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Dear Reader,
You are about to enjoy some of our most extraordinary romantic fiction in a new series called Novels of Love & Hope, written by two of Arabesque’s best-loved authors. In this series—which includes For All We Know by Sandra Kitt and What Matters Most by Gwynne Forster—great romance combines with heartwarming, compelling stories that help raise awareness about health issues that affect our community. In partnering with St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital for this series, we hope to enlighten as well as provide insight into the research and medicine practiced at this preeminent research facility.
The first book in the series, For All We Know, tells the heartfelt story of two people whose love is tested as they care for an HIV-infected teenager. The next novel, What Matters Most, is a story of romance that defies family tradition and reveals what it truly means to be committed to improving health care for the poor. Both books offer messages of love and hope in the face of tremendous struggles. Indeed, Arabesque is proud to be a part of this campaign launched by St. Jude, and we trust that it will spark interest and awareness among our readers.
All the best,
Evette Porter
Editor
Arabesque/Kimani Press
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Chapter 1

Michaela Landry gripped the steering wheel of the Camry and frowned as she looked out the windshield and tried to read the road signs. Nothing looked familiar. She couldn’t find any of the landmarks her godmother had described to help her find her way back from the Memphis International Airport. Was she even going in the right direction?
She sucked her teeth, annoyed with her own ignorance, and blaming Memphis for having streets not being laid out in a more logical way.
She found herself crossing a street called Flicker. She’d seen that before…but then she made a turn. Wrong move. Michaela had no idea where she was.
Just then her cell phone, which she’d placed on top of her purse on the passenger seat, began to trill a musical ring tone. She reached over and pressed the speakerphone button.
“Hello?”
“Where are you?”
Michaela exhaled in relief when she recognized her godmother’s voice.
“I’m on my way back to the house, Aunt Alice,” she answered as if she knew what she was doing.
Alice Underwood laughed. “Girl, you are lost. Admit it. You should have been back to the house a half hour ago. Ben and I don’t live but twenty minutes from the airport. I’ve been calling the house and getting no answer. You had us worried. What happened?”
Michaela squinted as she passed another unknown street name and confessed that she didn’t know where she was. She described her location. Guiding her by phone, her godmother got her pointed in the right direction.
“I would have figured it out,” Michaela said defensively. Already she was seeing businesses and buildings she recognized.
“Yeah, but by then you would have been in Mississippi.” Alice chuckled.
“Is your flight delayed?”
“No. As a matter of fact they just announced we’ll be boarding in a few minutes. I just want to make sure you’ll be okay by yourself. Call me if you need information…or if you get lost again.”
“I don’t plan on having to call you for anything. This is a special trip for you and Ben.”
She was feeling confident as she drove along the avenue that would lead back to her godparents’ home in the neighborhood known as Chickasaw Gardens. The wide avenues were clean and orderly, bordered on either side by the occasional high brick wall, or formal entrances indicating gated communities. The trees were tall and leafy and very old, forming an arbor overhead. They shaded the road, with sunlight dappling through the branches.
“You’re too proud and stubborn for your own good. Men don’t like that in a woman, you know.”
“I’m not interested in any man who can’t let me be who I am.”
Michaela couldn’t help responding to her godmother’s reference to her tendency to square off with the opposite sex, and not back down when she felt she was right about something. According to Alice Underwood, that’s what had contributed to her persistent single state.
“Anyway, how do you know I wasn’t driving around exploring, and getting better acquainted with the University District?”
“Umph. ’Cause you can’t fool me. You city folk think you know everything. I remember when you and your sister used to come to stay with us when you were kids, how you’d carry on about the bugs and the heat and the strange sounds at night. You weren’t curious. You were scared.”
“I loved coming to see you.” Michaela smiled at the memory, making the last turn on the approach to her godparents’ home. “I wanted to live in your house forever.”
“Well, now’s your chance to find out if you’d really like living in a small city in the South. Memphis isn’t like D.C.”
“That’s why I accepted your invitation to stay by myself while you and Uncle Ben are away on your second honeymoon. I needed a break.”
Alice laughed, her voice laced with skepticism. “All right now. We’ll see. I told Jefferson to keep an eye on you.”
“Your neighbor? I don’t believe he even exists. You keep talking about him, but I haven’t seen him since I got here. I don’t need a babysitter, Aunt Alice. I have Lady for company.”
“That fool cat don’t like nobody but Ben. She turns up her nose at me.”
“If she’s not nice to me she won’t eat.”
Alice Underwood laughed merrily. “Honey, if there’s a showdown I’m still betting on Lady to come out ahead. She’s got eight more lives than you have.”
“Oh, I’m here, Aunt Alice! I just turned into the gate.”
“Good. I have to go myself. Ben is signaling me to get off the phone and get in line for boarding.”
“Have a wonderful time in Paris. What a romantic place to spend your anniversary.”
“Thank you, dear. You enjoy yourself, too.”
Michaela finished the call. She pressed the remote, clipped to the sun visor, to open the electronic garage door. When she drove in, the front right side of the car hit something and pushed it along the cement floor. She turned off the engine she got out to investigate. She found a recycled shipping carton in front of the bumper. It was partially filled with articles of clothing, and she guessed that Ben had apparently forgotten to move it when he loaded the luggage into the car earlier. Michaela put it aside, not sure if the clothing were rags, Ben’s working-around-the-house clothes, or things to be given to charity.
She closed the garage door and headed to the back door of the house that would let her into the kitchen. There was no question that it felt eerie to be there by herself. She could hear the ticking of the wall clock over the kitchen door, the refrigerator motor, a bird outside in one of the trees. There was a soft ca-thump from the laundry room and Lady, the Underwoods’ aging, fat, long-haired cat, came sauntering in from one of her favorite sleeping places on top of the clothing dryer. Lady looked up at Michaela with her wide, gray eyes, meowed tentatively and strolled past her and into the living room.
“It’s you and me, babe,” Michaela murmured.
