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   Chapter one
 
    
 
    
 
   My breath caught in my throat at the sight of her standing in the doorway of my apartment. She wore a simple light grey dress, fitted everywhere except for the cowl neckline. Light blush applied to the apples of her cheeks highlighted her already dramatic cheekbones. Long, dark eyelashes framed impeccable eye shadow while I hardly knew how to apply mascara. A thin belt drew my eyes to her waist, down to her narrow hips, and to the bare olive skin where the bottom hem of her dress ended just above the knee. 
 
   We hadn’t seen each other in the days between now and when she’d surprised me at the bar where we’d first met. I still had to give my friend Rich a hard time about ganging up on me like that, but in reality I owed him big. When I’d left Embarrass, hurt and betrayed and confused, I never thought I’d see this woman ever again.
 
   “Are you ready?” she asked, sounding impatient. I wondered if she was as nervous as I was. Her voice was audibly tense, but her features didn’t give anything away. 
 
   “Almost.”
 
   Of course I was running late. Every other day of my twenty-eight years on this planet I had been on time—awkwardly early, even—but on the day it mattered the most, I was rushing around my apartment, frazzled and verging on sweating. I blamed it on the clothes. Living in Afghanistan had been the biggest trial of my life, but on a military base in the middle of a godforsaken desert wasteland, at least I’d never stood in front of my wardrobe, panicked about if my outfit matched.
 
   Julia cleared her throat. “You’re not off to a very good start, dear.”
 
   “I can do better.”
 
   She arched an expectant eyebrow, and her lips, stained with ruby-red lipstick, pulled into a smirk. “Oh, really?”
 
   My hands circled her waist, and I dipped my head to kiss her perpetually red-painted mouth. Her body stiffened and initially resisted my advance, but when I swept my tongue across her lower lip, I felt her body react, sagging and melting into mine. It was tempting to linger and see how far she’d let me carry on, standing in the open threshold of my apartment building, but I pulled back before either of us could get too carried away. 
 
   I really wanted this date.
 
   Her eyes were closed, mouth slightly parted.
 
   “Hi.” My voice sounded rougher and lower than my usual tone. 
 
   “Hi yourself,” she replied, caramel-colored eyes finally fluttering open.
 
   “You look gorgeous,” I complimented. “As usual.” I allowed myself a second, indulgent look, taking my time as my eyes swept over her figure.
 
   She looked down at her dress. “I spent all morning debating what to wear since you’ve refused to tell me what we’re doing or where we’re going.” 
 
   She tried to sound annoyed with me, but the small smile affixed to her lips told me she was pleased with my compliment.
 
   Technically, it had been Julia who’d asked me on a date, but I’d pestered her for far longer, so we’d compromised that I would plan the day provided she got to drive. I only had my motorcycle, and even though the Minnesota summer weather was still beautiful, there was no way I was going to get Julia Desjardin to straddle the back of my Harley-Davidson Sportster. 
 
   A girl could always dream though.
 
   “Come on in,” I said, opening the door wider. “I’ll just be a minute.”
 
   I heard Julia’s heels on the wooden floor as she entered and the soft click of the door closing behind her. I inspected her shoes—black stilettos whose heels she probably considered to be of reasonable height. “Are you gonna be okay to walk in those?” I asked.
 
   “That depends,” she posed. “Are we climbing a mountain today?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I’m sure I’ll be perfectly fine.” Her eyes scanned my small apartment. “Do I get the grand tour?” 
 
    “Living room, kitchen, dining area,” I said, pointing in the general direction of each space. “There’s a bathroom and bedroom in the back.”
 
   My new apartment was small, but clean and functional. It had come partially furnished, which included a bed, kitchen supplies, a cocktail table with four chairs, and a couch and coffee table. I hadn’t been stateside long enough to really accumulate much more than a flat screen TV and a laptop; the former was perched on one of my packing boxes in the living room and the latter was on the dining room table. I also hadn’t completely unpacked the boxes my parents had shipped me that contained my limited belongings. For now they remained stacked in my bedroom closet or in a corner of the living room, one item unpacked at a time as I had need for it.
 
   I had no art on my walls, no movie posters or photographs to display. In fact the only thing I’d hung up since moving from Rich’s couch to the one-bedroom apartment had been the dream catcher Julia had bought me after witnessing the worst of my nightmares one night. I had no headboard, just a bed frame and a queen-sized mattress, so the dream catcher hung on the wall from a nail that the previous tenant had left behind.
 
   A playful smile found its way to Julia’s mouth. “What? No tour of your bedroom?”
 
   I shook my head hard. “Not if we actually want to leave sometime today.”
 
   Julia’s smile turned into a pout, but I refused to be distracted. “I’ll be right back,” I announced, leaving her behind. 
 
   The only bathroom in my apartment was connected to the bedroom. It was no larger than the toilet, sink, and tub, but I was only one person and I didn’t require anything more. Privacy still felt like a bit of a luxury. I’d gotten used to sleeping in barracks and using communal bathrooms. It was admittedly awkward to have to traipse through my bedroom just to go to the bathroom, but when I’d originally leased the place a little under a month ago I hadn’t been thinking about guests or convenience. I’d been a tenant in the building before my move to Embarrass, so I was familiar with the structure and its neighborhood. But more importantly, I’d needed to get off of Rich’s couch for the good of our friendship and to salvage my sanity. 
 
   I inspected my reflection in the mirror above the sink. I smoothed my hands over my long, blonde hair to tame the unwanted flyaways, which were more stubborn than usual because of the day’s humidity. I straightened the neckline of my green sleeveless shell so it fell evenly across my collarbone. I’d chosen the top because its color complimented my eyes. I stood a moment longer in front of the mirror. In a shirt and skinny jeans, I was underdressed compared to Julia, but that was nothing new. I’d have to be wearing a prom dress to trump her wardrobe. When we’d first met her clothes had made me feel inadequate; they were a visual reminder that we came from different worlds. But stripped bare of the costumes, we weren’t all that different—stubborn, proud, and mildly damaged.
 
   When I returned from the bathroom, I discovered Julia sifting through an overly large stack of mail that had been dominating my dining room table since I’d moved in. I hadn’t bothered leaving a forwarding address when I’d moved to Embarrass, and the property manager had been too lazy to send the mail back to the post office. 
 
   She didn’t stop flipping through the letters and magazines or even have the good grace to look embarrassed that I’d caught her digging through my things. Instead, she plucked an envelope from the top of the pile and waved it in front of me like a fan. “Do you know you have envelopes here dated from back in June?”
 
   “Yeah.” I rubbed at the back of my neck. “I gotta go through those one of these days.” 
 
   I didn’t tell her that I hadn’t been paying attention to my new incoming mail, either. The mix of my mail with that of the previous tenant’s overwhelmed the table. It didn’t matter to me, though. I ate most of my meals at my coffee table. But intuition told me that if we continued to date, Julia wasn’t going to let that fly.
 
   Her eyes narrowed at me. “I’m half tempted to make you sort through this mail right now,” she warned. “Who knows what kind of bills could be racking up late charges and ruining your credit score.”
 
   “You wrongly assume I have any credit to ruin,” I countered.
 
   Something flickered across Julia’s features, something akin to horror. 
 
   Her reaction made me laugh. “I’m kidding, Julia. But you really don’t have to worry about this,” I said, gesturing to the mountain of unopened mail. “Other than my motorcycle payment, I don’t have any debt. Uncle Sam took care of that for me.”
 
   “Well that was awfully generous of my tax dollars to pay for your steady diet of pizza and beer,” Julia quipped.
 
   “My thoughts exactly,” I said, grabbing my wallet and sunglasses from the table, “which is why tonight, you’re going to let me pay for everything without protest.”
 
   Her jaw unhinged as she readied her complaint, but I hustled out the front door before she could assemble her closing statements. 
 
    
 
    
 
   We traveled in comfortable silence from my apartment door down to the front of the building where her black Mercedes was parked.
 
   “What’s in the bag?” she asked, gesturing to the military-issued backpack slung over my right shoulder. I didn’t own much that didn’t use the Marine’s digital camouflage pattern.
 
   “It’s a secret.” 
 
   Her upper lip curled. “I hope you didn’t pack an overnight bag, Miss Miller. Need I remind you, this is only our first date, and I’m not that kind of girl.”
 
   “Oh, I know you’re not,” I said, laughing. 
 
   In my experience though, she was that kind of girl. After our initial meeting at a bar in Minneapolis, she’d shown up unannounced at my Embarrass apartment and had practically forced her way into my bed—not that I’d minded at all. But I’d never challenge her on that, especially not on the cusp of our first official date.
 
   I climbed into the passenger side of the luxury car. I didn’t know how long she’d had the vehicle, but the interior still smelled new. The leather seats creaked as I buckled my seatbelt.
 
   “Take a right out of the parking lot and go left at the second light,” I directed her to our destination. 
 
   I drummed my index fingers on the dashboard as she followed my instructions.
 
   Julia’s eyes were focused on the street in front of her. “Nervous about something, dear?”
 
   I made a noncommittal noise and stared straight ahead. Being in her presence still knotted me up. She was classy, refined, and beyond beautiful. I wondered if I would always feel this nervous around her.
 
   I pointed towards the entrance of a parking lot. “This is the place,” I announced. 
 
   “Walker Art Center Sculpture Garden,” Julia read aloud as we pulled into a paved lot. “Is this the date?”
 
   “Maybe,” I smiled. 
 
   Julia parked the car and turned off the engine. “So now what?” she turned to me. “A picnic in the park?”
 
   “Do you think me that predictable?”
 
   “Predictable? No. Sentimental? Yes.”
 
   “Sentimental?” I echoed, aghast. “Now you’re calling me soft?”
 
   “Perhaps ‘romantic,’ would have been a better choice of words. You strike me as the kind of woman who brings flowers to a date and holds doors and pulls out chairs.”
 
   “I didn’t bring you flowers,” I pointed out, practically pouting.
 
   “Only because I picked you up, dear, remember?”
 
   My stubbornness had me rallying to come up with a defense until she leaned across the center console and cupped the side of my face with her hand.
 
   “And I adore that about you, Cassidy,” she said softly. The pad of her thumb stroked along my cheek. “I’ve never felt so cherished and protected as when I’m with you.”
 
   I cleared my throat, equal parts taken aback and startled by the affectionate words. “Well, uh, good,” was all I managed to come up with.
 
   She quietly laughed at my reaction and her hand left the side of my face. “Come on, Miss Miller,” she said, opening the driver side door. “We have a first date to attend to.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Julia stood beside me, hands clutching her purse, as she stared in disbelief. “Mini golf?”
 
   “Still think I’m predictable?” I gloated.
 
   Until I was reinstated with the city police, I was on a limited budget. But I still wanted our first date to be memorable. I also wanted to avoid locations where previous suitors might have tried to woo Julia, and I didn’t want to do something out of my comfort zone—I wanted to have a good time, too. The firing range seemed a little too aggressive for a first date, and bowling would have been too pedestrian for Julia. Mini golf on a course that resembled contemporary pop art, however, seemed like the perfect blending of our two personalities.
 
   I was actually a pretty good golfer, lesbian stereotypes aside. When I was in the military, we had a lot of idle time on base in between directives. If I wasn’t playing cards with my friend, Terrance Pensacola, I was using the surrounding desert as my personal driving range. I hadn’t played miniature golf since I was a teenager, but I trusted that muscle memory would eventually kick in. 
 
   I reached for the wallet in my back pocket. To my surprise, Julia didn’t shove her way to the front of the line or make a fuss about me wanting to pay for both of us—she must have still been recovering from the reveal of the unexpected date activity. 
 
   I rented two putters and golf balls from a pimple-faced teenaged boy who eyeballed Julia in her grey dress with keen interest. I couldn’t tell if he was checking her out or just curious about her fancy outfit. It was probably a little of both.
 
   I held my hand open to let Julia pick which color ball she wanted to be—blue or red. “Lady’s choice,” I said.
 
   When her fingers closed around her choice, a small smirk affixed itself to her painted smile. “I hope you’ll keep any comments about blue balls to yourself, Miss Miller.”
 
   Her unexpected words caused a snort to bubble up my throat and escape out my nose. “Honestly, my brain didn’t even go there.”
 
   Julia ran her hand over her face. “Good Lord,” she muttered. “You must be rubbing off on me.”
 
   I flashed her a bright smile. I normally liked to make jokes of the low-hanging-fruit variety, but that was too obvious of a setup, even for me. “And, I’m not touching that with a ten-foot pole.”
 
   We walked up to the first hole, which was titled Putt Pong. Each of the course’s holes had been designed by an area artist. Putt Pong looked like a putting green with ping-pong paddles half-buried in the artificial turf.
 
   “Do you want to go first?” I offered.
 
    “Is this the part of the date where you teach the helpless woman how to do something sports related?” Julia quipped.
 
   “I would never put the words ‘helpless’ and ‘Julia Desjardin’ in the same sentence.”
 
   Her ruby-red lips twisted. “Good answer.”
 
   She stepped onto the putting green and set her ball down. Aiming, she laced her elegant fingers around the handle of her putter as she bent over the club for her approach. I couldn’t help myself; my eyes drifted to the way the material of her dress tightened over her backside.
 
   “Eyes on the ball, right?”
 
   I coughed and jerked my gaze away from her luscious ass. My hand reflexively went to my hair, and I raked my fingers through my loose curls. “Right,” I choked out.
 
   Her club swung backwards like a pendulum and connected soundly with the blue golf ball on the forward pass. I watched with wide eyes as the ball avoided the first few ping-pong paddles and each subsequent obstacle until it clattered into the far hole—a hole in one.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   Julia flipped her golf club over as if to use it for a walking cane. “My father used to take Jonathan and me golfing at the Embarrass Country Club every Sunday morning when weather permitted. Mother went to church and my father had his own ideas about observing the Sabbath.”
 
   “Is there anything you’re not good at?” I marveled.
 
   Her brow furrowed and the cocky smile on her face faltered. “Dating.”
 
   I had been nervous about today, too. We’d hung out numerous times, just the two of us, and sometimes not even in each others’ bed. But I’d worried what might change between us if we affixed a label to this thing we were doing. If we officially called it a date, would we self-destruct?
 
   My hands went to the delicate bones of her wrists, which were clenched around the blade of her golf club. “Then I guess we’ll have to help each other out in that department.”
 
   I watched as one corner of her mouth tilted up, and I knew I’d said the right thing.
 
   The next hole, Let’s Be Frank, consisted of an obscenely large hotdog and bun, complete with a yellow squiggle of mustard down its center. Julia went first again. She leaned over her club, eyes focused on the little blue ball. I should have known she would be hyper-competitive, even over a game of putt-putt. 
 
   My eyes raked over the lean muscles of her exposed arms and to the drooping neckline of her dress, which offered scant view of the skin beneath. She was overdressed, almost comically so, surrounded by families with yelling children. In her shoes, those same shoes whose stiletto heels sank into soft green grass, I would have felt wildly out of place. But not Julia; I’d never met someone so comfortable in their own skin as she. 
 
   I realized I was coming dangerously close to being in love with this woman. And we were only on our first date.
 
   She looked up suddenly from her putt. “What?”
 
   I shook my head. “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “You had a strange look on your face.”
 
   “Sorry. I was thinking about work.”
 
   It was a small lie, but my status with the Minneapolis Police Department was never too far from my mind. My therapy had been going well—productive was the word my psychologist had used. Normally I was loath to open up to strangers, but I had a goal this time around. I needed to get back on the force as soon as they would let me. The alternative was grim, and in the long run, probably detrimental to my mental health. Throwing me back onto a beat would be haphazard, but I couldn’t sit around in my apartment killing beers and playing Madden forever.
 
   We played through the remaining holes fairly quickly. Julia was under par on every hole, but for once I didn’t lament being trounced in a competition. I had a pretty wicked competitive streak, but I didn’t mind losing to Julia. I’d somehow won her affections. It didn’t matter to me if I ever had another victory.
 
   After returning our rented golf clubs and retrieving my backpack from her car, we walked hand-in-hand, fingers loosely entwined, to an open green space close to the iconic statue of a cherry perched on the end of a spoon. 
 
   “Did you know that the artist for this piece was actually a husband and wife collaboration?” Julia asked, gesturing to the iconic sculpture. “The wife chose its design because the geometry of the Walker Gardens reminded her of Versailles and Louis XIV’s exaggerated table manners there.” 
 
   “Lemme guess,” I chuckled, “you took art history classes in college.”
 
   She smiled innocently. “Naturally. I signed up for everything my father thought was a waste of time.” 
 
   The second reference of the evening to her father brought a frown to my face. My ego and sense of righteousness had been injured when Julia had defended her father in court rather than support me. I had tried to put myself in her shoes to understand that decision, but high heels had never been a comfortable fit for me. 
 
   As quickly as my mood shifted, I tried to mentally shake it off. I was determined to have a good time with her tonight. There would be time to heal later.
 
   I dropped my backpack onto the grass. “I hope you’re hungry.”
 
   “Oh yes, that vigorous round of miniature golf has left me famished,” she teased.
 
   I unzipped my backpack and pulled out an old bed sheet. I wasn’t fancy enough to own a proper red-and-white checked picnic blanket, so I had to make do with what I had around in my apartment. Julia watched with curiosity as I unfolded the sheet on the grass and proceeded to produce dinner. I had managed to fit a veritable smorgasbord of cured meat, cheese, bread, and fruit into my backpack.
 
   “That backpack is like the clown car of backpacks,” she observed as I laid out the food on the blanket. 
 
   “I got really good at packing in the military,” I explained.
 
   “This looks really lovely, Cassidy. Thank you.”
 
   I cleared my throat, still unaccustomed to niceties and compliments. “It’s just some stuff I picked up at the grocery store,” I dismissed.
 
   While Julia settled down on the blanket, elegantly tucking her long legs beneath her, I pulled a small box of white wine from my backpack. 
 
   Julia’s eyes darted around when she saw the container. “Alcohol out in the open?”
 
   “I think we can break the rules just this once,” I said, pouring a generous amount of wine into two red plastic cups. “Besides, the worst any cop is going to do is ask us to dump it out. Only a real prick would write a ticket.”
 
   Julia accepted the proffered beverage. “I had no idea you interpreted the law so liberally, Officer Miller.”
 
   “Just don’t tell my boss,” I winked.
 
   “Speaking of which, any news on getting reinstated?”
 
   I took a small sip of the white wine. I preferred beer, but I hadn’t had room in my bag for a six-pack. I wasn’t that efficient of a packer. “I met with the Inspector yesterday.”
 
   The city police department had never had to deal with a situation like mine before. Technically, I’d taken myself off of active duty—it hadn’t been the result of an internal affairs investigation or some disciplinary action. But at the same time, they couldn’t very well return a gun and badge to an unstable police officer. It put my commanding officer at the Fourth Precinct, Inspector Garnett, in a tough position. 
 
   “And?” Julia pressed.
 
   “The plan is to have me redo my probation period. Seventy days of supervised duty, continued therapy, and then I’ll be officially reinstated.”
 
   Most police departments across the country used something called the San Jose field training model to observe and assess new officers after they’d graduated from the academy. The San Jose police department had come up with the system back in the 1970s, hence its name. I had been through the process before when I’d been hired directly out of the police academy, so I knew what to expect. 
 
   I would be assigned a senior officer as my Field Training Officer, or FTO. Over a seventy-day period, my FTO would fill out a daily observation report, or D.O.R, which assessed twenty-nine gradable tasks, including things like my attitude, appearance of my uniform, relationships with other officers, knowledge of protocol, and my overall performance. My FTO would rank those tasks on a sliding scale of 1—unacceptable—to 7—exceptional. If I received a rating of 1 for two consecutive training days, my underperformance would be forwarded immediately to the Inspector. I didn’t anticipate any hiccups, however. I had passed easily and without issue through my rookie probationary period, and I expected nothing less from round two. 
 
   The only major difference between my true rookie year and now was that I wouldn’t have to redo my fitness test. I actually wouldn’t have minded that though. Since returning from Afghanistan, I’d probably gotten a little soft around the middle. My eating habits hadn’t helped the cause and all exercise was easy compared to what I’d experienced in boot camp, especially the Crucible—a forty-mile march that required carrying over sixty pounds of combat gear.
 
    Julia swirled her wine around in the plastic cup before taking an experimental sip. I was sure her palate had become accustomed to far more expensive wines than what I could offer. “That sounds reasonable. Or am I wrong?”
 
   “You’re not wrong. It just means I’m a rookie all over again.” 
 
   Julia made a humming noise. “I can relate to that. It’s been taking some time to feel comfortable in my new job as well, building a rapport with co-workers and the judges and prosecutors with whom I’ll be in contact.”
 
   In a short amount of time, Julia had gone from Embarrass City Prosecutor to her father’s criminal defense lawyer to being a public defender for a Minneapolis non-profit group.
 
   “Do you like it so far?” I asked.
 
   “They’re not exactly crime of the century cases,” she dismissed.
 
   “I know that, but do you like it?” 
 
   “I took the job because I needed to get out of Embarrass,” she said in earnest. “I don’t see it as a forever job, but it’ll do for now. And, to be quite honest, since my clients’ cases are fairly routine, it’s afforded me the opportunity to look into a custody trial about my mother.”
 
   Julia’s mother, Olivia Desjardin, had been diagnosed with dementia. The way Julia told it, she hadn’t been the same since Julia’s brother Jonathan, another returning veteran of Operation Enduring Freedom, had taken his own life. I’d only seen Julia in the context of her mother twice—once tending to rose bushes at her home, and the other when her mother had wandered off in the middle of the night—but even from those brief interactions, I knew Julia loved her mother deeply. Leaving Embarrass and her mother had probably been the hardest thing she’d ever done.
 
   “So how does that work?” I asked. “Getting custody of someone?”
 
   “The judge first has to declare my mother as unable to care for herself anymore, and then he’ll appoint a guardian. The incompetency is the easy part,” she said. “Determining if my father or myself will be appointed her guardian is the real issue. Unfortunately, the process strips her of many legal rights, but it’s the only way I can get her away from that man.”
 
   “Do you need me to testify?” I offered. “Kind of like an expert witness?”
 
   “No, dear, nothing like that. Her doctor in Embarrass sent ahead his recommendation, and I also have the paperwork from when she wandered away from the house and you and David helped us find her. Those are all official documents, which in many cases are more credible than personal testimony.”
 
   “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   “Not unless you’re an expert in family law, I’m afraid. I’m actually having to relearn a lot about custody and family law myself. I haven’t had to really think about it much since law school.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that as a public defender?”
 
   She shook her head. “Family law is largely civil cases. As a public defender I’m still working in criminal law, but they’re mostly for minor infractions—DUIs, petty theft, drug possession,” she listed off.
 
   “So all the people I arrest,” I chuckled.
 
   “I suppose so,” she said, looking thoughtful.
 
   I could have remarked that it wouldn’t have been the first time she’d gotten a release for someone I’d arrested, but I kept those comments to myself. Hers was a complicated familial situation. I knew enough not to bring up the topic of her father despite my burning curiosity to know how he was getting on. She’d told me he had resigned as mayor and had returned the funds he’d embezzled from the city, but that told me nothing of how the people of Embarrass interacted with him at the grocery store.
 
   But I didn’t want to spoil our official first date with such serious conversation topics. I’d save those for the second date.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   At the end of the evening, we stood outside of Julia’s apartment door. She had offered to drop me off at my place on the way back from the park, but I hadn’t been ready for the evening to end. I had my arms clasped loosely around her waist while my mouth slowly explored hers. She tasted sweet like the white wine we’d had with dinner. When she bit down on my lower lip, I couldn’t help the groan that slipped out of my mouth. I felt her smile against me, knowing she’d always had the upper hand when it came to being intimate. I was just trying to keep up.
 
   She pulled away from the kiss, but stayed close enough to tuck an errant lock of hair behind my ear. “I have to thank you for today,” she said in that low rasp that I would never get tired of hearing. “If you had told me this morning I’d actually enjoy playing miniature golf, I would have called you a liar.”
 
   “It must have been the company,” I grinned.
 
   “Or maybe it was all that winning I did,” she countered with a smirk.
 
   I leaned in for another lingering kiss, ready to erase the cocky, triumphant look from her face, but she rested her palms flat against my clavicle and gently pushed me back. “I warned you earlier. I’m not in the habit of doing more than kissing on a first date.”
 
   I blinked, not quite trusting that I’d heard her correctly. “You were being serious about that?”
 
   “Quite.” She folded her arms across her chest and her lips pressed together. “Thank you again for a lovely evening, Cassidy. Do be safe on your way home.”
 
   The door to her apartment shut with her inside, and I stood—dumbstruck—out in the hallway. I stared at the door and the gunmetal 8C that hung at eye level. I couldn’t believe it. It wasn’t that I had been expecting sex, but I certainly hadn’t anticipated being sent away so soon or so easily. She’d said she’d enjoyed our date, but her dismissal indicated I’d blown it.
 
   I could hear the sounds of mumbled conversations and television sets coming from adjacent apartments, but nothing from the apartment directly in front of me. After a long, uncomfortable moment, I turned on my heel to head toward the elevator. The night was still early, and I contemplated calling Rich or one of my other friends to meet up at our usual bar—until I heard the sound of a door opening.
 
   “Giving up so easily?” Julia’s musical tone mocked me.
 
   “Oh, thank God,” I breathed.
 
   Strong hands fisted in the front of my shirt and roughly pulled until I had no choice but to tumble into Julia’s apartment. The door slammed behind me, and a wave of pain cascaded down my back as I found myself being forcefully pressed against the backside of the door. 
 
   “I’m a little disappointed, Miss Miller,” she remarked. “I thought you’d be more persistent.”
 
   I bit my lower lip. It was ludicrous, but every time she addressed me with such authority and formality, my legs turned to Jello. It made me wish I were back on active duty already so she could call me Officer or Detective Miller like when we’d first met.
 
   “You like making me work for it, don’t you?” I posed.
 
   “Is that a real question?”
 
   I shook my head. “No.”
 
   My eyes swept around the interior of her apartment. I had yet to see the inside of her new place. The front room was spacious with an open floor plan. A large panel of floor-to-ceiling windows provided a stunning view of the city skyline. The floors were a dark wood, but most everything else in the apartment was some shade of white with a few metallic accents. I didn’t recognize any of the furniture as being from her grandparents’ mansion in Embarrass, not that I’d taken full inventory. 
 
   I spied a few large potted plants—red rose bushes—that perfumed the air with their distinct scent.
 
   “Are those from your grandparents’ house?” I asked.
 
   One of the first moments I’d begun to see Julia as mortal and not the Ice Queen everyone in Embarrass believed her to be was when she’d taught me how to prune the roses in her backyard.
 
   She nodded. “I thought it important to bring a piece of my home with me.”
 
   “Charming,” I remarked.
 
   “That’s my line, dear.”
 
   “Don’t worry.” I flicked my tongue against the outer shell of her ear. “In a few minutes you won’t be able to form complete sentences.”
 
   If possible, she leaned even more heavily into me. Her chest pressed against mine and she continued to clench the front of my shirt in her balled up hands. “You sound awfully sure of yourself.”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s not being cocky if it’s true.”
 
   “Bedroom,” came her one-worded directive.
 
   She released the front of my shirt and grabbed one of my hands instead. It was a good thing I was young and elastic as she jerked me down a hallway, presumably in the direction of her bedroom. I inelegantly stumbled behind her, my toes nearly clipping the backs of her heels. 
 
   She dropped my arm when we reached her bedroom. The room was larger than my own, but not by much. It was significantly smaller than her bedroom at the mansion, but elegantly decorated in the white and black theme found elsewhere in the apartment. The furniture was wooden and stained a rich, dark color. The head of the queen-sized bed was covered in those useless decorative pillows. Soft off-white carpeting sank beneath my feet. It would be a welcomed detail once the temperatures plummeted in winter.
 
   Julia sat down on the end of the bed and crossed one leg over the other. Her stiletto-covered foot began to bounce. “Strip.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Did I stutter, Miss Miller?” She shrewdly regarded me beneath thick eyelashes. “Or is there something about my request that has you puzzled?”
 
   “It sounded more like a command than a request,” I observed.
 
   The tip of her tongue appeared between her red lips, and she slowly swabbed it across her full, lower lip. “And here I thought you were adept at taking orders, Marine.”
 
   The new title had me arching my eyebrows.
 
   “How about a game instead?” she proposed. “The rules are simple enough—I remove an item of clothing, and you have to return the favor. A little tit-for-tat, if you will.”
 
   “Or tit for tit,” I snorted at my own joke.
 
   She reached for the hidden, side zipper of her dress. The sound of metal teeth being released echoed in my ears. “Just make sure you don’t fall behind,” she throatily warned.
 
   I abandoned all of my stand-up material. My eager hands went to the front of my jeans, and I unfastened the top button. The zipper followed.
 
   Still seated on the edge of the bed, Julia inched the bottom hem of her dress up her smooth, nylon-free thighs. The action showcased her olive-toned legs, but it also provided enough room that she was able to slip out of the top half of her dress. She peeled away the soft fabric until it bunched at her waist. Beneath the light grey dress she wore a nude bra whose demi cups hugged her pert breasts. My eyes went immediately to the tops of her breasts and to her femininely muscled abdomen. 
 
   My silk sleeveless shirt had small, difficult buttons up the front. I loosened the top two, which gave me room to pull the garment over my head without having to toil with the remaining buttons. I shook out my curls until they fell softly against my bare shoulders.
 
   Julia’s fingers reached under the skirt of her fitted dress, and with a little maneuvering, she was able to pull her underwear off while the bottom half of her dress remained in place. The beige, lacy undergarment was discarded onto the floor.
 
   “Your turn,” she husked.
 
   I closed my eyes and shook my head hard. “Oh. Right.” I’d gotten distracted already.
 
   I licked my lips and continued to disrobe. I stepped out of my ballet flats and shimmied the tight denim of my skinny jeans over my hips and down my legs until I stood before her in only my bra and underwear.
 
   Julia’s heated stare silently regarded my near-naked body. But although she unabashedly inspected me, it didn’t make me feel self-conscious. I knew she liked what she saw. I had been blessed with natural high metabolism, and after leaving the military, I had continued to work hard to maintain my fitness even though the police academy hadn’t required the same physical discipline as being a soldier had. A decade of military service had filled out my lean, nearly gangly teenage body into the sinewy, strong woman who now stood before her.
 
   “Come here, Marine,” she beckoned to me.
 
   I took a few steps forward. I’d always been good at following instructions.
 
   “On your knees.”
 
   I dropped down in front of her and settled between her splayed thighs. I was thankful for the plush carpeting beneath my kneecaps that provided a semblance of cushion, certainly more than if the floor had been hardwood.
 
   My hands immediately gripped her bare thighs. I ran my palms up and down the smooth, muscled skin, gently squeezing her flesh. Each time my hands slid up her legs, it pushed the bottom hem of her dress higher and higher up her thighs until her naked sex came into view.
 
   I didn’t require additional instructions.
 
   I pushed the skirt of her dress higher up her thighs, and her legs parted wider for me. I ducked my head and licked the entire length of her slit, pausing to circle her clit with the tip of my tongue. Her early arousal was heavy on my tongue, and I greedily breathed in her heady scent. I heard her quiet sigh when I took her clit into my mouth. One hand fell to the top of my head and the other to my right shoulder in encouragement. Her red lips parted and perfect white teeth gleamed. 
 
   She palmed her breasts over the material of her bra and squeezed. I watched her fingers spread to take a hardened nipple between her pointer and index fingers. She manipulated her own nipples to stiff peaks and quietly groaned as she continued to pinch the sensitive buds over her bra.
 
   The muscles in her legs tensed and twitched. I held her still with solid hands resting on the tops of her thighs as I worshiped at her altar. She released a loud breath when I slid one slender finger between her folds and twisted inside her. A second finger joined the first, but I didn’t move them. I let her enjoy the fluttering of my tongue against her clit while my fingers filled her. The quiet sighs and moans that reached my ears spurred me on.
 
   Eventually she grew impatient with my light touch, like I knew she would. Her grip on the back of my head tightened, and she began to move her hips, simulating my fingers moving inside of her, until I had no choice but to fuck her back. Her hips wouldn’t stop. Her stomach became almost concave as she writhed on the bed. Her hips rolled and bucked, never ceasing in their undulating motion.
 
   She fell backwards onto the bedspread, and I moved with her. I rose to my feet in one fluid motion, my mouth and my fingers never losing contact. Her backside lifted off the bed and her thighs gripped my ribcage as I sank my fingers deeper and harder into her. Each time I bottomed out I heard the air escape her lungs. 
 
   With her back arched off the bed and her shoulders pinned flat against the mattress, she was at the mercy of my plunging fingers and eager mouth. I manipulated her sensitive clit, rolling it back and forth with my tongue while I repeatedly drove my first and middle fingers inside her.
 
   “Oh, God,” she moaned. “Oh my God.”
 
   I could feel the wetness pooling between my thighs just from the moans and words of praise tumbling from her lush mouth. 
 
   Her thighs seized tighter around my ribcage as she continued to cling to me. I curled my fingers inside of her and rubbed the spongy area of her G-spot.
 
   “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she chanted between clenched teeth.
 
   Julia released an unexpected howl of pleasure. The noise was such a surprise, I nearly stopped fucking her. But I had the good sense to continue moving my fingers and licking her clit until her orgasm subsided. 
 
   The pressure on my ribs alleviated as she eased her thighs apart and came to recline on her back on top of the mattress. She draped one arm over her eyes while I stood expectantly at the end of the bed, waiting for her assessment.
 
   “Good God, I needed that,” she approved.
 
   I allowed myself a cocky smile.
 
   She moaned in satisfaction and covered her face with both hands. While she continued to bask in the afterglow of orgasm, I leaned over the bottom of the mattress and lightly lapped at her exposed clit.
 
   Her hips jerked as though she’d been shocked. “Too much,” she hissed. “Too sensitive.”
 
   I stuck out my lower lip. “But I’m not done,” I pouted.
 
   Julia pulled herself up to a seated position. “Sit,” she instructed, patting the space beside her. 
 
   I settled down on the bed. 
 
   “Stay.” 
 
   She was awfully fond of those one-worded commands that night.
 
   Somehow, she was able to regain her feet. She stood at the foot of the bed and stripped away the rest of her clothes, shedding her bra and the dress that had become like a cotton hula-hoop around her waist.
 
   She stood completely naked before me. I couldn’t help but reach for her, only to be lightly swatted away.
 
   “Your turn,” she purred.
 
   She wrapped her fingers around my ankles and tugged, causing me to slide down the mattress. No longer in a seated position, she was able to crawl on top of me and hover above my reclined body.
 
   Her hair fell into her eyes.
 
   “You’re so beautiful,” I murmured. I swept a defiant lock of raven hair away from her face.
 
   She tucked her lower lip between her top and bottom teeth. “Don’t be getting soft on me now, Marine.” 
 
   “No, ma’am,” I replied.
 
   Her fingers hooked beneath the waistband of my underwear, and I was only too happy to lift my backside off the mattress to help her guide the undergarment off my body. The bra came next. She swept the twin straps off my shoulders and softly kissed the skin they’d been hiding.
 
   I sucked in a sharp, surprised breath when she tugged down on my bra, not bothering to unfasten the clip in the center of my back that held the garment together. My breasts heaved almost obscenely over the tops of the push-up cups. Julia toyed with one nipple with the tip of her tongue, drawing lazy circles around and around the perimeter of the spongy nub. I groaned loudly when she finally sucked it into her mouth. Her open mouth was warm and wet and her tongue continued to rub my nipples back and forth. She captured the aching nipple between her teeth and tugged. My hands went to the back of her head, and I threaded my fingers in her dark, glossy hair.
 
   “Please, Julia,” I pled.
 
   She looked up at me, eyes smoldering in the dim lighting of her bedroom. “What is it, dear?”
 
   “I need you to touch me.”
 
   “But I am touching you.”
 
   “I need you to touch me down there.”
 
   She left my breasts and pressed her mouth to my hipbone. “Do you mean here?”
 
   I squirmed beneath her tongue and teeth. “A little lower and to the left.”
 
   She slid farther down the mattress, grabbing my left leg as she moved. She maneuvered my upper thigh so my hips fell open, exposing my center to her even more.
 
   “Is this what you wanted?” she asked as her lips ghosted against my kneecap.
 
   My body produced an impatient whine. “Julia.”
 
   She smiled and slid her hands up my inner thighs, stopping just as her fingers reached the area where my legs met pelvic bone. Her fingertips moved in small, light circles, nearly petting me. I was swollen and wet and ready for her.
 
   She trapped my clit between her thumb and middle finger and pinched. The pressure on my clit but nowhere else drove me crazy. Her concentrated touch felt good, but it wasn’t nearly enough.
 
   Her fingers slid over my pubic bone, bisecting my pussy lips and entering me on the down stroke. Up and down she manipulated me, spreading my arousal from my pelvic bone to my slit. She did this over and over until I thought I might explode—but not quite. I was impossibly wet. Even in the dark room I could see my arousal coating her fingers.
 
   A third finger joined the second, causing me to gasp from its intrusion. My body gradually adjusted to the addition, and my hips began to thrust in time with her movements. I could hear the wet slap of my sex each time her fingers penetrated me.
 
   I moved my hips faster still. At some point she stopped moving her hand entirely, until I was fucking myself on her fingers.
 
   “That’s it,” she murmured her approval. “Use my fingers to get yourself off.” I watched her face and her dark gaze focused on the juncture between her hand and my pussy. “Make yourself cum, Cassidy. But know that it’s my fingers bringing you so much pleasure.”
 
   My wanton desire—the intensity of my need—was a little embarrassing, but she didn’t taunt me by uselessly pointing out how badly I wanted to cum.
 
   Sweat beaded on my brow. I could feel the faint trickle of sweat on my flexing abdomen. My body began to produce quiet grunts of exertion.
 
   “Keep fucking yourself,” she rasped. “If you want to cum, don’t stop.”
 
   I didn’t stop.
 
    
 
    
 
   We lay naked in bed, partially covered by the bed sheets. Julia sat upright with her back resting on the padded headboard while I reclined beside her on my stomach, a little farther down on the mattress.
 
   I traced a lazy finger around the perimeter of her bellybutton. “Promise me something?”
 
   She rolled a lock of my hair between her fingers. “What’s that, dear?”
 
   “Promise me this won’t ever change.”
 
   The fingers in my hair stilled. “You’re going to have to be a little more specific.”
 
   I pressed my chin to my breastbone so my hair fell in front of my eyes like a curtain. “The sex. Don’t … don’t …”
 
   “Use your words,” Julia prodded.
 
   I took a deep breath. “Don’t take it easy on me.”
 
   A meticulously groomed eyebrow arched on her unlined forehead. “Is that so?”
 
   “You know, because it’s already mind-blowing,” I rushed out in embarrassment. “And if it’s not broken, why fix it?”
 
   She made a noise, but kept any additional comments to herself.
 
   Her fingers traveled to my naked back where she traced along the long lines of my war wounds—the visible ones, at least. “Is this okay?” she asked.
 
   Besides medical doctors, Julia had been the only one to ever touch my scars. 
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “Does it feel strange?”
 
   “A little,” I confirmed. “It’s like I’ve got bandages in the area surrounding the scars. The skin feels pulled tight, and yet I can’t really feel much of anything.”
 
   “I’ll stop if you don’t like it,” she offered.
 
   “I always want you touching me.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Afghanistan, 2012
 
   We’re sitting in the rubble of what used to be the kitchen in our safe house. Everything is caked in a thick layer of concrete dust and sand. Bright blue sky has taken the place of the ceiling. 
 
   I don’t know where the buzzing sound is coming from. The I.E.D. blast left my radio intact, but there’s no reception, no messages coming in, which means no messages going out.
 
   Over the past few days, Pensacola’s wounds have started to emit a rancid smell. We don’t talk about it. His eyes are closed, and he quietly groans while he sleeps. 
 
   Amir’s awake though. He’s always awake. He smiles his sickly sweet grin. He speaks to me in his native tongue. I’m not fluent, but I’ve spent enough time in country that I can understand the gist of his message: You’re going to die out here. You’ll never see your family again. I’m ready to greet Allah. Are you?
 
   I wipe at my eyes. They’re sunburned and sting from sand and grime. It’s certainly not from emotion. 
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Julia stirred beside. With some difficulty, I raised my head from the pillow just in time to see her roll out of bed. I must not have moved all night as I slept. My neck was stiff and my left arm was asleep. The buzzing noise from my dream had bled into the morning.
 
   “Wassthat?” I mumbled. It was only my imagination, but the salty, dirty taste of sand was in my mouth.
 
   She slipped into a short silk robe and cinched the fabric belt around her waist. “Breakfast.”
 
   I rubbed at my eyes. If I had had a better grasp of the situation, I would have protested her answering the door in such minimal clothing, but my thoughts were still on the dream from which I’d just awoken.
 
   I heard voices coming from the front of the apartment. I recognized Julia’s low, melodic tone, but the second voice belonged to a stranger. 
 
   I didn’t have the luxury of slipping into pajamas. All I had were the clothes from the previous day. There was an extra robe suspended on a hook on the back of Julia’s closet door. I pushed my arms through the armholes and tied the sash tight at my waist. The robe was slightly longer than the one Julia had put on, but the elegant covering was too fancy for my style. Unfortunately, Julia didn’t own flannel or terrycloth. 
 
   The voices in the front of the apartment had ceased by the time I left the back bedroom in search of Julia. I found her in the heart of the apartment. Her kitchen was large for a one-bedroom living space, but I knew she loved to cook, so its size had probably been a big draw. Connected to the kitchen space was a breakfast nook, half of a hexagon with floor-to-ceiling windows, just large enough for chairs and a table for two.
 
   “What’s all this?” I asked, surveying the spread.
 
   A little wheeled cart was piled high with breakfast foods. There was two of everything. Two hard-boiled eggs. Two English muffins smothered in jam. Two coffee cups. Two bowls of vanilla yogurt and granola. 
 
   “Room service.”
 
   My eyes narrowed in confusion. “Room service in an apartment?”
 
   “It’s a condo,” she corrected. “But it has many services similar to a hotel—valet parking, concierge, meal delivery,” she listed off. “My monthly HOA fees are nearly the same as my mortgage payment.”
 
   “And here I thought I was fancy because my apartment has a doorman,” I remarked.
 
   “Sit,” she instructed. “Eat.”
 
   Not having to be told twice, I sat in one of the chairs in the breakfast nook and grabbed an English muffin from the tray. She would probably censure me or at least roll her eyes, but I ate half of it in one big bite. 
 
   Julia picked up a white teakettle from the serving cart and poured black coffee into two porcelain cups. “How did you sleep?” 
 
   “Like the dead.”
 
   She set one of the cups and its saucer in front of me. “Did you have any dreams?” The question should have been innocent—normal morning conversation—but with us, the question was heavily weighted.
 
   I chewed on my lower lip. I didn’t want her to worry about me, but I couldn’t lie. “Yes.”
 
   Her shoulders went rigid. “Scantily-clad women fawning over you, I hope.”
 
   “No such luck.”
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked gently.
 
   “I’m okay,” I insisted. And I was. I’d had far worse nightmares. “Nothing happened. We were just in the desert.”
 
   “I worried I might make you dream.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “I called you ‘Marine’ last night. Only afterwards did I realize that might not have been a smart decision.”
 
   “The dreams happen, Julia, with or without you,” I shrugged. “You make it better though.”
 
   “Do I?”
 
