
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


The Trouble with
Nerds

 


 


 


The Morrison Family
Series

Book 11

 


 


 


D.R. Grady


 


 


This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, and incidents are all products of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. Known locales are also used
fictitiously.

 


If you enjoy this book, please buy a
copy for someone else to enjoy. Please do not download or buy this
from anywhere except where the story is offered legitimately. All
rights reserved - including the right of reproduction in whole or
in part in any form.

 


Copyright 2017 by D.R.
Grady

Smashwords Edition

 


Please Note: While I had help with
this story from several knowledgeable sources, there are still
likely mistakes on my part. Authors also like to stretch and change
things to make their story work. So this book does not necessarily
reflect reality. I hope you enjoy it nonetheless.


 


Author’s Note

 


Please keep a few things
in mind as you read The Trouble with
Nerds.

 


1) I am not a medical professional. I
expect this has been evident all along, but I wanted to clarify
things have not changed. :-D

 


2) I am not a police or military
expert either. I have no firsthand experience in either profession,
or of the medical field, for that matter.

 


3) This novel is a work of fiction.
Everything in this book is purely a figment of my well-exercised
imagination. We authors take creative license to change things
around to work with our story.

 


4) Our choices are what define us and
this is no different for Clay and Sara. What they choose fuels this
story, just as our choices fuel our lives.

 


I enjoyed writing
The Trouble with Nerds and I hope you enjoy reading it.


 


With Special Thanks
to:

 


Cadence Vonn for the great
critique.

 


Thank you to each of you who continue
to spend your valuable time with the Morrison family! Hopefully you
feel like a part of the family.

 



 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


 


The man kept to the shadows, his face
obscured by the darkness. He scurried past several trash cans, and
shimmied around a few trees. The streetlights lit up his face in
spurts, but he turned his head, as though the frugal beams hurt his
eyes. He peeked furtively around him every few steps, like a mouse
making certain it was safe to grab the peanut butter.

Clay Morrison’s eyes narrowed. It
wasn’t safe for this mouse to grab this treat. Clay didn’t look
furtively around him. He had no trouble avoiding the light that
would indicate his presence. The shadows melded him in their
embrace as he sifted through them, became them. Two more steps into
the darkness and his quarry paused again, raising his head as
though to sniff the air.

As though he knew he was being
stalked.

Served him
right.

With a grimace Clay stepped right into
the path of the not-quite-fleeing mouse. “Gareth
Wright?”

The mouse jumped and squeaked. The man
half-turned, so Clay clapped a hand on his shoulder.

Scared, nearly colorless eyes blinked
up at him. Colorless described the man well. His skin, hair, and
eyes all combined to form an unremarkable person. One who faded
into the background without trying.

Clay repeated the name.

“Y . . .yes, I’m Gareth
Wright.” The man’s voice shook.

“We have some questions
for you.” Clay straightened his shoulders and rotated one because
his bullet-proof vest rubbed wrong. The t-shirt he wore underneath
must be creased.

The easy motion sent those
colorless eyes to the expanse of his shoulders, further enhanced by
his police uniform. This uniform was all wrong. Clay still didn’t
know what had induced him to enter police work. A military man, one
used to blurry undercover work, should not immediately step into
law enforcement. At least, he
shouldn’t. Maybe some of his former colleagues
would thrive here.

His unfortunate choice of career
further proved he needed to stop listening to his relatives.
Several hundred know-it-alls who didn’t actually know him that
well, it seemed.

“I haven’t done anything
wrong.” The mouse squeaked again. His Adam’s apple bobbed, and his
eyes scurried around the outside of the hospital where the man had
failed to show up for work the last few days.

“Your boss had some
questions about your absence. Filed a Missing Persons Report.” His
statement was mostly true.

The boss hadn’t particularly cared,
but it gave them an opening to question the guy about his recent
suspicious activity.

Clay didn’t wait for agreement. He
nodded toward the hospital entrance and used the hand on the man’s
shoulder to steer him to a small room within the
building.

“What do you want to
know?” Mistrust colored the mouse’s words.

Reaching into his pocket, Clay yanked
out the photos of both Katy Greene, his cousin’s soon-to-be wife
and Sara Newton, his little sister’s best friend. Casually tossing
the pictures onto the table between them, he carefully noted the
colorless man’s reaction.

His gut clenched as the little creep’s
eyes gleamed a steady gray before he lost animation.

“I don’t know either of
those women.”

“You’ve never met them?”
His voice deepened because Clay knew both women personally.
Instinct kept pushing him to rip this little mouse’s head off.
Years of discipline prevented him. The side of the law he currently
represented frowned on such behavior.

I need a new career
path.

Wright shook his head. “I don’t know
them.”

“You worked at two
different hospitals with both of these doctors.”

His quarry jumped at the growled
words. Clay dialed back his own emotions because they shot the
room’s testosterone levels into the stratosphere. In a chest
thumping contest, he would stomp this man into the
ground.

And enjoy it.

He kept from baring his teeth, and
instead pinned the man with a focused stare. He tapped Katy’s
picture. “This woman vaguely remembered you, but the second one
didn’t.”

Again, he watched for a reaction.
Triumph flared for a millisecond and then died as the man scowled
at Sara’s picture. “I work in the sanitation department.” He puffed
out his chest. “But I might move to maintenance soon.”

“You have to show up for
work regularly to be promoted.”

“I was sick.”

Clay didn’t blink for long moments.
“You’ll need to take that up with your boss.”

He asked the standard questions they
had to record before he scooped up both pictures and tucked them
safely into a shirt pocket.

To further his
professionalism, Clay even made a show of writing down a few
responses from the man. Who seemed eager to return to work. Wright
must have figured out he hadn’t done anything wrong,
yet, so he had no need
to run.