Suddenly she started. She heard a hard scraping sound that seemed to be coming from the backyard. Michaela turned around to lean over the sink and peered out the window. She could see almost the entire yard, but it was empty and still. Just visible was an edge of the flagstone patio and a lounge chair. She frowned at it, sure that the day before the chair had been in a different place. Or had it?
She started again. This time it was because of the front doorbell. She hurried to find out who was there, chastising herself for letting her imagination get the better of her. There was no peephole, such as she had on her apartment door in the building where she lived in D.C. Weren’t folks here worried about being bludgeoned to death by a stranger they couldn’t see?
Michaela opened the door.
Standing before her was a tall, broad-shouldered man with medium-brown skin. He was clean-shaven, but wore wireless rimmed glasses that seemed almost invisible on his chiseled, square face. He was dressed in summer business attire: brown slacks, a white short-sleeved shirt and a smart but conservative tie.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
He inclined his head toward her, askance. “Good afternoon. Are you Michaela? I’m Jefferson McNeill. I live three houses that way.” He pointed with a sideward nod of his head.
She quickly gathered her wits. Aunt Alice had neglected to mention that Jefferson McNeill was a good-looking man with an erect, sturdy build. To Michaela he had the demeanor and presence of, perhaps, a lawyer, or college professor…someone who looked like he’d played varsity football. The woman in her did a quick mental survey of her own appearance and decided that what Mr. McNeill was seeing should be equally appealing. She smiled pleasantly at him.
“Yes, I’m Michaela. My godparents mentioned you.” She decided against offering Mr. McNeill her hand. That seemed too businesslike and formal. “Would you like to come in?”
“Just for a quick minute, if I’m not interrupting,” he responded, stepping past her into the house. “I wanted to officially welcome you to Chickasaw Gardens. I’m going to pretend that you just moved here and don’t know anyone.”
“Well, that’s kind of true, especially with my godparents gone.”
“Did they get off okay this morning? Ben’s not big on the travel part. He just wants to be there.”
“I know what you mean,” she said, leading him into the living room. The kitchen seemed too cozy, and the backyard too informal. She didn’t know anything about Mr. McNeill, yet. “Aunt Alice called a few minutes ago. They were about to board the plane. I just got back from taking them to the airport.”
Jefferson pursed his lips and looked at his watch. “I was kind of keeping a lookout for you. I thought you’d be back here an hour ago.”
Michaela indicated the sofa where he was to sit, while she sat in her godmother’s favorite easy chair, curling her long, thin body comfortably.
She watched as Lady suddenly appeared and walked over to check out the visitor. The cat sprang onto the arm support of the sofa, nearest Jefferson. He reached out to stroke the cat’s head, but she sniffed at his hand for a moment before gracefully retreating and jumping to the floor and sashaying away.
“I made a few stops,” she fibbed smoothly as Jefferson turned his attention to her.
He stared right at her. “You got lost.”
She couldn’t help but laugh at his unexpected conclusion. “I’m never going to live that down, I see.”
“I don’t mean to put you on the spot, and there’s nothing wrong with getting lost. You learn from mistakes. That’s what I tell my girls.”
“Yes, you have twins, right?”
“Kimika and Kyla. They’re thirteen. They’re looking forward to meeting you ever since Alice mentioned that you work at Howard University in D.C.,” he said.
“Any particular reason that impressed them?” Michaela asked him.
“Their mother, my late wife, went to Howard.”
“Oh…” she murmured awkwardly.
“I came over to introduce myself. Since this is your first night alone I also thought you’d like to join me, and the girls, for dinner. Nothing fancy, but we’d love to have you.”
“That’s very nice of you,” Michaela said, automatically searching for a reason to say no.
“Your eyes are an unusual color,” he suddenly observed. “Like ginger beer.”
“If that was a compliment, thank you.”
“I’m sure you’ve heard that before.”
Michaela merely smiled politely.
She wasn’t ready for this kind of socialization yet, and she had a feeling that Aunt Alice had put Jefferson up to the invitation. She also wouldn’t put it past her godmother to try and play matchmaker. Michaela had no idea what Alice Underwood might have told Jefferson McNeill about her…and her other reason for getting out of D.C.…but she’d already been given a rundown on Jefferson and knew he’d been a widower for some five years. But Michaela wasn’t having it. Meeting an eligible bachelor was not why she’d come to Memphis.
Besides, she wasn’t all that sure that the invitation was sincere. He was saying all the right things, but something was missing. To Michaela it seemed like Jefferson was assessing her with a cool detachment, rather than real interest. He adjusted his rimless glasses, staring at her again.
“Come over about six. We’ll have time to get acquainted before we sit down to eat.”
“Thank you, but I was thinking of going over to the university tonight for a performance I read about. Would it be okay if I called and let you know in the next hour, after I check to see if tickets are still available?”
“Yes, ma’am, that’s fine. You’d be welcome anytime.”
Jefferson then told her how it had come about that he was able to find a house and move into Chickasaw Gardens. His boasting reminded Michaela of the way her colleagues and friends in D.C. talked about the “good” neighborhoods they lived in, like Prince George’s County in Maryland, as if establishing their pedigree. But Jefferson also admitted that her godparents had been warm and helpful and among the first of his neighbors to welcome him and his daughters to the historic community.
In a way, he was returning the gesture.
“Are you okay here alone?”
“Everyone keeps asking me that. I’m not afraid of the dark and I don’t believe in ghosts,” Michaela assured him. “Aunt Alice left me a long list of names and numbers, just in case. Yours is on it.”
“Good enough. Don’t hesitate to use it.” He stood to leave. “I have to get back. I’m dropping the girls off for music lessons after lunch, and I need to head back to my office for a few more hours.”
“Thank you so much for coming over,” Michaela said, escorting him back to the door. “I’ll call you about dinner.”
“If you decide not to come tonight we’ll do dinner some other time. Ben and Alice said you’re planning on being here most of the summer.”