   “When I get to wake up beside you, yeah.”
 
   She brought her coffee cup to her mouth. Her lipstick was mostly rubbed off, but her lips were still a pleasant pink color even without the extra paint. The morning sun shone through the windows of her breakfast nook. The bright rays reflected off her hair, making it look almost iridescent. It reminded me of the feathers on a raven or a crow, but I kept those thoughts to myself. I doubted Julia would consider a comparison to a bird to be a compliment.
 
   “God, you’re beautiful,” I marveled. I hadn’t meant to speak aloud, but my mouth always seemed to be one step ahead of my brain.
 
   Her head dipped, and she ran her hand through her hair. “I’m a mess.”
 
   “The most beautiful mess I’ve ever seen,” I remarked in earnest.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   Afghanistan, 2006
 
   I’m not in Kansas anymore, or in St. Cloud, Minnesota for that matter. The first thing that alerts me to this is the sound of rapid foreign tongue all around me. It’s oppressive, like the heat of the day, and it gives me a claustrophobic sensation as if I’m being choked out. I took language classes during boot camp, but I can’t identify a single word from this incessant stream of indistinguishable sounds. Everyone speaks too quickly for my rudimentary understanding of the language to be of any assistance. Hell, they might not even be speaking Farsi.
 
   My unit is in Farah City, a small city in western Afghanistan. It doesn’t resemble any city I’ve ever been to. The whole world seems to have lost its color and I’ve been transported to a sepia-toned land. Everything is monochromatic—the earth, the buildings, the people—even the sky when a sandstorm blows through. We’ve been in country for a few days now, but my transport from the States to the Forward Operating Base in Farah has been a whirlwind of activity and disorientation. Getting into Afghanistan was harder than I imagined. My company boarded a Boeing C-17, the biggest airplane I’d ever seen. We couldn’t fly directly into Afghanistan, so we took a detour into the Manas airbase outside of Biskek in the neighboring country of Kyrgyzstan before continuing onto our final destination.
 
   A fighter jet flies overhead and we all stop to stare. It moves too quickly for me to tell whom it belongs to. It could be one of ours, or maybe the Russians.
 
   “We’re actually here,” the soldier standing beside me breathes. “Shit.”  Her name is Rebecca. We were at Parris Island together, but we weren’t assigned to the same fireteam. They’ve got to spread us females around in the company.
 
   “St. Cloud!” The leader of my squadron, Lance Corporal Nelson, yells at me. I know it’s me he’s hollering at because we’re both from Minnesota. He’d given me the nickname during transport from the States.
 
   He beckons to me with a gloved hand. “Get over here.”
 
   I fall out of line and jog over to his side. My boots are too big for my feet. The material feels stiff, and my feet are sweating even though I doused them in a generous layer of baby powder that morning.
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “This isn’t Minnesota, Marine,” he tells me.
 
   “I know that, sir.” I’m not sure where this conversation is headed.
 
   “Then stop making eye contact and smiling at the locals.”
 
   My jaw goes lax. “I-I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t realize I was doing that.”
 
   “I know—which is why I’m telling you to knock it off.” He laughs, but not unkindly. “It took me a while when I was first deployed to turn off the Minnesota Nice, too. Your mama would be proud, but it makes you look fucking green. Act like you belong here and the locals will think you do.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I crisply nod.
 
   “Now get back into line,” he barks.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   My uniform shirt was laid out on a bench in the women’s locker room of the Minneapolis Fourth Precinct. It looked like a disintegrated person. The locker room was empty, but that wasn’t unusual. There were very few female cops in my precinct and even fewer beat cops that hadn’t been assigned to special assignment. I stared at the short-sleeve light blue top with its double-breasted pockets. My silver nametag was in place over the right-breast pocket, but above the left-side pocket was the faded outline of where my badge would go.
 
   My cell phone vibrated in my metal locker, pulling my attention away from my incomplete uniform. It was a text from Julia: Do your best, the message read. 
 
   There were no pet names or words of endearment in the message, but it still brought a smile to my face to know that she was thinking about me on my first day back.
 
   I pulled my boots, undershirt, and the dark navy uniform pants out of my duffle bag. We were allowed to wear our uniforms to and from our residences, but I’d always preferred getting dressed at the precinct. My process of getting ready for work was probably different than most other peoples’—people who didn’t carry a gun and wear a bulletproof vest for a living. In many ways, I stopped being me on the drive from my apartment to the police station—or at least I became a different version of myself: quieter, more stern and contemplative, as I mentally readied myself for whatever that day’s patrol might bring.
 
   It had been like that in Afghanistan, too. You could always tell the difference between the guys who’d just come back from an assignment and those who were getting ready to go out. Velcroing my bulletproof vest, buttoning up my police shirt, double-knotting the laces on my boots—it was an important ritual. The gun belt made the transformation complete.
 
   I began the short walk to morning roll call, which took place in a room connected to the men’s locker room. I hated the way my new gun leather creaked with each step. I’d just gotten my old utility belt to where I liked it when I’d taken the voluntary leave of absence. Now I was starting over in more ways than one. 
 
   I knocked loudly on the outer door of the men’s locker room and waited for the All Clear signal. After nearly a decade in the homosocial world of the military, I had no problem walking through a room full of half-dressed men, but my first time in this locker room after being assigned to the Fourth Precinct had sent more than a few guys leaping into their lockers or reaching for the closest towel.
 
   My earliest memories of being in that kind of environment was playing youth organized hockey in St. Cloud. I’d been the only girl on the team for years; my gender hadn’t mattered though as long as I could keep up with, and in many cases, surpassed the skating and stick-handling skills of my male teammates. When another girl wanted to join the team years later, I could vividly recall the locker room conversation: “We don’t want a girl on the team,” had come the collective sneer.
 
   At the time I remembered being proud, but also confused. They didn’t consider me to be a girl, but I wasn’t exactly like them either. I was, perhaps, without gender. Or maybe I was simply Cassidy. It had been like that in the Marines, too. I had been a soldier, not a woman. With body armor on, covered in dust and dirt, we all looked the same.  
 
   I knocked again on the locker room door, but when nothing happened, I tentatively pushed the door open. “Ready or not,” I warned, “here I come.”
 
   My boots clunked hollowly in the echoing corridor of the changing room. I could hear the slow, punctuated drip of a leaky shower faucet, but no other noises. The exaggerated silence made me instantly suspicious. Few places were as boisterous as the men’s locker room of a city police district, and yet I hadn’t heard or seen anyone since my arrival. Instinctively, my palms rested on the reassuring presence of my gun-less belt. I wasn’t afraid—I wasn’t in danger—but I knew this was a setup. I could only imagine what kind of elaborate prank my colleagues had arranged for me.
 
   Another set of doors brought me to roll call, a room crowded with long wooden tables. A podium and whiteboard held court at the front of the room. It was an inner sanctuary where only uniformed officers were allowed. At the beginning of each new shift, the Inspector debriefed us about what had occurred during the previous shift or disseminated information coming from the office of the Chief of Police.
 
   More than a dozen cops in various levels of uniform milled around, but no one noticed my entrance. Nearly everyone had their back to the door as they crowded around a buffet of donuts. A makeshift banner had been strung across the whiteboard at the front of the room: Welcome Back, Miller!
 
   I made eventual eye contact first with my friend, Brent. We’d been in the academy together and had been assigned to the same precinct after graduation.
 
   “Shit.” His mouth was full of cake donut. “Uh … surprise?”
 
   Like a stack of slow-falling dominos, the other cops in the room finally noticed my presence. Never trust a bunch of cops around innocent donuts. Someone’s bound to get hurt.
 
   “Those donuts never had a chance,” I cracked.
 
   Brent lowered his shoulder and rushed me like a linebacker bearing down on a quarterback. An uncharacteristically high-pitched squeak escaped my mouth when his shoulder made contact with my stomach, and I found myself being lifted in the air. A collective of voices, all cheering for me, filled my ears and well-meaning thumps on my back and shoulders welcomed me back into the fold.
 
   Inspector Garnett’s arrival cut short our revelry. “That’s enough, everybody,” he projected above the noise. He took his place behind the podium. “Time to protect and serve.”
 
   Inspector Garnett was a small man with a serious face. In my days with the department, I’d never seen him smile. He carried himself with a quiet, solemn leadership that wasn’t showy or aggressive, yet I didn’t consider him to be soft or a pushover. I knew because of Rich’s connection to Internal Affairs that few issues ever filtered over to his office from our precinct. Garnett liked to keep things in-office and deal with his officers himself rather than passing us off to Internal Affairs. It was old school and probably infuriated our police union, but I had a lot of respect for the man.
 
   Brent dropped me to my feet, and everyone clambered for the closest seat like a round of musical chairs. With gun belts and bulletproof vests on, we took up more space than usual. Open seating quickly ran out, leaving one cop whom I didn’t recognize still on his feet. He stood awkwardly in his freshly pressed uniform and bright brass buttons. I could tell from the crispness of his clothes and the shine on his black boots that he was new. I felt sorry for the kid, but not sorry enough to give up my spot.
 
   “Miller,” the Inspector barked out. “Where are you?”
 
   I sat up straighter in my seat and raised my hand halfway. “Right here, sir.”
 
   Our eyes met—mine emerald and bright, and his blue and weary. “Welcome back,” he grunted. “Mendez,” he clipped, “Miller will be joining you in Sector Three.”
 
   My head swiveled in the direction to which the Inspector had spoken, but I couldn’t identify which of the other uniformed officers was going to be my new partner and ultimately the person I’d have to impress to get off of probation.
 
   My focus returned to the diminutive man standing at the front of the room as Inspector Garnett began our morning debriefing. I wanted to be alert and attentive, but Brent was determined to distract me. His big foot clunked again mine almost audibly, and he repeatedly nudged his kneecap into the side of my polyester thigh. Whenever Garnett glanced in our direction, Brent snapped to attention like a middle schooler not wanting to get called out in class.
 
   Inspector Garnett wrapped up the brief meeting by reciting the departmental motto: To Protect with Courage, To Serve with Compassion. The shuffle of bodies, the jangling of key rings, and the creak of leather gun belts ushered the Inspector out of the room.
 
   “Dude, are you trying to get me in trouble?” I hissed at Brent as we stood up. “It’s only my first day back.”
 
   “Garnett didn’t notice,” Brent insisted.
 
   “He didn’t call you out,” I qualified, “but I can assure you he noticed.” I was hardly Teacher’s Pet, but I felt a certain amount of pressure to be a model officer until I passed my review.
 
   “Sorry about Mendez.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “He’s a transfer from First Precinct, and I hear he’s a real asshole. I don’t know how he got assigned FTO.”
 
   “Don’t tell me that,” I sourly protested. “It’s bad enough I’ve got to go through the whole probation period again.”
 
   “I suppose it could be worse; Garnett could have partnered you with Angie.”
 
   “Angie? Our Angie’s an FTO?”
 
   “Yeah. She started a few weeks ago. I hear her Probie can’t tell his nightstick from his …” Brent trailed off and looked uncharacteristically flustered. A deep red blush colored his fair Scandinavian features.
 
   “From his what?” I smirked. I had a good idea where this analogy was headed, but I liked to see my Viking friend squirm.
 
   “Miller.”
 
   I snapped my head away from Brent’s boyish blushing at the call of my name. Unlike most of my male counterparts, the man who spoke to me was clean-shaven. His thick black hair was carefully parted on one side and a heavy use of hair product had it cemented into place like a helmet. He wasn’t overly tall or short and his medium build filled out his sky blue shirt. He wore his bulletproof vest over his uniform. I preferred mine beneath my shirt. The effect made my torso boxy and genderless, but I preferred that look while on duty. Having a visible vest made me feel like a moving target; I’d been shot at enough in my life.
 
   “Time to hit the road,” the man said to me.
 
   “Mendez?” I muttered for Brent’s ears only. He confirmed my educated guess with a short bob of his head.
 
   I clapped my friend on his beefy shoulder. “See you later, buddy. Have a good day out there.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The first thing I noticed about my new partner as we hoofed it from roll call to the garage was his arm. His left arm was perceptibly tanner than his right. I tried to gauge his mood on the way to our assigned squad car. He didn’t speak to me, and based solely on his facial features, I couldn’t tell how he felt about being assigned to me. Male officers typically wanted another male as their partner, preferably one physically tougher than themselves who’d have their back if a routine stop turned into a physical altercation. The same went for female cops though. If given the option, they usually chose a male partner as backup. I was guilty of the same mindset. Maybe it all went back to that hockey locker room in St. Cloud: We don’t want a girl on the team.
 
   Mendez walked directly for the driver side door of our squad car, jangling the car keys in one hand. I didn’t mind not driving, but it struck me as odd that he wouldn’t at least have offered. Rookies didn’t often get behind the wheel of a patrol car until after their first review, and sometimes not until the final stage of the probation period, but I was no rookie.
 
   Mendez grabbed the in-car radio receiver. “Central, this is 432.”
 
   In Embarrass there had only been three officers: Chief Hart, David Addams, and myself. Our radio call signals had been individual, E-1, E-2, and E-3 respectively. In a department the size of MPD, that system obviously wouldn’t work. The three numbers in our call signal were attached to the car and indicated the precinct, sector, and sequence within the sector.
 
   “Go ahead, 432,” came a voice over the radio.
 
   “Be advised, 432 is 10-18.”
 
   Butterflies jumped around in my stomach. We were officially in-service and ready for assignment.
 
   Mendez turned the key in the ignition and the engine roared to life. I locked my rifle into its front seat holster and pulled my seatbelt across my vested chest. “So what’s your story, Mendez?” I asked conversationally.
 
   “I’m your FTO, not your friend, Officer Miller,” he said curtly. “I’d prefer those lines not be blurred.”
 
   The left side of my face twitched as though I’d been slapped. “That’s affirmative.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The city of Minneapolis was divided into five distinct police precincts. District four, sector three—my new beat—was the Webber Camden neighborhood in the northwest corner of the city. The area had several industrial zones and a mix of middle- and working-class homes. Statistically the sector had a higher crime rate than the rest of the city—largely property crime—but Minneapolis was relatively safe compared to similarly sized cities. The jewel of the neighborhood was Webber Park, directly on the Mississippi River, which, in addition to a playground included an impressive natural swimming pool popular with residents on hot summer days. 
 
   The sun was bright that morning and the day only got hotter and more humid as our shift wore on. Instead of turning on the air conditioning, Mendez drove with the windows open, left arm dangling out the driver side window. I’d solved the mystery of the too tan arm.
 
   It was the only mystery I had to solve that day though. Mendez and I drove the streets of our beat in silence with only the occasional squawk or crackle of the in-car radio as interruption. There was nothing remarkable about my new partner that would have set him apart from the other men in our unit. My first impression of him was of a man who’d struggled all his life to be noticed in a crowd. 
 
   When we reached Webber Park, I was glad for the excuse to get out of the car and stretch my legs. We could drive down most of the wide, paved walkways, but some areas of our patrol required we get out of the car and walk.
 
   “You can take a look,” Mendez noted, speaking to me for the first time since leaving the city garage. “I’ll stay with the car.”
 
   I took my time walking the narrow pavement paths that crisscrossed through the park. I smiled and nodded my head in greeting at passersby. Couples pushed infants in strollers, the elderly shuffled along with miniature dogs on leashes. Children on scooters zipped along the pavement. Patrol on the streets of Minneapolis was a far cry from the dusty, makeshift streets of Farah City.
 
   I paused when I reached the park’s large, natural pool with its shimmery sea-green water. Young children splashed around, dunking each other, and stopped only when a lifeguard in red swim trunks yelled at them. Their shrieks of joy filled me with a kind of wistful reflection. I had missed being able to swim when I was in Afghanistan. We’d been landlocked, stationed far away from any major body of water, and any smaller creek or river had looked too suspect to risk a quick swim. 
 
   I hadn’t been back in the water since returning to the States though. I worried that the beach would remind me of all that desert sand. But maybe the prospect of seeing Julia in a bathing suit could prompt an upcoming visit. It made me wonder if she was a two-piece or one-piece swimsuit kind of woman. She certainly had the body for a bikini, but her personality hinted at a classic one-piece, probably paired with an oversized floppy hat, sunglasses, and an expensive scarf tied at her waist.
 
   I pulled my cell phone out of my back pocket as I continued to walk around the city park. We were allowed to have our phones on us while on duty, but for official business only. There would be no playing Candy Crush in the car on slow days. I was tempted to text Julia with an update on my day if only for a little human interaction, but unlike the rest of the western world, she wasn’t connected at the hip to her cellular device and probably wouldn’t see my text until later that day.
 
   A text came through as I stared at the phone’s screen: How’s the first day back? It was from Rich.
 
   I glanced around the park, looking for Mendez or any other curious eyes before I responded: My FTO’s a piece of work.
 
   Why don’t you tell me all about it at Spencer’s when you’re done, Rich texted. I’ll see if anyone else is free.
 
   The police radio at my hip squawked. “Miller,” I heard Mendez’s voice over the crackly reception, “back to the car.”
 
    
 
    
 
   After leaving Webber Park, Mendez and I stopped at a sandwich place for lunch. My new partner and I ate our pastrami on rye in silence. The quiet was punctuated only by the rattle of ice cubes in empty soda cups and squeaky straws jammed through the center of plastic lids. My original FTO, a guy by the name of Goodson, had told me to avoid donut shops while on duty so as to not feed into the stereotype. Mendez seemed to buy into that same school of thought, but he shared little else with my old FTO.
 
   I had enjoyed an easy rapport with FTO Goodson. He’d given me a hard time about being a Viking’s fan, and I’d teased him about being in the Coast Guard in his twenties. In my experience, if someone wasn’t busting your chops about some detail from your life, they didn’t like you. And based on my first day with Mendez, he hated me.
 
    
 
    
 
   By the end of our shift, I was verbally bursting at the seams. Eight hours of unreciprocated conversation had left me agitated and ready to see some friendly faces. I was more than eager to ditch the uniform and make my way to Spencer’s, the local cop bar. It had been built sometime in the 1960’s and looked and smelled like it hadn’t been updated since first opening its doors. It was definitely not the kind of place I’d be taking Julia Desjardin on a date to anytime soon.
 
   State, city, and county cops co-existed uneasily at Spencer’s with a few current and former military personnel looking for the camaraderie of those who worked in harm’s way. Rich had first introduced me to the place when I was a new cadet. I think he’d been trying to impress me, the pretty new blonde on the squad, but I’d quickly squashed those advances. I was glad he hadn’t let his bruised ego get in the way or else I’d be missing out on one of my closest friendships.
 
   Upon entry, it took me a moment for my eyes to adjust to the low lighting. The bar had few windows to allow natural light inside. The sun could be high in the sky outdoors, but Spencer’s was always dimly lit, not that you’d want to see the décor in high definition. A standing joke was if you black lit the place it would look worse than a crime scene. 
 
   I spotted Brent sitting by himself in one of the larger booths. Our eyes met, and he jerked his head in greeting.
 
   I had met Brent in the academy and my three other closest friends—Rich, Adan, and Angie—had already been working the Fourth Precinct when I had first been assigned to the unit. Rich had hit on me before he really knew me, and Adan was just a really decent guy and a really good cop whom I’d instinctively wanted to be able to call my friend. Angie and I had quickly bonded as two of the only women in the precinct. It wasn’t a natural pairing though. A lot of female cops tried to avoid palling around with other women in the department for fear of being seen as lesbian or at best, man haters. The military had been the same way. But neither Angie nor I really cared if people thought we were together.
 
   I had never envied Angie’s position in the department. She had two identities to overcome—the color of her skin and being a woman. Despite being gay, I only had to overcome my gender. My sexuality might have even helped me on the camaraderie front. The guys could objectify a pretty girl in a skirt in front of me without blushing. I also didn’t have to worry about jealous wives getting in my face, thinking I was making a move on her man. I used to worry that I’d be seen as an inadequate cop or worse yet, a badge bunny—someone who’d become a cop because she was attracted to men in uniform. But I was just myself, and that seemed to work out just fine.
 
   My steps stalled when I noticed that Brent looked different than when I’d seen him that morning at roll call—he was clean-shaven. His upper lip where I’d gotten accustomed to seeing his regulation-defying chevron mustache was bare.
 
   I walked the rest of the way to the corner booth and slid into the bench across from my friend. “Rough day?” I asked in a neutral tone. I made eye contact with a passing waitress and ordered myself a beer.
 
   Brent stared down at the near-empty beer bottle in front of him. “I couldn’t get the stench out of my nose. It got stuck in my mustache,” he said. “Had to shave the fucker off.”
 
   Our waitress set my beer down on the table and I smiled my thanks. “What happened?”
 
   “Property manager let himself into an apartment unit. He hadn’t seen the old man who lived there in a while and was worried about him.”
 
   I swallowed down the rising bile. I knew what was coming next. “How long had he been dead?”
 
   “Couple of days at least. Air conditioner had been on the fritz. Stunk to high Hell.” His words were halting, staccato.
 
   I sucked in a sharp breath. “I’m sorry, buddy. That’s never fun.”
 
   I had been twelve-years-old when I saw my first dead body. My cousin Johnnie had gone ice fishing with friends. They’d had a few laughs and a few too many beers, and he’d never made it home due to a snowstorm and impaired judgment.
 
   I remember standing in front of his casket. It never should have been an open casket. The hair on his head had been shaved away. A long line of rough, ugly stitches had stuck out from his swollen forehead. He had no longer looked like my cousin; he might as well have been Frankenstein’s monster. Since then, I’d seen more dead bodies out of caskets than any regular person should.
 
   Brent rubbed at the freshly shaved skin above his upper lip. Luckily his Scandinavian skin tone didn’t tan or else he would have had one hell of an awkward tan line. “How was Mendez today?” he asked.
 
   Before I could answer, I spied Rich across the bar. He waved in our direction when he spotted us in the corner booth. He was still in his work clothes—a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His dark navy dress pants were creased in the front and at the backs of his knees from sitting at a desk all day. He’d unbuttoned the collar of his shirt, and his necktie was probably balled up in one of the saddlebags on his motorcycle.
 
   Now in Internal Affairs, Rich no longer worked in the Fourth Precinct with the rest of us. Internal Affairs was ugly business. Being a member of the police, much like being in the military, was dependent on fellowship to a specialized group; we looked after our own. Officers who worked for Internal Affairs were often seen as narks, like the MPs on a military base whose sole assignment was to make life difficult for the rest of us. Rich had never explained his decision to seek a promotion and reassignment. The title of Detective had come with a pay bump from a regular beat cop, but I couldn’t image being trapped in a windowless cubical all day. A future of being chained to a desk had been the primary catalyst for my temporary move to Embarrass.
 
   “Shove over, Miller,” he told me. Not allowing me time to move over on the bench, his thigh and hip slammed into my side as he tried to sit down. “Geez,” he complained. “Someone’s getting a little broad in the beam. Is this what married life has done to you?”
 
   “Always the comedian,” I replied.
 
   “So what are we talking about?” Rich asked.
 
   “Miller’s new FTO,” Brent said.
 
   “That’s right,” Rich remarked. “You texted me about him. What’s his deal?”
 
   “I don’t know. He doesn’t talk much.” I shuffled my beer bottle back and forth on the table’s surface. “We got out to the car this morning, and I’m just shooting the shit when he interrupts me and makes it very clear that he and I are never going to be friends.”
 
   “That must have bruised your delicate ego, huh?” Rich teased. “At least you don’t have to worry about him getting too friendly and having to break his heart.”
 
   “Like I did to you?” I taunted back. “Don’t tell me you’re still sore about that.”
 
   Rich grabbed my beer and took a slug. “They should make your kind wear a sign or something—Dick Free Zone.”
 
   I swiped my bottle back. “Whatever,” I snorted. “That’d only make your kind try even harder.”
 
   Rich’s grin made him look years younger than his early thirties. “You’re probably right,” he conceded.
 
   Angie was the next to show up. She whipped off her sunglasses as she approached the table. “Who’s the dickhead that didn’t warn me about third shift? I have no idea what time it is anymore,” she complained. “Hell, I don’t even know what day of the week it is.”
 
   When I’d first been hired, Adan, Rich, Angie, Brent, and I had all worked the same shift in the Fourth Precinct, which meant we saw each other all time. Now, we were spread all over the city, working different hours at different precincts. It would take some work to make sure we didn’t drift apart.
 
   “That’s your own damn fault for taking a promotion,” Rich chuckled. “Could have stayed first shift like the rest of us.”
 
   “Yeah, Ang. You’ve been holding out on me,” I piled on. “When did you get all fancy and become an FTO?”
 
   “You didn’t hear? I’m the department’s poster child for inclusivity,” she said, sliding into the booth beside Brent. “It’s the only time being a black woman’s ever worked in my favor. Too bad I’m low FTO on the totem pole though. Graveyard shift sucks.”
 
   “Too bad you look like one of those Children of the Corn kids, Cass,” Rich smirked. “You’d be leapfrogging through the ranks like our Angie here.”
 
   “I’m not looking for anything but my own beat,” I insisted. “You guys can take the headache of more responsibility,” I said, gesturing towards Angie and Rich with my beer bottle. “I’m looking forward to keeping my head down and doing the job I’m assigned to.”
 
   “That sounds really nice. My first rookie, and I’m already rethinking my decision,” Angie groaned.
 
   “It can’t be that bad,” Brent objected.
 
   “Boot was in such a hurry to write his first citation he forgot to put the car in park,” Angie remarked. “He’s leaping out of the driver’s seat and I’m still rolling down the street.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” Rich chuckled.
 
   “I wish I were,” Angie said with a shake of her head. “You’ve never seen me move so fast, pulling on that emergency break.”
 
   “I hope you gave the kid a break,” I said, taking a long pull from my beer bottle. “Everyone had a first day—even you, Ang.”
 
   “Yeah, but my rookie mistake was too much sugar in my FTO’s coffee,” she said, “not nearly crashing the patrol car.”
 
   “Where’s Adan today?” I asked.
 
   “You haven’t heard?” Brent spoke for the group.
 
   “It was my first day back, dude,” I reminded him.
 
   “Oh, right. Ad-man’s got a new girlfriend,” he told me. “Won’t shut up about her.”
 
   “Adan doesn’t talk about anything, ever,” I remarked. “She must be something special.”
 
   “Everyone’s getting all wifed up,” Angie complained.
 
   “Not me,” Brent grinned.
 
   “There’s probably a reason for that, Viking,” Angie retorted. “By the way, what the fuck did you do to your face? I hardly recognized you without that caterpillar crawling across your lip.”
 
   Brent grinned good-naturedly and Rich guffawed. I smiled behind my beer bottle. It was good to be back, but it was even better to be back and laughing with my friends.
 
    
 
   + + + 
 
    
 
   When I returned to my apartment later that evening, I discovered Julia sitting at my dining room table, reading glasses perched at the end of her nose and a semi-permanent frown on her face. Before her was my mountain of unsorted mail. She barely looked up with the sound of my entrance.
 
   “No uniform?” she observed.
 
   “I usually change clothes at the precinct.” I answered the question, but my voice was distracted, puzzled. I had no idea how she’d gotten into my apartment. She didn’t have a key, and I was damn sure I’d locked up on my way out that morning. “Besides, nobody’s ass looks good in polyester pants.”
 
   “I bet yours comes close,” she replied.
 
   I dropped my duffel bag in the front foyer. “How did you get in?”
 
   “Your landlord is a very accommodating man, but you should probably have a talk with him about letting strangers into your apartment.”
 
   “I’ll get right on that, thanks,” I deadpanned. “You know it’s a federal offense to go through someone else’s mail, right?”
 
   Still, her eyes remained on the opened envelopes spread out on the table before her. “I’m well aware of federal law, Miss Miller,” came her reply. “But you should have known I wouldn’t be able to sleep thinking about this pile of unanswered mail.”
 
   “Find anything good?” I took a few steps into the apartment. “Did I finally win all that money from Publishers Clearing House?”
 
   “Sadly, no.” She finally looked up and removed the reading glasses that hung around her neck on a delicate chain. “Were you aware of all these medical bills?”
 
   “Bills?” I licked my lips. “Are you sure they’re not like receipts or paid invoices? The government was supposed to take care of all of that.”
 
   Julia flipped her hair out of her eyes and slipped her glasses back on. “Your in-patient hospital bills for your back, yes. But these are all for services rendered here in Minneapolis.”
 
   Her words made me frown. “But I haven’t been to the doctor since I got out of the VA hospital. I’m as healthy as a horse. Did some asshole steal my identity?” I grabbed one of the sheets of tri-folded paper, but I couldn’t make sense of all the codes and numbers. It might as well have been written in a foreign language.
 
   “Do you know a Doctor Archibald Landsen?” Julia shuffled through a few of the letters. “All of these bills seem to be from him.”
 
   “Dr. Landsen? Shit.” I set the piece of paper down. “He’s my shrink.”
 
   “I thought you were going to the police department’s therapist?”
 
   “I am. He is. But he’s just a private practitioner the city uses. We don’t have a guy that’s just for us cops.”
 
   “I still don’t understand this.” Julia shook her head and frowned. “Why would they send you the bills?” She continued to flip through the great stack of papers in front of her. “Did anyone mention anything to you about having to submit these to the insurance company yourself?”
 
   “No.” I paused and began to second-guess my answer. “At least I don’t think so.”
 
   I stared at the bills with their block letter warnings of Final Notice and Late Charges with growing unease. Now that the notices had been released from their envelopes, there was no ignoring them, no way to shove that genie back into its bottle. I could feel those familiar emotions of being overwhelmed come bubbling to the surface.
 
   “For fuck’s sake,” I cursed. “I can’t afford this shit.”
 
   “Language, Cassidy.”
 
   “How do you expect me to react?” I responded shrilly. I grabbed the closest piece of paper and erratically waved it like a flag of surrender. “I don’t have this kind of money.”
 
   “It’s not the end of the world,” Julia said with practiced patience. “And don’t worry about the money. In no rational scenario would you be responsible to pay these bills yourself. We’re just lucky we caught it in time.”
 
   “You caught it,” I corrected her. Her words, as well-meaning as they were, did nothing to stop my rising panic. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do next. Who am I supposed to call to get this straightened out?”
 
   “Why don’t you let me do some digging?” she proposed. “I’ve had to deal with insurance companies before because of my mother.”
 
   “No, this is my mess, not yours.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous, Cassidy. I’m the one who opened your mail. Let me help.”
 
   Despite how overwhelmed I felt, a small smile tugged at my lips. “Are you gonna go all pitbull on them?”
 
   “Perhaps. But only if they deserve it.”
 
   “Do you know how crazy hot you are in those glasses?”
 
   Julia laughed, light and musical. “You mean my old lady readers?”
 
   “Yeah. They’re sexy. When do I get a second date?” I asked.
 
   My question brought an unexpected frown to her face. “The judge assigned the court date for my mother’s custody trial,” she revealed. “I don’t know if I’ll be very good company until that ordeal is over. There’s evidence to compile and affidavits to procure and my opening and closing statements to write and—”
 
   I silenced her rant with a kiss. “It’s okay,” I assured her, “the date can wait. This hearing is way more important. Besides, I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Cassidy,” she continued to frown. “I know how I get. I become so focused on this one thing—this goal—and it consumes me.”
 
   “Is that what happened when you met me in Embarrass?” I teased.
 
   “Careful, dear,” she clucked. “Your head is already teetering on disproportionate. We can’t afford to let it swell up anymore.”
 
   I clamped my hands around my skull. “You think I have a big head?” I self-consciously lamented.
 
   She tapped me affectionately on the nose, making me go cross-eyed.
 
   “So do you, like, want radio silence until the trial?” I asked.
 
   “I hate the idea as much as you, dear, but I’ll be working late, ignoring my phone more than usual, and keeping unorthodox hours until this thing is resolved.”
 
   “How long?”
 
   “At least a week.”
 
   Seven days sounded like forever. I really had it bad for this woman. 
 
   “That’s okay,” I reassured both her and myself. “It’ll give me time to plan something that’ll top our first date.”
 
   “Topping mini golf?” she chuckled. “Lofty goals for one so young.”
 
   “Oh, just you wait, lady,” I playfully threatened.
 
   “Shouldn’t I be pulling my weight?” She worried her lower lip. “I don’t want to burden you with all of this.”
 
   “Julia. Burden?” I said the word as though I’d never heard it before. “I want to do this. I want to treat you and make you feel special.”
 
   “Well if that was your goal, you’ve already accomplished it, dear.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   The day was hot and humid. It was one of those sticky, uncomfortable summer days in the Midwest that made me wish I didn’t have to wear a Kevlar vest. Like the previous day, Mendez had all of the windows rolled down in the patrol car instead of using the air conditioning. He said the refrigerated air messed with his sinuses, so I was subject to heatstroke so he could breathe a little easier out of his nose.
 
   I gazed out the window as Mendez and I drove past Julia’s office on our way to our section of district four after morning roll call. Although her apartment was in St. Paul, the public defenders office where she worked was located in Minneapolis. A pang of regret settled in my bones as we rolled by. When I worked for Embarrass PD I could drop by her home or office whenever I wanted to—and I had. It would be a few months before I was no longer under the microscope of my FTO and could resume that habit again. I knew in the long run that it was better for both of us to have left that place—especially for Julia—but there’d been things about life in Embarrass that I’d taken for granted.
 
   Day One. Julia and I had agreed to a modified radio silence until her mother’s trial. We could talk on the phone, but she had indicated that she needed time to herself to prepare for the custody hearing. I wanted to give her that space and not be a distraction, no matter how hard it was going to be on my end. I had survived twenty-eight years without ever knowing Julia Desjardin, I told myself. I could handle a few nights away from her.
 
   The in-car radio squawked with a new, incoming call. “432,” the voice said. “What’s your 10-20?”
 
   Mendez grabbed the in-car radio before I could react. “432 is on Lyndale and Sherman.”
 
   “432, you’ve got a 10-79 at 1002 Hillsdale. Neighbors called it in. Said they heard loud voices coming from the people who live upstairs.”
 
   “Domestic disturbance,” I murmured to myself.
 
   “Dispatch, 432 is en route,” Mendez spoke into the handset before returning it to its holster. “Light ‘em up,” he told me.
 
   I reached down to the panel of lights and sirens and flipped on our overheads. I was mildly surprised Mendez hadn’t just done it himself. Day Two with my new FTO wasn’t shaping out to be any better than the previous day. Mendez continued to be reticent to converse with me about anything non-job related, and for the second day in a row, he hadn’t offered to let me drive.
 
   The first five days, or Phase I of the San Jose model, were supposed to be considered as a transitional time for the trainee. In other words, if I messed up in those five days it wouldn’t count against me. But something about Mendez’s dour demeanor told me that we were skipping past Phase I.
 
   The radio call brought us to a brick duplex on a residential street. A young man and woman stood outside of the residence. 
 
   I stared out the passenger side window as we came to a stop in front of the address. “I’m guessing those are the neighbors who called it in,” I thought out loud.
 
   Mendez put the vehicle into park. “There’s only one way to find out.”
 
   My partner and I exited the squad car and strode side-by-side up the concrete walkway to the waiting couple. Despite the late morning hour, both the man and women wore striped, cotton pajama pants and flip-flops. The man’s dark hair stuck up in the back and the woman’s face was without makeup. They looked like they’d been yanked out of their beds.
 
   “Are you the ones who called in the disturbance?” Mendez asked them.
 
   “My girlfriend did,” the man spoke up. “I told her we should stay out of it, but once she gets an idea in her head, she’s like a dog with a bone.”
 
   “I couldn’t handle it anymore,” the woman stated. “They’re always arguing or playing their music too loud. We’ve repeatedly asked them to keep it down, but they just ignore us. We both work second shift,” she explained, “so we need to sleep during the day.”
 
   “In a non-emergency situation, you should call 411 instead of 911,” Mendez noted.
 
   “Maybe it is an emergency,” the woman protested. “I don’t know why they’re yelling up there—they could be beating on each other for all I know.”
 
   “You were right to call us, ma’am,” I said evenly. “It’s better to be cautious than turn a blind eye when your gut tells you there’s something wrong.”
 
   The woman slapped her boyfriend on the arm. “See? The police don’t think I’m overacting.”
 
   “You two can return to your home,” Mendez instructed. “We’ll take it from here.”
 
   The duplex was divided between an upstairs and a downstairs apartment instead of splitting the space vertically down the middle. The residents shared an entrance at the front of the building. A narrow carpeted stairway led upstairs to the second unit.
 
   “We’re supposed to present a united front,” Mendez mumbled to me as we stepped inside the duplex. “You shouldn’t contradict your partner.”
 
   “She made a good point,” I defended. “We don’t know what’s happening up there. Maybe it does warrant a call to 911.”
 
   Mendez grunted but kept any additional grumblings to himself.
 
   I stared up at the second floor. I didn’t like the set-up. There were no windows or alternate exits. The doorway to the upper unit apartment was only wide enough for one person to stand in front of and there was no space on either side of the solid, windowless door. The overhanging ceiling was low, probably in violation of building codes, and I practically had to duck my head going up the stairs like it was the entrance to Willy Wonka’s candy factory.
 
   Mendez didn’t seem to share my feelings of unease. He steadily climbed the stairs and immediately knocked on the door. I tensed behind him in the stairwell. There were no noises coming from the other side of the door. Mendez knocked again and we remained silent as we waited.
 
   “Guess they don’t want to talk,” I said.
 
   Mendez knocked again, this time harder. “Police,” he gruffly announced.
 
   I heard the sound of a small child’s cry followed by an angry male voice: “Shut her up,” the man snarled.
 
   Mendez knocked for a fourth time. “Police,” he barked with added authority and volume.
 
   The floorboards creaked with someone’s footsteps, followed by the sound of multiple locks and chains unfastening. The door cracked open, and with it, a blast of sour-smelling air hit me in the face.
 
   The man who answered the door was barefoot and wore baggy jeans and a stained tank top. His haircut was high and tight, military style.
 
   “Can I help you?” 
 
   Even though Mendez stood between us, I could smell the alcohol on the man’s breath.
 
   “We received a noise complaint,” Mendez said. “Neighbors reported they heard yelling coming from inside your apartment.”
 
   “Oh, sorry about that, Officer. The baby’s been crying a lot. I think she’s got a fever,” the man explained, looking helpless. “We’ll try to keep it down.”
 
   The downstairs neighbors hadn’t said anything about a baby. “Do you mind if we take a look around, sir?” I spoke up.
 
   The man’s eyes narrowed as he looked beyond Mendez’s shoulder to me. It was clear he hadn’t noticed my presence before. He scratched at a bug bite on his neck. “Uh, sure.” He took a step backwards and Mendez and I pushed inside.
 
   The house smelled like cat piss and Hamburger Helper. It was going to get stuck in my hair, the fabric of my uniform, and probably the inside of our cruiser. I could tell Mendez wanted to get the hell out of there. My nose agreed, but we had a job to do.
 
   The entranceway was small and cramped. It opened into a living room that contained a well-worn fabric couch and a recliner. The volume on the TV had been turned down low and a daytime game show played on the flickering screen. A paper plate with residual crumbs from a recently eaten meal sat on a side table that served as both lamp and table. 
 
   “Sorry ‘bout the heat.” The man wiped at his forehead. “The only air conditioner’s in the bedroom and it’s been acting up lately.”
 
   I pulled at the neck of my uniform shirt and shifted my bulletproof vest. We’d only been standing in the apartment for a minute, yet I could feel the sweat start to collect in the small of my back.
 
   A woman came out of a back room, holding onto a sniffling infant. The baby was naked except for its plastic diaper. He had pale skin and a wisp of blond hair covering his head. The woman bounced the baby in her arms to keep him distracted. It was then when I noticed her clothing. It was hot as Hades that day and especially stuffy in the apartment, yet she was wearing a long-sleeve t-shirt and equally weather-inappropriate sweatpants.
 
   “So your neighbors heard the baby crying? You weren’t arguing about something?” I probed.
 
   “No, Officer,” the man said.
 
   Everybody lied to the police. There was something about the sight of the badge and baby blue uniform that brought out the worst in people, but I’d gotten used to it. I tried not to take it personally.
 
   “Your neighbors reported they’ve repeatedly asked you to keep it down,” Mendez noted.
 
   “The people downstairs must have their ears pressed to the ceiling or something,” the man said. “I don’t think we’re being that loud. I watch my TV at a reasonable level and the baby cries sometimes, but he’s a baby. That’s what they do.”
 
   I gestured to Mendez to talk to him in private. He looked annoyed that I’d interrupted his questioning, but he turned his back on the couple and came closer to me.
 
   “You see the long sleeves on her?” I said in a hushed voice. “It’s too fucking hot for those kinds of clothes.”
 
   “What’s your point? You wanna give her fashion advice?”
 
   “What if those sleeves are covering bruises?” I proposed. “Something’s not right here.”
 
   “We’re here because the neighbors want these folks to quiet down. Don’t make this into something it’s not.”
 
   Mendez turned back to address the couple. “Keep it down in the future. If we have to come back,” he warned, “someone’s getting arrested.”
 
   “Yes, sir, Officer sir,” the man obliged with a lazy smile.
 
   Mendez, without waiting for me, left the apartment. I could hear the sound of his heavy boots as he tromped down the stairs to the fresher air outside. I looked between the man in the dirty tank top and the woman in her long-sleeve shirt. Both their faces were emotionless. I silently pled with the woman to give me a reason to stay and ask more questions, but there was nothing else I could do.
 
   I descended the staircase with misgivings churning in my belly. Even though I’d left the apartment, the strong stench of ammonia lingered in my nose. It made me wish I had a mustache that I could shave off. 
 
   I paused when I reached the ground level apartment. The couple who’d called in the complaint might have gone back to bed, but I wanted to follow up with them about the complaint. The woman answered when I knocked on the door.
 
   “So?” Her face was eager for answers.
 
   “They’ve been warned to keep it down.”
 
   My response clearly wasn’t adequate. “That’s it?”
 
   I shrugged, looking as helpless as I felt. “We’ll make a report about the incident. At least now there’s a paper trail started. You can call again if there’s another problem.”
 
   The woman looked crestfallen, as if she’d expected an arrest. “Okay, Officer.”
 
   I could understand her disappointment. I was feeling equally unsettled. It was a feeling I’d have to get used to. Rarely were complaints of this nature resolved after one visit, with all the loose ends wrapped up in a tidy bow.
 
    
 
    
 
   Mendez was back at the car when I made my way outside again. He confronted me when I returned to the vehicle. “Listen, I know you’re probably chomping at the bit to make your first arrest, but you’ve got to cool it with the super cop routine.”
 
   “This has nothing to do with making an arrest,” I testified. “That didn’t look like a healthy relationship to me, and you can’t even pretend that kid should be up there in that filth.”
 
   “You know we can’t make an arrest without a warrant unless there’s evidence a victim has been abused in the past twelve hours,” Mendez countered.
 
   “You could have let me talk to her,” I protested.
 
   “And done what? Braid each other’s hair and share your deepest, darkest secrets? You’re supposed to be a badge, Miller,” he said sternly. “Keep your personal feelings and emotions out of it.”
 
   Mendez opened the driver side door, indicating that the conversation and any debate were over.
 
    
 
    
 
   Back at the station I peeled off my uniform and didn’t bother folding it before dumping it into my duffle bag. I’d have to get it dry-cleaned along with my bulletproof vest to completely get the stench out of the fabric. I felt moderately better after a hot shower at the precinct, but it would take a few more deep scrubbings to get the scent entirely off of my skin. As long as the stink clung to my skin, the memory of the day would remain fresh as well. It made me actually thankful that Julia was busy preparing for her mother’s custody trial so I wouldn’t have to explain to her why I smelled like ammonia. 
 