Greg Gilmore, a former secret
operative, and married to Clay’s cousin, Janine, had discovered
this mouse’s suspicious activities. However, the little man was
nowhere to be found when they wanted to question him.

It had taken a week, but Clay managed
to run him to ground. He had employed skills few police officers
were taught.

“How did you find me?” The
colorless eyes kept skittering to the shirt pocket containing the
pictures of Katy and Sara.

Both women sported blue eyes and
blonde hair, but were vastly different. Katy’s animated features
veered toward cute. While Sara, little Sara Newton, had grown into
a beautiful women. Her hair was honey colored and usually piled on
top of her head, probably because a bun was the most efficient way
to keep the sticky little fingers of her patients from getting
entangled in the strands. While Katy’s eyes leaned toward an
unusual purple hue, Sara’s were the clear blue of a perfect summer
sky. Gorgeous eyes a man could get lost in.

Clay grunted as he cut off those
dangerous thoughts and instead answered Wright’s question. “It
wasn’t hard.” He left his response there. His flippant reply would
hopefully make Wright panic—always helpful.

Wright pushed back his chair and
stood, a little unsteadily. “I have to report to my
boss.”

The scent of fear kept rising in the
room. Clay didn’t bother to soften the edge in his voice. “As per
the Central Derry Clinic, your current employer, you need to remain
at least thirty feet from the two women we just discussed.” He
tugged out a sheet of paper and tossed it across the small
table.

The sheet landed exactly where Clay
aimed. It fluttered dramatically before settling.

Wright’s eyes widened as he quickly
scanned the mandate. “They can’t do that.”

“Yes, they can. And they
have.” Clay took his time standing. He had discovered years before
that this show of intimidation tended to quell bad guys when they
had to look further and further up. The longer the process took,
the more reasonable most became.

He tapped the paper, right at the
bottom, which promised immediate dismissal if Wright ignored the
mandate. Clay didn’t hold out much hope it would hold off this
particular man for long.

The crazy ones always ignored good
advice.


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Sara Newton shoved what she hoped was
the right key into her apartment door lock and twisted. The bolt
clicked and she sighed in relief as she thrust open the door. Her
shoulders drooped and her eyelids attempted to follow.

She resisted the plea of her body to
be reunited with a bed, any bed. There would be time for sleep
later, but for now she tossed her bag and jacket onto the handy
table inside the door. A quick turn of her wrist and she secured
the locks before trailing into her kitchen. Opening the
refrigerator door revealed exactly what she had expected. The bare
shelves went so far as to taunt her.

Bare happened when you neglected to
visit the grocery store. She jammed a tickling hank of hair behind
her ear, and opened the freezer door. A few packages languished
there, but they were frozen solid and required defrosting and then
subsequent cooking, neither of which she was interested in
committing to.

Slamming that door shut, she moved on
to methodically open cupboard doors. In the pantry she discovered a
can of soup. It had gotten shoved behind the cooking oil so she
missed it last evening during an identical fruitless
exercise.

She set the can triumphantly on the
counter.

Her doorbell dinged.

When she whisked open the
door, her breath caught in her throat. Definitely wasn’t expecting him.
Clay Morrison carried a pizza negligently, on the tips of his
fingers, as though the delicious smelling food wasn’t
important.

Sara snatched the pizza free. “Don’t
drop that.”

“I’ve never dropped a
pizza in my life.” His deep voice scratched along her nerve
endings, making them stand on end and point toward him, jangling in
anticipation.

Why was it always like this with her
best friend’s older brother?

Clay Morrison had been the epitome of
manliness to her ever since she started noticing males. Dark hair,
cropped fairly close, not a military cut, but short and instead of
the usual blue-green Morrison eyes, Clay’s were a piercing green.
Tall and broad, but what you noticed first about him was the
commanding air. This man was capable; of anything he set his mind
to, so smart people kept out of his way.

Ainsley Morrison, Clay’s little
sister, bopped through the door after him, and distracted Sara,
thankfully.

“I told you Sara was
home.”

Ainsley sauntered into the kitchen and
found plates, glasses, and after perusing the empty fridge, turned
to her with a censorious look. “Really?” Her best friend didn’t
need to say more.

Sara’s shoulder jerked as she set the
pizza on her small table. “I haven’t had time to go grocery
shopping.”

“Leo is engaged now, he’s
not working you hard.” Leo de Vosse was her temporary boss, and a
Morrison, of course, so her dinner companions knew him well. He and
Katy Greene had just gotten engaged. Sara adored the
pair.

“No, he leaves on time
now. But after I’m done there, I have two other doctors I work
with.” Sara’s stomach let out a ferocious growl.

“I’ll be right back.”
Ainsley exited the apartment in a whoosh of fresh air and left Sara
staring at Clay. Who made the hairs on her arms rise, as though
yearning for him.

Taking a step away from him seemed
like a great idea. “What are you doing here?” If she wasn’t so
sleep deprived she might not have blurted this out.
Maybe.

His lips curled up in what might be
amusement. It was hard to tell with Clay. And no one wanted to get
it wrong.

Clay did keep a tight leash on
himself. A man like him running wild would prove disastrous to the
planet’s inhabitants.

“I have some information
for you.” He didn’t poke nosily around her apartment, but she bet
he had the place cataloged and filed in whatever system worked
within his brain. His laser green eyes remained fixed on her, and
she resisted the urge to fidget.

This had been ongoing ever since she
hit puberty and her hormones recognized Clay as an alpha male. He
perched at the very pinnacle of the breed. Nothing she said
convinced herself there were more amenable alphas out there. She
had worked with plenty, none of whom her treacherous body showed
any signs of acknowledging.

At Clay’s words, her heart plummeted.
“About this alleged stalker?”

