When she opened the door, the hinges shrieked, and the air inside went thick and hot.


When she saw, through that hard light, the man with his back to her, her heart began to thump, bringing pain to her chest. Breath, thin and weak, began to whistle through her throat as she laid a hand on her weapon.


Her mind screamed: Run!


But he turned. He had no face, just a skeletal mask inside a black hood. When he swung out, and the scythe he carried struck her chest, she reared up in bed, gasping.


She pressed her hands to her galloping heart, felt blood pouring through her fingers.


But when she looked down, panicked, her hands were dry. Trembling, but dry.


Struggling to breathe through it, she lay back down. For a moment, she saw herself floating above, as she had when her heart had stopped beating.


Her own voice sounded in her head.


Sometimes, dying’s easier than living.


Maybe, she thought. Maybe. But she’d live. The dreams would pass, and she’d live.


Her whole family arrived at noon, with her father leading the way.


“You’re all checked out, bags are in the car. Ready to get out of this joint?”


“More than.”


Her sister, once again, pushed a wheelchair.


“I can walk. They want me to walk.”


“This is the way out. Hospital policy.”


No whining, she reminded herself. And settled into the wheelchair.


They stopped by the nurse’s station to say goodbye, and say thanks.


“You’ve come a long way in a short time,” Angie told her. “The mark of a good patient.”


Sloan let out a laugh. “A good patient? Me?”


“Yes, actually a very good patient. You followed instructions, even when you didn’t want to. Now keep doing that.”


“We’ll make sure she does,” her mother said. “We’ll never be able to thank you enough, you and everyone, for taking such good care of our girl.”


“It’s what we do. You’ve got a real nice family, Sloan. That’s going to help you the rest of the way.”


Drea wheeled her into the elevator. Not for another X-ray, another test, but to go home.


Outside, she drew in the chilly air like perfume.


“No hospital smell! Just air, cold fall air.”


Getting to her feet, she did a happy dance in her head. Drea wheeled the chair back in while her father went to get the car. Her mother stood, an arm around her.


“I could walk to the car.”


“It’s cold, baby. Indulge us a little this first day. I know you have to push some, and I promise we won’t let you slack off. But we’ve all been waiting for this day, too. You’re coming home.”


“If I promise not to push harder than I can handle, you have to promise back you won’t let work slide, you won’t worry and hover.”


“There isn’t a parent in the world who can promise not to worry and mean it. But we’re going to try really hard not to hover.”


“Fair.”


As Drea came out, the car pulled up.


“You get in the front.”


“No way. We’re not breaking traditions. Parents in the front, kids in the back.”


“Fair.” Her mother kissed her cheek.


“Everybody in?” Her dad rubbed his hands together. “Let’s rock and roll.”


It made her laugh—another tradition. He’d said the same anytime the family took a road trip.


So off they went with the radio playing her father’s favored classic rock.


“So how are the fall rentals?” Sloan began.


“Full up.” Her mother shifted to look over her shoulder. “The Bensons are coming in Tuesday for their Thanksgiving week. Two more grandchildren came along this year, so they’ve booked two cabins. They’ll do some skiing, but some of the older kids want to try snowshoeing. We’ve booked that.”


She remembered the Bensons, as they’d been coming to the Rest since she’d been a kid herself. Renting a cabin in the fall and again in the summer. Skiing or hiking in the fall, a boat rental in the summer.


The family business, All the Rest—in its third generation with Drea on board—maintained and rented cabins, cottages and lake houses, boats—motor, sail—kayaks, canoes, and paddleboards.


They booked white-water rafting excursions, winter skiing, snowboarding, snowshoes, arranged guided hikes.


Heron’s Rest, deep in the mountains and centered by Mirror Lake, didn’t pull them in like Deep Creek and the resorts, but it appealed to those who wanted a quieter, more intimate stay.


And it offered what the tourists wanted in four distinct seasons. All four, Sloan thought, with their own beauty and appeal.


She couldn’t go to her own place for a while, Sloan thought, but she could, and would, take short hikes on familiar trails, long walks on the lake path. She’d build up her strength and endurance again.


The route north and west was also familiar. The endless highway that took long, long curves through the mountains, and the mountains that became more serious as the miles passed.