   Before I could head home, I had to stop in the men’s locker room to drop off my shotgun in the weapon’s cage. Each uniformed officer had a key to the room-sized storage container where shotguns, handguns, bulletproof vests, bullets, and other weaponry were held.
 
   I didn’t bother knocking on the locker room door before entering; no one should have been getting ready as it was well after my shift had come to an end and second shift was already on the road. A noise that sounded like a heavy sigh, however, alerted me that I wasn’t alone. When I turned a corner, I saw a uniformed officer sitting on a long bench. I recognized him as the new cop from the previous day who hadn’t been able to find a seat during roll call.
 
   I ignored him at first as I went to the storage area to put my shotgun away. But the longer he sat there with his head in his hands, the more I felt obligated to say something to him.
 
   I shut the door to the storage area with a loud, metallic clang and still he didn’t move. I lingered longer, but he continued to ignore me while he cradled his head in his hands.
 
   “Hey,” I stated gruffly. “You okay?”
 
   He grunted noncommittally.
 
   I looked up at the halogen lights in the ceiling and grit my back teeth. “Jesus,” I muttered to myself. I sat beside him on the bench and stretched my legs out in front of me. “What gives?”
 
   He didn’t immediately answer me, and I considered leaving him to deal on his own. Finally, he raised his head from his hands and looked at me. “Why do they call me Boot?”
 
   “I have no idea,” I admitted. “It’s just what you call the new guy. And that’s you for now. It’s only temporary though. Soon enough someone else will come along, and they’ll be the new Boot.”
 
   I didn’t think mentioning how Rich continued to call me Rookie would be helpful in this situation.
 
   “I don’t think I can do this,” he lamented.
 
   “Sure you can. We all have rough patches and days we wish we could forget.”
 
   “It’s nothing like the academy.”
 
   “It never is, Rookie.”
 
    
 
    
 
   My phone rang on my walk from the precinct to where I’d parked my motorcycle outside. I wanted it to be Julia, but it was my old military buddy, Terrence Pensacola, instead. We hadn’t spoken since the Fourth of July. The combination of the holiday fireworks and his call had sparked one of my worst nightmares to date. After the day I’d had, I should have let the call go to voicemail, but I’d always been a glutton for punishment.
 
   “Hey, buddy, what’s up?” I tried to keep the anxiety from creeping into my tone.
 
   “I’m gonna be in your old stomping grounds next week.”
 
   “St. Cloud? What for?”
 
   “No, the Twin Cities. I’m participating in a clinical trial for a new prosthetic leg. Claire suggested I call you to get some restaurant recommendations. This pregnancy’s been giving her weird cravings for pizza and maple syrup. What you got for me?”  
 
   It occurred to me that Pense didn’t know I’d left Embarrass. When last we’d spoken, I’d still been up north.
 
   “I, uh, I’m actually back in Minneapolis,” I hesitatingly revealed.
 
   “I thought you were doing the cop thing someplace near Canada.”
 
   “I know.” I forced out a laugh. “It’s hard to keep up with me these days. How’s Claire doing?”
 
   “Getting bigger and more hormonal with each day.”
 
   “Geez, I hope she’s not in the room, Pense,” I censured.
 
   The sound of his laugh transported me back to a desert in the middle of the Helmand Province. “Give me a little more credit than that,” he breezed. “What about you? Things good?”
 
   “As good as can be expected,” I said, purposely vague. “I’m getting back into the swing of things with the Minneapolis police. Today was actually my second day back.”
 
   “What happened with that job up north?”
 
   “It’s a long story,” I dodged again, “for a different place and time.”
 
   “Hey, this is probably a crazy idea, and don’t feel obligated or anything, but do you want to meet up when we’re in town?” he asked. “You’re probably busy and stuff, but my pregnant wife would skin me if I didn’t at least ask.”
 
   When I closed my eyes I could smell the sulfur of gunpowder. I could feel the heat of an unrelenting sun beating down on my pink, crackled skin. I could see nothing on the horizon but miles and miles of sandy, scorched earth. I was still stuck in that desert. Only the vibrant crimson of a red painted mouth had been able to break through the monochromatic lens—a red painted mouth with a small, horizontal scar on her upper lip.
 
   Pensacola interpreted my prolonged silence as refusal. “It’s okay, I know you’ve got your own thing going on.”
 
   I opened my eyes and the color came back. “I’m never too busy for you, Pense.”
 
   “Stop it, Miller,” he joked. “I’m a married man.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   It was mid-afternoon, but the dark clouds in the sky made it appear more like nighttime. Webber Park was empty except for a few vagrant men huddled beneath the picnic enclosures, trying to ward off the worst of the whipping wind and steady rainfall. Even though it was raining, I looked forward to those moments in my patrol when I got to leave my FTO in the car and walk around the park. It was only Day Three and I’d already grown tired of my supervisor, but I was sure he’d have the same to say about me. My only solace was the knowledge that although Mendez was an annoyance, he was also temporary. If I played by the rules, spit-shined my shoes, and did his paperwork for him, I’d have my own beat soon enough.
 
   My police radio crackled at my hip with an incoming call from central dispatch: “432.”
 
   “This is 432,” I heard Mendez’s voice over the radio.
 
   “432,” the original voice recited, “you’ve got a 10-53 at 45th and Lyndale. Multiple car accident, Code Eight.”
 
   Leaving the pedestrian walk, I jogged back to the patrol car where Mendez already had the reds and blues flashing. I didn’t waste time removing my rain jacket even though my seat would be wet the rest of our shift.
 
   “Sounds serious,” I said as I buckled up. “Code Eight. EMS is en route?”
 
   Mendez grunted affirmatively, and we began to drive in the direction of the accident.
 
   If possible, it started to rain even harder when we arrived on scene. The corner of 45th and Lyndale was a sprawling three-way intersection, dotted by fast food restaurants and small businesses. Traffic had come to a complete stop and only the rain kept the gawkers and onlookers inside of their vehicles. Beyond the rapid back and forth of the patrol car’s windshield wipers I could see the flashing lights of an ambulance and fire truck, but we were the first police officers to arrive.
 
   A white four-door sedan was tipped over on its side in the middle of the intersection and a second vehicle, a blue coupe, had veered head-on into a row of parked cars. Broken glass and bits of plastic and twisted metal littered the intersection.
 
   One of the paramedics was helping a man and a woman out of the nearly inverted vehicle. They looked shaken up, but not seriously hurt. The vast majority of emergency responders were swarmed around the second vehicle. There were too many bodies in the way and too much distance for me to visually assess the condition of the second vehicle and its driver and possible passengers.
 
   “Set up a road block to redirect traffic,” Mendez instructed me, “and I’ll check out what we’re dealing with.”
 
   The trunk of our car was equipped with road flares and first aid materials. I began to establish a perimeter around the two-car crash. Statistically, directing traffic could be more hazardous than a high-speed pursuit, especially when it was overcast and raining. Vehicles drove too fast and too close, and after a while of pointing and waving and moving traffic safely through the intersection, my uniform pants and yellow rain slicker had become splattered with dirt and debris. To add insult to injury, tires kicked up rainwater, soaking my already saturated uniform. 
 
   Despite my soggy clothes, I preferred this task to what Mendez was doing. I had training as a first responder, but I was grateful the paramedics had already arrived and those kinds of services weren’t needed from me. The sight of blood didn’t bother me—in Embarrass I had once wrestled with a guy tripping on animal tranquilizers in a bathroom covered in his own blood—but this was different.
 
   Mendez strolled across the intersection. “You making mud pies over here, Miller?” he called to me.
 
   I shook out my legs. My socks were soaked through and the polyester material of my uniform pants clung uncomfortably to my skin.
 
   “Our 10-53 turned out to be a 10-54.”
 
   “Shit.” My stomach dropped. “Someone died?”
 
   My partner nodded. “Looks like the driver wasn’t wearing his seatbelt. His head practically went through the windshield. If you’ve ever wanted to see what a brain looks like, you should check it out.”
 
   I involuntarily shuddered from the mental imagery. I didn’t need to play tourist. I knew too well what the insides of a man’s cranium looked like.
 
   Mendez pulled a driver’s license out of his jacket pocket. “Brian Daniel Grimes,” he read out loud before handing the photo ID to me.
 
   I stared down at the laminated image of a smiling man with dark hair and brown eyes. Brian Grimes had only been forty-two. “How about the other car?” I asked.
 
   “They’ll be fine. EMTs are recommending they get checked out at a hospital, but they’ll live.”
 
   “Do you want me to take their statement?”
 
   “No. I need you to contact next of kin. I’ll stay here and wait for the traffic unit to show up.”
 
   “Me?” I was startled by his orders. He wouldn’t let me drive the patrol car and yet he wanted me to fly solo to tell someone that a loved one had died.
 
   “You’re a woman,” he reasoned with an abrupt shrug. “You’re better at feelings—being sympathetic and shit.”
 
   “Being sympathetic and shit,” I repeated in a voice devoid of emotion.  ”I thought I was supposed to be a badge.”
 
   Mendez’s eyes narrowed. “Just take care of it,” he ordered. “That’s an old address on his ID and there’s no registration in the car, so you’ll have to call dispatch to get an updated home address off the vehicle’s plates.” 
 
   He tossed me the car keys; it was the only time he’d ever relinquished them. 
 
   I snatched the key ring out of the air. “Thanks,” I tried not to snarl.
 
    
 
    
 
   The rain continued to fall as I slowly drove out to Brian Grimes’ former residence. I was in no hurry to tell his family that he’d died in a car accident. He hadn’t lived in the Webber-Camden neighborhood, so the drive took me to someone else’s beat in another precinct. The house was in a nice neighborhood, the kind I imagined graduating to when I’d grown sick of apartment life. The streets were lined with mature maple trees whose seedpods blanketed the streets and sidewalks like a lush, green carpet.
 
   I parked the patrol car in front of the Grimes’ residence and sat for a moment with the vehicle still running. The home was a cute two-story bungalow. A warm, yellow glow radiated from the partially curtained windows that faced the street. Death notification was the least desirable duty as a police officer and also the one responsibility for which we had the least amount of training. I couldn’t recall any classroom training, but I’d had on-the-job training with my original FTO on a call the previous year. A young boy had been run over in the streets where he’d played. It had been the worst day of my short police career.
 
   A phone call would have been immensely easier, but inappropriately callous. Those words, that uniformed presence on a person’s front stoop, it could be the worst news a family would ever hear, which was why it was so important it be done in person, in time, and with delicacy. I couldn’t imagine my own parents receiving a phone call or a form letter from the military if I hadn’t made it out of that desert.
 
   My lips moved over the official words I’d soon be saying: “I regret to inform you …”
 
   My boots and socks squished as I walked from the patrol car up the inlaid brick walkway. The yard was manicured with red cedar mulch in the flowerbeds on either side of the central walkway. The few feet between the road and the house told me much about Brian Grimes. He had children—young kids who played sports as evidenced by the soccer ball and red plastic wiffle ball bat I saw in the front yard. The red minivan parked in the driveway was adorned with bumper stickers that told me someone in the family ran half-marathons and that they were Minnesota Twins fans. 
 
   Four concrete steps led up to a narrow wooden porch covered by the overhang of the roof. Planters spilling with purple and white petunias hung from hooks on the ceiling, their sweet scent perfuming the thick, humid air.
 
   I took off my patrolmen’s cap and tucked it under one arm. I ran my hand over the top of my head to quickly assess my hair situation. Rain and humidity always made my hair curlier than usual, but it felt properly tamed, pulled back in the low bun I wore knotted at the nape of my neck.
 
   I pressed my finger against the round, illuminated doorbell. I could hear its musical chime from somewhere in the house. A dog—a big one by the sound of it—began to bark.
 
   I heard a woman’s stern command: “Quiet, Kirby,” she yelled. The dog promptly ceased its alarm.
 
   A nervous smile crept up on me. I wondered if they’d named the dog after the baseball player, Kirby Puckett. He’d been one of my favorite Minneapolis Twins when I was little.
 
   A young woman came to the door. She was pretty—dark hair and a serious face—probably Hmong, one of the major ethnic groups in the Twin Cities. She wore an old t-shirt over her thin frame and running shorts.
 
   “Mrs. Grimes?” I guessed.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Are you related to Brian Daniel Grimes?”
 
   “He’s my husband. Has something happened?” she asked.
 
   “Ma’am, may I come in?”
 
   “Oh, of-of course,” she stuttered.
 
   Inside the home it was warm and clean. I took care to knock the mud from the bottom of my boots. I didn’t want to be more of an inconvenience than I was already going to be.
 
   We walked past a young boy seated on the carpet in the middle of the living room. The TV was on, some children’s program quietly playing in the background.
 
   I gestured to the couch. “You should probably sit down.”
 
   Mrs. Grimes scooped up the small boy and set him in her lap. Chubby fingers fisted in her dark hair before she gently pried them off.
 
   Normally I would have sat beside the next of kin or at least crouched down to be at her eye-level. My uniform was soaked through though, and I didn’t want to ruin her furniture. I stood before her and cleared my throat. “Mrs. Grimes, your husband was in a car accident this afternoon. I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but he died while paramedics were attempting to revive him.”
 
   I watched the woman’s mouth slowly fall open. The anguished wail that came out of her parted lips brought me back to one of my first days in Afghanistan. I was in the city of Kubal, which might as well have been a distant planet for all it resembled my hometown of St. Cloud. The adhan—the Islamic call to prayer made five times a day—rolled out from the mosque minarets across the city. The sound of Brian Grimes’ wife’s grief and the adhan mixed in my brain.
 
    
 
    
 
   It stopped raining soon after I left the Grimes’ home. I had to return to the site of the car accident to pick up Mendez. I was tempted to leave him there and make him find his own way back to the precinct. But he was my FTO and if I pissed him off there was no way he’d recommend me for full active duty again.
 
   When I arrived on the scene Mendez and the guys from another patrol were eating pizza while homicide and the traffic unit took pictures of the crash and did their scene recreation. To an outsider it might look heartless—cops sitting on the hood of the patrol car, eating a sausage and mushroom pizza while surrounded by the remnants of a fatal crash. But you have to dehumanize it—take the emotion out of death—or you’ll never make it.
 
   I stopped the vehicle and rolled down the driver side window to catch my partner’s attention.
 
   “Hey, Miller,” one of the officers in the traffic unit greeted. “What’s good?”
 
   I nodded in return. I didn’t recognize the guy, but we might have been in the academy together. Being one of the only women in the department meant that most people knew who I was even if I had no idea who they were. I was a novelty in a seemingly endless stream of mustachioed Vikings.
 
   “You ready, Mendez?” I called from behind the steering wheel.
 
   He shoved one last piece of pizza into his mouth. “Yeah,” he declared around the cheese and sausage. “Skooch over.”
 
   “I’m driving.” 
 
   My partner looked at me. Something in my face must have told him I wasn’t in the mood to fight about this. Instead of pulling rank, he slid into the passenger seat.
 
   “432,” came a call over the radio. “What’s your 10-20?”
 
   I picked up the handset. “This is 432,” I replied. “We’re finishing up with that 10-54 on 45th and Lyndale.”
 
   “Are you 10-8?” The dispatcher wanted to know if we were available for our next call.
 
   “Yeah, go ahead.”
 
   “There’s a 10-73 near 41st and Colfax. Neighbors called it in.”
 
   10-73 was code for an abandoned vehicle. Normally it wasn’t a big deal, but you never knew driving up to the car what you might find inside: drugs, guns, explosives, dead bodies.
 
   “Copy,” I told the radio dispatcher. “432 is en route.” I returned the in-car handheld to its holster.
 
   Mendez whistled under his breath. “Looks like my rookie’s all grown up.”
 
   “I never was a rookie,” I retorted.
 
   I glanced in the rearview mirror at my reflection. Tired, worried eyes stared back at me. There was no time for emotion, no time for reflection. You’re onto the next call and you have to wipe the slate clean. But you have to unpack all of the horrible things you’ve seen at some point or you’ll go crazy or explode like a powder keg. It was only my first week back, and I already felt myself rapidly reaching that point.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I knocked hard on the apartment door. I pounded my closed fist against the smooth plane of the door with such force, I imagined rattling the 8C from its place. The door swung open moments later. Julia stood in the threshold, looking surprised by my appearance. She was still in her work clothes—a grey silk shell that buttoned up its center and crisp black pants. The grey shirt was unbuttoned at the neck to reveal the elegant wrap of a pearl necklace. 
 
   “Cassidy. What’s wrong?” she asked. Her hand went to her throat as she regarded me. I looked wild and unkempt compared to her perpetual polish. “And why are you all wet?” 
 
   I hadn’t bothered changing out of my uniform at the end of my shift. I realized it was the first time Julia had seen me in the full outfit. 
 
   “Later,” I grunted. “I need to forget today. Can you do that for me?”
 
   She bit her lower lip in contemplation. We’d agreed to not see each other until the date of her mother’s trial, and I felt guilty for caving so soon after she’d asked for no distractions. But I needed this. I needed her. I didn’t know what I’d do if she’d denied me. Thankfully, she nodded and took a step back into the apartment to let me inside. 
 
   As soon as she closed the door behind us, I had her back pressed against an adjacent wall, and my lips were hungry at her mouth. She eagerly kissed me back, and I lost myself to the electricity that seemed to shoot all over my body wherever she was pressed against me. Her mouth was soft, yet firm against my own lips, and every now and again her tongue darted between my parted lips and brushed tantalizingly against my own tongue. When she sucked my bottom lip into her mouth and gently bit down, I felt warm all over. 
 
   We had options: the living room with its stiff, but functional furniture; the dining room table I’d smudge with fingerprints and whatever other body parts might make contact. The bedroom was too deliberate, and at this point, too many steps away.
 
   I opted for the kitchen.
 
   I planned on perching her on the kitchen countertop and losing myself between her legs. I imagined the granite countertop cold against her naked backside and thighs, but Julia had other ideas. She grabbed me by the front of my uniform shirt and pinned me against the refrigerator. For the size of the one-bedroom apartment, the refrigerator was massive—one of those double-door kind with the freezer drawer at the bottom.
 
   She wasted little time. She tugged roughly at the tail end of my thick leather belt until it loosed itself from the metal buckle. She unsnapped the brass button at the top of my pants and slammed the zipper down. Polyester uniform pants were yanked down my hips and collected around my kneecaps.
 
   She dropped to her knees in front of me.
 
   “Oh God,” I groaned in anticipation.
 
   She pulled down on the front panel of my underwear and sucked my clit into her mouth. My knees buckled at the intensity of the jolt of pleasure that rocketed through my limbs. Her tongue slid along the length of my slit and flicked against my waiting clit. She flattened her tongue and rubbed it hard against the protruding nub. 
 
   “Fuck,” I hissed, practically seeing stars.
 
   She continued to swirl my clit around and around with the tip of her tongue. Her hands rounded my hips and traveled to my ass, which she palmed and roughly squeezed. There was no foreplay, no long, drawn-out teasing.  Her touch was solid, hard, and abrupt. She seemed to sense exactly what I needed.
 
   She looked up at me beneath dark, thick eyelashes. The lids of her eyes were shadowed in grays and purples. I raked my fingers through the front of her hair and rounded to the back of her head. But when I tried to pull her tighter against me, she wasn’t having it. She slapped my hands away.
 
   “Do I have to get your handcuffs?” she quietly threatened.
 
   I immediately stopped trying to guide her head. “Okay, I’ll stop!”
 
   She rewarded my compliance by pulling my underwear the rest of the way down my thighs. They didn’t travel very far, however, and I couldn’t widen my stance. With my pants and underwear pulled halfway down my legs, I was trapped in that position. I still stood in my police boots and uniform shirt—even my bulletproof vest remained.
 
   She teased my opening with her middle finger dipping shallowly inside. She remained motionless, save for the light but steady attention her mouth focused on my clit. She pressed harder, but not enough to allow more of her finger inside. Finally, she entered me down to the second knuckle, and I hissed my approval. She immediately withdrew, but before I could register the loss, she pierced me with a second finger.
 
   I needed something to hold on to, but I worried if I latched onto the back of her head again, she would stop altogether. I clawed at the refrigerator door I remained pressed against, but my hands slid uselessly against its smooth surface. 
 
   She rose from her knees, standing to her full height. Her fingers never lost contact. If anything, she slid harder and deeper inside of me. 
 
   “How are you doing, dear?” She grazed my neck with blunted teeth. “Still thinking about your day?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Then I suppose I have no choice but to continue.”
 
   I wordlessly nodded. “Please.”
 
   “So polite,” she smirked.
 
   Her free hand moved up my chest, but with my uniform shirt and bulletproof vest still on, her touch barely registered.
 
   “Take off that ridiculous uniform,” she practically growled. “How can you expect me to fuck you properly with so many layers on?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I readily complied.
 
   I tugged my boots off and with them my socks. With my feet free, I finally finagled my legs out of my uniform pants and tossed them and my belt in a heap a few yards away.
 
   My fingers were still cold and numb from being out in the rain all day. I fumbled with the buttons on my shirt. There were far too many of them, and Julia huffed with impatience. The Kevlar vest came off next. It velcroed around my ribs, but I tugged it up and off my torso like a t-shirt to save time. It hit the ground with a heavy sound.
 
   Julia curled her fingers around the neckline of my white undershirt. Buried beneath layers of clothing it was the only part of my uniform that had escaped the rain. “There she is,” she purred. “There’s my girl.” She once again pinned me flush against the refrigerator. My bare ass pressed against the door. 
 
   “What was that you said to me after our first date?” She tapped her fingertips against her pursed lips. 
 
   I didn’t know what she was referring to. 
 
   “Oh, that’s right,” she answered her own question. “That I shouldn’t take it easy on you.”
 
   Her smile—slow and calculating—sent a shiver of anticipation crawling up my spine. 
 
   “Turn around and grab your ankles.”
 
   My mouth fell open in a noiseless gasp. 
 
   “I won’t tell you again.”
 
   My body shook with a combination of anticipation and nerves. I trusted Julia. Explicitly. But she was asking—no, demanding—that I voluntarily make myself vulnerable. I sucked in a breath and did as I was told. 
 
   She nudged my legs farther apart with the use of her right foot. 
 
   “Really, Officer,” she chastised in a displeased tone, “I thought you knew how this worked.”
 
   “I can’t say I’ve ever been in this position before,” I replied.
 
   “I would hope not.”
 
   Julia stroked her hand down the center of my back. Her fingertips tickled down my spine. I noticeably flinched when her fingers reached my scars.
 
   “If this makes you uncomfortable, Cassidy, just say the word.” Her tone had lost its earlier edge.
 
   I tucked my chin to my chest. “No. Keep going.”
 
   Her warm hands rounded the curve of my naked backside. She leaned her body over mine. I wore only my bra and undershirt, but she was still fully clothed.
 
   She reached around my torso and slid her fingers down my stomach, through the closely cropped curls, and down to my swollen sex. She pressed the pad of her middle finger against my clit and rubbed me in a slow, compact circle. 
 
   My knees nearly buckled, but I kept my legs spread for her and my hands clenched around my ankles.
 
   She continued to rub my clit in a soft, lazy circle. With her free hand, she removed the hair band that held my blonde curls back in a bun. She brushed my damp hair forward so it fell over my shoulders like a golden waterfall. She pressed her mouth at the nape of my neck. Her mouth was warm and wet, and the ragged sound of her breath near my ear turned me on even more. 
 
   Her fingers worked their way beneath my t-shirt and the underwire of my bra. Her fingers were warm, but my nipples were cold. She pinched and pulled at the hard buds while her other hand continued to manipulate my clit and coax more arousal from my aching sex.
 
   I couldn’t take much more of this slow tease. I needed to be fucked. I needed to be fucked by her.
 
   I arched my back and pressed my backside more firmly against the front of her thighs. She lightly slapped my clit. “Patience, my pet.”
 
   The heightened contact made me groan, but she continued to play with me, never quite giving me what I wanted.
 
   Finally, I felt her fingers at the entrance of my sex. She slid two fingers into me with her other hand resting on my tailbone for stability. I was wet enough that she didn’t have to give me time to adjust to her fingers, although I doubted in her state if she would have cared. I had once told her not to take it easy on me and she was following my orders, as I was hers.
 
   She began a slow cadence of penetrating me from behind. It was a precarious exercise in balance. Whenever she plunged hard and deep into me, my body threatened to fall forward. Without the use of my arms, which remained useless and immobile as I continued to hold onto my ankles, I used the muscles in my core and upper thighs to keep myself from tipping over.
 
   “Such a magnificent body,” she murmured aloud, yet almost to herself. “So pliable and eager to be pleased.”
 
   Her left hand periodically stroked down the center of my back before coming down hard and slapping my ass. I didn’t know what to focus on—the pleasure of her fingers sawing through my sex or the sharp flash of pain each time her second hand spanked me.
 
   She curled her fingers each time she bottomed out. I made a quiet, involuntary noise with every thrust. Soon enough, her slow, laborious thrusts increased in pace and intensity. I couldn’t catch my breath. She was fucking the breath out of me. 
 
   “Still thinking about your day, darling?” she purred in my ear.
 
   “Fuck no.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Julia sat cross-legged on the kitchen floor with her back against the refrigerator and my head in her lap. She had grabbed a blanket from the living room and the area rug in the kitchen acted as our mattress. It wasn’t the coziest place for pillow talk, but I’d take what I could get. 
 
   Her fingers idly raked through my long hair, and her fingertips periodically massaged my scalp. I shut my eyes and let her moving fingers relieve me of some of that built-up pressure. The comforting touch was making it hard to stay awake.
 
   “It was naïve of me to think I could focus on my mother’s case without you around. My mind continually wandered at work, wondering what you might be up to, wanting to call your phone or simply invite myself over.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I have a little bit of self-restraint,” she sniffed. “Not much,” she qualified, “but just enough.”
 
   Her words were a welcomed revelation. Sometimes I worried my intense feelings for her were uneven. I knew she reciprocated the same level of lust and need for me, but I thought myself emotionally dependent on her already.
 
   “What happened today?” she asked me.
 
   “I’d rather not talk about it.” 
 
   It was reflex to clam up, to shut down. The day had been far from my most challenging on the job. In fact, it had been fairly typical. Unfortunately, death and its aftermath were relatively common occurrences in my line of work. To admit that it had affected me was only human, but it was weakness as well.
 
   “Someone died in a car accident,” I finally revealed, “and I had to tell his wife.”
 
   “Oh.” Her fingertips massaged my scalp with new rigor. “I’m sorry, Cassidy.”
 
   Julia’s caramel-colored irises regarded me seriously, but I saw neither pity nor remorse reflected in them. It was something I had grown to appreciate about her; she didn’t treat me as fragile. She knew about my past and I hers, but it didn’t affect the way we interacted in these moments. She didn’t try to mother me or solve my issues. If anything, we challenged each other to do better—to rise above all that. She made me feel strong and capable even when it felt like I was falling apart. 
 
   “Pensacola called yesterday. He wants to see me.”
 
   “Your military friend? The one you saved?”
 
   Her choice of words sat strangely in my head. Saved. Had I saved Pensacola? I’d never been sure about that. 
 
   “He and his wife are gonna be in town next week to test out new robot legs or something.”
 
   “Did you say yes?”
 
   “Yeah.” The syllable caught in my throat. “I didn’t think I had a choice.” 
 
   “There’s a question I’ve been wanting to ask,” Julia said, continuing to stare down on me, “but it’s absolutely none of my business.”
 
   “Ask.”
 
   “It’s not a pretty question.”
 
   “Your face makes up for it,” I said offhandedly.
 
   “Did you kill anyone over there?”
 
   “Oh.” I pushed out a long breath. “That question.”
 
   “Please don’t answer if it’s something you’d rather not talk about.”
 
   “I never want to talk about it,” I admitted, “but I need to.”
 
   She waited, silently patient while I mentally wrestled with the past. 
 
   “I’m not entirely sure,” I finally said. “Technically, as a woman, I was never supposed to be fighting on the frontlines. But in Afghanistan, there is no frontline—or rather, it’s everywhere. This idea of people in one color of uniform standing in a straight line and shooting across No Man’s Land to where another group of people in a different color of uniform are waiting doesn’t exist anymore. War doesn’t work like that. There’s gunfire and you shoot people to stay alive and to keep your buddies alive. You never really know if your bullets hit bone and flesh, and if they do, you have no way of finding out if the other person lived or died.”
 
   Julia quietly hummed. “I suppose that makes sense.”
 
   I closed my eyes again even though I knew I’d see his face in my mind’s eye. Amir was never far from my thoughts.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Afghanistan, 2012
 
   He finally fell asleep. I’m delirious with exhaustion myself. 
 
   The decision has been made. We can’t leave him behind, and we can’t take him with us. He’s a liability to us making it to a safer part of the province and finding medical help. It’s already going to take a miracle for me to get Pense out of here alive.
 
   Amir wakes up when he feels the cold press of my M9 against his forehead. Even though I’ve yanked him out of sleep, he doesn’t look surprised. We both know what’s coming next.
 
   I can taste the sand and blood in my mouth. In hindsight, I probably should have asked Pensacola to do it for me.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   Julia stood before the sliding door in her kitchen, which led out to a small balcony large enough for two chairs and a round table. “Do you want to eat on the balcony tonight? It looks like it might rain,” she thought aloud, “but it might be nice to eat outside if we can beat the raindrops.”
 
   A heavy black cloud hung in the light blue sky. On the horizon, the sun was just beginning to set. Sunsets tended to remind me of my time overseas. It had been my favorite time of day. The base camp’s concrete and steel perimeter, which provided us with blast protection, washed out all the color like an overexposed image. Except at sunset and sunrise, everything had been grey and brown and tan.
 
   “Come here.” I curled my finger at her.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I missed you.”
 
   “I saw you not two days ago, dear,” she reminded me with a light laugh.
 
   “What can I say? You’re awfully missable.”
 
   “I suppose, then, it’s a good thing that my mother’s hearing is tomorrow.”
 
   “Good for my libido, sure,” I confirmed, “but how are you feeling about it?”
 
   “Stressed,” she admitted. “I would have liked more time, but I doubt this is the kind of thing I’d ever truly feel prepared for.”
 
   “Well you know what they say: when life gives you lemons—”
 
   “Just kiss me,” Julia demanded.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” I murmured into her mouth.
 
   I ghosted my tongue over her lips and felt the small scar on her upper lip, the one her brother Jonathan had caused when they were young. I had been an only child. I had never lacked for friends, but I’d always wished I’d had a sibling. I couldn’t imagine the pain of losing someone like that, especially in the way Jonathan had died.
 
   My hand wandered beneath one of those pencil skirts that I loved so much on her. I hoped winter would never come. My hand slid along the smooth skin of her inner thigh until it came to rest at the apex of her heat. Her underwear, currently hidden from view, was silk and delicate. My finger hovered at her clit, lightly pressing against it.
 
   “Dear God,” she groaned into me. Her arms wrapped around my torso and her hands clutched my back. 
 
   I moved my hand and roughly cupped her sex. I deftly pushed her underwear to the side and pressed the tip of my middle finger against her entrance. The heat and beginnings of her arousal urged me to push into her. 
 
   “Can you hit the pause button on dinner?” I husked.
 
   She bit down on her lower lip and shook her head with remorse. With uncanny willpower, I withdrew my hand from her underwear.
 
   Julia tugged down on the bottom hem of her fitted skirt to return the garment to its original position. “You’re insatiable, Officer Miller.”
 
   “Keep calling me that,” I growled in warning, “and I’ll be the only thing you eat tonight.”
 
   Her lips twisted. “Go set the table, Officer,” she clucked.
 
   I saw the flash of light leap across the blackening sky before the ground rumbled beneath us.
 
   I jump on top of Pensacola and throw him to the ground. We hit the earthen floor of the safe house hard. Pensacola’s body cushions my fall, but only barely. The scent of burning hair and charred flesh infiltrates my nostrils. 
 
   My back stings. I’ve been hit, but I don’t know the extent of my injuries. The pain reminds me of the time my dad ran over an underground beehive with the lawnmower, and I’d been attacked by a swarm of pissed-off bees. I’d had to carry an EpiPen with me after that, an allergic reaction I’d since outgrown as an adult.
 
   Pensacola’s screams are muffled by the lingering ringing in my ears.
 
   “Stay still,” I growl. 
 
   “My legs!” he protests. I can feel him squirm beneath me. “Fuck! They’re on fire!”
 
   “Stay still,” is my repeated command. The I.E.D. has already done its damage, but there’s no telling if there will be more. “We’re alive, Pense,” I tell him. “For now.”
 
    “Cassidy.” The voice in my head was different now, not Pensacola’s. “Cassidy.” 
 
   Feminine. 
 
   Reassuring. 
 
   “Let me up, dear.”
 
   The burning smell was gone, and the scent of fresh flowers—roses—filled my nostrils instead.
 
   “Shit.” I scurried to my feet when I realized what had happened.
 
   Julia gingerly rolled onto her back. Her eyes looked unfocused. I extended my hand to help her up, and through some miracle, she accepted the gesture.
 
   I carefully pulled her to her feet and absently brushed at her clothes even though her floors were clean enough to eat off of. I opened my mouth to speak, not sure what I should even say, but my intentions were interrupted by the sound of the smoke alarm.
 
   Julia flipped her hair out of her eyes and sighed. “I suppose dinner is done.”
 
    
 
    
 
   We never made it out on the balcony for dinner. The smoke alarm was connected to a central system, and when the sensor in Julia’s kitchen had been triggered, all of the alarms in the building had gone off. The condo’s residents dutifully marched outside, and we waited on the curb until the fire department gave us the all clear. Thankfully, I didn’t know any of the emergency responders in St. Paul. The evening had been embarrassing enough without the well-meaning harassment I would have faced from them. 
 
   After dinner had been eaten and the dishes had been cleared away and cleaned, Julia and I lay in bed. Julia flipped through one of her giant, hardcover law books by the glow of a bedside lamp—final prep-work for her mother’s custody case. I stared at the ceiling, unable to fall asleep. The reading light and the sounds of turning pages wasn’t what was keeping me awake though.
 
   “I’m sorry—” My apology got caught in my throat. I swallowed and tried again. “I’m sorry I ruined tonight.”
 
   Julia’s response was immediate: “You did no such thing.”
 
   Dinner hadn’t been ruined—not palatably at least. Julia was an amazing cook and had managed to stem the worst of the damage, but things had been tense around the dinner table. 
 
   “Still, it can’t be easy. Dealing with this. With me.” I shook my head bitterly and tried to stay the quivering of my lower lip. “Can’t even handle a stupid thunderstorm without freaking out.”
 
   Julia closed the weighty tome and removed her reading glasses. “When you heard the storm outside, where did you go?”
 
   “To a safe house in Afghanistan. I have the dream a lot,” I admitted. “It’s one of my reoccurring ones. My unit has just apprehended a key al-Qaeda operative. We’ve delivered him to a safe house and we’re waiting for transport out of the region. Only, it’s not really a safe house. There’s an explosion and everyone but me and Terrance dies.”
 
   “You thought I was Terrance.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said thickly. “I try to save them, but no matter how many times I have the dream, I never know when the I.E.D.’s going to go off.”
 
   “I.E.D.?” she repeated.
 
   “Improvised explosive device.”
 
   She made a quiet noise, a thoughtful hum. “What’s it like? Your flashbacks?”
 
   I paused for a moment and reflected on the question. “You know when you get scared or surprised by something? How your heart rate increases, and your breathing becomes more rapid?”
 
   She nodded and I continued.
 
   “For most people when the danger passes, your body goes back to normal. It’s not like that for me. I can’t shut off that fight or flight reaction.” 
 
   “I’ve seen the nightmares firsthand, but have you ever had a waking flashback like that before?” she asked. 
 
   “Once. It was two Fourth of July’s ago. I’ve never attacked anyone before though. I’m so sorry, Julia.” I sucked in a deep, shuddering breath. “When you get into bed with me, you get into bed with my war memories, too.”
 
   “I never met pre-war Cassidy Miller,” Julia considered. “Maybe she would have been a bore.”
 
   “She was a lot like me,” I said, “just with less muscles.”
 
   Julia trailed a single fingernail down the flat plane of my abdomen, briefly dipping into the hollow of my bellybutton. “See? She couldn’t have been anywhere near as appealing as you are.”
 
   “Too bad my back looks like the surface of the moon,” I snorted.
 
   Julia’s fingers continued to stroke along my body. “Hush. I’m not looking at your back right now, am I?”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The next morning, I stayed in bed and watched Julia get ready for the day. Normally I would already be gone to work by the time she had to get up, but I had the next two days off which meant I could sit back and enjoy the show. She moved with such grace and poise that she practically floated around the room. Her sheer nude bra and matching underwear begged me to throw back the covers and persuade her to ditch her responsibilities, but she couldn’t. Not today. Not on the day of her mother’s guardianship trial.
 
   “Did you sleep okay?” I asked her.
 
   “Not at all,” she admitted. “I must have gone over the details of my mother’s case a thousand times last night. My brain refused to shut off. And I don’t even have the luxury of an early start time,” she lamented. “The trial is late this afternoon, so I get to think about it all day.”
 
   “Are you nervous? Because it’s okay if you are,” I assured her. “No one’s going to judge you for having emotions.”
 
   “I’ll just be happy for this to be over, one way or another. Maybe then we can get back to our life.”
 
   I couldn’t help my smile. I loved her use of the couple-y pronoun. I would never admit that to her though. She had enough dirt on me already.
 
   She sat down on the edge of the bed to slip into unforgiving high heels. “What are your plans for the day?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. I might go back to sleep. I’ll probably go to the gym at some point,” I mused, “but maybe I’ll just stick around here and open up your mail.”
 
   “Rumor has it, that’s a federal offense,” she smiled.
 
   “Luckily for me, I know a great lawyer.”
 
   She puffed out a deep breath. “After today we’ll see how great.”
 
   “Do your best,” I said, echoing her text to me on my first day back to work. “I’ll see you later at family court.”
 
    
 
    
 
   My phone rang just moments after Julia left the apartment. I expected it to be her calling—maybe she’d forgotten something—but it was an unknown local number instead.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Miller, it’s Mendez,” my partner gruffly greeted me. “The precinct is shorthanded today. They need us to come in.”
 
   “Are you serious?” I didn’t hide my displeasure.
 
   “I’m not calling because I miss the sound of your voice,” he grunted. “I’ll see you in half an hour.”
 
   Mendez hung up without waiting for my reply. I slammed my fist against the mattress and made a frustrated sound. So much for my day off.
 
   A speedy shower and bowl of cereal later, I texted Julia on my walk to my bike: Your mail is safe for the day, I told her. I got called in to work.
 
   Her reply was nearly immediate: They can do that?
 
   I wondered if she was going to be able to focus on any of her work that morning knowing her mother’s custody trial was only hours away.
 
   I don’t have much of a choice, I replied. It sucks, but I’ve gotta be a team player if I want to pass my review.
 
   They’re taking advantage of you, her next text observed.
 
   I know.
 
   That’s supposed to be my job.
 
   My thumbs moved rapidly across my phone’s keyboard. I was going to be late, but Mendez would have to wait. Counselor, are you flirting with me?
 
   She ignored my question: Be safe out there today, Officer.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   “Have you seen Officer Mendez?” I asked the sergeant sitting desk in the Fourth Precinct.
 
   I was late getting to the police station because I’d driven in from St. Paul and had had to drop by my apartment to pick up my uniform. I hadn’t expected to be needed that day. Morning roll call had already been dismissed by the time I arrived at the precinct. I’d looked around the men’s locker room and the surrounding area, but I couldn’t find my partner. A phone call to his cell phone had produced equally unsatisfying results. I was starting to think maybe he’d called me in on my first day off as a rookie prank.
 
   “Misplaced your FTO already, Miller?” the uniformed man chuckled. His nameplate read T. Hammond, but I didn’t know his face. He looked like the typical desk sergeant though—salt and peppered at his temples and a little extra around the beltline.
 
   I curled my lip. “Give me a break, I’m not even supposed to be in today.”
 
   Hammond picked up his desk phone and pressed a few buttons. “Mendez to the front. Your partner is waiting.”
 
   A few seconds later the desk sergeant’s voice broadcasted over the building’s P.A. system.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Sergeant Hammond leaned forward. “How’s he treating you?”
 
   “Just fine.” Even though I still thought Mendez was a jerk, I wasn’t going to complain about him, especially not with a desk jockey looking for petty gossip to spread around the department. I gave the man a quick smile and a wave. “See ya later.”
 
   I walked back in the direction of the men’s locker room. The halls were largely empty with most first shifters already clocked in. I turned a corner and found Mendez leaning against a wall in the hallway outside of the women’s locker room. I was about to approach him, a quip about him hiding on me ready on my tongue, until I saw the cell phone pressed to his ear. I’d never seen my partner on his phone before, and my curiosity about what he did off-duty had me ducking back around the corner and out of sight.
 
   “The transfer’s been going okay,” I heard him say. “The cops in Four are a little rough around the edges, but no one’s given me a hard time. They’ve got me with a chick who’s already been through San Jose before,” he continued. “I don’t know why they’re making her do it again.”
 
   I couldn’t hear what the person on the other end of the phone call was saying, but it didn’t matter. Mendez was talking enough for the both of them.
 
   “Waste of time, babysitting a badge bunny,” he grumbled. “At least she’s easy on the eyes though.”
 
   I’d heard enough. I stepped out from around the corner and cleared my throat. “You ready?”
 
   Mendez’s mouth dropped open when he saw me. “Oh, um, yeah,” he said in a slightly strangled voice.
 
   “I’ll see you out at the car,” I clipped.
 
   Not giving him time to explain or to reply, I spun on my heels and briskly strode out of the precinct and towards the parking garage to squad car number 432. It was my own fault for eavesdropping, but Mendez’s words hurt. To be called a badge bunny was just about the worst insult a female cop could receive. It implied I was a police officer for all the wrong reasons, and that I had no business with a badge and gun. I think I preferred it when Mendez didn’t talk at all.
 
   I didn’t have the car keys, so I waited by the passenger door until my partner appeared to unlock the car. He stayed silent, barely looking in my direction as he climbed in.
 
   I sat rigidly in my seat while Mendez radioed central dispatch that we were in service and ready for our first call. In the absence of a pressing complaint, Mendez pulled the squad car out of the garage and we began the ritual of patrolling our beat.  
 
   Mendez stopped at a red light, and we sat uncomfortably in the idling car. “Miller, I was out of line back there.”
 
   I stared out the front passenger side window. “Let’s just forget it, okay?”
 
   I could feel the telltale prick of stinging tears in the corners of my eyes, but I refused to let myself get emotional about this. I only had to put up with Mendez for two more months, and then I’d be reassigned to my own beat or to a different partner. I could always complain about him to Inspector Garnett or to the police union, but that wasn’t my style. Instead, I chalked it up to another trial to be endured.
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning had begun slowly, but after the noon hour, the calls from dispatch had picked up. Normally there was time between calls where we could get a jump on paperwork, but the radio had been going nonstop with one complaint after the next. I was actually thankful for the busy afternoon because it made the workday move more quickly, and with less idle time, Mendez and I didn’t have the opportunity to rehash what I’d overheard that morning. He had been quiet all day, speaking only when it was necessary to do our job, and even then he had been uncharacteristically deferential and polite.
 