Ainsley breezed through the door then,
carrying a stuffed reusable grocery bag. Sara’s thoughts
blanked.

“What did you do?” She
crossed the room to peer into the sack.

“I have time to grocery
shop and as usual, I went overboard.” Ainsley didn’t sound
guilty.

“You’re a chef and baker.
Of course you get excited in a grocery store.”

Ainsley headed back into the kitchen
where she started piling things into the fridge. After Ainsley
finished, the selection boggled Sara’s befuddled mind.

“I thank you from the
bottom of my heart.”

“You’re welcome. When you
get rich, you can be a silent partner in my first restaurant
venture.”

Sara slanted her a look. “Anytime you
need money, you can have it. Once I get a permanent
job.”

Ainsley stopped rifling through the
silverware drawer. “Thank you, Sara.”

“You’re
welcome.”

“Excellent.”

Ainsley’s gusty reply lifted Sara’s
spirits.

Clay darkened the doorway. “You’re
going to finance my sister’s first restaurant?”

“Of course. It’d be a
great investment.” She salivated as Ainsley piled some chocolate
bars in a cupboard. This reaction had to be due to the candy, and
not the man. Please.

“She’s
scatterbrained.”

“You’ve got enough
business minded family who Ains can rely on to make the restaurant
a success. Then all she has to do is concentrate on the cooking and
baking. Both of which she excels at. Feeding your family alone will
guarantee her success.”

He considered her reasoning. “True.”
Still, the glance he tossed toward his sister reeked of
skepticism.

“I’m not ten any longer.”
Ainsley glared at him. “I actually have a business plan and skills,
and a business degree, in addition to all my culinary
skills.”

“You could open a bakery
and coffee shop, Ains.” Mmm, coffee. The caffeinated beverage might
help her stay alert while Clay explained whatever he came to say
and enable her to eat her share of the pizza.

Ainsley found a salad bowl and quickly
made a gourmet looking salad, which she took to the table.
Railroading her brother out of the doorway in the process. Ainsley
being one of the few people who could get away with such an act.
Most people wouldn’t consider treating this man like a . . .well,
as a tiresome brother. Ainsley stomped all over the notion of not
riling this particular alpha. But then as the baby, Ainsley got
away with a lot.

She had never been fazed by Clay and
his vast leadership qualities. Namely, his willingness to bark
orders and high expectation that people would comply.

Sara didn’t accredit Clay’s penchant
to take charge entirely to his being the oldest. She figured he’d
been born with the trait.

Still Clay and Ainsley’s birth order
had created a special bond between them, despite Clay’s bossiness
and Ainsley’s sweeping ability to ignore his dictates.

Sara’s stomach reminded her of its
empty state with another resounding growl. “Let’s eat, then you can
tell us what we need to know.”

Once they sat and gave thanks, they
dug into the pizza.

Clay wore a long sleeved black t-shirt
and a pair of dark jeans. Low black boots and a leather jacket
completed his outfit. He had shed the jacket upon entering her
apartment. It hung with military precision on a coat hook by the
door. Her bag and coat still flopped over the table, and probably
contemplated sliding off the side into a heap on the
floor.

He didn’t say anything, but she caught
his gaze on her untidiness several times. It made her smile inside.
Shaking up this man was only fair. Since he returned the favor
often.

She bit into her second slice of pizza
before either of her companions.

“When did you last eat?”
Ainsley looked disapproving.

“I stole Leo’s second
slice of cake today.” He had nearly downed the extra treat, for a
nurse’s baby shower, before Sara finished with a
patient.

“He’s like that.” Ainsley
crunched a carrot. She also saw far too much. “When did you eat
before that?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t eat, you don’t
sleep.” Ainsley’s voice took on a professorial cadence. “You do
know, as a medical professional, those are both really bad for you,
right?”

“Of course I know. I’m
eating and sleeping more now than I did as a resident. It’s all
part of the initiation process. Once I’m settled, I’ll have time to
eat and sleep again.”

She polished off the second slice of
pizza and started on the third. “It’s not like pizza is exactly
healthy.”

“This is.” Ainsley used a
hand to encompass the box.

Sara paused to peer at the slice in
her hand. Veggies dotted it, and the dough was probably high fiber.
It still tasted amazing, a trademark of Ainsley-prepared
food.

“Where did you find an
actual pizza box?” She eyed the pizza box again. It looked
authentic.

“I found them at a
restaurant store. It just opened.”

“Of course you did.” There
was no need to ask additional questions.

Clay helped himself to another slice
of pizza. He kept pace with her.

If his habits were as bad as hers,
maybe Sara could divert Ainsley’s lecture to him. “When did you
last eat?”

His face revealed nothing.
“Lunch.”

Ainsley eyed him with suspicion. “Why
don’t you people eat?” She glanced between them and then sighed.
“Never mind.”

Sara moved on to her salad. Delicious,
as all Ainsley creations were. Good for you, but also tasty. This
is the reason why Ainsley’s restaurant would succeed.

“Once things settle, in
another month or so, I’ll take time for regular eating and
sleeping.” And she’d welcome the change.

“I thought your residency
had already ended.” Ainsley scowled at a leaf of basil that fell
off her pizza slice.

“It did, before I came
here. I’m temporary help, but it’s supposed to turn
permanent.”

“You’ll stay with Leo?”
Clay forked a bite of salad.

“That’s the hope. He needs
my help, but budget considerations are hindering us.”

“So your future is up in
the air?” Ainsley finished off her first slice of pizza.

“Yes.” Sara suddenly
wasn’t as hungry. Stabbing some colorful lettuce she tried hard not
to think about the big black hole of her future. By now she should
have nailed down a job and been set.

