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Chapter One
“Damn it!”
Six fifty in the morning and sweat was already trickling down her spine and puddling in the small of her back. Jazz stepped away from the metal shutter and wiped the back of her hand over her clammy forehead.
“Just what I damn well need,” she muttered.
The sun was streaming pale yellow over the cobbled street, the air fresh and clean. She took a couple of deep breaths, calming herself down, trying to savor the moment. Unable to help herself, she sneaked a quick, proud glance at the sign above the stuck shutters. The Beanery. Etched out in confident black letters against a pale yellow background, the sign made her heart flutter in her chest a little. Her own place. Her independence. Her new start.
Just for once she was determined not to rely on anyone else. After everything that had happened with Izzy, she wasn’t willing to trust anyone else. Her jaw firmed as she thought about her ex, and she noticed that her hand trembled a little.
“She’s far, far away.”
She spoke the words out loud. Sometimes she just needed to hear them. She rolled her shoulders and tightened her dark ponytail before taking another deep breath and stooping to tackle the shutters again. With all her might she tugged and pulled, but the damn things just wouldn’t move.
“Damn it!”
“Problem?”
Jazz turned around to see the spiked pink hair and beaming smile of her assistant.
“Nope,” she said, stubbornly.
It wasn’t a problem. Not really. A small hiccup was all, and she was more than capable of dealing with it alone. Lana shrugged, her eyebrow ring glinting in the sun.
“Alrighty then,” she said with a good natured grin and a doubtful glance at the shutters. “I’ll go in and get the coffee machine started, I guess. You all ready for our big day?”
“It’s not going to be a big day. It’s going to be a slow day,” Jazz said, standing upright and rolling her shoulders yet again in preparation for another assault on the shutters. “We need to get the kinks worked out before the kids come back to school.”
“Which is why I’m here a full week before semester starts,” Lana said, rolling her eyes. “I know, I know. And just a tip: I wouldn’t call them kids if I were you. College kids don’t particularly appreciate it, I’ve found.”
“You just called them kids yourself,” observed Jazz.
Lana shrugged again and grinned. “An old biddy like me can get away with it,” she said.
Jazz snorted. Lana was a solid five years younger than she was. Despite that, the pink haired barista was already moaning about her thirtieth birthday, which Jazz knew wasn’t for another seven months.
“Get the machine turned on,” she grunted. “I’ll open the shutters.”
She ignored Lana’s chuckle as she bent once again to try and heave the stupid metal shutters open.
Her own place. Alright, an on-campus coffee shop wasn’t exactly the foundation of a burgeoning hospitality empire. But at least it was hers. Brought and paid for, and draining every last cent that she had. All her own, and, more importantly, a long, long way from California. The midwest was boring, her mother Dorothy had said, but that was just fine by Jazz. Boring was what she wanted. There was nothing that she desired more than to be bored into a middle aged, comfortable life on the campus of Oakview University. Boring sounded just about perfect.
“What about your social life?” Dorothy had said, sounding horrified over the phone.
“My social life will be non-existent, ma.”
“Exactly!”
“Exactly,” Jazz had agreed.
Work, home, and a non-existent social life. Because Jazz didn’t need anyone. Didn’t want anyone. Not anymore.
“Just Jazz,” she whispered to herself, and laughed a little.
Just Jazz was the way it was going to be from now on. She gave one last heave at the shutters and succeeded in moving them a fraction of an inch.
“Ha!”
She bent to try again, tugging as hard as she could until the veins in her hands stood out and her fingertips were white with effort.
“You know, it’ll go a whole lot easier if you unlock the latches,” Lana said from behind her. “Just a tip, take it or leave it.”
Jazz looked up and saw that the side latches of the shutters were firmly down. Crap.
“Here,” said Lana, nudging her and offering up a steaming cup of coffee. “You see if my Latte is up to scratch, and I’ll open the shutters.”
She ignored the coffee, flicked up the latches, and pulled the shutters up in one, easy, well-oiled movement.
“See,” she said, taking the hot cup. “I can do it alone.”
Lana rolled her eyes so far back in her head that Jazz thought she might injure herself, and then  disappeared back into the shop.
Jazz cradled her coffee and looked around the empty campus. Soon it would be teeming with people. Soon she’d be over-run with business. So busy that she’d be able to forget everything else. She sipped at the Latte. Just perfect. Lana might be a busy-body, full of little tips that she felt she just had to pass along, but she made coffee like an angel.
“Just Jazz,” she said, allowing herself a grin.
“How about you get in here and do some work, Just Jazz,” Lana called out from inside.
Her grin widened.
“Be right there.”
✽✽✽
 
It felt good. The warmth of the tarmac under her feet, the heft of her holster around her waist, the scratch of the uniform shirt on her skin. It all felt good. Lucy grinned a little to herself as she walked down the street. A cop. A real cop.
Okay, so she hadn’t exactly been thrilled when the chief had assigned her to the campus beat. But hell, she was new enough to the job that she knew she needed to put her time in. She’d get off campus soon enough, and then... What? Detective maybe, she’d always fancied that.
A quick glance in a shop front window made her grin stretch so far she thought she might crack her face open. The dark blue uniform looked as good as it felt. If Danny could see her now, he’d be yelling with pride.
A brief stab of pain prickled through her. It always did when she thought of Danny. Always would, probably. Three years and it still hurt as bad as that first morning. The morning when she’d woken up and laid out two plates for eggs before she’d remembered that she only needed one.
It seemed a long time ago and only yesterday, all at the same time. Still, she’d kept busy, and now look at her. A cop. Just like she’d always dreamed. An old cop, well, older than the other cadets had been anyway. But she’d had her responsibilities before, couldn’t have chased the dream without... Without what had happened. Not a blessing exactly, more of a silver lining. Or a vaguely grey lining.