   I was clock watching by the end of our shift. Julia’s mother’s case was scheduled for a late afternoon hearing, and if I planned it right, I would have just enough time to change clothes at the precinct and get to family court at the other side of town. 
 
   When Mendez drove the squad car back to the precinct lot, I had my seatbelt off and my shotgun out of its dashboard holster before my FTO had shut off the engine.
 
   “Got any plans tonight?”
 
   “Me?” It took a moment to realize that Mendez had asked me a question. More startling, it was a non-job related question. It made me wonder if overhearing him on the phone might actually be good for our working relationship. “Yeah, I’m, uh, heading over to family court right now.”
 
   “Family court?” Mendez snorted. “What kind of trouble did you get yourself into?”
 
   “No, it’s nothing like that. The woman I’m dating is trying to get custody of her mother.”
 
   “Wow. You’re gay?”
 
   My nostrils flared as I prepared for a fight. “Yeah. Got a problem with that?”
 
   Mendez held up his hands in surrender. “I’ve got nothing against gay people. My sister’s a lesbian. I was just surprised, that’s all.”
 
   “Well maybe if you took the time to get to know me,” I pointed out.
 
   “You’re right. I’ve been a real asshole. Think we can call a truce? Maybe start again?”
 
   “Sure, as long as you don’t make me restart my probation.”
 
   “Believe me, that’s the last thing I want to do,” Mendez remarked. “So what’s up with the family court thing? What’s wrong with your girlfriend’s mom?”
 
   I hesitated. It wasn’t my story to tell. I was sure Julia wouldn’t have wanted a stranger to be privy to so many details about her family life. “It’s a long story, but basically it’s in her mom’s best interest if she’s awarded guardianship.”
 
   “Family drama can be pretty ugly,” Mendez frowned.  “I hope she’s got a good lawyer.”
 
   “The best.” I couldn’t help bragging a little. “She’s handling her own case, actually. She used to be a city prosecutor up north, but now she’s a public defender for a nonprofit group in the city.”
 
   “So you’re sleeping with the enemy,” he clucked.
 
   My eyebrows knit together. “How do you figure?”
 
   “She defends criminals.”
 
   “She defends people who’ve been accused of a crime,” I corrected him. “What happened to innocent until proven guilty?”
 
   “Bullshit. They wouldn’t have gotten arrested if they hadn’t done something wrong.”
 
   I pressed my lips together to form a straight line. “I’m going to have to respectfully disagree with you.”
 
   “You can disagree all you want,” Mendez bristled. “Just make sure you finish up that paperwork before you leave.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Family court took place in a depressing little building across town in a different structure than where other kinds of criminal and civil court cases were tried. Even though it was later in the afternoon, the courthouse was abuzz with activity between the shuffling of jurors from one room to the next and anxious friends and family members awaiting the sentencing of a loved one. 
 
   I traveled down a labyrinth of depressing hallways until I found the room where Julia’s mother’s custody hearing was being held. Paperwork and rush hour traffic had caused me to be about forty-five minutes behind schedule, but walking in late to a trial typically wasn’t problematic. Staff usually milled in and out of the courtrooms throughout the day along with people who showed up early for their court time.
 
   I paused in front of the large, windowless, double doors to ready myself. This was an important day, an important moment. No matter what happened, I would have to be there for Julia in her disappointment or to deal with the inevitable backlash from her father if she won custody. She was helping me shoulder my own mess, and I wanted to be able to do the same. 
 
   I enter the courtroom and stood in the back, scanning the faces of the people present. I didn’t recognize anyone, and the longer I stayed at the back of the room, the more unsettled I became. Was I in the wrong room? Had Julia’s case been reassigned or postponed?
 
   Before I could become a distraction, I returned to the hallway and texted Julia: I’m at court. Where are you?”
 
   An unfamiliar voice spoke to me. “Can I help you with something? You look lost.”
 
   A young man, balding before his years, regarded me. His suit and leather suitcase made him look official, like he belonged there.
 
   “Maybe. Do you work here?”
 
   “Not yet—hopefully someday though. I’m a law student at the university. As part of our course work, we have to sit in on trials to observe the proceedings.”
 
   “There was supposed to be a custody trial in this room.” I jerked my thumb in the direction of where I’d just come. “A guardianship case over an elderly woman.”
 
   “The Desjardins?”
 
   I nodded, surprised he’d correctly identified the case. “Yeah. Do you know if the hearing got moved or was postponed?”
 
   “They’ve already adjourned.”
 
   “What? But I’m only a little late!” I exclaimed. 
 
   The man shrugged. “Cases get bumped up all the time and sometimes they don’t last very long if the evidence was submitted ahead of time.”
 
   I ran my hand over my face. “Shit.” 
 
   He chuckled to himself. “Who knew family court could be so exciting?”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “A whole lot of arguing. And not like typical trial debating—I thought the bailiff was going to have to restrain the opposing lawyers at one point.”
 
   The unsettled feeling in the pit of my stomach intensified. “Oh, no.”
 
   “Most entertaining thing I saw all day,” he unnecessary added.
 
   “Who won?”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “The court case? Who was awarded custody?”
 
   “Oh, I’m not sure. I got a phone call, so I had to leave the room. When I came back, the judge had moved on to a new case.”
 
   I thanked the man for his information and promptly left the courthouse. I couldn’t believe I’d missed it. And I had no idea how to make amends. I doubted Hallmark made an I’m Sorry card for this kind of scenario. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Julia’s face was unreadable when she let me into her apartment. She hadn’t changed out of her work clothes from that morning, including the high heels.
 
   “Hi.” I produced a bouquet of flowers I had picked up on the way. The cellophane wrapping made a cheap crinkling sound, and the flower petals were a little wilted from being packed into one of the saddlebags on my bike, but they were a passable present.
 
   Her dark eyes blinked, betraying no emotion. “Vases are in the dining room, in the built-in buffet.”
 
   She left me standing in the foyer while she retreated to the kitchen, high heels clicking on the dark hardwood floors.
 
   I slipped out of my boots and carefully arranged them beside her rain boots and running shoes, the only footwear she allowed in the entryway. The rest of her shoes lived in their original boxes in their own hallway closet.
 
   I set the flower arrangement on the dining room table, but didn’t seek out a vase. Julia stood at the kitchen sink with her back to me. Her shoulders were rigid as she hand-washed the dishes from breakfast that morning. I wanted to ask her how the trial had gone, but her body language told me everything I needed to know.
 
   “I’m sorry I missed your mom’s custody hearing,” I began my apology. “I really wanted to be there, but Mendez made me stay late and do his paperwork. The guy’s a real asshole,” I scowled. “I’ll be so glad when my probation is over.”
 
   Julia remained silent and continued her task, seemingly ignoring my presence. The only sounds came from a Bluetooth speaker on the counter that played classical music and from the dishes knocking against the stainless steel sink as she cleaned.
 
   I took a tentative step toward her, treading lightly as if the ground were covered in hidden mines. One misstep could be my last. I stood near her, close, but not quite touching. She continued to hold her body erect, and I feared my touch might cause her to lash out.
 
   “Julia,” I tried again, heart in my throat. “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Nothing?” I echoed.
 
   The dishes clanked even louder in the sink. “We’ve recessed until tomorrow.”
 
   The weight that had been sitting on my chest shifted, and I breathed a little easier. “So I didn’t miss it?”
 
   “The only thing you missed was my father and I arguing like children. It’s probably for the best that you didn’t have to witness that.”
 
   A deep frown settled on my face. I had never really liked Julia’s dad, not even before I’d arrested him for fraud and embezzlement, and my esteem for the man had plummeted when I’d found out he’d been cheating on his wife.
 
   “In hindsight, it was probably an unwise decision to be taking on this case myself,” she remarked stiffly. “It’s too easy for me to lose my temper around that man, which didn’t help my case at all.”
 
   “When does court reconvene?”
 
   “9:00 a.m.”
 
   “I’ll be there.”
 
   “Cassidy,” she sighed, hands momentarily pausing in the sink and shoulders drooping, “you don’t have to.”
 
   “Your argument is weak and unconvincing, Counselor. I do have to be there, and I will. End of discussion.”
 
   For once she didn’t argue back. She chewed on her lower lip and silently nodded.
 
   I was happy that it appeared I’d been forgiven. Now I had to make sure I showed up tomorrow. Even though I had the day off, there was always the chance that I’d be called in to work again. But I’d face that hurdle in the unlikelihood that it happened two days in a row. 
 
   I pressed against her, curling my body around her side, and tried to pull her attention away from the kitchen sink. With her still in her high heels I didn’t have to stoop or bend when I brushed her hair away so I could kiss her neck.
 
   She stubbornly resisted my advances and continued to wash cereal bowls and coffee cups. “I’m a little busy right now,” she said irritably.
 
   “I can see that.” I nuzzled my nose against her pulse point and my hand wandered to the small of her back. “But I was hoping I could convince you to stop.”
 
   “Cassidy, I really need to do this,” she insisted.
 
   “Isn’t that what dishwashers are for?”
 
   “I don’t like to use one. They leave spots and make my crystal foggy.”
 
   “Now you sound like a spokeswoman for a detergent company. You’ve worked all day,” I murmured into her skin. My arms tightened around her waist. “Let the robots take over.”
 
   “You’re going to have to work for it,” she clipped. “I’m annoyed; it’s going to take a while for me to get turned on.” 
 
   “Well luckily for both of us, I’ve never shied away from a little hard work.” I punctuated my final words with a soft nibble.
 
   I heard the hitch of her breath. “I suppose if you keep kissing my neck like that, it might not take very long after all.”
 
   I reached under the hem of her skirt. My eyebrows lifted in surprise when my fingers met bare skin instead of nylon. “Thigh highs? How did I not notice that this morning?” 
 
   “I don’t know, dear. I thought as a police officer you were a trained observer,” she taunted.
 
   My fingertips skimmed over her creamy, soft flesh. “They never taught us anything like this in the academy,” I softly laughed. 
 
   Julia made a quiet noise when my hand reached the border of her satin underwear. My fingers slipped under the elastic band. “I bet we could speed this up if we went to your bedroom,” I husked.
 
   “But the dishes,” she continued to stubbornly resist.
 
   My hand left Julia’s skirt and I grabbed the faucet attachment from the kitchen sink. I pulled the secondary sprayer out of its port, tugging until the hose was at its full length. 
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Julia Desjardin,” I said, lowering my voice and aiming the nozzle like it was a gun, “step away from the sink.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t you dare,” she warned.
 
   I grinned mischievously. “Or what?” I pointed the nozzle directly at her chest.
 
   “Or you’ll be very sorry.”
 
   My fingers twitched as if I was going to pull the trigger. Julia flinched and closed her eyes, expecting the worst.
 
   Her eyelids only lifted when I started to laugh. 
 
   “Did you really think I’d spray you? You’d murder me if I got your stuff wet.”
 
   With hands faster than I could telegraph, Julia grabbed the spray gun out of my hands and turned it on me. The short burst of warm water hit me square in the chest.
 
   I looked down at my damp t-shirt in disbelief. “I-I can’t believe you just did that.”
 
   “Why?” She arched an eyebrow. “Because I’m so boring and predictable?”
 
   “No. Because you like your stuff to be tidy.”
 
   “I can be messy when the moment strikes me.”
 
   “How’s the moment striking you right now?” I asked.
 
   In response, she sprayed my shirt again. Even though I was expecting it, the force of the water blast was still a surprise. 
 
   “I give up,” I laughed, holding up my hands in retreat. The front of my t-shirt was completely saturated. Even my bra was wet. “Cease fire.”
 
   “Officer Miller,” she husked, one hand on her hip, the other still pointing the nozzle at me, “I do believe we have to get you out of those wet clothes before you catch cold.”
 
   “Well I certainly wouldn’t want to get sick,” I eagerly played along. I grabbed the bottom hem of my shirt and tugged it off. It hit the floor with a wet slapping sound.
 
   “The bra, too, dear.”
 
   I wasn’t one to put up a fight. 
 
   I could feel the heat of Julia’s appreciative gaze slither over my half-naked form. She slid her hands, still slick with water and dish soap, over my naked chest. Her soapy hands moved over my abdomen, between my breasts, and rounded my shoulders. She continued to stare at my body with almost awestruck wonderment. 
 
   She cupped my breasts in her soapy palms. Her touch hardened my nipples as she rolled the sensitive nubs between her nimble fingers. I grabbed onto the kitchen counter for stability when my knees buckled. A jolt of pleasure shot up my body every time she pinched my nipples between her thumb and forefinger.
 
   With her hands otherwise occupied, I unfastened the hidden zipper on her pencil skirt and let gravity do the rest of the work. The champagne-colored underwear she wore looked even more delicious than I remembered.
 
   Emboldened, I reached for the sprayer, which Julia had relinquished in favor of my breasts. My movements went unnoticed until I doused the front of her silk blouse with a short burst; the expensive material clung to her chest like a second skin. Her low growl told me she hadn’t expected the action, but that she wasn’t entirely upset about it. Her fingers made quick work of the buttons on her shirt, which she shrugged out so it joined mine on the floor.
 
   I aimed a second blast of water down the center of her chest. The water saturated her flimsy bra so that her nipples were visible through the sheer material. I grabbed her chest over the soaked fabric and kneaded her supple breasts in my palms. My hands surrounded her ribcage with my fingers meeting in the center of her back. I pulled her against me and placed rapid, feverish kisses across her collarbone and between the pert flesh of her breasts. I traveled farther south and dug my fingertips into her hipbones. Her pelvis bucked forward, and I heard the quiet growl rolling around in the back of her throat. 
 
   Water had beaded on her olive-toned flesh and had begun to trickle down to her shallow bellybutton and below. I dropped to my knees and lapped up the majority of water before it could trickle elsewhere. The floor was wet from errant spray, and the knees of my jeans soaked up much of the water.
 
   I held onto her bare thighs and kissed her over her underwear. Her hands, still damp from dishwater, tangled in my hair. “God, that feels good,” she approved as I tongued her clit through the satin undergarment. 
 
   She guided my head where she needed to feel me. I rolled my tongue over her protruding clit again and again until I felt the perceptible quiver of her legs. The material caught between us rubbed roughly against her most sensitive places.
 
   I hooked my fingertips beneath the waistband of her delicate underwear and slid the satin garment down her hips and thighs. She stepped out of the underwear and kicked them elsewhere with her left foot. I licked my lips and stared at her swollen sex. She was glorious, and she was all mine.
 
   Her fingers went back to my hair and she once again pulled my face into her slick heat. I squeezed the tender flesh of her inner thighs as I continued to taste her, directly from the source. I wiggled my tongue into every fold and crevice, desperate to devour all she had to offer.
 
   The hands that held onto the back of my head tightened in my hair. I heard the hitch of breath in her throat, and the words I strove to hear tumbled from her parted lips: “Cassidy. I’m going to cum.”
 
   I moved my tongue with increased vigor, flattening the long muscle and licking hard against her clit and slit.
 
   “There. Right there.” She pounded the flat of her hand against my shoulder blade. Her fingers wrapped tighter in my hair until my skull ached. “Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Please, don’t stop.”
 
   I couldn’t help doing the one thing she’d practically begged me not to do. I paused and grinned up at her. “So polite,” I observed.
 
   Julia’s eyes narrowed. “I told you not to stop.” 
 
   Feeling particularly defiant, I pulled myself to my feet. My knees thanked me for the reprieve, but Julia glared at me in disbelief.
 
   I grabbed the kitchen sprayer again.
 
   Julia’s features squinted with curiosity. “What are you …”
 
   I aimed first at her chest, but didn’t pull the trigger. Instead, I pointed the nozzle lower and squeezed. She gasped loudly when the blast of warm water connected with her naked sex.
 
   “Oh, I think you liked that,” I tauntingly observed. “Ready for more?”
 
   In response, she spread her legs farther apart, granting me better access and simultaneously challenging me for more.
 
   I positioned the nozzle closer, and this time the concentrated spray thrummed against her clit.
 
   “Oh my God,” she groaned. 
 
   Her noises became louder and more guttural when I separated her pussy lips with one hand and sprayed her clit a third time.
 
   “Shit,” she uncharacteristically swore.
 
   I ran my fingers through the tidy, short curls and sank my middle finger into her wetness. 
 
   Her eyeballs seemed to roll backwards. “Fuck me, Cassidy,” she urged.
 
   I dropped the kitchen sprayer and curled my free arm around her waist. I pinned her between my body and the kitchen counter. My chest pressed hard against hers, slightly bending her backwards. Her fingers curled around my shoulders as she held on tight. A long, lean leg wrapped around my midsection, pulling our bodies even closer. 
 
   I withdrew my single finger and replaced it with two. She was wet, a combination of water and her arousal. I pulled my fingers nearly all the way out before guiding them back in. Her hips rolled, and she thrust back against me, meeting me stroke for stroke. I rubbed the pad of my thumb against her clit while I continued to fuck her on my fingers. 
 
   Her fingers left my shoulders to tangle in the hair at the base of my neck. “Don’t you dare stop this time,” she warned me.
 
   “Never gonna stop,” I promised. I pressed my forehead against her breastbone and hastened my pace.
 
   “Right there,” she moaned in my ear. “Right fucking there.”
 
   I felt her inner muscles tighten and spasm around my fingers. “Fuck, Cassidy,” she gasped breathlessly as she came undone for a second time.
 
   All was quiet, save my heart beating in my ears and the sound of our conjoined breathing. The leg that had been wrapped tightly around my midsection slowly loosened and lowered to the ground. I could hear a quiet squishing sound as the bottom of her foot came to rest on the floor. There was a decent layer of standing water on the kitchen floor.
 
   “I’ll get the mop,” I offered.
 
   “Leave it,” she husked. “I’m not done with you yet.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I gave myself ample time the next morning to make it to family court. Even if Mendez had tried to call me into work again, I would have ignored him. I arrived at the courtroom earlier than most everyone, Julia included. I hoped for a positive resolution. I hoped that in a few hours time Julia and I would be celebrating her victory over her father. In some small way, I believed that this would be the trial to help me get over Julia’s defense of her father in Embarrass. I hated to admit it, but a part of me was still hanging onto that betrayal. But regardless of the outcome, I would be there for her.
 
   The back door to the courtroom opened, and I swiveled around in my aisle seat to see Julia stride into the room. She looked predictably stunning in a dark grey pantsuit that was immaculately tailored to her figure. I self-consciously touched my fingertips to my shirt collar. I had fretted about what to wear to court. The day before I’d only been concerned about making it to the courthouse on time, but since I’d had the entire morning to prepare, doubts about my wardrobe had crept up on me. In the end I’d settled on a pair of light grey dress pants that I’d been able to iron most of the major wrinkles out of and a white button-up blouse. I knew whatever I wore would look far less professional than what Julia would be showing up to court in, but I wasn’t the one who was a lawyer.
 
   Our eyes met and her confident step faltered, but only momentarily. I hadn’t seen her that morning. After we’d mopped up the mess in her kitchen, I had gone home so she could focus on composing her closing remarks. 
 
   I expected her to stalk past me to go to her designated table at the front of the courtroom, but instead she walked directly to me. “You made it.”
 
   “I told you I would,” I said.
 
   Her features softened. “Thank you.”
 
   “I hope I’m not interrupting any pre-trial rituals.”
 
   She shook her head. “No. I’m glad you’re here. It takes my mind off of it.”
 
   “Do I wish you luck or break a leg or something? I don’t know courtroom lawyer lingo.”
 
   “You may wish me luck, but unfortunately there’s not much I can do at this point. Besides my closing remarks, my job is done.” 
 
   “If you lose, is that it?”
 
   “Do you mean can I appeal or is it like a criminal case where a person can only be charged for a crime once?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “I can request another trial at a later date, or the judge could even choose to schedule a follow-up trial in the future. Either way though, this seems to be my best chance.”
 
   The rear door opened for a second time and Julia’s father, William Desjardin, appeared. He strode toward the front of the courtroom, chin tilted toward the sky. I expected him to stop or to at least acknowledge his daughter’s existence, but he walked past us without so much as a look.
 
   “Did it just get really chilly in here?” I mumbled for only Julia to hear.
 
   “I should go take my place up front, too,” she sighed.
 
   I grabbed her hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze. “Hey, it’s almost over.”
 
   She nodded, but her eyes looked vaguely watery.
 
   The presiding judge was a middle-aged black woman with short hair and serious eyes. She entered the courtroom with little fanfare, scanning the room as she made her way to her seat at the center of the room.
 
   “Counselors,” she began, addressing Julia and her father, “I have decided to forgo closing statements in this case. Opening up the floor to potential debate will only unnecessarily delay the court’s decision.”
 
   Julia’s father stood and buttoned the middle button on his suit jacket. “Your Honor,” he began, “this is highly unusual.”
 
   The judge stared him down with steely-eyed resolve. “Mr. Desjardin, you’re lucky I didn’t hold you or your daughter in contempt after that embarrassing display yesterday. Now, may I continue?”
 
   William Desjardin inclined his head and returned to his chair. “Of course, Your Honor.”
 
   The judge looked next in Julia’s direction. “Ms. Desjardin, do you have any complaint about us moving forward?”
 
   “No, Your Honor,” Julia smartly denied.
 
   “Good. Because I’m ready to pass judgment.” The judge sat up straighter in her seat and smoothed out her black, billowing robe. “In the matter of Olivia Desjardin, based on her doctor’s independent recommendation and the briefs included in the police report, it is the decision of this court to declare Mrs. Desjardin as incompetent.”
 
   The judge’s wording made me wince. I knew it was a legal definition, but as someone whose own brain tended to misfire and betray her, the word ‘incompetent’ sounded unnecessarily cruel and heavy-handed.
 
   “Now, to the matter of guardianship,” the judge continued. “Both petitioners brought strong cases yesterday as to why they and not the other party should be granted legal guardianship over Mrs. Desjardin. Normally in these situations I recommend co-guardianship with one person looking after finances and the other dedicated to the ward’s healthcare, but your antics in court have made it blatantly clear that this kind of arrangement is simply not possible.”
 
   The judge shot censuring looks in the direction of Julia and her father. I watched both of their heads dip in a humbling gesture.
 
   “My ruling in these cases sides with whatever is in the best interest of the ward—the citizen who through no fault of his or her own can no longer care for themselves. While the junior Ms. Desjardin has presented sufficient evidence why her mother should join her in St. Paul, at this time I find it premature to remove Mrs. Desjardin from her home, her friends and family, and the only town she’s ever known. Therefore, it is the decision of this court to grant you, Mr. Desjardin, sole guardianship of your wife.” She paused. “Do not make me regret my ruling.”
 
   The gavel struck twice, and with it, Julia’s mother’s fate was decided.
 
   The judge rose and removed herself to her chambers and other bystanders began to mill out of the room. Julia remained seated at the table at the front of the courtroom. Her shoulders were slumped and her head hung forward. I noticed William Desjardin didn’t try to address his daughter after the judge’s ruling—he gathered loose papers into a black leather satchel and stiffly exited the courtroom.
 
   Our eyes met briefly on his way out, but he showed no signs of recognition. It didn’t surprise me though. We’d only conversed a few times when I wasn’t arresting him. I was too insignificant to be on his radar.
 
   When only Julia and I remained, I stood from my seat and approached her. It felt like all of the air had been sucked out of the courtroom. “Hey.” I gently touched my hand to her shoulder. “Let’s go home.”
 
   “I need …” The words got caught in her throat.
 
   “What do you need?” I encouraged. “Whatever it is, I’ll make it happen.”
 
   “I need,” she tried again, “to be alone.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   When I returned to my apartment later that morning—alone—I began to strip. My shirt came off the moment the front door shut behind me. Next came the pants I had painstakingly ironed, followed by my bra, socks, and underwear. I turned the shower on in the bathroom and waited for the water to heat up before I stepped into the hot spray. Sometimes when the day hadn’t gone as planned, the only solution was to wash away the disappointment and hit the reset button. In the desert, I’d found satisfaction in watching the physical grime from the day swirl around at the base of the shower and vanish down the drain. Today, however, there was nothing tangible to scrub away.
 
   The problem with a morning trial meant that I had the rest of the day to myself and my dangerous, self-doubting, destructive thoughts. I could have called up Rich or any of my other cop friends for a distraction, but they were at work or sleeping. Regardless, I was too proud to admit even to my closest friends that Julia and I were fighting. Well, not exactly fighting, but it stung more than I wanted to admit that she hadn’t leaned on me when her mother’s trial hadn’t produced the desired result.
 
   I wondered what she was doing at that very moment. Had she gone back to work? Had she gone back to bed? Was she at a bar convincing the bartender to allow her just one more drink? Or maybe she was in the shower at her apartment doing the same thing as me?
 
   I didn’t want to think about Julia, but I couldn’t even take a shower without evidence of her existence. She had left a travel-sized version of her shampoo and conditioner in my shower. I unscrewed the cap of one of the miniature bottles and unabashedly inhaled its scent—sandalwood and rose. It was sweet and fiery all at once, kind of like the woman who used it. 
 
   I didn’t linger long in the shower, and I sure as hell didn’t use Julia’s soap. Her scent on my skin and in my hair would have been unnecessary torture.
 
   I kept a plastic souvenir cup on the bathroom sink as a toothbrush holder. It was from my childhood; my dad and I had taken a road trip from St. Cloud to Minneapolis to watch a Twins game when I’d been eight or nine years old. We’d only lived an hour from the Twin Cities, but I had never been there before. The Twins got clobbered by the Kansas City Royals, but it had been the greatest day of my young life. I’d eaten a box of Cracker Jacks and two hotdogs, and I’d gotten to spend the entire day with my dad, just the two of us.
 
   There were two toothbrushes in the souvenir cup. The handle of my toothbrush was red. The one Julia had left at my place was blue.  It was just like the golf balls from our first date. After only a few months of knowing each other, Julia had infiltrated my life. It wasn’t just the extra toothbrush on my bathroom sink or the travel-sized bottles of her shampoo and conditioner. Hers was the voice I wanted to hear each night. When I’d had a rough day at work, she was the person I wanted to confide in. She was the only one I wanted to tell about my flashbacks and nightmares. So why wouldn’t she rely on me the same way?
 
   As I continued to stare at the two toothbrushes, my eyes began to fill with salty tears. When I blinked, a curtain of moisture fell down my already damp cheeks. I must have gotten soap in my eyes, I reasoned to myself, because there was no way I would let myself cry over some girl.
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t stay in my empty apartment. There were too many thoughts and emotions running unchecked in my head. I should have called Dr. Landsen for an emergency therapy session like an alcoholic worried about slipping and taking a drink, but I still had outstanding medical bills that had yet to be resolved. In lieu of a proper therapy session, I found myself driving my motorcycle to the parking lot of the local VFW hall, auxiliary post 246.
 
   The local VFW hall smelled like macaroni and cheese and maple syrup. It was a nauseating combination, but I didn’t have much choice. Unlike my therapist, I could go as many times as I needed to without getting the insurance company involved since it was free, kind of like an AA meeting.
 
   I’d been to group therapy at the VA hospital a few times before moving to Embarrass. The auxiliary post didn’t advertise it as therapy though. Instead, it was a time to share memories and to make connections with other vets, many of whom had been soldiers long before I’d been born.
 
   Before the meeting started, a few of the guys hovered around a coffee machine and picked at an open container of store-bought cookies. I could sense their curiosity about me as I pulled a chair for myself into the circle. I was an anomaly, but being the only woman in the room had never bothered me. I never would have made it in the Marines or the police academy if it had. What the group lacked in gender diversity, we more than made up for in age. Grizzled, old veterans sat alongside younger soldiers, some of whom looked even younger than my twenty-eight years. 
 
   A baker’s dozen of us sat in a closed circle. The unforgiving metal of my fold-up chair dug into my tailbone. Most everyone looked uncomfortable sitting around the small circle. Ball caps were pulled low, and arms were folded in front of chests in a closed-off body language. Group therapy was harder than one-on-one therapy sessions because of the PTSD symptom of avoidance. No one ever wanted to re-live what we’d had to go through over there, not unless we were being forced to do it. Three groups of people primarily suffered from PTSD: those who experienced trauma as children, survivors of sexual assault, and war veterans. Sometimes those groups overlapped.
 
   “Anybody want to go first?” a man with red hair and the beginnings of a potbelly asked. I didn’t recognize the moderator that day. Sometimes group was led by a licensed psychologist, but other times it was just another vet with a knack for mediation.
 
   A big, broad shouldered man in a black t-shirt and cargo shorts leaned forward in his chair. He worried an empty Styrofoam cup between his two, giant paws. At one time it might have held coffee, but the cup was now shred and torn beyond repair. “Hey, everybody. I’m Jackson, Second Battalion, Fox Company, United States Marines Corp.”
 
   Reflexively, myself and another young man called out the Marine Corp’s battle cry: “Ooh Rah.” 
 
   “My soul turned into Swiss cheese over there,” Jackson said roughly. “Every kill, every shitty thing I had to do or say, poked a hole in me. Humans were never meant to kill,” he continued as he stared at the ground. “We aren’t born with claws or beaks or body armor. It’s unnatural. And then everyone acts so surprised when we don’t come back right.”
 
   There was a pregnant silence before someone else spoke up. 
 
   “It didn’t bother me at the time,” another man in the circle began. “I was doing it for my country. But coming back to my own family made me realize that everyone I killed over there had a family, too. They were someone’s brother, husband, or son.” 
 
   I grunted in agreement, but I kept my story to myself. I wasn’t ready to share. Sometimes it was enough to hear about other people’s frustrations to make you feel not so alone. 
 
   “They prepare you like hell when you’re going over there,” a third man remarked. He looked about the same age as my father, maybe a little younger, probably from the generation who’d fought in Vietnam. “It’s just one training camp after another, so that by the time you’re actually deployed, you just want to shoot something. Anything. But then your tour is over and everyone expects you to get on with your life.” 
 
   Going directly into the police academy after my medical discharge had probably saved me from developing worse PTSD symptoms. As a police officer what I was doing for the majority of the day didn’t differ that greatly from military life. I wasn’t behind a desk, selling life insurance or rental cars. I could only imagine how quickly the nightmares would have snuck up on me if I’d continued to live in my childhood bedroom at my parent’s house for an extended amount of time. Coming home from combat didn’t mean shutting off your soldier reflexes. It only meant dialing them down.
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t go straight home after the meeting. I drove around the city with the visor of my motorcycle helmet flipped up so I could feel the rush of air against my face. I had no destination, but I made sure to stay in Minneapolis and to avoid the neighborhood where Julia’s office was located. It would have been too easy to find myself at her condo or her office complex.
 
   The day was warm and sunny, so I drove out to Webber Park. There were playgrounds closer to my apartment, but I liked the atmosphere of the neighborhood park. I sat at an empty picnic table under a shady grove of trees. I pulled my cell phone out of the back pocket of my jeans. I hadn’t looked at my phone all day. Unlike most people my age, I wasn’t addicted to the world of smart phones and social media probably because I’d been out of the country for nearly a decade. It was amazing how much one missed out on being in a different part of the world. I could remember the foreignness of America when I had first returned. And when people had talked about current events, especially popular culture, they might as well have been speaking an alien dialect. 
 
   I had a number of missed calls—all, surprisingly, from Julia. She hadn’t left any voicemails or text messages though.
 
   Instead of calling her back, I dialed the only phone number I had memorized by heart.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, Mom.”
 
   “Cassidy! Goodness, this is a surprise. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just having a rough day,” I said.
 
   “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   “No. I’ll survive,” I said. “I needed to hear a familiar voice, that’s all. What are you doing today?”
 
   “Laundry. It never ends,” she sighed. “It’s only me and your father; I don’t know how we manage to get so many clothes dirty. Did you get your boxes okay?” she asked. “I didn’t hear from you, but I assumed you would have called if anything was missing.”
 
   “Yeah, I got everything, thanks. I’m sorry I haven’t been better about calling to check in. I get busy with work and it slips my mind.”
 
   “I don’t want to be a nag, and I know you’re safer now than when you were in Afghanistan, but I still worry.”
 
   “No, I get it,” I appeased. “I should call more.”
 
   “And visit?” Her voice lilted up hopefully. 
 
   I hesitated. “You know he and I don’t get along, Mom. I’ve tried, I really have, but anytime we spend time together, it turns into a fight. We’re just too different.”
 
   “Or too much alike,” she noted. 
 
    
 
    
 
   When I got off the phone with my mom, I headed back to my apartment for the evening. Enough time had passed that I no longer worried about being alone with my thoughts. I’d make myself a frozen pizza, drink a few beers, and go to bed early to get mentally prepared for work in the morning. 
 
   But my plans for the night fell through. When I returned home, there was someone waiting outside of my apartment door: Julia.
 
   I didn’t immediately acknowledge her presence. I walked past her to my front door and sifted through my key ring. Without having to look, I could feel her stare on me.
 
   “I called you about a hundred times,” she exaggerated. She pushed herself off the wall she’d been leaning against. “Why weren’t you answering your phone?”
 
   “I was at group therapy,” I said. “And then I went for a ride on my motorcycle.”
 
   “Oh. I—” She wrung her hands in front of her. “I owe you an apology, Cassidy.”
 
   I chewed on the inside of my cheek. I could be petty and stubborn and refuse her the chance. Or I could let her inside and see how things went. “Sure,” I grunted. “But inside. Not out here. My neighbors are nosy as shit.”
 
   Once inside my apartment, I routinely began to pick up empty beer bottles, dirty clothes, and other signs of laziness.
 
   “Want a drink?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head, arms crossed in front of her as though hugging herself.
 
   I opened the refrigerator door, but closed it nearly immediately. I wasn’t in the habit of stocking up on food, and any beer I bought usually didn’t last very long. After the few days I’d had, however, I needed something stronger than beer.
 
   Julia waited silently while I dug around in a box labeled “Kitchen.” I still hadn’t unpacked the boxes my parents had shipped me, and this particular box hadn’t made it out of the living room. When I’d first moved to Minneapolis for the police academy, I’d bought a bottle of my dad’s favorite scotch. I generally stayed away from hard liquor, but I’d stocked up in anticipation of family visits. My dad had never come to see me though, and the bottle of scotch had only accumulated dust, first in my kitchen cabinet and now in the storage container.
 
   I found a clean glass in one of my kitchen cabinets and poured myself two fingers of the amber liquid before taking an experimental sip. I let the drink flow over my tongue—velvety and rough at the same time.
 
   Julia’s heels echoed against the hard floor as she came to join me in the kitchen. “I was scared to come over tonight,” she said, breaking through the uncomfortable silence. “And I’m not a woman who gets afraid.”
 
   I took another drink and made a face as the fiery liquid raced down my throat. “What were you afraid of?”
 
   “You not letting me in.”
 
   “Well I did,” I remarked. I poured myself some more scotch even though my glass wasn’t empty yet. “Nothing to be scared of now.”
 
   “I don’t mean into your apartment, dear,” she clarified. She licked her lips before continuing. “You’ve trusted me so much, Cassidy, and you’ve shared things from your past that I know you don’t talk about with anyone else. And the one time when I should have let you in— should have let myself be vulnerable—I shut you out.”
 
   She’d perfectly identified what had hurt me, but I didn’t know how to vocalize that anger. “You lost your trial. We all process disappointment differently,” I shrugged.
 
   “Stop being so flippant, and stop making excuses for me,” she bit out angrily. “I screwed up with you, and I know it. Let’s not sweep it under the rug.”
 
   “Okay. Fine.” I purposefully set my glass down on the kitchen counter. “I understand why you thought you needed to be alone after your mom’s hearing, but you can’t do that again, Julia. You can’t shut me out; we’re a team, you and me.”
 
   Julia frowned. “I know. And I’m sorry. I guess I’ve gotten used to doing things on my own.”
 
   “Well stop it,” I declared. “You’re not alone anymore. You need to learn to trust me.”
 
   Julia released a long breath. It was in her nature to argue or at least to poke holes in my argument—it was part of the reason she made such a good lawyer. But she didn’t resist this time, either not seeing the point of defending her actions or too tired to argue any more.
 
   “Can you appeal the judge’s decision?” I was afraid of re-opening a recently closed wound, but I was curious how she might next proceed. Experience told me that Julia Desjardin didn’t give up easily.
 
   “Not right away, no. There wouldn’t be a point. I need new evidence to sway the case in my favor.”
 
   “What kind of evidence?”
 
   “Basically I have to wait for my father to make a mistake at my mother’s expense.”
 
   I nodded, understanding. It was a bleak prognosis. And without verbalizing it, I knew she was second-guessing her decision to have her mother declared incompetent. Her mother’s rights had been stripped, giving her father even more power than before.
 
   “It might not do much, but I could ask David Addams to keep an eye on things?” I offered. In my short time on the Embarrass police force, Sergeant Addams and I had become good friends. With the exception of maybe my old neighbor, Grace Kelly Donovan, I trusted David more than anyone else I’d met in that place.
 
   “I …” She hesitated and her dark eyes shifted in her skull. I knew she hated asking for help; I was the same way. “I would appreciate that.”
 
   “I’ll call him in the morning,” I said. “I bet he’ll actually be happy for the assignment.” Besides breaking up bar fights or responding to domestic disturbances, Embarrass, Minnesota—population of less than one thousand—experienced little that required police action.
 
   She nodded, satisfied. “Thank you, Cassidy.”
 
   “Why do I get the feeling that you were the kind of student who hated group work and would take over the group project and do all the work yourself?” I teased.
 
   “Why ever would I trust someone else when a grade was at stake?” she sniffed.
 
   We didn’t do much the rest of the night. I was emotionally exhausted and I was sure she was feeling the same way. Neither of us brought up the fight or the custody trial again, both satisfied to move past it for now.
 
   When it was time to sleep, I slid into bed beside her and my body instantly curled around hers. Hearing the quiet, satisfied sound come from her made me smile and I pressed against her a little more flush.
 
   “God, you feel good,” I whispered into her hair and the back of her head. We’d only been apart for a few hours, but because we’d been fighting, it felt like I hadn’t seen her in days.
 
   “How was your meeting tonight?” she asked.
 
   “It was fine. I didn’t talk, but sometimes it’s nice to hear other people speak about their experiences. The—I don’t know—the commonalities, the parallels are comforting. Like it’s good to know that I’m not the only one dealing with these things.”
 
   “I made some calls about your medical bills.”
 
   I bit my lower lip. “From the sound of your voice, it’s not good news.”
 
   She rolled over in bed to face me. Her eyes were dark and serious. “The police’s insurance company is refusing to pay your bills because they say they’re not responsible for your injury. They want the military to pay. But the military is claiming your PTSD is the result of your police work, not anything that happened when you were a Marine.”
 
   I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “There’s still Afghani rocks and shrapnel in my back,” I hotly protested. “My best friend lost his legs, and I had to … I had to …” I choked on the words that threatened to come out. I couldn’t talk about that.
 
   “I’ve managed to work out a reasonable payment plan with Dr. Landsen’s office. I explained your situation to his billing department, and as long as they’re getting regular payments there will be no debt collection or garnishing of wages. We can work on you getting reimbursed at a later date.”
 
   Julia’s words bounced around my brain with no place to land so that I could make sense of them. “Shit. I have to stop going to therapy.”
 
   Julia frowned deeper. “As much as I abhor that idea, you’re probably right. Until we can get either the police department or the government to admit liability, it’s probably best not to incur additional debt. You can still go to group therapy though, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” I nodded. “That’s free. But it’s just a bunch of grouchy old vets complaining and listening to the sound of their own voices.”
 
   Her fingers found mine beneath the blanket. “Still, it’s better than nothing,” she reasoned.
 
   “Thank you for helping me. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” She closed her eyes as I leaned forward to kiss her forehead. 
 
   “The feeling is mutual, dear.”
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I whispered.
 
   I climbed out of bed and walked the few steps to the bathroom. I shut the door behind me and turned on the overhead light. My reflection stared back at me in the mirror over the sink.
 
   The government had treated me for my physical injuries, and when I’d been released stateside, I’d considered myself pretty lucky. Unlike Pensacola and so many other vets, I had all of my body parts still intact. But then the nightmares had started a few months into my rookie year with the police. I couldn’t decide which fate would have been preferable. Would I give up my left arm to make my brain whole again? I could take off the uniform, but I couldn’t shake the soldier.
 
   When I left the bathroom and slid back into bed, I discovered Julia’s leg on my side of the mattress.
 
   “No room,” she mumbled. Her eyes were closed and a small smile was curled at the edges of her still-painted mouth.
 
   “Then I’ll just have to sleep on top of you,” I reasoned.
 
   “Do that and you won’t be getting any sleep.”
 
   I flashed her a challenging grin. “Promise?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   “Embarrass Police Department. This is Lori.”
 
   I had told Julia that I would get in contact with David Addams, but before I could do so, I needed to get his number. Somehow, after working together for a summer, I had managed not to get that information. Lori was the administrative assistant for the police department. She had always been warm and kind to me, almost maternally so, but I had no idea how anyone at my former place of work regarded me now—I’d left in a hurry, leaving the city police department shorthanded.
 
   “Lori, hi. It’s Cassidy Miller.”
 
   I paused, almost as though I expected to get hung up on. 
 
   “Well, well. So you’re alive after all.”
 
   “Apparently. Is there anyway I could get David’s cell phone number from you?”
 
   “Not so fast, missy. You’ve got to walk the gauntlet before you get any information from me.”
 
   “Okay, sure,” I conceded. “Go ahead.”
 
   “Where are you hiding out these days? Nobody’s heard from you since you gave your notice.”
 
   “I went back to Minneapolis. Next question?”
 
   “Don’t get cute with me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Lori. I’ve never been good at keeping contact with people. I hardly call my parents.”
 
   “That’s not making me like you any more, Detective.”
 
   “Officer,” I corrected. “I’m low grunt on the totem pole around here.”
 
   “Do you want to leave a message with the Chief?”
 
   Chief Hart was an old family friend. My dad’s childhood best friend had been the reason I’d gotten the Embarrass job in the first place.
 
   “Not really,” I said truthfully. “But I’m guessing you won’t give me David’s number unless I do.”
 
   “You guessed right.”
 
   “Uh, tell the Chief that I’m sorry it didn’t work out, but that I’m grateful for the opportunity.”
 
   “You can tell him yourself,” Lori said. “Here he is.” I heard her voice, muffled now. Chief, it’s Cassidy Miller for you.
 
   I ran my hand over my face. Lori had gotten me good.
 
   A deep voice rattled in my ear. “Cassidy! So nice of you to call and see how we’re surviving without you.” Chief Hart’s voice exhibited no signs of sarcasm. He was earnest and genuinely pleased that I’d called. His unearned kindness made me feel even worse. 
 
   “Hey, Chief. How are things?”
 
   “Generally good. It was a little chaotic around here in the weeks after the Mayor’s trial—excuse me, former Mayor—but things have calmed down as of late.”
 
   “Have you chosen a new mayor yet?”
 
   “The election’s next week. Bill Desjardin was mayor for longer than most people around here can remember, but we did okay without him before and we’ll do it again.”
 
   “Who do you think will win?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know. It seems like a pretty even race right now between Clyde Anderson and Rita Poole, but I wouldn’t be surprised if a dark horse third candidate won the whole thing.” 
 
   I didn’t recognize either name, but I hadn’t lived in Embarrass for too long. I took mental note of their names though; I was sure Julia would have an opinion about the candidates.
 
   “Listen, I’m gonna have to give you back to Lori now. I’m about to go out on a complaint—we’re a little shorthanded around here these days.”
 
   I hadn’t expected to escape the phone call unscathed, so I let him have the dig. “Good hearing from you, kid. Tell your old man I said hi.”
 
