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        Seattle

      

      

      

      “Here!” Kyle Tinker called across the ice.

      His teammate glanced across from his position on the blue line, his stick flexing as he hit the puck, sending it skipping over the sheet of ice to where Kyle waited, ready near the Vancouver net.

      He collected the bouncing puck, protecting it as he positioned himself with his back to the defenseman, quickly eyeing where Chris Thomas, Vancouver’s netminder, was exposed. Then flicked the puck over the goaltender’s left shoulder straight into the back of the net.

      The red light atop the net flashed, his goal song blared, as the thunderous cheers of Seattle’s fans filled the arena. Saturday night was always packed, and even more so as they inched toward the playoffs.

      “Awesome job, man.” Seattle’s captain, Sam Gustaffsson, thumped him on the back, as his other teammates hugged him, before he was released to lead the fist bumps down the team bench.

      “Nice work, Tinks,” Coach Aitken called.

      Kyle nodded, sat and grabbed his water bottle, squeezing in some necessary hydration to wet the dryness of his mouth as the next line skated into position. The frantic pace of his heartbeat gradually slowed as he watched the play, his mind shifting to anticipate what Zac Parotti and his other opposing teammates would do. Kyle had to be always aware, always assessing, always anticipating. Except with the one person he should’ve paid more attention to—

      Stop!

      He refocused on the game with renewed intensity. Now wasn’t the time to let regrets haul him to the sea of uncertainty. Why he still let this happen even after living here for three years he didn’t know. Right now was about winning this game, and finally wiping away Chris and Zac’s smirks, friends though they may be. Kyle needed to win against them. Just once.

      But just before the second period ended, Zac scored to tie the game again, the light atop the Seattle net flashing, muting the crowd’s roar.

      “Typical Parotti,” Alex Turner muttered, as they headed to the team’s dressing room. “Always knows how to spoil the party.”

      “No one can deny the guy is good.” Which was why Zac Parotti had earned an Olympics berth and led the team in goals for Canada on their way to winning gold recently.

      Kyle had been assured by Team USA officials that he’d been first reserve in case of illness or injury, which had eased some of the pain in being omitted from the final cut. Still, at twenty-nine he remained young enough that he might get another chance in four years, while some of the other veterans had probably played their last.

      And when it came to it, while being cut from the national team was tough, there were plenty of others facing far harder challenges. Like the poor pregnant widow of JT Oskar who was still coming to terms with her husband dying in a horrific car accident on New Year’s Eve on his way to play for San Jose. That game had been called off and rescheduled, as San Jose still battled with the repercussions of losing one of their key players. Events like that sure put other things in perspective.

      Kyle took the eighteen minutes of intermission to quickly down a protein bar and an energy drink, and re-tape his stick as the coach and captain gave their usual spiels to lock in, stay focused, and keep their head in the game.

      The defense coach used the whiteboard to remind what plays should be executed and the power-play units were given their instructions. As one of the key offensive players on the top power-play unit, their team had practiced long and hard and knew the drills, but it was time to make it work against Vancouver’s excellent penalty-killing teams.

      The clock ticked down, the Zamboni had resurfaced the ice clean, and they traipsed back down the tunnel to the bench.

      “Let’s do this!” Sam called, before taking to the ice, readying for the face-off against Zac Parotti.

      The horn blew, signaling the start of the period, as the zebra dropped the puck and Parotti banged it to a waiting Vancouver winger. Fortunately Seattle’s defensemen were awake and alert, blocking shots galore, even lying down to make sure the puck didn’t pass. Now that was commitment.

      Kyle waited, anticipation rising as the lines changed again. It would soon be his turn to go back out onto the ice. The game was close, a seesaw of energy and goals and flashes of brilliance that probably looked awesome on TV, tonight’s game one of the few Seattle would see televised across the nation this season.

      Still, it was a great chance to prove that Seattle were contenders, and should be taken seriously in the Pacific Division, as they battled with Vancouver and Edmonton to lead the division and claim home-ice advantage for the upcoming playoffs.

      Twenty seconds later, he was back on the ice, skating hard to be first to collect the puck which had hit the boards and now was skidding his direction. He scooped it up, keeping it glued to his stick as he swerved Vancouver’s defense, and paused, readying to take the shot. Then a hard slash to his side felled him face-first to the ice.

      The ref’s whistle blew but he barely noticed, aware only of waves of pain cascading through his side and back. People spoke, touched him, but he shook his head. Yet even that action hurt. Heaven and earth he’d never felt pain like this before.

      He gritted his teeth, might’ve heard one crack, as he tried to push himself up to all fours. Blood filled his mouth. Great. He must’ve cut his lip or tongue as well. Maybe broken his nose.

      “Tinks?” someone yelled.

      He closed his eyes, pressed his lips together to hold back a whimper.

      “Tinks!” Gerry Travis, one of the team’s trainers, bent down, hollering in his ear above the noise of the crowd. “Where’s it hurt?”

      “Here,” he gritted out, reaching behind him to indicate the spot, partway between his hips and ribs.

      “Your ribs? Back?”

      He didn’t know exactly what section, but it “hurts like Hades.”

      “Can you get up?” Gerry asked, as Sam and Kyle’s teammates hovered near. “Or do we need the backboard?”

      He drew in a deep breath, pushed himself upright. Sam skated closer and helped him stand. Kyle grimaced, unable to stop a groan of pain.

      “Dude, you’ll be okay.”

      Sure he would. Easy for someone else to say. He nodded, acknowledging the crowd with a small wave as, still hunched over, he skated off the ice.

      His teammates tapped the ice with their sticks, the traditional tribute when someone left the ice injured, and he caught Chris and Zac’s grimaces, nods, and fists over hearts, the signal sometimes used to silently acknowledge a fellow member of the Northwest Ice online Bible study, and that they’d pray for him.

