
        
            
                
            
        

    

Against All Odds

 

 

 

Police officer Peyton Clarke and real estate agent Tory Stevens are complete strangers who experience an instant attraction during a moment of shared misery: trying on bridesmaids’ dresses. But their flirtation comes to an abrupt end when Bradley Richter enters Angelina's Bridal Boutique determined to end every life in the store. He's deranged, heartbroken, and sure of his sharpshooting skills, but he has miscalculated. Two survive.

 

Peyton is determined to capture the guy who killed eleven people, but for Tory the tragedy is a wake up call to open herself up to more than professional success. She and Peyton learn that love can be found in the most hopeless of places. They escaped death once, but will they survive when Bradley's determined to make his kill rate one-hundred percent?
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Forget Me Not


 


“Told in the first person, from Grace’s point of view, we are
privy to Grace’s inner musings and her vulnerabilities…Bryant crafts clever
wording to infuse Grace with a sharp-witted personality, which clearly covers
her insecurities…This story is filled with loving familial interactions, caring
friends, romantic interludes, and tantalizing sex scenes. The dialogue, both
among the characters and within Grace’s head, is refreshing, original, and
sometimes comical. Forget
Me Not is a fresh perspective on a romantic theme, and an
entertaining read.”—Lambda
Literary Review


 


“[I]t just hits the right note all the way…[A] very good read
if you are looking for a sweet romance.”—Lez
Review Books


 


 


Shameless


 


“The story is full of twists and turns, none of which I was
expecting, and it made me want to devour this book even more. The sex scenes
were phenomenal and to be honest, my mind was blown. If this book doesn’t tick
off at least one of your fantasies, you’ll definitely be adding one on. I can
only hope this is not the last we see of Brit Ryder and her erotic stories
because as soon as I was finished I was craving more. 5 Stars of Sexiness!”—Les Rêveur


 


 


Lammy Finalist Jolt


 


Jolt
“is a magnificent love story. Two women hurt by their previous lovers and each
in their own way trying to make sense out of life and times. When they meet at
a gay and lesbian friendly summer camp, they both feel as if lightning has
struck. This is so beautifully involving, I have already reread it twice.
Amazing!”—Rainbow Book
Reviews


 


 


Whirlwind Romance


 


“Ms. Bryant’s descriptions were written with such passion and
colorful detail that you could feel the tension and the excitement along with
the characters.”—Inked
Rainbow Reviews


 


 


Taste


 


“I love the euphoric feeling that I get when I lose myself in
the characters and their troubles, adventures and romances. It’s just amazing
to be able to focus on someone else’s life for a couple hours a day. So, when I
picked up Taste
I was, honestly, hoping and praying that I would be able to make it to the end
of this novel and, fortunately, someone from up above was looking out for me
because this book caught my attention and kept it to the very end…I really
enjoyed reading about Ki and Taryn and I highly recommend this book!.”—Real Talk 4 U


 


“Taste is
a student / teacher romance set in a culinary school. If the premise makes you
wonder whether this book will make you want to eat something tasty, the answer
is: yes.”—The Lesbian
Review


 


 


Touch


 


“The sexual chemistry in this book is off the hook. Kris Bryant
writes my favorite sex scenes in lesbian romantic fiction.”—Les Rêveur


 


 


Breakthrough


 


“Looking for a fun and funny light read with hella cute animal
antics, and a smoking hot butch ranger? Look no further…In this well written,
first-person narrative, Kris Bryant’s characters are well developed, and their
push / pull romance hits all the right beats, making it a delightful read just
in time for beach reading.”—Writing
While Distracted


 


“[A]n exceptional book that has a few twists and turns that
catch you out and make you wish the book would never end. I was captivated from
the beginning and can’t wait to see how Bryant will top this.”—Les Rêveur


 


“It’s hilariously funny, romantic, and oh so sexy…But it is the
romance between Kennedy and Brynn that stole my heart. The passion and emotion
in the love scenes surpassed anything Kris Bryant has written before. I loved
it.”—Kitty Kat’s Book
Review Blog
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Definite Possibility


 


“I enjoyed this book, well written with well-developed characters,
including some familiar faces from the previous book in the series. The leads
had good chemistry and the angst level was just right. It was an enjoyable read
for a quiet afternoon.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library (UK)


 


“[T]wo parallel romances give a quick pace to the book with
more drama and romance…But what I really liked is that the story goes beyond
both romances and is a tale of friendship, family and love. Overall, a
heartwarming and feel-good story with a bit of drama on the side.”—Lez Review Books


 


 


Totally Worth It


 


“This book was absolutely delightful…A sweet story about love
and friendship.”—My
Fiction Nook


 


“[I]t was…really nice reading about
people going through the same transitory period in their lives that I, and many
other twenty-somethings, also are…By the end of the book, I was a little
jealous that I didn’t live in Bay West like the characters. Needless to say, I
was pretty pleased when I found out that this was going to be a series because
Bay West has so much potential given the setting and the diverse cast of
characters already in play. After a very solid first novel, I can’t wait to see
where Cummings takes us next.”—Read
All About Queer Lit
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Fortunate Sum


 


“M. Ullrich has written one book. That one book is Fortunate
Sum. For this to be Ullrich’s first book, well, that is just stunning.
Stunning in the fact that this book is so very good.”—The Romantic Reader
Blog


 


 


Life in Death


 


“M. Ullrich sent me on an emotional roller coaster…But most of
all I felt absolute joy knowing that in times of darkness you can still love
the one you’re meant to be with. It was a story of hope, tragedy, and above
all, love.”—Les Rêveur


 


Life in Death “is a well written book, the characters
have depth and are complex, they become friends and you cannot help but hope
that Marty and Suzanne can find a way back to each other. There aren’t many
books that I know from one read that I will want to read time and time again,
but this is one of them.”—Sapphic Reviews


 


 


Time Will Tell


 


“I adored the romance in this. I got emotional at times and
felt like they fit together very well. They really brought out the best in each
other and they had a lot of chemistry. I really did care whether or not they
were together in the end…It was a very enjoyable read and definitely one I’d
recommend.”—Cats and Paperbacks


 


“Time Will Tell is not your run-of-the-mill romance. I
found it dark, intense, unexpected. It is also beautifully romantic and sexy
and tells of a love that is for all time. I really enjoyed it.”—Kitty Kat’s
Book Review Blog


 


“M. Ullrich just keeps knocking them out of the park and I
think she’s currently the one to watch in lesbian romantic fiction.”—Les Rêveur


 


 


Fake It Till You Make It


 


“M. Ullrich’s books have a uniqueness that we don’t always see
in this particular genre. Her stories go a bit outside the box and they do it
in the best possible way. Fake
It Till You Make It is no exception.”—The Romantic Reader Blog


 


“M. Ullrich’s Fake
It Till You Make It just clarifies why she is one of my favorite
authors. The storyline was tight, the characters brought emotion and made me
feel like I was living the story with them, and best of all, I had fun reading
every word.”—Les Rêveur
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Chapter One

 

Bradley


 

 

Being a savior isn’t a role you request, you’re chosen for it. I,
Bradley Richter, was chosen for this. I was gifted my purpose the moment Cheryl
told me we couldn’t be together anymore. She gave me back the diamond ring I
had spent a small fortune on and told me to leave. I begged and pleaded. I
tried to make her understand, but she turned me away. I made it through every stage
of grief except acceptance, because I knew Cheryl and I knew we were meant to
be together. And I planned on proving it to her.


I wanted to know what Cheryl was doing and who she was with so I
followed her on every social media platform. It all started as a way to remain
close and work out a way back to her. I created fake accounts and didn’t leave
comments. I flew under the radar and went unnoticed, just as I did when I stood
across from our—no, her house and watched her come and go. I even started to follow
her new boyfriend to see who exactly posed as a fair substitute for me. I’d
have been willing to make any changes for Cheryl. It wasn’t until they walked
out of a restaurant one night with a group of friends and family, hand in hand
and laughing, that I saw the diamond on her finger. A diamond much larger than
I gave her. The scene seemed staged. Cheryl’s sister, Lisa, whispered into
someone’s ear as they fell behind the group. Everything hit me at once: the
people around Cheryl were feeding her lies and tricking her into a life she’d
never find happiness in.


They were all forcing her to become just another easy bitch. I
couldn’t let that happen to my Cheryl.


I could forgive her every indiscretion if she were to come back to
me. I knew I could look past the way she ripped my heart out and took
everything from my life. I had spent so much on the wedding just to make her
happy. I paid to fill every corner of the home her parents helped us buy. My
bank account bottomed out and she kept our house and everything I bought her. I
used to hate her for forcing me into a shitty, run-down apartment. Now I hated
everyone else.


I leaned heavily on my bathroom sink before staring into the
mirror. I laughed at my own reflection. I knew I wasn’t crazy, but the eyes
that stared back at me from the mirror told a different story. I’ve never been
very fond of my eyes. They’re narrow-set and dull brown, the kind no one
connects with because there are better things to focus on. I couldn’t look at
myself anymore so I turned on the faucet and watched as my hands filled with
water. I splashed it against my face. Droplets clung to my uneven beard. No, I
wasn’t crazy. Everything I had planned was calculated, deliberate, and would be
done for my Cheryl. What I was about to do was for love.


I dried my face before heading to my small bedroom. I slid the
plastic bin and lockbox from underneath my bed. This particular bin was
dedicated to Cheryl’s friends. I shuffled through the photos to review the
faces because I needed to be familiar with the enemies I was up against. I
opened the lockbox next. I picked up my gun and smiled as I turned it over in a
slow appraisal. I was damn near giddy looking at the .40 caliber in my hand. I
took up shooting as a hobby years ago and went as far as getting my own gun. I
loved my gun, but today was not its day to shine. I placed it back in the
lockbox and grabbed the more basic, less appealing 9 mm I had acquired through
illegal channels two weeks ago. I couldn’t believe how easy it was to purchase
a handgun and hollow-point bullets without any paperwork. God bless America.


I loaded the gun and grabbed two extra clips, putting one in each
of the front pockets of my jeans. I didn’t know how many bullets I’d need, but
I knew I had plenty for the occasion. Moving targets are harder to hit than the
bull’s-eye at the far end of a firing range. I tucked the gun into the back of
my waistband. It was a little bulky and the metal pressing into my skin was
painful, but I liked it. I felt more powerful, more in control. It had been a
long time since I felt any sort of control.


A pair of plain white high heels sat in their box on my kitchen
table. I dumped them into a bag. I pulled on a hooded sweatshirt. When I
gripped the door handle, I felt my nerves start to build. I breathed in deeply
and let it out slowly through my nose. It was time for me to be heard. My
mission would be completed.


Cheryl would listen to me the moment I broke whatever brainwashing
connection she had with her best friend, Pam. According to Cheryl’s sister’s
posts, “the gang” was heading to Angelina’s Bridal Boutique for fittings. I’d
meet them there and talk some sense into Cheryl. I knew that would mean forcing
sense into Pam. I started to smile and my racing heart calmed. Whoever else was
there, every person who stood in the way of Cheryl’s awakening, would be
eliminated. When it came to my Cheryl’s happiness, I’d leave no room for
misinterpretation.


I left my apartment and waved politely to the elderly man who
lived across the hall from me, Lester. I told him I was running to grab my mail
and offered to get his. He declined. I knew he got his mail over an hour ago.
Lester and I, we’re both creatures of habit. He was also quiet, kept to
himself, and his memory was slipping, which is exactly what I liked and needed
in a neighbor. He never asked where I’d been when I came up the stairs late at
night, or what my camera was for. Hell, I could come home with a dead body and
he wouldn’t spare me a second glance. Lester was the only part of the shithole apartment
building that I didn’t hate.


I walked quickly to my marina blue BMW, the only possession Cheryl
couldn’t take from me. I was very proud of my car and not because a luxury
sedan is a general status symbol, but because it was a personal symbol of my status.
Corporate IT companies didn’t always pay well, but if you were willing to work
the extra hours that were always up for grabs, you could make a good living for
yourself. Not surprisingly, that was how I wound up on Cheryl’s radar. I
dressed well, was kind, and never hesitated to spend a little extra money on
her. I would do anything for her and work to give her anything. But that wasn’t
enough once Pam started chirp, chirp, chirping in Cheryl’s ear.


I started to get myself worked up, so I took another deep breath
to calm down. I needed to keep my body language in check if I wanted to go
unnoticed in public.


My leather seats were soft and expensive, made to cradle my body
just so as I sat back to catch my breath. I slid on my aviators. The engine
came to life and purred like a delighted kitten when I pressed the ignition
button. I missed turning a key, but having the latest and the best was more
important. After waiting for a short parade of cars to roll by, I pulled away
from the curb. It was early enough on a Saturday to beat afternoon traffic, but
late enough to not be caught in a flock of early birds. The perfect time to
head to the Seaside Mall.


I drove carefully. I didn’t want to bring any attention to myself,
the gun that was nestled between myself and the seat, or the way I was shaking.
From both nerves and excitement. Soon enough Cheryl would be mine again. We’d
start the life we were both meant to live. I rolled down the windows and took a
deep breath of warm spring air as it whipped through the car. I pulled into the
mall parking lot in just under thirty-two minutes, which was a record for me. I
used to come here regularly with or for Cheryl, and this time I was here simply
because of Cheryl. I collected my thoughts and pictured the layout of the
moderately sized outdoor shopping mall. I drove around at a slow pace, taking
in the clusters of cars around the entrance closest to Angelina’s and looking
everywhere for Cheryl’s car. She wasn’t there yet. I pulled out of the parking
lot in search of a shaded spot to park across the street. I parked far enough
away from large intersections where traffic cameras were usually stationed, but
close enough for a quick, discreet getaway. I had to be prepared for anything.


I pulled out my phone one last time to double-check my
information. Angelina’s Bridal Boutique was still the location Cheryl’s sister
mentioned in her nauseating post about wedding dress shopping and how happy she
was that her big sister found her soul mate. Pam chimed in with smiley faces and
hearts. The fury in my chest swelled so strongly I wanted to throw up. I felt
even more confident in my decision. Every single person who stood between me
and Cheryl had to be eliminated today.


I had to refrain from sprinting toward the building. I carefully
calculated my pace as I walked across the blacktop and entered through the
first archway of the outdoor shopping mall. I didn’t know where every
surveillance camera was, so I pulled up the hood of my dark green sweatshirt
and continued to walk with a cool confidence. I was doing my best to pull off
the laid-back, careless look so many young men seemed to think was attractive.
I would never understand it, but it helped keep me anonymous. I kept my head
down and my eyes on the ground, counting on the rest of my senses to keep me
from walking into anyone or anything. Angelina’s was close. My heart started to
beat faster and my mind was already jumping ahead to having Cheryl in my arms
once more.


Chapter Two

 

Tory


 

 

“Could this day get any worse?” I couldn’t find my keys or my other
heel and I was supposed to leave ten minutes ago. I knocked over a stack of
mail and cringed as it fanned out all over the living room. My twenty-pound
cat, Jäger, pounced on the mess and shuffled it around like a blackjack dealer
with a new deck of cards. From the crazy look in his eyes, I knew better than
to reach down and try to take the envelopes from his paws. Destroying the mail
was his thing. I’d check under the couch for any missing bills when I got back.
Where were my keys? Where the hell was my other shoe? I limped back up the
stairs to my bedroom to check under the bed as a last ditch effort before I
abandoned the heels that matched my suit for shoes that at least paired up.


“Jäger, you fluffy asshole. Quit taking Mama’s stuff.” I found my
keys under the bed along with a pair of workout shorts, a sock, a stuffed
animal my last girlfriend won for me at a pop-up carnival, and a Corona bottle
cap. I didn’t even drink Corona. I kicked off the heel I was wearing and opted
for lower black ones. They looked okay with my suit, but I wanted to wear my
higher heels since I was trying on a bridesmaid’s dress in about twenty
minutes. I grabbed my suit jacket and raced to the garage, anxious to get on
the road. I was late to almost everything.


My gas light blinked at me. “Son of a bitch.” I should have gassed
up the night before, but it was raining and I wasn’t in the mood to be out any
longer than absolutely necessary. I could hear my grandfather scolding me,
“Tory Michelle, E does not mean enough.” I’ve been this way since birth. I wait
until the last minute to do everything.


Thankfully, the gas station was just to the right once I exited my
neighborhood. The attendant wasn’t anywhere to be found. Great. I honked and
waited a solid ten seconds before I decided to pump the gas myself. Illegal, my
ass. I was sure there were better things for the New Jersey police to do than
arrest me for doing something the rest of the world did on their own.


I slipped my credit card through the reader. After approval, I
grabbed the nozzle handle. I felt a slick substance and pulled my hand back in
disgust. My fingers were covered in oil or grease or whatever had been on the
attendant’s hand. I groaned in frustration and grabbed paper towels from the
dispenser above the windshield cleaner. They were virtually worthless, but at
least covered the handle enough to grab the nozzle. Before I even started
pumping, the attendant busted out of the store and yelled at me. I threw my
hands up at him and stomped inside to wash up. I didn’t even care that I was
getting grease on every handle I touched. It took forever to get my hands clean
and I wondered if I was on video somewhere as a joke. I glanced at the clock on
the wall of the convenience store and sighed. I was past being fashionably late
and now was just a jerk.


Surprisingly, the traffic was light for a Saturday morning. I
figured every woman in the tristate area would be at the mall trying on dresses
for the upcoming wedding season. The parking lot was packed. I parked on the
side near Angelina’s Bridal Boutique, raced inside the mall, and found the
store.


“You must be Tory.”


My frazzled, I-am-so-late look must’ve been a dead giveaway. I
nodded sheepishly. “I should have been here thirty minutes ago.”


The friendly associate continued, “I’m Amanda. Stacy said you were
coming this morning. This shouldn’t take long at all. Would you like some water
or a cup of coffee before we get you fitted?”


Coffee. That sounded lovely. I smiled and followed her to a
sitting area with comfortable chairs and an espresso machine. An indoor
fountain completed the calming feng shui of the room. As a Realtor who staged
houses, the arrangement impressed me. The stress of trying on dresses couldn’t
be easy for anybody involved, so I tipped my hat to Angelina or whoever
designed this space.


“Let me go pull the dress for you and we’ll get started.” Amanda
disappeared behind a door.


Stacy, my best friend since high school, had guilt-tripped me into
being a bridesmaid. I’d missed every single wedding get-together because I
didn’t work normal hours. I had to work with the rest of the world’s schedule.
Most people needed to see houses after hours and on weekends. I didn’t mind
that I’d missed so many of the bridal activities. There was only so much traditional
crap I could take. And I didn’t know the bridal party that well. This was the
first wedding I’d been asked to participate in and would probably be my last.
Marriage wasn’t something I was against. I just thought weddings were a waste
of money. Instead of plopping down twenty-five thousand dollars on a single day
that very few people would remember or care about, I would rather put that down
on a house that I planned to live in for at least five years. Investments were
more of a sure thing than a marriage. I’d promised Stacy that I wouldn’t miss
her bachelorette party, regardless of my schedule. It was coming up in a few
weeks and I had it highlighted and circled in red on my calendar.


Waiting made me antsy, so I casually strolled around the boutique,
touching the lace and silk on the racks. I liked the feel of different
textures. It was calming. Some of the dresses were really beautiful, yet some
reminded me of Little Bo Peep or something from Gone with the Wind. I nodded at a group of
ladies trying on dresses and tried not to smile at the hideous sea-foam green
picked out by the bride. There was another group of women in the corner serving
as an audience for a bride trying on gowns. The older woman close to tears must
have been her mother. She was trying to encourage her daughter to try on a more
modest dress.


“Honey, in twenty years you might not like this dress or how you
look in your wedding photos. Those pictures will be forever. Don’t you want to
look like a princess?”


I almost snorted. There was no way the young woman wearing the
short, tight, sleeveless wedding dress cared if she looked like a princess or
not. My guess was that she picked the dress so she could show off her tattoos
and cleavage. The others nodded in agreement with the mother. I didn’t know why
I was just standing there, soaking in the scene, but when the mother turned to
me, I suddenly realized I should have left ten seconds earlier.


“What do you think about that dress?”


“Really? You want my opinion?” I knew the mother and sidekicks
wanted me to agree with them. “Okay.” I dragged out the word a bit. I saw the
mother’s eyes widen in expectation as I prepared my thoughts. “I think it’s a
dress for the bride to wear on her special day and she should be the one who
picks it out.”


“But I’m paying for it and I think she should have something that
actually covers her and doesn’t make her look trampy.”


I heard regret in the mother’s voice. I knew she was sorry she
even asked me.


“Again, it’s your daughter’s special day. I think it’s great that
you are paying for it, but if this dress makes her happy, then this should be
the one.” I couldn’t believe the mother actually tried roping me into this
conversation.


The bride smiled at me and I gave her a wink. Things were
different in today’s world and her mother had to face it. I held my hands up
and backed away slowly, indicating I was done with the conversation. I turned
and headed back to the bridesmaids’ dressing area. I was the kind of person
that when asked for an opinion, gave it.


“Here we are,” Amanda said. She held up a lavender knee-length
dress in front of her.


I stared at the layers of taffeta and shook my head. “This can’t
be right. Seriously. This must be a mistake.” I pulled out my phone and snapped
a picture to send to Stacy while Amanda double-checked her paperwork. I paced
until my phone rang a minute later.


“What’s wrong with the dress? You don’t like it?”


I sat on one of the comfy chairs and digested the ominous fact
that this explosion of taffeta was the dress I was expected to wear. “I like
the color. I’m just surprised at the cut and all of the layers.” I poked at the
bottom row of taffeta and it bounced back with vigor. The back of my knees
already itched just thinking about sitting in this dress.


“It’s a little eighties, but that’s the look Mark likes,” she
said.


I rolled my eyes. Mark was sixteen years older than Stacy. I gave
the marriage two years tops.


“Come on. It’s only for one night. It’ll be fun, I promise.”


I closed my eyes and told myself not to be selfish. This wasn’t
about me.


“Okay, okay. I’ll wear it, but only because I love you.” I already
knew I would bring a change of clothes just in case something dreadful happened
like if an entire glass of red wine spilled on it.


“Don’t forget to try on shoes. The shop will dye them to match the
dress.”


So my morning struggles were for naught. “Sounds great. Okay, got
to go. Amanda wants me to try this cream puff on,” I said.


Stacy laughed. “You look good in everything. You could pull off
wearing a potato sack.”


“I would actually wear a potato sack instead of this.” I told her
good-bye and dragged myself back to the fitting rooms. I stopped in the sitting
area to grab a tiny bottle of water first. They had Angelina’s Bridal Shop
labels on them. Cute, but not the best marketing idea. People would throw them
away or recycle them and not give the label a second thought. I couldn’t even
remember the name brand of the water I had at home, and I had cases of them. I
took the tiny bottle with me and continued my casual pace.


I had no idea why it took Amanda so long to get my room ready. How
hard was it to unlock a door and hang a dress up? I groaned and tried to settle
down. Today already had long day written all over it and it wasn’t even noon.


Chapter Three

 

Peyton


 

 

Oh my God. This was what death felt like.


That was my only thought as I heard the click of the door behind
me. I took a few seconds to let myself rest on the dressing room’s tiny bench
seat. With my head back against the wall, I prayed for the Motrin to kick in. I
needed headache relief and coffee. Major coffee. The second I was done with
this fitting, coffee was going to be my first stop. I couldn’t believe I was
hungover. I never drank the
night before I was scheduled to work because I prided myself on being sharp and
bringing my A game every day. In my line of work, you never knew when shit
would go down. So I stayed regimented. It was one of the reasons I was good at
my job.


It was also probably the main reason I was still single. It was
hard meeting the right girl with such self-imposed limits hampering the social
calendar. Yesterday, I was feeling rebellious and honestly, a little lonely, so
I allowed my friends to talk me into ladies’ night at Lulu’s in Hoboken. First
Fridays of the month were reserved specifically for the ladies who like ladies.
They were somewhat legendary. Lulu’s was the hottest scene for miles.


It had been so long since I’d been out partying, I’d clearly tried
to make up for lost time. Tons of dancing, way too many drinks, but so much
fun. I did not find Ms. Right, but I had a lot of laughs with the girls. Not
that I really believed I’d find my soul mate at ladies’ night, but you never
knew. People were always saying that you found love when you least expected it
and who was I to argue with that conventional wisdom? As I thought back on the
last twelve hours, I smiled to myself in spite of my current state. It was okay
to mix things up. Last night had been a good time, even if I was paying the
price now.


I was just about to stand up and put on my dress when my phone
rang.


“Hi, Mom,” I said.


“Peyton, I’m going to ask nicely one last time before I come to
your apartment and drag you to Angelina’s myself.”


My mom had been needling me for weeks to get fitted for the
bridesmaid dress for my sister’s wedding. I smiled at the familiar rant before
I responded.


“Syd’s not getting married for over a month. But you can relax,
I’m at Angelina’s now. Just about to try it on.”


I heard her breathing settle on the other end of the line. It was
obvious she was appreciative this item could be checked off her list and her
voice was lighter and more animated when she continued. As she spoke I was
overwhelmed with the desire to touch the dress’s smooth fabric, but when I
stood up, I felt nauseous. A flash memory of doing shots at the end of the bar
rushed through my mind.


I interrupted her. “Can you put Dad on?” My dad always made me
feel better. I was hoping one of his pep talks would miraculously cure my
hangover.


“Hey, Peyton.” I heard his smile through the phone. “Thanks for
taking care of this dress stuff.”


“No problem, Dad.”


“What time are you on today?”


“Twelve.”


“You’re headed there straight from the store, I assume?”


I balanced the phone between my chin and shoulder as I started to
undress. “I have to stop home quick and grab my gun first. I didn’t want to
bring it with me.”


His silence told me he didn’t 100 percent approve of my plan. I
knew he was concerned about the time. He wasn’t wrong. I would be cutting it a
touch close to the start of my shift. Normally, I would simply have gone
shopping with my firearm holstered to my hip, covered it with a light jacket,
and no one would have a clue I was armed. But since I was going to be in a
dress, I knew there would be no way to conceal the gun effectively. And I
wasn’t nuts about leaving it in the dressing room unattended while I was being
measured and pinned everywhere. I’d opted to leave it home even if it meant
rushing back and forth before my tour started.


“Don’t worry, I’ll make it on time,” I said optimistically.


“Don’t be late.”


“Yes, sir, Captain Clarke,” I said with faux seriousness, but not
sass. I knew he still worried about me. He’d retired from the police force just
last year, leaving me the sole member of the family on the job. After thirty
years, he’d been ready to hang up his gun and shield, but I think it bothered
him not being in the station house, certain of my well-being at all times.


“Just be safe, peanut.”


“Always.”


I hung up and pressed the sides of my temples, hoping to squeeze
the pain away. I couldn’t believe I had a ten-hour patrol shift ahead of me.


I stripped down to my bra and panties and stepped into the dress.
The sales associate, Jenny, I think was her name, had given me a set of super
high heels to pair with it. I knew she was adjusting for my five-foot-two
frame, but she overestimated my ability to walk in stilettos. I shrugged and
slipped them on anyway. It was only for one day.


I stepped onto the pedestal and looked at myself in the mirror
while Jenny kneeled in front of me to mark the necessary adjustments. I
swallowed a smile at my reflection. I fucking owed Sydney. I glanced around at
the sea of lacy, gaudy gowns, every random hue from the Crayola Sixty-Four box
accounted for, and silently applauded my older sister for selecting a sleek black
dress for her bridal party. It was gorgeous and sexy and somehow made my blue
eyes stand out even more than normal. I was going to hug the hell out of her
later.


I turned my head at a series of loud cackles from one of the
bridal parties and when I shifted back around, I was overcome with a wave of
dizziness like I was about to pass out. I still had nothing in my stomach, and
the effects of last night’s shenanigans were catching up to me.


“Are you okay?” Jenny asked.


I nodded yes, but she looked up at me with concern. “Are you sure?
You’re listing a little. You aren’t going to keel over on me, are you?”


“No. Sorry. I had a late night. Not much sleep.” I sugarcoated the
truth and forced a smile to assure her I was all right. She looked unconvinced.
To get my blood flowing, I rolled my shoulders and arched my neck a little and
was met with a waft of freshly brewed coffee coming from somewhere close by.
Did they actually have coffee here?


I must have said it out loud, because the next thing I knew a
smoking hot brunette offered to fix me a cup. Even though I didn’t verbalize a
response, my longing expression must’ve answered for me, because immediately
the gorgeous stranger asked how I take my coffee. I would never expect someone
to wait on me, but with the pins in my dress there was nothing I could do to
help myself.


“If you don’t mind—”


Jenny cut me off right away. “Absolutely not. Coffee is
complimentary for our patrons before or after their fitting. I can’t have you
sipping a hot beverage while I’m doing this. And you are wearing a very
expensive dress.” She looked up at me. “Sorry.” Her voice softened, but she
didn’t really sound apologetic. My dream of medicinal caffeination was too good
to be true. The brunette clearly felt my pain as she rolled her eyes in obvious
disapproval.


“How about some water?” She directed the question to Jenny. We all
knew who was in charge at the moment. Instead of waiting for a response, my
ally pushed. “She can at least have some water, right?” I loved that her voice
held a challenge, as though we were in this together, somehow bonded in my
plight. Jenny sighed deeply, but acquiesced with a stern warning to be careful.
I was rewarded with a small bottle of Angelina’s custom-labeled water, an
adorable wink, and an introduction from my heroine. Tory. Pretty name.


In the corner of the shop, there was some commotion with one of
the bridal parties. Jenny excused herself to assist. Tory took the opportunity
to snag me a refill.


I silently mouthed thank you and I felt myself blush when our
hands touched. Tory graciously pretended not to notice. She was absolutely
stunning and probably used to having this effect on people. I was embarrassed
anyway.


“Rough night?” she asked with a sly grin.


I bit my lower lip and scrunched my nose in response.


“Bachelorette party high jinks?”


“No.” I drew out the one syllable as long as possible because my
night couldn’t have been further from what I assumed she was picturing. I
probably went slightly overboard because her eyebrows lifted and she was clearly
waiting for me to provide some details. “I was at Lulu’s in Hoboken.” I held my
breath a touch. I’d just outed myself to this woman. “Do you know it?” I was
fishing, but I felt uncharacteristically brave.


She crossed her arms and said nothing for a second until her full
lips curved at the corners. “First Friday of the month. I know it well.” Her
eyes met mine and locked. Excellent. My morning had just taken a turn toward
the fantastic. “I haven’t been there in ages.” She sounded almost wistful.
“Work has me fully at the whim of other people’s schedules.”


“What do you do?” I asked.


Tory told me she was a Realtor, and it sounded like she enjoyed
her job even though she worked a lot. We talked the entire time I was waiting
for Jenny to return to finish my minuscule adjustments. Tory lived in Red Bank
and she was here because she was going to be a bridesmaid for an old friend.
She made an unimpressed face at her dress, a frilly lavender gown. I told her I
was sure it would look great on her, because the truth was she probably looked
amazing in everything. She had long wavy hair, beautiful dark eyes, and
eyelashes that went on for days. She was tall and her body was incredible.
Curves in all the right places. I couldn’t help but notice throughout our
conversation she’d made no mention of a significant other. Could this gorgeous
woman really be single?


I don’t know where I found my nerve, but I was speaking before I
could stop myself. “You should come to Lulu’s next month.” I waved my phone.
“Give me your number. This way we can coordinate.” I was a little disappointed
in my delivery, because I sort of chickened out of being direct, but I didn’t
want to come on too strong and put her off completely.


She grinned and her raised eyebrows told me she saw right through
my façade, but she answered with ten digits. I typed them in and entered her
name into my contacts. “This is me texting you right now.” I looked over my
phone as I typed a quick message. “I’m Peyton, by the way.”


“Peyton,” Tory said, as though committing it to memory. She looked
as if she was going to say something else, but a salesperson approached and
guided her into a dressing room that had freed up. Just before she went in, she
turned back toward me and let her eyes run the full length of my body. I felt a
shiver, and goose bumps lined my forearms. That was certainly something. I
smiled right back because I wanted her to know I was interested. We’d only
shared a brief few moments but there was a definite spark. A bridal shop seemed
a weird place to find a date, but for the second time in as many days I
recalled the old-fashioned expression about meeting someone when you least
expect it.


Tory disappeared into the dressing room and I made my decision on
the spot. I wasn’t going to wait a month. When we were through with our
fittings, I was going to ask her out. It was a little brazen because we hadn’t
had too much time together, but deep down I knew she would say yes. I felt a
connection I couldn’t quite describe. It was something that had never happened to
me before and I was excited just imagining the possibilities.


Jenny returned to finish up with me and took her sweet time
marking the final length modification. I was pretty sure her focus was still on
the other bridal party. I tried to be patient and not stare directly at Tory’s
dressing room. Forcing myself to look around, I noticed a scruffy-looking dude
who’d entered the shop by himself. I wondered if he was meeting his fiancée
here. I was antsy because I wanted the timing to work out just right so I could
talk to Tory again. I checked my watch and saw that only a minute or two had
actually passed. Once I was finished I should probably stall in the dressing
room a few minutes so it didn’t seem like I was stalking her. I didn’t want her
to think I was crazy, after all. I smiled at myself in the mirror.


I had a good feeling about this.


Chapter Four

 

Bradley


 

 

I stood outside Angelina’s, leaning against a pillar like I was one
of many other men who’d come here with a woman who loved to shop. My attention
was split between watching Angelina’s and the mall entrance for Cheryl. I
pictured what was about to happen: the screaming, the fairy-tale dresses
turning crimson, and the look in Cheryl’s eyes as all the lies and brainwashing
cleared away. She would be so relieved when I saved her. I’d never killed a
person, but any nervousness I felt was put at ease by knowing I was doing the
right thing. These people, these influencers, were monsters that had to be
stopped. Anyone caught in the crossfire was collateral damage.


I had learned the store’s layout from online research. I put the
details together and formed a mental map to follow. The brides had their own
fitting rooms on one side, and the bridal parties on the other. I had to be
quick and act at just the right moment. I watched as a petite redhead chatted
with the woman working the register. She wouldn’t shut the fuck up. I checked
my watch and noted Cheryl’s tardiness. She was always late, a quirk that once
annoyed me, but was definitely starting to piss me off. I needed to act before
my lingering alerted anyone. If the bitch at the counter would just open the
door, I would have been able to move forward. She triggered a new feeling in
me. I wouldn’t have minded if she caught a bullet, too.


That desire shocked me momentarily. This rage was sudden and new,
and I fought to understand it. But it wasn’t the moment to analyze myself.
Today was the day to put my plan, my mission, into action.


Finally, and ever so slowly, she turned from the counter and I
jolted into action. I stepped toward the door just as the talkative woman did.
My hands were at my sides, one holding the shoes and the other clenched in a
fist. I made sure not to touch anything, keeping my fingerprints to myself, and
I used my foot to hold the door open. The woman thanked me. “You’re welcome,” I
said with a smile.


“May I help you?” I heard the woman behind the front counter, but
never looked right at her.


I kept my face shielded and offered up a hollow laugh. “My fiancée
forgot her shoes.” I held up the shopping bag. “I won’t look at anyone, I
promise.” I weaved around racks of dresses and dodged a large shelving unit
full of shoes. When I came to the bridal area, I checked the names on the
fitting rooms and stopped at Cheryl’s. I looked around to see if anyone was
watching me. I pulled a pair of latex gloves from my pocket and draped them
over the doorknob to quickly duck in. I put the gloves on as I waited and
listened to cheery employees attending to needy customers. My heart was
pounding and I could feel myself starting to sweat.


I overheard a woman usher someone my way. The hairs on the back of
my neck stood up. I knew it was Cheryl. I could always tell when she was near.
We had a connection I could never explain. I backed against the wall so I’d be
behind the door when she opened it.


Cheryl stepped into the room and paid little attention to her
surroundings as she placed her purse on the bench against the wall. She took a
garment bag from the employee and hung it up before turning back.


“Thank you,” she said with a smile in her voice. “If I need any
help, I’ll let you know.” She finally entered the room fully and shut the door.


My presence startled her. I reached out and grabbed her hands to
hold her steady. “Hey, baby.” Somehow I managed to get the words out. My breath
hitched at the sight of her so close to me. Her hair was a half inch shorter
and she wore brighter lipstick than I prefer, but she was still beautiful. And
she was about to be my beautiful girl once more.


“What are you doing here, Brad?” She tried to pull away. I
tightened my grip.


I kept my voice low. “We need to talk.”


“I told you we have nothing left to talk about.”


My smile fell and I tightened my grip further. I loved feeling her
delicate bones pressing into my palms, like she was sinking into me and we were
becoming one.


I could see fear in Cheryl’s eyes. I softened my tone and said,
“We need to talk about the mistake you’re about to make.”


“What mistake?” she asked before she glanced toward the door.


I walked her backward to the wall. I pressed her into the hanging
garment bag. “Marrying this guy. Cheryl, we’re—”


“How did you even know I was here?”


“That doesn’t matter.”


“Did you follow me?” she asked.


“We’re meant to be together and it’s time you saw that, too.”


“Let me go,” Cheryl said a lot louder than I cared for. I pushed
her harder against the wall and covered her mouth with my free hand. I held her
hands tightly in the other.


“Everyone around you is lying to you,” I whispered harshly. “I
love you and I know you love me.” Cheryl shook her head against my hand. Her
reluctance to listen was starting to whittle at my patience. “What has Pam been
saying? What ideas has she been putting in your head?”


Cheryl’s eyes widened as she rocked against me in an attempt to
get free.


“Or is it that bitch sister of yours? She never liked me. She’d
tell you anything to get you to pick anyone but me. Everyone here, every person
supporting you is in on it.” Her brow furrowed with an unspoken question. “They
want you away from me so badly that they convinced these people to play along.
But that’s okay because I’m here to free you from them. I’m here to save you,
my love.”


She pushed at me and started to scream into my hand. A small knock
sounded at the door. I released her hands and was able to hold her in place
with my body. I pressed my index finger to my lips and shushed Cheryl. Her free
hands started to swing at me so I pulled the gun from my back. She froze. I
knew I was getting through to her.


“Is everything okay in there?” The female voice was muffled by the
thin wood of the door.


I pressed the gun against the wall beside Cheryl’s head and leaned
more heavily into her. “Tell her you’re fine and will be out in a minute.” I
took my hand off her mouth.


“I’m fine.” Cheryl’s voice shook. “I’ll be out in a moment.” She
started to make another noise. I slapped my hand over her mouth again and
released a long breath. I was getting angry.


“Is Pam here?” I asked. I loosened the grip I had on her face and
she nodded. “What about Lisa?” Heavy tears started to drip against my hand. She
nodded again. “Who else?” Cheryl began to sob. Her body shook against mine and
her eyes clamped shut. “Don’t be scared, baby. I’m here to help you, not hurt
you.” I kissed between her eyes and relished the warmth of her forehead. I
moved my hand away and kissed her lips, wet with snot and tears. “Let’s get
started.”


I stepped forward the moment the door swung open. I kept Cheryl in
front of me as I moved to catch a glimpse of the women on the bridal party
side. I recognized Pam’s face right away. Cheryl started to speak, but her
words died as I raised my gun. Everyone around me disappeared. All I cared
about was my aim and the woman I was protecting. I pulled the trigger twice and
Pam’s body hit the ground in an instant.


My heart thundered in my chest and I felt my world slip into slow
motion. Silence followed. And as quickly as it came, the sluggishness wore off.
I came back to myself in enough time to catch the initial reaction to what had
just happened. Everyone was frozen in fear for only a second, but long enough
for me to fire four rounds at the woman who stood beside Pam in a matching
black dress. She dove for cover, which caused three of my bullets to be buried
in the wall. Hysteria began to set in and the people around me started
screaming. Cheryl fought to free herself from my grip, but my strength couldn’t
be met. Her cries were so loud they hurt my ears, but they were soon lost in
the sounds around us.


