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Chapter One

Frankie belted out the 80s
rock song, trying to stay focused as she cruised along the
Interstate just before dawn. Less than thirty minutes separated her
from exiting her SUV and escaping to her awaiting bed. That was her
plan anyway. She was glad at least one station was playing rock and
roll instead of the Christmas music most thought they had to start
playing well before it was even December. It was a week before the
holiday, and after a month of it, she was already sick of nonstop
Christmas carols.

Not that she didn’t like the holidays
and the festive music. Frankie loved Christmas. She just didn’t
need to listen to the music twenty-four-seven. Enough was enough!
Thank goodness for satellite radio.

Frankie had decided to start her drive
before sunrise Saturday morning, knowing traffic would be sparse,
which meant less idiots to contend with. Man, did she hate
commuting. But her current situation dictated she deal with it
until she finished her schooling at the U of F— University of
Florida—where she was in her last year of studying veterinary
medicine. Fortunately for her, she didn’t have too far to drive to
reach her destination.

She didn’t think the days
could get any crazier, and then—hello!—she was asked to take Friday
night’s on-call shift due to a sick coworker. And this was after
sitting through two early classes, lab, and then working the
afternoon. Thankfully, no emergencies arose, allowing her to get a
few hours’ rest, because, man, was
she tired.

Frankie rolled her eyes and groaned at
herself for sounding so bitchy—complaining about the music, about
commuting, and now complaining about being tired.

“You signed up for this,”
she reminded herself. “You’re almost at your goal.”

Working at and boarding close to the
veterinary clinic west of Gainesville allowed her to easily hop on
Interstate 75 and head north toward home, Worthington Springs.
Frankie would have preferred to have been on the road last night,
but instead had volunteered to be the go-to gal for on-call. She
was already at the clinic, so why not? She loved it there and had
had plenty of relief when something unexpected came up with school.
Thankfully, her coworker, Heidi, agreed to have Frankie forward
calls starting at 6:00 AM, allowing her to head out.

She looked forward to
being home for a few days, where her family had lived for three
generations, and where Frankie would be the fourth. Her
grandparents were still living there, just east of the small
community of about two hundred people. Richard and Caroline
(pronounced Care-oh-line, if you please)
Chandler, her parents, were retired and happily raising their
grandson, Sammy, as well.

When younger, like many kids, all
Frankie could think about was growing up and leaving her nowhere
small-town. She had tried college right out of high school, but
really couldn’t decide on what she wanted to study. Since the U of
F was too close to home, she followed friends to Tallahassee, to
Florida State University. After one term, she quickly figured out
she was in way over her head.

So, feeling like her tail
was tucked between her legs, she went back home and moped around
for a while before deciding to join the service. The Navy, to be
more exact. She figured it would give her a good start on life and
money for college should she decide to return. After serving twelve
years as a Navy hospital corpsmen, she’d had enough, realizing she
wanted to be close to home. She wanted to return to
small-town nowhere. She had seen plenty of fast-paced, crazy life, and it
wasn’t for her. Oh, she liked the rush of doing her job, and when a
crisis happened, she was in her element. But city life and cramped
living weren’t for her. Frankie needed space—country air and green
fields.

Many asked why she didn’t stick it out
for another eight and retire, earning a guaranteed pay while still
going on to do other things with her life. And she’d tell those who
asked that another eight years would have been too long to be gone
from home anymore. In those eight years, Frankie was close to
becoming the veterinarian doctor for which she’d worked so hard. By
the time she graduated, she’d be forty years of age.

Yeah, so she was the oldest in her
class. No big deal. Many were returning to school later in life.
She kinda took on the role of Mother Hen to her fellow classmates,
as they looked to her for advice and guidance due to her maturity
and “worldly” ways. Frankie always got a kick out of them teasing
her about being a seaman, and she’d always correct them by saying
she was a corpsman.