      The trainers escorted him down the tunnel to the medical room and he was soon examined by the team doctor, who helped him to strip off his jersey and undershirt, then began gently pressing around the tender area.

      He released a hiss of pain.

      “Hmm.” Doc Cheloff frowned. “I don’t like that.”

      “Me either,” Kyle groaned.

      A quick scan on a portable X-ray left the doctor frowning. “I’m not sure if it’s your ribs, or something more internal, but we need to get you to hospital for assessment and to undergo more scans. Okay?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      The doc gave him pain meds, which he sucked down as a trainer grabbed a bag with Kyle’s necessary things, then he was transported to the waiting ambulance required at all NHL games. He closed his eyes, as the road’s bumps jolted and jarred, poking his pain.

      Zac and Chris might be praying, and he bet some others might be too, but how was this God’s best for him? He’d attended the online Bible study this week where the Reverend Josiah had shared about trusting God in the highs and the lows, but seriously, this was ranking there among the lowest of his lows. Not the ultimate low—that had been mixed up in that time ten or so years ago when he’d left Washington and headed east with his folks—but pretty close.

      Ugh. Where was God now?

      He had to focus on something good. A Bible verse. A promise. Anything.

      And then he remembered a face he’d always thought more beautiful than any other, one that more recently had often wafted through his dreams. Where was she? What was she doing? He hoped she was well, that she’d accomplished her dreams. But if he was ever to see her again, well, that would be beyond awkward.

      For how did a man apologize for giving up the woman he’d been so stupid as to let get away?
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        * * *

      

      Earsplitting groans bounced off the walls of the exam room as Dr. Genevieve Rivas winced at the extent of the young man’s compound fracture. Saturday nights working in Seattle General’s emergency department were always stupidly busy, and lately people seemed to be looking for more extreme ways to hurt themselves. Such as the eighteen-year-old’s broken leg that had resulted in bone piercing the skin, and bellows of pain coming from the kid’s lungs.

      “Hey, Jimmy, I know you’re really hurting right now, but I want you to be brave.” Gen glanced at the man’s female friend as he refused to listen. “I need him to quieten.”

      “Jimmy!” His girlfriend shook his arm. “Stop that noise right now. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

      Yeah, not quite what Gen had intended. Still, it had the desired effect, as the volume dropped by half and Gen was able to finish her assessment. She glanced at the nurse, then girlfriend, then the patient himself. “It’s a bad break, so we’ll need to send you to the OR, but first we need to clean and cover the wound.” She gave the order for IV antibiotics and pain meds, then worked with the nurses to clean the debris then cover it with a sterile dressing. The operating room would see the debridement and irrigation for the wound, bone and tissues to clean all contaminants, before the realignment and fixation could begin.

      She gave Jimmy a small smile. “Sorry, dude, but it’s gonna take a few weeks before you’ll be skateboarding again.”

      “I can’t believe that useless brother of his, giving him a skateboard at Christmas. It’s not like Jimmy is ever going to be Tony Hawk.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know who that is,” Gen confessed.

      “Like, only the most famous skateboarder, ever,” Jimmy explained.

      “Sorry, I don’t follow sports.” Once upon a time she’d cared about a certain sport—a certain sportsman—until it had become apparent he didn’t care for her. Since then her spare time was taken up in other, more meaningful, ways.

      “Is she stupid or something?” the man complained as he was wheeled away by the nurse.

      Bless. She peeled off her examination gloves and returned to the main nurse’s station, where Cindy Gravelly, the head nurse, shook her head. “Honestly, what’s with people these days? You’d think his parents would’ve taught him better.”

      She shrugged, keeping her lips closed—she knew better than most about parenting challenges—as Cindy directed her to the next exam room.

      “We got a serious hit-and-run patient in there, who’ll likely appreciate your calm approach more than that dude did.”

      “Sure.” She gulped her water—these shifts were always busy, so it was best to hydrate when one could—and snapped on new gloves.

      Her footsteps slowed as she entered the room where the elderly female patient was being transferred to the bed. “Hello, I’m Dr. Rivas. What do we have here?”

      The paramedic explained, and she nodded, quickly assessing the nature of the injuries as a nurse took the patient’s blood pressure, while keeping the woman’s husband at bay. A portable X-ray showed no broken bones, and the woman’s alert nature indicated no head trauma.

      “The car just came out of nowhere,” the man—Earl, he pronounced himself as—said.

      Despite being injured, his wife—Janice—was obviously the more stoic of the two, quieting her complaining husband, and instructing Gen to carry on and do what she needed.

      “It was my fault. I should have checked when I walked out on the crosswalk, but one doesn’t expect a car to run a red light.”

      “I’m sorry this happened,” Gen murmured.

      “Oh, it’s not your fault, doctor,” Janice said. “You are a doctor, aren’t you? You look a little younger than some.”

      Story of her life. “I’m a second-year resident, so yes, you can trust me.”

      “What’s up, doc?” Earl quipped.

      Like she hadn’t heard that line before, either. “How about we get Janice stitched up so you can get home soon?” Without waiting for an answer, she turned and requested Marcie the nurse to get the topical anesthesia gel and aqueous chlorhexidine, and was soon prepping to clean Janice’s bloodied leg to determine the full extent of the injury. The nurse returned and Gen spent the next few minutes gently scrubbing out the abrasion’s ground-in dirt to prevent tattooing of gravel rash, then finally suturing the wound.

      “You’re being very strong,” she commended Janice.

      “One of us has to be,” the older lady muttered.

      A quick glance at Janice’s husband showed he was looking a little green around the gills. “Earl, you may want to sit down.” She didn’t need anyone fainting. “Marcie, do you mind—? Oh dear.”

      Earl tilted then collapsed, crashing into the side of the bed, which drew fresh blood spatter.