They’d left the hospital in the chilly but dry, but as those miles passed, snow spread over hills and fields. It iced the peaks, ran down the valleys. It clung to the branches of pines and denuded hardwoods so everything looked like an old-fashioned Christmas card.


She loved the look of it, the feel of it, the smell of it when she walked through those deep woods. That appeal had been one of the reasons she’d chosen her career.


She knew the beauty of nature—and its dangers, its capriciousness. And she’d felt, always, a strong need to protect and preserve it.


She dozed off, then surfaced, irritated with herself. Like a child, she thought, or an old lady, unable to stay awake for a couple of hours in a moving car.


No whining, she reminded herself. A nap just made the ride go faster.


And besides, they were nearly home.


The car rolled off the highway now where the road wound and climbed up, snaked and rolled down. Thick woods of green and white, icy rocks, deep seas of snow, the rise of the Alleghenies dominated, as if highways didn’t exist.


She glanced over to see Drea scowling at her phone.


“Problem?”


“Hmm? No, not really. Why does it always get me that there’s no service on this mile-and-a-half stretch?”


“I bet whatever’s on the other end of the phone can wait the three or four minutes until we’re through the gap.”


“It can wait longer.” Still, she frowned at the phone. “Everything’s fine. I just hate not being connected. And I know that’s a little bit sick. Maybe I like being a little bit sick.”


“Maybe you should just hot-glue the phone to your hand.”


“I’ve considered it. Anyway, I need to be connected to work—just like you.”


“I hope I remember how to work.”


“As if.” Drea turned the phone screen down on her thigh. “What kind of shoes is Dad wearing?”


“Boots. Timberland, dark brown. That’s not a stretch. It’s pretty usual.”


“Don’t look down and tell me what shoes I’m wearing.”


“Black boots, over the ankle, black-and-white-checked laces.” Sloan squeezed her eyes shut. “They’re Uggs. Nice, look new.”


“They are nice and new. Don’t even think about borrowing them.”


Typical, Sloan thought. “I can get my own Uggs.”


“You should. They’re terrific. You see, you absorb, you remember. I wish I was half as good at it.”


God, she was tired. Unbelievably tired, and fought to stay awake, stay aware.


“It’s just paying attention.”


“No, it’s not,” Drea countered.


Either way, Sloan thought, she’d use that particular skill, keep it sharp. Keep her mind sharp.


And surely her body would follow suit.


Connections. She’d taken some yoga classes with an instructor who talked (a little too much) about the mind/body/spirit connection.


She’d use that now and work on all three.


She caught a glimpse of the lake, just a flash as the sun struck water. Then another turn, one more, and there it was, spread as blue as the sky with the mountains, the folds and peaks of them, the brown and white and pine green of the season reflected on the surface.


Her spirits lifted.


She watched a family of swans—mom, dad, and the six nearly adult kids sailing together. They’d migrate soon, and the parents, at least, would return to mate again, to glide the lake with their cygnets.


Another few weeks, she thought, if the weather held, the lake would freeze solid for skating, ice fishing.


Trails cut through the mountains, and skiers, small with distance, swished down.


She saw the trails of smoke from cabin and cottage chimneys tucked into the brown and green, and the lovely lakefront houses.


And in the sun, the glint of glass from her childhood home around the lake.


The tug, a hard one with the strong pull of sentiment, surprised her. She visited at least once a month, stayed the occasional weekend when work allowed.


But this was different, she realized. A different kind of homecoming.


And she found it soothed both mind and spirit.


Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much she’d needed to come home.


She wanted to sit, bundled up by the firepit, and watch the sunset, mirrored in the lake. She wanted to hear the loons, watch the heron’s flight, bask in the sight of the majestic bald eagle.


She could catch a glimpse of the bay from her apartment window in Annapolis, but no, she thought. Not the same.


And for now, at least for now, she finally understood she needed the same.


She needed the old two-story house with its working shutters, its generous decks, its big eat-in kitchen, its sit-and-stay-awhile front porch.


She wanted her view of the trees climbing up the mountains outside her bedroom window. She wanted the comfort and the quiet as much as she wanted to feel like Sloan again.