“That was my original idea, but it depends.”
Jefferson stepped outside the door she held open, and turned to regard her. “Stick it out. Memphis is a big small city. We’re in transition, but there’re a lot of good people here.”
Michaela watched Jefferson walk away before closing the door. His visit and invitation was an unexpected surprise, and she felt ambivalent about it. She’d been looking forward to housesitting for her godparents while they were away, and having the space and time to concentrate on whatever she wanted to do…or on nothing at all.
She needed space between herself, D.C., the demands of her job and Spencer…especially since turning down his proposal of marriage. Her own family and friends were still wondering if she’d lost her mind. By escaping to Memphis she’d forestalled having to explain her decision, which was a good thing since Michaela knew she didn’t have what could be called a logical reason. She’d said no to her boyfriend of two years based solely on gut instincts.
She headed for the kitchen, searching for the local newspaper where she’d seen the ad for the university program. According to the published schedule it wasn’t until the next night. Michaela realized that the day stretched long before her and she really had no hard, fast plans for the afternoon or evening…today, or any other day. But there was a personal project she hoped to make some progress with, and now was as good a time as any to review it.
She retrieved a cardboard manuscript box from the room she was using during her stay. On the kitchen island counter she spread out the contents, a pile of aged and wrinkled scraps of paper, old index cards and a number of letters. All contained handwritten recipes that had been shared and used by her family for as long as she could remember. According to her mother they dated as far back as her paternal great-great-grandmother. The cooking instructions were fading and becoming hard to read, and sometimes made for guesswork. She’d taken it upon herself to organize the recipes into categories, and then enter them in a Word document file on her laptop. She had a vague idea that maybe one day she’d self-publish the collection of recipes for distribution to all her relatives.
Michaela quickly became absorbed in the preliminary task of sorting. There was no sound around her except for that infernal ticking kitchen clock. The house was otherwise as silent as a tomb. The imagery made her uneasy. Lady eventually joined her, jumping onto the counter to stretch herself out, mostly on Michaela’s sorted papers. She was glad for the cat’s company, but she still felt oddly isolated, as if she had no connection to the world. She had a sudden sober revelation of just how long the summer days stretched out before her.
Then she heard that noise again. It was a sound that she couldn’t identify and that made her jump in fright. She looked out the window once more, but the spacious backyard was empty and the garage door was down.
Was she being too skittish? Overreacting? Hearing things?
Michaela looked at the time. It was a little after one o’clock. Almost an hour had passed since Jefferson McNeill’s visit.
She reached for the phone and called him to accept his invitation to dinner.

“Are you sure I can’t do something to help?” Michaela asked for the sixth or seventh time.
“No, ma’am. You’re company,” the twin named Kyla said seriously with a shake of her head.
“Daddy said that we’re not supposed to make company work or sing for their supper,” giggled the other twin, Kimika.
Michaela had no choice but to accept the rules of the house after making her offer. The twins worked efficiently together, going in and out of the house with leftover food and dishes. Michaela studied Jefferson as he finished scraping and cleaning the outdoor grill with a stiff wire brush.
He seemed an easygoing father, but it was clear that there were rules and the girls had their part to play in maintaining the harmony of the household. Michaela had learned during the evening that Jefferson was the owner-operator of a cleaning service franchise that was doing so well he was about to open a second facility. The girls were in private school, but he had an extended family support system in place that contributed to helping him with their care.
The twins were identical, favoring their father in complexion and features, but already showing signs of eventually becoming very attractive young women. For now they both wore braces, and suffered from the same allergies. Michaela was surprised when she’d arrived at the McNeill house to find the girls dressed exactly the same, their hair cornrowed into identical ponytails, neat and easy to manage. She wasn’t sure if their appearance was a deliberate attempt to confuse her, but Michaela quickly learned to tell them apart. Kyla was quiet and thoughtful. Kimika was chatty and outgoing.
Neither Jefferson nor the girls shied away from talking of their mother, who’d died of breast cancer. But neither had they placed her on a pedestal, their memories of her skewered by adoration and loss. Watching him, Michaela considered that he seemed like a man who was no longer in mourning. But she also didn’t get a sense of a man who was on the lookout for a second wife.
“Thank you for inviting me over.” Michaela smiled at Jefferson, as he joined her after rolling away the grill.
“Glad to have you. Hope everything was to your liking. Did you have enough to eat?”
“Probably too much,” she responded, not wanting to add that the meal was far richer than what she was used to eating.
“Daddy, can Michaela come for dinner again tomorrow?” Kyla asked as she returned to the yard.
“We’re having chicken-and-rice casserole,” Kimika added, wiping the surface of the table with a damp sponge.
“That’s sweet of you, but I have plans for tomorrow,” Michaela answered.
Jefferson gave the grill utensils to Kyla to take to the kitchen, and he asked Kimika to put the garbage out.
“You both know better than that. You mean to ask, can Miss Landry come again.”
“It’s okay, Jefferson. Please, let them call me Michaela. I don’t mind at all.” She turned to the girls. “Next time you should all come and have dinner with me.”
“Can you cook?” Kimika asked brightly.
Michaela laughed. “Probably not as good as you two, but I have some great family recipes.”
Jefferson didn’t respond directly to her invitation, although his daughters seemed to really like the idea. However, when he asked if she’d like to watch a DVD with them, before the girls went to bed, Michaela decided it was time to leave.
“I’m going to walk Michaela back to the Underwood house,” he announced through the kitchen door to his daughters. “Lock the door until I get back. I won’t be long.”
Both girls quickly appeared on cue to say good-night.
Jefferson and Michaela walked through a wrought-iron gate to a semicircular brick path bordering his property that led to the front of the house.
It was a beautiful night, the air warm and sultry as the two of them walked. There was no one else around.
“The girls seem to like you,” Jefferson suddenly murmured.