      “Help needed!” Gen called, as Marcie bent to assist the man. Gen couldn’t help, being halfway through the procedure.

      Another staff member hurried in and aided Marcie, while Gen continued with her careful stitches.

      “Silly man,” Janice grumbled. “It’s not as if he’s the one getting stitches. But then he’s always been funny about the sight of blood.”

      “You’re made of sterner stuff, huh?” Gen murmured.

      “I’ve always thought so.”

      Wasn’t that always the way? Men had their uses, but when push came to shove they often found a way to make things about themselves rather than prove to be the helpmates God might’ve once upon a time intended. Not that she knew too much about God’s intentions about the roles of men and women, as she’d never paid much attention to Him. It was enough to say that men tended to run away when the going got tough, or so it had proved in her experience, anyway.

      Earl was relocated to a chair, and had to face his own stitches now, courtesy of Dr. Goran Visek. Dr. Visek was a third-year resident, technically her superior, and rumors had it that he was related to someone high up. His attitude meant Dr. Singh rarely trusted him like he did Gen, which resulted in Dr. Visek often grumbling as much as his patients.

      “Men.” Janice rolled her eyes.

      “There you go.” Gen snipped off the suture end. “I think you’ll find this scar will fade after some time.” Older skin always took longer to heal than younger skin, but at least Janice looked after herself and didn’t have the skin cracks that permitted infections more easily.

      She glanced at Earl then back at Janice. “Dr. Visek shouldn’t be too much longer with Earl, so you can rest here until then, okay?”

      “Thanks Dr. Rivas. You’re so calm, it’s very reassuring.”

      Gen smiled, even as she caught Goran Visek’s rolled eyes. Yes, she knew he thought “calm” was another word for boring, or so he liked to imply. Just because she didn’t often join the other medical staff at the nearby bar for after-shift drinks. It wasn’t because she didn’t want to—well, that was partly it—but because she had other, more important, commitments. And after nearly destroying her mom’s world ten years ago, she wasn’t about to do anything to endanger the fragile truce that existed these days.

      She went back to the desk, snatched a doughnut from the box then winced at the stale taste. Ugh. She spat it into a tissue then deposited it all in the trash. Life was too short for stale doughnuts.

      “Hey, Gen,” Cindy looked up from the computer, “we’ve got an ambulance pulling in and we’ll need you in trauma room four. Dr. Singh is elbow deep on a trauma patient in room three so we need you in four. Okay?”

      “Okay.” Trauma room four was toward the back of the emergency department, past the curtained bays for examinations or less serious cases, in a section for those patients needing more privacy. As the emergency physician, Dr. Singh would normally take the VIP cases, so this would be interesting.

      “Oh, and you might want to deal with this.” Cindy gestured to her chest.

      Gen glanced down and sighed at the blood spatter adorning her scrubs.

      She hurried to the doctors’ lounge and changed, then retrieved her white lab coat, knowing it instantly added credibility and professionalism to those who might otherwise like to question her youthful looks. She buttoned it, then adjusted the name tag, and quickly redid her long ponytail as she moved to where a gurney was pulling in, a couple of gray tracksuit-clad men accompanying the paramedics.

      “Hello, I’m Dr. Rivas. What do we have here?”

      “Male, twenty-nine,” the paramedic said, “hurt in a hockey game.”

      Hockey?

      Her heart stuttered. But no. The chances were negligible. Next to nil.

      “We think it’s his ribs,” one of the gray men said.

      She glanced at the patient whose hands covered his eyes, revealing just the bristled lower portion of his face. “Hey, you’re in safe hands here. You’re gonna be okay.”

      He removed his fingers, and she froze, as eyes the color of Puget Sound in winter slammed into her.

      No. No, no.

      “Genevieve?”

      What on earth? It was like her worst nightmare come to life. Kyle Tinker might be in safe hands, but she was one hundred percent certain neither of them were going to be okay.
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      “Genevieve?” Kyle repeated, as the face that haunted his dreams stared at him. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

      “Take a deep breath for me.” She averted her face as he obeyed, frowning while she used the cold stethoscope. A nurse fussed with hooking him up to a machine to take his blood pressure and temperature.

      “Do you have any medical problems?” the nurse asked.

      “No.”

      “Drink alcohol every day?”

      “No.”

      “Do you do drugs?”

      “No.”

      “Any surgeries prior to this?”

      “Still no.”

      “You two know each other?” Gerry murmured, as Gen studied his midsection which Gerry had helpfully uncovered.

      “From a long time ago,” Kyle muttered.

      Gen’s lips clamped—had she gotten prettier over the years?—and he could’ve sworn she was thinking Not long enough.

      “What happened?” Her voice was low, calm, cool. Emotionless. Like he was a stranger and meant nothing to her.

      “He was hit in the side with a stick during the game,” Gerry explained. “We thought a rib might’ve busted, but we didn’t pick up anything on the X-ray.”

      “We’ll run a CT scan and see what that shows.” She laid a hand on Kyle’s forehead.

      His pulse jumped at the unexpected touch, like every pore remembered her and leaped to reach her.

      “You feel a little cool. Heartbeat’s high.”

      He studied her, willing her to meet his gaze again, but she refused.

      “Can you shift to your side?”

      He rolled slightly, exposing the injury a little more. How could she remain so cool and calm while his heart might hammer right out of his ribs? For that matter, how had she achieved her goals so quickly, while he felt like he was skating on the sidelines of those big dreams that had taken him east years ago?

      “Hmm. There’s a red welt.”

      “That discoloration and swelling wasn’t there before,” Gerry said. “It didn’t look like that earlier.”

      “These kinds of injuries can have delayed presentations,” she said. “It may be your kidneys, so we’ll need to do a scan and check for internal bleeding.” Her gaze touched his then instantly veered away, as if frightened. “Has there been any blood in your urine?”