Her father pulled the car into the garage with its apartment above. He shut the car off, turned to smile at her.


“Welcome home.”









CHAPTER THREE


It wasn’t her place, but it was home, and the familiarity brought that comfort.


The big, shaggy dog her parents had named Mop lumbered over to greet her. As he wagged head to tail, Sloan scrubbed at his long, fluffy gray fur.


“There’s that boy. Been rolling in the snow again.”


“Nothing he likes better unless it’s jumping in the lake for a swim. I’m going to run up to my place, check on some things. I’ll be down a little later.”


With that, Drea peeled off in her nice, new boots to climb the steps on the side of the garage to her apartment above.


With the dog leading the way, Sloan went into the house with her parents.


The old stone fireplace with its thick wood mantel and flanking bookshelves dominated the living area of what had been—in her paternal grandfather’s day, before his marriage—a one-bedroom cabin.


Ezra Cooper had started the business, bit by bit, then added to the original cabin when he started his family. He’d added a second story, the big country kitchen, and a dining room used almost exclusively for holiday meals and company.


With his two sons, he’d added on the decks, a garage, widened windows. And all the while had invested in other cabins, boats, gear, until All the Rest provided rentals, sales, guides, and more for the tourists who came to Mirror Lake.


Dean’s older brother had stepped out of the business, continued his education. A professor of history at West Virginia University, he and his wife had settled in Morgantown.


Though since their parents’ retirement, Dean and Elsie ran the business, Archer could and would step in when needed. His oldest son, Jonah, lived a stone’s throw away with his young family, and worked as Dean’s right hand as well as a white-water rafting pilot—and whatever else All the Rest needed.


With Drea handling marketing, community relations, and sales, and her mother dealing with decor, supplies, and inventory, the business thrived with three generations.


Like her uncle, Sloan had stepped away. But it didn’t lessen her pride in what her family had accomplished with All the Rest.


The home her grandfather and his sons had built and rebuilt over the years welcomed her back as if it had been yesterday.


“We put your things away in your room.” Elsie skimmed a hand down Sloan’s hair when Sloan pulled off her winter cap. “The doctor said the one flight of stairs was fine, but if it feels like too much, we can set you up in the den.”


“No, don’t. I need to move.”


She did so now to the big front window that faced the lake and its reflected snowcapped mountains.


“It never gets old.”


“Sure doesn’t. How about I fix you a snack?”


“Mom, you’re not going to wait on me.”


“Just for today.” Elsie slid an arm around Sloan’s waist, tipped her head toward her daughter’s. “Indulge me a little. It’s so good to have you home for a while. It’s so good to see you looking more like yourself.”


“I don’t feel like myself yet.”


“You will,” Dean said. After he shed his coat, hung it in the coat closet (house rule), he walked over, crouched down to set kindling to light in the hearth.


The dog immediately plopped down in front of it.


“Now, big question and no wrong answer.” He rose, a fluid motion, an athletic one. “Thanksgiving’s Thursday. If you don’t feel up to having a houseful of relatives, say so. Everybody understands.”


“No, no, it’ll be good to see everyone. Honestly. I need some normal, and a houseful at Thanksgiving’s normal.”


She turned to them, and thought as she always did: Unit. They were as connected as any two people she knew.


And she was a blend of them—as Drea was. She had her mother’s coloring, and Drea their father’s. She had his eyes, and Drea her mother’s.


They’d made her, and not only stood together but stood by her.


“You want to fuss, and I get it. All of this, all of it, had to be scarier for you than it was for me. I was too doped up to be scared. And it’s good to be home. Really good. But if I’m going to get back to feeling like me, I need to do things that feel like me.”


“A houseful it is.” Elsie stepped over, wrapped Sloan in a hug. “Not scared. Terrified. But that’s behind us now. So I’m going to fix you something to eat.”


“Don’t the two of you work for a living?”


“Drea’s up in her place right now doing just that. Jonah’s got things covered otherwise. Tomorrow we’re back to it.” Dean patted her shoulder. “We’re taking today.”


Elsie tempted her with homemade soup, fresh bread, and Sloan did the best she could. The appetite still wasn’t there.


But the need to move was.