Michaela pursed her lips, staring at the length of their shadows as they passed a streetlamp. “I like them. They’re lively and bright. I enjoyed hearing about their summer plans, and their friends, and what they want for their August birthday, and how they’re looking forward to going to visit cousins in Florida next week…”
“They told you all that?” Jefferson asked, sounding shocked as they reached the Underwood house. “I can barely get them to tell me what they’re thinking sometimes.”
“Telling me was like gossiping and sharing secrets. It’s what girls do.”
“Mind if I asked what?”
They stopped in front of the door and Michaela faced him.
“Sorry. That would mean giving up trade secrets,” she teased, but could see that Jefferson didn’t share her sense of humor. “I can promise you it’s nothing you have to worry about, Jefferson. Your daughters are getting to the age when they’re starting to feel very girlie. They love fashion, for example…like my sandals.” She lifted a foot in the air and rotated it at the ankle.
“I’m more concerned that they keep up with their schoolwork, do their chores. Listen in church. There’ll be time for those other things when they’re in high school.”
Michaela didn’t respond right away. It seemed to her that he was missing the point. Then again, it wasn’t as if she had raised any kids of her own.
“I can share one thing with you. As parents go, your girls seem to think you’re a great daddy.”
Jefferson seemed surprised by that, and chuckled silently. “I just want to make sure I’m raising them the right way.”
Again Michaela refrained from commenting. What was the right way?
“Thanks for walking me back, and thanks again for a nice evening. I enjoyed myself.”
“We’ll do it again. I’m around if you need anything,” Jefferson offered. “Good night.”
Michaela frowned at his retreating back, a little thrown by Jefferson’s sudden abrupt formality. But she was also relieved that he’d maintained appropriate boundaries. After all, the evening had not been a date.
If the house had seemed too quiet earlier in the day, it was even worse now that it was late evening. Michaela tried watching the flat-screen TV in the family room, but had never been much of a TV watcher. She tried reading, but every little sound distracted her. Finally she showered and prepared for bed, checking the doors to make sure they were locked before climbing the stairs to her room. Lady, who generally ignored her presence, came silently into the room, jumped on the bed and settled herself right in the middle. Lady was there when she fell asleep, and it was Lady who meowed sometime later to wake her up. Her eyes flew open in the pitch-black room at the heavy thud of something falling.
After about a minute, something else crashed. Lady jumped from the bed and left the room. Michaela also got out of bed to follow her, making her way carefully in the dark. In the kitchen she found the cat sitting on the counter next to the sink and staring out into the black night. Michaela thought better of turning on a light.
She searched for the wall phone and began to dial 911. But she changed her mind and hung up. Uncle Ben said that raccoons or possums sometimes came at night to get into the garbage. She would be laughed at if that’s all the police found. On the other hand, if it was something else, like someone trying to break in…
She dialed Jefferson’s, not hesitating just because it was a little after two in the morning.
“Hello,” a groggy voice answered.
“Jefferson, it’s Michaela,” she said urgently, keeping her voice low. “I’m so sorry to awaken you but…I hear noises outside the house, and…”
“I’ll be right over.”
The line went dead.
She quickly pulled on a pair of lightweight linen pants, stuffing the tail of her nightshirt inside. Then she hurried to wait by the front door in her bare feet, hugging herself against the chill of fear. There was a light knock on the door and Michaela opened it without even checking to make sure it was Jefferson.
He stepped in holding a flashlight. Michaela pointed to the kitchen.
“Something’s in the yard.”
“Stay here,” he ordered, leaving her.
No way.
She hurried after him. He was leaning over the sink peering into the yard. It was impossible to see anything.
Jefferson unlocked the door and opened it a crack. “I’m going to check out the yard and the garage,” he whispered, stepping into the night. He began walking the perimeter, searching out all the bushes and under-growth along the base of the fence.
“There’s an opening right here,” he told her.
Standing across the yard from Jefferson, Michaela heard the breaking and snapping of dry wood.
“The wood is pretty rotted right here. Looks like someone or something’s been using this spot to get in and out of the yard.” He continued around the fence until he reached the outside wall of the garage. “Over here there’s a vent, but it’s hanging loose. It’s a big enough space to crawl through. I’m going inside to check it out…”
“Wait!” Michaela hissed urgently, but already Jefferson had disappeared. She wasn’t about to go in that way. She pressed the remote button mounted next to the garage door. It rattled noisily as it opened.
Jefferson had located one of Ben’s high-beam emergency flashlights and turned it on, panning it around the space.
Michaela crept forward on bare feet. She reached Jefferson and stood staring at the scene he’d found. If she’d come across it alone in the day she might not even have noticed or thought it unusual that an old tarp was folded on the floor in a corner, an old moth-eaten blanket on top. What looked to serve as a pillow had been fashioned out of an unopened bag of cat food. There were several opened and emptied cans of tuna fish, condensed soup and a tin of half-eaten mixed nuts. It was evidence that not only had someone gotten into the garage, but that they’d been camping out there, disappearing during the day and quietly returning at night. Jefferson bent to examine a liquid spilled on the floor.
“Looks like windshield-wiper liquid,” Michaela whispered behind him.
“I think so. Probably knocked over accidentally, and the top wasn’t screwed on tight.”
“Yeah, but who knocked it over?”
He flashed the light along the floorboards, into corners, behind stacked boxes and under a table saw. There was a wall unit of open shelves organized with gardening equipment. Jefferson suddenly stopped, aiming his light on the floor beneath the bottom shelf. He held the light in front of him with his left hand, and pulled something out of his pants pocket. Michaela made a sound of surprise when his arm rose up and he pointed his hand straight out. He was holding a small automatic pistol.
“Come on out,” he ordered.
Nothing happened. Then, Michaela heard a clicking as he flipped the safety catch. She gasped.
“Don’t shoot. I didn’t steal nothin’.”
The voice was male, young, defiant rather than scared.
“Let me see both your hands, now.”
“Okay, okay.” A pair of skinny brown arms and hands appeared from below the last shelf. “Don’t shoot.”