   “I will Chief, thanks.”
 
   Chief Hart handed the phone back to Lori. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” she said.
 
   “Are you satisfied?” 
 
   “Yes.” The monosyllabic word sounded smug.
 
   Lori finally gave me David’s contact information. Apparently I’d jumped through enough hoops for her. “Don’t be a stranger, okay?” she said before we hung up.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I decided to wait until the end of my workday when I knew David would be on duty before calling. I’d forgotten to ask Lori if they’d hired a replacement for me, but even if not, David would be on duty around the time I got off of work. 
 
   “Go for Addams.”
 
   His greeting made me chuckle. It reminded me of my first impression of my former colleague. He’d been blessed with all-American good looks, complete with piercing blue eyes and deep dimples that made themselves known whenever he flashed a particularly mischievous grin. David Addams knew he was classically attractive, which sometimes manifested in arrogance.
 
   “Hello?” he tried again.
 
   “David, it’s Cassidy. Miller,” I added in case there was any confusion. 
 
   “Fucking, eh.”
 
   “Yeah, there seems to be a lot of that going around,” I remarked.
 
   “Sorry for the language. You surprised me. To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”
 
   “I’m calling with a favor.”
 
   “Sure. Go ahead.”
 
   “Julia Desjardin—”
 
   “Doesn’t live here anymore,” David supplied.
 
   “I know, dude. Let me finish.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry.”
 
   “Julia tried to get custody of her mother, but the judge gave guardianship to her father instead. I was hoping maybe you could keep an eye open for Mrs. Desjardin—make sure her husband is treating her properly.”
 
   “How do you know all of this?”
 
   “Julia’s in Minneapolis with me. I mean, she’s not like living with me,” I clarified. “We’re just in the same city.”
 
   “You forgave her, didn’t you?” David seemed to accuse. “After she embarrassed the entire police force? After she switched sides and left the city high and dry without a prosecutor? After she let a criminal get off scot-free? After all of that, and you’re not angry with her anymore?”
 
   I thought David’s soliloquy made it sound worse than it really was. The entire police department was three people, and I had been one-third of that. There was a chain of command—a hierarchy to make sure the city prosecutor position would be refilled. And it wasn’t as though her father had killed anyone. 
 
   “I’m …” I struggled with an answer.
 
   “I know she’s hot and all, but doesn’t it bother you?”
 
   “Sure it bothers me.” I paused and reflected on my verb tense. Bothered or bothers? Was I over it or not?
 
   “So will you do it?” I redirected the conversation. “Will you keep an eye on Julia’s mom, and let me know if there’s a change in her status?”
 
   “Of course. Anything for a friend.”
 
   His words brought with them an unreasonable amount of guilt.
 
   “David, I’m sorry.”
 
   He cleared his throat in my ear. “You should be.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   When I finished my shift later that day, my phone rang with a call from Julia. “Hey, Beautiful,” I answered.
 
   “What a day I’m having,” Julia complained with a sigh. “Would you like to meet me for a drink after work?”
 
   “I never need an excuse to see you,” I said smartly. “I’ve got some paperwork to finish before I’m actually free, but I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   “It’s no matter. I’ll be at the bar. You know the one.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I ended up taking a detour back to my apartment after work, which included a quick shower and change of clothes. I had shown up to work that morning in little more than an upgraded version of my pajamas. I didn’t normally fret over what I wore in public, but any moment spent with Julia was anything but normal.
 
   My hair was still wet from the shower when I arrived at the bar where Julia and I had first met. It wasn’t one of the gay clubs in the city, but it had a reputation for catering to a mixed crowd. I’d first spied Julia out with a group of her friends—a college reunion she’d called it. 
 
   It made me wonder if any of those women actually lived in the city or if they’d all been visiting from out of town like Julia had. It also struck me that Julia never talked about her friends. In Embarrass where she’d grown up and had lived a good portion of her life she’d been seen as a bit of an untouchable. She’d kept people like Grace Kelly Donovan and David Addams—people with whom I’d instantly made connections—at an arm’s length. I considered myself fortunate that she hadn’t regarded me the same way despite the high walls we’d both built up around us.
 
   The bar was sparsely populated that evening. It was midweek and far too early for the regular bar crowd to be out, but here and there I spotted clusters of young professionals enjoying an after-work cocktail with friends and co-workers.
 
   Julia sat at the bar with her back to the main entrance. Even though I couldn’t see her face, I recognized everything else about her: the raven-dark hair that flipped ever so slightly at its ends, the expensive-looking pant suit that emphasized the slender roll of her shoulders and her tapered waist, and the black stilettos that dug into the rungs at the bottom of her bar stool.
 
   She’d removed her suit jacket and had draped it over the empty barstool beside her. It served as a hanger for the outer layer but also a buffer and deterrent from anyone taking the seat next to her. In front of her was a martini glass, three olives at its bottom. 
 
   I caught a waitress between tables. “I’d like to buy that woman a glass of champagne,” I said, gesturing in Julia’s direction. “Can you make that happen?”
 
   The cocktail waitress, herself not much older than the legal drinking age, nodded and took my money. It wasn’t any special occasion to warrant the purchase, but I wanted to see Julia’s reaction. 
 
   I lingered in the background and watched the scene unfold like a teleplay. I couldn’t hear voices or see lips moving, but I could read body language. Julia sat a little straighter, a little stiffer on her bar stool when the waitress delivered the long-stemmed glass with its pale, bubbling contents. She and the bar worker had a brief exchange, Julia trying to give the unsolicited drink back before something settled over her—recognition, understanding. She swiveled on her chair, drinks forgotten, and began to look for me.
 
   My face could hardly contain my cocky grin as I made my way over to her. The eager look on Julia’s own face transformed into something resembling nonchalance when she finally spotted me. It was a good trick to be able to school her emotions like that, a trait I myself had never been able to accomplish. I bet it served her well in the courtroom.
 
   She leaned her back against the edge of the bar and crossed one leg over the other. “I’ll ask you not to knock over my drinks and get alcohol on this blouse, Miss Miller,” she purred. “It’s one of my favorites.”
 
   “Well I guess if that happens, you could always send me the dry cleaning bill again,” I quipped.
 
   I leaned toward her and hesitated only briefly before my lips met hers. Being able to kiss her in public was still new and felt a little forbidden. Not wanting to Out her, we’d done our best to hide our intimacy in Embarrass, but now there was little reason to.
 
   “Tell me about your day,” I instructed.
 
   “I don’t know if I’m cut out for this,” she sighed.
 
   “This?” I repeated. I settled onto the stool that wasn’t occupied by her suit jacket. “Small talk?” I made a motion to the bartender and got myself a drink.
 
   “No.” She took a quick sip of her martini. “Being a public defender.”
 
   “But you’re an amazing lawyer,” I protested.
 
   “The actual work is fine,” she clarified, “but my co-workers are driving me crazy.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re not being overly sensitive?” I tried to delicately ask. “I know you prefer working on your own.”
 
   A small smile curled the edges of her mouth. “I’m well aware of that, dear. But it’s not that.”
 
   “What are they doing that’s bugging you so much?”
 
   “They’re young,” she said, making a face. “Frustratingly so. I feel like a babysitter more than a lawyer most days. And none of them really want to be there. They’re law students biding their time until graduation.” She pushed a lock of hair away from her forehead. “But enough of my struggles. How was your day? How was Mendez?”
 
   “Good. The same. I found out who’s running to take over your dad’s job. Do the names Clyde Anderson and Rita Poole mean anything to you?”
 
   “Clyde owns the bed and breakfast at the edge of town and Rita has a small shop on Main Street. Where did you get that information?”
 
   “I had to call the police department to get David’s contact information. Chief Hart was in a chatty mood. Do you think either of them will do a good job?”
 
   “I’m a little surprised, actually. Neither one seems like the mayoral type, but it’s of little consequence to me,” she dismissed.
 
   I grabbed the hand that rested in her lap. She intertwined her fingers with mine. It felt good—surprisingly so—to be able to talk with her about average, mundane things. She was having a challenging week to be sure, but no one’s life was in danger and no one’s father was on trial. And we had each other. It made me feel like I could take on any challenge thrown my way.
 
   But nearly as soon as those good thoughts washed over me, I noticed a change in Julia’s body language.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   Her hand slipped out of mine, unobtrusively, but still gone, and her fingers returned to the base of her martini glass. “Nothing, dear,” her words said to me, but her entire demeanor had changed. Her body had become rigid and her mouth was drawn in a tight line.
 
   “Julia?” a loud voice carried over the other noises in the bar. “Julia Desjardin?”
 
   An attractive woman approached us. Her long legs crossed over the other, hips canted forward, in a super-model strut as she crossed the bar. For all I knew, she could have been a runway model. Tall and statuesque, the woman was impossibly thin. She wore an impeccably tailored pantsuit that I could very easily see hanging in Julia’s closet. Her long, straight, auburn hair hit the center of her back, and as she drew closer I could see bright green eyes that seemed nearly unnatural in color. 
 
   “I thought that was you,” the stranger continued with a wry smile.
 
   A tight smile reached Julia’s crimson mouth, and she turned in her chair to appraise the other woman. “Melissa,” she cordially greeted. “It’s been a while.”
 
   “At least five years.” 
 
   “Has it really been that long?” Julia’s tone reminded me of forced conversation at a family reunion—when you’re cornered by an estranged relative and feel obligated to be cordial. 
 
   The woman leaned against the bar, her bright green eyes focused on Julia’s face. It made me feel invisible. “What are you up to nowadays? Last I heard you were a city prosecutor some place up north.”
 
   Julia fiddled with the stem of her glass. She looked nervous, uneasy. “I’m actually back in town now. I’m working for a small firm in Minneapolis.”
 
   “Really?” The woman’s voice pitched in volume. 
 
   Julia hummed. “And yourself?”
 
   “I stayed with Grisham and Stein after graduation. I’m about to make partner.” She laughed and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Finally.”
 
   “Congratulations,” Julia said stiffly. “It sounds like you’re doing well for yourself.”
 
   I watched the other woman’s gaze settle onto the untouched glass of champagne. “Are you celebrating something?”
 
   Julia pushed the glass farther down the bar, readily dismissing it. “Oh, that’s nothing.”
 
   “Well, this was a fun surprise,” the woman said, straightening. “We should do it again when I’m not running off to meet with a client.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   Despite the other woman’s words, there was no exchange of phone numbers or any other kind of contact information. The two said their goodbyes, and as abruptly as this woman—Melissa—had disrupted our conversation, she was gone.
 
   I looked down to the beer bottle cradled in my hands. I had unknowingly peeled away the paper label and had shredded it beyond recognition. 
 
   I tried to school my features as Julia would have. I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled, releasing nagging feelings of inadequacy and doubt along with it. “Mind explaining what that was?”
 
   “Melissa Ferdet. We went to law school together.”
 
   “You didn’t introduce me,” I couldn’t help but point out.
 
   “That was rude of me, I’m sorry.” Julia raked her fingers through her hair. “I suppose I was too rattled by Melissa’s appearance to think about it.”
 
   “And why would that be?” I wondered aloud.
 
   Julia ignored my question. She slid off her bar stool and retrieved her suit jacket. “Come on, Marine,” she coaxed. “It’s time to take me home.”
 
   She retrieved her wallet and tossed a stack of money on the bar top. I followed her outside, unreservedly aware of the glass of champagne that was left behind.
 
    
 
    
 
   My brain refused to quiet as I followed Julia on my bike back to her apartment. I couldn’t help feeling dismissed, with Julia ignoring my existence when that woman had shown up, much as she had the glass of champagne. The longer Julia had gone without introducing me or including me in the conversation, the more self-conscious I had become. I probably looked like a stranger eavesdropping on their conversation. 
 
   There had been something off about Julia’s interaction with that Melissa woman, more so than two people who hadn’t seen each other in years. More troubling, here was a woman who was in Julia’s class. I had always known she was out of my league. Julia and I couldn’t have been more mismatched. What happened when she got bored of slumming with a city cop who suffered from night terrors?
 
   By the time I reached her apartment, I was ready to explode.
 
   I stood in the threshold of her bedroom while she changed out of her work clothes. “What aren’t you telling me about that Melissa person?”
 
   Julia stood before her clothes bureau, removing her jewelry with care. “What do you mean, dear?”
 
   “You were too rattled to introduce me?” I recited her earlier excuse. “I’m not buying it. I’ve never once seen you not in control.”
 
   Her dark eyes flashed. “I was embarrassed,” she growled. “Is that what you want to hear?”
 
   My mouth opened and closed. “Wow. I thought that was the case, but I didn’t think you’d have the balls to actually admit it to my face.”
 
   “What? No.” The anger drained from her features. “Oh, Cassidy. Darling, no. Nothing like that. I wasn’t embarrassed about you. I was embarrassed because of me.”
 
   My brow furrowed in contemplation. I couldn’t fathom what she’d have to be embarrassed about.
 
   Julia hung her head and her strong, proud shoulders slumped forward. Despite how angry and hurt I felt, it made me want to go to her. 
 
   “This isn’t how I imagined my life turning out,” she rasped. “Estranged from my family. Working with snot-nosed law students to get the sentences of petty criminals reduced. Honestly, Cassidy, you’re the only thing in my life that I’m proud of.”
 
   I swallowed hard. I’d sorely misjudged the situation.
 
   “That can’t be true,” I gently assured her. “You’re the most amazing, accomplished woman I’ve ever met.”
 
   Julia slowly shook her head. “Melissa and I were in the same year at law school. We were top of our class, got the same competitive internships. She’s going to be partner at one of the top criminal defense firms in the city, and what do I have to show for all of my work? I couldn’t even tell her I was a public defender, that’s how much of a coward I am.”
 
   “Baby,” the word of endearment slipped off my tongue before I could rein it back in. “You’re amazing. You’re smart and strong and the hardest worker I know. If being a public defender makes you so unhappy, why not find something else?”
 
   “But that’s the thing. I am happy,” she insisted. “I know I complain about my co-workers, but I’m so fulfilled doing this work and helping people who might otherwise get lost in the shuffle. So when it comes to the Melissa Ferdet’s of the world, why do I feel ashamed of what I do?”
 
   “Does it ever bother you, defending people who’ve committed a crime?”
 
   Julia frowned. “These aren’t high profile cases. My clients didn’t murder, rape, or commit armed robbery. And with the exception of when I defended my father, they’re not white-collar criminals who embezzled millions of dollars. These are petty crimes that most of them most certainly committed. But it’s my job to see they get a fair trial and an even fairer sentencing. Did you know that the average public defender client receives five more years of incarceration than someone represented by a private lawyer?” 
 
   “I’m sorry.” I hung my head in guilt. “It’s Mendez. I told him about your job, and he got in my head.”
 
   “You must have thought about it before though; we’re not working on the same team anymore.”
 
   Her words reminded me of the conversations I’d had that day.
 
   “I talked to David Addams. He said he’d look after your mom, but he doesn’t think I should be helping you. He doesn’t think I should have forgiven you about what happened with your dad in Embarrass.”
 
   Julia’s next words were carefully chosen. “And what do you think?”
 
   “I think he makes a good point. But at the same time, I don’t think you had much of a choice. He’s your dad—what were you supposed to do? Let him rot in jail?”
 
   “It hasn’t escaped my notice that if I’d done that, I would have gotten custody of my mother.”
 
   My stomach lurched. I hadn’t considered that.
 
   “It’s all I’ve been able to think about since the trial. If I hadn’t defended him in Embarrass, my mother would be under my care.” She licked her lips. “I do believe this is what’s called Karma. I seem to have received my comeuppance.”
 
   “But you’d probably still be living in Embarrass,” I pointed out. “Would you have wanted that?”
 
   “I’d still be city prosecutor,” she said, although that didn’t answer my question. 
 
   “What about you?” she turned the question on me. “If I hadn’t defended my father and used inside information to win my case and you’d successfully sent my father to prison, do you think you would have stayed in Embarrass, too?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know. I enjoyed myself in Embarrass—obviously you were a big part of that—but also people like Grace Donovan and David Addams. Hell, I even kind of miss my breakfast buddy, Franklyn. But I wouldn’t have been able to run from my PTSD forever. It would have only been a matter of time before I had to move back to a city big enough to have resources that could help me deal with this.”
 
   “Then you’ve answered your own question.”
 
   “Which one?” I’d lost track.
 
   “If I would have wanted to stay in Embarrass. If it would have made me happy. The answer is no.”
 
   “No?” 
 
   “Because Embarrass wouldn’t have had you, Cassidy Miller.”
 
   I swallowed down the lump in my throat. The corners of my eyes felt damp. “You certainly have a way with words, Counselor.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   I was an anxious wreck the morning Pensacola was slated to come into town. I rambled around Julia’s apartment, half dressed for the day with a toothbrush sticking out of my mouth. I hadn’t felt so out of sorts since my first date with Julia. I couldn’t understand it. Pense and I had a great relationship. We’d drifted apart somewhat since returning to the States, but that was no reason for my stomach to be performing acrobatics.
 
   “You don’t have to come to dinner tonight,” I announced.
 
   Julia sat drinking her morning coffee on the couch in her living room. “Do you not want me to meet your friends?”
 
   I spit the toothbrush out of my mouth. “No, of course I do. I just mean if you had to work tonight, I’d understand.”
 
   “I’ll be there, Cassidy.”
 
   I smiled, albeit a little sheepishly. “Okay. What’s the name of the restaurant again?” 
 
   Julia had made the recommendation and reservation after convincing me that my friends could appreciate dinner conversation anywhere but at a sports bar, which was my go-to spot, especially considering that Pense’s wife was pregnant.
 
   “L’étoile Blanche. It means ‘white star.’”
 
   “Can you spell that?”
 
   “Probably not,” she chuckled. “Look in my phone. It’s in my work bag,” she said, gesturing to the black leather satchel that hung from the back of a dining room chair. “I’ve got the address under the letter L.”
 
   I rummaged around the smaller pocket at the front of Julia’s bag. I found a pack of gum, but no phone. Inside the bag’s main pocket I was met with an equal lack of success. Sandwiched between two case files was a hardcover book whose binding was stamped with the inked logo for the St. Paul Public Library. Curiosity momentarily distracted me from my quest for Julia’s phone. I pulled the book out of the bag: Surviving PTSD.
 
   “What’s this?” 
 
   Julia hummed from the living room. “What’s what, dear?”
 
   “This book,” I said, holding it up for her to see.
 
   “It’s research,” she said simply. “You’re not the only one in this relationship that’s affected by PTSD.”
 
   “Sorry to be so much trouble,” I shot off.
 
   “Cassidy,” she frowned, “you know I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this, Julia,” I said, shaking my head. “You don’t have to settle for damaged goods. I’m not like one of your clients you have to fix.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed as she gave me an incredulous look. “You think that’s what this is about? That I get off on so-called fixing people? That I see you as a project?”
 
   “I don’t know what to think about it,” I admitted. “I don’t know why you’d go through all the hassle.”
 
   “If my motives are unclear, then you’ve sorely underestimated how much I care for you.”
 
   “Is this how you show someone you care?” I said, feeling myself getting angry all over again. “By sneaking around and reading about PTSD behind my back?”
 
   Julia leaned forward in her seat. “The last time I checked, there’s no law against educating yourself. And I was hardly ‘sneaking around.’ I invited you to look in my work bag.”
 
   I didn’t have a ready retort to her logic. I imagined this was probably going to be a repeated occurrence in all of our future arguments—I would overreact and fly off the handle and she would calmly try to talk me down by being maddeningly reasonable. 
 
   “I’m going to be late for work,” I scowled.
 
   The indignant anger faded from her features. “Cassidy, don’t leave like this,” she pled. “You shouldn’t start your day being angry.”
 
   I worked the muscles in the back of my jaw. “I don’t have much of a choice.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I met Private First Class Terrance Pensacola during my second tour in Afghanistan. I was in my fifth year of enlistment, and he was green. We were stationed at Camp Leatherneck in the Helmand Province of Afghanistan, which had been transferred over to the Afghan Armed Forces shortly after I returned to the States. When Pensacola had been assigned to my team, I’d kind of taken him under my wing. I had no natural maternal instincts, but there’d been something about the gangly kid from Detroit that reminded me of myself even though physically we couldn’t have been more different. 
 
   Like many other kids from working-class roots—myself included—sports or the military were the only way out of our respective neighborhoods. In St. Cloud it had been hockey or swimming. For Pensacola it had been basketball or football. I’d never seen Pense throw a football, but I knew his jump shot sucked, so the Marines had been his ticket out. After high school, he’d bounced around from one unpromising career to the next before enlisting a few years later. We were actually the same age, but because I’d joined the Marines immediately after high school, I had always felt older than him.
 
   I arrived for dinner at L’Etoile Blanche after an uninspired day of dealing with Mendez. He’d actually commented on how quiet I was being; it had been hard to play nice with my FTO when I kept thinking about that book I’d found in Julia’s bag. I’d had an eight-hour shift to replay the morning interaction over and over in my head. 
 
   A skinny woman who was probably on summer break from the university stood behind the hostess podium. She looked me up and down and I tried not to wither under what I was sure was a judgmental stare. I’d come straight from the precinct. My hair was still damp from the quick shower I’d taken and my clothes were a little rumpled from being stuffed in a duffle bag.
 
   “Reservation for Desjardin,” I said like I belonged there. “I’m not sure if anyone else is here yet.”
 
   The hostess consulted the screen of her tablet while I scanned the restaurant for friendlier faces. Across the dimly lit restaurant I spotted movement. Pensacola sat at a table with his wife, Claire. He had his arms in the air and was waving me down like he was guiding a helicopter in for landing. The long white tablecloth partially hid his wheelchair, and from the waist up he looked like everybody else in the restaurant.
 
   Claire, with noted difficulty, stood up to greet me as I approached the table. Pensacola’s wife was lovely—lighter skinned than her husband, dark brown eyes, and relaxed hair that fell to the middle of her shoulder blades. She had a small build except for the watermelon she was smuggling under her blouse.
 
   I’d only met Claire after returning from war, but Pense had talked about his new wife so much when we were overseas that I felt like we were already great friends when we finally did meet. While Pense and I had healed up in a stateside hospital, Claire had been by his bedside throughout his entire recovery and rehabilitation. I’d envied him having someone who wasn’t there out of familial obligation, but seeing him laid out on a hospital bed, empty space where there should have been legs, had snuffed out any lurking jealousy. 
 
   “Look at you, girl. I hardly recognized you in real people clothes,” Claire remarked with a teasing smile. The last time we’d seen each other had been at the hospital where Pensacola and I had recovered. When I’d gotten out of the hospital gown, I’d gone back to wearing my military uniform, not really knowing what to do once I was injured and couldn’t fight anymore.
 
   I held Claire at arm’s length. “And you look ready to explode, lady,” I couldn’t help observing. “Your water’s not going to break during dinner, is it?”
 
   “You got a death wish or something?” Pense snorted. “Don’t remind my pregnant wife that she’s double-wide.”
 
   “I’m only double-wide because my unborn son has a head the size of a watermelon,” Claire remarked, “just like his father.”
 
   I grinned between my friends. The anxiety that had been building over the past few days about seeing Pensacola now felt unwarranted.
 
   “You’re looking good, Pense.” 
 
   His face looked a little rounder and had filled out since the last time I’d seen him, but he still had the same boyish good looks. The same startlingly blue eyes. 
 
   He licked the tips of his fingertips and ran them over his eyebrows. “Oh, I know I’m fine, Miller.” 
 
   I sat down with a little too much enthusiasm. My chair and my shins collided with Pensacola underneath the table. 
 
   “Sorry,” I apologized as I rearranged myself. The legs of my chair had gotten caught on the restaurant’s carpeting. “Didn’t mean to ramrod you.”
 
   Pensacola laughed. “Whatever, Miller. Stop trying to play footsie with me in front of my wife.”
 
   Claire coughed delicately, and I looked down at the table setting.
 
   “Relax, guys,” Pense said good-naturedly. “It’s just a little paraplegic humor.”
 
   My favorite voice interrupted the potentially awkward moment: “Sorry I’m late.” Julia swept up to our table. “Traffic was murder downtown.” She, too, had come directly from work, but unlike me, she actually looked like she fit in at the upscale restaurant. 
 
   I was a little stunned she’d shown up, but I collected myself and stood to greet her. She rewarded the action with a light kiss to my cheek. I felt the pad of her thumb brush across the side of my face to wipe away residual lipstick.
 
   “Julia, this is Private Pensacola, also known as Terrance, and his wife, Claire,” I introduced her to the couple.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Julia smiled warmly. “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting. I’m afraid you must have a poor first impression of me.”
 
   “Sweetheart, you could get away with murder with a smile like that,” Pensacola winked after giving Julia a long look. I couldn’t blame him. She wore a little black dress with capped sleeves that showed off her toned arms, and her high-heels perfectly displayed the definition of her slender calves.
 
   “Watch it, buddy,” I warned, “or I may just forget I like you.”
 
   Julia and I took our seats at the table while a waiter stopped by to drop off menus and take our drink orders.
 
   Pensacola cleared his throat loudly after opening a menu and presumably seeing the prices. “Jesus, Miller. When’d you get so fancy? I thought Easy Mac was more your style.”
 
   Julia frowned. “I’m sorry. I’m the one who made the dinner arrangements. We don’t have to stay if you’re uncomfortable.”
 
   “Oh, no, no,” Pense quickly self-corrected. “I can handle a little calamari and escargot with the best of them. I just like giving Cass a hard time.”
 
   “Don’t we all,” Julia replied with a smile.
 
   Julia and I had had a rocky couple of days, and after our fight that morning, after how I’d overreacted because of a stupid book, I hadn’t been sure she’d show. But when she squeezed my knee under the cover of the white tablecloth, I knew that everything was going to be okay. 
 
   She turned her attention back to the others at the table.  “I’m so glad we could get together for dinner before your clinical trial starts. Cassidy was scant on the details though; what exactly will you be doing, Terrance?”
 
   “I was doing a lot of research on prosthetic legs when I came across this clinical trial,” Pensacola explained. “I’ve been using the chair since they released me from the hospital, but I’m looking to upgrade. Powered prosthetics are available for arms, knees, and ankle-to-foot replacements, but there’s nothing yet for a knee-to-foot prosthetic like I need. The only fake legs widely available right now are pretty bulky, and you’ve got to manually adjust them to do things like go up and down stairs.”
 
   He paused when our waiter returned with drinks—red wine for Julia and bourbon for Pense and me. Claire stuck to water. 
 
   Pense continued to explain the clinical trial after we ordered our food. “So I read about this new prosthetic called ReWalk. The damn thing’s controlled by a wristwatch. It’s intended for people paralyzed by spinal cord injuries, not people like me, but I wrote the hospital to see if they’d let me try.”
 
   “So you invited yourself to the clinical trial?” I chuckled.
 
   “I guess so,” he laughed.
 
   “That sounds like a very Pensacola thing to do,” I said wryly.
 
   “At the end of the day it probably doesn’t matter though,” he noted. “Even if it works, my insurance company won’t cover it because they don’t see motorized prosthetics as necessary. But I don’t really care what they say; I just want to look people in the eye again, ya know?”
 
   I nodded sagely. Stubborn, inflexible insurance companies were the reason I was no longer going to therapy. “I know what kind of bastards those people can be,” I sympathized.  
 
   I flicked my eyes in Julia’s direction, silently apologizing for the curse word. She smiled instead of calling me out. 
 
   “Where do you have to go for the clinical trial?” Julia asked. “Mayo’s?” 
 
   Pense shook his head. “No. Regions Hospital in St. Paul. Ever heard of it?”
 
   Julia hummed. “I know Regions well. I can see it from my apartment, actually.”
 
   Pense struck the table with the palm of his hand, causing the water in our glasses to dance. “Hey, you’ll never guess who I ran into the other day.”
 
   “Who?” I asked.
 
   “Reilly.”
 
   “Wow. Really? What’s he doing these days?” 
 
   I hadn’t thought about Geoff Reilly in years. He’d been on the same team as Pensacola and myself, but when we’d been in the Afghani desert getting blown up to bits, he’d been back at the Forward Operating Base with food poisoning. 
 
   “Working for his dad, he said. Owns a car dealership out in the Detroit suburbs. Hey, member when Reilly was farting around in munitions and that grenade rolled across the command room?”   
 
   “And he thought he’d accidentally pulled the pin?”
 
   “Dude ran away so fast, his pucker factor went from zero to sixty.” Pense’s laugh was infectious.
 
   “Are they even speaking English anymore?” Claire turned to Julia.
 
   “Maybe we should have let them go to eat by themselves so they could have gotten it out of their system,” Julia suggested.
 
   “And let the adults have a nice meal on their own. I like the way you think.” Claire raised her water glass, and Julia lightly clinked her wine glass against it.
 
   “So how long have you two been married?” Julia asked.
 
   Claire looked to Pensacola. “We got married right before T was deployed. I can’t say I was ready to be anyone’s wife just yet, but it made sense to have that security before he went away.”
 
   “You hadn’t been dating long?” I asked.
 
   “Only since we were eight years old,” Pensacola supplied.
 
   “You’re not serious,” Julia laughed.
 
   “No, he’s not,” Claire said, making a face. “We started dating in high school.”
 
   “Yeah, but I knew I was gonna marry you a lot earlier than that,” Pense remarked.
 
   “How about the two of you?” Claire questioned. “Have you been dating long?”
 
   “Define ‘date,’” I couldn’t help smirking.
 
   Beneath the table, I felt a well-placed toe dig into the front of my shin.
 
   “Cassidy and I used to work together when she was a police officer up north. I was the city prosecutor,” Julia explained, straight-faced.
 
   “Julia desperately tried to resist my charm, but it was futile,” I grinned.
 
   “Elbows off the table, dear,” Julia lightly corrected.
 
   I jerked back from the table and sat up straighter. I heard Pensacola snicker and could only imagine the hard time he was going to give me later about it.
 
   “You can understand how impossible it must have been to turn down such a specimen,” Julia noted with a roll of her eyes.
 
   I purposely returned my elbows to the table’s top and leaned forward. “I’m a diamond in the rough, baby.”
 
   “A little polish never hurt anyone.”
 
   “You guys are cute,” Claire interjected. “You banter like an old married couple, but your energy is still in the honeymoon phase.”
 
   “And it’s been quite the honeymoon,” I said without thinking.
 
   “Nice work, Marine,” Pense smirked.
 
   Julia hid her smile and her blush behind a wine glass. “Have you thought about baby names yet?” she asked, redirecting the conversation.
 
   “When we found out we were having a boy, both of our dads put in a bid to have the baby named after him,” Claire said.
 
   “But we decided we couldn’t subject the little dude to a lifetime of being an Earl or a Booker,” Pense added.
 
   “It sounds like you’re already making good parental decisions,” I remarked.
 
   “It’s probably a little new-agey, but I want to wait until kiddo is actually born—see what name he looks like,” Claire explained.
 
   “I think that’s a lovely idea,” Julia opined.
 
   “How about you? Do you guys want kids?” Claire asked just as the waiter returned with our entrees.
 
   I nearly lost my grip on my silverware. “We’re, uh, we’re,” I stammered. I looked over at Julia, but her damn poker face was unshakeable. “That’s not a conversation we’re ready to have yet.”
 
   The rest of dinner was filled with light conversation, good food, and side-aching laughter. Pensacola had a gift for storytelling, and once he got a second bourbon in him, there was no holding back. A few times I caught myself nearly crying from laughing so hard.
 
   At the end of the meal, Julia swiftly produced a credit card from her purse and handed it to our waiter before any of us had even had time to consulting the paper bill. 
 
   Pensacola cleared his voice. “Ya’ll don’t have to do that.”
 
   Julia flashed him a disarming smile. “I know we don’t. But you two are guests in our city. You should let us treat you.”
 
   “Using that logic, you should let me pay,” I reasoned. “They’re my guests.”
 
   Julia’s smile remained affixed to her face. “We can talk about that later, dear.”
 
   When the bill had been paid and the last of dessert had been eaten and coffees had been drained, the four of us stood outside waiting for the valet to get our respective cars. My motorcycle was just parked around the corner, but I lingered curbside with the others. The evening air was still warm and the sun had just started to set. 
 
   Claire and Julia had paired up in conversation, leaving Pensacola and me to entertain ourselves.
 
   “Man, that Julia is one classy lady,” he remarked.
 
   “I know. So what’s she doing with a schlub like me.”
 
   Pense held up his hands. “Hey, I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “No, but you were thinking it.”
 
   His smile was infectious. “Looks like you’ve done well for yourself, Cass.”
 
   I glanced over in Julia’s direction. She and Claire talked without regard for us. “I think we’re both pretty damn lucky, buddy.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Julia and I returned to her apartment after dinner with Pense and Claire. I lingered in the threshold of her bedroom and watched as she stood in front of her bureau and removed her jewelry. It was starting to become one of my favorite nightly rituals.
 
   “Thank you for coming tonight.”
 
   I felt appropriately humbled that she’d shown up for dinner despite my embarrassing behavior that morning. If put in her place, I didn’t know if I would have been that generous.
 
   “It was my pleasure,” she said. “I enjoyed meeting your friends.”
 
   I worried my lip. “I didn’t know if you were actually going to show up.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Well, we kind of fought this morning.”
 
   “I would hardly call that a fight, dear.”
 
   I leaned against the doorframe. “What would you call it then?”
 
   “A failure on my part to communicate. I should have told you about the book.”
 
   I quirked an eyebrow. “So you’re taking the blame for this one?”
 
   Julia sat on the edge of the bed and slipped out of her high heels. She crossed one leg over the other and rubbed the arch of her foot. “Don’t get used to it.”
 
   “You were right though,” I was loath to admit. “There’s nothing wrong with educating yourself. I guess I’m still getting used to the idea of not having to take on this thing on my own.”
 
   She smiled, warm and soft. “We’re a team, remember?”
 
   “I remember,” I returned the smile. “Although you’re lucky I’m not a dude.”
 
   “I’m lucky you’re not a ‘dude’ for more than a few reasons,” she remarked. The colloquialism sounded strange coming from her refined mouth. “But what were the reasons you were thinking?”
 
   “I would have felt emasculated tonight when you paid for dinner.”
 
   “Oh, that,” she dismissed with a wave of her hand. “I like to treat. Besides, it was my turn.”
 
   “Your turn?” I echoed. “How do you figure?”
 
   “You bought champagne for my friends the night we met. So now we’re even,” she said with some satisfaction. “Help me with my zipper?”
 
   She stood and turned her back to me. I walked behind her and handled the zipper that bisected the back of her little black dress. I inched the zipper down until it reached the small of her back.
 
   “Are we an old married couple already?”
 
   Julia turned back towards me with her eyebrows knit together. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Something that Claire said at dinner tonight. It’s been bugging me, but I don’t know why.”
 
   “Are you upset we haven’t had that second date yet?” 
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m not sure,” I sighed with borderline frustration. “You know I’ve never really dated anyone before.”
 
   “I still find that hard to believe.”
 
   “I was in Bumblefuck, Afghanistan for a third of my life—not exactly a setting for romance. What’s your excuse?”
 
   “I don’t play well with others,” she shrugged. “How long are your friends in town for?” she asked, noticeably changing the subject on me. I didn’t call her out on it though.
 
   “I don’t really know. Until Pense’s clinical trial is done, I guess.”
 
   “Are they staying with family?”
 
   “No. I think both Claire and Pense’s families are still in Detroit.”
 
   “So they’re staying at a hotel the entire time?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess. Why?”
 
   “Clinical trials can last for weeks. Months, even. And if Terrance volunteered instead of being picked, the hospital might not be paying for his room and board. Do they have that kind of money?”
 
   “Not unless Claire does. Pense is just a working-class kid like me.”
 
   “Why don’t you offer to let them stay at my apartment? I’m right across the street from Regions.”
 
   “And where are you gonna stay?”
 
   “With you, obviously.”
 
   “M-me?” I sputtered out, not expecting the answer.
 
   Julia frowned. “Oh, don’t look so horrified, Cassidy. I’m far from suggesting we move in together. It would only be for the duration of Terrance’s clinical trial.”
 
   “Are you sure you want to do that? I’m not the best housekeeper,” I sheepishly admitted.
 
   “Neither am I. Which is why I pay someone to come in every week and clean.”
 
   “You fraud!” I gasped.
 
   “I never told you I do my own cleaning.”
 
   “But you hand-wash your dishes.”
 
   “Because I’m not about to let a week’s worth of dirty dishes fester in my kitchen,” she reasoned. “So will you talk to them about staying at my apartment?”
 
   “Pense will say no.”
 
   “You’re probably right, but you should at least make the offer.”
 
   “Fine,” I relented, knowing that Julia would never let it drop until I’d asked them.
 
   “Now why don’t we table this conversation for the moment and you can let me continue to treat you,” she proposed. “I’m not sure we’re actually even yet.”
 
   “I like the sound of that,” I murmured against her. Our lips lightly brushed. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure I’ll think of something.”
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   I had been right; Pense said no. But Claire had said yes. And even I knew you let your pregnant wife have her way. Not soon after I called Pense and offered the use of Julia’s apartment, he and Claire were repacking their luggage at their hotel and getting settled in at Julia’s St. Paul apartment.
 
   Claire, Julia, and I had congregated in the main open-concept room of the apartment. Pensacola was in the bathroom. The longer he failed to reappear, the more uncomfortable I became.
 
   “Does he, uh, need any help in there?” My face warmed in embarrassment. Pense and I might have been inseparable in the military, but we hadn’t been that inseparable for me to be offering such assistance.
 
   “He can handle the bathroom on his own,” Claire said. “There was a short period of trial-and-error where I had to help, but thankfully he figured it out.”
 
   Julia shook her head. “I can’t even imagine what that would be like.”
 
   “Neither could I,” Claire said wistfully. “He fell out of bed once after we first brought him home,” she revealed. “He woke up in the middle of the night and had to go to the bathroom. I think he forgot he didn’t have legs anymore. Scared me half to death.”
 
   If it had been Pensacola telling the story, we would have laughed about it. But Claire’s version brought me no joy, only guilt.
 
   “And it’s not like he makes it easy on me, either,” she continued. “T’s proud. Stubborn. Likes to do things on his own.”
 
   “Sounds familiar,” Julia clucked. She looked pointedly at me.
 
   “Oh, don’t even start, Counselor,” I protested. “You’re just as hard-headed as me.”
 
   “Julia, I have to thank you again for opening your home to us,” Claire asserted. “I normally would have turned down the offer, but with the baby on the way,” she touched her palm to her stomach, “every little bit helps.”
 
   “It’s nothing really,” Julia insisted. “I’m happy I’m in a position to be able to help.”
 
   “It’ll only be for the week,” Claire promised. “T will be finished with the clinical trial by then, and we’ll be out of your hair.”
 
   “Take as long as you need,” Julia reassured. 
 
   “Speak for yourself,” I couldn’t help but chime in. “I’m gonna need my apartment back eventually. I’d like to avoid becoming a lesbian cliché.”
 
   “What this about lesbians?” Pensacola returned to the room at that moment. “You’d better not be hitting on my wife, Miller.”
 
   “I don’t think I’m her type.” 
 
   Pensacola looked around the room. “I don’t think I like this setup. Normally I don’t mind being outnumbered by women, but something about this group makes me feel like I’m in trouble.” He laughed, loud and carefree. “Little man can’t come soon enough.”
 
   “Let’s not put undue pressure on him before he’s even born,” Claire suggested. She set her hand on her swollen belly. “He’ll come out when he’s good and ready.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   “Where should I put my things?” 
 
   Julia pulled her wheeled suitcase into my apartment and I followed with her second piece of luggage in tow. Claire had promised the clinical trial would only last a week, but Julia had packed as though she was never getting her apartment back. I adored this woman, so why were the walls of my apartment crushing in on me? 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Drawer space, dear. Hangers in a closet,” she clarified. “You can’t expect me to live out of my suitcases.”
 
   “Oh, right. There’s space in the bedroom, I guess.”
 
   She opened up the modest closet in the bedroom. Besides a few uniforms, I had nothing else hanging up. All of my other clothes were either folded up in a drawer or hadn’t yet been unpacked from their moving box.
 
   “I suppose this will do,” she spoke aloud. “Where are all of your things?”
 
   “Still in packing boxes, but I haven’t really lived anywhere long enough to accumulate knick-knacks. I’m more of a minimalist, I guess.” 
 
   Julia walked over to the large window that provided ample natural light. Beyond the windowpane was the Mississippi River. It was an obstructed view, but it was nice to be able to see the water from my apartment windows. 
 
   She stared out the window in silence. I wondered if she was starting to second-guess her generosity. The suggestion to let Pensacola and Claire stay at her apartment had come late at night and after a string of successive fights—or miscommunications as she referred to them as. My apartment with its sparse furnishings and even fewer amenities was plush by my standards, but certainly not hers. 
 
   She turned away from the window. “Are you sure you’re okay with this, Cassidy?” she asked. “I’m worried I’ve overstepped my boundaries. I practically invited myself to live with you for the week.”
 
   “Believe me, you won’t hear me complain,” I assured her. “I just hope you don’t pack up your bags and run when you realize what a lazy slob I can be.”
 
   Julia approached the bed and the dream catcher that hung on a single nail above where the headboard should have been. She touched her fingers to the twine that formed the webbing in the middle. The artist who’d fashioned this particular dream catcher had embedded a few large turquoise-color beads in the center to represent memories or bad dreams that had been caught.
 
   “I can’t believe you hung it up,” she murmured.
 
   “What did you expect me to do? Throw it away?”
 
   “No. Of course not,” she said, shaking her head. “I guess I’m just surprised is all. You’ve still got packing boxes all over, no photographs anywhere, and nothing hanging from the walls—except for this.”
 
   “I like it,” I admitted with a slight shrug. “And not just because it came from you. I like the idea of something—someone—watching over me.”
 
   Julia continued to look thoughtfully at the Native American trinket. “Where do the bad dreams go, I wonder?”
 
   “Are you hungry?” I changed the subject. 
 
   I didn’t wait for her answer; I left the bedroom in favor of the kitchen. Even though Julia had witnessed the worst of my nightmares and had even been an innocent bystander to one of my waking flashbacks, it was just now hitting me that she was going to have a front row seat to my special brand of crazy. If this week didn’t scare her away, nothing would—but I worried we might not make the week. What if it was too much, too soon? We hadn’t even had a proper second date.
 
   I opened the refrigerator door and stuck my head inside. “What do you want for dinner?” I called out.
 
   “What do you have?” I hadn’t heard her footsteps, but I now felt the heat of her body standing behind me.
 
   “Honestly, nothing.” I shut the refrigerator door. “Sorry,” I frowned. “I’m not very good at this adult stuff.”
 
   Her hand fell to my hip. It was a reassuring gesture. “I think you overestimate how much of a mastery other people have on being an adult.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m sure other people have more in their fridge than ketchup and bread,” I pointed out.
 
   “Nothing a little grocery shopping can’t remedy,” she pacified.
 
   “So, pizza?”
 
   Julia curled her lip. “Don’t make me regret this arrangement already, Miss Miller.”
 
    
 
    
 
   We compromised and ordered Chinese even though Julia complained about elevated sodium levels the entire time. She made me promise I’d go grocery shopping the next day. We cuddled on the couch and watched mindless television after dinner. At the end of the evening, she lay in my bed, reading a book.
 
   “I’m gonna get ready for bed,” I announced. “Do you need the bathroom before I jump in there?”
 
   “No, dear,” she said, turning a page, “I’m fine.”
 