There were many things she had loved
about serving, but knew it wasn’t meant to be until retirement. She
had been grateful for the money that afforded her to return to
college when she decided becoming a vet was truly her heart’s
desire. Another thing some classmates would tease her about: a vet
becoming a vet. Hardy-har-har. She’d just laugh along with
them.

Working part-time at the clinic while
also attending school had been rigorous yet rewarding. Not to
mention the fact the extra money helped her family. And working in
a city clinic reinforced her desire to have a country practice.
Well, as country as you could get in Northern Florida, the
perceived retirement state where everyone must run around in either
bikinis and board shorts, or mumus and Bermudas, enjoying the sun.
It was the Sunshine State after all.

Ha! The weather lately had been pretty
chilly by Florida standards, causing Frankie to be layered in her
well-worn jeans, a tank, and a flannel. Beside her in the passenger
seat lay a fleece and a jacket. And although the day was dry so
far, rain was in the forecast, with the temps dipping into the low
fifties. Yep, chilly for Floridians.

Noticing the sign indicating her exit
was within a few miles, Frankie stayed in the right-hand lane,
dropping her speed from the posted seventy miles per hour to
sixty-five. Thankfully, traffic had been fairly light, with
passenger cars here and there, but mostly over-the-road truckers
out on their runs.

Concentrating on her music while
taking a sip of her iced coffee, Frankie caught a glimpse of
fast-approaching headlights in her rearview mirror. And boy, were
they coming on in a rush.

“Jeez, must be doing
eighty-plus,” Frankie mumbled to herself while she just shook her
head. Sure, she liked speed and getting to where she was going more
quickly, but she wasn’t reckless. And up ahead there was a pack of
trucks taking up both lanes. “This guy better slow down—he’s got
nowhere to go.”

Ensuring she was a safe distance from
the nearest vehicle in front of her, she watched the car’s lights
in her mirror get closer and closer. Before she knew it, the
vehicle—a newer BMW—flew by her, looking as if it had no intention
of letting the traffic ahead slow it down. With just barely enough
room to maneuver, the car swerved into the right lane to pass a
truck. Frankie then saw its taillights jerk to the left and right a
few more times before disappearing out of her sight.

“Holy jeez, what an idiot.
He’s lucky there’s no State cop around to ticket his ass. Unlucky
us,” she mumbled.

Content to stay behind a few trucks,
Frankie was in no hurry to pass them just to slow down and make her
exit. As she drew closer to her turnoff, she noticed brake lights
from the vehicles ahead as they were shifting into the left-hand
lane.

“What the?” She wondered
what was going on. But all too quickly, she saw the cause. The
reckless BMW was lying on its top on the right-side shoulder of the
road, a long stretch of skid marks tattooing the highway. A pickup
and a semi-truck had pulled over just ahead of the overturned
vehicle.

“Shit, shit, shit!”
Frankie cursed. Her training instantly kicked in, and she started
to slow down and pull behind the wreck. She grabbed her cell phone,
shoving it in her back pocket while searching her glove compartment
for a pair of nitrile gloves she always stowed in there. She had a
first aid kit as well in a cubby behind her seat but didn’t think
it’d do much good in this situation.

Frankie jumped out of her SUV and
pocketed her keys while she ran to the vehicle. Two guys were
approaching from the front.

“Has anyone called 9-1-1?”
she yelled.

“Yeah, I did,” an older
gentleman yelled back.

“And I sent out a call on
my CB,” said a younger man, obviously the trucker.

“All right. You,”—she
pointed to the trucker—“you must have flares or emergency
triangles.” She watched the man nod as she continued. “Set them out
behind us to indicate there’s been an accident.” He nodded again
and turned, running back to his truck with impressive speed.
Frankie then faced the older gentleman. “Sir, why don’t you stay
back while I assess, and if I need your assistance, I’ll
holler?”

“You sure you want to go
near that car? Might be ready to burst into flames.”

“It’s possible, but I have
to see if the person or persons in the vehicle are okay. Seconds
matter.”