“I’m going to take a walk—a short one,” she promised. “Fresh air. It feels good to be out in it. Feels like me,” she added.


“One favor, for today?” Elsie said. “Would you stay in sight of the house?”


“Like you used to say when I was eight?” But Sloan laughed with it. “That’s a deal. The soup was amazing, Mom. Like always.”


“Mop’s going to want to go with you,” Drew warned her.


“Mop’s always welcome.”


And the minute she put on her coat, the dog got up, stretched, and wagged.


Since she wanted the lake, she went out the front. The dog immediately raced ahead, bulling his body through the snow like a canine plow.


The air bit, but felt good, so good, breezing over her face. She scented the lake, the pines, the snow, and all that said home, too. She’d do this every day, she promised herself, as many times a day as she could manage. Down to the lake, or out the back and into the snowy woods when her mother wasn’t so worried about her.


And in two weeks, at her follow-up, she’d get the all clear from Dr. Vincenti. And by Christmas, she swore an oath, she’d be back all the way.


She walked down to the dock, where there would be a sailing sloop through the season. This summer, she thought, she’d take a real vacation, come home for it. Spend hours sailing, hiking, kayaking, and appreciating what she had.


Maybe it had taken dying for a few minutes to make her realize she’d let too much of that go. Time for another vow, she decided. She wouldn’t fall into that trap again. Work satisfied. God knew she loved her work, but for the last few years, she’d let the balance tip.


As she walked the path around the lake, the dog trotted ahead, trotted back, ahead. And reminded her she walked like an invalid.


“Sorry, Mop, not at full capacity.”


In fact, she had to admit she hadn’t covered an eighth of a mile, and was flagging.


She felt weak, breathless, and not a little pissed off.


Her ears still worked just fine, so she turned when she heard footsteps. And waited, giving her heart a chance to slow as Drea approached.


“I’m not going to bitch.”


“Damn. I was counting on it. Then I’d point out that a week ago, you could barely walk two minutes down a hospital corridor.”


“I pointed that out to myself, which is why I’m not bitching. But—”


“Here it comes!”


“Not a bitch, just a fact. I still feel so wrong. Drea, I feel so wrong.”


“Here’s more fact.” Reaching down, blue eyes on Sloan’s green, she took her sister’s hand. “You look tired, and you’re pale, so you’ve done enough. So go in, do your breathing exercises, take a nap. Then get up and do it all again.”


“Bossy pants.”


“Worn with quiet pride and innate style. Come on.” Drea hooked her arm through Sloan’s and gave her little choice.


“Will you do me a favor?”


“Maybe.”


The answer made Sloan laugh. “Just talk them down from worrying about me when you can. It’s a weight. I don’t want to tell them it’s a weight. They’ll just worry more and try not to show it.”


“When they see you following doctor’s orders, they’ll worry less. And I’ll talk them down when I can because you’ll follow doctor’s orders.”


“That’s not a favor, that’s a deal.”


“Take or leave.”


“Take.” When they reached the front door, Sloan paused. “Start now.”


As she opened the door, Sloan plastered a smile on her face. “That felt good! Wore me out a little, which also feels good. I’m going up, do my breathing thing, maybe take a short nap.”


“If you need anything,” Elsie began.


“I got it all.” Deliberately, Sloan hung her coat in the closet, used the basket for her scarf, cap, gloves. “I plan to blow the doctor away at my follow-up.”


The stairs felt like a mountain, but she made it. She turned down the hall, used the bathroom to splash cool water on her face.


Her childhood bedroom, just across from it, held a bed with four short, turned posts and a snowy white duvet with a deep blue throw at its foot. The reading chair, another throw across its back, angled cozily in a corner.


Its walls, a misty, soothing blue, held the local art her parents collected. Springs and summers here, of the lake, the mountains, wildflowers streaming through the woods.


Because she’d made the deal, she did the breathing exercises, coughing, as instructed, after the long exhale.


It tired her, too, and made her grateful her mother had put a covered pitcher of water and a glass on the bedside table.


Flowers—mums in rusts and golds—sat on her old dresser and gave a hint of spice to the air.


A short nap, she thought, and lay on top of the duvet, pulled the throw over her. Twenty minutes just to recharge.