I aimed for the attendant next to Pam’s body and the two workers
running for the front door. They were just as guilty as Pam, but the difference
was they took money in exchange for their brainwashing. I heard two doors slam,
one from across the space and the other next to me. I kept my eye on the front
door as I rushed to the fitting room opposite me and dragged Cheryl along. I
unloaded five rounds into the flimsy door, then forced it open. Three lifeless
bodies.


“Who were they?” I asked Cheryl as I stared into the open, blank
stare of a corpse.


Cheryl cried. “I don’t know.”


“Don’t lie to me.” I looked again to the front door and saw crowds
running past. I had to hurry if we were going to make it out. A creak behind me
caught my attention. “They’re all here for you. They’re here feeding you lies.
Don’t you get it?” I pulled Cheryl along as I followed the sound to another
fitting room.


Cheryl fell to the ground the moment I stopped. “Please stop.” She
continued to sob.


I knelt and held her face in my hand. “With them gone we can be
together.” I stood quickly and fired again into the door. The empty clip fell
from my gun and hit the floor with a thud. I picked it up, stuffed it in my
pocket, and reloaded. “We can both have our fairy-tale ending.” I shot at the
door three more times. I peeked inside to check for bodies. Two this time. Two
fewer people to influence Cheryl. Footsteps caught my attention and I turned to
catch Cheryl’s sister coming toward me. Her phone was in her hand, but I shot
her before she could dial.


Cheryl cried out. “Lisa. No.”


I wasn’t satisfied with one bullet, so I gave Lisa three more
before I went to collect Cheryl. “Come on, my love, time to go. The cops are
probably on the way.” I heard sirens in the distance. I lifted her by her
armpits and held her.


“Please.” She went slack in my arms. “I’m not going anywhere with
you. Why are you doing this? I don’t even know them.” She looked around and
sobbed. “My sister.”


“Cheryl, I’m here for you. I did all of this to save you.”


“I hate you!” she screamed. She looked at me with wet, bloodshot
eyes and said, “That’s why I left. If I’d stayed with you, I would have hated
myself just as much as I hate you.”


I snapped. I pulled the trigger and watched Cheryl crumple to the
ground. Blood pooled around her. I dropped to my knees, careful to avoid the
mess, and held her hand. “This wasn’t what I wanted, but at least you’re still
free. I’m sorry, my love.”


I heard the sirens grow louder and knew my time was up. I tucked
my gun away and ran to the door. I peeled off my gloves and pocketed them
before I fled the store. I retraced my steps back through the mall with my
hands high. I started to yell along with the hysterical crowd that surrounded
me.


“Run!” My voice broke as I screamed more loudly than I ever had. I
packed as much emotion as I could into the words as I repeated myself. “Run!
The shooter’s in the store!” Everyone around me was already in a panicked daze.
They didn’t hear me or care about my direction. I exited the same way I
entered. I slid on the mask of a panicked but relieved survivor as I ran past
three armed police officers. They rushed me along, pushing at my shoulder to
get me out of the way of danger.


Ambulances and unmarked black SUVs were starting to flood the
parking lot, but I kept my eyes on my own car across the street, my own
getaway. Getting there was no problem. I pulled off my hoodie and tossed it
onto the passenger seat. I got behind the wheel, started the car, and drove
off. The pistol was still hot against my back and I felt sweat trickle down my
neck as I drove through quiet back roads. The sirens began to fade. I started
to cry the moment I turned onto the highway. Images of Cheryl’s bloody body
filled my mind. I killed the love of my life.


No one told me about the high cost of being someone’s savior.


Chapter Five

 

Tory


 

 

My ears were still ringing even though the shooting stopped. I had
no idea if the shooter was still in the shop, so I cowered behind my dress in
my dressing room. I didn’t even remember how I got there. Loud cracks and pops
filled the store and my survival instincts kicked in. I could hear people
screaming, but I didn’t think the screams were from inside the store. I thought
they were coming from behind me in the rest of the mall.


I peeked out from under the chair. Even though my view was
severely restricted, I saw shoes and the bottom of jeans. He walked toward me,
then quickly turned and disappeared. I held my breath, squeezed my eyes shut,
and prayed for what seemed like eternity. Think,
Tory. I looked back at my purse where I knew my phone was, but I was
too scared to give away my hiding place. Was he still out there? What if there
was more than one? The store seemed eerily quiet. How long had it been? We
needed help. Peyton, the woman I was just flirting with, and the sales
assistant were on the floor near the pedestal. I knew they’d been shot because
I saw a pool of blood surrounding them. As soon as I noticed the blood, the
smell of warm copper assaulted my nostrils. I tried hard not to throw up. I
took a chance and carefully reached for my purse, trying hard not to disturb or
rustle the dress. We needed help. I shook so badly that it took three tries to
unlock my phone. I called 9-1-1.


“9-1-1. What’s your emergency?”


I immediately turned down the volume, afraid that if the shooter
was still in the store, he might hear the operator.


“Angelina’s at Seaside Mall. There’s a shooter in here. Please
hurry.” I hung up because I was afraid both of us were too loud. After what
seemed like minutes, but really was only a few seconds, I peeked out again.
This time I leaned out just a little bit farther. I didn’t think the shooter
was still in the store.


I saw Peyton’s fingers flutter. She was still alive. I army
crawled to her because my legs were too weak for me to stand. I looked around
the store. I didn’t see a single person standing. Most of the dress racks were
tossed and on the ground. Almost everything was at my eye level and nothing was
moving. It was very quiet.


I reached Peyton and panic set in. What was I supposed to do now?
The sales assistant was almost completely on top of her, and from the blank
look in the assistant’s eyes, I knew she was dead. I didn’t want to touch her,
but when Peyton moaned, I knew I had to do something. I wiped tears I didn’t
realize I’d cried to see better but was careful not to sniff, or sob, or make
any loud noises, because I didn’t know if he was still there. I pushed the
associate off Peyton but couldn’t stop my loud sob because blood was everywhere
and I had just touched a dead person. I didn’t know if the blood on Peyton’s
arms and the wetness on her dress was blood from the associate or if Peyton had
been shot in several places.


“Peyton. Peyton. Can you hear me?” I didn’t want to move her
because she had a gash on her forehead from either a bullet or from hitting it
when she fell. I touched her everywhere, trying to find out where she was hurt.
When I touched her hip, she moaned and her eyelids fluttered again. My hand was
sticky and warm, and I knew I found at least one bullet wound.


Come on,
Tory. Think back to first aid class. What do I do now? I leaned over
her and pushed her dress up. There was a hole in the side of her hip that was
pumping out blood at an alarming rate. I sat up. Apply pressure. I needed to
apply pressure. I couldn’t really get a tourniquet above the bullet hole
because it was so high up on her leg. I used a silky veil I found within reach
and pressed it to her hip. The veil was soaked within seconds and her blood
pumped furiously when I lifted it to check the wound. Shit. I pressed harder
and looked around for something that was absorbent. I leaned over Peyton and
pulled a cotton dress off a rack that had fallen over. I balled it up and
pushed it against the bullet hole. She moaned at the pressure, but I had to do
it to keep her from bleeding out. I grabbed a cushion off the chair nearby and
carefully raised her hip so the wound was above her heart.


“Help. Help. If anybody can hear me, we need help.” I couldn’t
tell if I was whispering or yelling. My phone was still in the dressing room. I
stayed focused on Peyton’s face. I couldn’t look around. I knew more people
were shot and likely dead. Probably the mother and the bride across the room. I
couldn’t even look at the woman I pushed off Peyton. “You’re going to be fine.
The cops and ambulance are on their way. I need you to hang in there, okay?”


I wished I had something to wipe the blood off her forehead. I
didn’t think it was a bullet wound. A bump and a bruise were starting to form,
so she must have hit her head on the pedestal. I carefully looked her over
again. The gunshot wound on her hip was the only one I found. I kept my hand on
her leg until my fingers were numb. I put my right hand on top of my left hand
when I got tired. Somebody had to get here soon. I didn’t know how long Peyton
was going to last.


At the whoosh of the door opening, I fell on top of Peyton out of
sheer instinct. Oh, God, he was back. The killer was back. From my angle, I
couldn’t see who was there, but I heard more than one person shuffle in. They
were quiet though. The second I heard “clear,” I yelled out.


“Over here. We need help.” I carefully lifted myself off Peyton
and turned to find at least six armed, uniformed men, guns drawn. They hurried
over to me. One spoke into the radio attached at his shoulder. He called for
the EMTs to enter with stretchers.


“Ma’am, are you okay? Have you been shot?”


I was still pressing into Peyton’s hip. I shook my head. “No, I’m
fine, but Peyton has been shot and she’s still alive. Somebody please help
her.” I refused to move until I saw the paramedics enter with the stretcher.
The stretcher was slim and seemed flimsy. “Are you kidding me? On that tiny
thing?”


“We can’t jeopardize the scene. This will be quicker, I promise.”
One man, who introduced himself as Lieutenant Morris, hovered above me,
seemingly anxious to peel me away as soon as the paramedics were in position to
slip the board underneath her.


“Keep pressure on her wound.” I knew they knew how to do their
jobs, but I couldn’t help but tell them. I had to continue to concentrate on
Peyton or else I was going to fall apart.


Once they had her on the stretcher, Lieutenant Morris helped me up
and tried to walk me back into the dressing room to sit down. He didn’t turn me
in time. I saw the carnage and I started to tremble. There were lifeless bodies
everywhere. Every single person I either made eye contact with or talked to
just a few short minutes ago was presumably dead.


“Are they all dead?”


“Please have a seat, ma’am. Do you remember anything that
happened?”


“Are they all dead? Every single person here?”


“We’ve got a live one,” someone said from across the room. Two of
the armed men left me and crossed the room.


My mind immediately went to the bride. She was in that area. “Oh,
thank God,” I said. My legs shook and I felt the room sway.


“Ma’am, do you think you can walk? I need to get you out of here.”


I turned my head to the side and threw up until my throat burned.
Nothing was left, but I continued to heave and cry. Strong arms lifted me and I
didn’t open my eyes again until I felt sunlight on my face. I was whisked away
to an awaiting ambulance.


“What about Peyton? Where is she?”


“Let’s worry about you. Your friend is probably already at
Graceland Hospital. We’ll get you there. We just want to make sure you are
fine.” The lieutenant shut the ambulance door before anybody could see me or
take pictures. The media was probably first on site.


“Wait. My stuff. I need my purse and my phone.” I knew I was in
denial. I felt my mind slip into autopilot. “I need to call my boss and let her
know I can’t make the appointment.” I felt strong fingers on my shoulders
gently push me onto the stretcher.


“It’s okay. Your boss will understand. We will get all your
belongings from the police. Please just relax and let us look you over.”


I was spent. I lay back on the stretcher and cried. Maybe I never
stopped. I sobbed at everything I’d witnessed. I knew I would never unsee or
forget all the blood, splattered everywhere and pooled on the carpet. The
paramedic wiped the blood off me and said soothing things to calm me down, but
it only made it worse. Nobody asked me what happened. One of the paramedics
added another blanket to the pile and tucked it securely around me. I nodded my
thanks. He smiled at me, but it was a sad smile. He quickly looked away.


The hospital was frenzied, but it was organized chaos and they
wasted no time getting me into a private room. I told them I was fine, but they
wouldn’t release me until a doctor checked me out and I talked to the cops. I
just wanted to go home and curl up in bed and beg for a do-over for this day.


“Ms. Stevens? Hi, I’m Dr. Chandler and this is Kathy.” He gestured
at a woman in scrubs. “I know you’ve been through one hell of an ordeal. We
just need to take a quick look at you.”


I nodded because I just didn’t have any fight left in me. He was
gentle with his exam and I winced when he reached my knees. They were raw and
bleeding. He treated them and a few raw spots on my elbows.


“Do you know how Peyton is doing? And what about the other woman?
Are they okay?” I was desperate for information.


“I don’t know. Right now, my main concern is you.”


I remained quiet while he finished up with me.


“We can give you a pair of scrubs if you would like to get cleaned
up,” Kathy said.


I nodded. I knew I looked a mess. Kathy quickly left to get me a
pair.


“I know the police would like to talk to you about the event and
then we’ll have a counselor available.” Dr. Chandler leaned over and patted my
forearm. “I’m sorry this happened. We are going to do everything we can to get
you the right kind of help.”


Kathy knocked and reentered with a pair of navy scrubs, hospital
no-slip socks, and soap. She gave me a sympathetic smile and headed to the
bathroom to start a shower. I was so ready to wash off the blood. Dr. Chandler
excused himself and I noticed two police officers standing outside my door
before it clicked shut.


Kathy helped me undress and I didn’t object. I didn’t recognize
the clothes that she pulled off me. My blouse, once pristine white, was
splattered with blood. I couldn’t even look at my favorite apricot suit. I saw Kathy
bag it up out of the corner of my eye. She had to turn it over to the police.


The water faded from red to pink to clear. She stood by the door
like my protector, there to take care of me if I crumbled. Again. When I turned
off the water, she was there with a warm towel and rubbed me dry. She quickly
dressed me and handed me a brush so I could do something with my hair.


“Let me know when you are ready to talk to the police,” she said.


“I’m ready. The sooner I do this, the sooner I can go home.”


She returned with two detectives who were anxious to get started.
I sat on the bed while they pulled up two chairs to get closer to me.


“What happened, in your words?” The male detective started off the
questioning.


“I was in the dressing room trying on a dress when I heard several
very loud pops. My ears were ringing and it’s as if my brain knew exactly what
was happening even though I didn’t know for sure. I hid behind my dress. It was
draped over a large, round chair in my dressing room.”


“Did you see anything at all? Anything about the shooter? What he
looked like or what he was wearing?”


“I only saw shoes and the bottom of his jeans. He wore sneakers.
Converse, I think. The kind with the white rubber toe caps. From where I was
hiding, I couldn’t see any of his features, only that he was wearing dark jeans
and black sneakers. It was so fast and I didn’t want to move in case he saw me.
Oh, my God. How many people died? How’s Peyton? And the other woman?” I gripped
a pillow against my chest, anxious to hear.


“Officer Clarke is going to be fine. She got shot in her upper
back thigh. Right now she’s in surgery,” the female detective said.


I leaned back against the bed, and silently thanked God for that.


“The other lady did not survive.”


My chin quivered as I tried to keep up my brave front. “How many
people died today? Did he go to any other place in the mall? Anywhere else?”


Both detectives looked at one another, silently deciding whether
they should tell me.


“I can turn on the news and find out,” I said.


“As far as we know, he only attacked the bridal shop. A total of
eleven people died. You and Officer Clarke are the only ones who survived.”


I couldn’t stop the tears. I should have done something sooner.
Maybe if I called sooner or walked around and tried to save other people.


As if reading my mind, the female detective leaned forward. “You
are a very brave woman. You saved a life today. You did the right thing. By
staying alive, you were able to help Officer Clarke, who would not have
survived if you didn’t. There’s nothing else you could have done.”


They didn’t tell me anything else other than I wasn’t supposed to
share any information or talk to the press yet. They left and sent in a
counselor. She was very calming and told me what to expect and how to process
my feelings. I nodded and told her I understood. I kept it together until I
heard a knock at the door and my mom peeked in. The minute our eyes met, I
erupted into tears.


Chapter Six

 

Peyton


 

 

“Anything, Dad?” I was all over my father the second he ended his
phone call. He’d had his cell pressed to his ear the last seventy-two hours,
trying to obtain any info at all. Three decades of career contacts were coming
through, but so far no one had much to report. He stopped at the foot of my
hospital bed and forced a smile. It did little to convince me anyone was closer
than they’d been three days ago. “You know how these things go, Peyton. It
takes time.”


“That’s bullshit and you know it. Particularly in cases like
this.” I stared at him intensely, waiting for him to agree. “The more time
passes, the less likely we are to find him.”


Defeat seeped through all his nonverbal cues. I knew he was trying
to stay positive but we were both aware that with each passing hour, the odds
of catching the shooter decreased exponentially.


“I know it’s hard, but you have to be patient.”


“Do they have any leads?” The fact that he didn’t answer said it
all. “I just don’t understand why no one is talking to me. You know I’ve only
been interviewed one time?” My question was mostly rhetorical since I didn’t
expect him to know the case detectives’ plan. “There was no follow-up to see if
I had any additional recall. No photo array to look at.”


“Feds.”


It was only one word but my heart sank. “Feds? As in the Bureau?”
He answered with a stiff nod. “Come. On.” My voice was as sardonic as ever. I
didn’t have his poise, and this new tidbit had my blood boiling. “The FBI can’t
find its way out of a paper bag.”


“Peyton, you’re upset.” He kneaded his hands together. “With good
reason. But you have to let them do their job.” He steepled his fingers and
brought them to his lips. These were his tells. He wasn’t pleased with the
development either. “At this point, the best thing you can do is be a good
witness. You know that.”


“I would love to, but they haven’t even bothered to show me any
camera footage.”


My dad folded his arms across his broad chest and didn’t meet my
eyes. “There isn’t any.”


“How is that possible? It’s the mall. There’s got to be literally
hundreds of security cameras.”


“You’re right about that.” He scratched the three-day scruff on
his cheek, his investigative mind slipping into action as we talked. I’d never
seen him go this long without shaving. He probably hadn’t slept at all. “There
are no cameras at Angelina’s. And nothing in the vicinity.”


I was about to counter that I should take a look anyway, plead my
case with him even though I knew he wasn’t in charge. But when he sat in the
chair across from my bed, his khakis hitched up and my eyes were drawn to the
.38 strapped to his ankle. Secured to his body. Where he could reach it with
ease. Even in retirement, my father was more prepared than I’d been. I felt
hollow at the sight and I swallowed my words, reminded again that my decisions
to this point had been nothing short of catastrophic.


The room was quiet as my mother folded a blanket over the back of
a chair and arranged the largest bunch of balloons neatly in the corner.
Scribbled on the balloons were messages urging me to “Feel Better” and “Get
Well Soon,” the strings anchored by a tiny bear in a police uniform courtesy of
my colleagues at Tinton Falls Police Department. A nice thought, but I wondered
how many of them were eager to partner up with me ever again after I’d done
nothing to stop a cold-blooded killer.


Thankfully, I was spared dwelling on it when food services arrived
with my lunch.


“Here you go, Cagney. Or are you feeling more like Lacey today?”
The large woman bellowed out a brusque laugh as she paid tribute to the 1980s
police drama centered on two female NYPD detectives. She gave me a version of
this same joke every day and I’d had to Google it at first to have a clue what
she was talking about. This time I worked up a smile to be polite as she
delivered my tray and moved on.


“Oh, Peyton, this looks nice.” My mother examined today’s
offering.


Her optimism was a little over the top as she arranged the items
on my lunch tray. I had no appetite, but I appreciated her efforts anyway.
Watching her move around the small space calmed me even if it was only a
momentary distraction. I liked the way she carefully set up my fruit cup and
napkin, then refilled my water, making sure my cup had plenty of ice. Her
doting made me feel like a kid again. It was nice, and simple, and I loved her
for never leaving my side the last few days.


Unwrapping the sandwich, she tilted one half to examine its
contents. “Turkey. Your favorite. How did you get so lucky?” The words were out
of her mouth before she could stop herself and she must have registered the
pain on my face immediately. “I’m sorry, honey.” She touched my forearm and I
felt a lump in my throat at how much sentiment was conveyed in the tiny
gesture. I knew I couldn’t be mad at her word choice and I wasn’t. She was just
trying to be positive, but it was all I’d heard for the last three days—how
lucky I was. Lucky to be alive. Lucky my injuries weren’t worse. Lucky the
psycho on a shooting spree had thought I was dead.


It was all true and I had no right to complain about anything. I
had twenty-seven stitches and a turkey on rye. Eleven women were massacred. I
didn’t feel fortunate. I felt guilty.


“Good afternoon, Peyton…Clarke.” The pause between my first and
last name was a dead giveaway. New doctor. I’d seen about a million of them in
the last three days and my injuries were minor, considering. He looked at my
food and made a gesture indicating that he could come back later.


“It’s fine. I’m not eating.” I pushed the movable tray back so
he’d know I was serious.


My parents quickly collected their personal belongings and left
the room. There was no telling if this doctor was from plastics to check out
how the laceration on my temple was healing or if he was going to examine the
bullet wound on my hip. If it was the latter, my whole body would essentially
be exposed, so I was thankful for the privacy.


His eyes immediately darted to my leg under the thin cotton
blanket. Bingo, he was here to check the recovery process. My pulse quickened
at the thought he’d give me the okay to go home, but that hope faded when he
introduced himself as the physical therapist, here to do an initial evaluation.
Great. It was doubtful he had the juice to discharge me.


He must’ve read my expression because he laughed out loud. “Wow.
That’s some serious disappointment on your face.”


“I’m sorry. I just thought—I was hoping I might get out soon.
That’s all.”


“Well, let’s check your range of motion. I looked at your chart
earlier. The bullet didn’t shatter the bone, which is good news. But it did get
into the musculature of your hip pretty good, so the doctors cut through a fair
amount of muscle during surgical extraction. And of course, there’s soft tissue
damage.” His voice faded as his fingers kneaded up my calves and to my thigh.
When he angled my leg forty-five degrees, I couldn’t cover my wince. “That
hurts?”


“It’s okay,” I said.


His laughter was soft and subtle, almost commiserating with me.
“You’re an athlete?”


“I played soccer in high school. I still get to the gym a few
times a week.”


He nodded and discreetly moved my hospital gown to look at the
bruising around my bandage. He quietly pressed and poked along my entire
hip-thigh area for a good few minutes. His silence made me uneasy. “So, Peyton,
you may get your wish after all. You’re in excellent shape. Your leg is really
strong despite the injury and recent surgery. I’m going to recommend outpatient
physical therapy. I just have to write up my eval and talk to your doctors.
But,” he patted the railing as he talked, “I’m usually the final step. In my
estimation, you’ll be out of here in the next day or so.” He backed away
smiling, knowing he’d made my day. I couldn’t help but join him. “I’ll see you
at therapy.” He reached the door. “Hold that smile. You’ve got a visitor.”


My good mood gave way to complete shock when I saw my guest. It
took my brain a full thirty seconds to catch up. I don’t know if I thought I
was getting a pop-in from my sister or one of the guys from the precinct
passing through on their tour. All I knew was I was not expecting it to be her.
Tory. From the bridal shop.


“Hi,” I said, starkly aware of the surprise in my voice.


She strolled in, somehow more beautiful than she’d been when she
was all dressed up at the bridal boutique the other day. She gripped the
shoulder strap of her oversized purse tightly and worried her full lower lip
with her teeth. “I hope it’s okay that I came. I really wanted to see you.”


“Of course.” I scooted a little higher on the bed and touched my
matted hair. I hadn’t showered in days and I was wearing a ridiculously thin
hospital gown. Self-conscious didn’t begin to describe how I felt, but instead
of nerves, I felt a warmth spreading through my body. It was as though I was
happy to see her on an organic level and every part of me knew it. I gestured
to the empty chair next to me. “Sit. Please.”


My heart quickened when she slid the chair closer to my bedside.
She pulled a small white teddy bear from her purse. The bear was wearing a
T-shirt emblazoned with “Get Well Soon.” Instead of o’s, there were two beaming
daisies. She half frowned as she handed it to me. “I know it’s completely
clichéd. I wanted to bring something, but nothing seemed right. This is from
the lobby gift shop.” She shrugged.


“I love it. Thank you.” I reached for her gift. Her overture was
unnecessary but so thoughtful. “You’re always bringing me things.” My voice
came out more serious than I wanted and her brow furrowed in response. “The
bridal shop. You got me water. Now this.” I waved the cute bear. “I’m racking
up quite the debt. I don’t know how I’m going to pay you back.”


“The fact that you’re alive is payback enough.”


It was the first direct reference to the incident and my throat
stung at the mention of it. I swallowed the pain and found my voice.


“I owe that to you,” I said, meeting her gorgeous brown eyes.


She smiled and I felt my stomach flutter. “I don’t really think I
had anything to do with it.”


“The newspapers called you my guardian angel. You’re pretty much a
legend at the department. Saving a cop’s life is a pretty big deal there.”


“All I did was make sure the paramedics knew you were still alive.”


“The doctors said if I had lost more blood, who knows.” I coupled
my statement with a shrug. She cocked her head to the side. Her full lips
curved into a half smile. “Thank you for taking care of me.” I placed my hand
on top of hers so she would know my gratitude was genuine. “How are you doing?”


“I’m okay.” She made a big deal of looking down dramatically as
she examined both arms. “Not even a scratch.” Her eyebrows shifted upward. “All
my scars are internal.” She smiled nervously.


“Using humor to deflect. There’s a word for that.” I noticed
stress lines on her forehead. I moved my hand to gently rub her forearm. “Hey,
it’s okay.” I was trying to be reassuring and supportive, but I also knew it
was an excuse to keep touching her. I worried I looked pathetic, but at the
same time didn’t care. Her skin felt good on my fingers. It made me feel okay
in a way I hadn’t since the slaughter. Like the world might be normal again
someday. I didn’t want her to leave so I pushed the conversation. “Have you talked
to anyone? A therapist or counselor or anything?”


She nodded. “I still can’t believe it happened. That guy, the
shooting.” Her voice was almost distant as she continued. “Any of it.” Her gaze
fixed on the edge of the bed in a vacant stare and I knew she was reliving it
in her mind the same way I’d done hundreds of times in the last seventy-two
hours.


“Tory.” It was the first time I said her name out loud and she
looked right at me. Her eyes were so sincere and she looked like she was
hanging on my one word, but even though I had her attention, I didn’t have
anything useful to say. Certainly nothing that would have eased her stress or
made her feel better. Honestly, I didn’t think those words existed. I licked my
lips, hoping something would come to me, but nothing did. Finally, she broke
the silence.


“I’m going to see someone. A grief counselor.” She glanced up at
the clock on the wall. “Here at the hospital.” She tucked a long strand of hair
behind her ear. “My appointment is at two.”


“Good.” I nodded. “That’s really good.”


“Have you?”


I answered with a shake of my head, keenly aware of the irony in
my response. “I will. At some point.” I knew I would eventually, but I just
couldn’t imagine talking about it. Not with a stranger. Not yet.


“I wanted to talk to you first,” she said as though she could read
my thoughts. “Is that strange?”


“No. Not at all.” I met her eyes because I wanted her to know that
I understood the feeling. Even though we’d only brushed the surface of what
happened, our shared experience connected us in a way that surpassed words. “We
could get together to talk. Not instead of therapy. I just meant, you know, it
might be good to talk to each other.” I licked my lips. “I think I’m getting
out in a day or two.”


“Really?” Her smile was genuine and it relaxed me. “How is your
leg?”


“Not as bad as it could have been. The physical therapist—that’s
who was leaving when you got here—he’s recommending outpatient therapy. He says
I’ll be good as new in no time.” It was a stretch of the truth, but I felt like
that sentiment was implied.


“That’s wonderful. And what about this?” She moved my hair out of
the way and rubbed her thumb delicately over the medical tape covering the
stitches on my left temple. Her movements were sincere and oddly intimate. I felt
my heartbeat distinctly.


“Just a surface laceration.” I touched the spot out of habit. “I
suffered a concussion when I fell, but I’m fine now.”


I glanced at the bright sunlight outside the window and instantly
pictured us together at the boardwalk sitting by the ocean. I was about to
suggest it, set up a kind of friendly date for when I was discharged, but my
parents returned before I got the chance. It ruined my moment completely.


I registered disappointment on Tory’s face at the interruption. I
think she wanted more time with me.


My mother looked between us and I was sure she was thinking this
was some secret girlfriend I’d kept from her. Before she could say anything
embarrassing, I made the introduction. “Mom, Dad, this is Tory. The other
survivor from Angelina’s. Tory, these are my parents—”


Tory stood to shake their hands, but I wasn’t even able to get
their names out before my mom had her wrapped in a full embrace.


“Please, call us Ellen and Kyle,” my mother blurted out. “Thank
you for taking care of Peyton.”


Tory’s slight smile seemed forced, but her dimples came out
anyway. “I barely did anything.”


“Nonsense.” My mother still had Tory in her clutches. “We’d love
to thank you. You must come to dinner when Peyton’s out of the hospital.”


I clenched my jaw at the invitation because I was hoping to see
Tory on my own. At the same time, I was excited at the thought of something set
in stone before she left for the day. Even if it involved my parents.


Tory looked at me before responding.


“Please? It would be nice to see you again,” I said.


“I would love to.” Tory answered my mother formally, but turned to
me and her eyes told me she wanted to see me, too.


My mother waved her hands back and forth between us. “Why don’t
you girls exchange numbers so you can iron out the details?”


“I have Tory’s number, Mom.” A small weird laugh escaped me as I
was transported for a second to that moment before, when I’d found the nerve to
ask for her number, when we were just two people dancing the line of flirting
as we tried on dresses, nothing but the gorgeous spring morning ahead of us.


I looked over at Tory and her expression said it all. She was
right there with me, momentarily back in the bridal shop. Three days ago, when
life was simple. Her soft smile was somehow reassuring.


“I should get going,” she said.


“I’ll call you when I’m out.”


“Call me tomorrow, either way,” she said sweetly. “Let me know how
you’re doing.” She bent down to give me a hug. It was a little awkward because
I was sitting in the bulky hospital bed. She had to lean over pretty far to
reach me, making it less personal than our earlier exchange when she’d been
right next to me. Before pulling away, she brushed her lips lightly across my
cheek and I felt her breath near my ear. “I’m so glad you’re alive,” she
whispered.


I choked up immediately at her words because I was, too.


Chapter Seven

 

Tory

 

 

Meeting new people was something I did every day and always under
good circumstances. Tonight was different. I was nervous and wasn’t sure how I
felt about the attention. I wasn’t a hero. I didn’t do anything special. I saw
a woman who needed help. Granted, she was one I’d flirted with moments before
the shootings, but the instinct to do everything I could to keep her alive
kicked in.


Peyton’s parents insisted that I attend a celebratory dinner. I
was parked on the street in front of a slate-colored American colonial house
with a well-manicured lawn. I smiled at the welcoming feeling but had a moment
of panic when I realized there were a ton of cars in the driveway and across
the street. Surely, they weren’t all at this dinner. I took a few minutes to
check my makeup and my hair. I wasn’t sure if this was a casual dinner, so I’d
opted for slacks, a fitted button-down shirt, and low shoes. I looked
comfortable but was anxious. Why did I even agree to this? Today was the first
day I left my house for something other than therapy. Reporters were camped out
at the office, trying to get ahold of me, and several had found out where I
lived. Even though my mother insisted I stay with her, I knew that would be
disastrous. My neighbor behind me let me park my car in her driveway and I came
and went by escaping through the privacy gate that separated our yards. I was
surprised there weren’t a slew of reporters hanging out at Peyton’s parents’
house.


“Hi.”


I stifled a yelp.


Peyton leaned down so that her face was even with mine. Her sweet
smile set off a flurry of activity inside my stomach. “I didn’t mean to scare
you. I saw you sitting out here for a few minutes and didn’t want you to change
your mind.”


“No. I’m just taking a breather. How many people are inside?”


Peyton shrugged. “Just most of my family. You know, aunts, uncles,
cousins. Everybody wants to meet the woman who saved me.”


“I didn’t do anything really.”


Peyton opened the car door for me. “I beg to differ. I wouldn’t be
here if it wasn’t for you.”


I reached for the bouquet of flowers I brought.


“Are those for me?”


“No. These are for your mom to thank her for inviting me.” I
smiled at Peyton and wondered what she would say if they were for her.


“That’s nice. My mom will love them. Are you ready to go in?”


I nodded and closed the car door. Peyton was doing surprisingly
well on her crutches. “You didn’t have to come out to collect me. I would have
eventually found my way to the door.”


“Well, just in case. I know my family is overwhelming so I wanted
to at least escort you in.”


I followed her up the short sidewalk, giving her a wide berth as
she manipulated the crutches in tight half circles. It was charming she’d made
the effort given that she wasn’t really mobile.


“Please. Come in,” Ellen Clarke said.


She grabbed me and hugged me tightly before I could give her the
flowers or get all the way inside the house. I saw only faces past her. About a
dozen of them filled my vision. She wasn’t in a hurry to release me so I stood
there, embarrassed and surprisingly emotional as I felt her tears against my
skin. I swallowed hard. I’d promised myself I was done crying.


“We are so happy you are here.”


We broke apart and I was instantly passed around to her dad, and
then from family member to family member. I forgot so many names. I was about
ten seconds away from sobbing, but Peyton gave me an exaggerated eye roll and
wink that alleviated the seriousness of the moment. Her strength at that moment
forced the tears back in and I mouthed “thank you” to her.


“Come on. Give Tory some room here.” Peyton to my rescue.


Her family disbursed, but all eyes were on me. “Thank you for
inviting me into your home,” I said to Ellen.


She looked like she wanted to reach out to me again, but clutched
her bouquet of flowers instead. I followed Peyton into the living room and sat
next to her on the couch. There was a heaviness in the room, but she tried to
make it as comfortable as possible for me.


“How are you?” Peyton asked.


I felt like everybody was sitting on the edge of their seats
waiting for my answer. “I’m tired, but I’m doing okay.”


“I’m not sleeping the greatest either,” she said.


Ellen handed both of us glasses of iced tea. I was thankful to
hold something, anything, to keep my nerves in check.


“How’s your injury?” I pointed to the stack of pillows Peyton sat
on.


She smiled sheepishly. “Well, I’m uncomfortable all of the time
and I can do basically nothing. At least if I sit here on this throne of fluff,
my stitches don’t hurt as much.” She leaned forward so that nobody else could
hear her. “I don’t like my crutches, but I promised my mother that I would use
them today. She’s tired of chasing me around with them.” She looked at my mouth
briefly before licking her lips.


I felt a sharp surge of warmth inside me as I watched her tongue
dart out. I was sure it was something she did subconsciously, or out of
nervousness, but the effect on my body was explosive. I realized that even with
the atrocities that happened last weekend, I still wanted to get to know her
outside of the shootings. I was torn because of my selfishness after so much
death, but there was no denying it. There was heat between us.


Peyton’s aunt who was sitting beside me and whose name escaped me
broke the moment. “What do you do, Tory?”


I slipped into Tory Stevens, Realtor, and told her about my job.
She was very interested, having dabbled in real estate several years
previously. Now she was retired and volunteered at the animal shelter in town.
I liked her immediately. I didn’t see sadness in her eyes when she spoke to me.
She was the only one.


“I really enjoyed placing people in the perfect home for them,”
she said.


I loved that she was keeping the conversation light and easy. I
dreaded the questions that would soon be asked of me. Did I remember anything?
Did I see people die? Where was I during the shootings? I heard the reporters
outside my house yell questions at me whenever they saw Jäger brush against the
curtains, thinking the movement was me peeking out. I couldn’t imagine anyone
here would ask me questions, but I was still wary.


“It’s a tough process because people want so much for so little,
but when it clicks, everyone feels like they’ve just made the best deal of
their lives.”


“How long have you been in real estate?” Peyton leaned into my
space as she joined the conversation.


I didn’t mind. With her so close to me, I saw the light sprinkle
of freckles across the bridge of her nose and a few on her cheeks. She was
flushed. The house was cool and I wondered if my nearness was affecting her.


“About eight years. I started as an administrative assistant to
one of the Realtors. Eventually I worked my way up and the rest is really just
history.” I didn’t want to rehash the hardships I went through. They didn’t
need to know about my family life and how I had already lost everything once
before. Parents. Not all of them were great. Peyton’s parents were the kind of
parents I wanted growing up. Supportive, loving, and the strong foundation of
something I never had. “What about you? I’m assuming you got into law
enforcement because it’s a family thing?” I intentionally deflected.


“Definitely. I’ve always been around it. It’s kind of in my
blood.”


“How long have you been a police officer?” I realized I knew
nothing about her, really.


“Six years.”


“We are about the same age, then.” Even though it turned out we
were only a few months apart, I felt older. I knew from the perfectly clean
house and affection bestowed upon Peyton any time somebody walked close to her,
we grew up very differently. I wouldn’t recognize my own father if I passed him
on the street. My mother had a few photos of him scattered in random drawers in
her apartment, but I never cared to take one with me when I moved out at seventeen.
Being here, surrounded by Peyton’s family, gave me a sense of peace because of
the love, but also unease because I was unfamiliar with it. All of my
ex-girlfriends told me I was emotionally unavailable. Emotions were a luxury
growing up the way I did.


“Dinner is ready. Everybody head into the dining room.” Kyle’s
voice boomed out and silenced the entire room for a split second before people
stood up. Peyton and I were ushered into the room first. The main table seated
fourteen and another six were able to crowd around the kitchen table nestled
near the corner of the dining room.


“Peyton, grab the end here. Tory, you can sit next to her.” Ellen
herded us into the room and sat us efficiently and quickly.


“My mother can be overbearing at times,” Peyton whispered.


“She’s fantastic so be nice,” I whispered back. “Did she cook all
of this food? It smells and looks delicious.”


“The ziti and the bread, yes. I think everybody else brought a
small dish, so what you’re looking at is a collaborative effort.”


“Is it wrong that I already want leftovers?”


Peyton threw her head back and laughed. She thought I was kidding.
Cooking for one person was hard, so I ate out most meals.


“Before we get started, I would like to make a toast.” Kyle raised
his glass of wine and we all obediently raised ours, too. “I’d like to take a
moment to thank Tory Stevens, the woman who saved our little peanut. Because of
you, we have our daughter with us today.”


I felt the heat rise in my face as everyone looked at me.


“Thank you. I just saw that Peyton needed help and did what I
could.”


I felt Ellen squeeze my knee under the table and tears sprang up
in my eyes. Again.


“Hang in there. He’s almost done,” Peyton said under her breath.
She was right, he was done after saying only a few more words. Peyton surprised
me by standing up, crutch free, to toast me as well.


“Thank you, Tory, for making sure I didn’t bleed out, for making
sure the EMTs helped me right away, and for sticking by my side.”


The tears trickled down my cheek. I thought this dinner was going
to be easy. I should have known better. I nodded and tipped my glass to Peyton.
She sat down quickly and leaned her shoulder gently into mine.


“I’m sorry about that, but thank you,” she said.


The family started passing around the food. There was such an art
to this serving chaos. The largest table I’d sat at for a family dinner was a
four top when my grandparents met me and my mom for dinner when I turned ten.


“I love how well everybody works together. Your family is
perfect,” I said to Peyton. I was rewarded with a beautiful smile and a quick
shrug.


“Thank you for coming over. I’m sorry it’s so loud and we have
zero privacy. The good news is that after dessert when all the food and wine is
gone, most of my family will leave. Then it will just be a manageable handful.
I honestly didn’t realize it was going to be so huge,” Peyton said.


I found myself moving closer to her, leaning forward into her
personal space. It didn’t look like she minded.


“I’m sure we will find time soon just so we can talk.” I stumbled
a bit over the word “talk.” I wondered if she was going to therapy. I knew she
probably wanted to talk about what happened. I knew I did. Our only time
together went from extreme high to the worst possible scenario for any two
people, let alone people who were interested in one another. I knew I hadn’t
imagined her interest in me. She had my phone number. I was disappointed that
she’d texted me instead of calling to give me her parents’ address. Maybe she
was shy.


“Jesus. Who let Justice and Baxter in?” Kyle asked.


A commotion was happening on the other side of the room. My heart
sped up as visions of the bridal shop flashed in front of me. I clutched the
sides of my chair. Peyton touched my forearm.


“It’s okay, Tory. It’s just the dogs. They got in somehow.”