Frankie started to walk toward the
vehicle, slipping on the gloves when the man called out again just
as the trucker sprinted past with his triangles. “You know what
you’re doing?”

“I was a hospital corpsman
in the Navy. I have a pretty good idea of what I’m
doing.”

“You just be careful
there, missy.”

Frankie almost chuckled at the comment
as she approached the vehicle. While she didn’t smell gas or see
any flames, that didn’t mean the danger of explosion wasn’t
possible. She called out to see if anyone was responsive. “Hey! Can
you hear me?” With no answer, she moved to the closest side which
happened to be the driver’s side. Debris littered the immediate
area, and grass and dirt were pushed up to form a berm on the
opposite side.

She crouched on the ground to peer
inside, thankful the window was down. The driver was suspended from
the seat, his seat belt still buckled and the airbag deflated.
Frankie reached inside, trying to get a response from the man.
“Hey!” Nothing. She gingerly moved the man’s head to assess whether
or not it was broken. Normally, Frankie wouldn’t attempt to move
the person without stabilization, but this man might not have that
choice. There was still the possibility of further concerns. He
already had a gash on his forehead that was bleeding freely. The
man looked to be in his fifties with salt-and-pepper hair. Frankie
couldn’t get an estimate on his true size, given the position he
was in, but he looked lean in a tailored shirt and black
slacks.

Finding that the man’s neck moved
easily and nothing visible was protruding where it shouldn’t be,
Frankie decided to act.

“Hey, gimme a hand,” she
yelled at the two men who stood close by. The truck driver and the
older gentleman came running. “All right, I need your help in
holding this man so we can maneuver him out. Carefully. Obviously
with the car crunched the way it is, we aren’t going to get this
door open, but there’s plenty of room to slide him out of the
window.”

“You sure you wanna do
that?” the old man asked. “Might be best to wait on an
ambulance.”

“This man might not have
time. We don’t know how long that could take. There’s a fire
department in Worthington Springs, but they may not dispatch. The
emergency services might be coming from Gainesville and that’ll
take thirty minutes at least.”

“Hey, I’ll help,” the
trucker said. “You seem like you know what you’re
doing.”

“I do. I’m Frankie, and I
used to be a nurse in the Navy.” Putting it that way was easier
than saying corpsman all the time. Same difference.

“Hey, I’m Frank,” the guy
said with a big smile.

Frankie only nodded, because now
wasn’t the time to get all cozy just because they shared the same
name. Sorta.

“And I’m Hal,” said the
older man. “I’ll help if I can,” he conceded.

Frankie heard a siren in
the distance. Good. At least more help is
on the way. But this guy needs attention now.

“All right. Frank, I want
you to get ready to hold this guy’s shoulders the minute I release
the seat belt. I’ll help support his torso. Hal, once we get him
clear, I may have you grab his legs.” As the men nodded, Frankie
got everyone in position.

“All right. On three. One.
Two. Three!”

****

Rory Sanders was cruising down US
Highway 441 approaching High Springs, Florida, looking forward to
ending his shift in an hour. He planned on doing some holiday
shopping with his daughter later in the day. Going on eleven years
of age, Alisa was the light of his life. His entire world. That’s
because he had lost his wife, Alisa’s mom, Rhonda, two years ago.
Sure, Rory still had his parents, and thank God, because they took
on the role of parenting for a while when Rory had all but shut
down.

Thankfully, he realized he
still had something—someone—worth living for. Although the
grief of Rhonda’s loss was still present, still a heavy weight on
his heart, Alisa eased that feeling with each passing day. The
resiliency of children never ceased to amaze Rory.

All Alisa could talk about was the
shopping they were going to do and all the stores they were going
to visit. And what she was going to get to buy for her nana and
pop.

Rory laughed, knowing that this would
be a big treat for Alisa. Because Daddy was taking her instead of
Nana. Because Alisa would actually get to do the shopping instead
of having someone shop for her. Rory had already done some shopping
for his daughter and more was certainly planned. He just had to be
sure to confer with his parents so they didn’t end up buying the
same items.