“Jefferson…” Michaela didn’t realize the tone of her voice was shocked. “He’s just a boy. Please put the gun down.”
“He could have a weapon.”
“Only a pocketknife. I wasn’t going to hurt nobody with it.”
Michaela frowned. “He sounds funny.”
“Come on out,” Jefferson ordered. “Move slowly and keep your hands so I can see them.”
“Don’t shoot me.”
“You don’t need the gun,” Michaela said again, still stunned that he’d brought one to the house.
She watched as a boy emerged from the space on the floor. He was very thin and not very tall, but she couldn’t believe that he’d managed to squeeze himself into such a tight space. He kept his gaze down, refusing to look directly at them. Jefferson finally put the gun away and told the boy to turn around. He did so, but didn’t seem steady, shuffling his feet along the cement floor and swaying. She could hear him drawing up his nose as if it was runny because he had a cold.
Jefferson patted the boy down to make sure he didn’t have a weapon, and then made him turn around again.
“Boy, don’t you know you could’ve been shot? You’re trespassing. What are you doing here?”
“Sleepin’,” he muttered.
“Sleeping?” Jefferson repeated, skeptical. “Why here?”
The boy shrugged. “’Cause it’s nice.”
Then, Michaela was caught off guard when the youngster wavered and suddenly dropped to one knee. She inadvertently took a step toward him. Jefferson grabbed her arm and held her back.
“What’s the matter with you?” Jefferson continued to quiz him.
“I don’t know. I don’t feel so good.”
“Jefferson, this boy is not dangerous.”
“That’s for the police to figure out. Why don’t you go inside and call them.”
“Can I lay down?”
Without waiting for permission, and before Jefferson could say anything, the boy rolled completely to the floor on his back with his hands pressed hard over his ears. He moaned as if he was in pain. Then he shifted position and turned onto his side, curling completely in a fetal position.
Michaela stared at him, deeply concerned.
“I think he’s high on drugs,” Jefferson said.
She shook her head. “No. No, he’s not on drugs. Look at him. Something’s really wrong.”
“Then call the police…”
“I’m not calling the police. I want to get him to the nearest hospital. This boy is not a threat to us. He’s not going to attack us. Look at him. He can’t even stand up.”
“It’s none of our business…”
“Are you going to help me or not? I’ll take him myself, if I have to.”
He frowned at her. “I don’t think you should get involved. What do you know about him?”
“I know he’s alone. Heaven knows how long he’s been sneaking in here for shelter. I know he’s sick, and he needs medical attention. I don’t need to know any more than that.”
They squared off, and Michaela refused to back down under the scowling disapproval in Jefferson’s stare.
“I’ll go get my car,” he muttered, walking around the side of the house to head back toward his own home.
Michaela knelt down beside the boy. His breathing seemed labored. She wasn’t sure he was conscious.
“What’s your name?” she asked, but got no answer. She cautiously laid her hand against his face. His skin was clammy and cold.


Chapter 2

Michaela stood staring after the gurney as it was wheeled away with the ailing boy. He was accompanied by only one nurse to a triage room. But it had taken nearly an hour to convince the hospital staff to see the unknown boy at all. Conscious but lethargic upon arrival, he refused to give his name or an address to the interviewing nurse. He wouldn’t even confirm how old he was and seemed to know nothing of his medical history. He wouldn’t say much of anything, appearing not particularly interested in the fact that she was only trying to make sure he got attention. Complicating matters was the fact that she wasn’t a relative, or even a legal guardian.
It was only when she seriously asked what would happen if the boy suddenly died while waiting in their emergency room, that the nursing staff relented, and agreed to do a preliminary exam.
Jefferson, after initially making his disapproval known and still campaigning for calling the authorities, had given in to letting Michaela do what she thought was best. It was very simple, she’d explained: to get the boy proper medical attention, not have him arrested. What good would that do?
“Well, you got what you wanted,” he said.
“I had to bully and embarrass them. It shouldn’t have come to that. He’s sick and he needs help. They’re supposed to help sick people. What part of being sick don’t they understand?”
“You know it’s not that simple. Bottom line, someone has to pay for his care.”
“He’s a kid,” she argued. “That shouldn’t even be an issue. Were they really going to just leave him on that gurney all night, or put him out in the street again?”
“Okay, maybe you’re right. You still don’t know anything about him. I don’t want you to think I’m not concerned but I have my own children to watch out for. Right now they’re home alone, while I’m here dealing with a kid who probably has a rap sheet.”
Michaela nodded, contrite. “I know. I’m so sorry. You didn’t have to get involved, but thank you for helping with him.”
Jefferson accepted her apology. “I still think we should have reported the break-in to the police. You have to be careful with a boy like that.”
“And I still think you didn’t have to wave a gun around.”
“I’m licensed to carry a gun because of my business. I’m not going to apologize for doing what I have to do. I’ve been robbed twice, once by a couple of guys no older than he is,” he said. “You asked for my help and that’s what I was trying to do.”
“’Cuse me, miss.”
Michaela turned to the nurse who was walking toward her. She met her halfway.
“How’s he doing?” she asked.
“We don’t know yet. He’s not talking much and we’re doing the best we can. We’re really not supposed to do this without a parent’s permission, but we’ll run some blood tests to see what shows up. The doctors might send him over to St. Jude, depending on the results.”
“St. Jude? How come?”
The night nurse seemed reluctant to answer.
“Poor kids end up having things wrong they and their family don’t even know about. Like TB. St. Jude specializes in childhood illness and cancers. A lot of kids who come here first end up at St. Jude for…certain things,” the nurse said significantly. “But if that chile’ needs treatment, we can’t do anything without somebody who’s responsible for him saying so. He won’t tell us nothing and that just makes it harder to do for him. He’s very suspicious of all of us.”
“Is it okay if I try again?”
The nurse chortled. “Well, you got this far by getting on our case. Knock yourself out. He’s in the last treatment room on the right.” She pointed down the hall before walking away to speak with a colleague.