I knew I looked panicked. I told myself to breathe and took a
moment to calm down. I saw the sadness in the glances my way from some of the
family members who were aware of what just happened. I shouldn’t have come. It
was too soon. Goddamn shooter. I desperately pushed him out of my thoughts.
Tonight I was not going to give him my time. Tonight was for the living. It was
for us. Me. Peyton. This family.


“Somebody get them out of here,” Peyton said.


“No. It’s fine. Really. Who’s this fuzzy guy?” A giant golden
retriever put his head in my lap. I rubbed his ears.


“That’s Baxter. He thinks he’s a police dog like the other one. In
reality, he’s still a giant puppy,” Peyton said. “Dad, you want to put them
back outside?”


I petted Baxter for as long as I could. It amazed me how quickly I
calmed down just by digging my fingers into his fluffy fur and letting him lick
my hands. I wasn’t used to instant love from an animal. Jäger certainly wasn’t
the loving type. He wanted attention on his terms, which was either early in
the morning or right before I left for work. Even then, I was skeptical of his
needs. Too many scratches in my lifetime from that boy.


“He’s sweet. One day you’ll meet Jäger. And you’ll want to race
home to snuggle with Baxter,” I said.


“What kind of animal are we talking about?”


“He’s a giant cat. Part Maine Coon. He pretty much rules the
house. We have an understanding. I feed him and change his litter box, and he
doesn’t kill me in my sleep.” I liked that Peyton’s smile was relaxed and
comforting. I felt safe.


“I want to get a cat. I would love a giant dog, but my apartment
complex doesn’t allow them and it’s really not fair. I work all different hours
so we wouldn’t have a schedule. Dogs need a schedule. Plus, I can always come
here and snuggle with those guys.” She nodded her head in the direction of the
backyard, where Kyle put the canine escapees and ensured the door was secured.


Ellen pulled my attention away from Peyton. She’d overheard me
praise the food and offered to send some home with me. I was surprised there
were leftovers. I graciously shook my head, which she ignored and told two of
Peyton’s aunts to fix me up some containers to take home. I didn’t fight her.
It was a good excuse to come back and visit.


“For dessert we have tiramisu. Do you like dessert?” Ellen asked.


I looked down at my slacks. Yep. There was still wiggle room.
“Yes, please.”


“Would you like coffee, too?”


“Oh, Ellen. I can get it,” I said.


She placed her warm hand on my arm. “You stay put. You’re our
guest and I don’t want you to lift a finger.” Her hand rested on my arm for a
while. I knew she wasn’t done hugging me. Good-bye was going to set off a fresh
set of tears. Probably for both of us. Ellen’s dessert was delectable. By the
time most everybody left for the night, I was stuffed with delicious food and
wanted to curl up and fall asleep on the couch. I was so relaxed and safe that
going home was going to be hard. I didn’t want to overstay my visit, though, so
I stood up and announced that I was going to leave as well.


“Thank you for having me tonight. You’ve made me feel welcome and
the food was delicious. I hope to see you again.”


Ellen didn’t wait. She scooped me up again and gave me a squeeze.


“You are welcome here any time for any reason.”


Again, I was passed from person to person until I was face-to-face
with Peyton.


“You don’t have to go,” she said.


“If I don’t, I will fall asleep on the couch and embarrass myself
by snoring or drooling. Nobody wants that.”


She laughed. “Let me walk you out.” Peyton shooed off the crutches
her mother handed her and opened the door. “Oh, your food. Let me grab that.”
Kyle stopped Peyton and darted into the kitchen. He returned with a giant
canvas bag that looked like it weighed a ton. The straps were straining.


“That’s way too much food. It’s just me. And Jäger. But still.”
Ellen shrugged me off and Kyle handed me the bag. I knew she wanted to say more
but kept herself in check. “Thank you again.”


Peyton gently shoved me out the doorway.


“Sorry for that, but my mom would keep you there on the porch
until morning.” She limped behind me, so I slowed my steps. Tiny beads of sweat
rested across the bridge of her nose when I turned to open my car door.


“You have a wonderful family, Peyton. Thank you for inviting me
over.” I walked into her outstretched arms and she held me for a few extra
moments as we said good-bye. Tonight wasn’t the night to explore anything with
her, but it gave me the opportunity to let her know it was okay to pursue
something nice that came from such a horrific tragedy.


Chapter Eight

 

Peyton

 

 

Tuesday night just past eleven, I shuffled through the kitchen of
my parents’ house unable to stop thinking about Tory. I paused by the fridge to
refill my water glass and glanced over at the table, immediately flooded with
visions from dinner the other night. It was crazy that I’d grown up in this
house, but all my memories seemed to be from a few days ago. Tory talking to my
mom by the fireplace, getting grilled by Aunt Paula in the den, at the kitchen
table seated so close to me I could smell her light perfume. I was dying for
more interaction. I craved it. I looked at the clock on the microwave, even
though I knew what time it was. Too late to contact her. I sighed audibly.


Without contemplating it any further, I gave up and grabbed a
handful of Hershey’s Kisses and headed into the den with my drink. Baxter and
Justice dutifully flanked me and I reached down to give each dog some love
before I settled into my nightly spot on the sofa. Fully activating the recline
lever in the corner spot, I stretched my legs out and covered myself with a
fuzzy blanket as I nestled in, confident sleep would overtake me eventually.
Even though we hadn’t discussed it, I was sure my parents had clued in that I’d
been sleeping down here. It was easier somehow than being in my room upstairs.
The distraction of the fifty-inch screen and its eclectic late-night offerings
provided just enough edge to keep me safe from the morbid images that flooded
my mind when I closed my eyes.


Scanning the channel guide, I saw Pitch Perfect was starting in fifteen
minutes. I reached for my phone and opened Facebook to pass the time. My heart
skipped a beat when I saw a post from Tory on my feed. It was just a link to a
house she was showing, but seeing her image in the profile pic made me smile.
On the time stamp, I noticed the words “Just now.” She was awake.


Again, I struggled with the impulse to text her. We’d had a small
back and forth yesterday after she’d sent a message to thank my mother for the
leftovers. Our exchange had been brief but pleasant, but it ended before I
wanted it to. It seemed once we had gone through the niceties and talked about
dinner, without bringing up the shooting, I didn’t know what to say. I wondered
if she felt the same way. Talk about an elephant in the room. It wasn’t that I
didn’t want to talk about it with her. In fact, the opposite was true. Tory was
about the only person in the world I had any interest in replaying that
particular day with, but I wanted to believe we had connected outside of that
horror and I was at a loss as to how to figure out how to segue into normal
conversation. Maybe this was my opportunity. Should I send a text? Comment on
her post? But what exactly would I say? It was a post about a house for sale. I
was already overthinking it. I shook my head, mildly frustrated at my own
indecision and resolved that tonight was not the night for moving forward. I
knew I was chickening out, but I simply pressed the like button on her post and
scrolled on.


“I’m a wimp,” I said to Baxter, as I dropped a hand on his soft
head. He inched closer on the couch and nuzzled against my leg supportively. At
my voice, Justice tweaked one ear, but didn’t move from her spot on the floor.
“Don’t judge, guys.” I was about to unmute the television when my phone dinged
with a new message. Tory.


Are you in
the market for a new house? She punctuated her question with an
emoji scratching its chin, looking contemplative. A second text followed
immediately. Because that
house is too big for one person. Five bedrooms. Tell me you don’t have a wife
and kids you’ve been hiding this whole time. Fingers crossed
accompanied the words. I smiled at this playful side of the woman I was
desperate for, yet barely knew.


LOL,
I typed, hitting send right away. No
secret family. Just me. And my eight thousand relatives you already met.
I knew I should explain liking her post and as my heart beat faster, I opted
for honesty. I just
wanted to say hi.


Hi.
I knew it wasn’t possible to know for sure, but I heard softness in her tone
and I felt it seep into my bones as she sent another text. How was your day?


My smile faded as I internally struggled with my answer to her
question. I was sure she was just making small talk and I wanted to keep it
light, but my day had been kind of a disaster. Physical therapy had highlighted
an area of restricted movement when I tried to push the limits. I’d had a
complete meltdown in the supermarket when a kid dropped a can of crushed
tomatoes halfway down the aisle. It was completely clichéd, but the bang and
the echo—even though it sounded nothing like gunfire—still sent me into a
tailspin. I’d started to sweat and shake right there, ultimately abandoning the
cart and my mother’s grocery list and leaving the store altogether.


It was kind
of rough actually. The words hung there for only a second before I typed frantically,
eager to brush over my heavy statement. Tory’s response was too fast.


Why? What
happened?


After three false starts at explaining, I finally managed to say
it was a long story and that I was likely overdramatizing it anyway. She
persisted.


You can talk
to me, you know.


My response was immediate. I
know. It was that simple. I knew I could talk to her. And I wanted
to. I wanted to talk to her about the shooting, and tell her about my setback
at therapy, hash out the panic attack at the supermarket. But I wanted to share
good things, too. The truth was I wanted to tell her everything. And I had no
idea how or where to start.


Are you
sleeping at all? she asked, keenly aware I needed some coaxing.


Some. I
smiled at how in tune she was with my mental state. On the couch mostly. You?


I was having
difficulty. My doctor gave me something to take at night. It’s mild but it has
been helpful. Why the couch?


I’m still at
my parents’. My old bedroom is just…I don’t know. I like it better here.


So to avoid
the nightmares, you watch TV until you pass out?


You say it
like it’s a bad thing. I threw in the winking emoji so she’d know I
was teasing. There were text bubbles for a good few minutes, so I waited,
curious what she had to say next.


Is this your
nightly routine?


Kind of. For
the time being. I hoped I wasn’t scaring her away.


Is there any
chance I could persuade you off the sofa Friday night? Around seven? We could
grab dinner, talk. Maybe go for a short walk if it’s a nice night.


I full-on grinned, elated at her suggestion and idly wondering if
it was a date. That
sounds nice.


She responded with a smiley face. We can work out the specifics as it gets closer. I’m
going to call it a night. Get some sleep, Peyton. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.


Good night,
Tory.


Hours from now, I would slip into dreamland, but for once, I
welcomed it. Tomorrow meant one day closer to the weekend. One day closer to
seeing Tory.


 


* * *


 


Friday morning, I woke up ready to go. I’d only gotten a few hours
of sleep, but I was completely energized at the thought of the evening ahead.
Harnessing that momentum, I took physical therapy by storm, gaining back the
ground I’d lost earlier in the week. When I finished, I was still loaded with
endorphins and had nothing but time to kill before dinner. So I rode my high
all the way to the police station. I had to face everyone sooner or later and I
was feeling somewhat invincible. A wash of nerves raced through me as I parked in
the lot behind the station house, but I forced myself to ignore my fears and
made my way to the rear entrance.


Standing in the back of the squad room, I heard the crackle of
radio traffic come through the portable on someone’s desk. A couple of detectives
and patrol guys were buried in paperwork and I hung back for a second, silently
acknowledging the buzz of the busy room as it seeped into my veins. Everything
about it was familiar. The smell of coffee, too much cologne, and the sound of
jobs being dispatched and handled by guys in the field as my colleagues ripped
on each other while finger typing their reports.


I couldn’t get back here fast enough. For all my fears that my
coworkers would shun me, I knew within thirty seconds of standing in the back
doorway, nothing could be further from the truth.


“Oh my God, you’re back?” Gabe Lopez jumped from his chair,
interrupting my thought as he raced to hug me. Towering over me, he planted a
huge kiss on top of my head as he held me in his massive biceps. “People, stop
what you’re doing. Peyton Clarke’s here,” he called out. He turned, but kept
his arm across my shoulders. “Hey, Lieu,” he directed his voice at the
lieutenant’s open door, “Peyton’s home.” Gabe turned back to me. “Fuck, I can’t
believe you didn’t give us a heads-up. We would have done something. Balloons
or flowers. Christ, at least doughnuts.”


“Please. You would have just called me and asked me to bring
them.” I teased him right away.


“You’re probably right.”


“You know I am.” I nudged his ribs and walked with him to his
desk. He offered me the chair, but I felt better leaning against the edge.


“It’s so good to have you back.” He looked almost teary-eyed. For
such a bear of a guy, the level of emotion on display took me off guard. “How
do you feel?”


“I feel great. I’m actually not back, though.” I frowned.


“No?”


“I still have a few milestones to clear in PT. I’m getting there.”


Gabe tipped his chin and lowered his voice a bit. “They send you
to a head shrinker yet?”


I hated that there was still such a stigma attached to mental
health in our field. I was spared answering the question when Lieutenant
Stuckey joined us.


“Peyton, you look really good. I’m glad you’re here.” His words
were sparse but his eyes held a ton of sentiment. I knew he was really saying
he was glad I was alive. I’d known Jake Stuckey almost my whole life. Our dads
were cops together at this very department. We’d been to the same family
picnics and Christmas parties since we were kids. And while he was only a few
years older than me, his career was on the fast track.


I was no fool. As the commander of the second shift, I knew he’d
be here now. If I was being honest, my drop-in
was more calculated than I’d have been willing to admit.


There was a small crowd forming around the desk and I was touched
to realize that guys were even coming in off the road to see me. There were a
slew of hellos and well wishes and I appreciated the gesture, but after a few
minutes I made my move.


“L-T, you got a minute?” I knew addressing Jake by rank in front
of the others would get his attention.


“Of course.” He puffed his chest a bit. “Okay people, break it up.
Go find me some bad guys.”


He waved for me to follow him into his office and I took the seat
across from him. I really didn’t know how to start, so I just went for it. “I’m
hoping you’ll tell me what’s going on with the mall shooting investigation.”


“They’re working on it.”


“That’s it?”


He answered me with an eyebrow raise. I knew I was backing him
into a corner. I didn’t care. “Come on, Jake, it’s me. And it’s been two weeks.
I’ve heard nothing. What’s going on?” I hated the frustration in my own voice.
“How is it impossible to find a shooter in a goddamn mall full of cameras?”


“It’s not that simple, Peyton.”


“It isn’t?”


“I know you’re mad. Look, I can’t even imagine how you feel.” His
shoulders slumped slightly and he leaned forward. “I’ll tell you what I know.
It’s not much.” He stood up and closed the door before sitting down again. “The
FBI is running the investigation. We both know how great they are about sharing
information.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “At least they assembled a task
force, so we’ve got some boots on the ground. Dean Rodgers and Diane Newton are
representing our department. There are also two detectives from Eatontown PD and
a couple of detectives from the State Police. There’s even a behaviorist, you
know like a profiler. She’s also a fed.”


“Have they come up with anything?”


“It’s all being kept very quiet.” He was unable to meet my eyes.
We both knew that no news wasn’t good news.


“What’s the deal with the cameras? My dad said there wasn’t usable
footage, but, Jake, if I saw his face again, I could ID this guy.” I knew I
sounded desperate.


He shook his head. “The mall’s security system is subpar, to say
the least. Most of the stores rely on their own loss prevention control
measures. Angelina’s had nothing in place. I guess shoplifting isn’t really a
concern in the bridal industry.” He obviously took pity on me as he opened up.
“The team is trying to do something with license plate readers, they’re used
throughout the parking lot and there’s some by the parkway exit. Maybe the data
can be useful in triangulating suspicious vehicles. One thing about the feds,
they have great resources.”


“So what’s the approach in the meantime?” I asked.


Jake gave something of a shrug as he answered. “Go back to basics.
Interview everyone connected to the women killed and the bridal shop itself.
Start with exes, disgruntled coworkers, estranged family members. Run rap
sheets, see who has a history of violence. Something will pop. It always does.”


I knew he was trying to be optimistic and for the moment I tried
to echo his confidence. “Thanks.”


He nodded in response. “Hey, Peyton, have you talked to anyone
about what happened? A doctor, I mean, not the cops. I read your statement.” He
shook his head. “I meant a therapist or grief counselor or someone who
specializes in this stuff.”


I looked up and saw his eyes were locked on mine, probably ready
to gauge whether or not I’d lie to him.


“No.”


“You think maybe you should? I’m asking as a friend.” He
straightened the nameplate on his desk. “It’s just that none of us here,” he
lifted his shoulders and turned his palms upward in a kind of defeat, “has ever
gone through anything like what you experienced.”


“I’ll speak to someone. I promise.”


“Good. What about the other survivor? Have you talked to her at
all?”


Sometimes it amazed me how intuitive Jake was. “We’ve talked a
little.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but I wasn’t ready to share Tory with
anyone just yet. For starters, I didn’t feel like I knew how to describe our
connection and I had no clue what tonight would hold. There was also a part of
me that enjoyed that whatever we were doing was solely ours for the moment.
“I’m sure I’ll reach out to her again.” I struggled to keep my tone
noncommittal. I stood, ready to leave. All my thoughts were already back on
Tory.


Jake came out from behind his desk and hugged me tightly. In his
embrace, I felt loved and valued and appreciated in a way I doubted I could ever
adequately explain. “Stay safe, Peyt.” He stepped back. “And get back here
already. We need you.”


“Thank you, Jake. For everything.” I looked at my old friend.
“Keep me posted, okay?” I added a smile to keep it casual.


He held my gaze. “You know I will.”


And I did. I really did.


 


* * *


 


“So the restaurant is on Main Street in Ocean Grove.” I looked
over the leather console and watched as Tory guided her Lexus SUV onto the
Garden State Parkway. She smiled and nodded and her cheeks glowed in the face
of the late day sun.


“Yes. The Reef, you said. Right?” She reached for sunglasses and
slid them on smoothly.


“Right. I only mention it because, you know, Ocean Grove is a dry
town. I realized after I made the reservation that you might want a drink. I
wasn’t thinking, I guess. But the food is amazing and if you did want to walk
after, the boardwalk there is nice and quiet.” I picked at the knee of my dark
jeans. “The Reef has a BYOB policy if you want to pick up a bottle of wine or
something.”


Her smile was warm and lovely. As she made eye contact, I felt my
heartbeat quicken. “Only if you want to.” She gave something of a shrug. “I’m
good without.”


“Me, too.”


“Settled, then.” Her voice was light as she looked over her
shoulder before changing lanes. I would have sworn that she scanned my body before
turning back to the road, but her Ray-Bans made it difficult to tell.


The restaurant was only a few short minutes from the highway and
we spent the time making small talk about the beautiful weather we’d been
experiencing. She pulled into the small parking lot down the street from the
Reef.


“Shall we?” She pushed her shades up as she met my eyes.


I couldn’t keep myself from looking right at her mouth. Her lips
were full and her teeth gleamed as she waited for an answer to her rhetorical
question. I wanted to lean over, take her face in my hands, and kiss her
softly. I was quiet too long and Tory surely noticed, but if she read my
thoughts, she didn’t let it show.


“You ready?” Her voice held genuine concern as she touched my
forearm gently.


I snapped out of it, nodding emphatically. I hopped out of the
car, hoping my enthusiasm covered the desire overwhelming me.


Despite my mental glitch in the car, I managed to act completely
normal once we sat down. Tory made it easy. She asked about my family and my day,
gave me the highlights on a house she had closed on earlier. Before I knew it,
I was telling her about my visit to the police department.


“So they don’t have any leads?” She sipped her iced tea.


I felt my face drop at the truth. Despite Jake’s confidence this
afternoon, the investigation didn’t seem to be hot.


She read me easily, but my lack of information didn’t seem to
upset her. Where I was clearly annoyed, she seemed stoic.


“What can you do, I suppose.” She met my gaze with a forced smile.


I was less forgiving. “You’re not outraged?”


“It’s not that.” She ran her index finger along the tablecloth.
“God, Peyton. I have no idea how to express how I feel.” She licked her lips
and looked away.


I could tell there was more she wanted to say, so I waited. After
a few seconds of silence, I gave her a gentle press. “What are you thinking?
Tell me.”


“I want him to get caught. Of course I do. But I refuse to let it
consume me.” She placed her glass down with purpose, seeming to carefully
consider whatever she was about to say. “This guy, this lunatic, whoever he is.
He’s probably angry at the world, a misogynist, psychopath, whatever, I don’t
care. I don’t care what his issues are or why he did it.” She frowned. “Don’t
misunderstand me. I want the cops to find him. And I will do anything I can to
help. I want justice. Christ, I want him to rot in hell.” She paused and shook
her head slowly. “But he gets no more of my days.” She swallowed hard. “He
killed eleven women. He thought he killed you, he would have killed me.” She
looked right at me. “And I guess I could shrink up and cower or spend my hours
obsessing over where he is or what he’s doing, or if the cops are ever going to
find him.” She straightened her shoulders in a kind of defiance. “By some
miracle I’m alive. We’re alive.” She reached across the table and covered my
hand with hers. I heard emotion mixed with relief as she continued. “So, I’m
going to live.”


It was spoken with such absolute conviction that I felt the power
of her words resonate through my body.


“I’m not going to go crazy and live every day like it’s my last.”
Tory let out a slight laugh, breaking the tension. “But I’m going to be happy,
and do the things I want, with the people I want, and that doesn’t include
wasting my energy stressing about him, or talking about him, or even wondering
about him. He doesn’t deserve it. And therefore, he doesn’t get it. Not from
me.” She squeezed my hand gently.


I was moved. I wanted to cry and jump up to hug Tory, if only to
capture some of her spirit through osmosis. Through the sting in my throat, I
managed only one word. “Wow.”


“I know. It probably sounds corny to you.”


I raced to respond. “It doesn’t. At all.” Without even thinking
about it, perhaps subconsciously inspired by her words, I flipped my hand so
our palms were touching. I held her hand in mine, delicately rubbing my thumb
over her knuckles. “It sounds amazing.” I smiled, hoping the tears I felt
welling up would recede.


Tory smiled at me as she signaled our waitress for the check.
“Let’s go for that walk.”


It was as simple as that. Before long we were on the quiet
boardwalk, the still night air warm and salty around us. Tory asked me about
Tinton Falls, where I’d gone to high school, and being a police officer. We
chatted about our jobs, our friends and families, and growing up near the
Jersey Shore. I told her how Baxter and Justice adored the beach and lately I’d
been spoiling them rotten by taking them to the water daily. It was good
therapy for me, physically, but mentally also. Something about the sun and the
waves and the sand were healing me on a cerebral level. Tory shared stories of
her menacing cat, Jäger, whom she obviously worshipped despite his constant
shenanigans. When I needed to take a break from walking, we sat on a bench facing
the ocean, continuing a conversation I hoped would never end. We were holding
hands. The act felt so natural that I wasn’t sure who reached out first. And
finally, under a gorgeous star-filled sky, with the sound of the surf crashing
against the shore in the distance, our eyes locked and I knew. I just knew.
Without any hesitation, I leaned forward and kissed her.


Chapter Nine

 

Bradley

 

 

I didn’t expect to constantly think about how it felt to kill, or
to feel a sort of euphoric high afterward, but I didn’t expect to kill Cheryl,
either. Life was funny like that. The list of victims was released within
twenty-four hours, and when I went back to work, people treated me like I was a
victim myself. It didn’t take long for the few who knew we’d been engaged to tell
the rest of the office. They asked about Cheryl and my feelings. I showed just
the right amount of remorse, but not for the reasons they thought. I became
dependent on my coworkers sharing their thoughts, theories, and the latest news
gossip. I listened to everyone chatter about the tragedy for days and never
grew tired of it. Over two weeks back at work and people were still talking, in
shock and questioning my motives. They couldn’t appreciate the good I had
accomplished. I rid the world of ten manipulative bitches so they couldn’t hurt
anyone else, but that was nothing compared to setting my Cheryl free.


Finding out there had been two survivors haunted my dreams at
night. How could I miss them? I didn’t know if they were part of Cheryl’s
wedding party, but even if they weren’t, they were two women who could’ve seen
me or heard me. Two women who could identify me. I became obsessed with the
idea.


Tory Stevens. Peyton Clarke. Tory Stevens. Peyton Clarke. I
stirred my morning coffee in time to the rhythm of their names as I said them
over and over in my head. My trance was broken by two women conversing near the
refrigerator in our company’s small break room. I slowed my stirring when I
heard one of them start to call me names.


“What kind of psycho does that?” The fat redhead said to her even
less attractive coworker. “I still fall asleep thinking about it.”


“I haven’t been able to go back to that mall since. I know they
reopened and the news keeps talking about heightened security, but it’ll never
be the same. I’ll never feel safe there, even if they caught the guy.”


I felt my smile grow. The police had been promising they were
investigating several avenues and had possible suspects. The dumbasses had
nothing. Just days earlier I was interviewed by two officers who asked me a
dozen questions about my relationship with Cheryl and my whereabouts that day.
It was all routine, they said. Interviewing anyone who had a relationship with
a victim. I told them about my split with Cheryl and how our ties were severed shortly
thereafter. My alibi of being home that day sparked excitement in their eyes,
but when I gave Lester’s name as someone who’d vouch for me, the cops fell
somber again. I could count on Lester to back me, not because we’re friends but
because the old man couldn’t tell Saturday from Wednesday. Once I handed over
my personal firearm and permit without hesitation and gave them multiple phone
numbers to reach me if they wanted to follow up, I knew they’d crossed me off
their list.


“Brad?” I turned at the sound of my name and my smile fell away.
“I’ve been meaning to tell you—”


“It’s Bradley.” I heard Cheryl’s trembling voice in my head say my
name, the way she had in the dressing room. No one else would call me that
again.


“Well, I just wanted to tell you that this new look works for you.
Being clean shaven really brightens up your face.”


I stared directly into her eyes as she spoke, but never really saw
her. I was counting the seconds until I could politely exit the conversation.
Somehow, I managed a smile and I’m certain she was dumb enough to buy it. She
even smiled back when I said thanks.


I ran my hand over my short hair as I walked from the break room.
The first thing I did upon arriving home from Angelina’s was shave my face and
buzz my head. My brown hair looked lighter at this length and my face looked
years younger without the beard. Women thought I was transforming myself to
find a date. I just wanted to be unrecognizable. But I played along.


I walked back to my desk slowly, keeping my mug balanced along the
way. Being careful not to spill a drop of coffee was a great excuse for
listening in to other people’s conversations. The shooting was all anyone
talked about for the week after, and then silence took over. It was as if
people felt guilty for living an average day, for living at all. Like they were
all experiencing the stages of grief together. They were all so fixated on the
people who died, as if that mattered.


Until they spoke about the miracle of survivors. That made me so
angry I felt sick. Their survival wasn’t a miracle, it was a mistake. I took
out my phone and scrolled through several news apps to check the headlines. I
stopped next to my cubicle and nearly dropped my coffee. There was another
spotting of Tory Stevens. Healthy and living and looking for another man to
break. She was taunting me and I knew it. My palm grew hot and itchy where it
pressed against the ceramic mug. She and Peyton Clarke, their names were always
bold. These women were gaining more attention than the victims, than my Cheryl.
I started to shake with rage. She could turn to Peyton, a fucking cop, for
support and understanding if she wanted to. I had no one.


I made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t test my luck, that I’d
let them go and live the rest of my life knowing I had completed my mission.
But that was no longer feasible. Not with Tory Stevens parading herself around.
Not with Peyton Clarke, a police officer undoubtedly involved in an
investigation surrounding me. And absolutely not if they had any memory of me
in Angelina’s from that day. No. The only two people who were supposed to walk
out of Angelina’s alive were me and Cheryl.


I sat at my desk and pushed aside a list of clients I was due to
call. They’d have to wait. I typed Peyton Clarke into the search bar. The first
page of results were articles about the shooting and her survival. I had
already read those, multiple times. I wanted to know more about her—all her
personal tidbits. Even after several pages, I knew nothing. She was a cop that
came from a family of officers. I wondered if she was the only female in her
family to follow in the law enforcement footsteps, but again, no useful
information existed on her. The only way I’d be able to learn about Peyton was
to get close, and mingling with the police wouldn’t suit my situation. I’d have
to put Miss Clarke on the back burner for the time being.


I took a quick glance around the office before turning my search
attention to Tory Stevens. My eyes lit up like someone had just put a rare
steak in front of me. So much information was given freely: multiple phone
numbers, pictures, and a public address where I could find her. She worked for
a real estate broker whose office was less than a fifteen-minute drive for me.
Tory was so close. I scrolled and clicked to look at images. She had a
wonderful smile. One that exuded sweetness and charm. Her eyes were innocent
and bright while holding something wild, something that begged to be tapped
into. I opened a new tab for the real estate company. They were well-known and
successful in the Monmouth county area.


“Looking for a new place?” I spun around to find Mike, the new
hire whose cubicle was across from mine, standing over my shoulder. I had been
so preoccupied with Tory that I didn’t hear him. My senses were dulling and it
was unacceptable. I minimized my browser window. “My sister is an agent if
you’d like me to give you her card.”


I stared at Mike silently for a moment, thinking of a way to tell
him his sister was as useless to me as he was. “No, thank you,” I said coolly.
“I already have the perfect agent picked out for the job.” When I smiled this
time, it was genuine. “And please, don’t tell the boss you saw me house hunting
while on company time.” I’d played the bro role more than a few times in my
life and knew I was convincing.


“Nah, man, don’t worry about it. I spent my morning seeing how
much my car would be if I bought out the lease. Got to keep that work-life
balance in check. Am I right?” He extended his fist to me and I looked at it
curiously. God, I hated Mike. I bumped my fist to his and felt appalled by what
I was willing to do to fit in.


I sat back and faced my computer again after he sauntered away. I
brought up the Realtor’s site and scrolled through countless pages of their
sales pitch and successes. Tory had her own profile, which I read carefully and
two times in full. The more I studied Tory, the more I needed to meet her, to
see her living and breathing in front of me. Maybe there was a reason she
survived, and I wouldn’t be able to figure that out by reading a news article
or staring at pictures. No, I needed to spend time with Tory to know why she
was more deserving of life than Cheryl.


The real estate broker’s testimonial pages were full of
information. I needed to study the words for a hidden meaning. I looked at the
list of recently sold homes and opened each sold by Tory in its own page. There
had to be a pattern. A sales person had a niche, no matter what they were
trying to sell, and I needed to know Tory’s. Was she a sucker for beach homes?
Multi-million-dollar properties? Or did she fawn over families looking to grow
into a new space? I’d be whatever type of sale she’d be tempted by most. If I
could be Mike’s bro for one minute, I could be an eager new dad, divorcé, or
hotshot businessman in search of a mega-home fit for a playboy.


I could be anything for Tory Stevens.


I did another search, this time for Realtor ratings and reviews.
There’s a website for everything nowadays, and it made my life easier. Dozens
of pages dedicated to finding the perfect agent popped up. I put in a zip code
to target my search, and Tory’s name was everywhere. Her rating was high, which
didn’t surprise me. She looked the part of a successful woman. I read one
review after another until lunchtime. It soon became clear that Tory
specialized in starter homes. Young single people couldn’t say enough.
Newlyweds were happy Tory managed to find a home with enough space. Several
single parents were writing on behalf of their children who loved their
individual bedrooms—something they never thought affordable on their first home
budget.


I closed my eyes and cracked my neck twice while I considered my
next move. I looked around before picking up my phone. I dialed the real estate
office and the call was answered promptly.


“Home Again Real Estate, Vanessa speaking, how can I help you?”
The woman on the other end sounded nearly robotic.


I cleared my throat. “Hi, I’m looking to purchase my first home. I
got your number from a listing. Big decisions like this make me nervous. I have
a lot of questions about the process, so I was hoping to work with an agent
who’s experienced with first-time buyers,” I said with such a shaky and nervous
tone, I amazed myself.


“You’ve definitely called the right place.” Her chipper tone was
like a knife in my ear. “Most of our agents are out of the office at the
moment, but I have a few in mind.”


I felt a momentary flash of panic when she suggested multiple
agents. “I want your best,” I blurted out in desperation. I took a deep breath
to calm myself. Even a small slip could be cataclysmic.


“Oh, there’s an agent here who’d be perfect for your situation,
but I’m trying to keep her workload pretty light right now.” I heard the
tapping of a keyboard in the background and a phone ringing.


I sat with bated breath, hoping this would work out. I had to lay
it on thicker. “I’m hoping to keep my first home for a long time. I can’t wait
to start a family of my own in it.”


“Family man, huh?” I could hear the delighted smile in her voice.


“I come from a big family, so it’s only a matter of time before I
start my own. I have plenty of nieces and nephews that keep me busy for the
time being. I’ll need to have a lot of space for them from the get-go. They’re
always up to something.”


“I know all about that. I have two nephews, and if I’m not helping
them get to soccer on time, it’s baseball or football. Listen, what’s your
callback number, hon? I’m going to talk to Tory and see if she has any
available time coming up. She’d really be the one to get you into a home for your
present and future family.”


I gave my number immediately, almost stumbling over the numbers
because of my eagerness. “Thank you so much. I look forward to your call.”


I hung up and turned back to my discarded client list. I nodded to
myself. This work didn’t matter. I relaxed back into my chair and interlocked
my hands behind my head. I had a checklist of necessities for my new home. I
wanted a large yard and plenty of space between neighbors. Privacy would be
nice. I wanted Tory to lead me to the perfect meeting place, one where it’d be
just me and her, with nothing but time for me to bask in her company and to
analyze her. I wanted to see whether she was confident since cheating death, or
fragile because so many people were killed around her. I also had to know if
she recognized me, and being alone with her would give me the space necessary
to handle that situation, if need be. If I played my cards right, I’d learn a
lot about Tory in one quick meeting. I felt like an eager teenager preparing
for his first date.


Plotting my time at Angelina’s was a challenge, but planning my
way to Tory Stevens would be nothing but fun.


Chapter Ten

 

Tory


 

 

“Hey, I had a customer who called earlier about more information on
one of your listings. Are you up for new customers?” Vanessa, the receptionist
at Home Again Real Estate and one of my best friends, was doing her best to
look out for me. She screened every single call. It was to the point that, even
though it was sweet, it was driving me insane.


I rolled my eyes at her. “Definitely. I need to stay busy or I
will go crazy,” I said.


She was the only one, besides my mom and the cops, who knew
details about what I went through that day. She visited me right after my mom
did. Later, she helped sneak me into my house. I never told her or anyone about
Peyton, because nobody cared. They wanted to know about the carnage and how I
survived it, not about a budding romance. I wanted to tell somebody, though.
Somebody I could trust. My date with Peyton had made me feel alive and normal
for the first time in a long time.


“Guess what I did this weekend,” I said.


“You spent it with Jäger binge-watching Gilmore Girls and eating cookies dipped in
ice cream. Am I close?”


“Not even. I barely saw that jerk of a cat all weekend. Guess
again.”


That got her attention. “Did you actually go out in public? I’m
intrigued.” She leaned forward, placed her elbows on the desk, and rested her
chin in the palm of her manicured hand. Her thin gold bracelets slid down her
slender arm, clanking softly as they came to rest. Vanessa was the kind of girl
who dropped everything to give you her undivided attention when you wanted it.
I was sad that she was still single. I quickly looked around to ensure we were
out of earshot of the gossip hounds.


“So, remember the other survivor I told you about? Peyton the
cop?” I waited until she nodded. “And how I had dinner with her family the
weekend after the incident?” She continued nodding. “Well, we had a date on
Friday.”


Her eyes widened as she processed my information. She leaned in
even closer to me. “Are you kidding me?” Her whisper came out sharp against the
stillness of the moment.


I looked around in alarm. “Shh,” I said sternly. This wasn’t
something I wanted to be common knowledge yet.


She ducked her head in apology. “I’m sorry. I’m just so excited
and I have a ton of questions.” Of course she did. She always did. “Where did
you go? What did you do? Does your mother know? Does anyone know?” The
seriousness of our situation finally sank in. She understood. She dropped her
voice. “Does it have the potential you hoped?”


“It does. That’s the surprising thing. Even if the shooting didn’t
happen, I think we would have gone out. We had this cute banter back and forth
before we tried on our dresses. I even gave her my number.” I allowed my mind
permission to visit that scene before the shooting, before the slaughter. Back
to the time when we first met and I offered her coffee. She looked so beautiful
in that long, form-fitting dress that showed off her toned arms and slight tan.
Even though she said she’d partied hard the night before, I couldn’t tell. Her
eyes were bright and her smile, that sexy, confident smile, was genuine. I knew
I wanted to get to know her better.


“So, what did you ladies do? Did you go out in public or did you
lay low? Oh, no, wait. I have a better question. Did you kiss?” Her smile
spread wide and her eyes glazed over. Even if I said no, in her mind, we did.
She was such a hopeful romantic with the worst track record. For the first time
in a long time, I allowed myself to be sucked into her world of candlelight
dinners and flower bouquets. I leaned closer to her.


“It was the best first kiss I ever had,” I whispered.


She sighed dreamily. “It’s about time. Now maybe we can share date
stories. Oh, or even double date.” Her ability to block out her bad luck was
endearing and a bit unsettling, too.


“Well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I want a few more dates
with her before we make any plans.”


“So tell me all about it. I promise I won’t interrupt,” she said.
We both knew she was lying, but I smiled at her and told her all about dinner,
our conversation, and the boardwalk. She interrupted me three times, a personal
best.


“Peyton is so different from the other women I’ve dated in the
past. I mean, yes, I know our situation is completely different from any other
relationship out there, but I feel so good when I’m with her. She’s smart,
dedicated, ambitious, and I just love her family.” I could have gone on and on,
but Vanessa interrupted me.


“Why is she still single?”


I knew her question wasn’t malicious; she was genuinely
interested. “The same reason I still am, I guess. We aren’t that far along in
our relationship to really know one another’s history.”


“When are you going to see her again? Will I get a chance to meet
her at some point?”


I reached out and squeezed her hands, partly because I was giddy
and had to expel this energy, but mainly because I wanted her to know I was
just as excited about the prospect as she was.


“She just moved back to her own apartment, so I might call her
later and offer to cook her dinner there and maybe watch a movie.” I smiled.


“It’s good to see you smiling again,” Vanessa said. She handed me
the pink “while you were out” message. “Now get back to work.”


Bradley Holt. That was a strong name.


“Did this guy mention me by name?”


Vanessa had been screening all calls for me. So many people just
wanted to talk about the shooting. The press released my name to the general
public the day after the shooting. While it was good for the business, it was
hell for me. Even three weeks later, I still caught press lurking in my
neighborhood. But I’d stopped parking in my neighbor’s driveway.


“No. He mentioned one of your listings. It’s the one right next
door to the Millers’ house,” she said.


I racked my brain until I found it. Three bedroom, two baths, two
car garage house on Cusack Drive. I sold the Millers their first home two years
ago after they outgrew their overpriced apartment. They were a very nice family
with two girls and a little dog. Every few months, Judy Miller sent me an email
telling me all the reasons they still loved the house, what the kids were up
to, even how the dog was doing. I prided myself on my long-term relationships
and referrals. They gave their neighbors, now my new clients, my information
after raving all about me.


“All right. I’ll give the guy a call.” I headed back to my office,
happy to be back into the swing of things. I straightened the papers on my
desk, arranging them in neat stacks based on importance. I only needed to file
them, but I wanted a moment to get my head back into the game. I leaned back in
my chair and closed my eyes. My office smelled like polished leather and toner.
Vanessa had added a plug-in of orange blossom that was on the verge of being
overpowering, but the gesture was sweet, so I left it in the corner of my
office. My door was closed. I would open it later when I felt more confident.
People in the office still looked at me with pity and I couldn’t handle that
right now. I wanted to pretend the last three weeks didn’t happen, except the
part about Peyton.


“Hello. May I please speak with Brad?”


“Bradley. This is Bradley,” a deep voice said.


I cringed. I knew better than to shorten a name right off the bat.
“I’m sorry, Bradley. Hi, This is Tory Stevens. I’m returning your call. I
understand you are in the market for a new house.” I heard muffled sounds and a
few short breaths. About ten seconds later, I heard his voice again.


“Yes.” He didn’t elaborate.


Great. I got the husband who did everything his wife told him to
do. “Can you tell me a little bit about yourself and what you are looking for?”