      He coughed, his cheeks warming. “No. I mean, I wouldn’t know.” He peeked at her. Why didn’t she look embarrassed?

      “We’ll need to take some blood and check your hemoglobin and hematocrit levels.” She gestured for a nurse to do so.

      “What then?”

      “Well, depending on the results we may need to do an IVP—”

      “What’s that?”

      “An intravenous pyelogram. It’s a type of X-ray that examines the urinary tract including the kidneys and bladder.”

      Why did every second he lay here seem more and more embarrassing? “You’re not going to be the one to do that, are you?”

      Her dark eyes dipped to his for a second then strayed away again. “No. You’ll go to the team that specializes in identifying and treating this kind of trauma.”

      “Trauma? It’s just an injury. I deal with them all the time.”

      “This kind of injury needs urgent assessment and care. You don’t want to end up on dialysis, do you?”

      “What?”

      An older white-coated man with a lanyard that read Emergency Physician drew near. “Now, now, Dr. Rivas—”

      It still amazed him to hear her called that.

      “—we don’t need to worry the young man unnecessarily. Hello, I’m Dr. Singh. What seems to be the problem here?”

      She told him, using a variety of medical gobbledegook Kyle had no chance of following. But Dr. Singh did, nodding, his eyes sliding to Kyle.

      “I’m sending him to get a CT scan and the bloodwork ASAP. If necessary, we’ll consider an IVP,” Gen concluded.

      “Sounds like you’ve done everything I would. Well, young man, let’s get things rolling.” He issued instructions to two aides who drew near.

      “I can go home after that, though, right?”

      Dr. Singh shook his head. Gen kept hers still, like she was unconcerned. “We’ll see. Depending on the outcome of your results we may need to keep you in for observation for at least a day, possibly more.”

      A day or two? Seattle had a must-win game against Edmonton tomorrow night. Lose that and they were likely to lose home-ice advantage in the playoffs. His heart tensed, releasing higher-pitched beeps on the machine.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of you,” Dr. Singh said, clapping Gen on the shoulder. “Dr. Rivas is one of our best.”

      “But you’re not looking after me after this, are you, Gen?”

      Her gaze lifted as far as his chin. “No.”

      “But—”

      “Excuse me.” She shifted away, huddling with the older physician and Gerry, their discussion too low for Kyle to hear. Which seemed unfair, especially when it was his body that was affected.

      He watched her, saw the stiff way she moved, the way she continued to avoid eye contact with him, like she was uncomfortable in his presence, which was fair. He was plenty uncomfortable with her, even before there’d been any talk of bladders and urine and delicate parts of his anatomy he’d much prefer her not to think about.

      Had their mistake ten years ago created this tension or something else? Who was he kidding—of course this was all due to his mistake. But she’d said she was fine, so how could she blame him still?

      Yet the thought that this might be his one and only chance to try to set things right only increased the pressure within.

      “Sir, you need to calm down,” the nurse advised.

      The trio paused their conversations, glanced at him.

      “His BP is rising,” the nurse called.

      “We better get him scanned fast,” the older doctor said.

      “But I need to speak to Gen—”

      “Take him to imaging,” she said, still not looking at him.

      Two aides began preparing the gurney as the nurse unhooked wires and leads. “Gen, we need to talk,” he pleaded.

      She shook her head and walked away, taking his heart with her. Just as she’d done ten years ago.
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      Gen exhaled shakily, silently. No way had she anticipated meeting Kyle Tinker like this, let alone being forced to treat him. Was God still punishing her for her mistake years ago? Seemed so. How was she supposed to paste on neutrality and her usual facade of calmness, when everything inside felt like a pan of hot oil spitting chips?

      As for talking to him… She’d never dreamed he’d want to speak to her. What was he going to say, anyway? Try to make excuses? Plead forgiveness? It was enough to see him let alone figure out what to say. She thought she’d behaved professionally enough, but who knew what the others had seen? Regardless, after the past thirty minutes she had zero capacity to remain composed in his presence a second longer.

      Okay, so mature her—the person everyone here at Seattle General knew her as—did know they needed to talk, and yes, she had plenty of things to say. But talking would only lead to further uncomfortable truths, and that was a quagmire of pain she couldn’t afford to get into.

      “Who was that?” Dr. Charan Singh asked, joining her at the nurse’s station.

      “An ex.”

      “You need to avoid him if you don’t want a perceived conflict of interest.”

      “I plan to.”

      He nodded, then was called away. Thank goodness. She needed to prove she could keep her mind on the job, to not let distractions—emotions—get in the way, especially if she was to make emergency medicine her specialty.

      “An ex, huh?” Marcie grinned. “I wondered. Hmm. A rather handsome and can I say very fit young man.”

      Yes, he was. A definite change from the usual people they treated here. “I need to get to my next patient.”

      “Aww, come on. Don’t be like that. We’re just all intrigued to finally get a glimpse behind the cool, calm, collected exterior of Dr. Genevieve Rivas.”

      “There’s nothing to see here.”

      Marcie scoffed. “Patently untrue. But whatever. Just remember, if you ever need to talk, I’m right here. And won’t judge. Especially if it meant you once did something with a hot hockey player.”

      Oh, she’d done something, all right. Except it wasn’t all right. Not at all. Her cheeks heated. Guilt strummed, and she instantly tamped it down, the reflex one she’d done a thousand times before. She’d done what she needed to do. It was best for all concerned.

      Marcie laughed. “I’m guessing from that blush that means that’s a yes. Well, girl, you could be cashing in on that story for years. You know the fact we have Kyle Tinker here in emergency is already doing the hospital rounds.”

      Just what she’d feared. What was the best way to avoid the rumors getting out of control? Ask Marcie to be quiet, or ignore it like a pro and hope for the best? She glanced up. “Marcie, if you care at all about me, I’d really appreciate it if you don’t link my name to his.”