Michaela turned to Jefferson. “I know you really have to go, but could you give me a few more minutes?”
He glanced at his watch. “I was able to get my sister to drive over and watch the girls while we’re here. I’m going to call her and let her know I’ll be home in half an hour.”
“Thank you,” she voiced sincerely, before rushing off down the hall.
When she parted the curtains in the treatment room, Michaela found the boy lying on his back. He’d been asked to remove his clothing, and he wore a blue hospital gown. He didn’t even look up when she entered, but continued to pick at the edge of a pink Band-Aid that was on the inside of his elbow, covering the area where blood had been drawn.
“Hi,” she said. “How are you feeling?”
He shrugged, but said nothing.
She came to stand next to his bed, looking down at him. His hair was kinky and uncombed, and it needed a good cut. His skinny legs and arms, even his face, was dry and ashen. Sleep residue crusted the corners of his eyes. She guessed that he’d probably not had decent food in a long time. Michaela was troubled by evidence that this boy might be neglected. Had he run away? Or had someone just given up on him?
“The nurses are going to run some tests. They’re trying to figure out how to make you feel better. I told them you’re twelve, but I think you look younger,” she said smoothly.
“I ain’t no twelve,” he said in disgust. “I’m almost fifteen.”
“My mistake. Sorry.” She thought quickly. “I’m Taurus. What’s your sign?”
“I don’t have no sign.”
“Everybody has a sign for the month when you were born. My birthday is May second, so I’m Taurus the bull. There’s a sign for every month. Each sign is represented by stars in the sky.”
“I don’t know nothin’ ’bout stars.” After a moment, he looked at her, curious. “What’s for November?”
“Sagittarius, I think. It depends on the exact day you were born.”
“Twentieth,” he quickly answered, interested.
“I’m pretty sure it’s Sagittarius. I’m Michaela, by the way.”
“I ain’t tellin’ you my name.”
“That’s not fair,” she coaxed.
“Nothin’s fair. That’s the way it is.”
“You know, I could have you arrested. You broke into private property. You were hiding in my godparents’ garage.”
“I didn’t take nothin’. I was sleeping in there at night, that’s all.”
“What were you doing during the daytime?”
“I was out making some money so I could eat.”
“How’d you make money?”
“I find stuff and sell it. I do odd jobs.”
“And you want me to believe you never stole anything to help you get along?”
“Only losers do that. Smith said I was smarter than that, and I can do anything I put my mind to. I was doing okay. It was better than where I was living.”
“You were not doing okay. When I found you, you were wearing my godfather’s old work clothes. You were so sick you couldn’t stand. You couldn’t have gone on like that for long. Where’s your family? You must have people somewhere.”
“I ain’t got nobody.”
“What about Smith? Who is he?”
“He ain’t my family. He’s just…”
“What?”
He didn’t answer for a while. He turned on his side and lay with his open hand pressed between his cheek and the hospital pillow.
“He talks to me, and tells me stuff. He tries to help, but…”
“What do you think Smith would say if he knew you were here?”
“He’d say ‘giving up is not an option.’ He’s always sayin’ stuff like that.”
“Do you like him?”
“Yeah. He’s pretty for real.”
Michaela watched the boy closely. He was falling to sleep.
“Would it be okay if I call him for you? Otherwise, the hospital may have no choice but to turn you over to children’s aid. Or maybe send you to St. Jude.”
“I know that place. I got a friend that has to go there when they real sick.”
“I can call your friend for you. I can come back in the morning, see how you’re doing, if that’s okay.”
“You don’t even know me. Why you care what happens to me?”
She grinned. “What would Smith say?”
He sighed. “‘Give it a chance before you say no.’”
She leaned closer to the boy. “What’s his number?”

Michaela was pushing numbers on her cell phone as she walked back to the nurses’ station. Jefferson was pacing, and she realized that he’d pretty much reached his limit with the whole situation. But she had to use the information she’d managed to get out of the young teenager.
She put the phone to her ear, hoping she remembered the number correctly.
“How’d you make out with that boy?” one of the nurses called out.
Michaela silently gestured for something to write with as her call was answered in the middle of the second ring. One of the nursing staff passed her a scrap of paper and a pen. She hastily scribbled the boy’s age and birthday.
“Yes, this is Smith,” a rich voice answered.
She was so surprised by the unexpected timbre of the voice that she stammered. She held out her note to the nurse.
“Good evening. I mean, good morning. You don’t know me…”
“I’ve been waiting for this call. Is this about Terrance?”
“Terrance?” Michaela repeated blankly. “I…don’t know. I’m calling from the medical center about a young boy. He says he’s almost fifteen…he gave me your name.”
“Yes, yes.” The relief was evident in the deep voice. “That sounds like Eugene Terrance. Goes by the nickname of ET.”
“He won’t tell me his name. But he all but told me you’re just about the only human being he feels he can trust.”
“What happened to him? What’s he doing at the medical center?”
“It’s complicated,” Michaela said helplessly.
“He’s not hurt, is he?”
“No, but he’s sick. The staff here will only do blood tests. They need legal consent to authorize anything else. They mentioned sending him over to St. Jude.”
“I can be there in fifteen minutes. Can you wait for me?”
The request confused her. There was nothing else she could tell this man that he couldn’t learn from the hospital staff, or that he didn’t already know about the boy. And she seriously doubted that Jefferson would agree to hang around any longer.
“Yes, I’ll be here.”
“Who’m I asking for?”
“Michaela. Michaela Landry. You’ll recognize me by my…”
“I’ll find you,” he said confidently before hanging up.
When she got off the phone, the nurses surrounded Michaela, exclaiming over her ability to extract basic information from the boy they were now calling ET. Michaela told them everything she could remember that ET had mentioned that might be of any help to the staff.
“Did you find out if he’s ever been sick before, or if he has any preexisting conditions?”
“Sorry. I couldn’t think of any clever ways of asking those kinds of questions,” Michaela apologized.