She slept for ninety, and didn’t wake until the nightmare tossed her out of sleep.


The next day, Sloan laid out a routine. She showered, changed the dressing on her chest wound—which she assured herself was healing well. She studied her body, trying for dispassion.


Day One, she thought. A baseline. Yes, she looked frail. Yes, she’d lost weight and muscle tone. But she could stand and walk, and while things ached, she didn’t have active pain.


Like the chest wound, the one on her forehead would leave a scar. But they’d remind her she’d survived.


That made her a survivor.


She dressed, then considered makeup. Then decided some blush, mascara, all the rest wouldn’t fool anyone.


When she went downstairs, she found her parents lingering over coffee at the kitchen table. They both looked over at her, and she felt their study down to the bone.


The parental X-ray.


“We thought you might sleep in.” Elsie started to get up. “How about some breakfast?”


“Mom, sit. I mean it. I’m going to put some coffee in a go-cup and take a walk—doctor’s orders on the walking. Don’t the two of you have to get to work?”


“I’m about to head out,” Dean told her. “How’d you sleep?”


“Like a rock.”


“I thought I’d stay home today,” Elsie began. “There’s a lot of prep for Thursday, and I can get started.”


Sloan detoured from the coffee, sat. She took her mother’s hands.


“I need you to go. I need you to do whatever you’d do today. I know you’d take off half on Wednesday to make the pies and all that, but you need to go to work. I need to feel capable of spending a day on my own. I know I’m not a hundred percent. Not even close. But I have to start. I know my limits. Trust me, my body doesn’t let me forget them.”


Elsie shifted her gaze to her husband. “I can hear you thinking I told you so. Knock it off.”


He just smiled, shrugged.


“You’ll keep your phone with you?”


“Yes, Mom.”


“And call or text if you need anything?”


“Yes, Mom.”


Elsie’s lips twitched at the tone. “And you’ll eat something. Then the One Bite More.”


Sloan had to laugh at the old childhood refrain. And as she had as a child, rolled her eyes.


“Yes, Mom.”


Dean rose, took the empty cups to the sink. “Mop’s staying. He’ll walk with you—that’s the deal.”


“I accept. Now go, add to my inheritance.”


In the end, she walked out with them, Mop at her side. She waved the humans off, then laid a hand on the dog’s head.


“Let’s get started.”


Though the sun beamed, the air snapped with cold, edged by a rising wind that rippled over the lake and sloughed through the trees. She watched a heron glide and swans sail. Focused on them, she made it to where she’d stopped the day before. Breath labored, she stopped to let her system recalibrate. Mop left her side long enough to leap into the snow and roll.


Ten steps more, she told herself, and took them.


Not pushing, she thought. Improving.


“That’s all I’ve got,” she said to the dog. “We’ll do it again later, and again. Ten steps more.”


Despite the cold, she felt sweat slide down her back as she walked back to the house. Her legs trembled some as she let herself back in, and her head felt light enough she just sat without taking off her coat.


“Just need some fuel.”


She added some to the living room fire before tucking away her outdoor gear.


In the kitchen she made herself a bowl of cereal, added half a banana and blueberries.


She managed half of it before even the idea of eating exhausted her. She took a breath, then one bite more.


“Don’t rat me out, Mop.” She set the bowl on the floor, watched him gobble up the contents.


She made herself get up, fill an All the Rest water bottle.


“Next on a daily agenda: PT.”


Obviously pleased with the company, Mop went with her to her parents’ exercise/yoga room. Maybe it hurt the pride to pick up two-pound weights instead of twenty, but . . . Day One.


She sat on the bench and did steady curls until her arms burned. Then did two more. After managing a handful of shoulder presses, she tried a few kickbacks.


She rested, drank water, and did it all again.


“And that’s all I’ve got.”


She wrote it all down. How long she’d walked, how many curls, and so on.


Keeping a record, she decided, added incentive.


When Mop laid his head on her knee, she stroked his head. “We’ll try yoga tomorrow, slow and easy. But I think I’ll stretch out on the couch for bit.


After building up the fire, she closed her eyes.


Maybe she’d do one of Drea’s famous crosswords—exercise for the mind. Even as she thought it, she dropped off.