   With one more lingering look at the woman in my bed, I shut the bathroom door behind me. I almost felt like pinching myself. A few short months ago, Julia and I had been engaged in an elaborate dance that tiptoed the line between flirtation and deception. Now she was in my bed wearing a tank top and yoga pants.
 
   I grabbed my toothbrush out of the plastic cup that sat on the sink. It hadn’t escaped my notice that the bathroom looked more crowded than usual. Julia’s blue toothbrush had multiplied. The limited counter space around the sink was populated with beauty products, some of which I didn’t even recognize. A second towel hung from the horizontal bar on the wall. I opened a drawer in the vanity and found a hairbrush, hairdryer, and flatiron. I hadn’t even unpacked my own hairdryer. The medicine cabinet now housed a second tube of toothpaste and various perfumes and lotions. Julia had only been inhabiting my apartment for a few hours and yet she probably had more things in the apartment than I did. I wasn’t covetous about my space, but this was going to take some getting used to.
 
   When I left the bathroom, the lights were out in the bedroom, and the space on the bed that Julia had previously occupied was now empty.
 
   “Julia?” I called out. 
 
   The floorboards creaked when she returned to the room. She’d retired her book for the evening and had changed out of the clothes she’d been wearing earlier. 
 
   Her black satin robe hit just above her upper thighs. She might as well have not been wearing a robe at all for as little as it covered. What little material existed had fallen open in the front to reveal the scalloped lace of a black bra beneath.
 
   I practically salivated at the sight of her, and all misgivings about her overtaking the bathroom were banished from my head. “I think I’m going to enjoy us living together.”
 
   She twirled the ends of the sash cinched around her waist. “I was hoping you’d say that,” she smiled.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
   “How about you drive today, Miller?”
 
   I stopped abruptly on our morning walk from roll call to the parking garage. “Are you serious?”
 
   “No,” Mendez grinned.
 
   I couldn’t tell if he was trying to be funny and failing, or if he was simply being more of a jerk than usual. Either way, I ignored him and walked to the passenger side of car 432.
 
   Once our car was in service, Mendez rolled down all the car windows. His left arm took its place on the window’s ledge of the driver side door. Then he gave me a new directive: “Tell me what you see.”
 
   Part of field training integrated a kind of oral exam that included verbal observations. When the typical driver pulled up to an intersection, they might notice the crisscrossing streets or maybe even a few street signs and buildings. When a police officer stopped at a red light he or she needed to notice far more. The color t-shirt a man was wearing. Did the woman at the corner have brown hair or blonde? Did the black vehicle in the rearview mirror have a front license plate, and if so, what letters and numbers marked the plate?
 
   I settled back into the passenger seat. My gun leather creaked with the movement. “Caucasian male, medium build, facial hair, smoking a cigarette on the corner. Dog leash in his left hand. Two juveniles, one male with a red bicycle, the other male with a skateboard. Black female, approximately in her sixties, waiting for the bus.”
 
   This continued for a few minutes while we patrolled our section of the city. Mendez drove in silence while I verbally recorded every person and vehicle I saw. 
 
   A few yards away from our vehicle, a young woman waved her arms in the air. She looked like she’d just rolled out of bed. Her blonde hair was up in a messy bun and she wore a long, oversized t-shirt with black leggings. Her mouth moved without sound. The car windows were down, but her voice was lost over the sound of the police radio.
 
   “Caucasian woman, medium build, early to mid-twenties, flagging us down.”
 
   I glanced over at my FTO when I realized he wasn’t slowing down. His eyes had glazed over with disinterest while I’d been doing my field observation. “Mendez,” I barked. “Mendez, stop the car.”
 
   My partner finally jerked to attention. My head snapped forward when he slammed on the breaks. “Jesus, man,” I grumbled. I rubbed at the back of my neck. “Thanks for the whiplash.”
 
   Mendez ignored me and hung even farther out the open car window while the vehicle continued to run. “What seems to be the problem?” 
 
   “My car. It’s been stolen.” 
 
   “Just now?”
 
   “No. I parked it here last night, but I took a cab home because I’d had a couple of drinks.” The young woman’s voice pitched to a higher, more panicked register. “I tried to do the right thing, and how do I get repaid? My car gets stolen.”
 
   “And you’re positive you parked it here?” Mendez asked. “Have you checked the adjacent streets?”
 
   “I’m positive it was this street. I remember that big church,” she said, pointing to a red brick Lutheran church on the corner.  
 
   Mendez grabbed a clipboard filled with blank police reports from under the car’s center console. Even in the digital age, we still hand-wrote our initial reports, probably because most cops were still of an age where even flip-phones and pagers seemed like advanced technology. Only later were the reports entered into a computer database. 
 
   “I’ll take her statement,” he said. “You look around.”
 
   Mendez turned off the car and we both exited the vehicle. While he recorded the young woman’s information, I searched the pavement for evidence that the vehicle had been stolen—broken glass that suggested a busted side window, tire marks on the pavement as if someone had tried to drive away in a hurry. Not long into the investigation, my eyes left the blacktop and I looked up. 
 
   “Hey, Mendez,” I called over to my partner. “Take a look at this.”
 
   Mendez tucked his clipboard under his arm. He took his time coming over to me. He walked with the typical police officer swagger—wide hips, a long stride, and hands resting on his utility belt.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   I pointed at a small, but visible street sign that hung just above eye level.
 
   Mendez frowned and clicked the cap on his ballpoint pen. “Ma’am, did you happen notice this no parking sign last night?”
 
   The young woman’s eyes widened. “No parking? What?”
 
   “This is a tow-zone during the morning commute,” he said. “You’re not allowed to park here during the hours of seven to nine. Your car wasn’t stolen. It was towed.”
 
   “That can’t be right,” she said. “I park here all the time.”
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you,” Mendez shook his head, “but if you’re positive this is where you parked, your car is probably at the city impound lot.”
 
   “We’ll get you the number for the lot so you can double-check that your vehicle is there,” I offered.
 
   The woman dropped her head. “I’d appreciate that. Thank you, Officers,” she said meekly.
 
   “Do you need a ride?” I asked.
 
   “No. I’ll be okay.”
 
   Mendez mumbled to himself all the way back to the police car.
 
   “Do you even like being a cop?” I asked him. He seemed to get an attitude at every complaint we responded to like he was being inconvenienced.
 
   “What I don’t like are dumb people.”
 
   “It was an honest mistake,” I defended the girl. 
 
   “There’s a no parking sign, clear as day.”
 
   “She parked at night.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “It’s just gonna get worse when the new semester starts.” The city would soon be flooded with a new batch of freshmen students, all living without parental oversight for the first time.
 
   “Don’t remind me,” Mendez grumbled.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   “Honey! I’m home!”
 
   My arms were full of grocery bags, so I shut the front door with the heel of my boot.
 
   “Julia? Where you hiding at?” I called out. My motorcycle boots echoed on the hardwood floor.
 
   “In the bedroom,” I heard her reply.
 
   Julia appeared from the back of the apartment. She’d changed out of her work clothes and looked at home in a black t-shirt and grey yoga pants. 
 
   “Hey. Missed you today,” I murmured. I leaned in and pressed my mouth against her lips in what was almost a chaste kiss. Almost. I lingered long enough that I felt the beginnings of that telltale tightness in the pit of my stomach.
 
   Julia smiled at me when I leaned back from the kiss. “How was work today?” she asked. “How was Mendez?”
 
   “Okay and horrible.” 
 
   “What new and unusual punishment did your FTO make you suffer through today?”
 
   “Nothing out of the ordinary,” I noted, “but the guy is such a crab. I don’t think I’ve met anyone who seemed to hate being a cop so much.”
 
   “Sounds like someone needs to get laid,” she remarked.
 
   I sputtered out a laugh. “Geez, lady. I think you’ve been spending too much time with me. I’m starting to feel like a bad influence.”
 
   “Maybe,” she mused. “What’s in the bag?” She stood on her tiptoes to peer into the paper bag.
 
   “Supplies,” I said vaguely, setting the grocery bag on the countertop. The contents knocked together and made a suspicious clinking noise.
 
   Julia raised an eyebrow and waited for my explanation. Instead of using words, however, I reached into my bag of tricks and pulled out a bottle of tequila, followed by two bright limes.
 
   “I thought you were supposed to be getting groceries,” she censured.
 
   “And I did,” I defended myself. “Limes are a fruit, right?”
 
   Julia frowned. “We really need to reeducate you about the food pyramid, dear.”
 
   She picked up the tequila bottle and gave it a skeptical once over. She shook it a little and the liquid sloshed around inside. At least there wasn’t a worm at the bottom. I’d actually never seen one of those before, not even in Afghanistan, so it could very well have been an old wives’ tale. I remembered kids in middle school bragging about stealing their parents’ tequila and how they’d even eaten the worm. It had sounded like the most disgusting thing I’d ever heard of, and I’d stayed away from the stuff until I became a Marine.
 
   “This really isn’t my style, Cassidy,” she hesitated.
 
   “Before you met me did you ever think shacking up with a Marine would be your style?”
 
   She continued to stare at the squat, round bottle. “You make a good point,” she said, but she still looked unconvinced.
 
   “Trust me, this is the good stuff. High-end, one hundred percent agave. I guarantee you won’t wake up with a hangover.” I gave her a dimpled grin that I hoped she wouldn’t be able to resist.
 
   I grabbed a cutting board from one of the lower cabinets and an oversized knife from the butcher block that sat atop the kitchen counter. The citrusy fragrance of the limes perfumed the air as I began to cut into them.
 
   Julia uncorked the tequila bottle and held it up to her nose. A sharp cough erupted from her throat. “You really expect this to go into my stomach?” She set the bottle back down on the counter like it was a bomb she expected to explode.
 
   My grin grew wider. “Uh huh,” I confirmed. “And on your stomach, too.”
 
   She shook her head. “What are you talking about, lunatic?”
 
   “I don’t own shot glasses,” I announced with mock-innocence as I continued to slice up the lime. “So I’ll just have to use your adorable bellybutton.”
 
   “I don’t know how you expect to do that,” she scoffed. “There’s no way I’m lying on these floors.”
 
   I leaned in close. “My apartment. My rules,” I husked into her ear.
 
   When I pulled back, her dark eyes had widened. It was a rare moment when I could get the upper hand with her, but I was learning. Her look of surprise was quickly shuttered, however. “Very well,” she clipped.
 
   I resumed slicing the lime. Julia observed my work and leaned against the countertop. “Do you really think my bellybutton is cute?” she asked. She pulled at the bottom hem of her t-shirt, revealing a few inches of her flat abdomen. She knew exactly what she was doing, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to complain.
 
   My smirk turned into a leer. “You’re so fucking edible,” I practically growled.
 
   I dropped the knife, and my hands were on her hips in a flash. My fingers dug in and held her in place. The sharp pain made her eyes roll back, and I heard her breath quicken in her throat. I latched onto her neck, hot and desperate. I raked my canines over her pulse point in a way that I hoped would make her knees buckle.
 
   “What about the tequila?” she managed to pant out.
 
   I pulled back and loosened my grip at her hips. “You’re right.” I raked my eyes up and down her lithe figure. “We have all night.”
 
   I let go of her even though it took all of my willpower not to have my way with her right there, tequila be damned. I didn’t stray far though, only back to the countertop to line up the lime wedges.
 
   “Okay, tequila lesson number one,” I began. “These,” I said, pointing to a salt shaker and the row of lime slices, “are called training wheels. Normally I’m not a fan because I like my tequila straight up, but it’s super sexy fun.”
 
   “So, you’ve done this before?” she asked. “With other people? With other girls, perhaps?”
 
   My mouth fell open. “Uh.”
 
   Whoops.
 
   My eyes dropped to the floor. “It was way before I knew you,” I weakly explained.
 
   She folded her arms across her chest. “Are you going to lecture about tequila all night, or are we actually going to drink?”
 
   My lips curled at their edges when I recognized that she wasn’t really mad. “Take off your shirt.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I wouldn’t want it to get dirty,” I explained. “Obviously.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Obviously,” she mimicked. Despite her initial resistance, she grabbed the bottom hem of her v-neck shirt and pulled it up over her head. 
 
   I drank in the light olive skin tone, her feminine abs, and the way her dark red bra struggled to contain her breasts. It was an admirable feat and I couldn’t wait to get her out of it.
 
   I took a step closer and ran my fingers beneath her bra straps. “Maybe you should take this off, too?” I suggested. Her skin was impossibly soft. “Wouldn’t want your bra to get dirty, too.”
 
   She smirked. “That’s quite the line.”
 
   I stuck out my lower lip. “But I like it when you’re naked.”
 
   She gently pressed her lips to mine. She tasted like cinnamon. “We have all night, remember?”
 
   I nodded and sucked in a sharp breath. Before I could get myself too worked up, I turned my attention back to the alcohol, salt, and limes. “Back to business,” I pronounced, rubbing my hands together. “The theme of the night is Lick It, Suck It, Bite It, okay?”
 
   “I’m not a complete novice,” she sniffed. “I’ve seen this done before.”
 
   I laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to insult your alcohol acumen.” I began to rearrange the few items on my kitchen counter.
 
   “Now what are you doing?” 
 
   I wiggled my eyebrows. “Making room.”
 
   “For wha …” Her words stopped short when I tugged off my t-shirt. I hopped up on the counter and proceeded to make myself comfortable.
 
   I grinned up at her from a reclined position. “So you don’t have to lie on the dirty floor,” I explained.
 
   Julia stared down at me like I was a dinner buffet and she hadn’t eaten in months.
 
   “Grab that bottle,” I urged her.
 
   She did as she was told. “Now what?”
 
   I flexed the muscles in my stomach. “Pour yourself a drink.”
 
   Julia hovered near my bellybutton and carefully tipped the open bottle. Since it was new, the liquid eagerly spilled over the top rim and splashed down onto my stomach and elsewhere. My countertop and floors were going to be a mess after tonight.
 
   I held my body tense so as to not let any more tequila spill. “Salt.”
 
   She nodded even though she looked like she could give a damn about the training wheels or the tequila. She licked the inside of her wrist and sprinkled some salt onto the skin. I watched with half-lidded eyes as she flicked her tongue against the tiny white crystals.
 
   “Now suck.”
 
   Julia smirked and dipped her head. She snaked her tongue out and dipped just the tip into the hollow of my bellybutton. She widened her mouth around the shallow indentation and proceeded to suck the alcohol out.
 
   “Bite?” My voice wavered.
 
   Julia straightened and grabbed a lime wedge from the cutting board. She bit down on the fruit slice and for a fleeting moment I was jealous of that lime. 
 
   That thought was quickly wiped away, however, when I felt her mouth against my bare collarbone.
 
   “But there’s no tequila there,” I protested.
 
   She grabbed the saltshaker and sprinkled the area where her tongue had previously been present. She leaned down, and with one long and slow lick, she rid my skin of the salt. “Just mixing things up,” she breathed.
 
   “I don’t know if that’s allowed.”
 
   She lifted the bottle again and gave me a mischievous grin. “Round two?”
 
   I nodded enthusiastically. “And feel free to, uh, lick other places, too,” I stumbled. “You don’t have to stick to my bellybutton.”
 
   “But your pants are still on,” she husked out with an evil twist of her lips.
 
   I watched the muscles in her throat working as she brought her wrist to her mouth to dampened the skin and begin the ritual once again.
 
   The second time around, Julia liberally poured the tequila over my stomach. It collected in my bellybutton and pooled elsewhere like in the slight depressions of my ribcage. She sucked the liquid out of my bellybutton and allowed her tongue the freedom to travel lower, tasting the salty liquid on my flesh.
 
   “Lime?” I managed to groan when she sucked hard against my hipbones.
 
   Her breath was hot against my skin. “I don’t think I’m a fan of training wheels either.” 
 
   Her tongue was on my neck next, and I tilted my head to the side, affording her better purchase. She salted the damp skin and bathed it clean again with her tongue.
 
   I let out a surprised sound when she yanked down on my bra so that my breasts popped free over the underwire. She poured more tequila, splashing the amber liquid on my collarbone and naked breasts. Before the liquid had time to settle on my skin, her lips were on me once again. At this point, the tequila was just a vehicle to get to my body.
 
   She sucked a nipple into her mouth and eagerly tongued at the sensitive nerves.
 
   “Something,” I groaned, arching into her, “tells me you’ve done this before, too.”
 
   She released my nipple with a noisy popping sound and grinned lasciviously. “Maybe.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Mendez left the squad car running outside of a coffee shop in our section. “Two sugars, skim milk.” He stared straight ahead. I had expected an eventual thawing in the Cold War between us, but even after multiple weeks of working together, he continued to give me the hot and cold routine. Some moments he seemed to forget he was my FTO and we joked around, but other times, like that moment, his sour demeanor returned. 
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek. “Yes, sir,” I mumbled. 
 
   The coffee shop was busy for an early afternoon. About five or six patrons stood in line ahead of me. If I had been a real asshole, I could have used my badge to work my way up to the front of the line. But I was neither a jerk, nor eager to get back into a car with Mendez. I had my radio on me, so I would know if we got called out on a complaint. 
 
   I routinely scanned the small coffee shop while I waited in line. The queue moved painstakingly slowly in front of me as the afternoon crowd ordered their overpriced caffeinated fix. I squinted my eyes when I spotted a pretty woman sitting by herself. Her ceramic cup was empty as was a small plate in front of her at the table where she sat. In one hand she held a worn paperback book while the other was settled on top of her pregnant belly.
 
   I stepped out of line and walked up to the familiar woman. “Claire?”
 
   She looked up from her book, and her eyes widened when they reached my face. “Cassidy, hey.”
 
   I looked around for Pensacola, but I didn’t see him in the vicinity. “What are you doing here?” I asked. “I thought you guys would be at Regions all day.”
 
   “Terrance is,” she confirmed. “But I needed some time away from the hospital.”
 
   “What are you doing way out here?” She had to be at least twenty miles from the hospital, and there was nothing special about this neighborhood coffee shop for her to have specifically sought it out.
 
   A frown marred Claire’s pretty face. “T and I got in a fight this morning. I drove around for a while until I found myself here. Honestly, I don’t even know where exactly I am,” she said, shaking her head. “I just kept driving, trying to clear my head.”
 
   I grabbed a nearby chair and pulled it up to her table before sitting down. My gun leather creaked as I sat down. It wasn’t as stiff as before, and a few more weeks of wear and tear would relax the material to where it was finally comfortable. “Do you wanna talk about it?”
 
   “It was a silly fight,” she dismissed. “I can’t even remember what it was about.”
 
   I took her words at face value. “How’s Pense getting along with his clinical trial?”
 
   “Good, I suppose. He won’t admit it, but it’s been physically exhausting for him. The doctors have him using muscles he probably hasn’t used since he lost his legs, but he’s a determined man.”
 
   “That doesn’t surprise me. He was stubborn as a mule when we were in the desert. Anything less and we wouldn’t have survived.”
 
   Claire began to fiddle with the teabag hanging from her empty mug. “He never talks about the war. Whenever I ask him about his time over there, he clams up.”
 
   “It’s not an easy thing to talk about. I rarely do myself—I only told my shrink because I had to. Sometimes Julia’s able to coax it out of me.”
 
   Claire looked up and her dark eyes penetrated mine. “Cassidy, I know we don’t know each other all that well, but could you do me a favor? I hate to even ask because you and Julia have already been so generous.”
 
   “Of course. Anything. What is it?”
 
   “Could you maybe talk to him for me? He’s been distant lately; I don’t know where his head’s been these past few weeks. I don’t know if it was just nerves because of the clinical trial or if it’s something else. And with the baby on the way …” She sighed and rubbed her swollen abdomen. “I’m worried about him, Cassidy.”
 
   “I can’t promise he’ll open up to me either, Claire,” I warned, “but I’ll do my best.”
 
   I left Claire to her book and her thoughts and finally got those coffees for my partner and myself.
 
   Mendez thrummed his fingers impatiently on the steering wheel when I returned to the car. “Did you have to go to Columbia and harvest the beans yourself?” he complained.
 
   “The line was long.”
 
   Mendez shifted the car into drive and we went on to our next call.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Julia twirled her pen between her fingers like a baton and periodically chewed on its cap in pensive contemplation. Her hair wasn’t long enough to pull back into a proper ponytail, so she had used a wide-banded hair band to keep her hair pulled back and away from her face. She wore proper pajamas with matching tops and bottoms, like a relic from an old movie. The top was too big and she didn’t button it all the way, leaving the neckline to fall open just at the tops of her breasts. The longer I stared at the swell of her chest and the promising crevice between her breasts, the more lost I became exploring her terrain. 
 
   We sat together on my living room couch, surrounded by storage boxes I had yet to get to. Knowing how she’d been with the mountain of mail I’d left on my dining room table, I wondered if it was only a matter of time before she took over this other chore I continued to neglect. 
 
   “What happened to the robe from the other night?” I wondered aloud.
 
   “Every night can’t be pillow fights and lingerie, Miss Miller.”
 
   “I don’t see why not.” I leaned into her with my shoulder resting against the side of her arm. “What are you reading?”
 
   She barely looked up before returning her attention to the tiny black words on the page. “It’s a collection of court cases.”
 
   “A little light reading before bed?” I teased. 
 
   “It’s for work.” Her lip curled up in distaste. “I’m looking for some kind of previous ruling that will help me out with a case I’m working on.”
 
   “Haven’t you worked enough for today?” I poked at her side with what I hoped was a charming smile and puppy-like determination. “Your client won’t appreciate it when you’ve fried your brain.”
 
   “I have to get this done,” she insisted.
 
   “But I miss you.”
 
   “I’m right here, darling.” Her tone was distracted—dismissive.
 
   “No, you’re not. Your brain is back at your office.” I didn’t mean for it to happen, but a chill slid over my next words: “Your body might as well join it.”
 
   She slowly lifted her gaze to meet mine. “Are you kicking me out?”
 
   “No. I just want your attention.”
 
   “If you wanted to date someone with banker’s hours, that’s not me.”
 
   “I’m not expecting nine to five,” I defended. “But don’t you have to draw the line somewhere?”
 
   “I don’t have the luxury of leaving my work at the office. If I’m going to do my job and do it well, these late nights are necessary,” she maintained. “It was like this when I was city prosecutor, too, which is one of the many reasons why I didn’t date before.”
 
   It was a fair statement, but I couldn’t shake those ugly feelings of rejection and inadequacy that had me reading between the lines: I warned you not to get involved, her speech said to me, but you wouldn’t listen. 
 
   I stood up from the couch. “I’m going to bed.”
 
   Julia looked after my rising form. Her features indicated there was more she wanted to say to me, but she shoved that reaction back. “Okay,” she settled for. 
 
   It was only one word, but I couldn’t ignore the disappointment in her tone. 
 
   The quiet murmur of the television followed me back to the bedroom. My steps were deliberate and loud as I went down the hallway, making sure she heard every foot of my retreat. I flopped onto the bed, causing the wooden mattress frame to vocalize its protest of the heavy-handed abuse. I crossed my arms beneath my head like an unforgiving pillow and stared at the slow rotation of the ceiling fan over my bed. Moonlight illuminated the rotating blades and cast a repetitive, moving shadow on the ceiling. 
 
   I wasn’t tired. Childishly, I’d hoped that Julia would follow after me, not letting me leave the living room like that. But the longer I stared at the lazy twirl of the ceiling fan, the more apparent it became that she wasn’t coming. The TV stayed on in the other room, but besides its quiet drone, Julia was silent as she continued to work.
 
   I was rolled on my side with my back facing the door when she finally came to bed much later. I hadn’t been able to fall asleep. In that time I had laid in bed, awake and blinking into the darkness, listening for any indication that Julia was coming to bed. 
 
   I felt the covers being rearranged, the sink of the mattress as she slid beside me, the press of her body behind me, and the weight of her arm draped over my waist.
 
   “Cassidy?” she whispered into the base of my neck. Her breath was warm and tickled my skin.
 
   I screwed my eyes shut and willed myself to slow my breathing so it would seem like I’d already fallen asleep. Her fingers poked into my ribs, testing me, while I concentrated on the gradual rise and fall of my chest.
 
   She pressed the bottoms of her feet to the backs of my calves. Her feet were like ice, but I managed to remain silent and immobile—I had endured worse torture before. She waited for some reaction from me before moving her feet and retreating back on the mattress so we were no longer touching.
 
   “Goodnight,” she whispered into the room.
 
   I missed the feeling of her body warm against mine. I bit down on my lower lip. I would only have to roll over and all would be forgiven. Instead, stubborn pride had me remaining on my side with my back facing hers. Eventually, I surrendered to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   I slept without dreaming and only awoke with the grating beep of my bedside alarm clock. I hit the off button and rolled onto my back. Beside me, Julia continued to sleep. 
 
   I climbed out of bed and got ready quietly so as not to disturb her. I didn’t know what time it was when she’d finally come to bed, but it had been later than usual. I ate my bowl of cereal at the coffee table without turning on the television. I pulled my hair up in a tight bun. I would shower at work after my workout. The police academy actually had some nice gymnasium facilities, including an indoor track. I liked running, but I abhorred treadmills. They made me feel too much like a hamster on a wheel.
 
   I put my empty bowl and spoon in the sink and made sure the timer on the coffeemaker was set so Julia would have fresh coffee waiting for her when she woke up.
 
   I had packed my duffle bag the previous night, but I remembered my boots were beneath my bed.
 
   Julia was a lump under the covers. I could see the toes of my police boots peeking out from beneath the bed. I took a step into the room and the floorboards creaked beneath my feet. I froze at the sound.
 
   The bed sheets rustled. “Cassidy?” came Julia’s sleepy mumble.
 
   “Sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   She pushed the covers away from her face and blinked up at me. “What time is it?” Her low-register voice was even raspier than usual. 
 
   “It’s early still,” I replied. “Go back to sleep.” 
 
   Her eyes seemed to refuse to open all the way. “Where are you going?”
 
   “To work.” I held up my duffle bag as evidence. “I thought I’d work out at the police academy before my shift though.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I sat down on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry I was such a jerk last night,” I quietly apologized. “I know how important your work is. I’ve got to learn to be a little less selfish and needy.”
 
   Julia reached for me. Her warm fingers curled around my forearm. “I’m sorry, too. I don’t want to be a work-a-holic. This is all new to me. I’ve never had to be mindful of someone else’s schedule; I’ve never had someone else’s feelings to take into consideration. I know I need to find a better balance. I’ll try to be more considerate of our time together.”
 
   “That sounds like a plan.”
 
   “I’m gonna meet up with Pense after work and get a beer. Is that okay?”
 
   “You’re a grown woman, Cassidy. You don’t have to get my permission.”
 
   “I know. I just … I’ve never lived with someone before.”
 
   “You never had a roommate?”
 
   “Other Marines, sure. But nothing like this.”
 
   “I would certainly hope not,” she gently smiled. “You don’t want to see what happens when I get jealous.”
 
   “I’m glad we had this talk.”
 
   “Me, too.” 
 
   I stood from the bed. “I’d better get going if I want to get some laps in before my shift.” 
 
   “Are you sure you have to go?” she asked. “You could give me a few laps instead.”
 
   “Woman,” I clucked, “if I did that, I’d never make it to work.”
 
   “Would that be so bad?” she practically purred.
 
   I gave her a brief, chaste kiss on the mouth and scrambled for the nearest exit before I could fall victim to her offer and my lack of willpower.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   The Fourth Precinct wasn’t big enough to have its own gym, so most of us wound up back at the police academy’s facilities when we wanted to work out. Once you passed your original fitness test to get admitted to the academy, there was little incentive to stay in shape, especially for cadets who ended up with desk duty. It was why I saw so many cops with bellies that hung over their utility belts. I didn’t want that same fate for myself and my diet was far from ideal, which meant I had to religiously exercise.
 
   After running a few miles on the academy’s indoor track, I made my way to the gymnasium area that cadets used for hand-to-hand combat training. A number of wrestling mats provided space for people to partner up and throw each other around. Free weights littered the floor along with boxing equipment like speed and heavy bags. In the center of the space was a boxing ring where two young recruits sparred while older trainers barked instructions from the wings.
 
   I dropped my gear near a heavy bag and a shelf of free weights. I stretched out my arms and shoulders and idly scanned the gym. Because of the early hour, there were only a few people working out, and as usual, I appeared to be the only female in the vicinity.
 
   I slipped on a pair of lightweight boxing gloves and peppered one of the red heavy bags with short jabs. With each punch that landed, I could feel the pull and strain on my triceps and biceps. I fell into a comfortable rhythm: short, explosive jabs with my left arm and slower, broader swings with my right. The sound of leather striking leather lulled me into a kind of trance until I felt the sharp, unexpected slap of a hand to my ass.
 
   I whirled around on whomever had struck me, ready to fight back.
 
   Angie hopped out of the way of an instinctive swing. “Woah there. Take it easy, Miller.”
 
   I swiped my arm across my forehead to dislodge some of the beaded sweat that threatened to fall into my eyes. “Then stop mishandling the goods,” I deflected, “I know it’s hard for you to keep your hands off me, but show a little restraint.”
 
   Angie snorted. “You wish.”
 
   I was surprised to see her, not just because she’d snuck up on me. She wore the same outfit—the academy’s grey t-shirt and blue gym shorts—and her hands were wrapped with athletic tape.
 
   “Isn’t this your shift?”
 
   “Usually,” she confirmed, “but I’m off today.”
 
   “Coming in on your day off?” I clucked my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “You really are the department’s golden child.”
 
   “Nah,” Angie shook her head. “My sleep schedule’s all fucked up from working third shift. I’d just be home staring at the walls, so I might as well be doing something productive.”
 
   “You ladies want next?” a voice called to us. A giant man, head polished free of hair until it shone under the overhead lights leered at us from inside the boxing ring. He reminded me of a sinister version of Mr. Clean, minus the gold hoop earrings.
 
   “No thanks, man. We’re good,” I called back.
 
   Angie nudged me in the ribs. “You scared, Miller?” she egged me on.
 
   In a fight, I had no doubt I could top my friend—I’d never say that to her, though. But I had at least twenty pounds on her, a four-inch reach, and my hand-to-hand combat training as a Marine had been far more intensive than what we’d received in the police academy. It wouldn’t have been a fair fight, even just sparring, but more than that there was no way I was going to bring unnecessary attention to myself. I was a police officer, not a spectacle.
 
   “Not in a fighting mood,” I replied with a shrug. “I’ve had enough of that going on at home.”
 
   I resumed my workout, landing successive combinations to the heavy bag.
 
   Angie stood behind the punching bag and held it still for me. “Uh oh. Trouble in paradise?”
 
   “Not really. Just regular relationship growing pains.”
 
   I had no idea if that were true or not. Julia was officially the longest relationship I’d ever been in, largely because I’d never been in an actual relationship before. The fights were starting to pile up, and I had no point of reference, no previous experience from which to draw comparisons. And I wasn’t exactly the opening up and sharing kind of person. 
 
   I gave the heavy bag one more sound beating until my arms and lungs burned and I was forced to stop. 
 
   Angie sat down on a nearby bench and began to unravel the athletic tape wrapped around her hands. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you, but I didn’t want to ask with the other guys around.”
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “How are you doing? Like, really doing? We haven’t talked much since your first day back.”
 
   “I’m good,” I said noncommittally.
 
   “I just mean with your, uh, condition?”
 
   “It’s okay, Ang. You can say the word; you’re not going to offend me.”
 
   I carried with me a palpable sense of worry that the people I worked with would discover the real reason why I’d taken myself off of active duty months ago. Only Inspector Garnett and my therapist, Dr. Landsen, were supposed to know, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t slip out unintentionally. The only reason Angie and the rest of my group of friends knew about my PTSD was because they’d been witness to my first flashback. We’d been at a minor league baseball game in St. Paul over the Fourth of July. When the fireworks started, I’d freaked out. Angie had hung out with me in the women’s bathroom for the better part of the game until I’d pulled myself together. We hadn’t talked about it afterwards, for which I was thankful. It had been embarrassing enough without having to relive that moment. I hated being treated differently. I didn’t want to be seen as broken.
 
   She regarded me for a moment. “Are you sure?”
 
   My phone chose that moment to buzz in my duffle bag with a new text message. I grabbed my phone out of the nylon bag and inspected the screen instead of answering Angie’s uncomfortable question.
 
   Will you be home tonight for dinner?
 
   Depends, I quickly replied. What are you making me? 
 
   I’ve got a lime and tequila. Interested?
 
   I couldn’t resist the upward tug that coerced my mouth into a smile.
 
   “Is that your old lady checking in on you?” Angie asked.
 
   I tossed the phone back into my duffle bag. “Yeah, just asking about dinner tonight.” 
 
   “It must be nice to have a wife,” Angie sighed. “To have dinner waiting for you on the table after a long day. I’ve got nothing but frozen pizza waiting for me when I get home.”
 
   “Oh, don’t get it twisted—my freezer’s still stocked with pizza bagels and frozen dinners,” I clarified. “She’s just staying with me this week. I’ve got an old friend in town, and she’s letting him and his wife stay at her place.”
 
   “That’s awfully generous,” Angie remarked.
 
   I nodded at the truth in her words. “She’s good like that.”
 
   “So when do we get to meet Miss Perfect?”
 
   “Julia? You already did.”
 
   “Not formally,” Angie said. “When we met her at that one bar, she was just a random pretty face. I didn’t realize we were meeting the Future Mrs. Cassidy Miller.”
 
   “Whatever,” I scoffed to hide my embarrassment. “She’d never take my last name.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Angie’s dark eyes perceptibly widened. “You sound like you’ve thought about this before. Next up: cat adoption.”
 
   “How’s your rookie doing?” I asked, desperate to steer the conversation away from me. I could feel the blush on my cheeks, but hoped it would pass as residual exertion from the workout. “Still forgetting to park the car?”
 
   “I think he’s afraid of me,” she said, laughing. “He uses the emergency parking break whenever he pulls to a stop.”
 
   “That’s pretty generous of you to let him still drive,” I noted. “My FTO only gives me the car keys when I have to report a death to someone’s next-of-kin.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve got a story.”
 
   “It’s nothing,” I dismissed. “I’ll just be happy when Mendez and I part ways.”
 
   “It’s not forever. Keep reminding yourself that. That’s what I do, at least, when Boot’s driving me crazy,” she laughed.
 
   I nodded. She was right. Just a few more weeks and Mendez would be someone else’s headache. “I should go get cleaned up.”
 
   “Hey, I’m planning a cookout at the end of the summer. I expect you and Miss Perfect to both be there.”
 
   “I’ll ask, but she’s got even weirder hours than we do.”
 
   Angie arched an eyebrow. “They’ve got me on graveyard shift, Miller. I seriously doubt that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   I met up with Pensacola later that day after I’d finished my shift and he’d completed his work at the hospital. We sat at a four-topper whose tabletop was permanently stained from condensation rings. I watched his eyes scan over the bar and its limited patrons. It was a typical late afternoon at Spencer’s. The Twins game played on the television, and a few off-duty cops sat at the U-shaped bar watching the game and drinking cheap Happy Hour beer. 
 
   “You really hang out here?” he asked me.
 
   “Not like every day, but every now and again after work, sure.”
 
   Pense was blunt. “It’s a total dump, Cass.”
 
   “It’s got Old World charm,” I defended.
 
   “I’ve been to bars in the Detroit projects that look better than this place.”
 
   “I take you to dinner at one French restaurant and now you’re suddenly fancy?”
 
   “I bet you’ve never taken Julia here,” Pense smirked before bringing a beer to his lips. He drank the same way as me and every other Marine I knew—index finger locked around the neck of the bottle like it was the trigger of a gun.
 
   “No, I haven’t,” I admitted. “But I’m not trying to get you into bed.”
 
   Pense snorted, almost choking on his mouthful of beer.
 
   “How’s the clinical trial going?” I asked. 
 
   “It’s going good. You should stop by if you get the chance. You can laugh at me trying to stand up on those fake legs.”
 
   “Next time they give me a day off,” I agreed. “I could use a good laugh.”
 
   “Out with it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Stop stalling,” he said. “Claire asked you to talk to me.” Somehow he knew. “You don’t just take someone to Minneapolis’ finest establishment without having an agenda.”
 
   There was no use pulling punches. “She’s worried, Pense. And from what she’s told me, I’m worried about you, too.”
 
   “There’s nothing to worry about. And even if there was, I’ve got it under control.”
 
   “Why don’t you ever talk to her about it?” I didn’t need to elaborate on it.
 
   “I’d rather forget about that place,” he said. “It took enough from me. I don’t need to be opening up old wounds.”
 
   “I thought that way, too,” I admitted. “I thought if I didn’t talk about it, I could pretend it never happened. But I couldn’t keep all that stuff locked up forever. Julia was the first person I ever opened up to about what it was like being over there. I think it’s been good for me, and I know for damn sure it’s been good for our relationship.”
 
   Pense looked down at his hands. “Have you told her about Amir?”
 
   My heart constricted. I saw Amir’s face nearly every night, but I hadn’t heard or spoken his name out loud in a long time. “No,” I managed to choke out.
 
   “So you haven’t told her everything.”
 
   “No. No, I guess not.”
 
   Pense stared across the table, but his eyes appeared unfocused. It was like he was looking at a distant memory instead of anything actually in front of him. “I have dreams sometimes that I’m in my old body,” he said. “I’m not doing anything crazy—maybe playing basketball with some buddies, or hell, running up a flight of stairs.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “Do you … do you ever regret coming back?” 
 
   “Coming back?”
 
   “Yeah.” My voice wavered. “Do you ever resent me for dragging you out of that desert?”
 
   With the question, Pense’s eyes regained their focus. “Shit no, Cass. That’s not what this is about. Sure the stump look took a while to get used to,” he said, thumping his closed fists on either thigh for effect, “but I never for one second resented you. I’m alive because of you. I’m gonna grow old with the only woman I’ve ever loved, and I get to see my baby boy grow up.”
 
   I let out a shaky breath. “This is getting a little too sappy for me, Pense.”
 
   “Aww, what’s the matter? Big Bad Marine doesn’t like to talk about emotions?”
 
   “You’re a real asshole, you know that?”
 
   He flashed me that broad, gapped-tooth grin. “Oh, I know. But listen, you don’t have to worry about me. It’s not the war that’s got me messed up,” he asserted, “it’s this kid.”
 
   “First-time parent freak-out?” I guessed.
 
   “Sure, but it’s more than that. It’s bad enough being a husband with no legs. How the hell am I gonna be a dad? I’m supposed to teach him how to throw a baseball. I’m supposed to teach him how to drive a car.”
 
   “I’ve never had a kid before,” I stated the obvious, “but I’ve got a dad. Seems to me as long as you support him and let him know he’s loved no matter what, you’re doing something right.”
 
   Pense had always been able to read between the lines. “Your parents still being weird?” 
 
   I frowned and took a long pull from my beer. “My mom’s okay. Smothering sometimes,” I qualified, “but that’s what moms do.”
 
   “Your dad though …”
 
   “Doesn’t understand what he can’t see.” I shook my head hard. “Fuck. This was supposed to be about you, man. Not a personal therapy session for me.” 
 
   “Just make the check out to Dr. Pensacola.” He smirked and drained the rest of his beer. “Same time next week?”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Afghanistan 2012
 
   I’ve never pulled the trigger on my handgun. It’s a Beretta M9, semi-automatic. I had to shoot one for small arms qualifications during boot camp, but the black metal firearm I now hold in my hand is a different gun, but same model, than the one I shot on Parris Island. 
 
   Most of us have never had to resort to hand-to-hand combat. We engage the enemy from a distance with suppression fire and our M16s, except maybe to kill the occasional rat on base.
 
   He stares at me, defiant grey eyes the color of a stormy sky. I think we both knew this was coming, but I’d probably been more in denial about it than he.
 
   “Just do it already, Miller,” Pensacola barks at me. 
 
   I whip my head around to my wounded friend. I know he’s hurting and he’s using bravado to mask his fear. Once I do this thing we have no excuse keeping us in this safe house that’s been crumbling around our ears. I know what to expect if we remain holed up in this place; I have no way of knowing what we’ll encounter beyond these four walls. But I have to do this. Pensacola’s life depends on it. 
 
   I press the gun to Amir’s forehead. I’ve been fiddling with the handgun for the past hour or so, so the normally cool metal now feels hot in my palm from residual body heat. His lips move, but I can’t hear the words, and I’m not fluent enough in the language to read his lips. I imagine it’s a prayer or a curse.
 
   I close my eyes. The sound of the gun going off is much louder in my head.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   My heart hammered in my chest. Despite the windows being open and the dip in temperature, I was sweating profusely. The t-shirt I slept in, damp with perspiration, stuck to my chest and back. 
 
   I reached for the glass of water that I kept on my bedside table. When your subconscious spent so much time hoofing it around a desert, you’re bound to get thirsty. In the dark, my fingers brushed against the side of the cup, but I only succeeded in knocking the glass off the small end table. It fell, but didn’t break. The entire contents of the glass spilled onto the floor.
 
   “Shit,” I quietly swore when I realized what I’d done.
 
   Beside me, Julia stirred. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” Her unfocused eyes squinted at me in the darkness of the room.
 
   “It’s okay. Go back to bed.”
 
   “What was that noise?”
 
   “I spilled some water. Back to sleep now.”
 
   I grabbed some paper towels from the kitchen and began to mop up my mess. Luckily I hadn’t yet invested in an area rug for the bedroom, so the cleanup was minimal. The paper towel soaked up the puddle of water, saturating the sheet. 
 
   As I kneeled on the hard floor and wiped up the spilled water, tears of frustration began to form in the corners of my eyes. Without my permission, they began to tumble down my cheeks. 
 
   I couldn’t live like this. I couldn’t let this be my new normal, terrified of falling asleep, terrified now of what I might do in my waking hours. This was exactly the reason I had taken myself off of active duty in the first place. I wasn’t getting better—I was getting worse.
 
   I had thought my tears had been of the silent variety, but I discovered Julia kneeling beside me. She rested a steadying hand between my shoulder blades.
 
   “Didn’t anyone ever tell you there’s no sense crying over spilled milk?”
 
   My body shook harder with pent-up emotions that I refused to allow.
 
   Her arms wrapped around my waist and her head leaned into my shoulder. She asked no questions and offered no empty words of comfort. Instead, she became my rock when I finally surrendered to grief.
 
   My knees ached from time spent on the floor. I sat down among the dust bunnies and damp paper towels. 
 
   Julia did the same.
 
   “Do remember when you asked me if I’d killed anyone over there?”
 
   “Mmhm,” she hummed.
 
   “I wasn’t entirely honest. I mean, the part about the gunfire and shootouts, that’s true. But I know I killed at least one person. His name was Amir.”
 
   Julia, smartly, remained silent. This story was a long time coming.
 
   “He was in that safe house with us after the dirty bomb went off—the one that killed my team, took Pensacola’s legs, and gave me those scars on my back. I had kept him around as collateral. I thought we might be able to use him as a hostage if no one came to rescue us. I’d wrongly assumed that it was only a matter of time until help came. The foxtrot—I mean the radio was out, and the mission was a total disaster. Everyone was dead, including the al-Qaeda operative we were supposed to be transporting. I had to get Pensacola some help. I wasn’t going to let us die out there.”
 
   “It was either you or him,” she quietly commented.
 
   “Uh huh. At least that’s how I’d justified it at the time. But hell, I don’t know. Maybe if I’d just tied him up or something it would have given us enough time. Maybe I didn’t have to …”
 
   “You can’t know that for sure, Cassidy. You did what you thought was the right decision at the time. You can’t dwell on that now.”
 