She poked at a carrot and resisted the
urge to sigh.

Sometimes life stank. Then her gaze
drifted to the man devouring another slice of pizza, looking at
home in her living room. Right now, life tempted her with this man,
who she couldn’t have. Because A) he was Ainsley’s unobtainable
older brother and B) she had an unsettled future and could end up
treating patients on a cruise ship out of Florida.

This time she didn’t halt the sigh in
time.

 


 Clay didn’t miss Sara’s
side-long glances. Her generous mouth tightened each time and her
spine stiffened, even as she devoured pizza and salad. She had lost
weight, which didn’t do her any favors. At least not in his
opinion. Her previous curves were what kept a man interested. Or
maybe kept him interested, as he wasn’t one for skinny women.

Unfortunately, Sara nudged into
malnourished. She hadn’t crossed over into unattractive. That state
wasn’t possible for her. She might be considered the perfect weight
according to Hollywood standards, but they didn’t live in
California. The current Pennsylvania temperatures indicated winter
was approaching.

He finished off the last of his pizza
and sat back in his chair. He glanced in his sister’s direction and
encountered her head-on glare.

“What?”

“You need to tell Sara
what you found out. Her stomach is going to be in knots soon.”
Ainsley’s voice held a multitude of rebukes.

With long years of practice, Clay
ignored them. It didn’t take multiple degrees to notice the
tenseness about Sara. As though she braced herself for bad
news.

Smart lady.

He picked up his glass and took a long
sip. And waited. She eventually met his eyes.

“I spoke with Gareth
Wright.”

Her forehead pleated. “Who is Gareth
Wright?”

“He’s the crazy little man
stalking you.”

She choked on the sip of iced tea
she’d just taken. This started a bout of coughing. Ainsley shot him
a nasty glare while pounding Sara’s back. He paused, with an
internal wince, until Sara regained control. She took another sip,
a longer one and squared her shoulders.

“I have a stalker?” The
straight shoulders didn’t prevent the slight quaver in her
voice.

“Oh yeah.” Clay’s
instincts blared with certainty on this issue and he never doubted
them.

“Why do you think this
little creep is after Sara?”

He spared his sister a glance. “He’s
got all the traits and a few extra.”

“How many stalkers have
you encountered?” Skepticism threaded Ainsley’s voice.

Sara just gazed at him, her eyes
imploring, as though she didn’t want to believe. Unfortunately, he
had met a few victims like her before. Who denied the danger until
it blew up in their faces.

His guts clenched in denial. Not on
his watch. He wasn’t losing anyone to a crazy person.

“I’m a cop.” Ugh, he hated
saying those words. If his former army buddies could hear him now,
the heckling would force him to sleep outside beside the
dumpster.

“You haven’t been one for
very long.” Ainsley’s mouth thinned. “You can’t just announce this
type of thing and expect us to believe it.” Her hand rubbed up and
down Sara’s back in the same manner a mother soothed a
baby.

“I’ve been in the bad guy
business for years.”

Clay’s quiet statement made his
sister’s hand stall on Sara’s back. Both of his dinner companion’s
eyes widened.

“I don’t want a stalker.”
Sara whispered as she turned to Ainsley, who enveloped her in a
bear hug.

“We’ll take care of you.
This little jerk won’t get you, just like that creep after Katy
didn’t get her.”

“She knows martial arts
and her friend carries a switchblade.” Sara’s eyes popped and she
clapped a hand over her mouth. “I didn’t just say that in front of
a police officer.”

“I’m not on duty.” He
didn’t even have to question the identity of this “friend.” Clay
knew the woman’s brother, and Cian had once mentioned his sister
carried the deadly blade, and wielded it with expertise. Chrissy
Maddox’s preference for carrying an illegal weapon for self-defense
didn’t concern him.

Did he mention he hated being a
cop?

“You need to take some
precautions. It helps that you work at the hospital, but then so
does he, so this could also be a hindrance.” The logistics of
keeping an eye on her while she worked was a nightmare. His skills
didn’t extend to planning and strategy, so he kept faltering on how
to keep her safe. A first for him.

In the past he would have called in a
team member who did excel at planning and then all would be fine.
As a member of law enforcement, they didn’t have the resources or
the time to worry about a mere “threat.” Unless Wright actually
attacked Sara, they were helpless to help her.

He didn’t intend to take that
chance.

Also as a cop, he couldn’t step over
the line. He pondered his sister. “Do you have a job right
now?”

“Yes. I’m working as a
chef at a restaurant in downtown Harrisburg. Why?”

“Sara shouldn’t be alone.
Ever.”

“The only time I’m alone
is when I drive to and from work. And while I’m here.”

“Otherwise you’re
surrounded by people?”

“Yes. I work in three
different pediatric offices at the moment.”

“You see patients alone
though, right?” Ainsley inserted.

“No, I don’t. The parent
or guardian is always present. So there are at least two of us in
the room, and often a nurse as well.”

“How often do you work
with Leo in the same room?”

“Only on special cases or
consultations.” Sara brushed wispy strands of hair off her temple.
“It’s rare.”

“Do you eat alone or with
people?”

“Often I eat with some of
the staff. An intermingling of doctors and nurses.”

He didn’t ask how many of those people
were male. Right now he had to stay focused. No need to rile his
protective instincts.

“What is the problem?”
Ainsley asked.

“The hospital, at our
recommendation, has issued a warning to Wright to stay away from
Sara. He knows, since I personally told him this evening when I
spoke to him.”

Sara held up a hand. “Now
wait, you spoke with him?”

“Yes, we wanted to
question him about Katy, too.” He wished he had thought to bring
his notebook, but he’d left it on the side table in his living
room.

“Is he also after Katy?”
Sara’s hand crept up to encircle the base of her throat.