She woke up with the dog sitting politely, staring at her.


“You need to go out again?” Groggy, she reached for the phone she’d set on the table. “Oh, for God’s sake. I was down for over an hour.”


Pushing up, she took mental inventory. She could handle it. “Give me a minute. It’s time to walk again anyway.”


The wind still kicked, and had pushed the clouds to dim the sun. More snow coming, she thought. She could see people—bright coats against the white—sledding on the east side slope. Smoke streamed out of chimneys. Despite the cold, a pair of kayaks plied the far side of the lake. Someone had built a pretty impressive snowman in front of one of the lakeside houses.


She made it to her first stop, had to rest, breathe, then took the ten steps more to her second stop. She wanted ten more, but stopped at five.


“Know and respect your limits, Sloan.”


If she had to stop twice on the walk back, she still made it.


She sat, recovered, and though she didn’t want it, heated up a little soup. Ate the one more bite.


When it was done, she looked at the dog.


“Now what? It’s barely one in the afternoon. If I lie down, I’ll sleep. If I get a book or try a movie, I’ll end up asleep. And don’t give me that sleep’s healing. I’ve had enough of it.


“Am I really stuck with crossword puzzles?”


She went upstairs, brought down her laptop. She’d make a spreadsheet of her activity, her progress. It would help to see it all laid out. She could even add the times.


Though it burned some, she added sleep into the mix.


There, less equaled progress. At least on her gauge.


She set it up meticulously, and felt organized and accomplished.


And bored beyond the telling of it.


Desperate, she brought up a crossword puzzle on her laptop. Then wandered the house just to stay awake. When wandering, she came across the basket her mother used for her when-in-the-mood knitting or crocheting.


Inspired, Sloan carried it into the living room by the fire, and found a YouTube video teaching the basics of crocheting.


When her brain went fuzzy, she rolled it back, started it again. She had to focus, concentrate, and with hook and yarn created a very precise run of chain stitches.


Because she had to listen, watch, count, it kept her mind engaged. After a painstaking hour she had the beginnings of a Christmas-red scarf.


She rewarded herself with a Pepsi.


“Okay, Mop, I can do this. I’m not sure I actually want to do it, but I can. I’m going to consider it occupational therapy. Now we’re going to walk again, then do another round with weights. I’m going to make myself eat some fruit or cheese or something, then we’ll get back to this.”


Before her parents got home that evening, she’d had to log another nap, but she offset that with more steps, more reps, and what by her measurements equaled about a quarter of a very simple red scarf.


Elsie looked at the yarn basket, the length—about a third now—of completed scarf, then at her daughter.


“When did you learn to crochet?”


“This afternoon.”


Elsie picked up the work in progress, studied it front and back. “This is very nice work. How many times did I try to teach you?”


“You always gave up because you said I wouldn’t sit still long enough.” She heard the sound of the snowblower roar to life, which meant her father cleared paths.


And Mop would be joyfully leaping into the blowing snow.


“I know I kind of have to now. Occupational therapy. You really have to think.”


“Good for you? A scarf?”


“Yeah, and when I finish, you have to wear it. The cost of being a mom.”


“The reward of being one. How about some hot chocolate, and you can tell me how you did today?”


“How about some wine, and we can tell each other about our day?”


“Even better.” Elsie laid a hand on Sloan’s cheek. “You look better.”


“I do?”


“In those magic eyes of yours, yes.”


Sloan felt tears burn at the back of them because she knew her mother wouldn’t lie.


“Today was Day One. I made a spreadsheet.”


“Of course you did. It’s our loss you didn’t come into the family business, Ms. Organized.”


“I came by that naturally,” she said as they walked to the kitchen. “But it’s good for me to track my progress. And we’ll get to that. You start first because Dad’s going to want to know what I did today when he comes in.”


“We got another three inches today, so he’s hell-bent to clear that before the next two or three fall overnight. Red okay? I still have plenty of sauce frozen from tomato season. We’re having pasta tonight.”


“Red’s great.”


“Let’s see. We rented about a dozen sleds and toboggans, and sold about half that many. I’ve got an order in for more. Are you sure you want to hear all this?”