      “Whoa. Well, of course I now need to.”

      Gen shook her head, her lips pressed together to hold back a quiver. Why, oh why, did her emotions have to surface now while she was still on show?

      “Oh.”

      Marcie’s look of compassion nearly did her in. Gen pivoted away, stripped off her gloves, busying herself as she didn’t need her friend seeing things that weren’t true. Or—more dangerously—things that were.

      She completed paperwork then nodded to Cindy, womanning the registration desk like a boss. “Got anyone for me?” She should get a pay raise for her calm voice.

      “Always, but Gen, you look a little weary. It’s almost time for your break. Want to take it now?”

      She shook her head. “I need to keep busy.” If she had a new patient to focus on, then maybe she could forget the last. Even if she hadn’t quite been able to forget him these past ten years.

      “Well, eat something, please,” Cindy said. “Those doughnuts we got donated were pretty stale—love how people think we want their leftovers.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, grab a yogurt at least to keep up your energy, okay? You know we need you staying switched on here, right?”

      She nodded, knowing if she didn’t eat then Cindy would only keep hounding her until she did. Cindy had—more than once—told Gen how much her calm, uncomplaining presence was valued in ER, especially when contrasted to Dr. Visek, whose muttered moans and groans often scored discreet rolled eyes from the nurses. Yet while people said they valued her, she wondered sometimes if they’d say the same to the next person, that the connections here she called friendships were more situational than because of any real bonds. But how could they be based on true connections when self-preservation meant she kept the real Genevieve locked up behind closed doors?

      She moved to the staffroom and snagged a yogurt pot, peeled back the lid, and downed it quickly. Doctors often had to eat when they could, which meant the stash of slightly healthier options like this beat the usual junk food options people often thought maintained energy. While she liked chocolate as much as the next woman, she didn’t need the sugar rush and crash that often accompanied it. Neither did she need the extra pounds on her hips. Had Kyle noticed she no longer had the same slender frame she’d had in high school?

      Stop it. She threw the empty yogurt container in the trash then went back to Cindy. “Okay, I’ve eaten. Tell me what’s next.”

      “Okay.” Cindy winced. “I’m real sorry to do this to you, but it looks like we’ve got a GSW coming into exam room one. ETA is three minutes out.”

      “Have police been notified?”

      “They’re the ones bringing him in.”

      She nodded, stripping off her white coat which would only get bloodied. Gunshot wounds always bled more than expected.

      She entered the assigned trauma room, waiting with the rest of the team as the EMS crew wheeled in their patient, a thirty-four-year-old male, with a gunshot wound to the abdomen. There was silence as they listened to the EMS team’s story, and cut off the patient’s clothes, checked the ABCs, making sure the airways were intact, that the man’s breathing was stable, and that the blood circulation wasn’t hampered by an exit wound that needed to be stemmed.

      The next minutes were frantic, yet focused, as every part of the trauma team knew their role to play, just like a Formula One pit stop crew. It was why they practiced and had simulations for exactly this type of event. They administered fluids and blood while she got large bore IV access as they’d hand off to the surgeons to explore surgically. Their goal was to get their patient to the OR or the CT scanner in under thirty minutes.

      “Page the surgery team. We’ll need to send him upstairs.”

      Adrenaline was fast fading as she consulted with Dr. Singh then finally released the patient to the next installment of his critical care. She stripped off her bloodied gloves and returned to where the police officers waited. “Gents.”

      “Hey doc. How is he?”

      “Alive. For now.”

      The shorter one grinned. “We thought we’d bring you a Saturday night special, doc.”

      “Thanks.” A Saturday night special was their code for gang-related activity.

      “Any time.”

      “Mmm, no thanks.”

      Some of the men she encountered seem to think it was their job to make her smile. Officer Pekoe was one of them. Hence she made it her mission to look serious, even if she did occasionally find some things amusing. Hospital staff were notorious for black humor, just as police were too. But it didn’t mean she’d smile. So they continued to play this game, people cracking jokes, her maintaining her serious vibe. Just as she always had since she’d forgotten how to smile, thanks to the man who was probably having his insides lit up right now in a CT machine. People could call her serious or intense all they liked. She didn’t care. Besides, there was nothing amusing about an abdominal gunshot wound.

      “I got a spare ticket to the policeman’s ball next month,” Officer Pekoe said.

      “I hope you find someone who wants to go with you.”

      “See?” The taller one nudged his partner. “I told you she wasn’t interested.”

      “Come on, doc. Give a man a chance.”

      “Sorry. Already booked.”

      “But I haven’t even told you when it is.”

      “I’m afraid I’ll still be booked whenever it is.”

      “Ouch! Burn.” But Officer Pekoe’s grin suggested he wasn’t too upset.

      Which was just as well. While she didn’t want to date, she didn’t want to get anybody offside, either. And as the medical staff here in emergency often worked closely with other first responders, she needed to maintain good relationships.

      Even if she hadn’t told anyone exactly why she was reluctant to date.

      Because she couldn’t. Especially now Kyle was here.
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      How was it possible that Kyle had felt relatively well just five hours ago and now, despite pain meds, felt really sick? He shifted on the bed, waiting for Gerry or someone from the team to appear. Even one of the medical staff would do. The minutes ticked away, and without a phone, without someone to talk to, he was conscious of how glaring the bright white overhead light was, how many beeps filled the air, how his eyes and ears hurt along with his side. Was it his kidneys? He wished someone would come to tell him what was going on.

      He closed his eyes, shutting off the painful light burning into his retinas. Would Gen show again? It didn’t seem likely after her coldness earlier. But really, could he blame her after what he’d done?

      Footsteps snapped open his eyelids. Then his heart swooped in disappointment as a new white-coat-clad doctor, accompanied by Gerry, approached.