His voice lowered almost to a whisper. “Um, yes. I’m looking to
get out of my apartment and finally put my money into a house. I’m thinking a
three-bedroom starter. Can you hold on a moment, please?” He didn’t give me a
chance to answer.


I stared down at the display on my phone. Apparently we were still
connected. I waited and doodled the letter “P” with tiny flowers growing on it
in the margin of my notepad. I made a happy face inside with a tongue hanging
out before I heard his voice again.


“Are you there?” he asked.


“Yes, I’m here. Is this a bad time?” I felt like I was
interrupting something very important.


“No. Hi. Hi, how are you?”


He sounded a little too excited. Great. He was one of those.
Vanessa didn’t do a very good job weeding this one out.


“So, you are in the market for a new house. Other than three
bedrooms, what are you looking for?” I continued to doodle.


“Three or four bedrooms. I would like a fenced-in yard and a pool.
And I want the house to be located in a good school district.”


My interest perked. Maybe this guy wasn’t just a creep and was
serious about a house. “How many children do you have, Bradley?”


“I don’t have any yet, but I’m planning for the future. I hope to
meet a woman who wants a big family, but for now, what I’m looking for is a
good investment until I get married. I come from a large family. I have seven
nieces and nephews who always want to spend time with me. I need enough living
space and a place for them to play.”


“It’s always good to plan ahead. Plus, plugging your money into a
house instead of an apartment is always a wise choice.”


“I agree. That’s why I decided to take the leap. My girlfriend
broke up with me about six months ago and I just need a positive change in my
life. Plus, I think women like men who have stability and financial
independence.”


“I bought my first house five years ago, flipped it, sold it, and
bought my second house a few years ago. It’s the one that feels more like a
home to me.” Focus, Tory.
This isn’t about you, it’s about Bradley. “What price range are you
thinking of?”


“I really don’t have much of a budget in mind. I just want it to
be in a good, safe neighborhood in a decent community where I can put down
roots. I saw a few listings with your name on them and figured you could help
me narrow down my options. I want to be a part of something bigger, you know?
Get to know people. It’s hard to have a sense of belonging when you live in an
apartment complex.” His voice sounded far away. This guy was hard to read. One
minute he was overly excited, the next distant and unsure.


“Is there a particular school you have in mind? Maybe we can
narrow down the house by a school district,” I said. He still hadn’t told me
his budget.


“I want a house in the best school district. Education. It’s
everything.”


I almost snorted. He was talking to somebody who was successful
with only a high school diploma. “Can you give me a budget range and we’ll go
from there? I’ll find houses and give you a few options.”


“About four to five hundred thousand. I work on Wall Street,” he
said.


Good for
you, buddy, I thought. I didn’t care where he worked or what he did.
As long as he qualified for that much, I was game. I got his email address and
promised to start looking right away.


“Do I need to come in and sign forms or something? I have time
this afternoon.”


Slow down there, tiger. “It’s not necessary. Let me get started
and get back to you. You can also go to our website and look through houses
that might interest you,” I said.


Bradley was very eager to find a house. I couldn’t remember the
last time I had a customer this enthusiastic. We exchanged good-byes and I hung
up, feeling a little off. I shrugged and chalked it up to just trying to get
back in the saddle. I took a deep breath and erased Bradley from my mind. My
next call was far more exciting and important.


 


* * *


 


“Hi there,” I said.


Peyton greeted me downstairs with a huge smile on her face. She
looked just as excited to see me as I was to see her. I greedily looked her up
and down and smiled back at her. She was beautiful. I felt my pulse quicken and
my body swell in all the right places, including my heart.


“Come on up. I can’t believe you want to cook for me.” She stood
back after opening her door to make room for me.


I caught a whiff of her floral perfume as I leaned in and placed a
tiny kiss on her cheek as I passed.


“How are you feeling? You look great, by the way.” I placed the
grocery bags on the counter and turned to face her. She was a vision of grace
standing there in a light blue summer dress with spaghetti straps and sandals.
I wanted to kiss her on her lips this time, but I thought it was too soon.


“Thanks. I feel pretty good. I’m not limping anymore.” She seemed
shy and nervous.


“So, this is your place. I like it.” I figured a tour of her
apartment would relax both of us. “The building seems like it has a lot of
amenities. The exercise room, the pool, even the open grill area. Ack. Sorry. I
just realized that I sounded like I’m on the job or doing a commercial for a
hotel.”


She placed her hand on my arm when she laughed at my small joke.
Chills popped up under her touch and I stifled a shiver. “Come on. I’ll show
you around.”


I liked that she held my hand as she gave me the tour. Her fingers
intertwined with mine. Her hand was warm and soft. It was an intimate gesture
and made me feel special.


“It’s not much, but it’s all mine. And after spending too much
time at my parents’ house, I’m so happy to be here again.” She twirled in front
of me and I held my breath as she drew me to her. “Whatever you are cooking for
us, you have to let me help.” She looked at my mouth, then back up to my eyes.
I swallowed and parted my lips. She was going to kiss me and I wasn’t going to
stop her. “Want to get started?”


Oh, yes, I did, but not on dinner. I followed her into the
kitchen, sad that I didn’t get that kiss but happy that I knew it was
definitely going to happen at some point tonight.


“If you chop up the vegetables, I’ll get started on the pasta and
the cream sauce. My grandma’s veggie lasagna is the best. I promise.”


I watched as Peyton carefully sliced the mushrooms and zucchini.
In twenty minutes, after playfully bumping each other and making a mess in her
kitchen, we had a beautifully layered pan in the oven.


“We conquered the ingredients and made a meal I can’t wait to
taste,” Peyton said. She turned on the oven light and we stared at our
creation. “I set the timer to put the bread in ten minutes before it’s done,
which gives us about fifteen minutes to kill. I think a nice glass of wine is
in order.”


“Wine sounds fantastic,” I said. I wasn’t a wine drinker, but it
was a good, safe drink that would loosen me up.


“I think a dry Riesling would pair perfectly with our meal. I also
have lemonade and iced tea if you don’t want to drink,” she said. I nodded to
the wine and she poured us each a glass. “Here’s to new friends and new
adventures.”


I clinked her glass with mine and added my own toast. “And to more
boardwalk talks and sweet kisses,” I said. She blushed. It was adorable. “I
mean that. Friday night was very special.” I stepped closer, leaned forward,
and softly brushed my lips over hers.


It was a whisper of a kiss, but affected me just as much as our
heated good-night kiss a few days ago. I felt her hands tremble slightly when
she pulled me closer. She tasted like sweet wine and warmth. We kissed softly,
slowly, and deeply. It was more decadent than if she had thrown me against the
wall and slashed her mouth over mine. I felt a moan at the back of my throat
and did nothing to stop it. Peyton knew how to kiss. I felt weak and strong at
the same time, and sad when she pulled away.


“If we are being honest, I haven’t stopped thinking about our
date. It was really nice. Thank you for going out. We both know how difficult
it is to be out in public. And I’m so thankful nobody approached us. If people
were watching, I didn’t notice. I was focused elsewhere.” She kissed me again.
And again.


I felt the smooth silk of her tongue touch mine and I moaned
again. The timer startled both of us. Had it already been fifteen minutes? Had
we really been kissing that long? We looked at one another in surprise.


“I feel like we just put the lasagna in,” I said.


She slipped out of my embrace to put the bread into the oven. “I
should probably do something productive like set the table.” She sighed.


“Come on. I’ll help.” I knew that we would pick back up after
dinner, hopefully somewhere more comfortable like the couch.


Peyton placed dishes on the table while I grabbed the salad and
dressing from the refrigerator.


“It’s nice to see you move around so effortlessly. Are your
stitches out?” I asked.


“Yes. My mother took me the other day because she felt the need to
take care of me just a little bit longer.” She pretended to be annoyed, but I
knew she loved the attention from her parents. Who wouldn’t? They were
fantastic people. The timer went off a second time. “Dinner’s ready.” She
pulled the pan out of the oven. It needed to set for a few minutes so we ate our
salads and bread and finished off our glasses of wine. She poured us each
another glass.


I could already feel the fuzziness in my brain. I chalked it up to
no food all day because I wanted to be hungry tonight.


“You said you had something exciting to tell me. What’s going on?”
she asked.


“I’ve agreed to do an interview about the shooting for the show A Step Ahead. I feel
like it’s time.” I reached for my glass, nervous about how Peyton would react. A Step Ahead was a
national news program. They contacted me because they were doing a piece on
people who’d survived unthinkable situations.


“Are you ready to go through all of this again? The unwanted
attention? Reliving that day?” She wasn’t being malicious. Her points were
valid.


“Some reporters might call with follow-up questions from the show,
but I can’t imagine they will hound me like they did before. And I want people
to know what happened instead of speculating.”


“Have you thought about if they turn things on you? Like ask
questions just to make you fall apart on television?”


“I’m going to be emotional anyway. I’m not afraid to talk about
it. I’m just at a point where I finally can. The reporters don’t run the type
of show where they try to break people. Plus, it’s a survivor story, not
specifically about me.” I leaned forward in my chair, confident in my decision.
“Peyton, we survived something horrific. Suddenly everything that was important
to me—money, success, a nice car, isn’t that important. Living, being alive is.
I hope that by talking about the attack, people will be inspired to appreciate
the things they might take for granted now.” I waited anxiously for Peyton’s
approval. She chewed and nodded while she swallowed her bite.


“I’m completely behind you. Whatever you want to do.” She smiled
at me. A sigh of relief whooshed out and I smiled back. “Let’s talk about fun
things. Tell me about your childhood. Best part, worst part, and everything in
between,” Peyton said.


I had a feeling we had very different ones. “Eh, not much to tell.
My father left when I was young. My mother, when she’s sober, is great, but
that doesn’t happen very often. Right now, she’s on the wagon so I’m thankful I
could lean on her this past month.” I took a sip of my wine, the irony of the
moment not lost on me. “I moved out when I was seventeen and here I am.” I
wasn’t going to paint the sad picture of trying to sober up my mom when she was
drunk and crying over men. “You have a great family. Tell me about them.”


Peyton slipped into a description that came straight from a Norman
Rockwell painting. I wasn’t jealous. I was happy for her. She appreciated her
family and that made all the difference.


“I’m tired of being this far apart. Let’s go relax on the couch,”
she said.


“Definitely.” I all but jumped up and raced to the living room,
anxious to be close to her. There had been a table between us the last hour and
I was done with the separation, too. I wanted to feel her next to me.


I sat and willed her to sit right next to me. She didn’t
disappoint. I leaned over and kissed her. What had been a sweet exchange in the
kitchen escalated quickly. The angle was difficult, but we made it work until
we both needed, wanted more. Peyton wantonly straddled me. Her dress pushed up
to mid-thigh, and the heat of her core radiated into my lap. My hands were on
her waist. I held her against me as I deepened the kiss and pressed my hips
into her. We both moaned at the contact. I slid my hands down to touch her bare
knees. Her skin was warm and incredibly smooth. I caressed my way up past the
thin barrier of her dress and almost smiled as she pressed her knees into the
couch to get my hands up higher on her thighs. I skimmed my fingertips over the
tops of them and reached around to grab her ass.


She yelped in pain and broke the kiss.


I froze and stared up at her. “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry. I was so
excited, I forgot.”


“It’s okay. It’s okay. I’m still just a little tender.” She took
several deep breaths to steady herself.


I felt horrible. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just
got carried away.” I placed my forehead against hers and held her to me.
“You’re a beautiful woman and I’m having a very hard time keeping my hands to
myself.” I leaned back and stared into her eyes.


She smiled. “Thank you. I know exactly what you mean. Maybe we
should hold off on this until I’m not as tender.” She rested her head on my
shoulder and I held her for a few minutes. “Remind me to beat the shit out of
this guy when we catch him for screwing up an almost perfect night.”


Chapter Eleven

 

Peyton

 

 

I leaned against the front quarter panel of the cruiser and turned
my face to the gorgeous sky. It was a cloudless sunny day with a lovely warm
breeze, the temperature not quite reaching eighty. My entire family would be
glued to the weather report for the rest of the week, in hopes the forecast
would hold up for my sister’s wedding on the weekend.


It would be a home run to get an exact replica of today, I thought
as I hooked my thumbs underneath my duty belt, the underside of my forearms
resting against my gear. The familiar feel of my extra magazines provided a
perch for my left arm, while the textured grip of my Glock’s polymer frame
brushed lightly against my right elbow. It felt great to be back in uniform
again. With my light duty status, I was relegated to mostly administrative case
support, but today Jake hooked me up, selecting me to be his driver to a
meeting at the FBI field office in Newark. It was good to be out from behind a
desk, and it gave me the opportunity to sit in on the multi-agency task force
meeting which covered the mall shooting investigation. Unfortunately, there was
nothing of note mentioned during the public brief, but Jake’s elevated security
clearance allowed him to stay for the executive session. I held out hope he’d
have some news for me on the ride back to the station house.


One look at his face when he emerged told me not to count on it.


“Well, that was an exercise in futility.” He closed the door to
the car.


“They don’t have a fucking clue, do they?”


His face got serious. “In all honesty, I don’t know. They have
these meetings to keep the inter-agency cooperation going. But you know how the
FBI operates. They keep everything close to the vest. Truthfully, it works.
They have no leaks.”


I didn’t have his faith and he must have read my disappointment.


“All I’m saying is you know if they released the name of their
main suspect, even at meetings like this, it would get out. And that would be
detrimental to the case.”


He leaned forward to reach for the radio mic, but I beat him to
it.


Standard protocol dictated that the driver was responsible for
driving, therefore the passenger operated the radio. Of course, that was when
both officers shared the same rank. When there was a boss in the car, the
junior officer did the menial tasks. But Jake, even though he was a lieutenant,
never thought himself above any aspect of the job. Still, it was a matter of
respect.


“I got it.” I lifted the mic from its holder. “You ready to go?”


He nodded once, wearing an expression of gratitude at my formality
as he quietly waited for me to relay the transmission. I keyed the mic and
called out our location, put us back in service, and reported that we were
headed to the office. Once I got a ten-four from dispatch, I hooked the
microphone back in its slot.


Jake tossed his portfolio on the dash. “Good to be back, huh,
Peyt?”


“You have no idea.” I glanced over my shoulder as I zipped across
the highway to the fast lane.


“This is almost like old times. You and me riding together.” I
heard nostalgia in his voice and wanted to stroll down memory lane with him.
Unfortunately, I was still hung up on the meeting.


“So, they said nothing about the progress of the investigation at
all?” I gripped the steering wheel tighter, trying to keep the frustration out
of my voice.


“I wish I had something positive to tell you.” He looked straight
ahead as he spoke. “They’re tracking down leads they got off a few collars last
week and some coming out of the prison, too. But they’re all dead ends. Typical
thugs trying to work the system for themselves.” He drummed his finger on the
doorframe.


“I can’t believe this guy is going to skate.”


“He’s not. Look, in the good news category, the FBI behaviorist is
developing a profile for him. Like a personality sketch including the expected
motive, opportunity, socio-economic status.” I rolled my eyes blatantly and
Jake laughed. “At least it’s something,” he said.


“What about the people that were interviewed?” I asked, hearing
disappointment in my voice. I knew from the rumor mill any hope of connecting
the victims to the perpetrator had been futile. It seemed no one had a
discernible motive and even the few who were questionable had solid alibis.


“They’ll keep digging. No one’s throwing in the towel.” Surely,
he’d only meant to reassure me, but there was a conviction in his tone that
made me believe him. “What about on your end? Any luck with the mug shots?”


When I was interviewed after the incident, I gave the
investigators as detailed a description of the shooter as I could. It happened
in an instant and while I remembered seeing him enter the shop, I’d been
preoccupied with thoughts of Tory at the time. The shooting itself still felt
like a blur, but I thought perhaps if I saw his face again, everything would
click. So I devoted all of my downtime at work to scouring online booking
photos to see if our guy had a record. So far nothing matched, but I wasn’t
ready to give up.


“Not yet,” I said.


“Hey, I’m not trying to pry. And I know you obviously cleared
psych to come back,” he stretched his neck, a nervous tic I was all too
familiar with, “but Jessica wanted me to tell you if you want to talk,
obviously not to her, or maybe to her if you want.” He paused, seeming to
consider that option. “What I mean is, she could recommend another therapist, a
colleague of hers. That’s what I’m trying to say.”


“I love your wife.” I chuckled. “I cannot wait to tell her how
badly you botched her sincere gesture.”


He laughed with me. “I know. She’d kill me if she heard that
delivery.”


“Tell her I’m all set. I actually started going to a support
group. For trauma victims.”


“Wow, really? How is it?”


“It’s interesting. Helpful. Cathartic is the word, I think.”


“Are there other people there who’ve been involved in a shooting?”


I shook my head. “No. But these folks, they’ve been through stuff,
too.” I swallowed hard remembering the story of a brutal gang rape. I wasn’t
the only one with shit to get past.


“What about the other survivor? Does she go to?”


“Tory? No.” I adjusted the air-conditioning. “She does her own
thing.”


“Do you ever talk to her? I know you said a while ago that you
were going to reach out. Did you?”


“I did.” I could feel my face getting hot just thinking about
Tory. I stole a glance in the rearview, tucking a loose strand of hair behind
my ear as I spoke. “Actually.” I paused a second, hoping to come up with the
right phrasing for what I was about to reveal, but nothing came to me, so I
kept my voice even, hoping I sounded casual. “We’re sort of seeing each other.”


I waited a minute, expecting Jake to have a pile of questions, but
he was completely silent. One look at him and it was clear he wasn’t following.
Just as I was about to explain, he blurted out, “Wait, do you mean dating?”


“Yes.”


“But, I mean wow.” I gave him a second to let it sink in. “So,
she’s gay, too?”


I knew he was just being naïve, not judgmental, but I took the
opportunity to play with him anyway. “Yes, Jake. Despite your limited exposure,
I can assure you I’m not the only lesbian in the great state of New Jersey.” I
shook my head dramatically.


“Shut up, jerk. You know what I mean. It’s just, I’m surprised.”


His voice faded as he looked out the passenger window. “It took me
a second to get what you were saying. I mean, what are the chances?” He shook
his head a little, coming back into the moment. “So tell me about her. What’s
she like?”


“Well, I could tell you all about her. How she’s sweet and funny
and thoughtful, which is all true.” I signaled for a lane change to start
moving toward our exit. “But you’re going to meet her this weekend, so you can
see for yourself how amazing she is.”


“No way. You invited her to your sister’s wedding?”


“I did.”


He straightened up in his seat. “Wow. So this is the real deal,
huh?”


I knew the answer even if I didn’t know what to say in response to
Jake’s question. It was so early yet in our relationship, everything was still
so new. But something real was happening between me and Tory, of that I was
completely sure. Everything about being with her felt right. She made me smile.
She made me laugh. I texted with her all day and never ran out of things to
say. She was on my mind constantly. It hadn’t been long, but I felt closer to
Tory than anyone I had ever dated before. More than once I wondered if the
circumstances surrounding our meeting catapulted my feelings into fast forward.
My heart and mind eager to cling to the best parts of life, not waste a single
moment overanalyzing my emotions. To truly just allow myself to be in the
present. But even when I did give myself permission to think about it, I
couldn’t ignore the instantaneous connection we’d shared. Lord only knows how
things would have transpired absent the horror we had experienced. It hardly
mattered now. Regardless of the what-ifs and the whys, one thing was crystal
clear: I was falling hard and fast.


“She’s really special,” I said.


“I can see that.”


I braked harder than I should for a traffic signal, coming to a
stop several feet from the red light. “What do you mean?” I asked, worried that
everything I was feeling showed on my face.


“Relax.” He laughed, and I knew it was because of my intense
expression and challenging tone. “I just mean I know you. Probably better than
most people. We grew up together. We’ve worked these streets together. On
midnights. In the dead of winter. I know who you are, I know how you think, and
I certainly know how you are with the girls you date. So I’m sure if you’re
bringing Tory to Sydney’s wedding, where she is going to meet everyone in your
family—including me, ’cause let’s face it, I’m basically your big brother—I
know it’s a big deal.” He reached for his folder up on the dashboard as I made
the turn into the police lot. “I look forward to telling her all of your
embarrassing stories during the cocktail hour.”


He pulled back from my jab, but I still landed it on the center of
his biceps. “Like hell you will,” I said.


“I’m just kidding. I’ll tell her only good things.” He gave me a
syrupy smile.


“You got that right.” I pulled into the executive officer’s
reserved spot. “Because all those years working and growing up together, like
you said, we’re family. And families, we got a lot of dirt on each other. Keep
that in mind, bro.” I winked and nudged him with my elbow, so he’d know I was
still playing. He laughed outright anyway.


We were both so straitlaced our dirt was the equivalent of an ant
hill. A couple of questionable decisions here and there, plus a few first-time
blunders that were hardly humiliating and certainly no secret in our personal
lives or careers. But God bless Jake for knowing just what to say to put my
mind at ease over the weekend. Even though I told myself over and over this was
just another party and Tory was simply my date, in my heart I knew it was way
more than that.


 


* * *


 


In so many ways, my sister and I were exactly alike. We were both
petite and blond, good at math, fairly athletic, and we both loved being
outside. But where I lived for sunsets, sand, and an open shoreline, Sydney was
all about hiking trails and woodlands. It made complete sense that she and her
fiancé Derek decided to get married at Stone Ridge State Park, a beautiful
mountain oasis that was part of the Appalachians.


I stood in the main room of the house my parents had rented on the
grounds, peering over my coffee mug as I got lost in the breathtaking view.
Through a clearing in the distance, expansive farmlands and forest stretched
wide, backed by the ridges of a mountain range I didn’t know the name of. A
mere two-hour drive to the top of the state, and it was a complete universe
away from the Jersey Shore. I turned around at a small noise in the kitchen and
saw my mom standing by the stove.


“Hi, Mom.”


“Morning, Peyton.” She put the kettle on for tea. “Did you sleep
okay?”


I nodded. “How could I not? This place is…just wow.”


It was true. My sister wasn’t the first to capitalize on the state
park’s beauty. Years ago, a family of entrepreneurs got permission to build on
the site and they had crafted a resort of sorts. In one secluded area of the
park’s fifteen thousand acres was a catering hall, a series of cottages both
small and large, and the master house I was standing in now. Internally, I
commended the builders—or the state—whoever had stood firm making sure the
structures were discreetly and strategically placed so as not to mar the
magnificence of the landscape, yet somehow capture its splendor.


“Dad’s still asleep?” I asked, moving into a large chair in the
corner of the sunlit parlor.


“Yes. Everyone is, I think, except us.” She poured her tea and
joined me. “I’m sure they all want to get as much shut-eye as possible. Big day
today.”


It was barely seven, and we’d all stayed up pretty late. After the
rehearsal dinner, several relatives had come back here. The master house was
large and two sets of aunts and uncles were staying with us as well as my
cousins, the triplets—Sarah, Laura, and Jana—who were bunking together in the
fifth bedroom. As college seniors, they were always ready to party. Last night
they got everyone to participate in a rousing game of Heads Up. It was silly
and fun and we all laughed our butts off. I could still hear them cackling away
even after I went up to my room at eleven. I’d been one of the first to turn
in, hoping to steal a few minutes alone texting Tory. She obliged me willingly,
even surprising me by calling me mid-text because she’d wanted to hear my
voice. The gesture was sweet, and even after we hung up, I’d fallen asleep with
a smile, counting down the hours until I would see her again. I reflexively
glanced down at my phone. No word yet this morning, but it was still early.


My mom could read me like a book. She nodded at my phone. “What
time will Tory arrive?” she asked.


“I think around noon.”


“Very nice.” She took a sip of tea. “And she knows to come here.
Directly to the house? I’m sure she’ll want to freshen up before the ceremony.”
Her attention turned to a hummingbird hovering just outside the window.


“I told her,” I said.


When I invited her to the wedding I’d explained the on-site
accommodations, specifying that my parents had rented out the entire big house
so my dad’s sisters and their families could all be together for the weekend. I
tried to not make it sound overbearing. My family was super easy-going, even if
there were a lot of them. Plus, Tory had met most of my aunts and uncles
already. But I wanted to make sure she knew the place was spacious and there was
a room with her name on it. I also wanted her to know, despite the fact we’d
come very close to being intimate, I was making absolutely no assumptions about
our sleeping arrangements.


On cue, my phone dinged with a text. I can’t wait to see you.


I couldn’t help but smile and my mom noticed. “Tell her I said
hello,” she said sweetly. She touched my knee as she got up to fix breakfast,
giving me privacy in the large room.


Counting the
minutes, I responded, adding a smiley face.


We went back and forth for a few minutes. Tory told me about her
showing the day before and said she was going to be on the road by ten. I tried
to relay how gorgeous it was, but knew my words fell short of doing the scenery
justice. After I let her go to get her day started, I decided to take one of
the short trails near the house just to burn off some excess energy. It was
warm and sunny out but the altitude and shade kept the summer heat at bay. The
rest of the morning I busied myself helping my parents and entertaining my
relatives. Before I knew it, I was showered and dressed and preparing for
prenuptial pictures with my parents and Sydney. Standing in front of the
mirror, I fiddled with the clasp of the heart pendant Sydney had given me as a
gift for being her maid of honor. Just as I tried to hook it behind my neck,
there was a soft knock on my partially open door.


“I can help you with that,” Tory said from the doorway. She put
her bag down and was behind me before I could even say hello. “There.” She
fastened it, and placed a soft kiss on my exposed shoulder. “I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean to sneak up on you.” She took a step back.


“I can’t believe I didn’t know you were here.” I leaned forward
and kissed her lightly.


She smiled. “I just pulled in.” She looked around my room, taking in
the fireplace and couch and the sizable sitting area. Her eyes widened at the
view of the mountains out the window. “There’s a lot going on downstairs. Your
mom directed me up here. I hope that was okay.”


I crossed the room and closed the door, walking back to where Tory
was standing at the foot of the four-poster bed. Even with heels on I wasn’t
quite her height, but I managed to almost be eye level. “It’s perfect.” I
leaned in and kissed her for real.


She smoothed her hands over the fabric of my black cocktail dress.
After everything that had happened at Angelina’s, Sydney and I had decided to
boycott bridal boutiques altogether. We’d picked up my dress at Neiman Marcus
on clearance. I bought it right off the rack, and it fit as though it had been
made for me. It was short and black and simple, and maybe I was biased, but I
thought it looked better than what I’d originally been slated to wear.


“Peyton, this dress…” Tory’s voice faded as she looked me up and
down. “I don’t know how I’m going to be able to resist you.”


“Who said anything about resisting me?” I leaned in for another
kiss. I let myself indulge in Tory’s touch for a few minutes before I had to
pull myself away. “I’m glad you’re here. Unfortunately, I have to go downstairs
for my family photo shoot,” I said with a playfully exaggerated eye roll. “Make
yourself at home. Feel free to get ready in here. There’s a private bathroom.”
I indicated the en suite with a wave of my hand. “You know you’re welcome to
stay here tonight. If you want.” I wasn’t sure if I was inviting her to share
my room or my bed or my body. I supposed it didn’t matter. I would take
whatever she was ready to give and I wanted her to know it. Physically,
mentally, emotionally, I was all in. I looked down at the teak floor, a little
embarrassed over my spontaneous offer. “Or you can go downstairs. Whatever you
want.” I took a deep breath. “Honestly, I want you to be wherever you are most
comfortable.” I was nervous and babbling and I knew it.


She took one step toward me and held my face in her hands,
bringing my lips to hers gently. “I want to be where you are.” She nodded
toward the door and encouraged me with a small nudge. “Go. Don’t be late for
the pictures. And Peyton?”


“Yeah?” I was nearly out the door as I glanced over my shoulder.


“You look beautiful.”


The funny thing was, she did, too. In her worn-out jeans and
vintage T-shirt she looked amazing. I knew when I saw her next she would be
dressed to the nines, in heels and makeup, the picture of elegance. I looked
forward to it, but there was something about this moment that I felt would stay
with me forever. If it was the spirit of her smile, or the electricity I felt
course through my body when our eyes locked, I wasn’t sure. But something came
over me, and even though I knew exactly what it was, it still took my breath
away.


My smile stayed all the way down the hall as I pushed my shoulders
back and descended the stairs to where my family was gathered. There was music,
flowers, mimosas, and a bride beaming in the bright sunlight. Of course, today
was Sydney’s day, but in my heart it would always be mine, too. My head spun at
the whirlwind my life had been over these last few weeks. I had borne witness
to a great tragedy, but out of the depths of that despair, I had somehow fallen
in love.


Chapter Twelve

 

Tory

 

 

The moment I saw Peyton in her short black dress, my knees almost
gave out. I held the doorknob to steady myself. The dress hugged her curves,
tastefully, in all the right places. I swallowed hard at the memory of my hands
on those curves just a week ago. I remembered the warmth of her thighs on my
fingertips and the firmness of her breasts against my chest when she straddled
me and kissed me senseless. I was desperate to touch her again, but now wasn’t
the time. Instead, I gently drew her close to me, touched her face, gave her
the softest, sweetest kiss on her full lips, and sent her downstairs for family
photos.


I didn’t trust myself around her. I wanted to pull her into my
arms, strip off that dress to get to her beauty underneath, and make love to
her, instead of sitting through a wedding and a reception. I sat on the bed and
took a few deep breaths to calm my racing pulse. Peyton had somehow woven her
way inside me, my thoughts, my dreams, and into my heart. I fell back on the
plush mattress and stared at the ceiling. It wasn’t like me to lose myself in
somebody else this quickly, this deeply. I turned my head and looked at the
clock. The wedding started in just over an hour. My hair and makeup were going
to take at least thirty minutes.


I groaned and forced myself to get up and into the bathroom for
some much needed primping. Peyton’s makeup and hair products were scattered all
over the vanity. I smiled and moved them to one side so I could plug in my
rollers and curling iron. I’d forgotten how comforting it was to share a
bathroom with another woman. I hung up my dress and dropped my heels in front
of it. With these low heels and Peyton’s high heels, we were going to be close
to the same height. I loved the dress I’d brought and was happy to finally have
an occasion to wear it. It was a light lavender sleeveless day dress with
purple flowers. It was perfect for Sydney’s wedding. Peyton and I were going to
look great standing next to one another. It, too, was knee length, but whereas
hers was form-fitting, mine flared at my hips.


I took a quick shower and slipped into my matching pale pink bra
and panty set. I decided to wear my hair down. Peyton told me that she liked
long hair and I wanted to look perfect for her. After thirty-five minutes of
styling my hair, and applying the right kind of makeup for a natural look, I
slipped on my heels, smoothed my dress down, and left the room.


“I’m so glad you could make it today.” Peyton’s Aunt Paula grabbed
me as I made my way down the staircase.


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Peyton do a double take. I
tried hard to stay focused on Paula and not race over to Peyton.


“I’m glad to be here as well.”


“You look so beautiful.” She looked me up and down.


“Yes, you do.” Peyton was suddenly by my side. She was so close to
me, I could feel her body heat.


I turned and immediately my eyes were drawn to Peyton’s lips. They
were red and full, and I wanted to sink into them to claim her as mine in front
of everybody. It was hard knowing it would be hours before I could touch her.
She put her hand on my waist and gave a tiny squeeze. I almost moaned out loud.


“Are you all done with photos?” I asked. One of her uncles walked
by and I moved closer to get out of the way. I was close enough that I could
smell her sweet, floral perfume. I leaned over and whispered, “Am I allowed to
kiss you in front of your family?”


She responded by softly brushing her lips against mine. The ache
only got worse. I thought a kiss would tamp down my need, but it had the exact
opposite effect.


“Yeah, we are finished with photos. Do you want to walk down to
the wedding now? Or can I get you something to drink?”


“How about we take a walk and eventually go down to the wedding?
It’s getting a little crowded in here anyway,” I said.


She took my hand and led me to the door.


“Where are you going, Peyton? The wedding’s going to start soon.”
Peyton’s mom hurried over to us. She busied herself straightening Peyton’s
straps on her dress even though they were perfect.


“We were just going to go for a walk before we head down there.
Everything is fine. I’m not going to miss Sydney’s wedding.”


“And I’ll make sure she doesn’t,” I said.


Ellen pulled me into a hug. “I’m so glad you are with us on this
special day.” She released me and shooed us off as though it was her idea all
along for us to sneak away.


Peyton took my hand again and walked me down the winding path to
the overlook above where the wedding was to take place.


“Are you okay walking in those heels?” I asked. They weren’t as
tall as the ones she was wearing in Angelina’s, but still high.


“I don’t plan on running in these, and by the time the reception
starts, all of us will have kicked off our shoes, so it won’t matter.”


We walked hand in hand down the path until it veered. The left path
twisted behind a few trees toward the overlook; the right path went to the
wedding site. We turned left without hesitation. Before we could sit on the
wrought iron bench, Peyton pulled me into her arms.


“Thank you for coming. You look gorgeous.” She leaned in and
kissed me the way I wanted to be kissed.


Her tongue touched mine. Her fingertips moved up my arms, over my
neck, to cup my face and hold me close to her. I shivered and felt goose bumps
race along the path made by her fingertips. Weddings made me vulnerable, and I
was already over-the-top emotional because I was with her, because she almost
died, because her family accepted me. Tears stung the corners of my eyes. I
deepened the kiss to stop my chin from quivering. I knew tonight was going to be
special for both of us, because of us.


“Wow. Too bad you didn’t get here earlier.” Peyton drew away from
me, her voice raspy and her hands shaky. She sat on the bench and motioned for
me to join her.


“You would’ve been late to everything. It’s a good thing I got
here when I did.” I wanted to smile to lighten the moment, but I couldn’t. I
knew I was falling for this woman and I had no desire to stop. I ran my thumb
across her bottom lip and studied the emotions swirling in her eyes. I could
tell she was falling, too. I had so much to tell her, but no words could sum up
my feelings. Instead, I kissed her again. I was met with the same hunger and
intensity as I gave. I reached down and touched the smooth skin just above her
knee. She moaned and uncrossed her legs. I slid my fingertips higher until I
could feel the heat from her thighs.


“Peyton. Peyton, are you back here?”


I moved away from her just as her mother rounded the corner. I
looked up at the sky. Why did her sweet mother have the worst timing?


“Yes, Mom. I’m here. What’s going on?” Peyton crossed her legs and
leaned back, looking casual and relaxed as though we were discussing the
weather or fashion.


“It’s time. Let’s go, ladies.” Again Ellen fussed with Peyton’s
straps. She walked between us, her arms linked in ours, and guided us away. She
told me to take a seat wherever I wanted and she disappeared with Peyton.


I sat down on a chair on the bride’s side. It was a good place to
see the service and still have an unobstructed view of Peyton. If I couldn’t
have her now, I was going to stare and fantasize about her the entire ceremony.


 


* * *


 


“Are you telling everybody no or just saving yourself for me?”
Peyton sneaked up behind me and held out her hand.


I didn’t hesitate. I slipped mine in hers and followed her onto
the dance floor. The last two hours, she flitted about during dinner and the
ceremonious cake cutting to talk with family and friends. I didn’t mind. I
liked watching her. The way she carried herself around the rooms was graceful.
I even caught her staring at me several times. My heart skipped every single
time my eyes met hers. I couldn’t wait to be alone with her again.


“I was saving myself. I owe you the first dance. After that, it’s
all up in the air.” I giggled when she twirled me closer to her.


“After that, you’ll be dancing with me. And after that, and then
after that, too.” We danced to “My Girl” by the cover band, the Persuasions,
who did a great job of imitating The Temptations.


“What will I do if somebody steals you away? Or what if your uncle
Jerry asks me to dance?”


Peyton laughed. “If you get Uncle Jerry to dance, I will give you
anything you want,” she said.


I lifted my eyebrow at her. “Anything I want?”


“Anything at all.” She twirled me again.


“Challenge accepted.”


Uncle Jerry was a cantankerous old man who was Peyton’s
great-uncle. He was pushing eighty, wore thick glasses, and smelled like
antiseptic. He grumbled at everyone and hated everything about the wedding and
didn’t care who heard him.


“Uh-oh. I wish you luck, then,” she said.


I bowed and boldly left her out on the dance floor. She laughed as
I walked away, but I was bound and determined to win this bet at any cost. It
didn’t really matter because I knew I would get anything I wanted anyway.


 


* * *


 


I didn’t mind Peyton’s family taking pictures of me and Uncle
Jerry. Getting him out on the dance floor was nothing short of a miracle and
they wanted to document the occasion. I smiled devilishly at Peyton. She
laughed and shook her head at me. I nodded in return. I won and we both knew I
was going to collect. I turned and focused my attention on my dance partner.
Even though he was fragile, Uncle Jerry danced beautifully. He led me around
the dance floor, humming along with the tune of “The Way You Look Tonight,” and
bowed to me when it was over. He guided me to my table, took my hand in both of
his, and thanked me for the dance.


Peyton sat down beside me. “You’re very competitive, aren’t you?”


I could tell she was impressed. “When I want something, I go for
it.” I took the flute of champagne she offered and clinked my glass to hers.
“Here’s to never giving up.”


“Here’s to being the real winner in this scenario.”


We stared at one another as we sipped our champagne. The flush in
her cheeks and the slight blush across her chest were signs she was as turned
on as I was.


“Ah, another slow song. Would you like to dance?” I asked.


She bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “I’d like to get out of
here for a bit. If you want to.”


I knew what that meant. I stood and reached for her hand. “Let’s
go somewhere more private.”


We headed up to the main house, nodding at other guests as they
headed back to the party. I wanted to run up the hill and race upstairs to our
room, but I needed to show some discipline. I wanted her to know that tonight
was about us, about pleasure, and about appreciating life. By the time we hit
the front door, my hands were on her waist. I twirled her and kissed her hard
before we reached the stairs.


She wound her hands in my hair as I pushed into her. I didn’t know
how we were going to make it up to the room. I was thirty seconds away from
peeling off her dress and dropping down to my knees. A door closed sharply at
the top of the stairs and we broke apart, panting. I moved to the side as Peyton’s
cousin and his husband walked down the stairs.


“How’s the party?”


Peyton nodded.


I knew she couldn’t talk at the moment. I cleared my throat and
gave it a try. “It’s fantastic. Great music. A ton of fun.” Short, easy
sentences were all I could manage. I gently pushed Peyton up the stairs so that
we didn’t get stuck in a conversation neither of us wanted to have.


“Have a good time.”


Peyton fumbled with the doorknob.


I ran my hands up and down her arms and kissed her neck.
“Breathe.”


I felt her relax against me. She twisted in my arms to face me.


I turned the doorknob behind her, walked us into the room, and
flipped on the light. The party hummed in the background, but I could only
focus on the pounding in my chest and the beautiful woman in front of me.


“Tory,” she said.


That was it. I crashed into her, our bodies completely flush. I
hated that we were dressed. I wanted to feel her skin against mine. I wanted
her lips on my body. I wanted her heart in mine.


She walked me over to the bed, our lips never breaking apart. She
kicked off her shoes and fumbled to find my zipper. My hands circled her body,
trying to find hers.


I groaned out of frustration.


She broke the kiss and took a step away from me. The zipper was on
her side, hidden from my prying hands. When she stepped out of the dress,
wearing only black panties, I felt weak, warm, and out of control. Peyton was
even more beautiful than I imagined. I was afraid to touch her. Terrified that
if I did, she would disappear. I was in a dream come true.


“You are so beautiful,” I said.


She stood in front of me, proud and willing.


I slipped out of my dress and kicked it to the side. I felt
overdressed in my bra and panties.


She stepped closer and grazed her fingertips across my stomach. I
quivered under her touch. When her fingers slid to unlatch my bra, I moaned. We
didn’t break eye contact. The moment her hand cupped my breast, my eyes
fluttered closed. I reveled in her caress. She was so gentle and careful. When
I couldn’t stand it any longer, I reached out and kissed her hard. I followed
her as she sank onto the bed. I doubted either of us could stand any longer. I
was weak with desire and she was shaking. I lay beside her and touched her
everywhere, softly, possessively. I kissed my way down her warm neck, tasting
her skin, running my tongue along the softness right above her collarbone. Her
body was flawless.