Just as Rory was turning onto Highway
20 to head to the Interstate, he got a call about an accident
further north on 75, close to Traxler. So he zipped around to
proceed to the scene. He hoped that it wouldn’t turn into something
major, because he didn’t want anything to delay his time with his
daughter.

Yeah, selfish.
But it was near Christmas and he wanted to spend
as much time with her while she had her break from school. He
already had extra days off scheduled so he could do just that. Rory
thought about a trip to the coast, as they hadn’t been to the beach
since before Rhonda’s death. He’d just have to gauge the weather
and see what Alisa wanted to do.

As Rory arrived on scene, he quickly
knew this wouldn’t be a simple in-and-out—this was going to take a
while. Pulling close to a parked semi-truck, he saw three bodies
crowded around an overturned vehicle on the shoulder. He radioed
his arrival and asked whether other services were on their
way.

“Be advised, an ambulance
has been dispatched from Gainesville and another trooper is headed
your way, Rory.”

“Thanks, Dee,” he said to
their dispatcher. He gave her a quick assessment of what he could
see, and that he was going to investigate. The one saving grace was
the light traffic this time of the morning with the few vehicles
that passed moving slowly in the far lane.

Rory ran to the scene and catalogued
what was happening. An older man stood by while a younger man and a
woman were crouched down attempting to pull someone out of the car.
He couldn’t see the woman’s face as her back was to him. All he
could see was a red and black flannel shirt atop jeans that fit
snugly to a shapely backside.

Jesus! What’s wrong with
you? You’re at an accident, not here to ogle this woman!

As he got closer, he heard the woman
yell, “Three!” And everything seemed to happen at once. He heard
the clicking of the seat belt, and he saw rapid movements of the
man and woman cradling the victim as they carefully maneuvered him
out of the crunched car. He saw the woman turn and bright green
eyes collided with his, leaving him momentarily stunned. Short
blond hair haloed her face as a rosy blush colored her cheeks.
Probably from the exertion. Or more likely from the heat of the car
which suddenly had flames bursting from the engine
compartment.

“Move!” the woman
yelled.

While they scrambled to pull the man
further away from the vehicle, Rory shot forward to assist. He
grabbed near the victim’s shoulders while the woman held the torso
and the younger man moved to hold the legs. Together, they got the
victim a safe distance from the burning car before setting him
down, he and the woman kneeling at his upper body. Looking at the
man, he noticed a gash across his forehead that was bleeding
freely, and he appeared unresponsive.

Before Rory could act, the woman was
tearing off her flannel to reveal a black tank top beneath. As well
as more shapely anatomy. Rory tried hard not to stare at the
generous breasts and the well-toned arms, at the intricate tattoo
gracing an arm—the design he couldn’t quite make out due to the
woman’s quick movements.

“He’s unresponsive!” she
yelled. “Hold this to his head while I start CPR.” She shoved her
shirt into Rory’s hands while she assessed for a pulse. She must
have felt one, because her next step had been to check for
breathing. As her cheek hovered above the victim’s mouth, she
looked down at the man’s chest. Her next move then had been to tilt
the chin up and pinch this nose while she gave breaths.

Oh, to have that beautiful
face so near to him. To have those lips touch his.

Rory shook his head to clear his
incredible thoughts, wondering what the hell was wrong with
him.

“His pulse is faint but
he’s not breathing,” she said. “I’ll continue breaths until the
ambulance arrives.”

That prompted Rory to speak. “An
ambulance should be here shortly, coming from Gainesville.” While
kneeling down on the opposite side of the victim, across from the
angel … er … the woman, he continued. “I’ll relieve you if needed.
I’m Trooper Sanders. Rory Sanders.”

After two more breaths, the woman
pierced him with her emerald eyes and said, “I’m Chandler, Frankie
Chandler.” Her voice had been almost lyrical even in the tense
situation, and he shouldn’t have been zeroing in
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