      “Hello, Kyle. I’m Dr. Winthrop,” the man said. He looked to be in his late thirties.

      Kyle nodded. “What’s the verdict?” He didn’t need preambles or politeness. Just the truth.

      “The scans show that you have a laceration of your kidney.”

      “What? That sounds bad.”

      “It could be worse. You have what’s known as a grade four laceration with a deep extension, so the blood supply has been affected. The scans show there is internal bleeding which means—”

      “But how? I haven’t broken any ribs to puncture inside, have I? Someone would’ve told me if that was the case.”

      Dr. Winthrop checked his chart. “You don’t have to have a rib fracture to cause this kind of injury. Sometimes it’s just the sheer force of energy transferring that causes a tear in the kidney. And because the kidney has to clean the blood it has high levels of blood supply, so if it’s cut then there are potentially high levels of bleeding. And while normally we might treat this more conservatively, the scan revealed injury to the veins, along with the fact you’re not hemodynamically stable—”

      “Unstable blood pressure,” Gerry explained.

      “—which means I’m afraid we need to perform surgery.”

      “When?”

      “As soon as possible. We need to stop the bleeding as soon as an OR opens up.”

      “How long until I can play again?”

      “The scans suggest a significant degree of damage, but we won’t know until we open you up. But a conservative estimate would put that at a minimum of four to six weeks until you’re feeling better, but no strenuous activities for a lot longer. I think it’s safe to say that if the surgery goes as planned, it’s unlikely you’ll be playing for at least three months.”

      “What?”

      “These kinds of injuries usually mean no contact sports or strenuous activities for at least that long.”

      Not play in the playoffs? His heart tensed, releasing higher-pitched beeps on the machine. Then the other part of what the doctor had said filtered in. “What do you mean if the surgery goes as planned? Is there a chance it won’t?”

      “There’s always a chance, but let’s not focus on that. We want you to think positive, okay?” He smiled, like thinking positive was as easy as putting on a Band-Aid.

      Huh. Positive thinking still hadn’t dealt with the soul-deep shame that prickled into awareness every so often. You’d think believing in God, knowing one’s sins were washed away, would deal with this by now, but nope. Still there. Triggered afresh by seeing her, no doubt.

      A short time later a nurse approached with the news a surgery spot had opened up. “Is there anyone you want us to contact?” she asked.

      Kyle glanced at Gerry. “My folks know?”

      Gerry nodded. “They’re on a plane as we speak.”

      “Good.” After all they’d sacrificed for him, he hated being the cause of interrupting their weekend, but they’d feel even more ticked to be out of the loop. And with no girlfriend to inform, they were the only ones who really needed to know. Apart from—

      “Hey, Gerry, you got my phone?”

      Gerry passed it to him, and he winced at the number of text messages steadily piling up. Sure enough, more than a few were from the Northwest Ice crew, his Christian brothers-in-arms who played pro hockey while doing their best to live for Jesus. And while Kyle was a newer member, it did his heart good to see their messages of concern.

      He typed in a prayer request in the group chat:

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks for your prayers. I’d appreciate some more as I go under the knife. Gotta stop my kidney bleeding.

      

      

      

      

      

      That might not be strictly true medically speaking, but he’d never claimed to be an expert. His skills lay in the hockey and business worlds, not medical procedures. The thought of who apparently was now an expert in medical procedures made him hesitate for a second, wondering if he should mention her. But he knew as soon as he did, he’d be opening a can of worms that would be impossible to put back, and he really didn’t have the head or heart space to deal with people’s curious questions about someone he hadn’t seen in years.

      “Ready?” the nurse asked.

      He nodded, passed his phone to Gerry, who promised to let his folks know where things were up to and bring them in as soon as possible. He again felt that urge to ask whether someone else could be found and kept updated, before quickly nixing that idea. She’d made it pretty plain before just how much of a nonentity he was to her.

      He grimaced. Why hadn’t he checked to see if she wore a wedding ring?

      “You’ll be fine,” Gerry assured, misinterpreting Kyle’s face.

      “Yeah.”

      God was with him. Had never left his side. This injury hadn’t taken Him by surprise.

      It was only when the anesthetist covered his mouth and asked Kyle to count backward from one hundred that Kyle was reminded of another truth.

      That just as God obviously hadn’t been taken by surprise by this injury, so He hadn’t been taken by surprise by Kyle’s awkward encounter with Genevieve before.

      Which made him wonder just what was going to happen next.
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        * * *

      

      Worry drummed within Gen’s veins as she finished her shift. Another motor vehicle accident, a drug overdose, and a patient who was obviously high, yet none of them had snagged a corner of her heart the way an earlier admittance had managed—

      Stop!

      She didn’t have room to play favorites, to let herself get emotionally involved with any of her patients. But unfortunately, there was a difference between knowledge and practice, and some patients managed to slip under her guard. Patients like Lily, a foster girl who had first presented to the ER as a ten-year-old, putting up a brave front as she tried not to cry about her broken arm, courtesy of her soon-to-be-ex foster brother.

      Poor girl. With all the pain and suffering Gen was exposed to on a daily basis, some days she questioned why she did this, but the memory of Lily and others who desperately needed her kept her going. You never knew who would enter the doors and need help. Even if some of those had made it plain in the past that they didn’t need her or want her.

      Her heart panged, and she wondered how he still had this hold on her. Why did her body have to betray her like this? She wasn’t a child, she wasn’t led by emotions. She’d done that and now lived with the consequences so knew the danger of letting emotions get the better of her.

      Although…

      Was it so bad to have a smidge of concern about how he fared? He was an old high school acquaintance, after all, as well as her first and only—

      She clamped that thought down. But still. As Dr. Singh liked to remind her, she was a human, not a robot, and humans were allowed to veer occasionally from the cold, hard facts.