She helped me pull off her panties. Her hips lifted higher the
closer my lingering kisses got to her core. She was shameless. We were moving
fast, responding to a desperate need between us that I had never experienced
with another person before. We were celebrating the preciousness of life, the
discovery of a new lover, and the beginning of forever. Peyton’s hands never
stopped touching me. They moved from my arms, to my shoulders, then to my hair
as my mouth found her warm, wet slit.


I tasted her sweetness and we both moaned when I found her clit.


She squirmed against me, needing release. Her fingers tangled in
my hair.


I wanted to touch everywhere on her body at once. I wanted to kiss
her, taste her, feel her from the inside. When I left the warmth of her thighs
and crawled up to face her, the concerned look on her face melted me.


“I just wanted to see your face and watch you.” I trailed off as
my fingers found her core. She was tight, but so wet that I was able to slip
two fingers in at once. She arched her back and moaned deeply, but never lost
eye contact with me. I pressed my body between her legs, my fingers still
inside. Her blue eyes were intensely dark and her mouth slightly open. I felt
each gasp every time I thrust deeply inside.


She wrapped her legs around my waist when I sped up my movements.
She was loud, but I wasn’t worried. Most of the guests were down at the wedding
so I did nothing to quiet her moans. I kissed her mouth, sucked her earlobe,
and did everything I could to not clamp down on her neck and mark her.


“Tory,” she whispered against my shoulder again and again.


My hair cloaked us and I watched her climb toward her orgasm. I
placed tiny kisses on her cheeks and the corners of her mouth.


“Yes, please, now,” she said.


My hand was tired and my shoulders were stiff from holding my
position between her legs, but I wanted to give this to her. I wanted to watch
her peak and fall and crash back into my arms. I felt her legs tremble and her
slick walls clench against my fingers. I leaned up as her body exploded against
mine. Never had anyone given themselves to me so completely. It was beautiful
to watch, to be a part of such release. I held her until I felt her relax. She
whispered my name again. I leaned down and kissed her softly. I slipped out of
her and moved to the side to give her space, but kept her close enough to
lightly touch and kiss. I covered us with a blanket and reached to turn off the
light.


“We’re not done,” she mumbled.


I dropped my hand shy of the light switch. “I know. I just wanted
you to relax for a bit. I know today was exhausting.”


I leaned over and kissed her perfectly round and erect nipple,
gently sucked it into my mouth. I knew she was sensitive all over and I wanted
to give her body a minute to rest. I felt her fingers brush my neck and scratch
my scalp softly, intimately. I estimated her break to be about thirty-seven
seconds before I made the move to taste her again. Even though her legs still
shook ever so slightly, she spread herself for me. I lapped up her juices and
found the hard, swollen nub nestled within her folds. Within a minute, she
crested again, this orgasm punctuated with a tiny shout. I listened to see if anybody
was outside, but the only noise was my rapid heartbeat and her heavy breathing.


Her entire body relaxed and she made soft, appreciative noises as
she reached for me. “You are incredible.” She kissed me hard, and moaned when
she tasted herself on my lips.


My body exploded with heat at the sound, at the intimacy of the
moment, at what was to come next. Her hands were all over, touching, learning
me. I was not shy with Peyton. I let her know what I liked, what I loved, and
she learned that when I got quiet, it was because I was beyond words. She built
me up fast and slowed me down. She flipped me over, spread me with her legs,
and slipped inside me. I clutched the sheets as she filled me with her fingers.
Every time I moaned, her teeth grazed and nibbled my back. She gave me just the
right sweetness mixed with dominance as though we’d been lovers for years.


“God, yes, Peyton,” I said.


Encouraged, she pumped faster until I buried my face in the pillow
and shouted when I crested into the sweet abyss. I loved the feeling of her on
top of me. She placed tiny kisses along the back of my neck until I shivered.


“So beautiful,” she said.


I flipped back over and silenced her with a kiss. I didn’t mind
the compliment. I just wanted to kiss her and tell her how I felt without
words. We relaxed next to one another, the shyness gone, replaced with a
closeness only lovers shared.


“Do we need to get back to the party?” I asked.


Peyton was lazily swirling her fingers over my breasts and down my
stomach. Closeness and cuddling were two of my favorite things after sex.
“Absolutely not. Unless you want to. I couldn’t be happier where I am right
here, right now.”


“Maybe Uncle Jerry wants another dance.” I shrugged.


She playfully poked me. “I told you, you only dance with me.” She
was kidding, but I really didn’t want to dance with anybody else, especially
not after we just made love.


“But I won the bet.”


“You mean, you didn’t get what you wanted?” She acted surprised.


“Oh, I got what I wanted, but now I want more.” I quirked my
eyebrow and started my seduction all over again.


Chapter Thirteen

 

Peyton

 

 

I lay on my side, facing Tory’s back, watching the effects of the
sun rising somewhere in the distance. The darkness in the room gradually faded
to a soft blue before the break of day took over. My eyes were fixed on her
bare shoulder where the hint of a few light freckles were visible in the early
morning sun. Even though I was dying to lean forward, press my lips to her
skin, kiss her awake, and give myself over to her again, I heard the low rhythm
of her breathing signaling she was sound asleep. I settled for gratuitously
allowing myself to indulge in a playback of the night before in my mind.


At that moment, she moved onto her back and tilted her body toward
me. I used the opportunity to caress her forearm. “Morning.”


“Hey.” Her voice was gravelly with sleep, and her smile as lazy
and soft as the hue in the room.


“Did I wake you?” I asked.


She shook her head and reached forward, brushing a lock of hair
from my cheek. I angled my head and kissed her palm, touching the back of her
hand with my own and holding her there for a second. She smiled and I couldn’t
resist. I urged her toward me, desperate to kiss her. I almost got my way, but
just as our lips barely touched, she pulled back. “No fair. You totally
cheated.” She made a grand gesture of looking slighted.


I couldn’t help but chuckle, knowing she’d picked up the hint of
toothpaste from when I’d brushed my teeth an hour earlier. “You snooze, you
lose.” I rolled on top and pinned her under me. “Where’s my kiss?” I teased,
nibbling her neck as she turned away from me, her lips pursed tightly in
defiance as she wiggled out from underneath me and darted to the bathroom.


When she emerged a few minutes later, she flashed a big smile as
she walked naked across the room and slipped back under the covers next to me.
She leaned in and kissed me so fully and so completely, I was slightly
breathless.


“Good morning.” She looked adorably smug at her instant effect on
me. I wanted to say something clever or playful or even flirtatious, but all
words failed me. All I could think about was how wet I was already just from
one kiss.


“It is a good morning. Did you sleep okay?” I asked as she kissed
my face lightly. Her hand drifted along my side and her fingertips brushed
against the curve of my hip.


“Mmm-hmm.” She traced my collarbone, drawing lazy circles on my
chest. “Did you?”


I shrugged and smiled. “It was nice being next to you.”


When she looked up at me her deep brown eyes held concern. “Did
you not sleep at all?”


“I was never a good sleeper. And since everything happened, well,
you know.” She started to frown, and I wanted to make sure she felt zero
responsibility for my insomnia. My sleep issues were mine alone. “Hey, don’t
look so disappointed. Last night I got a few solid hours.” I leaned forward and
let my lips linger near her jawline as I whispered, “I think you may have had
something to do with that.”


“Oh yeah?”


I felt her cheek dimple and knew she was smiling. “A little.” I
held up my index finger and thumb in illustration.


“Only a little?” She fake guffawed. “Tough crowd.”


I kissed her in earnest. “I’m teasing. You know that.”


She came back in for another kiss and her hand smoothed along the
length of my body as she moved closer. I put my arms around her shoulders,
ready to pull her on top of me when her fingertip grazed my incision scar. She
didn’t recoil, instead she traced the outline tenderly. “Does it hurt?” she
asked.


“No. Not really. It’s a little sensitive sometimes.” Her hand
stilled over the scar almost possessively and she nodded, but said nothing. I
looked at her, hoping my expression conveyed reassurance. “It’s okay. You won’t
hurt me.”


“I won’t.” She looked right into my eyes and I knew we were
talking about more than my injury. “Ever.”


I touched her face and brought her toward me. “I know.” I fell
into the intensity of the moment and let my emotion take over completely as I
basked in the feel of our bodies intertwined. In a few hours, I would have to
share her with the world again, but for now she was all mine and I was going to
relish every second of our time together.


To my surprise, I actually fell asleep afterward and I was glad
for the nap because it gave me the energy to keep up with my relatives at my
parents’ morning-after brunch. By twelve thirty everyone staying with us at the
big house was present and accounted for and I left Tory in the capable hands of
Jake, Sydney, and Derek while I excused myself to do a full circle of the room,
making sure to put in some quality time with everyone.


Just as I was about to head over to where Tory was deep in
conversation with Aunt Paula, Jake stopped me.


“I’m getting a coffee refill. You in?” he asked. I looked over to
Tory. “She’s fine. Stop obsessing.” I made a face, but he nudged my elbow and
guided me the few steps to the coffee urn in the kitchen. “Come with me.” He
ignored the fact that he was muscling his way into getting my company. He
grabbed two cups, and without lifting his eyes, he nodded his head toward the
corner where my dad had joined Aunt Paula and Tory. “Not that it matters what I
think, but she’s awesome. Tory.” He filled our cups and loaded us up with
sweetener and a tiny drop of milk. He was always trying to get me to cut down
on the cream—it was an endearing, if annoying characteristic.


It didn’t matter what he thought, not really, but it was still
nice to hear, so I took the bait. “You think so?”


“Yes.” He tipped his head to meet my eyes. “Everyone loves her.
Clearly.” I didn’t know if he was referring to me specifically or the family in
general. “She’s funny, she’s nice, and she got Uncle Jerry to dance. Most
importantly, she is obviously head over heels for you.” He handed me my coffee
and shooed me away. “So what are you doing talking to me? Get over there, kid.”


I rolled my eyes at him but went right to Tory anyway. She didn’t
need rescuing. She was very much holding her own discussing day trading with my
dad and Aunt Paula. I was lost in the world of finance and could contribute
nothing to the conversation, but I listened along happily, slipping my hand in
hers just to feel her skin against mine.


Just after three o’clock, I found my parents and broke it to them
that we were going to head home. They didn’t protest and a few minutes later,
we were cruising along the highway talking about the wedding and the week
ahead. The time flew by. My heart sank a little knowing our weekend together
was coming to an end, but we both had work in the morning. Tory clearly felt
the same because as we pulled up in front of my apartment, she floated the idea
of a midweek sunset walk at the beach as something to look forward to.


I agreed willingly and on Wednesday, I paced the edge of the steps
at the main entrance of the Asbury Boardwalk. I eagerly checked my watch as I
awaited Tory’s arrival. It had only been three days since I’d seen her, but my
whole body ached to hold her, touch her, feel her in my arms again. It took all
of my restraint to keep from racing over when she pulled her sleek SUV into a
spot a few feet from where I stood. I took a step in her direction, but she
waved me off.


“Stay there. I’m coming to you,” she called out. She shut the door
and quickly checked her reflection in the window.


“Quit primping. You look beautiful,” I said. Even though I was
teasing her over the stolen moment of vanity, my statement was completely true.
In a casual sundress and low-slung sandals, the late day sun bronzing her
tanned shoulders, she was absolutely breathtaking. “Hurry up.” I laughed at my
needy demand. “I miss you.”


She rewarded me with a gorgeous, broad smile as she sashayed over,
taunting me with the sway of her hips and placing a lingering kiss on my lips.
She slipped her hand into mine. I felt a kind of inner calm cascade through my
limbs at her simple touch.


“Should we walk?” She gently canted her head in the direction of
the shoreline.


I nodded enthusiastically. The early evening was far and away my
favorite time to be at the beach. “Definitely.”


Tory kicked her shoes off and tossed them in her straw beach bag.
“How was your day?” she asked.


“Much better now.” I held her gaze, hoping she’d know my words
were true. Even though my day at work had been fine, being with Tory was the
highlight I’d been looking forward to. But somehow my statement unsettled her.
Her brow furrowed and a frown overtook her smile.


“What happened at work?” Her tone was tentative, as though she was
bracing herself for a dramatic answer.


“Nothing.” My voice came out light and airy. “My day was
completely routine. How about yours?”


“Don’t do that.” She stopped to look right at me, disbelief and
distress buried behind her eyes.


“Do what?” I was genuinely confused over the direction our
conversation was taking.


“I know this was your first week back to full duty.” She sighed.
“While I don’t a hundred percent understand what that means, I know it’s more
dangerous than being inside the police station.” She licked her full lips and
swallowed, seeming to prepare herself for something heavy.


She was worried about me. My heart beat faster at her concern even
though it was mostly unwarranted.


“My day was fine. I was on patrol in a good sector, with a good
partner,” I said, inwardly recalling how Gabe Lopez had me in stitches all
morning. “My whole week has been good. I went on a few interesting calls for
service. And one DOA. That was sad, but it was an old man who died in his
sleep. His family seemed relieved he didn’t suffer. That’s really it. Nothing
noteworthy.” A wave washed over my toes and I shivered at the feel of the icy
water on my bare feet.


Her gaze drifted to a cruise ship in the distance and I noted the
stress still present on her face, fully aware my explanation had not allayed
her fears.


“You still seem upset,” I said.


She let go of my hand and turned to face the vast body of water in
front of us. “I guess I’m just not overly enthused about you being back on
patrol.” Her voice brimmed with apprehension.


Part of me understood her fear, but I tried to be pragmatic about
it. “Tell me what you’re concerned about.”


Her look told me she thought I was being flippant. “Really? You
really want to know why I’m nervous about my girlfriend—who’s still recovering
from being shot—returning to fighting crime, where she is bound to be a target
again and again. What part of that don’t you understand?”


I wanted to halt the conversation right there and focus on the
fact that she’d just called me her girlfriend. I’d known it was true and I felt
the same way, but we hadn’t actually used the term directly, and it made me
swell with excitement. But we were knee deep in her fears over my chosen
profession and I knew I needed to address them head-on. I took a few seconds to
compose my thoughts.


“First thing’s first. I can’t tell you how much your concern means
to me. As a police officer for one, but more importantly, as a person. I care
about you, a lot. I think you know that. But I don’t want you to worry about
me. Let me try to put some of your fears to rest.”


“Please.” She brushed her arm gently against mine. “Help me
understand how you’re so nonchalant about going back to such a dangerous job.”


I picked a small stone from the wet sand and threw it as far as I
could, watching it plunk into the water some yards away. “I love being a cop.
It’s what I wanted to do my whole life. And I’m good at it. I know that may
sound vain, but it’s not like I’m solving major cases or making a difference in
the world. Not really.” It was difficult to explain what I really did on a
day-to-day basis, so I tried to choose my words carefully. “All the television
shows would have you believe that police work is all catching killers and
rapists and terrorists.” I shrugged. “But a good deal of the time, most of the
time it’s just about helping John Q. Citizen with whatever problem he’s got.
Maybe his car was stolen, or his mom with dementia is lost somewhere in the
neighborhood, or the kids down the block are having a loud party because their
parents are away.” I drew a heart in the sand with the tip of my big toe before
reaching down for another rock to chuck into the distance. I felt the warmth of
Tory’s lithe body next to me and wondered if my words calmed her at all.


“I know that, but it isn’t that way all the time.”


“Yes, sometimes it’s confrontational and dangerous even. But I’m
careful.” I held my arm out, hoping a different angle would allow the stones to
skip across the top of the water. I whipped one after the other with force and
sulked as each one fell flat. “Aside from that one error in judgment, I’m very
careful. And if you think about it, I’ve probably already endured the most
dangerous moment of my career and I survived that.” I wasn’t being cavalier. I
truly couldn’t imagine anything worse than the incident at Angelina’s. On the
job or off duty. Surviving it had given me a new lease on life and new
perspective as a police officer. I would always, always be prepared.


“Hold up.” She held her hand up to stop me. “What error in
judgment? What are you talking about?”


I looked straight ahead. “Not having my gun on me when the shooter
came into the bridal shop.”


“Please tell me you don’t blame yourself for that psychopath’s
actions?”


It was a tricky question. I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong. I’d
replayed the scenario a thousand times in my head, and while I still didn’t
know how I would have pulled off being armed while getting fitted for a
bridesmaid’s dress, I knew there were solutions that ended with less carnage.
Prior to the incident, I often carried off-duty. I could have done something as
simple as secured the firearm in my purse and kept it right next to me
throughout the fitting. Then certainly some of those women would still be
alive. Why I’d chosen to leave my gun home that morning haunted me daily.


I kept my voice even. “I don’t know, blame is a strong word. I
wish I’d made different choices. That’s all.”


“Don’t do that.” She reached for my hand. “Just don’t.”


“Okay.” I meant it. I had no desire to relive the scene again.
Especially not right now. I steered the conversation back on track. “About you
being worried about me going back to work, it’s flattering and sweet, and it
means the world to me that you care—”


“Of course I care.”


“I know. So do I. That’s what I’m saying. I promise you I will be
safe and careful. Always.” I gave her hand a small squeeze. “I have a lot to
live for.”


My inference wasn’t lost on her and her look told me she appreciated
my sentiment. It actually conveyed way more than appreciation. Without another
word she leaned in and kissed me thoroughly. In her embrace I felt how deeply
she cared about my well-being.


Pulling away, she smiled impishly before crouching to the ground,
selecting a stone, and skipping it successfully across the surface of the
water.


“Show-off.” I smiled.


She tossed her head back and laughed lightly, joy coming through
her every pore before she reached down for another. She moved behind me and I
could feel her body gently press against mine. “You have to start with a flat
stone.” She opened her palm to reveal a tiny, smooth, triangular rock. “Take
it.” I did as I was told. She covered my hand with hers and softly mimicked a
flicking motion. “It’s all in the wrist,” she whispered.


I felt a chill of longing at the huskiness of her voice, the
sensation of her breath on my neck. Her hands shifted to my hips and I leaned
into her, wanting to feel her on every part of my body. She dropped a kiss on
my shoulder and stepped to the side.


“Try.” She gestured at the stone in my hand. I gave it my best
effort, but the rock sank immediately. “You need more wrist action.”


I watched her delicate hand repeatedly demonstrate the movement.
Tipping my chin down, I hoped my look conveyed innuendo.


“Don’t get fresh.” She gave me a knowing smile as she handed me
another stone. “Try again.”


I closed my eyes and pictured her body’s fluid motion. Stretching
my arm back, I concentrated on my wrist and released, following through with
extended fingers. I opened my eyes just in time to see the rock bounce once and
then again across the choppy water.


“Look at that, I did it.” A smile spread across my face as I
turned to Tory and put my arms around her neck. I peppered her cheeks with tiny
kisses. When I found her mouth, she leaned into me.


Our kiss was long and slow and desperate, and not at all the peck
of thanks I’d planned on bestowing. This was something entirely different. It
was soft but passionate, needy and deliberate. Our mouths moved together
perfectly, our lips and tongues communicating instantly what might have taken
hours or more to convey with words. If I had any doubts at all, they fell away
in that perfect moment when everything in Tory’s being told me her feelings
matched mine precisely.


Breaking apart, I looked into her lovely, dark eyes. I got lost in
their rich beauty. “Thank you.”


“What for?” Her forehead pressed against mine as we held hands,
slightly swaying under the orangey pink summer haze.


I swallowed my small laugh. I suppose I’d offered my thanks for
her lesson in stone skipping. Suddenly I knew I was grateful for so much more.
“Everything,” I said, knowing it was cheesy. I didn’t even care.


Tory answered with a perfect smile, taking my hand as we continued
to stroll along the surf. She asked about my sister and Derek and their
honeymoon plans. I told her the dance with Uncle Jerry would go down in
history. We smiled and talked and walked until my leg started to ache. The sun
was setting in earnest and we picked a spot on the dunes to enjoy the
fluorescent colors of the twilight sky.


“My interview is next week.” Tory smoothed the beach throw she had
brought onto the cushy sand. Her voice was hesitant as she sat down.


I wished I knew what to say. I thought she was remarkably brave
for her willingness to share her story. “Are you nervous?” I asked.


She patted the space between her legs for me to sit. Leaning back
into her body, I savored the feel of her chest against my back, her cheek
brushing mine. I felt the intake of her breath as she contemplated her answer.


“A little. But I think survivor stories are good and important for
people to hear.” She nodded her head once, sort of resolutely.


I wondered if I’d ever have a fraction of her courage. “I know it
won’t be easy. You know I’m here for you, right? If you want me to go with you
or if you need to talk about it before or after. Whatever you need.” I lifted
her hand to my lips and kissed it. She’d agreed to such a difficult thing and I
was incredibly proud of her.


“Thank you.” There was a raspiness to her voice. Her hands slipped
around my waist, pulling me flush against her. “That means a lot.”


“I mean it.” I turned to face her, so she could see my offer was
sincere. But when her eyes met mine, there was a hunger in them that was only
reinforced by the kiss that followed. It was a replica of the kiss from
earlier, only amplified a thousandfold.


The sky was getting dark, the beach nearly deserted. I knew we
could have gotten away with a rushed hookup. But that wasn’t what I wanted. I
wanted to take my time, relish the glory of Tory’s gorgeous body, naked and
beautiful under my touch. I wanted to kiss her everywhere, hold her as we made
love, feel her quake when she came, and watch her fall asleep in my arms, sated
and spent.


“We need to go.” I was almost panting in anticipation. “Right
now,” I added in case my urgency wasn’t entirely apparent.


She echoed my need. “Your place is closer than mine.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

Bradley

 

 

Two minivans passed while I waited, otherwise the street was quiet.
I paced back and forth in front of the gorgeous home. It wasn’t really my
style, but that didn’t matter. Maybe my complaints would keep Tory with me
longer, closer to me for most of the day. God, I’d love that. My new real
estate agent had been on my mind around the clock—a nice reprieve from thinking
about what I had done. I was about to meet Tory Stevens, survivor and revered
hero in the flesh. I’d dressed with care that morning, choosing charcoal slacks
and a blue dress shirt. My looks were clean and professional, as well as
completely average. I wanted Tory to feel comfortable around me. I wanted to be
an approachable man she’d enjoy working with. A man that maybe she’d like to
get to know.


I had spent the past few days driving past the Home Again Real
Estate office and camped out twice just to catch a glimpse of Tory. I was
finally successful after a weekend of no appearance. I assumed that I had maybe
chosen the wrong building, but then I saw her and she was magnificent. She was
running back from getting a coffee at a nearby café. I was entranced by the way
she moved, her hair nearly floating in the afternoon breeze. She appeared to
have little to no guard up. I couldn’t help but wonder if she carried that
false security with her everywhere.


I guessed I was about to find out.


I spun my keys around my index finger once, twice, and a third
time. The key ring tugged at my skin slightly. I stared down at my oxfords and
the cracks in the sidewalk as I walked. The neighborhood was quiet. All I heard
was the sound of birds rustling and chirping in trees. Cheryl would’ve loved
this neighborhood. I clenched my jaw at the intrusive thought and gripped my
keys in my palm until I knew the metal would pierce my skin. The sound of an
approaching car tore my attention from my sorrow and rage. I had to slip back
into the role of homebuyer and average man. I watched a Lexus SUV pull up to
the curb and I tried to restrain my smile to seem more casual instead of giddy.
I knew I was going to enjoy every minute of this.


Studying images on a computer screen and watching from over a
hundred feet away didn’t prepare me for seeing Tory up close. I watched her
mouth move as she spoke. I wished I could’ve seen her in the bridal shop, at
her most vulnerable and terrified. Her beauty caught me off guard momentarily,
but I quickly reminded myself I was there to look at a new home to start a
family in.


“Bradley?” She stared at me intensely.


I should’ve paid closer attention. A mistake I wouldn’t make
again. “I’m sorry.”


“You are Bradley Holt, right?” she said with a head tilt. Tory’s
brow creased and, while the wrinkling marred her perfect face, I liked seeing
her grow serious, concerned.


I stepped forward and reached out my hand eagerly. “Yes, I’m
Bradley Holt.” I emphasized my new last name. I reined in my excitement when
Tory took my hand. Her skin was soft to the touch and warm. “I’m sorry if I
seemed a little out of it. I was picturing all the kids playing out here.” I
motioned to the very green and very large front yard.


“It’s pretty sizable.” She chuckled warmly and pushed the hair
from her face. The wind had picked up considerably since the morning. “I’m sure
you noticed the cul-de-sac at the end of the road, so that helps keep through
traffic to a minimum. The neighborhood is safe for kids to play a pickup game
of baseball or basketball.” Tory turned back to me. Her professionalism was
apparent by the way she carried herself and stood. Her shoulders were squared
and back straight.


Daydreams of my future aside, I realized that Tory could be the
woman I was supposed to love all along.


I cleared my throat. “My nieces and nephews would love that. Even
the ones who prefer indoor activities like video games.” I had to remind myself
to keep the details of my fictitious life to a minimum for fear of forgetting
and getting caught in my lie.


“Seven.” Tory smiled confidently.


I narrowed my eyes at her. “Hmm?” The wind pulled violently at the
large trees around us.


“Seven nieces and nephews, right?” I watched the concern in Tory’s
eyes turn to embarrassment.


I forced a laugh. “Yes, you’re right. I’m surprised you remember.”


Tory’s smile widened, displaying perfect teeth. Against my better
judgment, I looked down to the rest of Tory’s body. This woman was impeccable
in her navy pantsuit. It was a shame she didn’t wear a skirt, I wanted to see
her legs. Tory shifted in a way that hinted at discomfort. I gave my keys
another squeeze as a reminder to stay on track before I shoved them into my
pocket.


“What’s the backyard like?” I asked.


“Just as spacious, but I do have some bad news,” she said with a
solemn expression. She stepped away and walked toward the front door. She
didn’t need to look back to make sure I was following. I was less than two
steps behind her.


“What’s that?” My voice dropped. I caught a hint of her perfume
and it affected me more than I expected. Her smell reminded me of Cheryl.


“There’s no pool, but plenty of room to install one.” She pushed
the key into the top lock of the front door.


My control slipped. “Chanel Chance.” My statement was met by a
stare.


When I didn’t speak again, Tory turned the key and said, “Excuse
me?”


I had to resist the urge to slam my fist into the crimson door.
“Your perfume, it’s Chance. A few women in my family wear it.” I hoped the
small explanation of useless information would distract Tory from my noticeable
mood change. Why was Cheryl everywhere? She was gone. I made sure of that, yet
she stepped into this special moment and tried to ruin it. I didn’t want the
love of my past to affect the love of my future. Tory rested her hand on my
shoulder and I jumped.


“With a family as large as yours, that doesn’t surprise me,” she
said with a kind but plastic smile. She was clearly trying to connect with her
buyer. Soon enough she’d realize how badly she wanted to connect with me.


“And it just keeps growing,” I blurted out. I didn’t want to dive
any further into my fictional life so I changed the subject. “Can we.” I
pointed to the door. I needed space, a moment to calm the pain that the small
reminder of Cheryl awoke. Instead of seeing her perfection and feeling my love
for her grow, I felt like Tory was flaunting her life in my face. And that made
me want to strangle her. I wanted to watch the life drain from her body,
starting from her toes and ending in her eyes, but I couldn’t.


No, not her, I reminded myself. Tory is supposed to be my happily
ever after.


Tory mumbled an apology and opened the door. She should be sorry.
She should be doing her fucking job. If we were going to work, she’d have to learn
how to focus on me and my needs. I would help her learn.


“You enter right into the great room. You have enough space to
entertain as well as play around with rambunctious kids.” Tory’s tone had
changed. I preferred this professionalism over her softness for now. I watched
her ass sway as she led me into the kitchen. “Professional grade, stainless
steel appliances complement the granite countertops perfectly.” She ran her
fingertips along the smooth surface of the kitchen island. The long bones of
her fingers looked delicate. Her body would be so easy to control. “Do you
cook?”


I snapped my eyes back up to meet Tory’s. “I do. Breakfast is my
specialty. What about you?” I needed to know more in order to push away these
premature desires. I wanted Tory to sell me herself along with the house. I
wanted to hear all about her perfections. She was hesitant to answer so I
walked about the kitchen, mindlessly inspecting the cabinets as I listened to
Tory breathe.


“I cook when I can.” Her answer annoyed me. I shut the cabinet a
little harder than I should have. The noise echoed through the empty home, but
it seemed to push Tory into saying more. “I stick to family recipes mostly.”


After a moment of silence, I let out a hollow laugh. “I’ll have to
install dampers on these. I’ve yet to meet a kid who doesn’t love slamming
cabinets.”


“Children do enjoy making noise.”


Her comment interested me. “Do you have any children, Tory?” Her
name felt divine coming from my lips.


She laughed. “No.” Tory’s response ended there. No further
explanation. She was being so difficult.


I clenched my jaw and tried to come up with something to say,
something normal and benign. I thought of what all the useless women in my
office would say to Tory if they were in my shoes, and the answer appeared
instantly. “You laugh now, but you could be a mother this time next year.”
Again, she laughed. I pressed further. “No kids in your near future?”


“Not in the near or far. Let me show you the backyard. The sliders
lead right out to a substantial patio—”


“Does your boyfriend know that?” I couldn’t care less about the
backyard. Tory was so sure about not wanting children, like she was making this
decision for both of us. I knew she wasn’t wearing a ring, but I could imagine
some sucker falling for her beauty while she strung him along and controlled
his life. And if she were seeing someone, I’d have to work his disappearance
into my plans.


She sighed as she pushed open the sliding glass door. “Bradley,
let’s not lose focus on why we’re here.” Fire danced in her eyes.


I had overstepped and my mind was going a million miles a minute
trying to think of a way to backpedal. “I’m sorry.” I extended my hands. “I
have a tendency to ramble or become nosy when I’m nervous. Buying a house is a
big decision, especially to make on your own. I expected to be doing this with
someone by now. My siblings tease me relentlessly for still being single.” My
heart pounded as I waited for Tory’s reaction. She didn’t smile, but her
shoulders relaxed slightly. “I’m rambling again. I’m really sorry.” I tried my
best for an awkward laugh.


“Let’s look at the yard next and then I’ll show you the bedrooms.
I think you will have plenty of growing space, without taking away from your
personal space.”


I followed her wordlessly through the yard and wandered through
the grass for a bit before heading back inside and up the stairs. I’d allow
myself to get close for a fraction of a second before pulling away. It became a
game for me. I wanted to know just how close I could get without touching her,
or without Tory noticing. The closer I was able to get, the less I smelled her
perfume and the more I picked up Tory’s natural scent.


Tory must’ve thought my silence conspicuous because she kept
glancing at me. She watched my reactions to each room carefully and asked me
about my thoughts constantly. Maybe she was just doing her job, but I couldn’t
help but think she saw me as a special client. Even with my small foul-ups, I
couldn’t imagine she didn’t feel what was between us. We’d both suffered, just in
different ways.


“What do you think?” She stared at me with wide, hopeful eyes. The
tour was over. We were back by the front door.


What was I going to say? I had barely seen the house. My eyes were
on Tory the entire time, imagining all the things I’d do to her. I scratched my
palms, they itched to touch, to claim Tory’s skin. “I’m not sure if I’m ready
to tackle the project of pool installation, but everything else is nice. I
don’t know if it feels right, though. It’s almost like there’s something missing.”
Tory looked crestfallen.


“The first home is rarely a perfect fit, but I want you to think
about it a little more.” Tory led me from the house and out to the sidewalk.
We’d come full circle and I found myself growing anxious at our inevitable
parting. This step of my plan had been a delight. I saw Tory, living and
breathing before me. I looked at Tory’s throat, noting her pulse beneath the
creamy skin. I loved her.


I glanced back at the large home quickly, not wanting to get
caught staring. “I’ll consider it a contender.”


An unrestrained grin split across Tory’s face. “Very good. If you
decide this is the house for you, call my office immediately. I’m sorry your
schedule couldn’t accommodate a few more showings today. I’d normally show a
client three or four homes before encouraging a decision, but this home is
pretty close to perfect. Think about it.” Tory turned from me then and just
left. Nothing more. No pleasantries or polite mentions of how nice it was to
meet me. I’d have considered it rude if she didn’t look delectable in the way
she walked. My attention was split between her ass and the back of her head.
How could she just walk away from me like that?


The sound of Tory starting her car pulled me from my trance. I
raced toward her car. She was riffling through her purse for something. I
slammed my open palm against the glass a few times in rapid succession. She
spun toward the window, mouth agape and fear filling her eyes. In a flash, that
fear was gone. My cock twitched at her reaction. She rolled down the window and
looked at me expectantly.


“Sorry if I startled you, but I’d really like to see other homes
before making a decision.” I tried to feign innocence while arousal coursed
through my body. I wanted to experience a reaction like that again and lose
myself to Tory’s extremes. I wanted to feel her tremble. I shook my head to
clear those thoughts. “Maybe we could meet at your office later in the week?
The sooner the better.” I know I sounded eager, but that fit my persona. In
reality, I couldn’t wait to move this relationship along. A public meeting
would be comfortable for Tory, and I needed to make sure she wouldn’t forget
about me.


Tory’s cell phone rang. I begged her not to answer with my eyes,
but she raised a finger at me and took the call. “Hey.” Her voice was low and
smooth. This tone was completely different than the tone she used with me. “I’m
finishing up a showing. Can I call you back?” Tory smiled and giggled.
Curiosity and anger fought within me. Whoever the fuck was on the phone was pissing
me off. “Bye.” Tory ended the call and looked at me apologetically. “Sorry
about that. I’ll look for more listings in the area and I’ll have my office
call you to set something up.” Her tone was professional, but noncommittal.


“Fine.” I had to force the word out between clenched teeth. I
backed away from her vehicle as she pulled away.


My fists hung at my sides and the wind whipped around me. The
summer sun was far from setting and I had no place to be. I turned and looked
at every home that lined the street. I wouldn’t be going home to three bedrooms
or a great room. My future held a run-down apartment and bargain linens.


One thing I would have however, was a greater understanding of
what our future held. I looked back to where her taillights had disappeared and
smiled. Tory was a fraction closer to her destiny.


She’d be my Tory in no time.


Chapter Fifteen

 

Tory

 

 

“Thanks for driving me today, but you didn’t have to. The show
offered to send me a car.” I squeezed Peyton’s hand. I knew she worked late the
night before but wanted to drive me into the city because she knew how nervous
I was. Telling my experience was important, but it didn’t really hit me that I
was going to share it with millions of viewers until last night.


“You’ll do a fantastic job. I know it.”


I looked at Peyton and realized how fortunate I was to have her in
my life. I never really cared about maintaining relationships before, but I had
such a deep connection with her that I’d never felt before. When she called me,
even if I was in a meeting or with a client, I took the call. When she texted
me, I responded as soon as I could.


“What are you going to say if they ask you about me?”


Even though Peyton’s name was public, she wanted to stay out of
the spotlight. She didn’t feel the need to tell her story like I did. I knew
she still blamed herself for not doing anything, but she was unconscious and
bleeding to death at the time. She did the right thing by surviving.


I leaned over and kissed her cheek, my lips lingering against her
softness. “Are you okay with me telling them how sweet you are, or that you are
a fantastic kisser?” I trailed off and moved my lips down to her neck. Her
perfume was intoxicating. “Or maybe what an incredible lover you are?”


“Yeah?” Her skin vibrated against my mouth as she chuckled at my
confession.


“Definitely, yeah,” I said. I heard the slight intake of her
breath as I flicked my tongue across her earlobe.


“You realize I’m handling heavy equipment in rush hour traffic and
that the entire world can see us, right?”


I lifted my head and looked around. The guy to our left smiled and
nodded. I almost groaned when I looked to the right and saw a school bus.


“Shouldn’t these kids be in school already?” I pouted and leaned
back in my seat. It was a quarter after nine. The studio asked that I be there
at ten. We only had a few blocks to go, but traffic was hell.


“Those kids are probably going on a field trip. They say you see
all kinds of things in the city,” Peyton said. She gripped the steering wheel
tighter. “Seriously though. Have you thought about possible questions? Or
questions you aren’t going to answer? What if they push you?”


I heard the concern in her voice. “I’ll answer what I want to and
if they upset me, I will walk away. I can’t imagine they’ll be rude or push me.
How do you want me to handle us? Are you okay with the world knowing we are
together? I don’t mind if people know, but if that’s a problem for you, I won’t
say anything.” I knew she was okay with her family and friends knowing that we
were together, but I wasn’t sure how she felt about her colleagues knowing.


She reached for my hand, brought my fingers to her lips, and
kissed them softly. “I lo—I like everything about us. I don’t mind if you
mention me. I’m proud that we are together.” Peyton pulled to the curb,
unlatched her seat belt, and turned to face me. I reached for her hands and
waited for whatever advice she had. “You will be great. You are beautiful,
smart, and very brave for doing this. Please keep me posted and remember, I’m
just a phone call away.” She knew I had to do this for myself. Strangely
enough, it was therapeutic.


“Thank you, Peyton.”


Her kiss was reassuring and empowering. I touched her face softly
before I exited the car. The doorman opened the door for me and directed me to
the check-in desk. After a lengthy inquisition that made me question my
decision to even come in the first place, I was greeted by Lindsay Bluhm’s
assistant, Tracy. She waved off the rest of the interrogation and handed me a
visitor’s pass.


“Sorry about that. We can never be too careful. A lot of
television personalities have super fans that try to get close.” She was a
flurry of energy and I struggled to keep up. We reached the elevators with
about ten other people, all anxious to get somewhere. When she stepped on,
every single person moved back. She commanded attention. I liked her already.
“Once we get up into the studio, I’ll take you to a room where you can relax.
Hair and makeup will come by, but I don’t think they’ll do much. You are
practically camera ready. Lindsay will stop in to introduce herself. The first
interview is at eleven.” We moved around as people exited the elevator.


I felt self-conscious as every person left stared at me to see if
Tracy was right. I patted down my hair anyway and stood a little taller under
their secretive scrutiny.


“Let’s go,” she said before the elevator doors even opened. The
doors to the studio were majestic and bold and I smiled at the logo. When Tracy
opened the door, my mouth dropped open. It was insanely busy. I thought Tracy
walked fast, but people passed us like we were standing still. Somebody
carrying five coffees buzzed right past me, bumping my shoulder.


“Is it always like this?” I was amazed at the level of activity.


“Only on film day. And this is a big deal. You are going to be
part of one of the biggest stories we’re airing this season.”


When the show called me, they informed me that I was going to be
part of a survival interview. There were four of us and we would do individual
interviews and then a group one. A
Step Ahead was one of the few news shows I watched and respected.
Lindsay Bluhm was in her mid-thirties and worked her way up the ladder the
respectable way. She was attractive, but not distractingly so, and had two
master’s degrees from Northwestern. I’d read up on her over the weekend just to
know who was going to be asking me questions. I expected, and wanted, thought
provoking questions from a reliable source. I trusted her, even though I didn’t
know her.


Tracy ushered me into a very nice, but small dressing room. “Feel
free to relax. I’ll send Cindy and Madison in to get you ready for camera. If
you need anything at all, pick up that phone and someone will see to your
needs.” She waved and disappeared.


I sank into an oversized chair and looked around. The room was
exactly how I pictured it would be. Long vanity with a full-length mirror,
freshly cut flowers in a vase on the coffee table, and a serene water fountain
that gurgled in the corner.


Tracy popped back in. “Oh, and the bathrooms are down the hall on
your right. They are unisex.” She disappeared again before I had a chance to
respond.


I put my purse on the table and walked to the full-length mirror.
They asked me to bring a few outfits to choose from, but I’d settled for a
taupe suit and a solid white blouse. They could accessorize me if they needed.
I slipped into my powerhouse outfit and felt invincible. I sat down and thumbed
through a few magazines on the table. When I heard a brisk knock on the door, I
stood.