Sloan settled at the counter. “I do.”


“We’re booked solid for December and January, and damn close to full for February. Drea’s Winter Wonders campaign did the job. Long-range forecast says the lake will freeze by mid-January, so we’ll have the ice-fishing tournament the first week of February. And we’re already half-booked for that.”


Elsie took a sip of wine, studied the glass. “Now, this was a fine idea.”


“I still got ’em.”


“Oh, news in Heron’s Rest. You remember the old Parker place?”


Sloan dug into her memory files.


“Great big ramshackle two-story, between here and town, with a wide, saggy front porch. If you walked back that way on a really windy day, you could actually hear the wind whistling through the windows.


“An even more ramshackle detached garage/workshop, all tucked into the woods by a long, narrow driveway always full of potholes.”


“Couldn’t have said it better myself. Brady Parker let the place go to hell when his father died—what, about ten years ago—and it wasn’t in the best of shape back then. Well, he sold it a couple months ago.”


“Somebody bought that old place? For the land maybe? It’s not exactly prime, and yeah, the house needs serious work, but it’d be a shame to tear it down. It’s got all kinds of character.”


“Apparently that’s not the plan. Some New Yorker bought it, with the plan—I’m told—to rehab it.”


Sloan frowned over her wine. “Really?”


“Really. Word is he intends to live here, start his own business. Handyman kind of business, which if he’s any good, would be great. Further news, Maggie Wells finally talked Barry into moving to Florida. We depended on Barry to deal with whatever repairs or improvements your dad and Jonah couldn’t get to.”


“Maggie and Barry, what’ll the Rest do without them?”


“We’re going to find out. They’re leaving December first. I have to hope the New York transplant works out. With the rentals, the shops—and God help us, your dad has his eye on a little cottage that should come on the market around the first of the year—it’ll be hard to keep up without someone as good and reliable as Barry.”


As she spoke, Elsie took a clip from her pocket. She twisted up her sunny hair, clipped it up and back. Then she took a freezer bag of sauce out, set it in a pot to thaw a little.


“What part of New York?”


“The New York. New York City. Supposedly worked in finance or investments. Wall Street. But I don’t know if that’s reliable information because I also heard he was in real estate, and someone else said developer, and so on.”


Sloan thought of the old Parker place, the size and scope of it, the history, the character. And frowned again.


“He doesn’t sound handy.”


“He really doesn’t, but I’m going to hope, then hope if he is handy, he doesn’t expect to get New York prices for labor.”


On a sigh, she lifted her wine. “Well, change happens, whether you’re ready for it or not.”


“I’ll say.”


Elsie reached across the counter to squeeze Sloan’s hand. “I have to ask, and want points for waiting this long. Did you eat today?”


“Most of a bowl of cereal with fruit, and a bowl of your soup. I’m writing all that down, too. And tomorrow, I’m going to do it all again. When I’m not sitting here peeling apples or pulling out pumpkin guts for pies.”


“I’ll be home by one to get all that started.”


“I’ll be here.”


“I like hearing that.”


They both heard Dean come in the mudroom, scolding the dog. “No, you don’t, pal. You sit right there until I get the Abominable Snowman off you.”


“Now you can get started on your day,” Elsie told her.


“Not very exciting. In fact, I bored myself. It’s a lot of rinse and repeat.”


“We want to hear it. Dean? I’m having a glass of wine with Sloan. Do you want one?”


“Pour away. Give me another minute. Whose idea was it to get a dog who likes to bury himself in snow?”


“Yours,” mother and daughter said together.


“Oh yeah.”


A good Day One, Sloan congratulated herself as she readied for bed. She’d eaten what counted as three meals, done some strength training, had walked, when you added it all up, just under a full mile. And she’d made close to half a scarf.


Thirteen days to go, she thought, until she got the all clear.


She slept deep and dreamless until dawn slid silently across the eastern sky.


Rising, she welcomed Day Two.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Part One



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten









		Part Two



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty









		Part Three



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty









		Epilogue



		Nora Roberts











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
HIDDEN
NATURE

NORA
ROBERTS

PPPPPPP





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Not everyone believes in
second chances...

THE MULTI-}