“We haven’t determined
that yet, but the hospital gave him a warning for both of you.
He’ll show his hand soon enough.”

“What did he do to receive
a warning?” Ainsley’s eyes turned intense. So did her
voice.

“Katy and Sara issued a
complaint.” He used his chin to indicate Sara.

“We did not.” Then Sara
bit her lip. “Or did we?”

“Greg Gilmore watched
Wright long enough to realize he was a problem, so he brought it to
our attention. Remember that meeting in Leo’s office?” He hoped his
prompt would call to mind the memory. Clay had forgotten nothing of
that miserable conference. The urge to shove his fist through a
wall had been great. Only overpowered by the intense compulsion to
smash the creep’s head through said wall.

Sara’s spine tensed again. “Yes, I
remember that meeting.” She swallowed.

“We filled out a report
for the hospital after that. The Derry Clinic administration don’t
mess around. They know enough about stalkers to take those sorts of
reports seriously. They were receptive and have since moved Wright
to another part of the hospital. He should have no reason to ever
interact with you.”

“He’s never interacted
with me before.” Sara stirred the ice cubes in her glass with the
straw.

“Probably been working up
the courage to do so.” Ainsley didn’t sound happy.

“I’ve never seen him
before.” She shrugged.

The casual gesture started him
thinking. Her lack of interest might be what made her a target in
the first place. Coupled with her obvious attractiveness,
competence, and education, Sara Newton was a prize. Especially if
the person watching her was a colorless loser lacking a moral
compass. With mental issues.

An ugly mixture. He rigorously cut off
all the scenes trying to play like a horror flick through his
brain.


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


So she lived in a box.

Of her own making, perhaps, but still
a box.

The morning after her impromptu pizza
party with Clay and Ainsley, Sara further contemplated her
unawareness. Perhaps she simply chose not to notice the things
around her. Life was complicated enough, and it had been easier to
go about the business of life, of completing coursework and labs,
rotations, her residency, and now her shiny new temporary position.
All of her patients expected her to make certain they were growing
and meeting milestones. Or to fix whatever ailed them.

There wasn’t time to stop and smell
the roses. To take in a sunset. Usually by then, the vestiges of
the last cup of coffee she’d consumed had worn off. She went about
in a fog in the evenings. Barely able to keep up with her own
thoughts.

How did people have time to stop and
look at flowers? Or a sunrise? Didn’t they have other
responsibilities?

Sara combed her hair, working through
the tangles. Once completed, she contemplated her droopy
countenance in the mirror. The six hours of sleep she’d snatched
had improved her disposition, but not her looks.

Her hair hung in languid streams down
her back, frizzing at the ends. An ominous preview of the show if
she didn’t take it in hand now. Wearily, she scooped up a bottle of
conditioner and generously introduced it to her tresses. Then,
brush in hand, she attacked.

After five long minutes, she wrestled
her hair into a knot at the top of her head. A few wisps already
tickled her ears, but she looked presentable. At least her hair
was. That still left her face. The dark circles racooning both eyes
and her overly pale skin did not appeal.

She slathered on moisturizer followed
by copious amounts of concealer before topping off her efforts with
a tinted sunscreen. The addition of a glossy lip balm, also lightly
tinted to give her lips a little color, improved
matters.

By then, images of her coffee machine
danced in her mind. This magical machine was the first thing she
had unpacked when she moved in and would be the last item she
packed when she moved out.

Padding into the kitchen, she made the
coffee in a travel mug, helped herself to a breakfast bar, homemade
and good for her, compliments of Ainsley the Wonderful, and headed
for the door.

Her bag and coat still puddled on the
table by the door. So she scooped them up, coffee mug in a death
grip and brushed away the last of the crumbs from her breakfast. A
glance at the clock revealed she had a little extra
time.

One executive decision later, she
scarfed down a second breakfast bar as she hit the stairs in her
building. She needed to do something really nice for Ainsley.
Soon.

Then she headed to work. Once there,
it didn’t take long before she had to defend her coffee from Leo’s
lecherous grasp, but she managed to keep the elixir out of his
reach. She had practice at this, after all.

Turning her back on him, she was
grateful she’d already finished breakfast. She might not have
managed to keep those bars out of Leo’s clutches. Therefore, her
stomach was content, and the infusion of coffee slowly cleared the
fog in her brain. A nice start to the morning.

 


Three patients later and she handed
her computer to Leo. He glanced at her grim mouth and frowned
before opening the file. It didn’t take him long to read the
numbers. “Did you refer him to Sam?”

Sam Welby was the leading pediatric
oncologist in the state, if not the nation. She nodded. “Yes, for
what it’s worth.” There hadn’t been noticeable enough signs for
this patient’s parents to pick up on his disease. A routine checkup
revealed the problem.

“This little guy’s red
blood count is really high.”

“So high, he might already
be in stage four.” Her heart wept at this diagnosis.

“We’ve done what we can
for him, now it’ll be up to Sam and his team.”

Strong words from Leo, but both of
them would be haunted by the pale face of a little boy who might
not live to see next month, much less his next birthday. Her
stomach churned and she regretted that second bar.

Her nurse reminded her of the next
patient, so Sara reluctantly retrieved her computer and then peeked
at Leo. His narrowed eyes focused beyond her. She turned to peer at
whatever had transfixed him, but by the time she squinted in that
direction, it had vanished.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Leo’s mouth
thinned.

Her eyebrow rose. “Nothing? You look
like you’re ready to rip someone’s head off.” She paused. “I don’t,
as a fellow pediatrician, recommend that.”

Leo slanted her a droll frown before
his lips curled up briefly. “Thanks, I’ll keep your advice in
mind.”