      And Kyle had to be out of surgery now. Would it hurt to find out how he was doing? She moved to the nurse’s station.

      Cindy glanced up. “You’re still here? Good. I’ve got some more paperwork for you.”

      “Great.” Bane of every doctor’s existence.

      Cindy handed over a screen and pointed to the areas requiring signatures. “Can I remind you that your shift finished twenty minutes ago?”

      “Technically, yes. But I wanted to check in on the status of some of my earlier cases.”

      Cindy’s eyebrows lifted but she only said, “Any in particular?”

      It’d look far too obvious to inquire about a certain hockey player. “How is Janice?”

      “The hit-and-run vic? She’s doing okay. Up in recovery, should get discharged soon.”

      Past midnight on a Saturday night wasn’t the ideal time to be going home, but still, they needed the beds. “That’s good.”

      “Oh, and in case you’re interested, they found a grade four laceration on the kidney of Kyle Tinker.”

      Her pulse increased even as she nodded, poker-faced. “He’s out of surgery?”

      “Yeah. They’re keeping him overnight to make sure his blood counts don’t drop. He’s up in recovery if you want to see him.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      She busied herself with signing documentation, refusing to meet the speculation sure to be in Cindy’s eyes.

      “His parents are coming here,” Cindy announced.

      “Whose parents?” she asked.

      “Kyle’s.”

      Her head rose, and she quickly scanned the room, peering out to the waiting area. “Where?”

      “Huh. Interesting that you seem more concerned about seeing them than you are about him.”

      That’s because she’d always known they hadn’t liked her. She’d never been good enough—in all senses of the word—for their goals for their son. Her lips tweaked without amusement. And hadn’t she proved them right. So now, to think they were here at her workplace, a place where she felt increasingly safe and mostly secure yet still sometimes struggled to find acceptance with colleagues like Dr. Visek, well, she sure didn’t want to bump into them unknowingly.

      She scrawled the last signature, laid down the stylus pen. “Sorry, gotta go.”

      “Yes, you do.” Cindy smirked. “They’re not here yet, in case you need to know.”

      “I don’t,” she said. “See you Monday.”

      “I forgot you’re not on call tomorrow. Drive safe.”

      “Will do.”

      She always did. While she often took public transit during the day she knew it was hard to feel safe around here at night. And living in the burbs with her mom meant driving was a no-brainer.

      A careful reconnaissance of the emergency’s waiting area revealed nobody she needed to avoid. So she went to the multistory parking garage, beep-unlocked her old battered car, got in, and started the winding descent of coiled ramps until she reached street level. Then it was the slow merge onto the freeway heading south. At least it wasn’t as busy as during peak hour.

      Her fingers drummed the steering wheel as she thought over that earlier encounter. Of all the hospitals in all the world he had to roll into hers. Then she had to be the one to initially treat him. What were the chances?

      Pretty good, apparently.

      She blew out a breath, shivering a little. Seattle’s temperatures never got truly cold, but things were feeling a little nippy for her today. She blasted on the heat, frowning.

      Kyle had looked good. In obvious pain, but as Marcie had said, he was young, fit, and should make a full recovery soon. Which was good. People needed their sports stars to be well, seeing as they apparently existed on a different level to the rest of humankind.

      She rolled her eyes at herself, but it was an attitude fairly prevalent in society. Certain people were esteemed as being more valuable than the poor, or those who didn’t have medical insurance. What was she to do? As a doctor, she was obliged to treat all those who needed assistance, rich, poor, and all those in between. She didn’t have the luxury of saying no. Even if the person was an obvious criminal her instinct was to help. She pressed the accelerator.

      So why had her encounter with Kyle left her feeling so unsettled? He was supposed to be nothing to her. He was nothing to her. Except, apparently, from the way she’d been left feeling rattled he wasn’t as nothing as she’d prefer.

      But there was a good reason to perhaps pay him more attention than she preferred. And no, not because of any quality of “hotness” despite what others might assume.

      She steered into her suburb, her street, her driveway, parked and killed the engine. The house was dark, everyone inside asleep, except for Betsy the Cat.

      Gen stroked Betsy’s soft black fur and dumped her keys, found her room, dropped her bag on the bed, then stole down the hall to the last room on the right. She opened the door, thankful she’d taken time last weekend to oil that persistent squeak, then stood in the doorway, gazing at the figure in the bed.

      The little figure that bore the same color hair, possessed the same unusual eyes, as the man she’d tried so hard to forget.

      Outside, a cat screech fluttered little eyelids wide.

      “Go back to sleep, Bella,” Gen murmured.

      “Is that you?” Bella whispered, her voice catching on a yawn.

      She nodded, pushing away from her spot near the door to give the girl a hug. “Did you have a good day?”

      “Yes. Did you?”

      “It was busy, but okay.” She pressed her lips to the crown of Bella’s head. “Now go to sleep.”

      “Okay. G’night.”

      “Good night Bella. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Mommy.”

      Her heart twisted.

      That word was exactly why she needed to tread carefully. No way was she going to admit the truth and blow her world up into what would surely be a million pieces. She’d done that once, and everything had changed, and she wouldn’t willingly go there again. Mom would never forgive her, for starters, and Bella was finally secure.

      But still, guilt strummed as the decade-old question gnawed inside. What would Kyle do if he was to ever learn he had a child?
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      The persistent beep of machines stole into Kyle’s ears, prodding him to consciousness. He lifted weary lids, blinked at the crustiness, then felt a damp cloth wipe across his face.

      “You’re awake.”

      He blinked again, as the figures steadied into awareness. “Mom, Dad.”

      “Hey Son.” Mom smiled, holding a washcloth in her hand.

      Kyle found a smile. “Glad you could come.”

      “I gotta admit it’s a little sooner than I wanted,” Dad said.