“You did great. Maybe this Smith guy knows something more about the boy. Like who his family is and where he lives.”
“We’ll find out when he gets here. He said he was on his way.”
She turned to Jefferson. He looked firm but not totally unsympathetic.
“I really need to get going. It’s after four. The last time I was up this late the twins were teething.”
Michaela looked contrite.
“That was supposed to be funny.”
“I know, but I feel so bad that I’ve kept you out all night. You never wanted to get involved to begin with.”
“Maybe I’ve earned my place in heaven.”
“Maybe,” she said, trying to appreciate Jefferson’s position, but it was impossible for her to forget that he’d held a gun on a helpless fifteen-year-old.
“Well, it seems like they finally have things under control here. We can leave now.”
Michaela didn’t move to follow. She called out after him. “I can’t go yet.”
Jefferson turned, dumbfounded, and more than a little annoyed. “What?”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t. If you want to leave without me, I understand. I want to stay a while longer.”
“There’s no more you can do tonight that won’t wait until tomorrow. If you feel that strongly about what happens to this kid, call in the morning.”
“I won’t be able to sleep anyway.”
“I have to go.”
“I know.”
“I can’t leave you here,” he said, peeved. “How are you getting back to the house?”
“I’ll figure something out.”
“I’ll make sure she gets back home safely.”
Both Michaela and Jefferson turned at the calm voice of a man approaching them from the medical center entrance. He was not quite as tall as Jefferson, but walked with a long stride and graceful ease that reminded her of a predatory animal.
Smith, Michaela told herself.
She felt mesmerized by the dark intense draw of his gaze, and the masculine strength of his face, covered mostly by a close-cut beard. His skin was a touch darker than Jefferson’s, but his face was lean and chiseled in masculine grooves. He very much reminded Michaela of a painting she’d once seen of a Black Moor in white desert robe and turban, but for the fact that the man approaching was dressed in black jeans and T-shirt, a fleece hoodie sweater and heavy biker boots. Under his arm he was carrying a huge helmet, the chin straps swinging loose.
She knew she was staring, even as the man looked beyond her to Jefferson, in the way that men do when they size up one another. This was not the least bit hostile, or challenging. The men were not squaring off or staking out a claim, but even she could detect the respect silently exchanged between them.
The man thrust out his hand to Jefferson, who grasped it for the introduction.
“Cooper Townsend…aka Smith.”
“Jefferson McNeill.”
Cooper Townsend turned his dark gaze to Michaela, holding hers as firmly and effortlessly as if she’d been momentarily hypnotized. A smile curved his well-shaped mouth that she couldn’t begin to interpret, but it struck a nerve and reverberated a response in her chest and stomach. Michaela realized she was almost holding her breath.
“Michaela,” he said simply. “I’m grateful for everything you did tonight.”
“I didn’t do it alone,” she was quick to add. “Jefferson helped.”
“It was the right thing to do,” Jefferson said.
Michaela suspected it was costing him to be magnanimous.
“I’d like to hear what happened exactly but I need to check on the boy and speak with the staff. I meant what I said about getting you back to where you need to be,” he directed to Michaela.
“I don’t think…” Jefferson began.
“I’ll be fine, Jefferson. Go,” Michaela urged him. “I know you have to get home.”
“You’ll excuse me?” Smith quietly interjected into the conversation, but he didn’t wait for their permission. He spoke briefly with someone at the desk and was pointed in the direction of the triage room where ET had been placed. He went striding off, his boots silent on the tile floor.
“I’ll walk you to your car,” Michaela offered, turning her attention to Jefferson. She added a smile to show that she truly understood his priorities, and respected him for that.
They were both silent until they reached his black Esplanade.
“I can see what the summer’s going to be like.”
She frowned at him. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“I have a feeling there’s never going to be another dull moment in Chickasaw Gardens.” He unlocked his SUV, but hesitated getting in the driver’s seat. “I’m not sure about leaving you like this. If Ben and Alice find out…I guess I could have handled things differently…”
“I’ll be fine. I’ll call you tomorrow if you want and let you know how everything works out for the boy.”
“Yes, ma’am, I’m curious. You should also see about getting that fence repaired. I’ll try to find someone for you. And you’re sure you’re okay with this guy bringing you back home?”
“This is his cell phone number.” Michaela recited it to Jefferson. “If you don’t see me within the next three days, there’s a problem.”
He grunted and got into his car.
The goodbye was awkward and quick. Michaela stood and watched as Jefferson drove out of the lot. As she did so, she also realized that the sky was just starting to turn the royal blue that was the prelude to dawn. She turned and retraced her steps back into the waiting area. Smith was nowhere in sight.
One of the nurses, knowing she was looking for him, silently pointed down the corridor and Michaela walked back to find him. As she approached, she thought she heard Smith’s voice, very quiet and very low coming from the room, but there was no answering response from the boy. When she reached the curtain she held it back and looked into the space.
ET was sleeping. Smith’s back was to her and he stood, just as she had, looking down on the boy. But Smith had taken his concern a step further. His left hand rested gently on ET’s head. His head was slightly bowed and Michaela would guess that his eyes were closed. In his compelling voice he was whispering a prayer.

She sat in the waiting room, staring out the glass doors of the entrance as the rosy blush of dawn lightened the sky. She had only one prior experience with an emergency room, when she was about nine, and could clearly remember her pain and fear. Not because of her broken wrist, received in a fall from her bike, but because of the cold, institutional environment of the hospital.
Now, Michaela was openly curious about the number of people who continued to arrive…and sit and wait…their illnesses and complaints not ruled by time of day. Many sat patiently for attention, or dozed in awkward positions in the hard chairs, or muttered to themselves in pain. It became clear to her that the emergency room was their health care.
