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  To Gary


  INTRODUCTION




All Lindsay Coyle wanted was an angel of a physical therapist.

What she got was the devil in the shape of a former Marine drill instructor.

But when a mysterious nurse gives her advice, Lindsay discovers there may be more to the Marine, and to herself, than she realized.

Can a ghost from the past change the present?
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  AN ANGEL OF HER OWN


LINDSAY COYLE LISTENED to the steady ticking of the military-grade clock hanging on the waiting room’s wall. It was an old clock and looked like it had survived a few wars, although in a physical therapy ward, she wasn’t entirely sure what exactly would constitute a war here. Maybe patients grew restless with the so-pale-it-almost-wasn’t-there mint green wall paint, or maybe it was the seven-year-old trashy entertainment magazines. Or it just might have had something to do with the physical therapist in residence.

Sergeant John Lambert, LPT, USMC. Aka “Mr. Lambert” if things went well, and “You bastard” if they didn’t.

She didn’t want to be here, to the point of waiting to the last minute to arrive. Of course she knew physical therapy was good for her, that if she wanted her knee to heal and actually be useful, and not continue to be the source of never-ending discomfort, not to mention a limp, that the therapy was necessary. It was something she should do.

Lindsay hated shoulds. She hated them even more when they involved pain, embarrassment, and a former drill instructor. Why couldn’t she get a PT like her friend Charla did—one who was kind, supportive, and cute? One that she could appreciate and think of as her angel, just as Charla did with Darren?

Nope. Just like a lot of other things in her life, Lindsay got the opposite of what she wanted.

She got the devil.

“Lindsay Coyle?”

Lindsay looked up. A tall, thin man in pink teddy bear scrubs held a battered clipboard and scanned the waiting room. The waiting room that only had her in it.

“Sergeant Lambert will see you now.” The nurse’s accent had a hint of molasses and jambalaya to it.

Lindsay didn’t recognize the nurse. Over the past month, the only nurses she had seen were women, and they were all locals from Colorado Springs.

She gave a weak wave and hobbled on her crutches towards the nurse. Sergeant Lambert? Since when did he get called so formally? It was probably a sign of respect. That or fear, Lindsay guessed. The name tag on the nurse’s shirt said “Willett” which reminded her of “will it blend?” which almost made her laugh. She caught herself, biting her lips to hold back her laugh. “Nice scrubs,” she said to the nurse as cover.

The nurse gave a big smile and plucked at his sleeve, revealing a bright yellow tattoo of a sun on his muscled bicep. “Oh, these old things? I got so busy that I didn’t get to my laundry and had to pull these out from my time on the NICU.”

“The NICU?” It sounded like either a battleship or a painful cut.

“Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. Babies with serious health issues.”

“Ah.” Lindsay didn’t know what to say to that. Recovering from reconstruction surgery on her knee was probably nowhere near anything a baby in intensive care was facing. “So you transferred, or the babies all grew up?”

A shadow passed over the nurse’s face, but his smile returned instantly. “I kind of float around. You know, go where I’m needed.” The nurse held the door open to the treatment area. “Now you hang in there, you hear? Don’t let a little gruff slow you down. You’ve got reserves that you can’t even begin to realize.” He laid a warm hand on Lindsay’s arm. “Just remember one thing.”

Lindsay paused. “One thing? I might be able to handle that.”

The nurse gave a chuckle, then looked Lindsay directly in her eyes. “You go easy on gunny. Everyone can use a little light in their life.”

“Alright.” Where was the nurse going with that? And what was with ‘gunny’? Lindsay assumed he meant the sergeant, but wasn’t sure. She started to ask just as the nurse gave an encouraging nod indicating the hallway and disappeared.

Lindsay hobbled her way down the hallway to the training room. Don’t I get bonus points for this? She didn’t want to be there, and definitely not with the Sarge. She was doing the grown-up thing, so surely there should be some sort of gold star coming. But no. She had a painful treatment in a kindergarten gymnasium instead.

It was an open space with assorted balance balls, weights, and ropes surrounding a central mat, with mirrors lining the walls.

John Lambert, LPT, USMC, leaned back against a massage table nestled in a corner. He was in his usual olive drab t-shirt tucked into his khaki cargo shorts, with everything neat and orderly. For some reason, just looking at the sergeant made Lindsay want to smooth down the wrinkles in her yoga pants.

His face was taut as he gazed at his perfectly knotted blazing blue running shoes.

He seemed lost in his thoughts, and given his temper, Lindsay had no inclination to get his attention. However, it was her appointment, and she had made the effort to get here. The least he could do was his job.

She cleared her throat and gave a wave with one crutch.

He shook himself, frowned, and then pushed himself upright. “Good, you’re here. Let’s get started.” He slid the massage table out from the wall.