Her nurse poked her head out of the
patient room again, so Sara sighed and headed in her direction. The
kid must be one of those who liked to destroy everything in sight.
This typically indicated a wrestling match on their
part.

Maybe she should have taken up
wrestling. It probably required a lot less schooling and training,
and probably paid more. Not that she was doing bad financially. Her
grandparents had done their duty by financing a portion of her
education. Therefore, she hadn’t graduated with an astronomical
student loan debt for her undergraduate work. But she did need a
permanent job to pay off the medical school debts she had
incurred.

A singular job, not plural, would also
be wonderful; to be able to enjoy free nights and weekends again
sounded like a fantasy. What did people do with all that
time?

Working day shift Monday-Friday was so
farfetched, she couldn’t continue on that ludicrous mental path.
Right this moment, she needed to examine the kid in room five. The
one making her nurse, a topnotch trained pediatric professional,
peek out the door every thirty seconds.

Time to stop fantasizing.

 


 “Morrison.”

“You have such a nice
phone manner.” Leo’s voice heckled.

“Thanks. I work at
it.”

Leo’s snort could mean anything so
Clay ignored his cousin’s dig, as per usual. “What do you want?” A
glance at the clock revealed Leo should be at work. Then he sat up
straighter.

Leo worked with Sara.

“What
happened?”

“Our maintenance buddy was
here this morning.”

“You saw Wright in your
suite?”

“Oh yeah. There’s no
denying his identity.”

“The hospital moved him to
an entirely different department. He’s supposed to be working in
the generator room. And he’s been issued a hospital warning to stay
away from Sara and Katy.”

“He was within twenty feet
of Sara this morning. She didn’t see him.” Leo hastened to reassure
him.

Clay wanted to rip Wright’s face off.
“Are you certain?”

“Of course. I’m a
professional. I know this creep on sight, and I definitely saw him
in my suite. I called you first.”

“That’s good. I’ll notify
the proper authorities there.”

“I don’t mind telling
someone.”

“I’ve been working with
one of your administrators.” Clay flipped through his notebook for
the man’s number. “Don’t you have patients to see?”

“Of course, but I don’t
want Sara to be in danger. Especially if this fool is where he
shouldn’t be.”

“Do your staff know about
him?”

Silence permeated the other end of the
phone. “That’s a great question.”

“So no.”

“I don’t think we’ve
mentioned there’s a problem. Any of the front and back desk staff
would notify the proper authorities if they knew Sara or Katy were
in danger from this guy.”

“They are.”

“Explain.” A band of steel
wove through Leo’s tone.

“I talked to one Gareth
Wright. He’s,” Clay grappled for the politically correct term,
“mentally unstable.”

Leo muttered something dire. “So the
proper warnings and such aren’t going to matter.”

“No.” At least Leo didn’t
question him.

“What’s the next
step?”

“I’ll notify my contact at
the hospital and they’ll follow the proper channels. You didn’t
speak to Wright?”

“No, but I’m certain I saw
him.”

“You need to make your
staff aware of who and what he is. If they can help keep watch,
that’s good.” He finally located the administrator’s
number.

“What should we do if we
see him?”

“Don’t confront him. Take
a picture, and you can be obvious about that, then immediately call
hospital security.”

“Security knows there’s
been a warning issued to him?”

“They should. I’ll verify
that with my contact.”

Leo paused to speak to someone on his
side. “I have to go. We just got a couple of
emergencies.”

“Okay. Be
careful.”

“Will do.” Leo
disconnected the call.

Clay immediately punched in his
hospital contact’s number and set about making the place safer for
Sara. Grinding his teeth at what little he could do as a cop. His
insides spasmed at the thought of anything happening to
her.

Police officer or not, he would do
everything within the realm of his training to protect her. Her
very life might depend on it.

 


 A faint movement
raised her hackles. She caught it from the corner of her eye. Sara
frowned and fully faced the area. Nothing moved. Her frown deepened
as she stepped closer to the long row of file cabinets. What could
possibly squeeze into the narrow space between the two?

She peered between them, but only a
dark shadow greeted her. She swept a hand between the cabinets and
met with no resistance.

Yet the hair on her nape rose. So did
the hairs on her arms. She rubbed them, trying to chafe some heat
into them. Goosebumps dotted her skin as she surveyed the area one
more time before she extracted the paper file she needed to
complete her paperwork for today.

Fanning out the test results that
somehow hadn’t made it into the computer, but were, fortunately,
here in the physical realm, Sara perused the information. The
answer she sought leaped out at her and she sighed in
relief.

She snapped the file shut and returned
it to the overcrowded drawer before exiting the room. Once she
completed this chart, there might be a few minutes to spare so she
could grab a cup of coffee and maybe a snack before her next
shift.

The thought of food cheered her as she
hurried through the hospital to the pediatric suite. Coffee would
be a welcome balm, despite the fact her heart continued pounding a
little too fast and she kept peering over her shoulder.

The files room had never caused this
creepy sensation before, and she sincerely hoped it never did
again.


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


Her heart leapt when Dr. Tilling
stopped in front of her. Not because he scared her. Not at all, but
because it was obvious he had something on his mind.

“Hello,” she
greeted.

“Hello, Sara. I wanted to
let you know that tonight should be your last shift with
us.”

With all these heart gyrations, she
wouldn’t have to work out tonight. She hadn’t planned on any
activities other than eating and sleeping, but her heart was
getting plenty of exercise these days. “I see.”

He smiled in his kind fashion. “We did
hire the candidate we mentioned earlier, and she starts
tomorrow.”

“Congratulations.” She
struggled to keep her face from wreathing into a spectacular grin.
His announcement meant after this evening, she might actually have
evenings off. Visions of being able to do her laundry and stop at a
grocery store raced through her mind.