   I sucked in a hard breath. “Tell that to my nightmares.”
 
   “Will you let me help you?” Julia tentatively suggested. “I’m sure your group therapy is very cathartic and that the police psychologist is a capable man, but maybe there’s another, more aggressive solution to your flashbacks.”
 
   “I won’t do drugs.”
 
   “I thought you might say that,” she sighed.
 
   “I want to be in control of this thing, not be dependent on a pill. I know it’s worked for a lot of people, but that’s not me,” I refused.
 
   “Okay,” she said with a practiced patience I would never possess. “We’ll find another way.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   An old woman stood outside of a wooden frame house. The tilted mailbox near the street said Wiaczek, a traditional Polish surname. The residence was dilapidated, but still livable. Light blue paint had started to peel from the horizontal wooden planks and the single-pane windows that faced the street probably let out most of the heat in the winter unless you put plastic wrap over them. 
 
   Steely blue eyes regarded my partner and me as we exited the squad car and made our way up the driveway. The twin cement strips showed signs of wear and tear as well. The concrete was beginning to crumble and tall weeds and invasive dandelions had worked their way through the cracks. My own mother, a gardener herself, was fond of the saying a weed is just a misplaced flower. If that were the case, Mrs. Wiaczek’s yard was nothing but misplaced flowers.
 
   A shock of full white hair, whiter than the driven snow, was pulled back into a stern bun like she’d been a librarian or an elementary teacher in a former life. She wore tan polyester slacks and a plain white blouse.
 
   “Minneapolis’s best, no?”
 
   She had a thick accent, but not the typical Scandinavian markings of small-town Minnesota. Hers sounded Eastern European; it reminded me of vodka and Communism, of cold winters and empty grocery stores.
 
   “You called about a break-in, ma’am?” Mendez started.
 
   Her thin lips pressed together, making her look even more displeased. “My front door was open when I came home.”
 
   “Have you been inside yet?” I asked.
 
   She stared at me. “I’m an old woman. I’m in no shape to be taking on burglars.” She lingered on the final word, drawing it out as though it had additional syllables.
 
   “We’ll check it out,” Mendez said.
 
   “My hero,” the woman drawled.
 
   Mendez ignored the commentary, so I followed my FTO’s lead and did as well. It was strange to me—she’d been the one to call the police, yet she appeared annoyed by our presence.
 
   “What’s her deal?” I quietly asked as we made our way to the front door.
 
   “She’s getting older; she’s probably the type who hates having to ask for help but doesn’t have a choice anymore.”
 
   I grunted. That sounded far too familiar.
 
   Our footsteps creaked on the wooden wraparound porch. Mendez paused at the front door, which was slightly ajar. His hand went to the leather strap that held his gun in its holster. He looked to me as he unfastened the button snap. “You ready?”
 
   I drew my weapon and nodded.
 
   Mendez nudged the door open wider with the toe of his police boots. It swung on its hinges, shrieking terribly. So much for the element of surprise.
 
   Mendez pushed his way into the house with his weapon drawn and extended in front of him. Bracing myself, I followed close behind. We entered into a bright, airy living room cluttered with furniture and stacks of newspapers and magazines. Mendez and I both paused, listening for sounds coming from other parts of the house.
 
   We proceeded to clear the house, one room at a time. I’d cleared more structures than I could count over in Afghanistan; I could have done it in my sleep. My senses were certainly heightened as my partner and I went from room to room, but I moved without worry of insurgents jumping out at me or of dirty bombs exploding in my face.
 
   I heard Mendez’s voice from elsewhere in the house. “All clear.”
 
   “Clear,” I announced when I reached my final room. The spartan bedroom contained only a bed, clothes bureau, and bedside table. A delicate quilt covered the mattress of the twin-sized bed. Prayer beads were laid out on the bedside table beside an empty water glass, and a wooden crucifix hung at eye-level on the wallpapered walls. The television set on the bureau looked older than me with its rabbit ears antennae for reception. 
 
   I holstered my gun. Behind me, the woman—Mrs. Wiaczek—silently entered the room.
 
   “Everything looks fine, ma’am,” I told her. “There’s no obvious signs of a break in, but I’ll need you to take a look around and let us know if anything is missing.”
 
   “I’ve got groceries to put away,” she resisted. “They’ve been sitting out in my car long enough.”
 
   “I can help with those,” I offered.
 
   We met up with Mendez on our way out of the house. “Where are you going?” he asked me.
 
   I turned on my heels to look at him and walked backwards as I followed Mrs. Wiaczek to her car. “We’re helping with the groceries.”
 
   Mendez set his mouth in a hard line. My FTO valued efficiency and short radio calls, but it wasn’t like we had much of a choice here. Mrs. Wiaczek wasn’t going to provide us with a statement until the milk and eggs were in the refrigerator. Plus, the radio had been relatively silent all afternoon.
 
   I expected Mrs. Wiaczek to shoo me away once we reached her vehicle, but she handed me a particularly heavy paper grocery bag. Mendez waited behind me, silent and stoic. Mrs. Wiaczek dropped a second bag into my partner’s arms. 
 
   “I probably forgot to shut the door behind me,” Mrs. Wiaczek thought out loud as we carried the grocery bags from her car to the kitchen. “My memory’s not what it used to be.”
 
   “I can relate with that, ma’am,” I empathized. “Most mornings I’d probably forget my head if it wasn’t attached.”
 
   “Oh, you’re too young to be having those kinds of problems already,” she dismissed.
 
   I returned a tight-lipped smile. If only she knew what kinds of issues I was plenty old enough to have.
 
   Once the perishables had been put away, Mrs. Wiaczek conducted a cursory scan of her home and concluded that nothing was missing. Mendez and I would still have to file a report, but at least we wouldn’t have to wait around for the crime scene technician to drop by and fingerprint the place.
 
   Mrs. Wiaczek rummaged through her oversized purse, which she’d set on the kitchen table. “Here, let me give you something for being such a nuisance.”
 
   “That’s not necessary, ma’am,” I held my hands up. “Your tax money pays for our salary.”
 
   “Are you sure? How about something to eat then?” She gestured to her grocery bags overflowing with food. “It’s just me. I’ve got more than enough.”
 
   “Thank you for the offer, but we’ve got to get back on the road.”
 
   Once we left Mrs. Wiaczek’s home, I expected to get chastised by my FTO. I could practically hear his critique: we’re law enforcement, not Boy Scouts.
 
   “You’re a real chick magnet, huh, Miller?” Mendez observed as we walked back to the car. To my surprise, there was no malice or malcontent in his voice. He might have actually been teasing me.
 
   “Grandma magnet you mean,” I corrected. “Don’t be jealous she didn’t offer to make you food.”
 
   Mendez patted his stomach over his bulletproof vest. “That’s okay with me. I gotta watch my girlish figure.”
 
   “Why start now?” I laughed.
 
    
 
    
 
   It was near the end of our shift when I got a call from Pensacola. We hadn’t spoken much since our shared beer at Spencer’s. Mendez was in a good mood—for him—that day, so I went ahead and took the call. 
 
   “Hey, buddy,” I greeted. “What’s up?”
 
   “Claire’s water broke. The baby—it’s on its way.”
 
   I couldn’t leave work fast enough. I practically began tearing off my uniform the moment Mendez parked the patrol car in the precinct garage.
 
   Panicked thoughts crowded my brain as I drove as fast as I legally could to Regions Hospital in St. Paul. The baby was early—of that I was sure—but how early? I’d teased Claire about how big she’d gotten, but I had no idea how far along she actually was. She had to be close to her due date though because she and Pense hadn’t been able to fly from Detroit. Most commercial flights restricted pregnant women from traveling when they were that close to their due date. 
 
   When I arrived at the hospital, I tried Pensacola’s phone, but he wasn’t answering, so I had no idea where to go. Red faced and nervously sweating, I assaulted the hospital’s front receptionist with questions about maternity wards and premature babies. She looked unfazed by my behavior—she probably had to deal with people like me every day.
 
   An elevator took me to the maternity level. The brief ride gave me a moment to collect myself, but I was as sweaty as ever. A second nurse’s station was positioned directly across the hallway from the elevator. The maternity ward was surprisingly quiet. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting—hordes of crying babies, I guessed.
 
   A pleasant-enough looking woman sat at the nurse’s station. She smiled at me when I stepped off the elevator and we made eye contact. 
 
   “Hi. What can I help you with?”
 
   I didn’t even know if Claire would be in this part of the hospital. Maybe she’d be in surgery? Maybe she was recovering some place else? I had no idea. 
 
   Before I could open my mouth to explain my situation, a door down the hallway clicked open and I spied a familiar figure slipping out of the room. Julia silently shut the door out of which she’d just come. 
 
   I walked to her instead of the nurse’s station. “Hey,” I greeted. I leaned in and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “What are you doing here?”
 
   She folded her arms in front of her chest. “The same as you, I suspect. Terrance called me.”
 
   I hadn’t realized they’d exchanged contact information, but it made sense considering he and Claire were squatting in her apartment. 
 
   “Are they in there?” I asked. My gaze flickered from her face to the closed door from which she’d come. “Is everything okay?”
 
    “The baby came early, but both he and Claire are doing well. Why don’t you check in with the nurse and go see for yourself?”
 
   “Are you coming, too?”
 
   She held up her cell phone. “I’ll be right back. I have to make some phone calls.”
 
   Julia left down the hallway, and I knocked quietly on the door to Claire’s hospital room. I heard her voice through the door: “Come in.”
 
   I gingerly opened the door and poked my head in. The lighting in the room was soft and muted. The walls and furniture were similarly serene, painted in dull pastels and earth tones. A baseball game played on the flat screen television hung on one wall, but the sound had been turned off. Claire sat up in a hospital bed. Pensacola was in his wheelchair, perched by her side. Twin smiles greeted me as I entered the room.
 
   “I heard someone had a baby,” I said, closing the door behind me.
 
   “You heard right.” Claire looked tired. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail away from her face. The colors of the room had washed out her complexion.
 
   “Everything’s okay though?”
 
   “Why don’t you see for yourself?” Pensacola said.
 
   At the end of Claire’s bed was a strange-looking container. It didn’t look like any crib I’d ever seen, but sleeping inside of the open plastic cube was a sleeping infant.
 
   “Oh my gosh.” My voice lowered reverently. 
 
   “Do you want to hold him?” Pensacola asked me.
 
   “Oh, I-I don’t …I’ve never…” I stammered. I’d actually never held a baby before in my entire life.
 
   “You won’t break him,” Claire assured me.
 
   “Just don’t drop the kid,” Pensacola teased. My friend maneuvered his chair so he could reach the slumbering baby. 
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I mumbled.
 
   Pensacola eased the bundled baby out of his crib and gingerly handed him to me.
 
   “Cradle his head,” Claire instructed from her bed.
 
   “It’s a baby, Miller,” Pensacola teased, “not a live grenade.”
 
   “Shut up, dude.”
 
   I stared down at the still-sleeping newborn. Swaddled in a soft blanket, only the baby’s face was visible. Tiny eyes were closed tight with sleep, and a black wisp of hair poked out from beneath the small blue cotton cap on his head. 
 
   “He’s so tiny,” I marveled. My arms felt stiff as I held him; I didn’t know how to move them without jostling the newborn.
 
   “Tell that to my lady parts,” Claire huffed. “It felt like I was giving birth to a bowling ball.”
 
   “Jesus,” I winced.
 
   “Don’t worry, little man,” Pensacola cooed. “We’ll fatten you up with some of my mama’s cooking since we know your actual mama can’t boil water.”
 
   “Terrance William Pensacola,” Claire growled his name. “You’re lucky the doctor told me not to leave this bed.”
 
   “Oh, that’s what I’m banking on, baby. Don’t you worry,” he winked. 
 
   “Looks like everything is right with the world in here,” I remarked.
 
   Claire caught my eye and gave me a small, wistful smile. It made me wonder if Pense had told her I’d tried to talk to him the other night over beers at Spencer’s. I hoped he had, and I hoped they’d finally been able to communicate with each other.
 
   “He’s gorgeous, you guys,” I declared. “Did you decide on a name yet?”
 
   Pensacola cleared his throat and looked over at his wife. “Oh, uh …”
 
   Claire had on the kind of smile that made you forget all that was ugly about the world. “Cassidy,” she said, “I’d like to introduce you to Miller Terrance Pensacola.”
 
   My mouth fell open. Miller?
 
   There was a light knock at the door before I could string together a sentence. Julia’s smiling face appeared in the doorway. “How’s everyone doing in here?”
 
   “We’re all good, but I think your woman’s about to have a brain hemorrhage,” Pensacola snickered.
 
   Julia flicked her eyes in my direction before returning her attention to Claire and Pense. “I just got off the phone with my property manager. They’re delivering a crib and a host of other new baby supplies to my apartment later today so you won’t have to worry about anything when you get discharged.”
 
   Claire gasped. “Julia! I-I can’t believe it. How did you—. How are you—”
 
   “I think you broke my wife,” Pensacola laughed.
 
   A second person stuck their head inside the room. It was the woman from the nurse’s station. “Hey, Mama,” she directed Claire’s way. “You feel up to giving a try at feeding that baby boy of yours?”
 
   “That’s my cue to leave,” I announced.
 
   “I didn’t think you of all people would get a little shy about boobs, Cass,” Pensacola teased.
 
   “They’re your wife’s boobs,” I pointed out.
 
   “You’re right,” he remarked. “Get out.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Julia and I left Pense, Claire, and baby Miller in their hospital room with a promise that we’d visit the next day. Claire would have to stay at least one more day before the new family would be free to go. I couldn’t believe how calm they were. I couldn’t imagine being a new parent, let alone having given birth in a strange hospital in a strange state with no supplies.
 
   Julia slipped her arm through mine and rested her head on my shoulder as we walked to the elevator. Her high heels clacked against the hospital floor.
 
   “You’re all kinds of amazing,” I complimented her. “Even with all of this chaos, and you still had the presence and clarity of mind to think about details like a baby crib.”
 
   “My Type-A personality comes in handy every now and again,” she stated.
 
   We were silent as we waited for the elevator to reach our floor. I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “They named the baby Miller.”
 
   “It was probably a better choice than naming him Cassidy,” she remarked. “Does it make you feel strange?”
 
   “A little,” I nodded.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I dunno. I just don’t know why they’d do it.”
 
   “You saved Terrance’s life, dear,” she unnecessarily reminded me. “That little miracle in there wouldn’t exist without you.”
 
   I made a noncommittal noise and bit my trembling lower lip.
 
   “You looked like a natural in there,” she noted, “holding that baby.”
 
   “Don’t lie,” I scoffed. “I was scared shitless.”
 
   “Language, dear.” She patted my arm affectionately. “How was work? How was Mendez?” she routinely asked. 
 
   “Mendez was good.”
 
   Her eyebrows rose. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. He even made a joke today. I think he might be human after all.” 
 
   “And work?”
 
   “It was actually pretty uneventful, which is a good day in my opinion. The highlight was probably a call about a break-in that turned out to be nothing more than an old woman who’d forgotten to shut the door behind her when she went out for groceries.”
 
   Julia frowned. “Dementia?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Just forgetful.”
 
   Julia made a noise and looked down at the elevator’s floor. 
 
   “You’re thinking about your mom, huh?”
 
   “I can’t help thinking that I’ve made things worse for her.”
 
   “You tried though. You did your best,” I encouraged her. “You had her wellbeing in mind.”
 
   “I wanted him to lose though—my father. If I hadn’t been so focused on punishing him, maybe I could have argued a stronger case and the judge would have made a different decision.”
 
   “You can’t torture yourself with what-ifs. I should know; I’m an expert in it. Without a time machine, there’s no way we can predict alternative outcomes.” 
 
   She audibly sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”
 
   “Say that again?” I leaned toward her and lifted a hand to my ear. “I don’t think I heard you quite right.”
 
   “I said—.” She cut herself off and clamped her mouth shut when she realized what I was doing. “Very funny.”
 
   “So I’ll see you back at the apartment?” I posed. “I’ve got my motorcycle parked in the ramp.” 
 
   “Why did you buy yourself such an impractical vehicle?”
 
   “I enlisted in the Marines right after my high school graduation,” I reminded her. “When I got out, I wasn’t ready to commit to a car.”
 
   “You aren’t thinking of still riding that contraption in winter, are you?”
 
   “I took the bus last year when it snowed,” I shrugged.
 
   “I don’t want to overstep my boundaries, dear, but maybe it’s time to think about buying a vehicle with four wheels.”
 
   “You mean like an ATV?” I joked.
 
   She pressed her lips together, unamused. “Don’t make me nag you, Miss Miller. I’m too young to be your mother.”
 
   A thought occurred to me at her words. “Hey, how old are you?”
 
   I heard her voice as she stepped out of the elevator. “Well, I’m most certainly not telling you that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Mendez and I were driving back to the precinct at the end of our shift when a call about a disturbance at a nightclub near the university came through on the radio. Mendez turned down the volume as if to ignore the request for a car on the scene. It reminded me of a little kid who closes his eyes and believes he’s invisible. I reached for the volume dial and turned it back up.
 
   “That place is just around the corner,” I noted.
 
   “It’s not our beat,” Mendez said. “Let someone else get it.”
 
   “We’re probably the closest car,” I protested.
 
   “We’re at the end of our shift,” he continued to resist. “Do you really wanna be stuck filling out paperwork when you could be cuddling up with your lawyer honey?”
 
   I grabbed the radio handset. “Central, this is 432. Be advised we’re en route.”
 
   “432,” the dispatcher responded, “I see you en route.”
 
   The car slowed to a near stop and Mendez stared at me in disbelief. “Really?”
 
   There was more he wanted to say, I was sure, but he let the one-worded question hang in the air for a while.
 
   I returned the handset to its holster. “Really.”
 
   We pulled into a sparsely populated parking lot moments later. I knew the club by reputation only. It was popular with both college students and locals, and police were often called in to break up fights between the two populations. I’d never heard of a call so early in the evening, however. They mostly came around bar time, not dinnertime. I exited the vehicle before Mendez even turned off the engine, giving my partner no choice but to follow me into the club. 
 
   I stood in the entrance to give my eyes time to adjust to the lack of natural light inside the bar. The club was located in a long, narrow building. The entryway was crowded with low tables and chairs that taller patrons probably tripped over. In the center of the club was a long bar, which occupied a good portion of one of the building’s side walls, and at the very back of the club was a square dance floor that was elevated a few feet. Even farther back was a sunken DJ booth, set apart from the dance floor by lower elevation and a Plexiglas wall. The entire floor plan looked like an ADA nightmare.
 
   Someone had turned off the music and had turned on the overhead lights as though it were last call. Ownership was probably banking on the hope that people would start to disburse if the club looked like it was closing. It wasn’t working.
 
   School hadn’t yet started for fall semester, but the football team was on campus early for preseason practice. Nearly half of the bar’s patrons wore university gear, most of which said Minnesota football. They’d probably just gotten out of practice and were letting off a  little steam. I could imagine a scenario where an intoxicated local had made a disparaging comment about the university or the football team or somebody’s mama and a fight had broken out.
 
   “Jesus, it’s like Roadhouse in here,” I muttered to myself.
 
   “Where’s Patrick Swayze when you need him?”
 
   I looked over at my partner, surprised he’d gotten the reference, but even more surprised that he’d responded like a regular human being. 
 
   Mendez pulled out his on-person radio. “Dispatch, this is 432.”
 
   “Go ahead, 432.”
 
   “Dispatch, this party’s gotten out of hand. Requesting backup, Code Two.”
 
   Call code numbers were used by officers and dispatchers to indicate the seriousness of an incident. Code Two indicated the situation be handled immediately, but lights and sirens need not be used and all traffic laws should be obeyed. Mendez had labeled our situation of middling importance.
 
   “And now we wait,” he said, settling his hands on his gun belt. 
 
   “Negative. If we don’t step in right now,” I objected, “these kids are going to kill each other.”
 
   “And if we don’t wait for backup, Miller, they’ll be killing us instead.”
 
   “I guess that’s a risk I’ve gotta take.”
 
   I approached the closest combatants—two burly college-aged men currently engaged in a fistfight. Both wore t-shirts that had Minnesota football screen-printed across the chest. It made me wonder if they were drunk or if maybe it was an offensive line versus defensive line conflict. They swung wildly at each other, missing the body parts that would have done any real damage and instead landing punches on each other’s thick arms and pectoral muscles. These boys didn’t know how to fight. They had height and weight on their side, but they hadn’t been trained like I had. Their skill came in shoving around 300-pound linemen, not in actually throwing punches.
 
   “Stand down,” I ordered, hand out in a halting gesture.
 
   The pair ignored me and continued to wrestle with each other. I touched my hand to my utility belt. I had mace, but I wasn’t about to use it inside a crowded nightclub where innocent bystanders could get hit with the spray. My taser wasn’t ideal for breaking up a bar fight either. I would be able to stun only one person before rendering the device useless. 
 
   “Miller!” I heard Mendez call out. “Watch out!”
 
   I looked just in time to see a beer bottle flying through the air and narrowly miss my head. It crashed against a nearby wall and exploded in a cloud of glass shards. I whipped my head around to see who had thrown the projectile.
 
   A man who looked older than the other kids in the bar approached me. I didn’t know if he’d been the one to throw the beer bottle, but I wasn’t taking any chances.
 
   “Sir, I need you to back up and get out of here.”
 
   He reached down and pulled a switchblade from his boot.
 
   “Jesus, this really is a scene from Roadhouse,” I muttered to myself.
 
   I had no idea what he intended to do with the puny blade, but I wasn’t going to stand idle to find out. I lunged forward and chopped my fist down on my attacker’s wrist. The impact forced his hand open and knocked the weapon free. When the knife hit the ground, I moved quickly and kicked it out of anyone’s reach.
 
   A glimmer of fear passed over the man’s face. I’d disarmed him in seconds.
 
   “Get. Out,” I grit out again.
 
   This time, he complied with my order.
 
   I didn’t have time to gloat or bask in the glow of a victory. All around me, oversized man-children were punching each other and breaking furniture.
 
   I looked over to see that Mendez had thrown himself into the fray as well. He’d unwisely chosen to take on the biggest kid in the club though. Mendez was barely bigger than me; I didn’t know how he had any hope of taking down this Goliath. 
 
   I came to the aid of my partner. Mendez was trying to put the guy in a headlock, but his elbow caught under my chin instead. It rung my bell a little and knocked the cobwebs from my brain.
 
   I leapt onto the kid’s back. He was enormous. He probably played offensive tackle or defensive back for the university. With my feet dandling in the air, I no longer had leverage. The best I could hope for was to hold on like riding some mechanical bull until he tired out. I could smell the alcohol seeping from his pores.
 
   “Get off me, bitch,” he snarled.
 
   “That’s no way to talk to a lady,” I retorted.
 
   As much as I hated to admit it, Mendez had probably been right; we should have waited until backup arrived.
 
   I couldn’t hang on forever. Using the giant’s back as a springboard, I leapt off of his back and landed on my feet. My knees cried out at the jarring impact.
 
   The bulky college-aged man thrust a meaty fist in the direction of my head. I dodged the sledgehammer assault and watched as my would-be assailant missed and crashed his hand into a cinderblock wall. At contact, the man dropped to his knees and howled in pain. He held his injured fist close to his body. He’d probably broken a few bones. 
 
   Before I could lock in on my next target, the far door burst open and fading daylight spilled into the windowless bar, along with half a dozen uniformed police officers. 
 
   “Shit! Cops!” someone yelled. 
 
   Apparently Mendez and I were chopped liver. 
 
   There was a mad rush towards the exit as people fled the scene to avoid being arrested. Those who weren’t part of the mass exodus froze in place and raised their hands in the air to surrender. 
 
   It was over.
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat on the curb outside, sore and exhausted from the bar fight. My uniform smelled like a combination of sweat, men’s body spray, and beer. I looked out at the parking lot as the chaos of the evening began to get under control. The red and blue lights of the squad cars illuminated the space and the faces of college-aged kids who’d made a bad decision that night. Nearly a dozen men sat on the curb in the parking lot, their faces filled with regret and their hands zip-tied behind their backs with flex-cuffs.
 
   “Hey,” I called out to one of the kids who’d spilled out of the club and remained lingering in the parking lot. I couldn’t see his face, but the burning ember at the end of his cigarette beckoned to me like a lighthouse in a storm. “Can I bum one of those?”
 
   He fished a cigarette out of the hard pack and handed it to me. I cupped my hands around its end while he lit it for me. I took a long, cathartic drag, filling my lungs with smoke. I stared at the cigarette as the white paper burned down to my fingertips. I hadn’t smoked in years; I’d picked up the habit in Afghanistan, but I’d given it up after seeing some of my Marine buddies being careless with their safety just for a cigarette.
 
   I watched with interest as a familiar black Mercedes ignored the police barricade we’d set up and drove into the nightclub’s parking lot. I remained on the curb as the luxury sedan parked and the driver side door opened to produce two long, lean legs and red-soled high heels.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   Julia stopped in front of me. “I got a call that my services were needed. It appears you’ve arrested half of the college football team.”
 
   Her eyes focused on my hands. “I didn’t realize you smoked.”
 
   I looked down to the dying ember at the tip of the cigarette. “I don’t.” I tossed the cigarette butt onto the black pavement and crushed it beneath my boot.
 
   Julia settled down next to me on the curb before I could protest. My police uniform could take the dirty, jagged concrete, but her pantsuit was too nice for the ground.
 
   “What happened here?” she asked.
 
   “Bar fight.”
 
   She rested her hand on my kneecap. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah. My ego’s a little bruised, but I’ll survive.” The side of my face and my knees ached, too, but that pain would pass.
 
   “Do you want to go home?” she asked.
 
   “My bike’s at the precinct, and I’ve got paperwork to get to tonight yet.”
 
   Julia sighed. “And I should probably track down my clients.” 
 
   “How did you get called so quickly?” I asked. “They haven’t even been processed yet.”
 
   She shrugged. “The university’s athletic department has my office on speed dial.”
 
   She stood and brushed at the seat of her pants, dislodging a few pieces of pebbled gravel.
 
   Julia paused before taking her exit. “Are you sure you’re okay with this, Cassidy? You literally just arrested these students and here I am about to get them released.”
 
    “Like you said before, they’re not murders. They’re just kids who made a bad decision tonight. Go on and help them,” I waved her away. “They’re gonna need it.”
 
   I watched Julia walk away.
 
   Mendez appeared before me, blocking my view. I wondered if he’d seen or heard Julia and me talking. “You ready to go, Miller? That paperwork’s not gonna fill out itself.”
 
   I released a long breath, still feeling the lingering effects of the cigarette. “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   It was no longer the stiff material of my leather utility belt that made me uncomfortable; it was the emotionless look on Inspector Garnett’s face. I bet he was a spectacular poker player because I had no idea why I’d been called in to his office on my day off. I sat, trying not to fidget in his office, a small room with a solid wooden door and a large blinded window that provided us privacy. I’d received a phone call from the Inspector’s administrative assistant earlier that day that he wanted to meet with me. I wasn’t due for a review, still only halfway through the rehiring protocol, so I worried that news about Mendez and my scuffle at the college nightclub had made it across his desk.
 
   “Can I get you something to drink?” he asked me. “Water? Coffee?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, thank you.”
 
   Inspector Garnett hollowed his cheeks. “Tell me, Miller, why do you want to be a cop?”
 
   “Sir?” I hadn’t been asked that question since I’d sat for my oral boards.
 
   “Humor me,” he urged.
 
   I leaned back in my chair. “Well, as you probably know, prior to my hiring with the Fourth Precinct, I was a member of the United States Marine Corps. I served two tours of duty for Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, and during my service, I acquired a very specific skill-set, one that made enrollment in the police academy seem like a no-brainer.”
 
   “So you’re a cop because it’s familiar?” the Inspector questioned. “Because it’s comfortable?”
 
   “Not exactly. There’s nothing easy about this job, as you well know, sir, but it’s what I’ve been hardwired to do. I’ve got the training and the knowledge, but it’s more than that. I don’t think I’d be meeting my potential doing anything else. And not to sound full of myself, but I’d like to think the department and the community we serve is better off because of me. I find the job to be a challenge,” I continued, “but it’s one of the most rewarding things I’ve ever done. I get to go home each night knowing that I’ve made a difference—that I’ve done some good.”
 
   The corner of my mouth began to twitch when I finished my soliloquy. I wasn’t known to be a great speechmaker, and my words—although true—surprised me.
 
   The Inspector released a long, loud breath. “The university president is riding my ass about that little incident with the football team yesterday. How did you manage to break their All-American Center’s right hand?”
 
   I internally cursed. I had worried that was the reason for our impromptu meeting. “He took a swing at me and missed,” I explained. “Instead of hitting my face, he hit a wall.”
 
   Inspector Garnett rubbed at his temples. “Christ on a cross,” he mumbled.
 
   “I wouldn’t be too worried, Inspector. Those kids are gonna get better legal representation than they deserve. I bet they get off with community service that’ll look good on their resumé instead of actually being charged with assaulting a police officer.”
 
   Assault and battery of a police officer, even when under the influence of alcohol, was considered a felony offense, which could include mandatory minimum jail time. I had no doubt, for better or for worse, that Julia wouldn’t let it escalate to that.
 
   Inspector Garnett’s features remained unchanged. “Your FTO contacted me last night. He’s recommended you be taken off active duty affective immediately.”
 
   I had expected to be chastised for engaging in the fight at the nightclub, but I certainly hadn’t anticipated this. “Wh-what?”
 
   “FTO Mendez believes that in light of recent events it’s in the department’s best interest not to continue your re-evalutation process.”
 
   “All because of a bar fight?” I asked incredulously.
 
   “Your superior, Officer Mendez, gave you an order to wait for backup. You defied orders and the chain of command, and put both you and your partner in danger.”
 
   “With all due respect, sir. What I’m hearing is it would have been better for me professionally if I had let those kids bash each other’s brains out.”
 
   “I can see how you would think that.”
 
   I stood up from my chair, my body humming with emotion. “This is bullshit, and you know it.”
 
   “Officer Miller, sit back down.”
 
   Despite my urge to storm out of the room and not look back, I obeyed the Inspector’s command. I gripped the arms of the chair and proceeded to wait for whatever else he had to say. 
 
   “You’re a valuable member of the department, Miller.” Inspector Garnett steepled his fingers. “I’m not taking this situation lightly, nor without consideration of all the hard work you’ve put in these past few weeks.”
 
   “According to the San Jose model, I’m allowed one screw up, sir. It’s only when I receive a score of unacceptable two days in a row that you’re supposed to be brought into this.”
 
   “I know protocol perfectly well, Miller, but it’s not an easy time to be a police officer.” The Inspector closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “If you were to have another … an incident that brought unwanted attention to the department, there would be a paper trail that indicated I knowingly allowed you to be on active duty despite FTO Mendez’s recommendation otherwise. It’s not a good look for the department or the Armed Services if one of their own loses it while on duty.”
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my disapproval to myself. “So what now?” I asked. “That’s it? I can’t try again or appeal this decision?”
 
   “There’s an appeal process,” he said, “but you’d have to go through the police union for that. I’m not sure of the exact procedure.”
 
   I had no idea who would know those details either. Maybe Rich could help me out with his Internal Affairs connections. 
 
   “Cassidy.” The Inspector’s use of my first name broke through my thoughts. “I asked for this meeting because I do feel badly about all of this. Anyone else would have received a form letter in the mail or an equally dispassionate phone call. Now you’re more than welcome to pursue the appeals process, but I’m hoping you’ll keep an open mind about a potential new assignment. It might be a loophole we can use to get around your active duty ban.”
 
   “I’m not gonna be a D.A.R.E. officer or a community liaison,” I bristled. Most of the female cops I knew had filtered into one those areas. They wore a uniform and had a badge, but most of the guys in the department didn’t consider them real cops. They still did good for the city, but I didn’t want that for me.
 
   “No, it’s nothing like that,” the Inspector assured me.
 
   I leaned forward in my chair, hands clasping my knees. “Then what is it?”
 
   “It’s probably better if I show you rather than trying to explain. Do you have a little time for a field trip?”
 
   “Sure. It’s not like I’ve got a job to go to.” My comment was unprofessional and borderline disrespectful, but I couldn’t help adding in the extra dig.
 
   Inspector Garnett looked unaffected by my comment. He stood from his chair and tugged at his gun belt. “Follow me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Inspector Garnett left his office and I followed close behind. We traveled down a few hallways until we reached a stairwell. I thought we would go upstairs, but Garnett surprised me by going down instead. I’d never been in the basement before. I hadn’t even known the building had a basement.
 
   The rubber soles of the Inspector’s shoes made no sound on the speckled linoleum floor. We walked a few hundred feet before he stopped in front of a closed door. The window cutout on the door was frosted, prohibiting any view of what was behind the barrier. When the Inspector moved to the side I saw the words printed on the outside of the door.
 
   “Cold Case Division?” I read out loud.
 
   “Remember: keep an open mind.”
 
   “You want to transfer me from active duty to an office down here?” I was sure he could hear the disbelief in my voice.
 
   “You’d still be active duty; you just wouldn’t be a patrolman anymore with a regular beat.”
 
   “Do I get to keep my gun?”
 
   “Yes. But most people working on cold cases don’t wear a gun unless an arrest is being made. And speaking of that,” he said, with an awkward cough, “once we get back upstairs, I’m going to need you to surrender your weapon to me. You can keep your badge for the time being, but I’ll need the glock.”
 
   I clenched the muscles in the back of my jaw. “Right.”
 
   “So what do you think? Are you interested in the job?” he asked.
 
   “Can I think about it?” 
 
   The Inspector nodded. “Of course. This is a big decision. I’d expect nothing else.”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I had a six-pack of Pauli’s Girl in one hand and a large mushroom and pepperoni pizza in the other when I let myself into my apartment later that afternoon. By the time Julia came home from work, the pizza had been eaten and I’d drank all but two of the beers. She found me lounging on the couch in front of the TV with the empty pizza box on the coffee table and the empty bottles toppled over on the floor.
 
   “I see you had a party without me.” She didn’t comment or nag at me about the mess. 
 
   “You wouldn’t have liked it,” I remarked. “The pizza was covered in cheese and grease.” 
 
   She sat down on the couch and the cushions sank beneath her slight weight. “That high metabolism of yours isn’t going to last forever, my dear,” she remarked. “I suppose I should enjoy this body while it lasts since you’re determined to ruin it.” She tugged my t-shirt up and licked my bare abs. 
 
   “I had a rough day,” I grunted in explanation. “I needed to eat my emotions.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I got fired.”
 
   Julia’s head snapped up from my torso. “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Mendez told the Inspector to remove me from active duty because of what happened at the nightclub.”
 
   “I’m going to castrate that little imp,” she growled. Her dark eyes flashed, but her anger quickly transitioned to concern. “Are you okay?” She cupped my cheek, causing me to lean into her touch. 
 
   “I haven’t decided yet,” I admitted. “The Inspector said I could appeal the decision—.”
 
   “Which is exactly what we’re going to do,” Julia interrupted. “I’ll have the president of your police union’s balls in a vise before the end of the week.”
 
   “I think he’s a she,” I corrected.
 
   “Even better.”
 
   I recognized the look on her face. She was going into lawyer-mode.
 
   “Can we slow down? Maybe pump the breaks a little?” I suggested as I sat up. “I don’t know if litigation is what I want to do.”
 
   “You can’t let them dismiss your hard work, Cassidy.” Her hands began to flail as her emotions bubbled over. “You’ve done everything they’ve asked of you—and more—in order to return to active duty.”
 
   I trapped her hands in mine. “I know. And it sucks,” I affirmed. “But let’s just take this one step at a time. I only got this news a few hours ago. And the Inspector said I’ve got some other options.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Retirement. It’s not unheard of for injured cops to go on disability and retire even this early in their careers.”
 
   “But you’re not injured.”
 
   I arched an eyebrow at her, and her face fell when she realized what she’d suggested. “I’m sorry. That was highly insensitive.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I grunted. “You don’t get a Purple Heart for PTSD.”
 
   “Cassidy—” 
 
   “The Inspector wants me to transfer units and work on cold case files,” I said, quickly re-guiding the conversation. “He said it’s a loophole; I can’t be a beat cop, but I could still be doing some good.”
 
   Julia pursed her lips in thought. “Would you be happy doing that?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted. I still had a lot of thinking to do. “To go from G.I. Jane to Nancy Drew? It’s a bit of a let down.”
 
   “We could go after MPD and the Marines. I could be your lawyer,” she continued to insist. 
 
   “And you’d win, I know,” I acknowledged. “But I don’t know if it’s worth the hassle.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’m not in therapy anymore. I can’t afford it, and it’s starting to make me feel like a ticking time bomb. Maybe it’s for the best that I got pulled off my beat before a flashback got me or someone else hurt.”
 
   “Will you let me help you get back on track with your therapy?” she gently asked.
 
   I bristled at her question. “You’re not paying my bills.”
 
   “I’m not suggesting that,” she shook her head. “I contacted the folks at Lawyers Serving Warriors and they’re appalled at what’s happened. You should be receiving much better care than what the military has offered so far. With your approval, I can set up an appointment for an independent evaluation.”
 
   I hesitated. 
 
   “Come on, Marine,” she coaxed. “Do this for me and I’ll give you that coveted second date.”
 
   “That’s not fair,” I scowled. “Don’t you know it’s against the law to bribe a cop?”
 
   “We all know I’m not above breaking a few laws to get what I want.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   A few days later, I found myself sitting in the waiting room of a new psychologist, one not associated with the police department. Julia sat beside me, silent and stable, flipping through a glossy magazine. The bottom hem of her pencil skirt had crept up her thighs, but I was too anxious to concentrate on anything but the ticking of an unseen clock. My left knee bounced up and down in agitation. 
 
   Julia and I were the only people in the room. We’d signed in with a receptionist on the ground level and had taken the elevator up to the eleventh floor. The waiting area was a small room with no windows to the outside. There was a second door besides the one through which we’d entered, which I assumed led to the psychologist’s office. There were no motivational posters adorning the walls, no instrumental music filtering through the air—there was nothing special about the space to signify we were in the right place. 
 
   I hopped out of my seat and began to pace the perimeter of the room. I raked a shaking hand through my loose curls. I was nervous—palpably so. This therapy session was more important than any other I’d participated in before. My previous therapist, Dr. Landsen, had been a piece of the puzzle to get me reinstated on the Minneapolis police force, but this time around felt like I was fighting for something vastly more important—my mental health—my mental stability. I needed to be convincing enough that Lawyers Serving Warriors would support my case.
 
   Julia looked up from her magazine and watched me stalk around the small room. “Do you always get this nervous before therapy?”
 
   I stopped my pacing. “No. But this is different. I’m not here to tell someone my sob story. This is an evaluation.”
 
   “It’s not a job interview, dear. Just be yourself and try to answer the doctor’s questions as honestly as you can.”
 
   I looked away from Julia when I heard a door open. A small, grey-haired woman in a dark blue dress appeared in the doorway. “Cassidy Miller?”
 
   I raised my hand. “You found her.”
 
   “I’m Dr. Susan Warren,” she introduced herself. “Come on in.”
 
   I hesitated briefly and looked to Julia for encouragement. 
 
   “Do you want me to come in with you?” Julia offered.
 
   I turned back to the doctor. “Is that allowed?”
 
   Dr. Warren gave me a gentle, placating smile. “Of course.”
 
   The doctor’s office was equally as sparse as the waiting room outside. The only furniture was a stiff, maroon couch, a slightly more comfortable-looking office chair, and a wooden end table. With the exception of a framed diploma, the white walls were bare. The room looked almost as sparse as my apartment, pre-Julia, instead of a well-established practice.
 
   “I don’t like distractions,” Dr. Warren explained as she ushered us inside. I wondered if my face had revealed my thoughts or if she got that question all the time. “Why don’t you have a seat?” she urged.
 
   Julia and I sat down on the couch. Her hand slid into mine, and our fingers seemed to know the way because they immediately intertwined like that was what they’d been made to do.
 
   The doctor closed her office door. The metal latch slid into place, resembling the sound of disengaging the safety on a revolver. It was appropriate, I supposed; I felt like a loaded weapon. 
 
   “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today, Cassidy,” Dr. Warren began. She took her place in the empty chair and crossed her legs at the ankle. “Let me start by telling you a little bit more about myself. I’m a licensed psychologist who specializes in anxiety disorders. The majority of my clients have trauma-related issues.”
 
   She pulled a drawer open from the end table and produced a pen and yellow legal pad. “It’s my job to assess the extent and root of your injury. I’m really looking for key three symptoms that are common to those suffering with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. The first is flashbacks—re-experiencing the trauma in nightmares or real life.”
 
   Julia’s hand rested on my knee. “Yes. She has those.”
 
   I nodded. “The nightmares are pretty frequent, and a few times the flashbacks have happened while I’ve been awake.”
 
   Dr. Warren made a note on her ledger. “The second symptom is avoidance,” she continued. “Do you find yourself staying away from sights, smells, and sounds that might remind you of the primary trauma?”
 
   “Fireworks,” Julia quietly murmured.
 
   Dr. Warren looked to me for clarification.
 
   I cleared my throat. “Two summers ago I had my first incident,” I told the doctor. “I was at a minor league baseball game with friends, and when the fireworks went off at the beginning of the game …” I trailed off. 
 
   “It’s okay, Cassidy,” Dr. Warren gently coaxed, “nothing leaves this room.”
 
   Julia’s hand tightened on my knee, encouraging me to continue. 
 
   “The sound of the explosions triggered my first flashback,” I said. “I didn’t know what was happening to me. I was in a baseball stadium in St. Paul one minute, and the next, I was putting down suppression fire in Afghanistan. When I finally realized what had happened, I hid out in the women’s bathroom and stayed there until the fifth inning. I’ve avoided fireworks ever since.”
 
   Dr. Warren continued to make notes, which made me mildly uncomfortable. It was a strange sensation knowing that she was writing about me. 
 
   “So what’s the third symptom?” I asked.
 
   “It’s called hyper-arousal.”
 
   “Well, I do have quite the sex drive,” I inelegantly blurted out.
 
   “No, it’s not exactly that,” Dr. Warren corrected. “Hyper-arousal is usually identified as being irritable or agitated all the time. It usually impacts one’s ability to sleep.”
 
   “Oh, I, uh, no,” I stumbled. “I guess that’s not me.” 
 
   Julia shook beside me with stifled, silenced laughter.
 
   “Does this mean you can’t help me?” It was almost disappointing that I wasn’t suffering from a third symptom.
 
   “Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves,” the doctor said. “My diagnosis is a little more involved than only three questions.”
 
   “Oh. Sorry.”
 
   “What kinds of medications are you currently on?” she asked as she continued to write notes.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Dr. Warren raised an eyebrow. “Nothing?” she repeated. “Your previous therapist didn’t have you on any SSRIs—selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors? Like Prozac, Paxil, Zoloft, or Lexapro?”
 
   “No. No drugs.” 
 
   Dr. Landsen had offered to write me a prescription, but I hated to take even aspirin for a headache. They didn’t work the same for everyone anyway, and you could build up a tolerance overtime.
 
   “Okay.” She made another note in her notebook. “What about exposure therapy?” 
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Your counselor slowly re-introduces you to the traumatic incident. Kind of like returning to the scene of the crime.”
 
   “Go back to Afghanistan?”
 