“Come in.” I was nervous and had to tell myself to relax.


“Hi, I’m Cindy. It’s nice to meet you, Tory.”


Another woman followed Cindy and introduced herself by saying,
“Madison.” No “hello,” no “nice to meet you.” Just her name.


“Let’s get you ready for your interview.” Cindy scrutinized me
carefully, tilting my chin to the left and to the right. “Tracy was right. We
don’t have to do a lot. We just need to darken things a bit. The lights really
wash out the makeup.”


Thinking my makeup was spot on, I looked at her in surprise. She
elaborated. “Just a little bit more color in your cheeks and another dash of
eye shadow. Don’t worry, honey. You’re beautiful.” She nudged Madison and they
smiled at one another, sharing a silent, private joke. While they were fluffing
my hair, Lindsay Bluhm peeked in and walked over to me.


“Tory. Nice to finally meet you.”


I couldn’t stand to shake her hand because I was in the process of
being primped. “Thanks for having me.”


“Thank you for agreeing to do this. I know it can’t be easy so I
want to discuss some things with you beforehand. I need to know what you are
comfortable talking about and anything you either don’t want to discuss or
can’t because it’s still an ongoing investigation.”


I relaxed. “Perfect. What are your thoughts?”


We put our heads together and ran through a few possible questions
I felt comfortable answering. I even suggested one of my own.


“Tracy will swing by and get you a few minutes before eleven. We
thought it would be a good idea for everybody to meet and observe the
individual interviews because it will make the group interview more relaxed.”


She placed her hand on my knee and gave me an encouraging squeeze.
“You are brave doing this.”


That’s exactly what Peyton had said.


 


* * *


 


“So, walk us through your morning on June fourth. What were you doing
before you went into Angelina’s?” Lindsay’s first question was both easy and
hard. Easy to answer, hard to believe. My introduction and story would air in a
clip before the one-on-one interview.


“It was a crazy Saturday. I’m in real estate and had a showing
that afternoon so I was racing around, trying to find the right shoes and my
car keys. Then I had to stop and get gas. I was thirty minutes late to my
appointment.”


She was quiet to allow the audience time to digest that
information. Had I been on time, I would have missed the shooting. I would have
been on my way to my showing and probably would have heard about the shooting
either on the radio or from a client who heard about it somewhere.


“What do you remember most?”


“It’s all a blur, but certain parts of it are clear as day. I
remember the silence after the deafening noise of the gunshots. I remember
smells. So many different smells. The smell of the gun firing, the coffee pots
that spilled, all the different perfumes, the sharpness of blood.”


“Tory, how did you survive?” She leaned forward, awaiting my
answer. This was the first time people were hearing about it, including
Lindsay. She wanted her reaction to be genuine, so we didn’t discuss it
beforehand.


“My friend from high school had picked out the worst possible
bridesmaid dress for me. It resembled something my mother would have worn to
prom in nineteen eighty-eight. It was purple taffeta and hideously puffy, but
it saved my life. I had taken it off the hook in my dressing room and laid it
across a chair. As I turned to close the dressing room door, I heard gunshots.
I scrunched up in a tiny ball behind the dress and chair.”


Lindsay nodded. I wasn’t allowed to tell her I saw his shoes, or
any of the details about his movements around the store. She knew that and
quickly jumped in with another question.


“Why did you agree to do this interview? Why now? Why not when it
first happened?”


“I needed time to myself. I’m in a good place now. I want the
world to know that I’m moving on with my life. I’m not going to let the tragedy
of that horrific day stop me. Then the shooter wins even though I’m not dead,
too.” I was sure that would be edited out. No need to poke the bear, although I
wondered if this interview would draw him out. But that was a matter for the
police. I was doing this for me.


We wrapped up the interview with Lindsay telling me how brave I
was and how she was thankful I agreed to speak with her. I felt liberated and
empowered. Talking about it to the world was a hurdle and I’d leapt over it and
continued running. It didn’t slow me down.


I listened to three other interviews about surviving horrific
events. Amy Wang managed to walk away from a Boeing 747 that crashed into the
side of a mountain. She broke her arm so severely they had to amputate it. Van
Stark, son of actor Clifton Stark, attempted suicide by washing down a handful
of Vicodin and a fifth of Jack Daniel’s. He couldn’t handle the pressures of
Hollywood and living in his father’s shadow. The final guest was Roger
Shepherd, a firefighter from Texas who survived a propane tank explosion. The
other six firefighters he was working with that day all died. After months of
skin grafts on his face and arms, he was back at the station because he wasn’t
going to let a tragedy get him down.


“What good came out of all of your experiences?” Lindsay asked.


It was the group interview. I was sitting on a high stool next to
Roger. Amy and Van were sitting on lower chairs in front of us. She turned to
Amy first.


“I learned that life is precious and you should live every moment
to the fullest. I now give speeches about the importance of seizing the day to
colleges around the nation. Most of my proceeds go to help families who have
lost loved ones in plane crashes.” She was the other survivor Lindsay interviewed.
Brice Thompson had interviewed Van and Roger. Together, they were interviewing
all of us.


I tried not to think about how little I was doing. Right now, I
was still surviving. Amy’s interview was inspiring and made me want to help
others, too.


“I’m alive and that’s pretty good in my book,” Roger said. We all
chuckled. “I’m more careful now. I’m not a showboat on the job anymore.”


When the attention turned to me, I stumbled for a bit. “Um. Well,
the one good thing that came out of this is that I’m dating the only other
survivor.” There was about two seconds of complete stillness, then everyone
erupted. It became a casual and fun barrage of questions from everybody.


“What? Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Lindsay laughed as she
asked her question. You could tell she was completely taken by surprise.


“You told us a little bit about the woman you saved. Is that her?
Is she the one?” Roger asked. The twang in his voice was endearing. He was my
favorite on the panel.


“Yes. There was interest even before the shooting. We flirted when
she was being fitted. After, I visited her at the hospital and we started
spending more time together. We have a lot in common and I love being around
her.” I knew my smile was cheese ball size, but I didn’t care.


“I can’t even top that,” Van said. We all laughed again. Once we
settled down, he continued. “The good that came out of my experience is that I
can help people now. I have a purpose. What happened to me and hearing my story
makes them understand that suicide isn’t the answer. Just because it feels like
it’s the only way out, there is always hope. I have the platform to reach so
many people and offer help.”


I reached over and squeezed his hand. I wanted to cry at his
confession. His warmth gave me strength. All of these wonderful people had
overcome horrific odds and I knew that we would always have this connection.


 


* * *


 


I decided to call Peyton from the car on the way back to my place.
She was at work, but I knew she wanted to hear from me as soon as possible. And
I wanted to hear her voice.


“Are you okay? How did it go?” she asked.


“It was actually a great experience. I’m so glad I did it, but I’m
exhausted.” I slid down in the seat and slipped off my suit jacket.


“Tell me all about it. Leave nothing out.” Peyton was clearly
anxious.


“Do you want me to call after your shift is over? I don’t want to
get you in trouble. I just needed to hear your voice.”


“Jake sent me home early. Do you want me to meet you at your
place?” she asked.


“No, stay put. I can have the driver take me to your place if you
don’t mind giving me a ride home whenever.” I didn’t want to assume I was going
to stay the night, but I needed her and her strength. It was a good day, but I
was still vulnerable. “I can be there in forty-five minutes.”


“I can have dinner ready. Is Chinese good?” She was so thoughtful
and sweet.


“That sounds great. There was so much food on the set, but it was
hard to eat because we were all nervous. I’ll tell you all about it when I get
there,” I said. “Tell me about your day. I need downtime right now.”


“Well, I was thinking about you the entire time and worried about
how things were going, so Jake told me to go home.”


“I’m so sorry, babe. I didn’t mean to throw off your day.” It was
the first time I called her an endearment and I froze for a moment. I could
hear her smile so I knew it was okay.


“No, it’s my fault. I should have just taken the day and been
there for you. I don’t know why I didn’t. I worked about four hours. When I got
home, I went for a long walk to expel some energy.”


“Do you still have some energy left?” I asked. I heard her smile
again.


“I will always have energy for you.” We had a moment of
companionable silence. I was thinking about our first time together and how
incredibly giving and open Peyton was with me. I wondered if she was thinking
similar thoughts.


She cleared her voice. “You know, we were so focused on the drive
to the studio that I forgot to ask how the rest of your week went.”


“It was okay. I might have a new client. He called about a
specific house so I showed it earlier in the week. He was kind of weird, off in
a way.” I thought about Bradley Holt and our meeting and stopped myself from
shuddering.


“What do you mean weird?” I could hear the cop in Peyton’s voice,
so I quickly downplayed the encounter.


“He was fine, just socially awkward. He’s planning for the future
and wants a house to land a wife. He comes from a large family and they are
pressuring him to get married and have kids. For somebody who works on Wall
Street, he seemed very unsure and skittish. Not confident at all. But, hey, if
he wants to drop a ton of cash on a house, I’m not going to say no.”


“Isn’t your assistant supposed to be screening the calls better
than that?”


“Oh, I’m sure she did. And this guy is legit. He drives an
expensive car, a BMW, and wears nice, name brand clothes. I’m sure he can
afford the house. He’s just odd. It’s fine, Peyton.” It wasn’t as if Vanessa
was clairvoyant and knew the thrill seekers from the families who really were
looking for a new home, but she’d been in her position for five years and I
trusted her. She’d been mother henning me since the shootings.


“Okay, just be careful. I get nervous thinking about you alone
with people in houses you are showing.” Was that jealousy?


“I’ve taken a few self-defense classes for that very reason,” I
said.


“If you ever want me to go on a showing with you, I will. My work
schedule will change soon and I’ll start working days again, so that means I’ll
be able to have a normal life with normal dating patterns. You know, dinner at
a reasonable time, movies, dates. I know you have a lot of weekend appointments
and I can certainly go to those.”


She was my protector. I knew she needed to do this not just
because we were dating, but to prove to herself that she could do it. I wasn’t
going to get in her way.


“Thank you. That would be great,” I said.


“Okay, let me get the food ordered and I’ll see you in what?
Thirty minutes?”


I checked my watch. “Yes, give or take a few.”


“Hurry. I miss you,” she said.


Meeting Peyton was the only good thing that came from the
shooting. I was glad Lindsay asked the question.


Chapter Sixteen

 

Peyton

 

 

The doorbell rang and I grabbed my wallet for a tip. I’d put the
takeout order on my credit card when I’d called, but I liked to give the
delivery guy the gratuity directly. Otherwise, there was no telling if he’d get
the payout. They had thankless jobs, the delivery folks. I grabbed some singles
and scurried through my apartment to make my way to the front door. Looking at
my watch, I did a quick calculation. The guy was here in record time. I’d
stalled on ordering because I wanted the food to be hot when Tory arrived. As I
made my way to the foyer, it occurred to me that I should have grabbed my gun
in case it was someone I wasn’t expecting. I couldn’t help knowing the shooter
was still out there somewhere. While I seriously doubted he’d come out from
whatever rock he was hiding under, the thought did occur to me from time to
time.


To that end, I’d definitely been more vigilant lately than ever
before. I always checked my rearview to make sure I didn’t have a tail. I
absolutely never left the house without being armed. I’d even purchased an
off-duty gun recently. My .40 caliber was great, but it was kind of clunky.
Even now, I’d be hard pressed to conceal it in my yoga pants and T-shirt. But
the baby Glock I’d acquired could be easily hidden in my waistband or in my
purse. Still, I didn’t wear it around my own house. Being prepared was one
thing, complete paranoia was something else entirely.


I cautiously peered down the corridor as I walked and was shocked
to see Tory standing outside.


“Hi.” I pulled her into the hallway for a hug. I kissed her softly
on the cheek. “You made great time.”


She hugged me tightly and I could feel how much she’d missed me.
Even though we’d seen each other this morning, she seemed different now.
Relaxed or exhausted, I wasn’t certain. The weight of the interview and
everything it carried was off her shoulders for the moment.


“I wasn’t expecting you so soon. I actually thought it was going
to be the Chinese food,” I said.


“That explains the money.” She looked at the cash in my hand.
“Here, let me chip in.”


She fiddled with her bag, but I grabbed her hand and laced my
fingers through hers.


“Absolutely not.” I led the way to my one-bedroom apartment on the
second floor. I held the door open. “The food should be here soon.” On cue, I
heard my bell sound again. I smiled at Tory. “Figures. I’ll run back down and
get that. Make yourself at home.”


It only took a minute and when I got back upstairs, Tory had
placed her suit jacket over the back of a chair and was sitting on my
sectional, shoeless, with her feet propped on the coffee table. She tipped her
head back as I passed and I couldn’t resist. I stopped and leaned forward to
kiss her.


“Are you hungry?” I asked, unsure if she’d want a few minutes to
unwind.


She narrowed her eyes, obviously considering her answer. “I’m not
sure. Truthfully, I’m so overwhelmed by this whole day.” She let out a long
heavy sigh and her voice got serious. “I don’t know what I’m feeling at the
moment.” She patted the couch cushion next to her. “Come sit with me for a
second.”


I nodded and placed our dinner on the kitchen counter. “Do you
want a drink?” I bit my lip and waited for her answer. I wasn’t accustomed to
weekday cocktails, but it seemed we both might need something to take the edge
off.


She leaned back and looked at me. “You know I wouldn’t mind one,
now that you mention it.” She lifted her eyebrows hopefully. “Would you join
me?”


“Sure.” I grabbed a bottle of white wine from the fridge. It had
been part of a gift basket sent over by my parents’ friends after I got out of
the hospital. I snagged two wineglasses along the way and took a seat on the
sofa. “I want to hear everything.” I handed over her drink. “If you’re up for
talking about it.”


I took a quick sip before putting my wine down and reaching for
her feet. I pulled them into my lap and she let out a heavy sigh, pushing her
hair back and rolling her shoulders. She was quiet as she closed her eyes and I
could feel her body settle as I worked my way up the sole of her foot to her
ankles. It was ridiculous, but even her feet were beautiful. Soft and smooth,
with a high arch and deep cranberry polish painted on her toes.


“This feels really nice,” she said. She started to relax under my
touch. She took a long sip of her drink before she spoke. “I will tell you all
the details of today. The interview, the other survivors. But first, tell me
why you went home early.”


This was typical Tory. Completely selfless, full of concern about
my state of mind, even after the emotional roller coaster she’d ridden all
afternoon. I reflected on the truth of my day. Even though I’d been restored to
full duty status, my day had been mundane, filled with routine radio runs and
catch-up paperwork. Certainly not what most people pictured when it came to
police work. In the moment I wasn’t sure if Tory was trying to protect me from
having to relive the bridal shop experience all over again, or if she was
hoping for a few minutes of space from it herself. Either way, I acquiesced.


“My day was low-key.” I thought about the few jobs I’d gone on
before ending my tour early. “We had a few calls for service early in the day.
Nothing major. The last half of my day would have been paperwork. That’s how it
goes on the last day of a four-day cycle, it’s always spent making sure reports
are in order and stuff like that.”


“Let me guess, yours are?”


“I’m a total nerd. So, yes. They are.” I smiled and shrugged as I
leaned forward to kiss the top of her foot. “I could barely concentrate anyway.
My mind was with you the whole time. I regret not taking the whole day off,
just to be with you.” I hoped she heard the sincerity I felt. I’d been kicking
myself all day for not staying with her in the city.


“Babe, it’s okay. You have a job. I understand.” Babe. It was the second
time she’d used the term today and I felt a rush at the intimacy it conveyed.


“Still.” I let my fingertips drift up her leg and softly scratch
her shin. “I should have been there.” I frowned. “I was going to come meet you
in the city after I got home, but I couldn’t get in touch with you. I was
worried we’d end up ships in the night if I just drove there.”


Her smile was lazy, and sweet, and she scooted up and over so that
she was right next to me. She kissed me softly and stood up, pulling me off the
couch with her. “Stop. It’s okay. Come on, let’s eat.”


We sat down at the kitchen island and Tory filled me in on her
entire afternoon. She spared no details, and I picked at my dinner virtually
hanging on her every word. It was interesting, we’d talked about the day of the
shooting before, we’d both cried about it. And we’d spent a fair amount of time
comforting each other, but this time it was different. Tory was clearly
exhausted, but she almost seemed invigorated as she went through the specifics
of her day. It was as though this experience had allowed her to reach a new
plateau, one of not quite acceptance, but perhaps healing. I listened to her go
through the ordeals of the other guests on the program as I packed up the
leftovers. Despite the long day, neither of us ate very much. When I went to
refill Tory’s drink she covered her glass and asked for water instead. I
grabbed two cold bottles from the refrigerator, happily trading the remainder
of my wine for water as I listened to her tempered, sexy voice.


“These people, the other survivors, it’s just incredible.” She
circled the plastic cap around one finger on the table. “The things they’ve
been through. And overcome.” She paused, looking off into the distance. “All of
us.” She shook her head like she still couldn’t believe it.


I walked behind the stool where she was sitting and slipped my
arms around her waist. “You are incredible. I could never do what you did
today.” I kissed the curve of her neck and rested my chin on her shoulder as
her fingers drifted over my forearms.


“Of course you could. If you wanted to,” she said offhandedly.


She had more faith in me than I did. I shrugged at her comment,
unsure how to respond. Instead, I answered by pulling her tighter, feeling her
body relax into mine. She rested her hands atop mine and interlaced our
fingers.


“They were nervous, the other guests. I suppose we all were.” She
rolled her neck and my lips brushed against her warm skin. “But there was
something between us. A kind of instant connection, a trust we shared.” She
looked off into the distance and I wondered where exactly her mind was. “We
never even talked about it. The whole day. It was like we didn’t need to. But
we could all feel it.” Her voice trailed and she broke the stare, shifting her
attention down to the countertop. “I don’t really know how to describe it.”


“You don’t have to explain it. I get it.” Slowly, I spun her chair
so I could see her face. “It’s like us.” I looked into her eyes. “When you go
through something like that, I think the bond you form is something no one else
will ever truly be able to grasp.” I leaned forward and placed a small, gentle
kiss on her lips. She held my face in her hands and kept me close. Our foreheads
touched. She slid her hands behind my neck.


She let out a heavy breath that almost hinted at a laugh but when
I met her eyes, I saw heavy emotion in them, as though she was about to cry.


“Tory, what’s wrong?” I asked. “Talk to me.” I wiped a tear away
as it fell. She caught my hand, squeezing it and bringing it to her lips. She
kissed the back of my hand softly as she spoke.


“You’re right.” She guided my hand across her lips and along her
cheek, not quite making eye contact. “But you’re also wrong.” I could feel her
smile against my knuckles. “These people today, the other survivors, we had a
closeness. A kinship, sort of. And I know I’ll stay in touch with them forever,
in some way or another. We do have, like you said, a bond.” She smiled even though
I saw more tears coming. “But, Peyton, what I have with these other survivors,”
she shook her head, “it’s not even close to how I feel about you.”


She tucked a wisp of hair behind my ear and caressed my face with
her fingertips, seeming to take her time with what she had to say. “I hate that
we both went through this, but I honestly believe we would be here anyway.
Without all the trauma that we’ve endured.” Her lips were a tight, thin line
and she met my eyes. “There’s no point in playing that game,” she said
matter-of-factly. “When I was talking about my experience today, I ended up
talking about you. About us.”


“Oh, yeah?” I felt my heart pound in my chest.


“Yeah.” She breathed out the word and her easy expression told me
it was all good things. She kissed me before she continued. “I was talking to
Lindsay Bluhm, the host, you know, and the others. And I just started talking
about you and about how we connected. Right away. In my heart I know we would
have been together anyway, without all of this.” She shook the statement off.
“So I was relaying how unbelievably fortunate I am to have the person I’m with
be someone who completely understands. On the exact same level.”


I nodded quietly, knowing she was right. Our situation was
extraordinarily unusual. Even for a story of survival.


She ran her index finger along my jawline, reaching my chin and
tilting my face upward. “What I didn’t tell them, although I suspect it was
obvious”—her smile was sexy, her voice a touch nervous—“is that I’m in love
with you.”


I didn’t expect it. The words, maybe, but the rush of emotion I
felt at hearing Tory say it took me by surprise. My throat stung, my heart was
going crazy, and my eyes started to water. I was overwhelmed. Because I felt
it, too. I had known the depths of my feelings for a while, but had forced
myself to keep it tucked away inside. A handful of times I’d almost said it,
but stopped myself. Why, I wasn’t sure. It seemed silly now.


“Babe, you’re crying.” She held my face gently.


“I’m not.” I swallowed the lump in my throat and wiped at the
tears that made me a liar. “Maybe I am.” A small laugh escaped me. “Only
because I feel the same.” I licked my lips, hating that I was butchering this
moment.


She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around my shoulders, spreading
her legs and pulling me to her, so we were completely entwined. “Shh,” she
whispered in my ear, placing baby kisses across my face until she found my
lips. Our kiss was full and deep and passionate and so full of love. When we
pulled back, I’d finally found my voice.


“I love you, too,” I said.


I felt her smile against my mouth. “I know.”


I held her hand all the way to the bedroom and kissed her as I
took my time with the buttons of her blouse. Her skin was warm and as much as I
was dying to make the moment last, I needed her desperately and I doubted I’d
resist for very long.


We slipped under the covers and I hovered over her, the golden
tones from the street lamp outside breaking through the darkness. I leaned back
to absorb all of Tory’s beauty in the partially lit space. Even though her body
was perfect and supple, it was her eyes that struck me. They were dark and full
of longing and love, expressing a complete range of emotion that matched what I
felt in my heart, in my body. As though she could read me perfectly, her hips
moved with mine. I was silently amazed by the synchronicity our bodies shared
after only a short time together. I let my hand drift all the way down to her
thigh and back up, stopping at her center to feel the heat through her panties.
She spread her legs for me, inviting me ever closer. I took her lead, slipping
under the fabric, my breath catching at how wet she was. I took off her panties
and her lacy white bra. I needed to feel all of her against me. Her skin on my
skin. She read me so well, leaning forward to kiss my chest as she unhooked my
bra, tossing it to the floor.


She held me close as she lay back, never releasing me from her
embrace. I was straddling her thigh and was about to move for a better
position, but she held me firmly in place, her arm around my waist as her other
hand moved between my legs. Our kiss seemed unbroken, our need to stay
connected above everything else. Our tongues touched gently as she slipped
inside me.


I must have tightened around her fingers because her voice held
concern as she asked, “Is this okay?”


I nodded, finding her mouth immediately to show her I meant it. I
wanted her to have all of me, every single part. I loved the way she felt
inside me, filling me completely and making me yearn for more. I couldn’t stand
it any longer, I needed to feel her. She was so wet I easily slid inside. We
moved together, our separate rhythm matching up. She was still holding me,
cradling me almost, and I felt safe and loved beyond measure. She whispered my
name over and over and I knew she was going to come. I didn’t know if it was
that knowledge or Tory’s touch that pushed me over the edge. Perhaps it was the
combination of those singularly divine elements. I’m not sure whose orgasm
started first, but we finished together, completely wrapped up in one another,
body and soul. We were both breathing heavily. I rested on top of Tory,
exhausted and spent.


I kissed her neck and shifted next to her, attempting to give her
the space I thought she might need. But as I turned, she moved with me, holding
me from behind. I pressed my back to her front, still wanting to feel her
against me.


“Peyton?”


Her voice was far away and I could feel my blood pressure rise at
the realization she was about to tell me she had to leave. It was ridiculous. I
knew she had work in the morning, but I desperately wanted her to stay. “Yes?”
I answered with a question, internally bracing myself for the news of her
impending departure.


“Could you pass me that water?” She motioned with her chin to the
bottle of water on my nightstand.


“Sure.” I handed it to her and watched her drink. “Will you stay?”
I blurted out. Of course I was thinking it, but I expected to have more tact
than to beg my girlfriend to stay the night simply because I missed her.


She smiled and wiped the moisture from her lips. Looking right at
me, she nodded. “Of course, I’ll stay.”


“I know you have work in the morning.”


She shook her head. “It’s fine. I’m not going in until ten or so
anyway. I have appointments well into the evening tomorrow.”


“That’s no fun.” I took the bottle of water and snagged a sip
before returning it to the bedside table. “But score for me. I get you all
night and I get to make you breakfast.”


“Yeah, you do.” She leaned back and patted the space next to her.
“Come here. Let’s go to sleep.”


She slid an arm under my pillow and draped her hand between my
breasts as she held me close to her. Even with our height difference, the
length of our bodies fit perfectly, and our feet intertwined underneath the
covers. I was beyond happy.


“Good night, Tory. I love you,” I said.


I felt her smile against my shoulder. “I love you, too.”


Chapter Seventeen

 

Tory

 

 

“Did you miss a meeting?” Vanessa called my private number,
something she didn’t do unless it was an emergency.


“Did I? I mean, you do set my schedule. You tell me.” I was
backing out of my garage after a very nice, lengthy good-bye with Peyton. She
had dropped me off about an hour ago. We stayed out in the driveway because I
knew if I invited her inside, we would spend the entire day in bed. Not that we
didn’t deserve it, but I had a busy day. Business was picking up, and I needed
commissions.


“Like you even pay attention to the schedule.” She scoffed.


“What happened?” I waved thanks to the man in the convertible who
let me pull into traffic. According to my calendar, my first appointment was
eleven. I was headed there now.


“Do you remember the guy you met with last week who called about
the house on Cusack Street? Bradley Holt? Well, never mind that he’s nice
looking and charming and you never told me any of that, but he popped in to see
if you were available to show him a few other houses. He had a list.” Oh, the
weird guy, I thought.


“I never set anything up with him. He was supposed to look on the
website and I was going to pull a few listings together, and we were going to
meet back up. We never said when.” At least I didn’t think so. I racked my
brain, but couldn’t remember anything. In all fairness, the last several weeks
of my life had been a whirlwind. Even the last twenty-four hours. I smiled when
I thought of Peyton. I told her I loved her. She said it back to me. It was
fast, but I meant those three powerful words. The shooting changed me for the
better, as fucked up as that sounded. I was more cognizant of everything. My
feelings, my surroundings, and time. Time was precious. I wasn’t going to waste
any more of it. “Is he still there?” I checked the time. I really couldn’t fit
him in now, but after this showing I could skip lunch and maybe meet him.


“No, he took off. At first he was chill and said he’d wait, but
then I mentioned you had a customer you were meeting at eleven. I told him you
probably wouldn’t be in the office beforehand because of your busy day
yesterday. I swear to God he acted like he didn’t know anything about you.”


“Not everybody knows I’m one of the survivors and I certainly
didn’t tell him.” Enough time had passed that I wasn’t asked about it every
second. I wasn’t on the news anymore and the families of the victims were no
longer getting airplay. It pissed me off that nobody had a clue about the
shooter. A woman approached me once and told me she knew exactly how I felt,
only a thousand times worse. Her son was murdered in a drive-by shooting and
the case was still open with no new leads after three years. That wasn’t
encouraging. At least the feds were involved, so I did have hope. I was a lot
more sensitive toward crimes in the area. I paid attention and empathized with
people who lost loved ones when their murders made the headlines. My support
group helped me every single day whether we met or not.


“Come on. Anybody within a hundred-mile radius knows who you are.
He was curious about it, though, so I told him you gave the interview. He would
have found out eventually. And I’m proud you did it. The cops need to hurry up
and find that asshole. And you got to hang with Lindsay Bluhm. She’s gorgeous.
Tell me all about it,” Vanessa said.


It was hard to keep up with her thought process. She was all over
the place and had virtually no filter. I wondered what information Bradley
charmed out of her.


“It was exhausting, but great. I met some really incredible
survivors. What I went through was pretty emotional, but so many people suffer
physically as well. I will never understand why bad things happen to good
people.” I had to cut our conversation short when I arrived at the house. The
Logans were waiting on the steps, anxious to see the inside.


“Do you want me to schedule something with Bradley for you, or do
you want to call him?”


“I’ll give him a call. Text me his number.” I had pushed him out
of my head already and was focused on the Logans, who were waiting outside the
house we were looking at. I waved to them as I put my SUV in park and grabbed
my bag.


“I’m sorry we are so early. We are just so excited about this
house.” Terry greeted me with a hug. She was a super sweet lady.


“No, I’m excited about this one, too. I think this is the one.” I
felt like I finally found something perfect for their family.


Her eyes widened and she squeezed my hand. “Well, now I’m really
excited.”


I shook her husband’s hand and said hello to their children. It
was important to get in tight with the kids. That was part of my success.


“This one has a pool,” I whispered. Their eyes lit up. “And a
jungle gym.” At least I thought that’s what they were called. I unlocked the
door and they all scampered in.


“Stay with your father,” Terry yelled to no avail. The kids were
gone in a flash. She stayed beside me as I recited all the facts about the
house: the square footage, the school district, and showed her the private
office just past the formal dining room. She was in love with it before we hit
the second floor.


“It really is perfect for your family,” I said.


“Let’s do it.” She squeezed my arm again after every nook and
cranny was seen.


“I’ll extend your offer.” I wasn’t going to ask if she wanted to
check with her husband. She obviously was the one in charge. I excused myself
and called the agent from the kitchen. The commission on this was going to make
my life a lot easier. I might even try to plan a weekend getaway with Peyton.


“We have an extra pair of tickets for tomorrow night’s Trenton
Thunder game if you’re interested.” Terry’s company owned a suite at the Minor
League team’s ballpark. “Kind of an extra thank you for working with us,
specifically me. I know I’m not the easiest person to please, but you did a
great job.”


“You’ve been great. It’s my job to find you the perfect house. As
soon as I hear back from the sellers, I will call you, but I have a good
feeling about it,” I said. I enjoyed a game from time to time, but I was more
excited to invite Peyton. I knew she liked sports and it sounded like a perfect
date. The weather was going to be nice, and I had just the right outfit. It was
nice to think about normal things again.


Terry handed me the tickets and whispered that she was happy I was
doing okay. She knew all this time, but never said anything to me. There was no
pity in her voice or the way she looked at me. My admiration of her jumped up
several notches.


“I’m going to take the family out to celebrate the good news. See
you tomorrow?” she asked.


I nodded. I locked up behind us and waved as they drove off. I
called Vanessa and asked her to start the paperwork on our end. I couldn’t wait
to make the next call. Peyton answered on the first ring.


“Would you like to go to the Thunder game with me tomorrow? I know
it’s late notice, but I think we’d have fun.” I heard her smile and knew her
answer before she said a word.


“That sounds great. I haven’t been to a game yet this season.”


“I just sealed the deal on a house and the buyers invited me to
their suite. They are really nice. You’ll like Terry,” I said.


“Are you done for the day? Can we grab a late lunch or no?”
Peyton’s voice held a hint of desperation.


I smiled because I felt the same neediness to be near her again,
too. Love was such an amazing feeling. “I’m sorry, but I just won’t be able to.
I have a three o’clock, so that gives me just enough time to pick up some files
at the office and get paperwork processed on the Logans’ house.” A flash of
blue shifted behind me and caught my attention in the rearview. Some jerk was
weaving in and out of traffic. I hated people who were in a hurry and careless
on the road. “Hang on. Some ass is trying to get around me.”


I signaled and moved into the right lane. I gripped the steering
wheel tighter when the blue car quickly darted in behind the motorcycle behind
me. I couldn’t see the driver very well, only that he was wearing large
aviators and a blue hoodie. It creeped me out. And he was close to the
motorcycle. Too close. I quickly turned down a side street. He turned, too.
Shit, I thought. I needed to find a safe place and not panic, especially with
Peyton on the phone. I sped up. So did he. Fuck this. I slowed down. He did, too,
but suddenly turned and disappeared from my rearview. I gave a sigh of relief.
My mind was playing tricks on me. The police really needed to catch the
shooter. I was picturing him everywhere now. He was the guy at the gas station,
the man at the grocery store, and now the guy who weaved erratically in and out
of traffic.


“Are you okay? You got quiet.” Peyton’s voice brought me back to
reality.


“Oh, I’m sorry. It’s nothing. Just a guy driving like a jerk. All
is well now.”


“Good. Congratulations on selling a house. That’s so great.”
Peyton sounded excited, which added to my need to celebrate.


“I’m sorry I can’t meet for lunch, but I promise to make it up to
you tomorrow. The game is at one. Maybe we can have brunch beforehand?” I
wanted to see her as soon as possible.


“Is it wrong that I want to see you tonight?” Peyton asked. She
sounded so sweet and shy.


“Not at all. I would love that, but I know you don’t have too many
free nights and you’re supposed to spend some time with your family,” I said.


Peyton sighed. “Okay. Why don’t you call me when you are done?”


“Deal. And tomorrow, I would love for you to bring an overnight
bag just in case you don’t make it back to your place after the game,” I said.


Her breath hitched and I felt it in my stomach. How many times did
I hear that last night?


“That sounds perfect. Call me later,” she said.


I disconnected the call with a massive smile.


 


* * *


 


“Come on. You’ve got this!” Peyton yelled at the batter.


I smiled at her passion for the game. “I had no idea you were this
into baseball.” I sat next to her and handed her a plate of food.


She kissed me. “I love baseball. Dad and I watch games every
chance we get.” The batter hit a double off the field wall and she put her
plate down to cheer.


I found myself watching Peyton more than I was watching the game.
Terry’s company handed everyone ball caps when they entered the suite and
Peyton had put hers on right away. She wore a navy tank top to support the
team, and khaki capris. Her fingernails and toenails were festively painted copper
and she looked adorably sexy with her girl-next-door charm.


“What?” She caught me staring at her and I just shook my head and
looked away.


I was close to crying. I was too emotional around her.


She must have known because she reached over and held my hand. I
felt the supportive squeeze in her fingertips and smiled. I still couldn’t look
at her, though. It took almost the entire bottom half of the inning before I
could.


“Thank you,” I said.


She released my hand and resumed eating. Terry came by and handed
us two beers.


“Are you enjoying yourselves?”


“We are having a great time. Thanks again for the tickets,” I
said.


“Yes, thank you. This is great. My dad is going to be so jealous,”
Peyton said. She’d already sent him a few photos of us from the suite with the
diamond in the background. “This is the way baseball was meant to be watched,”
she whispered to me when Terry left.


We lasted eight innings before the need to just be us took over. I
was brimming with desire to be with her again. She sensed my mood immediately.


“Can we get out of here or is that too rude?” Peyton asked.


“I don’t think it’s rude at all. I’ll just explain that something
came up and we have to leave. I’ll see Terry on Monday. I’m sure she’ll
understand.”


We said our good-byes and spent the entire walk back to the car
touching one another and sharing soft kisses. I felt like a teenager again.
When we got to the car, Peyton pulled me into her arms.


“I’m having a great weekend, thanks to you. I truly didn’t think I
would find normalcy, or even love, but I found both with you.” She brushed the
hair off my forehead and ran her fingertips down the side of my cheek.


I closed my eyes when she reached the sensitive part of my neck. I
felt her soft lips brush mine and I leaned into her warm body. She held me
until some drunk guys walked by and catcalled us. That was our cue to leave.


I grumbled. “Well, up until this moment, the weekend has been
perfect.”


She gave a cute laugh and kissed the tip of my nose. “It’s still
perfect and we still have several hours of it left.” She lifted her eyebrow and
opened the car door for me.


“Good point. Hurry up and get in.”


She playfully ran over to the driver’s side and peeled out of the
parking spot.


I squealed. “Peyton.”


She laughed. “I checked. Nobody was around.” She slowed down and
maneuvered out of the lot. We were at my house in fifty minutes. She grabbed a
bag from her trunk and I wondered if her gun was in it. I didn’t mind that she
had one. I trusted her, and truthfully, I felt better if she did.


“Are you hungry?” I asked as we walked through the kitchen.


“Oh, no. I ate too much at the ballgame. Maybe a glass of water?”
She twirled me and brought me tight against her chest. She kissed me softly.
“Or we can skip all of this and—ow. What the?” We looked down to find a paw
swiping at Peyton’s foot. Jäger was hiding behind the kitchen island, not
entirely happy at the presence of a guest.


“Jäger. Stop that.” He growled and scurried off. “I’m so sorry.
He’s not used to company.”


“I forgot you had a cat. Jäger. Named after Jägermeister, the
grossest alcohol ever concocted?”


“No. His name means hunter in German. Let me just tell you now
that he likes to steal stuff, so make sure you tuck small things like keys
away.” I pulled her upstairs to my bedroom.


“Wait. Is he going to be in there with us?” She sounded wary.


“I’ll make sure he’s not hiding under the bed.” I found him in the
closet and shooed him out. He grumbled at me again. I closed the door and faced
Peyton. “I’m all yours.”


She didn’t hesitate. She reached for me and made me forget about
everything except for us for at least an hour. I wanted to go slow and savor
every touch, every taste, but our newness had us clawing at one another for
physical and emotional release. We were beautiful together. I cried at our
release. We fell asleep and Peyton woke me up with tiny kisses on my shoulders
and neck.


“Are you awake?” she asked.


I mumbled something. The baseball game and the night before wore
me out. “Still sleeping.”


“Then you won’t mind if I slip away and take a quick shower?” she
asked.


“I have a better idea.” I cracked an eyelid. There was a piece of
hair that was having a hard time staying put. I reached to tuck it behind her
ear. “Let’s take a bath together.” Her blue eyes lit up with excitement.


“Oh, I haven’t done that…ever.” She jumped to her knees. “And it
sounds fantastic.” She leaned down and kissed me hard. “Come on. I love
brilliant ideas.”


I groaned in protest and begged for five more minutes.


“Fine, I’ll get the water started. Don’t be late.”


Where did she get her energy from? I would have been happy
sleeping for the rest of the night. Once I heard the water splashing in the
tub, a surge of adrenaline pushed through my veins. I slipped out of bed and
stumbled into the bathroom.


“I see you found the bubble bath,” I said.


Peyton was already in the tub, a layer of white bubbles just
brushed the top of her knees. I didn’t hesitate. I put my hair in a bun and
crawled in to face her, but she twirled her finger in a circle to indicate that
I should lean back against her instead. She spread her legs and I nestled into
her embrace. When the bubbles covered our breasts, I shut the water off. It was
so peaceful and relaxing. Peyton held my hands and nuzzled the side of my
temple. I should have lit a few candles, but the skylight gave us enough
ambient light.


“Listen. I decided to go to Stacy’s wedding after all. I would
love for you to go with me, if you want.”


“Are you going to be in it? Or are we going as guests only?” she
asked.


I’d been wavering the past few weeks on if I wanted to be in it or
not. I didn’t want to before the shooting, but I’d committed to Stacy. On
Friday, I called to tell her to find the dress for me if she still wanted me to
be in it. She knew my size and told me she would take care of it.


“You know, as awful as that dress was, it saved my life. I think I
can put it on for a few hours one night.”


“And you’ll look beautiful in it. No wait, I take that back.
You’ll be more beautiful than the bride.” She brought my fingers up to her
lips.


“You’re biased because you’re my girlfriend,” I said. I felt the
soft rumbling of her laugh in her chest.


“You showed me a picture of Stacy. She’s attractive, but nothing
compared to you.” She released my hands to strategically but playfully place
bubbles on my body. “Your body is perfect. Every time I’m around you, I have to
touch you.”


I moaned as she forgot about the bubbles and ran her hands over my
curves instead. “You’re insatiable.” I paused when her exploratory hands
brushed over my breasts. “And you’re the perfect one.” The only thing I heard
for several minutes was our hitched breathing and the sloshing water as
Peyton’s fingers reached down and stroked my clit. I cried out as my orgasm
washed over me for several seconds.


Peyton held me. At that exact moment, as my body was riding the
aftershocks of our lovemaking, I knew I would be safe and loved forever.