That was what she got for a greeting? At least he acknowledged her existence, but a little appreciation for her effort in coming and waiting would have been nice. Ah, hell, Lindsay, you want credit for doing what’s in your best interest? Good job! Now get to work! With a mental slap to herself, she hobbled towards the table, forcing a smile onto her lips.

He shifted aside as she approached the table. “So, have you been doing your exercises?”

A trickle of guilt slid down her neck. She should have known he was going to ask that. “Yeah, but—”

His raised eyebrow cut her off.

She swallowed. “What I meant to say is—”

He straightened up, although Lindsay couldn’t believe he had anymore straightening to do, given his normal ramrod vertical posture. “That you don’t set your healing as a priority.”

“But I do! I—”

Now he crossed his muscled arms, adding to the weight of his disapproval. “So you think that wasting my time is more important than fixing that leg of yours.”

As if! What was it her dad always told her? Something about an offense being a good defense? She wasn’t going to let the sergeant get off easy. “Apparently you think that wasting my time is a fine priority,” she retorted.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

A direct hit! She hadn’t expected him to take the bait. No, she fully expected that he would tell her to drop and give him twenty, or whatever Marine drill instructors ordered their impudent recruits to do. “It means that I’ve been standing here, and don’t make me remind you how uncomfortable standing for me is right now, while you’ve been off in another world. And then you have the audacity to get on my case about not doing your ridiculous exercises.”

“Ridiculous?” He blinked, and then shook his head. “Do you seriously think that paying attention to your body and making a small effort to help yourself heal is ‘ridiculous’?”

“No,” she said. “I think that doing the same stupid tiny movements over and over and over, multiple times a day, is ridiculous. Healing? I’m all over that! Do you think I like being on crutches?” Lindsay heard her voice rising in pitch, but couldn’t control it. Dammit, she wasn’t a little girl, and she didn’t want him to see any weakness in her.

“Well, seeing as how you flop those crutches about, I’d think that you like the attention they draw to you.”

The breath left her. “Are you saying I’m an attention queen?”

“If the tiara fits.”

A groan escaped Lindsay’s throat. “You have got to be kidding me. All I expected was that I’d work with a professional, and given your profession that would most likely mean a sadist, who would help fix me. Are you doing that? Are you fixing me?”

The therapist let out a low whistle and slowly shook his head. “I’d like to do that, but I think that’s out of my scope of practice.”

Lindsay paused. What did he mean by that? Surely, he wasn’t referring to anything, well, personal? All she meant was her leg. Was he talking about that, or something else? “So what exactly is within your ‘scope of practice’?”

He looked at her like he was studying a peculiar phenomenon. Had he never had someone question his methods? “The scope of practice for a physical therapist is to help maintain, restore, and improve movement, activity, and functioning.”

Lindsay wanted to roll her eyes. It was like he was repeating a line from a textbook. “So no fixing,” she said.

“Maintain, restore, and improve,” he repeated then shrugged. “It just depends on how you define ‘fixing’.”

“And how do you define it?”

“Well, now, I think there are all kinds of fixing. What you’re in need of, like I said, that’s outside of my scope of practice.”

She narrowed her eyes. “And what exactly do you think I need fixed?”

“Your leg, obviously.”

“That’s not what you meant a second ago.”

“Oh, that.”

“Yes, that.”

He scratched his chin. “Off the record?”

“What, are you a journalist now?”

He chuckled. “No, and I’m not a professional psychologist, either.”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“A lot, because I’ve seen recruits go through what you are, and it’s not about the physical. It’s all mental.”

“Are you calling me mental?”

“No,” he said slowly. “I’m saying that if you want to fix that leg, you’re going to have to start with fixing your head.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my head.”

“Are you sure about that?” He ticked off on his fingers. “You refuse to do exercises that will help your leg heal faster and with greater strength and range of motion.” Another finger. “You have to force yourself to even show up to a scheduled appointment that you know will help with your leg.” Another finger. “You spend the limited time you have with a professional—a professional who is here to help you—to argue about ‘scope of practice’.” His eyes met hers. “Look, Miss Coyle. You’re a smart woman. You know how important it is to take this seriously, to put the work in. So what I want to know is, why are you stopping yourself?”

God, everything he said made sense, and as much as she hated to admit it, he was right. But it didn’t seem fair for some reason. Why did she have to do all the work? Why didn’t he do anything? And what was he so caught up in that he hadn’t noticed her arrival?

You go easy on gunny. Everyone can use a little light in their life.

Yeah, sure. Why should she have to be this guy’s light? She was the one who was recovering. Shouldn’t people be taking care of her? She was the one who had torn her ACL skiing. The sergeant looked just fine—very healthy, and a bit pissed, to be honest.

Why was he so upset? She was the one recovering from surgery.

“I’m not stopping myself. I’m here, aren’t I? I just don’t get why you can’t fix this.” She gave a dismissive wave at her leg.

His chin dropped an inch and he stared at her. “So you expect me to do all the work.”

“You’re the therapist. Isn’t that your job—to do the
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