But part of her attention was continually drawn back to the image of Smith praying over ET. His gesture was so totally hands-on. In her entire life Michaela could not recall ever witnessing anything as unexpected, but…touching. Equally bewildering to her was why this man, Smith, had taken it upon himself to reach out in a way that was not only personal but deeply caring. Where was the boy’s family? Why did ET prefer Smith’s attention over theirs?
“Sorry I kept you so long.”
She blinked at the sound of the deep voice, and looked up. Smith was standing over her, his expression serious. Staring up at him, he seemed momentarily menacing with his probing gaze and the light covering of his beard shadowing his face. But the dark warmth of his eyes reflected something much more thoughtful and sensitive. His whole persona created in Michaela an odd, provocative feeling about him. It was in sharp contrast to the grounded peace and calm he also seemed to exude.
She jumped to her feet. He was still a good three inches taller than her five foot eight.
“Oh, that’s…It’s fine—no problem,” she stammered, covertly studying him.
“To be honest, I’m surprised you’re still here. I thought for sure you’d have called someone else to come get you.”
“I don’t know anyone else. Not in Memphis.”
He looked surprised. “Is that right?”
She knew more explanation was probably called for, but she wasn’t up to it just then. Michaela took a deep breath, pulling it together. “How’s he doing?”
“Asleep.”
“Is he okay?”
He hesitated. “I’ll wait to hear what the doctors have to say.”
“What’s going to happen now?”
Smith looked briefly away, shaking his head. “Again, depends on the doctors. If they’re thinking of transferring him to another center, then I’m concerned.”
“I heard one of the nurses say he might go to St. Jude.”
Smith played with the strap of his helmet, snapping it closed and then using it as a handle. “I know,” he murmured heavily.
Leaning forward, Michaela regarded him through her lashes. “You don’t sound happy about that.”
“If the staff here doesn’t know what’s wrong, or they’re not going to talk about what they do know, then that means it could be something more than they can handle. It means they aren’t going to treat Terrance. And it means he might have to see a specialist. Whatever is happening to him could be serious.”
“Hmmm,” she uttered, trying to sort it out. “That doesn’t sound like such a bad thing if he gets the right diagnosis, and it can be treated, right?” She absently brushed a strand of loose hair, tickling the back of her neck, back up to the ponytail.
“I know but, it’s just something else he has to deal with.”
“You mean him and his family,” Michaela added.
“All things being equal,” Smith murmured cryptically. “How long have you been here exactly?”
“Oh…most of the night.” She quickly stifled a yawn.
“I’m sorry. You must be wiped out about now.”
“Actually, I’m not. But I’ll probably crash around noon.”
He chuckled silently and turned to the exit.
“Let’s get out of here.”
They both thanked the night staff at the desk on their way out. Smith stepped outside into the early morning and glanced east in the direction of the sunrise. He turned to stare at her thoughtfully.
“What?” Michaela asked when he remained silent.
“I’ll take you home, like I said, but how do you feel about stopping for breakfast?”
“Breakfast? What time is it?”
“About five-thirty. Too early for you?”
“I guess not. I could use some coffee.”
“Good. I’d like to hear about how you met up with Terrance in the first place. Where it happened, what he said to you.”
Michaela nodded. “I have a lot of questions, too.”
Smith nodded and turned to a metallic cobalt-blue motorcycle. Michaela stopped in her tracks and stared at it.
“You’re kidding, right?” she asked, pointing at the bike.
“’Fraid not. I knew it would get me here quicker than my car, and I wasn’t expecting to have a passenger. There’s no traffic at this hour, and we’re not going that far. I know what I’m doing. You’ll be safe with me.”
Michaela made a skeptical moue with her mouth. “I’ve never been on a motorcycle in my life.”
Cooper’s response was to take off his hoodie and hand it to her. “It gets breezy on the ride.” He arched a brow and silently regarded her, waiting.
She took the sweater and pulled it on, folding back the cuffs of the long sleeves. She slung the shoulder strap of her bag over her head so her hands would remain free. “Just so long as you get me back in the same condition you found me. You don’t want my family to have to track you down.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, amusement evident in the tone of his voice.
He faced her, holding the bulky beanie helmet and visor over her head and slowly pulling it on over her forehead and ears. The gesture was so personal that Michaela was instantly assured she had nothing to be afraid of. If anything, she felt an unexpected rising excitement.
The helmet was not nearly as heavy as it looked, although she felt like it doubled the size of her head. Smith made sure the chin strap was in place and properly tightened.
“Where’s your helmet?” she asked.
“I don’t have another one. I mostly ride alone.”
“But, what if…”
“Let’s pray there won’t be one. Now, all you have to do is sit close behind me, hold on and keep your knees in. Let your body move right with me. No backseat driving. Ready?”
She nodded and gave a thumbs-up. They each took their place on the bike. Smith turned over the engine and it rumbled to life in a fast but quiet repetitive “put-put” sound. Michaela placed her hands on his waist, clutching the fabric of his shirt. But Smith reached for one of her hands and pulled it around his waist for a better hold. She felt funny touching him in this marked way, but followed his instructions, wrapping her arms around his rib cage. Through the fabric she couldn’t help but detect that the surface of his skin felt odd, with a raised and uneven surface. Then Smith took a firm grip of the handlebars.
“Hold on.”
When the bike began to slowly roll forward, so did Michaela’s stomach. She leaned forward and let her hands press against his chest. Smith lifted his feet to the pedals, and they were off. Immediately she felt a light, clean breeze caressing her face where it was exposed. It made her catch her breath.
Michaela held on tightly, leaning into the firmness of Smith’s back, sensing his body warmth radiating through the cotton shirt, feeling the tight sinew of his chest flex under her fingers. The contact felt curiously intimate, yet impersonal at the same time. But this was not about a vicarious turn-on. This was about not getting killed.
Smith steered slowly out of the hospital lot and gently banked to the left onto the street that was still fairly deserted at that hour. As it picked up speed she closed her eyes, reveling in the motion and gentle rolling speed.
Michaela couldn’t help it. She broke into a grin at the unadulterated sensation of speed and freedom.
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