Chapter Eighteen

 

Peyton

 

 

I stood under the stream of piping hot water, smoothing conditioner
through my hair as I sized up Tory’s tastefully upscale bathroom. Stand-alone,
glass tiled shower, steps from the divinely spacious Jacuzzi we’d indulged in
last night. There was a small picture of wild grassy dunes on an unidentified
beach, the perfect accent piece above the towel rack.


I stepped out of the shower and padded into the bedroom, toweling
the excess water from my hair as I took in the bedroom décor. The walls were a
light sage and there was a print of a distant lighthouse opposite the window. I
was almost lost in the tranquility of the space, but Jäger broke my solace by
leaping onto the bed. His glare told me to get my butt moving. He judged me the
whole time he sat atop the rumpled covers and watched me dress. I swear if that
cat could’ve managed a wristwatch he would’ve lifted his paw and looked at it
dramatically.


“I know, I know.” I slipped into fresh capris. “I’m not going to
make her late for work. You can dial it back a notch.” I found my gun and
secured it in the waistband of my pants. In a hurry, I pulled on the new
scoop-neck Trenton Thunder T-shirt I’d purchased and tossed the rest of my
belongings into my small duffel.


Jäger hopped off the bed and scampered away, his mission obviously
complete. I heard Tory bustling about downstairs and headed her way. I dropped
my bag and fingered a small glass lighthouse on the corner table. I picked the
figurine up and looked at it closely, making a mental note to ask her whether
it was the same one from the picture. From across the room, she read my
thoughts.


“I got that in Cape May. When I was twenty,” she said, a touch of
nostalgia in her voice.


I nodded toward the stairs. “And the one in the bedroom?”


“That’s from an island off the coast of Scotland. I have a friend
who’s a photographer.”


I looked around and noticed a few other prints artfully placed. I
walked toward her, assessing the elegance of her house in the light of day,
wondering if years of being in real estate had rubbed off on Tory or if it was
the other way around. I supposed it didn’t matter which had influenced the
other, the result was truly lovely. Tory’s house was a complete reflection of
her personality—warm and inviting, posh without being pretentious. I felt
enveloped in her sense of style, and although it was my first time here, I felt
at home. Much to my surprise, the thought didn’t scare me one bit.


She greeted me with a kiss. “Good morning, gorgeous. Did you sleep
okay?” Her two sentences came out in one breath and I held her in place for a
second, stealing another kiss. I was too greedy to let her go right away.


“Was there sleep?” I canted my head and squinted so she’d know I
was playing.


She answered with a smile. “Coffee?”


“Yes, please.”


She guided me into a chair at the kitchen island where a mug was
already set for me. She filled my cup, leaving room for the ton of cream she knew
I wanted before passing the sugar my way. I ran my finger over the red comb of
a ceramic rooster on the table. It was part of a kitschy salt and pepper set. I
picked it up to see which it held. Pepper. I smiled and nodded to myself as I
put it back in place, turning my attention to Tory.


“Is there any chance we could snag another sunset some night this
week?” I asked. I let myself momentarily indulge in the recent memory of the
night we’d met in Asbury, walked the beach and sat in the dunes under a gorgeous
sky. We talked, we kissed, we touched. It was easily the most romantic night of
my life and I was desperate for a repeat. The look on her face told me she was
in complete agreement.


“I think that can be arranged.” She dropped a kiss on my forehead
before retrieving a small colander of fresh berries from the counter. On her
way back, she grabbed an English muffin as it popped up from the toaster and
placed it on a napkin. “Eat, babe.” She pushed the fruit my direction as she
buttered one half of the toasted bread.


I bit into a strawberry. My heart melted a little when she placed
one half of the English muffin she was working on in front of me before taking
the other half for herself.


It was a small gesture, but I was truly moved. “Thank you.” I
touched her hand.


She just smiled. “That shirt looks adorable on you.” She poured
some sweetener into her coffee. “What’s on your agenda today?” She gave her
coffee a quick stir before taking a large sip.


“I’m going to meet my dad at the driving range at twelve thirty.
We’ll hit some golf balls. Bond.” I dramatically widened my eyes.


“That’s sweet.”


“For him. I hate golf.” I took a bite of my English muffin. “It’s
a true exercise in patience.” I felt bad complaining, especially since Tory had
no relationship with her own father.


“You love him. I think it’s nice. Are you going to give him his
sweatshirt?” She’d convinced me to pick up a Thunder hoodie for him at the
merchandise stand. He was going to love it for sure.


“I was planning on giving it to him at dinner tonight. That way
you can see his reaction, too. It was really your idea. You should get to reap
the benefit of seeing his face light up.” I looked up at her. “You’re coming,
right?”


Her blank stare revealed the stark truth that I’d obviously
forgotten to mention Sunday dinner at my parents’ house. Here I was planning my
day around seeing her later when I’d failed to formally extend the invitation.
I did some quick backpedaling. I held up my index finger. “I may have neglected
to bring this up earlier.”


“Mmm-hmm.” She pursed her lips, but I knew she was just playing
me. “Sure, sure. Already making decisions for me. I see how it is.”


“Honestly, if you have plans or just want a night alone, I would
completely understand.” I touched her forearm.


“Stop it.” She swatted me away playfully. “You know I’m in.”


“Thank God.” I breathed a sigh of genuine relief. “I did not want
to be the one to break that news to my mother.”


“No worries.” Tory winked at me and I felt my stomach flutter. “I
wish we could spend the whole day together.” She moved her coffee cup back and
forth by the handle. “Instead I have to babysit the neediest client in the
world.”


My interest piqued. One client probably meant an early day. “Just
one house to show today? That’s not bad.”


“I wish.” She shook her head from side to side. “One client.
Several houses.”


“They don’t know what they want? What’s their deal?”


“Brad. I mean Bradley.” She dragged out his full name, correcting
herself with an eye roll. “He’s fine.” She contradicted herself on the spot. “He
just doesn’t know what he wants, that’s all.”


“In what way?”


“I can’t quite put my finger on it. He told me some of the
specifics he was looking for, like the number of bedrooms, but the way he spoke
about it was all very impersonal. And yet, he stopped by the office looking for
me the other day, which seems overly familiar.”


“He just came in out of the blue?”


Tory answered with a nod.


“Is that weird?” I asked. “Because it seems unusual.”


She paused by the fridge, seemingly contemplating it. “It does
happen sometimes.” She rubbed my shoulder softly. “I wonder if he simply
doesn’t have great social skills. It’s the guy I told you about before. He
drives a nice car and is looking for a big house, even though it’s just him.”
She reached for some juice and her voice became distant as she continued, “I
guess he’s hoping to meet someone and start a family.”


“Wait a second. This is the creepy dude?”


“I never said he was creepy.” She licked her lips. “He’s just a
bit odd.”


Even though this information didn’t give me the warm fuzzies, I
dialed back my ridiculous anxiety over the situation. Tory’s career was based
on meeting strangers and assessing them on the spot. It was not vastly
different from my own job. I knew I needed to trust her and I did. I just hated
that this guy unsettled her. In the short time we’d been together, there was
one thing I knew for certain about Tory—she was pretty much unflappable. The
fact that this man had rattled her, even if it was momentary, made my skin
crawl.


“Do you want me to come with you?” I hoped I sounded supportive
instead of clingy.


“No.” Her smile told me she appreciated my offer. “I want you to
enjoy your day with your dad.”


I stood and walked to the window trying to process what I was
feeling. “Promise me if it gets weird you’ll call me.” I prayed I didn’t sound
overly dramatic.


“Peyton.” Her voice was smooth as silk. Every muscle in her body
was controlled as she walked over to me, exuding absolute grace in the face of
my frazzled nerves. She touched my forearm delicately. “Believe me, I know what
it’s like to feel the sense of not having complete control over what happens. I
worry about you every single time you’re on patrol. But I trust you. I know
you’ll make good decisions. Do the same for me, that’s all I ask.”


She was one thousand percent right and I knew it. She kissed me
sweetly and the feel of our bodies so close told me it would all be okay.


“Be careful,” I said.


“I promise.” Her hands drifted down my shoulders to my hips. From
the look on her face she was about to say something romantic, possibly even
sultry. She hooked one finger inside my waistband and moved slowly, but I had
to stop her.


“Easy there.” I stilled her hand with my own.


She looked between us and her eyes shot up when she realized why
I’d stopped her. “Is that your gun?” she asked, seeing the grip extended above
the waistline of my pants.


“Yes.”


“Are you going in to work?” she asked. I shook my head and she
spoke again. “What, I mean, why—” She stopped herself mid-sentence, one hand
covering half her face and her forehead as she verbalized her thoughts. “Why
are you wearing it right now? What’s going on?”


“Nothing,” I said.


“You wear it all the time?” Her tone held some suspicion, a kind
of disbelief mixed with dread. It threw me off, but I answered anyway.


“Not all the time. But mostly. Even off duty.” Out of habit, I
gripped the handle and adjusted it a few inches to the right of my belly
button. “I keep it right here.”


“Is it uncomfortable?” She stepped aside and leaned against the
counter next to me. It was sweet she worried about my level of comfort, but
there was still something in her voice I couldn’t quite pinpoint. Unease,
perhaps.


“It’s not too bad. You get used to it. If I’m wearing something
that makes it really hard to conceal, I keep it in my purse, but I feel better
having it on my body. This way it’s easily accessible if I need it.” My mind
went back to that day and I couldn’t keep myself from saying something.
“Angelina’s is the perfect example.” I held her hand at the mention of our shared
experience. “If I’d had my gun with me, everything would have turned out
differently. I won’t make that mistake again.”


“I hate that you blame yourself for that.”


“I don’t.” My statement was only half true. Even though on the
surface, I’d forgiven myself for the tragic error in judgment, I still carried
those souls on my conscience. Therapy helped some. Knowing I was prepared to
keep anything even remotely similar from happening again did wonders for my
sanity on a daily basis. I looked at her and saw worry lines crinkle across her
forehead. “What’s the matter? I can see something’s bothering you.”


Her eyes fell closed and her voice was low when she spoke. “I’m
wondering if there’s something you’re not telling me. About the shooter.”


“God, no—”


“It’s just, you keep volunteering to go to work with me, and now
you’re talking about being ready for anything at any time.” She licked her
lips. “I realize those two things might not be related at all.” She sighed.
“But you would tell me, right?”


“Of course I would tell you.” I shook my head in momentary
frustration both over this entire conversation and the reality of our
situation. “I would never let you be in danger. I promise. The truth is there’s
no news regarding the investigation.” There was no way to sugarcoat it, so I
didn’t even try. “With so much time having passed now, I wonder if they’ll ever
find him. It’s crazy, because these guys—active shooters—they never really get
away free and clear.” I paused for a second, considering that theory.
“Honestly, I’m being careful. I think that’s important. And it’s something I
can take away from such a horrific experience. But a really smart person,” I
squeezed her hands so she’d know I was talking about her, “cautioned me against
letting that incident, or the shooter himself, take over my life.” I leaned
forward and kissed her. “Best advice I ever got.”


Her smile was sweet and slightly demure. It made me envious of the
dude who would get to spend a good chunk of the day with her. “About your
clients, like the guy you’re meeting today, I’m sure he’s perfectly decent with
purely house hunting intentions. But you’re nice and kind, and incredibly
sexy.” I shrugged, hoping my straightforwardness would play to her forgiving
nature. “I just worry.” I stood on tiptoe and kissed her forehead. “I
completely trust your instincts and I didn’t mean to alarm you. Or, you know,
go off the deep end.” I scrunched my nose and added a crooked smile, hoping
some levity would take the edge off the seriousness of our talk.


“I like knowing you look out for me. It’s sweet.” She rubbed my
arms softly and kissed me. I saw her glance at the clock on the wall.


“I should go. Let you get to work,” I said.


“What time is dinner?” she asked.


“We’ll probably eat around five.” I walked a few steps back to my
coffee, downing the last of it. “But I’ll head over with Dad right from
golfing. So come whenever. I’ll be there.”


 


* * *


 


My parents had a great house that sat on half an acre at the end
of the block. Their backyard ran right up to the edge of the woods. As a kid,
I’d spent tons of time outside on the deck, reading books or listening to
music, watching the birds nest and the squirrels chase each other. I could zone
out for hours. During my recent recovery stint, I’d been charmed all over. This
spot was high on the list as one of my happiest places. It was quiet and
serene, beautiful and lush. This afternoon, Justice and Baxter kept me company
as we entertained each other with two bright yellow tennis balls. Every so
often, a family member or two popped out to check on me, but once they saw I
was okay and not likely to come in any time soon, they returned to the land of
hors d’oeuvres. It was fine by me. I was content hanging with my loyal dogs,
letting the time zip by and trying not to stress about Tory.


When I heard the back sliders open for the millionth time, I
didn’t even turn to see who it was.


“Is there room for me?” I whipped my head around at Tory’s voice,
but didn’t have a chance to get up and greet her before she sat next to me on
the edge of the deck, her long legs stretched onto the grass below. She draped
her arm across my shoulders and kissed my cheek.


I tapped my phone to check the time and saw a missed text from
her. “You texted me. I didn’t even see it.”


“It was only a few minutes ago. I just wanted to tell you I was on
my way.” She glanced over her shoulder at the house behind us. “You know
everyone thinks you’re upset because you won’t come inside.” She picked a blade
of grass off my thigh.


“I’m fine.” It wasn’t a total lie, I rationalized as I patted
Baxter’s head. “I like it out here. It’s peaceful.” I reached for a tennis ball
but it was slimed up, so I opted for a tug toy instead. Baxter engaged me right
away. “Being out here calms me. Of course I was thinking about you. Stressing a
little. You know that.” I held my arms out at the greenery all around us. “This
helps.” I leaned into her torso, resting my hand on her knee. “How’d it go
today? Did you make a sale?”


She didn’t meet my eyes. “No. Today was…” She stretched her arms
behind her, leaning her body weight back as she let out a tense sigh. “Bradley
is not ready to purchase a house.”


“But you were gone all day.”


“I know. I showed him,” she paused, mentally counting,“five
houses. All different styles, different setups. We went as far south as
Manchester. At least we finished up this way.”


“And he wasn’t keen on any of them?”


“It’s not just that.” She chewed her lower lip as though she was
choosing her words carefully. “He was no more interested in any one type of
house than another. Usually, even if a client doesn’t know what they want right
off, I’ll show them a few styles—say a Tudor versus something more modern—or
different types of interior layouts. Everyone forms an opinion one way or the
other.” She shook her head. “Not Bradley. Zero interest.”


I gripped the edge of the deck, feeling the smooth wood composite
against my palms. “And what about him? Bradley. How was he?”


Tory took a second before she looked right at me, her dark brown
eyes serious. “The whole day was just strange.”


“How?”


“Just lots of houses, no progress.” She looked into the distance
and I could sense there was something she wasn’t telling me.


“Do you think he just has a fetish for looking at open houses? Or
maybe is lonely and wants company? Or do you think he’s more interested in you
than he is in any of the houses?”


“No. It wasn’t like that.” She paused and flicked a small leaf off
the deck. “There was something off, though. Like he had no boundaries.”


She must have read my confusion because she explained immediately.


“He wanted to talk about the shooting. He knew I was one of the
survivors. Apparently Vanessa told him, which is frustrating.” She blinked
slowly. “I didn’t like his approach. It was a little invasive.”


“Fucking jerk.”


“Anyway.” She shook out her shoulders. “I already messaged my
office manager to have him removed from my roster. She’ll probably give him to
one of the guys. Felix or David,” she mused. “Either way,” she made a show of
wiping her hands clean, “Bradley is no longer my problem.”


I slipped my arm around her waist. “Are you okay?”


Her smile told me she was, but it was nice to hear her say the
words anyway. “I am. I promise.”


“Thank you for telling me.”


“Of course.” She placed a chaste peck on my lips. “I would expect
you to do the exact same.”


“You have my word.”


“Good.” She patted my thigh good-naturedly. “Now, on to more
important things. Can you take off work next Saturday?”


“I’m off next Saturday. Why?”


“It’s Stacy’s wedding. I almost didn’t realize it was next week.”
She shook her head at her absentmindedness. “Thank God you’re off. It’s going
to take me forever to understand your schedule.”


“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I stopped her by holding up one hand. “Are you
asking me to be your date for the wedding?”


“I did ask you. Last night in the Jacuzzi.”


The image both jogged my memory and distracted me at the same
time. “Oh, right. I remember now.” I leaned forward and folded my arms,
pretending to be in deep thought as I tapped my lips with one finger. “You said
you were going to Stacy’s wedding and I could come along if I wanted. Hmm,
hardly a proper invite.” I bit my lip, suppressing a grin.


She let out a long breath, masking her smile as she exhaled. Her
dimples came out anyway. I loved that she was lighthearted enough to play along
with me. She reached for my hand and took it in her own, covering the top of my
palm with her other hand. “Peyton Clarke.” She brought my hand to her mouth and
trailed a line of kisses from my wrist to the base of my index finger. I felt
her tongue touch my skin before she dragged my hand over her full lower lip. “I
have a wedding to attend this weekend.” She dropped a few more kisses. “Nothing
would make me happier than if you would be my date.” She locked eyes with me
and, although she was playing, there was definite lust in her eyes. “Please say
yes.”


I had been all prepared to come back with a feisty response.
Something witty and sexy and smart that would keep the game going another few
seconds. But I was so swept up in the moment, I leaned forward and kissed her
for real.


“God, I love you,” I whispered.


She held my face in her hands, her gorgeous smile melting me on
the spot. “So that’s a yes, right?” I nodded. She smiled and stood up, pulling
me with her to join the party.


Chapter Nineteen

 

Bradley

 

 

I barely registered the pain and the gritty solidity of the cement
as I rammed my fist into the wall over and over again. My office building had a
storage basement that held old electronics they were too lazy to properly
dispose of, desks and furniture they’d recycle, and boxes of archived files
stacked to the ceiling. This basement was my escape, my solace—where I went to
exhaust the frustration I was feeling. Tory, fucking Tory Stevens dodged my every question. I
pulled back from the wall the moment I noticed red spots in the shape of my
knuckles. I was out of breath and could feel the sweat as it trickled down my
face. She was making me lose control. I felt it start in my toes as I sat at my
desk. I bounced my legs furiously, and before I knew what I was doing, I
snapped my pen in half. By the time I made it into the basement I couldn’t
contain my rage any longer.


I had run into many obstacles while trying to follow her. News
vans were parked outside her home like the goddamn paparazzi. I couldn’t stick
around for too long without raising suspicion. How was I supposed to learn more
without watching her at home? I didn’t even know which window was the one to
her bedroom. But what got beneath my skin most was the recent showing she took
me on. For every successful step forward I had made during the first showing, I
hit a brick wall this time. I remembered the way she’d look at me, barely a
sideways glance every time I tried to mention anything other than the home we
were touring. At one point, the bitch had the gall to ignore me. I asked
whether the shooting had changed the way she lived her everyday life, and she
walked away without an answer. The desire to take her head and ram it into the
marble countertops overwhelmed and scared me.


I was just trying to get to know her, to love every little piece
she kept hidden, and she was making it so difficult.


This mounting pressure I felt within, the boiling anger, the itch
at the center of my palms to touch and force Tory to see me scared me. I could
walk away and start someplace new, but I wasn’t ready to give up on having Tory
as mine—waking up to her every morning and taking her every time I wanted her.
But if she wasn’t willing to accept the role she so clearly survived for, I’d
have to take more drastic measures.


Voices rang out from the door at the top of the staircase. I
looked around and found a discarded bottle of glass cleaner with barely any
blue liquid left. People were lazy and disgusting; they never cared about where
their garbage was left. I picked up the bottle and looked through desk drawers
for a tissue or towel to clean up the mess I’d made. I had to get back to work.


The office was buzzing with the usual Friday excitement. Everyone
around me was cheery, while all I felt was tired. Another week was wrapping up
and I was no closer to Tory than I was before. She was everywhere I turned, her
name was being spoken around the water cooler, and all the nosy, chattering
bitches in the break room could talk about was how excited they were to catch
her story on television. I nearly slammed my coffee mug into one of their
faces. Nothing was going my way.


Tory Stevens had dropped me as a client and was now on her way to
spreading the positive word of survival on national television. She was making
me feel powerless.


“So you’ve decided to grow the beard back.” I looked up to find
Jamie, a woman I had been forced to work with previously, standing over my desk
while she sipped at her tea. I looked at the tag and wasn’t at all surprised to
see it was an herbal medley. Jamie always struck me as a high-maintenance
whore. “Smart move.” She pointed at my face. “Beards are super trendy right
now.”


“Laziness seems to be trending lately.” My eyes never left the
report in front of me. Jamie laughed at my observation in spite of my flat
delivery. I hated people who found jokes or puns in every fucking conversation.


“You’re funny.” I jumped when she touched my shoulder, but
thankfully she didn’t notice. I watched Jamie walk toward her own cubicle
across the office. She had full hips and nice legs, and was pretty in an
average sense. I considered for a brief second what it’d be like to fuck her.
Nothing compared to Tory,
I thought.


The office was feeling suddenly small, like the air supply was
diminishing with each passing second. I controlled my breathing and told myself
I only had to make it through another few hours with these people. They’d all
race out of the office at five, giving me time to myself.


The rest of the afternoon ticked by slowly and I stayed well after
five. The only thing I had to look forward to was an evening spent with
survivors bragging about their lives. I brought up the commercial for the
upcoming episode of A
Step Ahead on my computer at least a dozen times throughout the day.
I was tired of seeing Lindsay Bluhm’s face, but I watched the commercial to
study Tory, to figure out what she had to share with the whole fucking world
that she was so reluctant to share with me. I paused the video, just in time
for Tory’s face to fill the screen. I checked the time and collected my things before
powering down my computer. I watched the image of Tory’s face go black, and
smiled to myself.


I’d been looking at this moment of publicity all wrong. Instead of
focusing on the anger I felt toward Tory, I should be relishing the opportunity
to relive that day. I had been so preoccupied with Tory that I’d nearly
forgotten what I had done, all the good I’d accomplished. Maybe I’d get lucky
and someone would ask Tory what it felt like to know I was still out there.


I arrived home with a little time before the show. I changed into
sweatpants and a T-shirt, and prepared a sandwich for dinner. With napkins and
a bottle of water in hand, I sat in my secondhand armchair. I finished eating
before the seven o’clock news was over, and much to my delight, the anchors
spoke briefly about my shooting. They teased about Tory’s appearance and
encouraged viewers to stay tuned for stories of hope.


Hope. The word made me laugh. I was filled with a lot of hope now.
Hope that I’d move on from this dingy, worn out excuse for an apartment. Hope
that every memory of Cheryl would leave me. And hope for my future with Tory
Stevens.


The opening theme from A
Step Ahead drew my eyes back to the television. I gulped my water as
Lindsay Bluhm filled everyone in on her latest topic. My lips twitched when I
saw Tory’s face for a brief moment before others were introduced. The first
interview was a failed suicide attempt. I rolled my eyes more times during that
segment than I could count. If he had really wanted to kill himself, he would have.
Judging by the empty look in his eyes, I’d bet he wished he’d succeeded that
day, too.


The second interview was a woman named Amy. I nearly pitied the
one-armed woman who almost died in a plane crash. What a terrible way to go. I
always hated flying, trusting a mechanism and a set of humans to keep a cabin
full of people from plummeting to their deaths. With Amy, I felt happy to know
she survived. Her parting words of hope were the last I heard before the
commercial break.


I stood to pace. My excitement couldn’t compare to any other
feeling than what accompanied proposing to Cheryl and meeting Tory. I dropped
to the floor and expended some energy doing push-ups, counting rapidly as I
moved up and down. I heard Lindsay’s voice boom through the small speakers on
my shitty television and I jumped to my feet. Tory was next, I was sure of it.
The hair on my arms stood on end and I felt my dick swell slightly. I’d jerked
off to fantasies of Tory many times, but this was going to be a special
treat—to watch her, see her, and listen to her feminine voice recount the ways
she was affected by me. I’d be lucky if I lasted the whole segment.


Lindsay Bluhm grew somber, more serious than she had for the
previous interviews, and mentioned how the next interview was difficult for
her, because the tragedy had struck so close to home. I sat on the edge of my
seat and my heart started to pound harder. Even Lindsay’s introduction of Tory
felt like foreplay. I wiped my sweaty palms on my knees and resisted the urge
to touch myself, for now. I wanted this to last.


Tory was a vision, one just for me in the privacy of my own home.
The studio lighting did wonders for her skin, making her look softer and
smoother than I knew she did in person. Her suit, beige maybe, lent to her sophisticated
air. I was happy to see her face looking natural instead of painted like a
whore.


“I’d like to thank you again for joining us, Tory,” Lindsay said,
her voice low and calm. “I imagine this isn’t easy. I’d like to know about that
day, the one that started like any other. If you’re uncomfortable at any time,
we can stop.” My eyes widened at the thought of Tory stopping, but her sure nod
told me she’d give Lindsay Bluhm anything she wanted. “So, walk us through your
morning on June fourth. What were you doing before you went into Angelina’s?”


I stared and listened intently as Tory recounted her morning, one
that was crazy and disorganized, one that had brought her to Angelina’s late. I
fell back into my chair, surprised and a little in awe. Fate had brought us
together, now I was sure of it. Lindsay followed up with another question
before I could dwell on my destiny with Tory for too long. I’d save that for
later, when I needed pleasant thoughts to put me to sleep.


Tory’s memories from that day were both vivid and vague, but
enough to satisfy my needs. “I remember the smell of blood from that day, too,
Tory,” I said. My smile grew. I fixated on the way Tory’s lower lip dimpled in
the center as she continued to relay what she could recall. I was a realist and
didn’t expect to have my every query answered, but the next question was one
that had been haunting me since news of survivors broke.


“Tory, how did you survive?”


I held my breath for what felt like minutes as Tory described the
hideous dress she hid behind.


Fabric. Fluffy, ugly fabric had saved Tory’s life. I released a
heavy sigh and scratched roughly at the scruff on my face. Something so stupid
wouldn’t save a life if that life wasn’t meant for a greater purpose. Tory’s
life was meant to continue and bring us together. I gripped my growing erection
over my sweatpants, but stopped mid-stroke when the confidence in Tory’s voice
caught my attention.


“I want the world to know I’m moving on with my life. I’m not
going to let the tragedy of that day stop me. Then the shooter wins even though
I’m not dead, too.”


“You’re alive for me!” My throat stung from the abrupt shout. I
took long, steady breaths through my nose. My vision blurred as the interview
came to an end and a commercial for an eczema medication aired. I swallowed
hard and considered what Tory’s mental state meant for me.


She was now confident and comfortable in her survivor title, which
could mean she wouldn’t suspect me. I smiled at the thought. We could live our
lives together and she’d never know the man she slept beside was the reason
eleven people died that day. The show started back up and another survival
story played as a soundtrack to my day dreams. When my hands ran along her body
and dipped along her curves, she’d have no idea that I held the gun. I brushed
the pad of my thumb along the arch of my cock, still restrained beneath the
material of my pants.


When I reopened my eyes, I was delighted to see Tory on my screen
again. All the survivors joined Lindsay for a group segment. They were
discussing the good that had come from their tragedies. I already knew Tory’s
answer—she had a new lease on life, a new appreciation, one that was as false
as the smile she spared me every time we were together.


“Um. Well.” Tory seemed hesitant and the excitement I felt only
added to my arousal. “The one good thing that came out of this is that I’m
dating the only other survivor.”


Silence fell. I could feel my racing heartbeat and the blood drain
from my face. I heard everyone around Tory erupt jovially, but I couldn’t move.
The only other survivor was Peyton Clarke, a female police officer, the woman
Tory was a hero for saving. Of course, Tory was a dyke. That explained why she
didn’t feel our immediate connection.


My plans had to change. The buzzing in my ears stopped just in
time to hear Tory’s final words.


“I love being around her.”


There was no fucking way I was going to let Tory live now and keep
embarrassing me the way she already had. If I was lucky, and I was definitely
feeling lucky when it came to Tory, I’d get to listen to her as she begged for
her life and hear as she spilled cries of self-loathing. Just for me, because
this was her fault.


I’d be calling Vanessa in the morning. With just the right amount
of charm in my voice, I could get that moron to tell me anything I wanted.


Chapter Twenty

 

Tory

 

 

“You look.” Peyton paused as she stepped through the doorway and
twirled me to get the full effect of the dress.


“Miserable, right? She ordered the exact same dress.” I felt like
I stepped out of an early Madonna video. I was only missing the big hair held
securely in place by Aqua Net and an abundance of glittery blue eye shadow.
Everything on me puffed out. The sleeves, the hemline, even the bow in back.


Peyton tried hard to hold back her grin, but failed.


“Look, even though the dress is hideous, you’re gorgeous. Your
hair is beautiful, your makeup is perfect, and your body is,” her eyes traveled
up and down my body, “your body is smoking hot.”


I rolled my eyes at her. She pulled me close.


“I meant you are beautiful and have a body that I want to hold
close every time I see you. It’s perfect. You’re perfect. Your dress? Only you
will rock this look tonight. I can’t imagine anyone else looking this good.”


I stepped away to get a good look at her. She was the beautiful
one. Her rose-colored V-neck flare dress showcased her tanned and firm body.


“How do you always manage to look so delectable?” I asked before I
pulled her into my arms and kissed her softly. Her body submitted and I heard a
low moan when we deepened the kiss. I turned us so her back pressed into the
kitchen island. I didn’t want to wrinkle her, but I needed to feel her against
me.


She hopped up on the island and spread her legs to accommodate me.


“This is dangerous. You on my counter like this.” I slipped my
hands under her dress and grazed my fingernails lightly on the inside of her
thighs. She closed her eyes and moaned. I loved that Peyton enjoyed my touch.


“I’m on the counter like this because I don’t know that I can wait
all night for you,” she said.


I sighed. We didn’t have the time. I leaned forward and pressed my
lips above the V of her dress. Her skin was warm and I felt the rapid pulse
beat of her heart. She was ready for me, but we had to leave. “I can’t touch
you because we don’t have time. Just know that I want to and we are definitely
making up for it tonight when we get back,” I said.


“We don’t have to stay long. Just enough to make an appearance,” I
said.


She cupped my face in her hands. “We are in no hurry. We have the
rest of the weekend to be alone together. Let’s have a good night. We
definitely deserve it.” Peyton slid off the island and into my arms.


I held her for a few seconds before we headed out. “Ow. What?”
Peyton looked down to find Jäger swiping at her legs. “What does this cat have
against me?”


“It’s not you. He’s being playful. He likes you, I’m sure.” I
wasn’t really sure.


“He was real judgy the other day in your bedroom when I was
getting dressed.” Peyton glared at Jäger.


He yawned. I laughed. “That’s just Jäger. He hates everybody. He
steals things. He barely tolerates me.” I reached down to pet him and he
quickly dodged my touch and walked away. “And he’s just an asshole. Come on.
Let’s get out of here. Can you grab that bag? I’m bringing a change of clothes
in case something dreadful happens to this dress.”


“Ah, okay. Am I going to have to spill wine on it? Or accidentally
put a piece of cake on your chair before you sit down? Because I’ll do it.
Anything for you.” She batted her eyelashes at me.


I kissed her and followed her out into the garage. I punched in
the code to arm the house and climbed into my car. “You really would do
anything for me, wouldn’t you?” After I thought about it, I knew it was the
truth.


She nodded. “You saved my life and I love you. Plus, I’d do
anything to get you out of that dress.”


 


* * *


 


“Oh, Tory.” Stacy’s eyes started to fill with tears.


I pointed at her and winked. “Do not cry. You’ll ruin your
makeup.”


She pulled me into a tight hug. “I can’t believe you came.”


“It’s okay. Really. I’m fine. I still hate this dress, but I told
you I’d be here, and I always keep my promises. Well, most of them.” I rubbed
her back until she calmed down. I pulled back and looked at her. “Well, shit.
Now we have to redo your makeup.”


She hiccupped and laughed and sobbed all at once. The rest of the
bridal party surrounded me and I was passed around for hugs. Women were telling
me they were so happy to see me, and thankful that I’d survived. Even Stacy’s
stoic mom gave me a hug. She never touched people. I raised my eyebrows at
Stacy, who started crying again.


“Okay. Here’s the deal. No more tears. I’m fine. Let’s have a
great afternoon and an even better night. I’m good. You’re good. We are all
here to celebrate. Only good tears. And not until after the ceremony and toast.
You still want to marry Mark?” Stacy nodded at me. I stared hard at her to keep
from rolling my eyes. Two years tops. My feelings on this marriage hadn’t
changed. “Then go fix your face and we’ll wait in the other room.”


“Okay. No more crying. At least not about this,” she said.


Her mother and the makeup artist headed for the bathroom while the
rest of us sat down. There was a tension in the room as everyone tried to make
small talk and avoided eye contact with me, but stared when I turned away. My
life was going to be full of awkwardness for a few more months. I was waiting
for the first question to land, but nobody talked about it. I could see
curiosity in their eyes, but we talked about fluffy, inconsequential things. It
turned out that I was the only one who had a problem with the dress. For some
reason, this wedding seemed more like a costume party. Blue eye shadow, dark
eyeliner, and lip gloss was all over everybody’s faces, except mine. One girl,
Stacy’s younger cousin, had her hair poofed up in a side ponytail with high
bangs. It was dreadful, but she seemed overly proud. Our photos were going to
be hideous.


“So who’s your date tonight?” Valerie, a girl who worked with
Stacy, asked.


“I’m here with my new girlfriend, Peyton.” They knew who she was.
Yet nobody asked a single question. Stacy or her mother must have warned the
group not to talk about the shooting. “She’s the other survivor from
Angelina’s.” There. I opened up the door. We still had fifteen painful minutes
to kill before the wedding started.


One of Stacy’s friends from work was the first to speak. “I saw
your interview the other night. It must have been a horrible ordeal. And they
still haven’t caught the guy. I swear, they can catch a killer in a foreign
country who hides in a cave, but they can’t find a guy who probably lives here
in town. Blows my mind how incompetent the police can be sometimes.”


A few people gasped at her truthful words, but I appreciated how
candid she was. She said what people were thinking.


“I know. It’s ridiculous. In all fairness, the mall has a lot of
responsibility since their cameras weren’t working properly on the east side of
the mall near Angelina’s.” Everyone perked up at that bit of information. “I
know the cops are trying, though. Peyton is a cop, so they aren’t going to let
one of their own down. They’ll find this guy. Most mass shooters want to get
caught.” I wasn’t sure of that anymore, but it seemed to appease them.


There was a low murmur that spread through the room as the women
relaxed a bit and talked about it. I picked up on words like “poor thing” and
“brave.”


“Do you feel safe?” Valerie asked.


Her question floored me. Of course I didn’t feel safe. I probably
never would until I knew they caught the guy and had him behind bars or showed
me his dead body. “As safe as I can. I can’t live my life in hiding. The press
isn’t hanging around my house anymore, especially since I gave the interview.
They were my biggest problem in the beginning.” I chose not to tell them the
longer time went by without the shooter being found, the more anxious I felt.
Peyton and I talked about it briefly the other day. It was getting harder and
harder to go home to an empty house. Jäger didn’t count. He pretty much kept to
himself unless he wanted food.


“Okay, let’s get this wedding started.” Stacy came out of the
bathroom with her makeup fixed and her hair even puffier than it was before.
Her timing was great, though.


I didn’t want to talk about my fears, especially today. I really
wanted to have a good time. I wanted to concentrate on the ceremony and the
joyous night ahead. I jumped up, too enthusiastically, and followed her out the
door. I found my place in line and waited until it was my turn to walk down the
aisle with the groom’s older brother. We kept pace with the music and separated
when we got to the altar. I found my place and turned to wait for the bride.
Peyton was sitting in the fourth pew. She winked and I almost melted at the
smoldering look she shot me. We were not going to be at the reception long. If
we were, we would find a private spot to celebrate us for a few minutes. I
wasn’t going to go all night without touching her.


When Stacy walked down the aisle, I sighed. Not because she was a
beautiful bride, but because she looked ridiculous in her Little Bo Peep
wedding dress. Mark wore a gray tuxedo with tails that didn’t look horrible. He
was definitely the better dressed out of the two of them. At least the
groomsmen had purple cummerbunds and ties to match us. Back in the eighties,
this wedding would have been bitchin’, but I just felt ridiculous. Too many
decades ago and not enough class. Stacy was happy, though, and Mark looked at
her lovingly so I kept the second sigh from escaping and paid attention. I
perked up when the minister asked if there was any reason these two should not
wed, but knew better than to voice my opinion. They exchanged vows, kissed, and
turned to face a very happy crowd. The reception was across the busy street and
I hated that I had to leave the sanctity of the church wearing this dress.
Peyton waited for me during the photo session. The photographer snapped a
thousand pictures of us, us with the family, serious photos, funny photos. I
tried to let myself go and have a good time, but it was hard. The photographer
teased me a few times for not getting more into character, but I really just
wanted to get out of this dress and get to Peyton and maybe a glass of spiked
punch and mediocre cake at the reception. I finally struck a few poses and
loosened up for the sake of not ruining all the fun.


“You okay, love?” Peyton slid up next to me when we were done with
the photos.


I leaned up against her and put my head on her shoulder. “I’m just
tired of standing. These heels are ridiculous.”


“You definitely wore the dress the best. Are you ready to take it
off?” She lifted her eyebrow at me. I smiled at her innuendo. She knew how to
lift my spirits. “How about we kick off our shoes, run across traffic, and get
to the reception in record time?”


“I love the sound of that.” I motioned to Stacy that we were going
to the reception. Peyton, true to her word, leaned down and picked up her
shoes.


“I thought you were kidding.” But I took mine off as well.


“I’m not running in these against five lanes of traffic. The
crosswalk signal is never long enough for a casual stroll in four-inch heels.
Come on. I’ll buy you a drink.” She reached for my free hand and hit the
crosswalk button.


“It’s an open bar.”


“Then we can find our seats and I can get us drinks while you rest
since you’ve been standing for over an hour,” Peyton said.


I touched her cheek. “You’re so sweet. How did I get so lucky?”


We both fell silent. It was the wrong thing to say, but I meant
it. Finding Peyton, regardless of the horrific way we bonded, was still the
best thing that happened to me. The signal flashed for us to cross and we walked
fast. A few cars honked at us. Valerie, the unofficial photographer, waited
until we slipped our shoes back on and took several pictures of us.


I whispered in Peyton’s ear. “Is this the first time we’re getting
our picture taken together?” I placed a small kiss on her earlobe.


“No, thankfully, my sister has some she’s been wanting to show me.
The photographer gave her proofs to review. I’m supposed to help pick out the
good ones of the wedding.”


Peyton had to stand a few inches from me because her nearness, the
closeness I wanted, pushed the fluff of the dress awkwardly to my other side.


“Wait. I also have a few photos on my phone from the day we went
to the beach,” Peyton said.


“I really had a good time that day. We should go again.” I
followed her to the bar because I didn’t want to be away from her.


“We should. You taught me how to skip stones and then I believe
you seduced me in the dunes,” she said. I poked her side until she giggled. She
handed me a gin and tonic.


“I seduced you? Me? Sweet, innocent me?” I asked with
exaggeration. “I believe your hands were all over my body and there might have
been some really fantastic kissing, but I’m positive it was all you. I was just
sitting there enjoying the beach.”


“We should go to the beach, only let’s do one better. Let’s go
somewhere really nice. Cape May. Maybe tomorrow?”


We found our table with other members from the wedding party.
There was a general hum of conversation and some light music playing in the
background. We were all waiting for the bride and groom before the party
started.


“Wait. Why don’t we go tonight? After this? It’s still early.
Let’s take off a little earlier than we originally planned, go home, pack bags,
and head out. We’d get there by ten. A moonlight walk on the beach under the stars
with you sounds perfect,” Peyton said.