“Thank you. We have really
appreciated your help these past few weeks.”

“I’ve been happy to help.”
Filling in the temporary vacancies had been written into the job
description, which is why she worked every conceivable shift at the
moment, bar night shift. But then there might be rules to prevent
that. She did have to sleep and since she had three jobs, it made
sense they had to give her a few hours off.

“When does your day job
conclude?”

“I don’t believe it’s
definite.”

“Ah, one of those vague
dates this clinic prefers.”

“Yes.” Oh good, they must be noncommittal
with every temporary new hire.

“We are very grateful for
your willingness to fill in until our associate could leave her
current position.”

It would have been nice if she’d been
considered for said job. But then Sara wasn’t interested in evening
work. Except maybe she shouldn’t be so picky. An evening job had to
be better than no job.

A woman hustled through the doors,
cradling a sobbing child in her arms. Sara and Dr. Tilling jumped
to attend to him and Sara perused the steady number of patients
waiting their turn, all of them in need of a physician’s
care.

Sara sighed as she read the chart of
her next patient and then tapped on the door and entered. The kids
all swam together in an endless wave of faces as she saw one after
the other, going through the motions.

Not her finest quality care at the
moment, but then she was good at what she did, and none were
shortchanged.

During a lull between appointments she
grabbed another cup of coffee and fantasized about supper. The
clock read eight-thirty, and she still had three more patients to
see. With the next patient practicing impressive vocals, she
scanned the next chart, tapped the next door, and greeted the next
patient.

 


“Thank you so much, Sara.”
One of the nurses she had gotten to know exclaimed with an
exuberant hug when the shift finally ended.

“We’re going to miss you,”
another one murmured as she also hugged her.

Someone handed her a knife to cut a
goodbye cake. Her stomach growled longingly, so she didn’t demure.
At least this constituted food.

They had remained busy, so no one had
time to leave for a bathroom break, much less a meal.

After plating the confection, she
handed them around and everyone converged on her, asking questions
about her dismal future.

“No job?” One of the other
doctors displayed dismay. “How is it you haven’t been picked up
yet?”

A great question. One to which she’d
love to know the answer. Much like that annoying question, “When
are you getting married?”

Since she didn’t even have a boyfriend
at the moment, it was challenging to divulge marriage plans. She
herself would love to know the answer.

She explained, around what she hoped
were ladylike bites of moist cake, about the budget drivel she’d
been fed. Several of the older staff nodded knowingly. “This is
common. The administration believes they can work everyone else
harder.”

Everyone was tired, so they all left
soon after, and she chatted with several of the staff members her
age as they exited to the parking lot. A few converged on her for
more hugs as they saw her to her car. She waved goodbye, her heart
a little heavy. It would be wonderful to be able to work with them
again someday.

Since there wasn’t much she could do
about the situation, Sara pointed her car toward home. She had food
in her fridge, and a comfy bed in her apartment and she intended to
acquaint herself with both tonight.

She drove a little faster than usual,
because it felt like someone hung on her bumper, even though she
didn’t notice anyone behind her. At least no more than usual.
Several of the staff had pulled out behind her but turned off when
they should.

Her hands shook. Due to the sugar rush
from the cake on an empty stomach, right? She hadn’t eaten much
today, typical for the most junior doctor. By the time someone
remembered to send her to lunch, patients overwhelmed the waiting
room again.

She was used to it.

Still, she pressed the accelerator a
little harder.

 


 “You were driving fast.”
Clay tried to keep his tone modulated, but some accusation crept
in.

Sara shrugged as she gathered up her
huge bag and slid out of her car. He noted she was careful to lock
it.

She looked him over. “You don’t live
here.”

“No.” He didn’t
elaborate.

Sara’s chest swelled. “Then why are
you here?” She punctuated each word.

“A crazy man is stalking
you.” And you’re in
denial.

A long hiss escaped her. “You keep
saying that.” She hitched her bag onto her shoulder and lead the
way into her apartment building.

“I’m sure of
it.”

He didn’t catch what she muttered
under her breath, but that might be just as well. He hid a faint
smile, even though the situation lacked humor.

She hit the stairs at a brisk pace and
he followed.

When they reached her floor, she
shoved the landing door open and trailed down the hall. Sara had
ceased muttering but she kept darting glances at him from the
corner of her eye.

With a quick twist of her wrist, she
unlocked the door and entered her space. She dropped everything
into a puddle on the table inside the door, kicked off her shoes,
and headed for the kitchen.

He hung his jacket on one of the hooks
right inside the door and studiously tried to ignore the mess she
left in her wake. Instead he toed off his shoes and followed her.
She checked out the fridge, opening a few containers and then must
have made a selection because she popped a container into the
microwave.

“You haven’t eaten supper
yet?”

“No.” She shut the fridge
and opened a cupboard where she selected a plate, then slanted a
glance at him. “Did you eat?”

“Yes, hours
ago.”

“That’s because you only
have one job,” she grumbled. “What about a drink?”

“I’ll have some
tea.”

Sara took down two tall glasses and
poured the iced tea she found in the fridge. The beverage probably
came from Ainsley, so it was bound to be delicious. She handed him
one of the glasses and took a healthy swallow from hers. After
selecting silverware she also collected a hot pad and when the
microwave dinged, removed her meal.

He followed her into the living area
where she sat at her tiny table, gave thanks, and then tore into
the meal.

“When do your multiple
jobs end?”

She wiped her mouth. “One of them did
tonight, thankfully.”

“Only one?”

“My end date with Leo is
vague, so I have no idea about it. The weekend job is until
whomever they hired starts. Tonight was my last night on evening
shift. The woman they hired starts tomorrow evening.”

Plenty of relief infused her voice as
she made the food on her plate disappear.