      “Oh, don’t be like that David,” Mom chided. “It might not be the playoffs but we’re glad you’re okay.”

      He shifted his head to see who else was here but Gerry had gone. It was only them. “Wh-what did they say?”

      “About the surgery?” Kyle nodded and Mom smiled. “They said it was textbook, and that your kidney is going to take some time to fully heal.”

      He winced. “Out for the rest of the season?”

      “’Fraid so, Son,” Dad said.

      He exhaled. And just when he’d been having his best season in years. Still, a man could choose to wallow in what-ifs or choose to find the positive. And having spent the better part of the past year trying to show his parents he was a changed man, he couldn’t fall back into old patterns. Not when he was trying to shine Jesus.

      “Well, I’m grateful it got seen to so fast. It could’ve been worse.”

      “That’s true.” Mom patted his hand.

      “It’s just a real shame it had to happen when you’ve been playing so well,” Dad complained.

      “Can’t be helped.”

      “That’s right. It wasn’t like Kyle went out of his way to get injured,” Mom snipped.

      Ah, this. He loved his parents, but he’d forgotten the way they carried on sometimes. And while he might be twenty-nine, knowing they’d given up so much for him over the years meant he’d never really found the way to encourage them to settle down and live peacefully. They weren’t Christians, but even so, he knew plenty of people who seemed to coexist without throwing verbal hand grenades at each other all the time.

      A nurse entered, and he exhaled. Finally, he might get some answers.

      “Ah, Mr. Tinker. Good to see you’re awake. Did you get some sleep?”

      “I must’ve. Huh. What time is it?”

      “Nearly seven. So yes, I think you must’ve caught a few z’s. That’s good.” She checked his charts.

      “Is the doc coming by?”

      As soon as he said it, his heart picked up pace. He’d meant his surgeon, but the thought of seeing Gen again—

      “I know you’re on his rounds—”

      His. His heart fell.

      “—so just be patient.”

      He clicked his fingers. “I see what you did there. You want the patient to be patient, and—”

      “Oh, Kyle. Why you have to persist in making dumb jokes is beyond me,” Mom complained, but with a twinkle in her eye that suggested it wasn’t so bad.

      “I’ll make sure he sees you soon,” the nurse promised, before exiting.

      He glanced around for his phone, saw it hadn’t charged last night and the battery was down to five percent. Awesome. “Uh, do one of you have a phone charger I can use?”

      Mom investigated the depths of her bag and drew out a magnetized portable battery. “Will this do?”

      “Thanks.”

      He shifted up the bed, wincing as his side let him know he’d had surgery mere hours ago. Nausea rippled through his insides, his skin flushing hot then cold. Ugh.

      “Oh, be careful, dear,” Mom warned.

      “Yep.”

      He charged his phone and watched the notifications pop up. Messages from his teammates, his agent, the coaching staff. Messages from members of the Northwest Ice online Bible study: from Calgary’s Mike Vaughan, Edmonton’s Ryan Guillemette, Winnipeg’s Luc Blanchard, Zac Parotti, and recently retired Minnesota defenseman Mitchell Reilly, who wanted to know if he was up for visitors. Seeing Mitch had also grown up in Washington state he probably would find it easier to connect than some of the others.

      He’d respond soon, but right now he probably needed to talk to his folks. “So, uh, how long do you plan to be here?”

      “Oh, we thought we’d wait to see what the doctor says about going home,” his mom said. “If you need us to stay we can do so, help you get settled in. And it gives us a bit of time to catch up with some people, maybe see the old house.”

      He nodded, his thoughts straying to the woman who had treated him last night, the one his parents had always looked down on. What would they say if they knew she had overcome all odds and become the doctor she—and he—had always believed she could be? Mom might have kittens; Dad might have a stroke. Was it better for him to tell them now, or have them possibly be taken by surprise? Seeing they were in a hospital already, maybe the news that was sure to shock them was better told now.

      “Uh, you’ll never guess who I bumped into—”

      “Ah, Mr. Tinker. Glad you’re still with us,” Dr. Winthrop said, entering the room. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “A little groggy. Nauseous, still.”

      The doctor nodded. “That’s to be expected. How is the side feeling?”

      “Sore.”

      “Let’s have a look at it, shall we?”

      The next minutes passed with the doctor inspecting the wound, declaring himself satisfied, and warning that it was likely to cause pain over the next few days.

      “Am I still supposed to feel this bad?” Kyle asked.

      Dr. Winthrop frowned. Checked his charts. “Your blood pressure is still higher than I’d like. Have you been experiencing fever or chills? Bloating? Any blood in the urine?”

      Man he was glad Gen wasn’t around to hear this. “Yeah to all of that. And I can barely pee.”

      “Hmm. We didn’t notice anything untoward during the surgery but you might have an infection.”

      “But how can that happen?” Mom demanded. “This is a hospital, for goodness’ sake.”

      Dr. Winthrop glanced at her. “It might not be an infection, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Sometimes trauma can affect things, or it could be an allergic reaction to the drugs or the contrast from the IVP. Regardless, we’ll do more testing and be monitoring you closely. But I’m afraid we’ll need to keep you for a few more days to make sure your kidneys bounce back okay. That means you’ll be on a liquid diet for the next little while, just so we can be sure we’re not putting undue stress on your insides.”

      Awesome.

      “We’ll likely get you on partial solids by the end of the week.”

      Partial solids. “Yum.”

      “You should feel healthy within four to six weeks,” the doctor continued, “but should avoid strenuous activities for three months.” Just like he’d warned yesterday.

      Dad sighed. “There goes the playoffs.”

      “Hey, Seattle might still make it.” Kyle had to look on the bright side. And the boys had plenty of fight, even if they’d miss him.

      “Unlikely,” Dad muttered.

      That might be true, but humility didn’t permit him to say that aloud. He studied the doctor instead. “Can I work out
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