I leaned over and kissed her soundly on her mouth. “I think it
sounds perfect. We’ll stay until the toasts and the first dance, then say our
good-byes.” That idea gave me a surge of excitement. Alone on the beach at
night with Peyton was conjuring up nothing but delicious thoughts.


The bride and groom took that moment to enter the hall and we
collectively applauded their arrival. I was anxious to get the events started.
The DJ cued up their wedding song. I recognized it immediately. My mother
played Madonna incessantly when I was a child, so when the first few notes of
“Crazy For You” played, I almost rolled my eyes. Mark and Stacy took to the
dance floor and looked adoringly at one another. I couldn’t wait until their
song was over and I could hold Peyton close to me. We danced well, but I
expected that since our chemistry was fantastic.


“They do look cute together,” Peyton whispered to me.


Peyton looked genuinely happy and relaxed. The tiny vertical worry
lines that had taken up permanent residence between her perfectly arched brows
were almost invisible. I had playfully smoothed them down with my thumb the
other night while we were snuggled on the couch, wrapped in each other’s arms.
She hated that they were there, but I teased her that they were there because
she cared about her job, her family, and us.


“Yeah, they do.” I had to admit that Stacy looked happy even if I
had doubts.


“They remind me of my parents. I mean, the way they are dressed,
the way this hall is decorated. Remind me to show you pictures of their
wedding. You’ll get a kick out of it,” she said.


We applauded Mark and Stacy again as their dance finished and the
DJ started up another song. Thankfully, it was slow and that meant I could hold
Peyton close to me, something I’d wanted to do for hours. I reached for her
hand and tilted my head in the direction of the dance floor.


“Would you like to dance?”


She popped up from her chair and locked her fingers with mine. “I
would love to.”


We headed to the dance floor and I pulled her gently toward me. It
was nice to hold her in my arms again. It felt perfect.


“What’s your favorite thing about weddings?” Peyton asked. She
looked at the couple with such a happy expression that I couldn’t ruin it for
her. She was a hopeless romantic so I chose my words wisely.


“I like the idea that two people, who really love one another,
want to commit to the concept of forever.” I thought it was a good answer and I
didn’t want to elaborate so I asked her the same thing. “What about you?”


“I love how everybody is in a good mood. You are with family and
friends. Love is in the air. We spend hours celebrating it. I don’t know, I
guess I’m with you. The concept of forever is captured here on this day whether
or not it rings true for them,” she said.


Great. My negative attitude about this wedding rubbed off on her.


“Please don’t get me wrong. I love the idea of forever with
somebody I love, I just have a hard time believing it here.” I kept my voice
low so that nobody would hear me. “Plus, it’s a lot of money that could go to
something more important like a kickass honeymoon.”


“I want a small, private beach wedding with just my family
present. I don’t need all of this,” she said.


“That sounds nice. It really does.”


We danced to several more songs, but after the toast, I was more
than ready to get out of there and finish the rest of my weekend with Peyton.
It was close to seven and that was the time I wanted to leave by.


“Do you want to get out of here?” I whispered in her ear.


“Definitely.”


We said good-bye to a tearful Stacy and grateful Mark. As we
headed to the car, I slipped off my shoes, took the pins out of my hair, and
shook it loose. I felt free and excited about the rest of our night together. I
lifted her hand to my mouth and kissed each finger.


“How do you want to do this?” I asked.


She kissed me hard on the lips. “We can go back to your house. You
throw things in an overnight bag, like only lingerie and a toothbrush, and I
can zip home, grab some clothes, and meet you back at your place. That way we
save time and can get on the road quicker.” Peyton was excited about this
last-minute excursion, and I planned on making it a very special night.


“That sounds perfect,” I said. The traffic moved quickly, putting
us in my driveway only a few minutes later. Time was on our side tonight.


“Or I can come in and help you change out of your dress,” she said
suggestively.


I shook my head. “If you did that, we’d never leave my place.” I
pressed the garage door opener and walked her to her car. I pulled her into my
arms and kissed her softly.


“Okay, okay. I’ll meet you back here in half an hour.” She slipped
into her car and rolled down her window.


“I’ll leave the patio door unlocked for you,” I said.


“No, I want you to lock it. I’ll knock on the front door like a
normal person.”


I rolled my eyes at her. “You should just have your own key.” We
both looked at one another for several long moments.


She was very still and I thought I might have overstepped the
boundaries of our fledgling relationship, but she finally nodded. “I would love
that, but I would never just come by. You would always know.”


I leaned down and kissed her. “The code to the garage is 1417.
It’s also the code to that door.” I pointed to a side entry door that was
visible since the garage was open. “You can come in that way until I get a set
of keys made.” It was the first time I’d ever given anyone my code. My mother
didn’t even have it. She had a key, but was too nervous to use the number pad.
I didn’t hesitate giving it to Peyton. I wanted her to have it. I wanted her to
have access to me and my life whenever she could find time in hers.


“Thank you. I’ll see you soon.” She blew me a kiss as she backed
out of my driveway and headed down the street.


I thought about the lingerie I had and what I could wear to
surprise her, but the first thing on my list was peeling off this itchy, awful,
bubbly dress that I never wanted to see again in my life.


Chapter Twenty-one

 

Bradley

 

 

The silence surrounding me was comforting in a surprising way. Like
all of my latest decisions were solidified and clear. Contemplation in quiet
moments was the greatest necessity for anyone who dared to dream big. I wasn’t
a killer, I just didn’t like unfinished business or women making a fool of me.


My phone buzzed in my pocket and scared me, actually scared me and
I couldn’t hold in my laughter. How ridiculous was I?


Now wasn’t the time for a conversation, but I had some time to
waste. I looked around before I answered. “Hi, Mom.”


“Brad, where have you been? I haven’t heard from you in over a
week. Your brother has come to visit three times and I can’t even get a phone
call from you.” My mother’s voice was gritty from years of smoking and I
cringed every time I had to hear its loud timbre. “Hello?”


“Yeah, Mom, I’m here.” I walked a few steps deeper into the
kitchen.


“What do you have to say for yourself?”


“I’m sorry. I’ve just been very busy with work.” Unlike my
brother, who married rich and wasted his days as a part-time golfing
instructor.


She didn’t even bother to mask her mocking laughter. “How busy
could you actually be? Your father had four properties to service every day
this week and still managed to make it home in time for dinner.”


Maybe I should try fueling myself with cheap beer every night like
he does, I thought, but knew better than to say aloud. His drinking and my
mom’s backhand were two subjects very far off limits. “I’ll try to do better.
I’ve been following a special client very closely. She’s been taking up most of
my time.” I picked up a discarded mug from the sink. There was still a mouthful
of coffee in it and I swirled it around to give my free hand something to do.


“You should open your own repair shop.” Her suggestion warranted
an eye roll. My mother never understood why I had gone into information
technology. No one in my family had been into computers or anything beyond blue
collar jobs and cosmetology. When I declared a major outside of the Richter
norm, everyone either had high hopes I’d be the next Bill Gates or blank stares
of confusion like I claimed to be a rocket scientist. Neither was true, and it
was still unclear to my family what I did. I’d fixed more televisions, portable
phones, and toasters than I could count, because IT was the equivalent of small
appliance repair to them.


No one knew what I was capable of, the hidden talents I held, like
finding a back door into a security keypad.


“I wouldn’t make the same money, and I need a steady income right
now. I used my savings for the wedding.” My mind betrayed me and I pictured
Cheryl. I ran my thumb along the lipstick stain still smeared on the mug I was
holding. Cheryl loved natural tones. She didn’t need much to dress up her face,
and I always felt inferior to her looks anyway. I placed the mug back in the
sink at just the same angle, with the handle barely touching the side of the
basin.


“A lot of good that investment did you.” My mother started
laughing again. The punch line of my canceled wedding would never grow old. “I
doubt you’ll find someone like that again. What a terrible way to die. I can
hardly believe it.”


“Yeah,
you never know where a maniac may show up.” I mentally scanned my plans. “The
next few days will be busy, but I think my schedule will be opening up very
soon.”


“Fine, Brad. Make time for us when you can.” My mother hung up. I
gripped my phone with surprising force. The plastic case made a cracking noise.
I threw it onto the counter and knocked over a salt shaker that stood beside
the stove. It was old, battered, and made of a metal that surely once shined. I
picked it up and glanced at the bottom, not surprised to find it was made of
aluminum. Salt poured onto the counter. “Shit.” I scooped up a few fine grains
to toss over my shoulder. For luck.


I looked through the refrigerator next. I wasn’t hungry. My need
to look wasn’t driven by a craving for food, but a craving for information. I
closed the door and looked to the side. Something red and small caught my
attention out of the corner of my eye. Two porcelain salt and pepper shakers, a
rooster and hen set. I checked my watch and frowned at the time. It was too
late to be exploring the kitchen. I had to find the bedroom next, so I rushed
up the stairs, taking two at a time. I was delighted by the sight of an unmade
bed. A rustling sound made me freeze mid-stride. I followed the sound to the
closet. The door was ajar and I toed it open the rest of the way.


A loud hiss came from between hanging clothes. I stumbled back a
step when a large, gray cat leapt from a shelf. It landed beside my feet and
stared up at me with alarmed orange eyes. They were deep like natural amber and
conveyed the annoyance it felt at my presence. I knelt carefully, slowly. I
grew up with cats so I knew better than to touch it. We stared at one another
and I searched for a name tag, but there was so much fluffy fur impeding my
investigation, I couldn’t spot a collar. The cat made a deep sound I took as a
warning and I stood before backing away. The last thing I needed was to leave a
trail of blood behind after being mauled.


Tory had a large dresser, and I took my time opening each drawer.
I brought a thin undershirt to my nose and inhaled deeply. I dropped the shirt
and closed the drawer quietly. I went into the bathroom and my eyes were drawn
immediately to the tub and a half-empty bottle of bubble bath. I imagined Tory,
long and lean, covered in bubbles, surrounded by red water. How easily I could
make her death look like a suicide.


I took a deep breath and examined the air surrounding me. I could
smell soap, something floral, a hint of bleach, and the lingering scent of
Cheryl’s—no, Tory’s perfume. I heard a car door slam in the distance and my
heart skipped. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply once more. I was so excited
to see Tory.


I took a seat in a plush chair in the corner of the room. I fingered
the leaf of a plant that sat on a small table beside it. The plastic felt
coarse against the pad of my index finger. I flicked at the artificial
greenery. I heard a door creak open and a quieter noise I had to strain to
hear. Tory was giggling? Oh, this was going to be fun.


I jumped when I felt a swat against my ankle. The fucking cat was
under my chair. I took my chances and reached beneath the furniture to pull the
hair ball out. This cat was an unexpected variable, but as it stared into my
eyes, I decided I liked it. Maybe I’d hang on to the creature after I went
home, as a reminder of Tory and what we briefly shared.


I gently, and cautiously, stroked the cat as I listened to Tory
ascend the stairs. “It’s show time,” I whispered before setting my new pet on
the floor. There were multiple hiding places in Tory’s bedroom; her decorating
style certainly worked to my advantage, but hiding in a spot that would
obstruct my view of her was out of the question. I could hear Tory getting
closer.


For every elaborate plan I had imagined, the most simplistic
always seemed most pleasant.


I took brisk, silent strides across the room and stood with my
back flush against the wall beside the door. The harder I pressed against the
wall, the more I felt my new favorite gun dig into my skin. My smile came
naturally and spread unrestrained. The feeling of exhilaration and painful
pleasure brought me back to that day in June. It seemed as if I was
experiencing déjà vu. Cheryl always said déjà vu meant you were right where you
were meant to be in life. Turned out the bitch was right for once.


I watched in giddy silence as Tory entered her room and flicked on
the light. She was a hideous vision in lavender and my breath caught in
realization. She was wearing the dress, the one that saved her life. Her death
was going to be absolutely poetic.


Her movements were sloppy and erratic. She was clearly in a rush
and I found it incredibly satisfying to know I’d put a damper on her plans.
Tory started to fill an overnight bag with very little. I noticed quite a bit
of satin and lace. She was prepping for a rendezvous, and I couldn’t allow her
to make it.


“Dammit, Jäger. How many times do I have to tell you to stay away
from my earrings?” Jäger.
I smiled to the feline that stood defiantly at the top of a tall
chest and stared back at me. That was a great name for the cat. “I have more
mismatched earrings than I do socks thanks to you.” She knelt on the ground and
shimmied beneath her four-poster. Tory was reduced to nothing more than a purple
puff that shifted stiffly and vibrated as she cursed.


Her voice strained as she tried to reverse her direction and get
out from under the bed. Three,
I counted to myself. Tory stood slowly and with little refined balance. Two. My palms began to
itch with anticipation. She
spun on the balls of her bare feet and I knew her next steps would take her to
the bathroom. One. “Hello,
Tory.” She froze. I’d heard of fight or flight response many times in my life,
and I couldn’t believe my eyes when Tory fucking Stevens froze. This woman was no hero. It
was up to me to make sure the world knew that.


Tory’s head turned slowly, as if she believed her mind was playing
tricks on her and she just now decided to doubt reality. Her sharp intake of
air when our eyes met brought a smile to my face. Her mouth opened, I listened
as she filled her lungs, and I frowned at how predictable she was.


“Don’t scream,” I said with my hand up between us. I stepped
forward cautiously, my eyes never falling away from Tory’s. I was hooked on the
horror I saw, the shock and realization that slowly set in. “Do not scream,
because I’ll gag you and then I won’t be able to talk with you.”


“Brad—Bradley.” Her breathing shook. “If you don’t leave I’m going
to call the police.”


I took a deep, steady breath and pulled the gun from the back of
my waistband. I tapped the barrel of the gun against my thigh to ensure I
gained all of Tory’s attention. “No, you won’t. Sit.” The tone of my command
left little room for argument or misunderstanding. Tory’s eyes were on my gun
the entire time she slowly lowered herself to sit on the foot of her bed. The
need to blink must’ve won out because she closed her eyes and lowered her head.
I hoped she wasn’t crying. Not yet, at least. I assumed I’d have a few minutes before
hysterics set in and made Tory less fun as a plaything. I crouched to be eye
level, but she refused to meet my eyes again. Her stare was focused on my
shoes, my lucky shoes that still had a hint of blood spatter on the white
rubber toe. I couldn’t bring myself to clean them.


“Planning a trip?” I reached for the bag beside her and started to
sift through its sparse contents. I pulled out a deep cobalt negligee. “Looks
like you’re planning a fun trip.”


“It’s you.” When Tory’s eyes met mine they were filled with tears.
She licked her dry, trembling lips. “It’s been you all along.”


I stood and stepped away. “I don’t need that thing standing in my
way again.” I pointed to Tory’s dress. I threw the negligee onto her lap. “Put
that on.”


“Peyton’s on her way—”


Before I could stop myself, I backhanded Tory. My knuckles stung
from where they had hit her defined cheekbone. Her whimpering was exquisite. “I
don’t care if Peyton is walking up the goddamn stairs right now.” I raised my
gun to her forehead. “Put that on.” I barely blinked as her long, lean body was
slowly revealed. “Lay in the middle of the bed, hands at your sides.”


“Why are you doing this?” Her question was so quiet I had to
strain to hear it. She sounded like a desperate idiot.


“Do you really care?”


“Yes.”


“No, you don’t. You care about your life and Peyton’s.” I took in
the expanse of flawless, pale skin between Tory’s heaving breasts. I planted a
knee on the plush top of the mattress and leaned forward just enough to press
the muzzle of my gun into her sternum. “You had your chance with me, Tory. I
could’ve given you everything. I loved you.” I watched with rapt attention as
the pain in her eyes increased along with the pressure I applied to the bone.
“My Tory,” I whispered and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You only
care about making it out of this alive, but from what I can tell your chances
are pretty slim.”


“You won’t get away with this,” she said with an unsteady voice.
Heavy tears streamed down her face.


I laughed at her. I pulled two strands of nylon rope from my back
pocket. First, I tied her wrists together as tightly as I could. I wanted the
friction to hurt every time she moved. I paid the same attention to her ankles
before straddling her supine body. “Tory.” Saying her name and feeling her
beneath me filled me with pleasure. “Tory Stevens, real estate extraordinaire
and dumb fucking bitch.” I leaned forward and pressed myself into her squirming
torso. I smelled her skin and her hair. I licked along the shell of her ear
before whispering, “All I wanted was to love you. What happens next, to you and
to Peyton, is your fault.”


That sparked a fire within her. Tory began writhing and her
strength surprised me. I fell to the side of the mattress, but my control of
the situation never wavered. In a split second I decided where to strike her
next. She screamed in pain when I hit the other side of her face. The desire to
make the redness of her cheeks match was overwhelming. I used my hand with the
gun and the cold metal did more damage than my fist alone could do. She tried
to scream again, and I covered her mouth with my hand. All of Tory’s pleas and
threats were muffled. I placed my gun beside her and touched the bare skin of
her chest, the slight bump of her nipple protruding into satin. I felt the firm
muscle of her abdomen as she tensed beneath me. The small laceration on her
cheekbone started to bleed. I loved the sight of her blood.


“I can’t decide where to start.” Despite my hand muffling her
words, I could clearly make out Tory’s desire for me to go fuck myself. “No, I
won’t be doing that.” Tory’s hips shifted forcefully, but her attempt at
freedom was futile. I was bigger, stronger, and more determined to kill her
than she was to stay alive. I removed my hand and recoiled as Tory’s saliva
sprayed across my face.


“Fuck you,” Tory screamed. “Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you.” Her
repeated sentiment faded into gut twisting sobs. It was like Tory knew all the
ways to excite me.


“Come on.” I stood and collected her long hair in my right hand. I
tugged until she willingly moved along the mattress and onto the floor.
“Kneel.” She didn’t move. “Kneel!” I pointed my gun at her quivering form. She
never looked at me, but she must’ve sensed my weapon because she obeyed without
a word. Tory’s head remained downcast and the simple position of surrender was
beautiful. She looked up at me with wide eyes when I pulled back the slide and
loaded a bullet into the chamber of my gun. I was sweating and anxious, the
feeling that filled me was a thousand times more intense than how I felt as I
stood in Angelina’s. This was different.


Tory Stevens was different.


Killing Tory was about getting even for betraying me and
embarrassing me the way she had. She preferred a woman over me. She made me
look like a fool by having me fall in love with her and then going on
television to tell the world I wasn’t good enough. Killing Peyton was about
removing a temptress from this earth. I took a deep breath and grabbed Tory’s
jaw with my free hand. Her head felt delicate in my grip. I bent her head back
as far as I could to stare into her eyes. Her eyes were red and watery, her eye
makeup was smeared down her face. Goddamn, I loved that look of destruction. I
wanted to consume her.


“Any last words?” I asked because I genuinely wanted to know.


“No. I don’t need any,” she said. I eyed her curiously, suspicious
of the confidence in her voice. “You should be more concerned with your own
last words, you fucking psychopath.”


“Now, now, Tory. I don’t—” Tory launched her deceivingly small
fists into my balls. The pain was overwhelming. I stumbled back into her
dresser and watched Tory try to crawl. More than anything I was angered by
Tory’s stupidity. Where did she think she was going? I breathed deeply and
tried my best to ignore the pain between my legs as I stepped over to her
squirming body. Her movements reminded me of a caterpillar, one I could easily
squash. I kicked her in the side as hard as I could and all movement ceased.


I expected to see more tears and agony when I turned her over, but
Tory’s face was blank. She looked as though she had accepted her fate, which
meant she was no longer any fun. I pressed the gun to her forehead and said the
two words that were just the beginning of me finding peace and closure.


“Good-bye, Tory.”


Chapter Twenty-two

 

Peyton

 

 

Twenty-two minutes.


I’d managed to get home, change, pack a bag, and be back in my car
in twenty-two minutes. Figuratively patting myself on the back for my
speediness, I started the engine, pausing only for a second to run through a
mental checklist. I was slightly worried I’d forgotten something essential in
my haste, but I shrugged off the thought. It wasn’t really a big deal. Anything
I might have left behind could be procured easily. Cape May was quaint and
touristy, but certainly not desolate. On the drive home from the wedding, Tory
contacted a colleague who owed her a favor, and even though it was completely
last minute, she managed to secure us a room at a lovely local inn. I couldn’t
wait to get there. The website pictures were amazing with a view that was to
die for. The perks of being a realtor afforded her the inside track, and I got
to enjoy the benefits.


“Come on.” I tapped my left foot hurriedly at a traffic light,
annoyed at getting stuck at the third red in a row. I flipped from one Top 40
station to another, unable to commit to a song. I was anxious to get on the
road, feeling the urgency to begin our solo romantic weekend. I glanced at my
phone in the cup holder. Before I’d pulled out of my driveway, I’d texted Tory
to let her know I was on my way, but she still hadn’t responded. Only a few
minutes had passed, but it was unlike her to not comment at all, even drop an
emoji to let me know she’d received my message. For a second, I thought about
calling, but I’d be there soon enough. She was probably busy getting ready. I
didn’t want to slow her down.


To avoid two traffic signals up ahead, I opted for a side street
that wound its way up to the end of Tory’s block. At a four-way stop about a
half a mile from her house, something caught my eye. A blue BMW parked on the
corner. I had driven down this road countless times since Tory and I had
started dating and had never seen this car parked anywhere close by. While I
was hardly an automotive expert, years of patrol work had left its mark. In an
instant, I heard Tory’s voice telling me that her pushy client drove a blue
Beemer. An unusual coincidence, but surely just that. To be on the safe side, I
pulled my Camry over and reached for my phone.


Jake picked up on the first ring.


“Buddy, do me a favor?” I said.


“Peyton. Aren’t you supposed to be at a wedding or something?”


“Yeah, yeah. We cut out early. I need—”


“Ah young love.” He interrupted me again. “Why are you calling me?
Shouldn’t you be, um, otherwise occupied by now?” I rolled my eyes. Even when
he was trying to be one of the boys, Jake couldn’t help being a gentleman about
it.


I didn’t have time for small talk though. “I need you to run a tag
for me. Could you do that?”


There was dead silence for one split second and I could almost see
him straighten his shoulders on the other end of the line. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah. It’s probably nothing,” I said, even though the hairs on
the back of my neck were standing up. “It’s just, I’m down the street from
Tory’s. We’re headed to Cape May for the rest of the weekend.” I put my gear
shifter in park as I explained. “I’m still a few blocks from her house, but
there’s this blue BMW I’ve never seen before. I know that seems random.” I
needed to give him some justification for what I was asking, so I continued
quickly. “There was this dude. A client of Tory’s. He was kind of off the
rails, asking her inappropriate personal questions, like about the shooting.” I
heard myself stumble over the words. I cleared my throat. “Prying and stuff. He
drives a BMW. I just want to make sure, you know, he’s not out here lurking
around.”


“What’s the plate?” He was all business as he repeated the
alphanumeric back to me. “I’m walking back to my desk now to run in it through
the system. I’ll call you as soon as I have something. Sit tight.”


As soon as we hung up, I called Tory. Four rings before it went to
voice mail. I hung up and hit redial immediately as I sped down the block.
Still no answer. I started to sweat. I pulled into a space across from her house
as my phone rang, but it was Jake. Before I even said hello, he was talking.


“Blue BMW, comes back to a Bradley Richter. Romeo, India,
Charlie—”


He would have continued but my words stopped him. “I’m going in.”


“Hang on here. Are you sure it’s him?”


I knew he was just trying to be the voice of reason and make sure
I didn’t do anything rash. And there was a certain logic to his point. I didn’t
have a clue what Tory’s client’s last name was. But the car and the first name
were a match and while I supposed it could be a coincidence, deep down I didn’t
believe that for a minute.


“Jake, something’s not right.” I needed him to trust my instinct.
“I called Tory a bunch of times and she didn’t answer or call me back. That’s
not her. I have to make sure she’s okay.”


“Wait a second. She’s not with you?” His voice revealed an
alarming amount of tension as he pieced together the info I was doing a poor
job of relaying.


“No.” I paused as the full effect of my statement hit me. “She’s
home. I’m heading inside to get her now. Then I’ll scope out the area.”


“Stand by, I’ll send a unit over to back you up.”


“Two-forty-two Elm Street in Red Bank.” I knew providing the
address would expedite matters.


“Okay. Stay put.”


Even if it was an order, I wasn’t going to adhere, but I didn’t
feel like arguing. I’d already wasted enough time. “Ten-four, Lieutenant.” I
was sure my nonchalant tone made it clear that I was about to ignore him. His
response was nothing if not supportive.


“We’re right behind you. Be careful, Peyton.”


I approached Tory’s house, assessing it quickly as I zipped across
the street. Her bedroom light was on, as was one of the lights in the living
room. I couldn’t see any movement coming from inside the house. Using the code,
I entered the garage via the side door and found her Lexus precisely where we’d
left it. For a moment, I had hoped there’d been some sort of miscommunication
and she was on her way to pick me up, and this wasn’t happening at all. But it
was real and I knew it.


I pulled my gun from its holster and held it in front of me as I
turned the handle to the door leading into the house. Nothing was disturbed.
The house looked as it always did, pristine and cozy. Despite the eerie calm, I
knew nothing was as it should be. From the bedroom, I heard unintelligible
chatter and immediately felt a sense of relief at hearing Tory’s unmistakable
voice as part of a heated back and forth. Although I wanted to call out and
tell her she was going to be okay,
I knew better than to make my presence known. The element of
surprise would give me the upper hand to deal with this sick stalker fuck. Out
of nowhere, Jäger darted over to me. His body language told me the trouble was
upstairs. Even though I’d figured it out on my own, I silently thanked him with
a nod.


I really had no idea what I was walking into, so I moved quickly
and quietly up the stairs, keeping my Glock at the ready. I did my absolute
best to make no noise until I was just outside the open door.


“Good-bye, Tory.”


I heard the words as I stepped into the bedroom. With the
perpetrator’s back to me, I called out, “Police, don’t move.”


But he didn’t listen. He turned slowly, and I saw the sallow brown
eyes that invaded my dreams. There was a disturbing smile across his scruffy
face. He cocked his head to the side. “Well, isn’t this fucking perfect.” He
straightened, waving his gun between me and Tory. “The dutiful girlfriend, come
to rescue her dyke lover. How sweet.”


“You.” I heard my shock at the realization of what was going on.
My heart pounded, my face surely showing months of fear and anxiety.


“Women.” He shook his head dismissively. “Of course it’s me.” He
let out an unhinged laugh. “You didn’t actually think you’d beat me, did you?”


I looked down at Tory, bound and bleeding on the floor. Her face
told me everything. Her countenance was beaten, but her confidence was
unbroken. She trusted me and I answered her with a look I hoped matched her
faith. Bradley filled the silence by ranting and I realized, despite his words
to the contrary, my arrival had thrown off his plan.


“You think you can take care of my Tory?” He looked at me before
staring at Tory. “I can give you everything. You need me.” His volume
increased. “Not some fucking cop.” He got right in Tory’s face. “You hear me,
Cheryl?” he screamed.


I had no clue who Cheryl was and it was obvious Bradley was losing
it. He paced in a tiny semicircle. From my position on the other side of the
room, I could see he’d begun to sweat.


I gripped my pistol tighter, slowly bringing the sights to eye
level as I watched him unravel. Several times I told him to put the gun down,
but it was as though he didn’t hear me. Caught up in his own version of
reality, he raged on. Spit flew from his mouth as he spoke. The muzzle of his
gun darted from me to Tory. I had a clean shot but didn’t take it. There was no
solace in taking another life, no matter how evil. Plus, I had the advantage of
knowing the cavalry would arrive imminently and take him into custody where he
would serve the rest of his miserable life behind bars. Perhaps in his
suffering, the families of eleven women might find some peace.


But then everything changed. The whine of sirens closed in. A wash
of red and blue strobes bounced off the wall. He glanced out the window, as
though he couldn’t believe it was really happening. A millisecond later he
shifted his attention back to me as he screamed something in anger. I didn’t
know what he said, I was only focused on his gun pointed right at me. I didn’t
even hesitate.


I had no idea how many times I pulled the trigger. In such a small
space, the gunfire was deafening. It seemed as though time passed in slow
motion, meting out every second of this unthinkable nightmare. I didn’t move. I
kept my arms extended, my gun still trained on the lifeless body on the floor.
His eyes were still wide open, vacant as ever.


I felt someone’s hand over mine and turned to a police officer
lowering my aim and relieving me of my gun. He said something, but I had no
clue what it was. In the vacuum of my shock, I couldn’t hear anything. I stepped
away from him toward the person who mattered more than anyone in the world.
Another cop had freed Tory and someone was draping a robe over her shoulders. I
wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her neck, not the least bit
surprised when I felt tears come. We held each other tightly, but neither of us
spoke. Our touch said everything. We were never going to let each other go.


 


* * *


 


It had been hours since I’d seen Tory. In the aftermath of the
shooting, the scene swarmed with cops, both from my department and the Red Bank
PD, who had jurisdiction. Shortly after, other small towns and the State Police
arrived. Shots fired in a small, well-to-do neighborhood was a big deal and no
one took it lightly.


Once it leaked over the scanners that the deceased was the mall
shooter out to exact revenge on the remaining survivors, all hell broke loose.
The press showed up. The FBI arrived. The scene was secured, Tory and I were
transported separately from her home. At my urging, and Jake’s behest, I was
taken back to the Tinton Falls station house to be debriefed. Tory wasn’t there
and I found out sometime later that she’d been taken to the hospital to treat
her injuries. I was mad I hadn’t been afforded the opportunity to go with her
but realized they were trying to keep us apart so our statements could be given
independently. Jake assured me she was in good hands, but the knowledge did
little to comfort me.


 


* * *


 


Sitting on the couch in Jake’s office, I leaned back and looked at
the clock on the wall. One a.m. It was painful to not know where she was, how
she was. I knew she needed me as much as I needed her. At least I had people
here. Friends, colleagues, my dad. Jake kept popping in with updates. On the
last round, armed with fresh coffee for each of us, he offered me the
opportunity to take a look at the report from Bradley Richter’s initial
interview, which was currently being scrutinized by everyone under the sun.
When I declined, he told me it was probably for the best. Even though Richter
was the ex-fiancé of one of the victims during the rampage at Angelina’s, his
interaction with police had been completely unremarkable.


“Of course, once they searched his apartment tonight, they
discovered a hidden cache under his bed. Pictures and mementos of the woman he
was engaged to. Cheryl Hastings. It makes me sick.” He was unable to look at me
as he continued. “There were pictures of Tory, too. News articles about the
shooting and the TV special.” His voice hitched and he turned away to face the
wall. “The fucking FBI was looking for a goddamn mass shooter while a classic
stalker was right under their nose the whole time.”


I knew he was mad at the agency for having completely missed the
mark but I hardly cared now. I was just relieved it was all over.


“I’m sorry, Peyton.” Jake squeezed my shoulder before closing the
door behind him, leaving me alone to process.


Before long there was another knock on the door—more news or
coffee—perhaps both. I was beat, but didn’t have the heart to turn anyone away.


“Come in,” I said in as loud a voice as I could muster.


I rolled my neck along the back of the couch to face my visitor
and almost didn’t recognize Tory as she stepped into the room wearing an
oversized Tinton Falls Police raid jacket.


I stood and hugged her, squeezing as hard as I could, kissing her
until I found her lips. I held her face in my hands.


“Are you okay?” The question was so broad and ridiculous I shook
my head as soon as I said it. “I mean where are you hurt?” I examined her
closely, my thumb hovering over the cut that had been freshly sutured. Tilting
her head slightly I saw a mark on her other cheek.


“I’m okay.” She kissed me softly. “Cuts and bruises, that’s all.”


I felt myself choke up. “I should never have left you alone.”


“Peyton, you saved me.”


“I know, but what would’ve happened—”


She put one finger to my lips silencing me. “It didn’t.”


“If I was one minute later—”


“You weren’t.” Her smile was genuine and comforting, but didn’t
alleviate my stress over the whole sequence of events.


“I know you’re right,” I said, but I was unconvinced.


“Don’t.” She shook her head firmly. “Don’t replay it over and
over, imaging all the scenarios. It does no good. It’s over now.” Her palms
slid down my arms until she found my hands. She linked our fingers together.
“We’re both here. That’s what matters. Nothing else.”


“I love you so much.”


“I know.” She leaned in to kiss me. “I love you, too.”


Tory gently pressed her forehead against mine. She slipped her
hands around my waist and pulled me close. She was warm and soft and, in her
embrace, I felt safe and loved. Her eyes told me she felt the same. Although I
would never shy away from expressing my feelings openly, I was glad she knew
instinctively.


“We should go,” I said. I silently wondered if we were cleared to
leave.


Tory nodded. “Your apartment?” she asked, her voice distant. I
imagined it had just occurred to her that her house was a crime scene and would
stay that way for a good while longer. I doubted she’d ever have another
restful night there again. But to answer her question, I told her the truth.


“My parents want us to stay with them. At least tonight.” I
shrugged. “We can take it from there. There’s my apartment, or we can look for
something different if you want. I don’t really care. I just want to be
together.” Life was short and precious and could be over in a second. I’d
witnessed that firsthand. I was certain I never wanted to spend another night
without Tory right next to me. “Wherever it is, I just want to be with you.”
The gravity of everything we’d experienced had me brimming with emotion and I
was powerless to keep it in check.


It was late and we’d both been through so much this evening. For a
second, I worried I’d said too much and my plea was ill timed and overwhelming.
With her sweet smile, Tory quelled my fears. She squeezed my hand and the love
in her eyes told me she was right there with me.


“Let’s go home,” she said.


I agreed with a small nod and we left the police station, walking
out into the warm night hand in hand, ready for a lifetime together.


Epilogue

 

Tory, one year later

 

 

“I’m starting to itch.” I brushed off a few specks of sand that had
blown onto the balcony and landed on my lap when the wind picked up. It was a
gorgeous day at the beach. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the light breeze
kept the setting sun from feeling too hot.


“Quit whining. You look great in anything you put on and I kind of
hate you for it.” Stacy handed me a tall glass of lemonade loaded with ice,
mint, blueberries, and lemon wedges. We sat on the balcony, in the shade, and
enjoyed the solitude of just us a few minutes longer.


“Why does this look more like a mojito than a lemonade?” I smelled
it, but I didn’t smell any rum. I took a sip. It was delicious and completely
non-alcoholic. Bummer.


“You should trust me. I know what you like and don’t,” she said.
Stacy and Mark were getting ready to celebrate their first anniversary. They
were still very much in love, so I added a few years to the short duration I
gave their marriage. “This is my grandmother’s recipe. I’m sure it has a
different name than just lemonade, but I never knew it.”


I drank half of it before I put the glass on the side table and
walked to the railing. I took a deep breath and looked around. In the distance,
I saw people playing volleyball, families playing in the sand, kids splashing
in the waves. It was so serene. I caught a glimpse of Peyton standing with my
mother, their heads together. Peyton looked beautiful in a short, sleeveless
dress, her bare feet digging into the sand as she patiently listened. She was
drawing circles with her big toe and I smiled at her playfulness. I caught a
flash of color on her nails, but I couldn’t identify it. Peyton was the most
beautiful woman inside and out. We’d been together over a year and, even though
we started off with the worst possible scenario, our love grew every day. I had
so much devotion in my heart for her. It was the most honest, healthiest
relationship in my life. I watched her pick up something she had unearthed with
her toe, then flick it past the chairs in the sand. Probably a shell or a small
rock. She tucked her hair behind her ear after she stood, and turned to face my
mom. Her hair had grown out since I first met her and was sun-kissed from all
of our weekends at the beach. I liked the look.


“I still can’t believe everything that’s happened.” Stacy came up
behind me and rested her chin on my shoulder. She followed my stare and saw
that Peyton had my attention.


“I can’t believe it either.” I turned to face her. “Do you think I
deserve her?”


She cupped my face in her hands. “You two are made for one
another. Seriously. Never doubt that. Especially after everything you’ve been
through.”


We survived a crazy person twice. Bradley Richter would forever be
a part of my past, but I refused to give him any more of my time. I pushed
thoughts of him out of my head the moment he surfaced. Usually it worked, but
sometimes I woke up to him right in the fuzzy stage of consciousness. Peyton
was always there to comfort me. She didn’t sleep the greatest and was always
alert when I cried out or jerked in my sleep.


“I love her. I just hope I never disappoint her or make her doubt
us,” I said.


Stacy smacked my finger away from my mouth. “Don’t chew your
nails. You just had them done. And yes, there will be times when you disappoint
her, but she will never doubt you or your love.”


“I’m going to disappoint her?” I started to panic.


“You’ll pick up the wrong toilet paper, or get the off-brand
toothpaste, or come home with two kittens instead of the puppy that you
promised,” she said.


I burst out laughing. She and Mark had picked out a puppy at the
shelter, but it had found a forever home before Stacy could collect him. So she
improvised. She walked into their house holding two gray and white tiger
striped kittens, marched right past Mark, who was waiting with a tennis ball
and a rope toy, and set the kittens up in the family room. There was an
argument, but they worked it out. Apparently the make-up sex was phenomenal.
The kittens stayed. Finn and Sawyer ended up taking to Mark more than Stacy,
which pissed her off, but it was the best outcome.


“At least that turned out okay. I mean, Jäger is finally
tolerating Peyton, but it’s been a real struggle. He steals her things all the
time. In all fairness, I tell Peyton to put up anything small she wants to keep
or else she’ll have to look in his twelve hiding places. She’s already lost her
badge. We found it under the guest bed, but she was not happy with him,” I
said.


“Hey, family comes first. Tell Peyton if she loves you, she loves
him. That’s just the way it is.” Stacy shrugged. “Come on. Let’s get down to
the beach. There are some people down there who really want to see us.”


I smiled and followed her down the side stairs. We said hello to
the neighbors who were on their way back from the water. One of the
five-year-old twins handed me a shell she found on the beach. She shook her
head when I tried handing it back to her.


“Is this for me? Thank you so much,” I said.


“It’s a present.” She waved and ran inside.


I’d never considered children before, but it was amazing how my
attitude about family changed because of Peyton.


“I’m going to sit over there.” Stacy kissed my cheek and sat on a
nearby chair.


I kept walking to Peyton. She reached for my hands when I got
closer.


“Hi, love. You look beautiful.” She looked me over from head to
toe.


I saw nothing but love and happiness when her eyes met mine.
“Thank you, but it seems I can’t get away from frilly stuff.”


“It works, trust me.”


I loved the way she looked at me, appreciatively and full of love.
“And you’re the beautiful one. I’ve been admiring you from up there for quite
some time.” I pointed back to the house. I leaned forward and kissed her softly
because I could and because she was mine.


“Hey, you can’t do that yet,” she whispered.


I leaned into her. “I can do whatever I want.” I kissed her again.
This time it was longer than just a brush of my lips against hers. Somebody
standing very close to us cleared their throat. We broke apart.


“Can we begin?” Peyton’s uncle, John, asked. At our nods, he
didn’t waste any time. “Dear friends and family, we are gathered here today to
witness and celebrate the union of my beautiful niece Peyton Clarke and the
equally beautiful Tory Stevens in marriage.”


I told myself I wouldn’t cry. I was the strong one, but it was
hard because my dream came true. The love of my life, the woman who saved me in
more ways than one, was standing next to me, holding my hand on the beach,
ready to commit to forever with me. I tried to focus on the tranquil water and
the way the setting sun filled the sky with warm colors, but the tears started
rolling down my cheeks and I couldn’t stop them. Peyton squeezed my fingers and
stroked my thumb with hers.


“I love you,” she whispered.


That only made me cry harder. I brushed my tears away with my free
hand. No way was I going to let her hand go. When it was time to recite our
vows, I turned to her, stared into her eyes, and felt an overwhelming sense of
belonging. She was my peace. I reached out and gently wiped the tears off her
cheek. I knew that we were meant to be together, to love each other for the
rest of our lives. I smiled because even at the very beginning of us, against all
odds, true love won.
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