“No lunch?”

“No. I had breakfast,
thanks to Ainsley, but they always forget to send me to
lunch.”

His mouth tightened as he yanked out
his phone.

“What are you
doing?”

“I can take care of
that.”

Clay didn’t look up but she stopped
eating to peer at him. “What are you talking about?”

He pulled up Leo’s name and hit the
call button. Texting would work, but he also wanted to see how the
day had gone, so might as well have a quick
conversation.

“What do you want?” Leo
asked.

“I’m sitting here with
Sara. She hasn’t eaten since breakfast.”

“What?”

“Apparently you forget to
send your help to meals.”

Leo bit off something and Clay
pictured him shoving his hand through his hair. “She’s supposed to
go around one, and that’s when it got extra busy today.”

“Yeah. I have a
suggestion.”

Leo snorted. “I’m sure you
do.”

“Send her before you
go.”

“I forgot all about
sending her to eat.” There was a pause. “Why didn’t she eat as soon
as she got home.”

“She did. She just got
home now.”

“Why is she getting home
so late? We were done by five.”

“She had to work the
evening shift.”

“What?” Leo’s exclamation
hurt his ear. “Put her on.”

Clay handed the phone to Sara. Her
plate now cleared, she sat back in her chair and watched him as she
took sips of her tea.

Her eyebrows rose when he handed her
the phone.

“This is Sara.” Even her
voice was beautiful. “Yes, I work with you during the day, with Dr.
Tilling in the evening, and then with Dr. Bruster on the
weekends.”

Leo’s voice came fast on the other
end, but Clay couldn’t make out what his cousin said.

“My contract states that I
have to fill in for all temporary vacancies. There were two, in
addition to yours. So far they haven’t called me in during the
night.” Sara’s voice went taut.

“I don’t think they can,
even if there’s a need.” She stopped talking to apparently listen
to whatever Leo said. “The Central Derry Clinic is one of the
finest hospitals and physician centers in the country. It’s
supposed to virtually guarantee a job. That’s not been the case for
me.” She sounded grim.

“Everyone who applies
understands they’ll work hard, and I have. But again, it’s usually
worth it because there’s a job waiting at the end.”

More animated, but indistinguishable,
words from Leo.

“No, I’ve never had
evenings or weekends off since I started here.”

Clay winced. Sara had been working
brutal hours. No wonder she’d lost weight. And it’s not like her
work was mindless. Far from it. This might explain why she remained
in denial about her stalker. She simply didn’t have the energy to
think about him.

“I was told budgetary cuts
have made it so they can’t offer me a permanent position.” She
listened to whatever Leo said. “When have I had time to apply for
another job?

“Yes, so essentially I’ve
been abused and there is no reward in sight for my hard work.” She
rubbed her forehead.

“I finished with the
evening hours tonight. Dr. Tilling said the candidate they hired
starts tomorrow. So I won’t have to report there after I finish
with you.”

She tucked a hank of hair into her
bun. Her hair had loosened and enticing curls framed her face. They
must be tickling because she kept brushing them away.

“As far as I know the
weekend shifts are still a go.” Sara held Clay’s phone between her
shoulder and cheek and yanked out a bobby pin. Then pulling several
strands taut, she jammed the pin back into the bun to snag
them.

“I agreed to this, Leo.”

Another spiel from Leo.

She grasped the phone again and her
shoulder straightened. Lines of weariness etched her face. He
hadn’t noticed those before, but he should have. He’d been
blindsided by the fact that his little sister’s best friend was all
grown up.

And so overwhelmed she
doesn’t have time to think about a potential threat, much less have
energy to pursue a relationship, a sage
voice piped up in the back of his mind.

“Look, not having to work
evenings is going to be wonderful. And the weekend shifts tend to
be less than eight hours, so I have a little time then.”

“No, I don’t see Ainsley
very often. Yes, I do laundry. Usually one evening on the weekend.
Ainsley has taken over grocery shopping and cooking for me.” Sara’s
cheeks flushed. She mumbled something else he didn’t catch but Leo
must have.

“It is brutal. But I do
sleep. And I eat whenever you all remember to send me to lunch.”
The color in her cheeks deepened. “I’m the newest doctor, so I
expect to do the grunt work.”

She leaned forward and this was enough
for him to hear Leo. Even Sara couldn’t mistake Leo’s answer.
“You’re a doctor. You should know how to take care of yourself. Why
haven’t you said anything about your schedule? I assumed you went
home like the rest of us.”

Sara’s face blanked. “Why would I say
something? This is typical for someone in my position.”

“Sara, your hours are not
typical,” Leo argued. Then he fell silent, so Katy must have
intervened. Probably a good thing. “Okay, it’s not typical for
pediatricians. At least none I’ve known.”

“I was told this is
common.”

“Not for us. I’ll be
making a formal complaint tomorrow, and you better believe your
schedule is about to change. This is ridiculous.”

Leo’s voice reverberated with
power.

Sara took the phone from her ear and
glanced at it. “Thank you.”

She handed the phone back to him and
scooped up her plate. Clay guessed she had reached the end of her
endurance.

He accepted the phone and tucked it
against his ear. “She gave me the phone again.”

“How does she
look?”

Since Sara disappeared into the
kitchen, he went with honest. “Like she’s had enough.”

“I don’t understand this
at all.”

“So it’s not
normal?”

“Not for Central Derry,
no. Katy said her Fellowship was brutal, but she’s a trauma
surgeon, so they expect that. Pediatrics mean regular hours on the
whole.”

“Once you look into this,
let me know.”

“What are you thinking?”
Leo’s voice cracked over the line.

“Wright doesn’t have the
power to pull this type of thing. But someone does.”

“I can’t think who would
pull strings to this extent.”
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