   “No, no,” Dr. Warren chuckled at my confusion. “More like re-introduce you to scenarios that you’ve been avoiding—like fireworks perhaps. Or, some soldiers avoid going to the beach because the sand reminds them of the desert. The goal is to rewire your brain so it’s not so easily triggered.”
 
   “Oh. No. I haven’t done any of that.” 
 
   I began to wring my hands in my lap. The more Dr. Warren spoke, the worse I felt. If there were so many therapy options, why had no one suggested them to me? It made me feel cheated and overlooked.
 
   Dr. Warren set her pen down. “Maybe it would be easier if you just told me what your previous therapist had you doing?”
 
   “We didn’t do anything. We talked—or more accurately, I talked and he listened and asked a few open-ended questions. And every once in a while I go to the local VFW to listen to other vets share their experiences.”
 
   “This is why I suggested we see you, Dr. Warren,” Julia chimed in. “I’m sure Cassidy’s therapist is a well-meaning man, but he’s ill-equipped to be dealing with someone like Cassidy.”
 
   Someone like Cassidy.
 
   Dr. Warren sat back in her chair and folded her hands over her knee. “Well, we do have access to something called Virtual Iraq where we’re able to create an experience similar to a battle zone in the Middle East—visuals, sounds, smells. I usually see results by the fifth session.”
 
   I nervously licked my lips. “That sounds expensive.”
 
   “It is,” she confirmed, “and I’m not sure we need to go that route just yet. What I’d like to try, if you’re open to it, is something called Imagery Rehearsal Therapy.”
 
   “English please, Doc. I’m a soldier, not a Ph.D.”
 
   Dr. Warren gently smiled. I wasn’t worried about offending her. If she dealt mostly with other traumatized soldiers I was sure she was used to a little coarseness. 
 
   “We’re going to rewrite your nightmares so they have a positive outcome,” she explained. “First, I want you to right down a description of the reoccurring nightmare. Then, you’re going to rewrite the ending to create a new, peaceful ending. And each night before bed, I want you to close your eyes and see the new story in your mind. Play it over in your head like a movie.”
 
   I looked over at Julia. “Still think I’m worth the hassle?”
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I sat on my couch in the living room with the television droning on in the background. I stared at the blank lined page of a notebook that Dr. Warren wanted me to fill with my thoughts and memories. I sighed heavily.
 
   Julia looked up from her book of court cases. She rarely sat on the couch without one of the oversized volumes in her hands. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I don’t even know where to start,” I complained.
 
   “At the beginning, obviously.”
 
   “But there’s more than one flashback.”
 
   “Start with Terrance,” she suggested. “How did he lose his legs?”
 
   “I.E.D.,” I grunted.
 
   “I know that, but what else?” She was gentle and always patient with me, and somehow it never felt condescending or patronizing.
 
   “Our whole team was hanging out in the safe house, except for one guy—Reilly. He didn’t make the trip because he’d been up all night right before we were scheduled to head out, shitting out his insides.”
 
   Julia shot me a look of warning, but I ignored it. If I was going to tell this war story, I was going to do it my way. I knew she hated coarse language, but there was nothing soft and sanitized about combat.
 
   The empty page continued to mock me. “I can’t do this. I’m not a writer.” I threw down my pen in frustration. It got stuck between the couch cushions.
 
   Julia pulled the notebook out of my angry hands. “Why don’t you dictate to me?” she suggested. “I’ll write it down for you.”
 
   I wiggled my eyebrows. “Sexy secretary?”
 
   “Focus, Marine,” she chastised. 
 
   Mindful of my hair, she took off my glasses and put them on herself. “Do you even need these?” she teased. When the glasses settled on the bridge of her nose, her caramel-colored eyes widened behind the thick lenses. “Yes,” she confirmed. “Yes, you do.”
 
   She pulled off my glasses and stared at them as if they were an alien artifact. “How are you a police officer with such bad eyesight?” 
 
   “They’re called contacts,” I deadpanned.
 
   “I know, but I didn’t realize they let you carry a gun being so blind.”
 
   “I’m not piloting a space shuttle.” I didn’t find it necessary to remind her that technically I wasn’t carrying a gun anymore. Those privileges had been revoked the moment Inspector Garnett had met with me.
 
   “I suppose not.” She retrieved my discarded pen and touched it to the blank page. “Now tell me, how did you get to that safe house? What was your mission?”
 
   “They’re called directives.”
 
   “Fine,” she rolled her eyes. “What was your directive?”
 
   “Intelligence had located the hiding spot of a top al-Qaeda operative. My team was sent to retrieve the target and return him to the base for questioning. I was on the radio outside of the hideout, making sure every working component knew what they were supposed to be doing. The whole thing went off without a hitch. We went in, apprehended our guy, and we were out within minutes.”
 
   I heard the light scratch of the pen against paper as Julia began to record my story. I didn’t know if I was talking too quickly for her, but once I got started, there was no slowing me down. 
 
   “When we reached the safe house, everyone let down his guard. The safe house was a shithole, but the roof and walls were solid. We’d gotten the bad guy, and while we waited for the convoy to pick us up, everyone celebrated in his own way. All the other guys were in the living room, doing shots and probably making too much noise. Pensacola and I were playing cards in the kitchen. We’d all been so amped up about getting this operative, that it never occurred to us that we might not really be safe.”
 
   I took a deep breath before continuing. 
 
   “Pense was being lazy. He told me that since I hadn’t had to do any real work—I’d only been on the radio—that I had to be his legs for the rest of the night.”
 
   I swallowed hard at the lump that kept rising in my throat. 
 
   “I got up to get him a soda from the fridge. It was an ugly ass fridge—something straight out of the 1970s. I was standing with the door open when the I.E.D. went off.” I laughed, but there was only bitterness in the sound. “A fucking refrigerator door saved my life. If Pensacola had gotten his own damn Mountain Dew, I’d be the one with no legs.”
 
   I stared straight ahead. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Julia, but I could tell she’d stopped writing. She hadn’t known—couldn’t have known—about the circumstances surrounding Pensacola’s injury. I didn’t want to see her reaction to this new information.
 
   “Everyone else on my team died in the blast,” I continued. “There were body parts—everywhere. Guts hanging from the walls. Their bodies were so mangled, it was like a horrible jigsaw puzzle that would never be put back together. All of them—dead. Sergeant John Warner. Lance Corporal Fred Sawyer. Private First Class Davonte Thomas. Private First Class Michael Polanski. Sergeant Taylor Carson. Corporal Isaac Rosenthal.” I choked on the final few names.
 
   Julia carefully set the notebook and pen on the coffee table. A reassuring hand came to rest on my knee. “I think that’s enough for today, soldier.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The noise of the surrounding world became muffled each time I ducked my head under the water. One arm moved over the other as I skimmed just below the water’s surface. The satisfying pull and strain on my shoulder blades was like a welcomed, old friend. It would feel good to work myself to exhaustion. Afterwards, my body would ache, but in a satisfying way. I’d always enjoyed the feeling of pushing my body to its physical limits, which was one of the reasons the Marines had first appealed to me.
 
   Inspector Garnett had taken my gun, but he hadn’t revoked my gym privileges at the academy yet. I hadn’t been in a pool in years—maybe not since boot camp. Growing up, I used to spend so much time in chlorinated water, my mom had worried my natural blonde hair would turn green. 
 
   I’d been on the swim team in high school, my strongest races being the 100-yard butterfly and freestyle. The college recruiters started showing up at my swim meets during my junior year of high school. They were mostly from local state schools, but the courtship had been overwhelming at the time. The letters of intent started arriving in the mail with scholarship offers, but I’d thrown them all away. At sixteen, I had no idea what I wanted to do two years down the line, let alone start to make decisions about a major or a future career. I couldn’t commit; I couldn’t decide. And by the time my final semester of high school had arrived, it was too late. Those scholarships had all been awarded to other students and my grades certainly hadn’t been strong enough to warrant me an academic scholarship to a school of my choice. The military had happened by default because I couldn’t make up my mind.
 
   As I touched the concrete wall and prepared to turn in my lane, I felt a sensation like fingers curling around one of my wrists. I yelled out in surprise and blindly flailed my arms. Water shot up my nostrils and flooded my throat.
 
   “Shit. Sorry,” I heard someone apologize from above me. “That probably wasn’t the brightest idea I’ve ever had.”
 
   When the water cleared from my ears and I stopped coughing, I realized I recognized the owner of the voice: Rich.
 
   I tore my goggles off. The elastic band got caught in my hair, which only added to my frustration. “What the hell, dude?” I sputtered angrily.
 
   My eyes were still a little unfocused, but I could just make out Rich’s boxy figure hovering near the pool’s edge. He was wearing long mesh shorts and a grey t-shirt with the city police department’s insignia screen-printed across the chest. “I wasn’t trying to drown you,” he said. “Promise.”
 
   “Could have fooled me,” I growled.
 
   Rich crouched down by the pool’s edge. “Shit, Miller,” he exclaimed. “Your face.”
 
   I placed my hand over the bruised area. Days later, the left side of my face still felt swollen and tender where Mendez’s elbow had struck me when I’d tried to help him subdue a not-so-gentle giant. “Yeah, I know. But you should see the other guy.”
 
   “So, it’s true? You and Mendez took on the college’s O-line?”
 
   “And some defensive backs, too.”
 
   Rich whistled, long and low. “Ballsy.”
 
   “Did you also hear that I’m suspended?”
 
   “For breaking up a bar fight?” he frowned.
 
   I nodded soberly. “Mendez wants me gone.”
 
   The playfulness disappeared from Rich’s features. “What do you need me to do?”
 
   I clung onto the side of the pool and scissored my legs back and forth in the water. “I don’t know if there’s anything to do,” I said in earnest. “Julia’s ready to sue the union and castrate either Mendez or Garnett. Knowing her, probably both. But I’m trying to get her to pump the breaks.”
 
   “How long is the suspension for?”
 
   “Indefinitely? Garnett took my gun.” 
 
   “Shit.” Rich’s mouth fell agape. “Why is this the first time I’m hearing about this?”
 
   “You know the Inspector—he likes to keep things in-house.”
 
   “I don’t mean because of Internal Affairs,” Rich said. “I mean, why haven’t I heard about this from you, Cass?”
 
   I cast my eyes away from my friend’s face. “I’ve been trying to figure this thing out for myself.  Trying to figure out the next step before I told anyone. I’m basically done being a beat cop.” I hadn’t said the words out loud before. The gravity of my situation sat heavy on my chest.
 
   “Have you figured out what you’re going to do?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. Serving and protecting has been my life since I was eighteen. What are my other options? Mall cop? Campus security?”
 
   “Fuck, no. You’re better than that.”
 
   “I might not have any other choice,” I frowned. “The Inspector offered me a position with the Cold Case Division. I’m still undecided though.”
 
   Rich was quiet for a moment. He dipped his hand into the pool and moved some water around. “You know, I think we talked more often when you were living up north.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry. I never meant to be one of those people who suddenly dump all their friends once they get in a relationship. Are you and Grace Kelly still talking?”
 
   I thought about the pretty newspaperwoman from Embarrass who’d been my next-door-neighbor. I really needed to keep in better contact with the people in my life.
 
   “Yup,” he confirmed. “The distance obviously sucks, but we’re trying to make it work.”
 
   “When she’s in town next you should let me know. I’d love to see her.”
 
   “Oh, I see how it is,” Rich taunted. “You only wanna hang out if I bring my girlfriend along.”
 
   “Girlfriend?” I snickered, not unkindly. “Are you guys passing notes to each other in the hallway? Is she gonna wear your Varsity jacket to the big Homecoming pep rally?”
 
   “Real funny.”
 
   “I know. I’m just giving you shit. I’m happy for you both. Really.”
 
   “Which label do you and Julia use? Partner? Significant Other? I’m an old school guy.”
 
   “We haven’t had that conversation yet. It took me forever to get her to go on an official date with me. We’ll probably have grandkids before she lets me call her my girlfriend.”
 
   “Grandkids? Shit. That sounds serious.”
 
   “She’s seriously amazing.” A dopey grin appeared on my face. “I can’t help myself.”
 
   “And she feels the same way about you? Not that she has any reason not to feel that way,” he qualified. “I’m just looking out for you.”
 
   “She’s certainly not dating me because it’s the easy or convenient thing to do,” I remarked.
 
   “You? Not easy?” Rich smirked. “That’s not what I heard, Rookie.”
 
   I had no choice but to grab his ankle and tug him into the pool with me. His yelp of surprise and the sound of his body smacking against the water’s surface was like music to my ears.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   I took a shower after leaving the pool at the police academy and then headed over to the Fourth Precinct. Regardless of what decision I made about retiring or joining the cold case unit, I had to turn in my off-duty gun along with the key to the weapons storage unit. On my way out of the building, I paused in the stairwell. 
 
   Julia would be at work the rest of the day, Pensacola was testing out robot legs, and the rest of my friends were protecting and serving the city of Minneapolis. The only thing waiting for me at home was a bottle of scotch.
 
   Instead of going out to my parked bike, I continued down the stairwell and into the basement of the building. The basement hallway was eerily silent, like it was the land that time had forgotten. I saw no evidence of human life between the bottom step and the door to the Cold Case Unit. I tentatively knocked on the door that Inspector Garnett had led me to just a few days prior. I waited, but heard no noises coming from the other side of the door. 
 
   I tried the doorknob and, finding it unlocked, I pushed open the door and stuck my head inside. 
 
   “Hello?” My voice echoed in the seemingly empty room. “Anybody here?”
 
   In the absence of a response, I stepped inside and carefully closed the door behind me.
 
   The Cold Case Division’s office was a collection of mismatched office furniture. Unlike other administrative floors in the building, there were no cubical walls that partitioned off office space. Instead, the room was like a big, collaborative space with four separate desks, one occupying each corner of the room, and a long wooden table in the center of the space.  Because we were in the basement, there were no windows and no natural light. The room was like a giant cinderblock cube illuminated by the overhead halogen lights.
 
   The processor of an ancient desktop computer whirred angrily on one of the four desks. The monitor was on, and a web browser was open to the division’s homepage. I used a yellowing mouse to scroll down the page. The number of unsolved homicides in the city and surrounding area was astounding. The webpage seemed to have no end. Each time I reached the bottom of the browser window, the page would refresh and more cases would appear. A short blurb that detailed the conditions surrounding the homicide or missing persons case was accompanied by a small photo of the victim. They were men and women, representing the wide spectrum of skin color and age. Young and old, their murders had gone unresolved.
 
   There was something about seeing the picture of the missing person or the individual whose homicide remained unsolved that made it real for me. In war, we made it a priority not to leave behind a Marine, dead or alive. Why then, stateside, was I looking at pages and pages of unsolved missing persons’ cases? I couldn’t imagine the pain of not knowing what had happened to a loved one—if they were dead or alive or who had been responsible for their untimely death.
 
   At anytime in this country, there are 84,000 people classified as missing. To be considered as a “cold case,” all probative investigative leads needs to have been exhausted. In essence, that meant a case that was only a few months old could be defined as being “cold.”
 
   The Cold Case Division’s primary mission was to bring peace and closure to the family and friends of those that had been tragically killed. The Division understood that there might be a resurgence of grief upon learning that a loved one’s case had been reopened. As a result, the cold case investigator could enlist the support of a Victim Advocate upon making the decision to reactivate a case. Working in partnership with victim advocates was a goal of the Cold Case Unit so as to minimize the re-victimization of a family.
 
   But these were all details that I’d learn later.
 
   In addition to the old computer, there was a deck of playing cards on the desk. I picked up one of the cards for inspection. The deck didn’t look like any playing cards I’d ever seen before, and I was a savant. There’d been little else to do on my military base between directives.
 
   I wasn’t able to investigate any further before another door opened—not the door I’d come through—and a man stepped into the room. He was short and round. He had a full beard and his auburn hair was cut short, but not short enough to suggest he’d ever been in the military. He reminded me of a garden gnome. All that was missing was the pointy hat.
 
   “Playing solitaire?” I asked.
 
   “Those are for a new cold case initiative. There’s 52 playing cards, each describing a violent, unsolved cold case. We’re going to distribute them to each police department around the state and to correctional facilities.”
 
   “Isn’t that a little morbid?” I observed.
 
   “Maybe. But even if one case gets solved because of these, won’t it have been worth it?”
 
   “I suppose so.” I set the card back on the top of the deck and shoved my hands into the front pockets of my jeans. There was nothing threatening about the gnome man, but the tomb-like quiet in the room made me uncomfortable. “Where is everybody?”
 
   “Lunch, I think.”
 
   “You don’t eat lunch?”
 
   He blinked twice as though my question didn’t register in his head.
 
   “Is there something I can help you with?” he asked. 
 
   “I just wanted to take a look around.”
 
   “We’re not part of the tour,” he deadpanned.
 
   “I’m sorry. I should probably introduce myself. I’m Cassidy Miller. Inspector Garnett—”
 
   “Suggested you for the open investigator position,” he finished for me. “I know. Cassidy Miller, honorable discharge from the United States Military Corps. Served two tours in Afghanistan, earned the Navy Cross in 2012,” he recited. “Graduated top of her class from the Minneapolis Police Academy, Class of 2013. Took a leave of absence from the department this summer for undisclosed reasons, and now you’re back.”
 
   “Now I’m back,” I echoed. “How did you—” 
 
   “I read your file,” he supplied. “And, I have a bit of a photographic memory.”
 
   “I have a file?” It reminded me of when Grace Kelly Donovan had blindsided me with a front-page article in the Embarrass newspaper. I’d never liked the feeling of strangers knowing my business.
 
   “Everyone leaves behind footprints,” the man philosophized. 
 
   “I seem to be at a bit of a disadvantage,” I said as cordially as I could without revealing my discomfort. “You seem to know everything about me, but I know nothing about you.”
 
   “I’m Stanley Harris,” he introduced himself. “What else would you like to know?”
 
   “I don’t know—do you work for the Cold Case Unit?”
 
   He nodded. “I mostly inventory evidence and track down information from previously assigned investigators. Sometimes I re-interview witnesses and suspects, but only when we’re shorthanded. What else do you want to know?” he asked.
 
   “I looked at the division’s webpage.” I gestured in the direction of the outdated computer. “I was surprised by how many unsolved homicides there were. How do you guys decide which case to focus on?”
 
   “Usually we work on multiple files at a time so we don’t exhaust the division’s resources on a case that could turn into another dead end. Most of the time it’s a new tip or clue that leads us back to an old case, like someone coming forward offering new evidence.”
 
   “What are you working on right now?”
 
   Stanley Harris gestured to the long wooden table in the center of the room. Glossy photographs, file folders, and open archival boxes were spread across its surface. “Unsolved homicide. Body of a Jane Doe was dumped at an area hospital—no ID, no identifiable markings.”
 
   “No prints or dental records in the system?” I asked.
 
   “Nope. And she doesn’t match any missing persons reports either.”
 
   “May I?” I asked, gesturing to one of the black and white photographs.
 
   Stanley nodded. “Go ahead.”
 
   I picked up an image of a close-up of the dead woman’s face. Her eyes were closed. Her skin was pale, almost blue in tint. In life she had probably been stunning. High, carved cheekbones, fair skin, and dark hair.
 
   “Cause of death?” I asked.
 
   “The coroner’s report indicates a lethal amount of botulinum toxin in her system.”
 
   “Poison?” I guessed. I had no background in forensics, but the word ‘toxin’ had given me a clue.
 
   Stanley Harris nodded. “It’s most commonly used in cosmetic procedures—Botox,” he explained, “but if ingested, it can be lethal.”
 
   “Not the kind of thing you accidentally eat, I’m guessing.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Jane Doe,” I murmured aloud in thought. “So no one’s come forward to claim the body?”
 
   Stanley shook his head. “Kind of the ultimate insult, huh? You get killed and no one even notices. No one reports that you’re gone.”
 
   I set the graphic photograph back on the table. That old adage—a photograph is worth a thousand words—had always bugged me. Photographs were inadequate. They left out the stench of decomposition and the hysterical cries of loved ones who’d found the body. They left out the sound of a coroner breaking down the body—cracking any bones in full rigor mortis to get the body into a normal position. 
 
   “Are most cases like this?” I asked.
 
   “Not really. Usually we’ve got someone chirping in our ear to solve the case—family, friends. It’s not typical that a body goes unclaimed for this long.”
 
   “So why spend so much time on this case?” I posed.
 
   “I dunno. If I were murdered I’d want someone to notice, wouldn’t you?” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his creased khakis and rocked back and forth on his heels. “Sometimes I feel like we’re the only ones fighting for the John and the Jane Doe’s of the world. Someone’s got to care. Someone’s got to be in their corner when no one else steps up.”
 
   “That’s quite the pretty speech,” I noted wryly.
 
   “I may have said it a few times,” Stanley shrugged. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   As city prosecutor, Julia’s old office in Embarrass had been located on the second floor of City Hall, the most prominent building in town. As a public defender, her new office building better resembled a dentist’s office in a strip mall. I had driven by the cream brick building many times on my way to and from work, but I’d never been inside. It hadn’t passed my notice that Julia herself had never offered a tour of the place either.
 
   The front plate glass window was professionally painted with the name of the public defenders’ group. The glow from the empty waiting room spilled out onto the concrete sidewalk in front of the building. It was after formal office hours, but Julia’s black Mercedes was still parked in the adjacent lot. It was out of place in the transitioning neighborhood, but that was much like Julia herself. I’d always seen her as above the company she kept, myself included.
 
   I was met by a young woman at the front door who appeared to be locking up for the night.
 
   “Excuse me,” I called out to garner her attention.
 
   I unintentionally startled her, and she dropped her keys on the concrete. I bent and retrieved them from the ground before she could and returned them to her hands.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. She was a few inches shorter than me with light makeup and pink lips. She wore her brunette hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. Her ballet flats, skirt, and blouse were less expensive-looking than the clothes Julia typically wore to work, but still formal. She was cute, probably in her early twenties, recently out of college if I had to guess.
 
   “Sorry,” I apologized. “I was just wondering if Julia was still in there.”
 
   “Ms. Desjardin is meeting with a client,” I was informed.
 
   Of course Julia would make her co-workers refer to her with such formality.
 
   “Do you have an appointment?” The young woman regarded me with clear curiosity.
 
   “No, I’m not a client,” I clarified. “I’m her …” I stopped myself. I couldn’t finish my sentence for two reasons. I had no idea if Julia was Out at work, and we’d never explicitly had a conversation about defining or labeling our relationship.
 
   “Oh!” she suddenly exclaimed. “Are you Cassidy?” 
 
   “I—uh—yeah. I am.” Her question stunned me. “How did you know?”
 
   “She said you were a cop.” She pointed to my police-issued duffle bag—the one that contained my wet clothes from the gym. I had locks on my motorcycle’s saddlebags, but I never liked to leave my things on my bike, just in case.
 
   “I’m Alice,” she introduced herself.
 
   We shook hands in greeting. “Nice to meet you, Alice,” I said. “Are you a public defender, too?” She looked a little young, but I had no idea how old lawyers typically were.
 
   “Me? God, no. I’m just the receptionist. Did you want to go in and say hi?”
 
   I held up my hands. “Not if she’s with a client. I don’t want to interrupt.
 
   “It’ll be okay,” Alice insisted. She unlocked the main office door and pulled it open. “I’m sure she’d love to see you. Her office is the last door on the right.”
 
   The scent of burned coffee and lingering cigarette smoke greeted my nostrils when I entered through the main door. I heard a lock latch as Alice locked the door from the outside again.
 
   The waiting room surprised me, not that I’d ever really thought about what it might look like. Hard, plastic chairs lined the perimeter of the room. Outdated popular magazines were piled on end tables positioned between every third chair. The tan carpeting was thread-barren with small loops that stuck up where it had been snagged over the years. The walls had once been white but were now yellowed.  There was a corner dedicated to entertaining small children—an even smaller set of table and chairs with coloring books and broken crayons. 
 
   It was utterly depressing. I couldn’t imagine how Julia managed to come to work every day.
 
   I went down a short hallway as Alice had instructed. At the end of the hall was a door that was slightly ajar. I waited for a moment out in the hallway, just listening, but I heard no noises. I lightly rapped my knuckles on the door. It was hollow, plywood, cheap construction like everything else I’d seen in the office.
 
   “Yes, Alice?” I heard Julia’s voice coming from the other side of the door.
 
   “Guess again,” I announced, pushing the door fully open.
 
   Julia stood in the center of her office, overlooking a stack of documents laid across her desk. In addition to the wooden desk, her office was furnished with an office chair, metal filing cabinets, and two of the plastic chairs from the waiting room as extra seating.
 
   She looked out of place in the dilapidated, secondhand surroundings. Her makeup was crisp, not a hair out of place. The black blouse tucked into a grey pencil skirt was understated, but still nicer than anything in the room. 
 
   “Cassidy. This is a surprise.”
 
   “A nice surprise, I hope?”
 
   “Naturally.”
 
   Perched on her hip was a small child, no older than two years old. He shared the same olive skin tone as Julia with round cheeks, dark ringlets, and dark, serious eyes. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought they were mother and child.
 
   “Who’s the kid?” I asked.
 
   Julia looked to the small boy whose arms hung loose around her neck. “This is Antonio. His mother is in the bathroom,” she explained. “He gets fussy if he’s not being held.”
 
   “I understand your pain, buddy.”
 
   Julia craned her neck in the direction of the open office door. “What happened to Alice?”
 
   “She was locking up for the night when I got here.”
 
   “And you somehow managed to charm your way inside,” Julia said drolly.
 
   “She saw my police bag and knew who I was. It appears you’ve told people about me. What exactly you’ve told them is unclear though.”
 
   “Nothing good, I’m sure,” she mused.
 
   “Are you, um, are we dating?” I asked in an embarrassed rush.
 
   Julia’s features revealed her surprise at my question. “Even though we haven’t yet had an official second date, I’m pretty sure we can call what we’ve been doing lately ‘dating,’ yes.”
 
   “Like, girlfriends though?”
 
   “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re an idiot, Cassidy Miller.”
 
   “Hey!” I protested. “I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page. You’re hard to read sometimes.”
 
   “Very much so,” she smirked. “Are there any other pressing questions I can clear up for you?”
 
   “No, I think that’s it for the moment.”
 
   “What a relief.”
 
   “Are you gonna be done here soon? I thought I’d surprise you and take you out to dinner,” I proposed. “Maybe we could finally have that second date.”
 
   “Oh, that’s very sweet, dear, and I wish I could, but I’m meeting with more clients tonight. I have two more meetings after I’m done with Antonio’s mom.”
 
   “Did you fall behind schedule or something?”
 
   “No. Most of my clients don’t have the luxury of taking time off of work to meet with their lawyer, so I’m holding extended office hours once a week for those who can’t make it during our regular hours.”
 
   “Wow. That’s really nice of you.”
 
   “It’s more of a necessity than nice,” she shrugged. “I could communicate with them over e-mail or on the phone, but I find it far more effective to be able to sit down in my office with them and go over their case with minimum distractions.” She shifted the toddler on her hip. “Present company excluded, Antonio.”
 
   “Still, you don’t have to do it.”
 
   “I realize that,” she concurred. “But these people need someone to fight for them. It’s probably the first and only time in their life anyone has done that for them, especially a stranger.”
 
   I thought about the picture of the dead woman, Jane Doe. She didn’t have anyone fighting for her anymore besides the people working for the cold case division.
 
   “Should I stick around and walk you to your car when you’re done for the night? This doesn’t look like that bad of a neighborhood, but you can never be too careful.”
 
   “I don’t know how long I’ll be, honestly. I can’t ask you to hang out here until I’m done just to walk me to my car.”
 
   “I don’t mind. Besides, we could do more than walk,” I offered with a waggle of my eyebrows.
 
   “Miss Miller,” she said my name sternly. “There’s a child in the room.”
 
   “Sorry, Tony, but can you blame me?” I apologized to the oblivious toddler. “Will you at least call me when you’re in your car and on your way home?”
 
   Home. Pensacola, Claire, and their newborn were occupying Julia’s apartment for only a few more days. Pense’s clinical trial was reaching its completion and then it would be time for them to bring Miller back to friends and family in Michigan. I could pretty much predict already that I wasn’t going to like it when Julia returned to her own space. I’d gotten used to seeing two toothbrushes in the souvenir cup in the bathroom.
 
   Julia rolled her eyes, but a small smile tugged on her lips. “If you insist.”
 
   “I do insist,” I said with a cheeky grin. “I wanna make sure my girlfriend is safe.”
 
   “Lord, don’t make me regret giving you permission to call me that.”
 
   I leaned forward and she met me halfway for a soft kiss. I kissed her quickly, not wanting to traumatize the kid in her arms.
 
   “You smell like a pool,” she observed, slightly wrinkling her nose.
 
   “Probably because I was swimming in one earlier.”
 
   “Mystery solved.”
 
   “See ya later, Tony,” I said, lightly pinching his nose. “Stay outta trouble.”
 
    
 
    
 
   I left Julia’s office and walked with a noticeable bounce in my step. I threw my duffle bag into one of my motorcycle saddlebags and retrieved my cell phone. I didn’t have his number programmed into my list of contacts, but I still had the business card with his information stored in the back pocket of my jeans. They’d been the same jeans I’d worn when he’d suspended me.
 
   It was after regular business hours, which meant Inspector Garnett was probably off-duty. I dialed the number even though he probably wouldn’t answer the call. But I didn’t want to let this opportunity pass me by.
 
   The phone rang twice before the other line picked up.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Inspector Garnett?”
 
   “Speaking,” my former supervisor’s voice growled.
 
   “Sir, it’s Cassidy Miller.” I took a deep breath. “I’m in.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   “Nervous?” 
 
   “No. Don’t be ridiculous,” Julia readily dismissed. “Why would I be nervous?”
 
   I grabbed her hand and swung our connected arms back and forth like a jump rope. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you’re going to be meeting the majority of my friends all at once and they’re all cops.”
 
   Julia rolled her eyes. “You make it sound like I’m on the lam, dear.”
 
   Angie was hosting an end-of-the summer barbeque at her place. We’d all arranged our time off to overlap so no one would have to leave early to go into work. She’d promised me a low-pressure environment where I could introduce my girlfriend to the gang and plenty of beer. 
 
   “I’ve already warned them not to make a big deal about your job,” I said.
 
   “You mean that I’m the enemy.”
 
   I nodded crisply. “Exactly.”
 
   “Will Mendez be there?” she questioned.
 
   “No. This is strictly a friends-only event, and he is most definitely not a friend.”
 
   “That’s too bad—not about the friend thing,” she clarified, “but I really wish you’d leave me in a room with him.”
 
   “Don’t tempt me,” I laughed. “I’d love to see you make him squirm. But I think we’ll all be better off when this thing gets dropped. I’m done with Mendez, and that’s a good thing.”
 
   I heard her wistful sigh. “If you insist.”
 
   I hadn’t seen or heard from my former FTO since we’d broken up that bar dispute near the university. I imagined that wouldn’t last forever though. The Cold Case Division was in the basement of the Fourth Precinct, so unless Mendez transferred out, we’d probably run into each other at some point. 
 
   Inspector Garnett had sounded relieved when I’d called to take the position with the division. I doubted it had anything to do with needing someone for the job and was instead reassurance that I wasn’t going to sue the department or at the very least to appeal his decision. I had the weekend to myself and on Monday morning I would report to my new office. With the exception of Stanley Harris, I had no idea who I’d be working with, but if they ended up being even half as quirky as Stanley, I was in for an interesting assignment.
 
   Julia and I climbed the concrete steps to Angie’s duplex, and I pressed the buzzer for her apartment. 
 
   While we waited, Julia wrung her empty hands in front of herself. “Why did I let you convince me not to bring anything? It’s rude to come to a gathering without at least a bottle of wine.”
 
   “You are nervous!” I practically gloated.
 
   “Maybe a little,” she grimaced. “I want to make a good impression.”
 
   I leaned in and brushed a lock of hair away from her squared jaw. “Don’t worry. If they don’t like you, I can always make new friends.”
 
   “It’s just that when I get nervous, I get more formal than usual. I don’t want your friends to think you’re dating a cardboard cutout.”
 
   “You’re too beautiful for anyone to make that mistake.”
 
   She’d dressed more casually for the party, but still looked like she’d stepped off the pages of a high-end clothing catalogue. Her stilettos had been shelved for the evening in favor of wedge heels. Distressed skinny jeans hugged her curves, a cream-colored camisole displayed a hint of cleavage, and a thin three-quarter length sleeved cardigan completed the outfit. I didn’t exactly look like a slob compared to her in my jeans and Henley top, but her elegant carriage elevated whatever she wore.  
 
   I buzzed the door again and peered through the small glass cutout in the building’s main door.
 
   “Is this the right place?” Julia asked.
 
   I nodded. “Angie had a party here when she first moved in. Brent puked in those bushes,” I said, pointing to a trio of boxwood shrubs.
 
   “Charming.”
 
   Suddenly it was me who became nervous. Julia had met my friends once before, but they’d been on their best behavior the night before I left for Embarrass. Tonight, they had no reason to put on airs. They could be as loud and as coarse and as crude as they wanted.
 
   Before I could pack up Julia and salvage our relationship, the sound of laughter floated from the direction of the backyard. 
 
   Julia arched an eyebrow. “I’m no detective, but I do believe I’ve found your party.”
 
   The apartment buildings in Angie’s neighborhood were fairly close to each other. Narrow, gated alleyways separated the private lots. I opened the gate at the side of Angie’s house and held the door so Julia could go in ahead of me. I ushered her into the backyard with my hand in the small of her back. 
 
   Angie’s rental wasn’t large enough to host everyone in our crowd, but the weather was in our favor and the shared backyard at her duplex was perfect for a private barbeque. A few pieces of patio furniture littered the green lawn. Angie, Brent, Adan, and a young woman whom I didn’t recognize stood clustered together near the charcoal grill. The distinct scent of charcoal and lighter fluid was heavy in the air. 
 
   “Hide your sisters, hide the beer,” Brent loudly announced. “Cass is here.”
 
   “Cute, Viking. Real cute,” I remarked.
 
   His mustache was starting to grow back in, but it would be a few more weeks before it was back to its full glory. 
 
   “Guys, you remember Julia.” 
 
   I had thought long and hard about how I might introduce my girlfriend to my friends. Technically they’d all met once before on the same night that I myself had met Julia, but as Angie had pointed out to me, we’d all met under a different context. 
 
   “Julia, this is Brent, Angie, Adan, and …” I trailed off when I reached the one person in attendance whom I didn’t know.
 
   “Isabella,” she supplied. If I weren’t already flanked by the most attractive woman I’d ever known, I might have swooned. Isabella had a soft, feminine voice. Wide brunette curls formed perfect ringlets that fell down her round shoulders. Her dark chocolate eyes crinkled when she smiled at me.
 
   “She’s with me,” Adan spoke up.
 
   “Oh!” I exclaimed, suddenly making the connection. “You’re the girlfriend!”
 
   Isabella smirked and turned to Adan. “Does everyone know about me?”
 
   Brent raised his can of beer. “Julia, you look parched. What are you drinking?”
 
   “Oh, well, uh, I don’t usually drink beer.”
 
   “I’ve got a white wine chilling in the cooler,” Angie said. “I don’t drink beer like the rest of these unwashed miscreants either.”
 
   Julia visibly relaxed beside me. “That would be lovely, Angie. Thank you.”
 
   “Cass, what kind of beer do you want?” Angie asked as she went to dig around in the ice chest.
 
   “Nothing, thanks. I’m Designated Driver tonight.”
 
   “Look at you being all responsible and shit,” Angie taunted.
 
   Brent rubbed his hands together. “So, now that you’re here, what are we going to do to get back at FTO Mendez?” 
 
   “Hey, keep me out of this,” Angie said. “Cass, no offense, but I can’t be a part of this. As much as the guy might deserve it, I’m an FTO, too.”
 
   “No, don’t worry about it, Ang. And you,” I said, poking my pointer finger into Brent’s broad chest, “don’t you even think about going on some crusade against Mendez on my behalf.”
 
   “Aww, come on, Cass. Just a little practical joke.”
 
   “No. This thing with Mendez is done,” I asserted. “I’ve moved on.”
 
   “Wait, you’re not quitting the force are you?” Adan frowned.
 
   I glanced once in Julia’s direction. “I wasn’t planning on telling anyone until I was sure it was gonna stick,” I started, “but I’m transferring to the Cold Case Division.”
 
   “Cold Case?” Angie repeated. “What the hell do you know about cold case work?”
 
   “Nothing at the moment,” I admitted. “But I’ll figure it out.” I knew there was going to be a learning curve to get me caught up, but I was never one to shy away from a challenge. My pursuit of Julia was evidence enough of that. 
 
   “So what’s your new title gonna be?” Brent asked. 
 
   “Detective,” Julia supplied a little too eagerly. No one else caught the change in her tone, but I had. I hid a laugh behind a short cough.
 
   “Anybody notice we only get together when Cass is moving or switching jobs? She’s gonna start thinking she’s important or something,” Angie snorted.
 
   “Start?” Julia raised an eyebrow.
 
   Angie’s loud laugh filled the backyard. “Oh, she’s a sharp one, Cass. I like it.”
 
   “Not just a pretty face,” I smiled despite the teasing at my expense.
 
   Angie handed Julia a glass of white wine. “I hear you defend poor people.” 
 
   I mentally winced. I’d explicitly told my friends not to ask Julia about her job as a public defender. I trusted my friends to be adult about it, unlike Mendez, but after a few beers had loosened peoples’ tongues, anything could happen. 
 
   “We prefer the phase indigent defendants,” Julia corrected.
 
   “Do you like it?” Brent asked.
 
   “Most days,” Julia nodded. “I’m a little frustrated with my co-workers right now. They’re mostly graduate students clawing their way to becoming so-called real lawyers.”
 
   “Doing their time before something better comes along,” Adan nodded in understanding. “From what I understand, it’s not a very glamorous job. Thankless, actually. What’s your experience been like?”
 
   “It’s actually not too bad,” Julia mused. “I like being the underdog. And unlike other kinds of practicing law, most of my cases go to trial. I love the courtroom. The hardest part is being able to relate to clients because we’re usually from completely different backgrounds. But I’ve had a lot of success so far, probably because everyone’s afraid of me.”
 
   Angie eyeballed Julia. “You don’t seem so scary.”
 
   “Thank you, dear.”
 
   I snorted. “You haven’t seen her in a court room.”
 
   At that moment, a high-pitched shriek filled my ears, followed by a crushing pressure wrapped around my ribcage. Before I could register what was going on, the mass of movement and sound had moved on to Julia. 
 
   It was only when the figure had her arms thrown around Julia that I recognized who it was: “Grace Kelly?”
 
   Grace Kelly Donovan let go of Julia and launched herself back on me. Her arms hung around my neck, nearly choking me with her enthusiasm. 
 
   “You’re here!” she squealed.
 
   “I am. It’s true,” I laughed. I held her at arm’s length. Her hair was a little longer than the short pixie style I remembered, but nothing else had changed. 
 
   Rich sauntered up to the group. “I see you’ve met Grace,” he joked. He tipped his ball cap. “Julia, looking lovely as always.”
 
   “Richard,” she returned, raising her wine glass in salute. “Always a pleasure.”
 
    
 
    
 
   As the evening turned into night, a few stars could be seen in the inky black sky despite the light pollution being cast from downtown Minneapolis. Angie had paper lanterns hanging from the trees in the backyard, creating a canopy of light overhead. 
 
   Rich and I stood apart from the rest of the party, me nursing a soda and he a can of beer. I periodically glanced in Julia’s direction. She, Isabella, and Grace Kelly had broken away from the rest of the group, bonding over their shared experience of dating a cop, no doubt. My eardrums were still complaining, but I was actually thankful Julia had a familiar face to talk to, not that I doubted her ability to make friends in a backyard full of strangers.
 
   “You like to ambush me, don’t you, pal?” I said to Rich.
 
   He held up his hands in retreat. “Grace knew you and Julia were going to be here. I had no idea she’d react like that though.”
 
   “I’m irresistible, what can I say?” I chuckled.
 
   “So. Cold Case Division, eh?”
 
   “Who told you?” I’d told him at the pool about it being a possibility, but he hadn’t been around when I’d made the announcement.
 
   “Brent. I think his feelings are hurt that you’re leaving him again.”
 
   “It’s not like I’ve got a choice—I didn’t want to leave my beat. That was all Mendez’s doing.”
 
   “I know. I think Viking’s just feeling a little left out these days. Everyone’s either got a girlfriend or a promotion—and you’ve got both,” he pointed out.
 
   I nodded solemnly. “That’s a good point.”
 
   Brent and Angie were arm wrestling on the picnic table while Adan looked on. I wondered if Brent or Angie had ever thought about dating each other. Besides the shared experience of being a cop, they were complete opposites. But I was living proof that sometimes dating your opposite brought out the best in you.
 
    
 
   + + +
 
    
 
   Julia hooked her arm through mine as we left Angie’s house later that night and walked back to her parked car. The sun had sunk into the horizon hours ago and the streetlamps that lined the road threw out minimum light, but we knew the way.
 
   “Did I pass your friends’ inspection?” Julia asked.
 
   “I don’t see why not. There’s nothing not to love.”
 
   My tongue felt clumsy forming the single syllable of my final word. She didn’t seem to notice my slipup or else she was wise enough not to comment on it. 
 
   When we reached her parked Mercedes, she rested her back against the driver side door. “So, your place or mine?” 
 
   Pensacola had wrapped up his clinical trial that morning and was on his way back to Michigan with his wife and newborn. I was sad to see my friend leave, but I was even more upset that it meant Julia no longer had to stay with me. I’d gotten far too accustomed to having her in my bed each night and waking up beside her. I’d even loved the more mundane things like watching TV while she read her lawyer books and the way she looked in leggings and a t-shirt.
 
   There was that word again: Love.
 
   “How about one more night at my place?” I suggested. “Your cleaning lady can scrub down your apartment tomorrow and then we can get it all dirty again.”
 
   “Mmm,” Julia hummed. “I like the way you think.”
 
   I leaned into her, gently pinning her body between mine and the car. She reached for my face and drew me in for a soft, sweet kiss that deepened the longer our mouths stayed connected.
 
   A distant wolf-whistle had me jerking backwards. I spied Brent, Adan, and his girlfriend, Isabelle, as they left the party, too. Brent grinned and flashed two thumbs up in our direction.
 
   Julia’s fingers tightened on the front of my shirt and she pulled me back in. “It’s okay. I don’t mind an audience,” she husked, fiddling with the buttons on the front of my shirt.
 
   “Sorry,” I apologized. “Cops are the worst.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,’’ she smiled. “My girlfriend’s a cop, and she’s not so bad.”
 
   “Your girlfriend, eh?” It was the first time I’d heard the label from her, and my heart felt like it might burst. “I hear she’s a Detective, too,” I couldn’t help adding.
 
   Julia dipped her head in embarrassment. “Was I that obvious?”
 
   “Only to me.”
 
   I tipped her head back up with my fingers beneath her chin. “So we still haven’t been on a second date yet—”
 
   “Oh you and those damn dates,” Julia nearly growled. “I’m in love with you, and all you can think about is how many dates we’ve had.”
 
   My mouth fell open. “I-I love you, too,” I sputtered out. “Fuck, I’m so in love with you,” I repeated in earnest. 
 
   “Good. And now that we’ve got that settled, Detective,” Julia said with some satisfaction, “why don’t you take me back to your apartment and show me just how much you love me?”
 
   “Gladly, ma’am.”
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