“Ma’am, you’re about to put that leash on your dog, right?”
The woman looked down at the leash in her hand, across at the dog, then at Lucy’s face.
“Yes officer,” she said. “I was just doing it.”
“That’s what I thought,” said Lucy.
She waited a second to make sure the woman was going to obey the leash law. When the dog was safely restrained, she went on her way.
Honestly, some people. It wasn’t like the dog could leash himself. And if the woman didn’t realize that the leash was to keep the dog safe from running out into traffic then maybe she didn’t deserve an animal at all.
It irked her when people didn’t take care of their responsibilities. She glanced at her watch. About time. Grabbing her mobile from her shirt pocket she keyed in Jackson’s contact. He picked up on the first ring.
“Jax, just checking in. How are the kittens?”
“’Bout right.”
“Eating okay?”
“Seems so.”
Jackson wasn’t exactly the talkative type. But it was one of the characteristics that she like about her landlord. He wasn’t one for words. About two years ago now he’d put his hand on her knee, silent as always. And the words had come out easier than she’d thought.
All she’d said was: “I’m gay.”
And Jax had nodded slowly, moved his hand away, and they’d gone on as before. Telling him had been easy, and maintaining their friendship afterwards had been surprisingly easy too.
“I’ll be straight home after my shift,” she said now.
“No hurry,” replied Jackson.
Then the phone buzzed with the hang up signal, and she put it back in her pocket.
It happened faster than she could realize that it was happening. The squeal of brakes, the frightened yell, the flash of yellow. Acting without thinking she thrust her arm out, catching hold of the kid’s bright t-shirt and yanking him back from the road so that the heels of his sneakers smashed against the curb. The car came to a stop, the door swinging open.
“He came out of nowhere,” said the guy, tall and dark haired. “Didn’t see him until almost too late. Is he alright?”
Lucy looked down at the kid, pulling him up onto the sidewalk.
“Just fine,” she said.
“I’m sorry officer, I wasn’t speeding.”
She had no way to know if he was or wasn’t, but she’d seen the kid run out into the street. This wasn’t the driver’s fault.
“No harm done,” she said. “You can get on your way.”
The guy gave one last look at the child that he’d almost knocked down and got back into his car. When he started the engine and drove away, Lucy noticed that he carefully checked all his mirrors and kept his speed low. Maybe he’d learned something.
The kid was struggling now, trying to wrench his t-shirt free from her grasp. She stooped to his level.
“You okay?”
The kid nodded. His hair was tousled and there was a ring of chocolate around his mouth. Drips on his shirt confirmed an ice cream eaten earlier.
“Where’s your mom?”
He pouted, stayed quiet. He was probably around four or thereabouts. Lucy glanced around but didn’t see any likely suspects.
“Listen, kiddo, I’m a police officer. You know that you always have to tell the police the truth, right?”
He bit his lip and nodded.
“So where’s your mom right now?”
He sniffed and then pointed to a nearby store.
“Good boy,” said Lucy. “Now take my hand and we’re going to go get your mom, okay?”
As the boy took her hand, Lucy felt a surge of warmth in her chest. She squeezed his tiny hand a little, reassuring him. With a sigh she looked back at the street. There was always someone to be taken care of, and it always seemed to be her taking up the responsibility. Sure, sometimes it was part of her job. But not always. Just for once, she thought, as she led the boy into the store to meet his mom, she’d like to be the one being taken care of.



Chapter Two
Jazz dried off her hands and wiped down the counter.
“So much for a slow opening, huh?”
“Eh, people are curious,” said Lana. “The shop’s been closed for a while. And to be honest, the only reason most people came over here in the old days was for some bad instant coffee so they could check out a blind date.”
“Before taking suitable candidates off some place nicer,” Jazz finished.
“Exactly,” Lana said, with a grin. She was picking the top off a blueberry muffin, eating it piece by piece. “You’ve done a great job here. I mean, the place looks amazing, the snacks are good, the coffee is great. People are interested is all.”
Jazz sighed, trying not to remember just how much the damn coffee machine had cost her. Still, a busy morning when school hadn’t even started yet was a good sign. A sign that she could do this, that she could be a success.
“Ever had a blind date here?” she teased Lana.
“So many. I think only one guy took me on to some place nicer though,” Lana said, thoughtfully putting another piece of muffin in her mouth.
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
“You’d be surprised. I think I don’t make a good first impression.”
Jazz laughed, remembering her shock when the pink-haired woman had turned up in response to the ad she’d placed on the board at the Student Union.
“Maybe you do come across as a little... wild,” she said.
“Well, the good news is, the older I get, the more men like it wild,” grinned Lana. “I’ve no shortage of dates now, thank you very much.” She paused, eyeing Jazz. “And what about you? Any prospects on the horizon? Someone cute?”
Jazz’s stomach trembled a little. “No,” she said, shortly.
“I wouldn’t worry,” Lana said. “A coffee shop is the best place to meet people. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d found Mr. Right by the end of the semester.”
“Ms. Right,” Jazz said. “And no thank you. I’ve no interest in dating my customers.”
“Suit yourself,” Lana said, picking off the last piece of muffin top and putting the base on the counter.
“Aren’t you going to eat that?”
“Nope,” said Lana. “See, wherever possible you should take the best bits and leave the rest behind. Works for muffins and everything else, a little tip from me to you.”
“Uh, okay.”
Lana flashed her bright grin again. “Trust me, you don’t have to take shit. It’s your choice, is all I mean. I happen to like the muffin top best, so that’s what I eat. You should try it some time.”
“And you should try not wasting my stock,” said Jazz.
“I paid for it, don’t worry.”
“Fine, and speaking of pay, maybe you should earn yours. There’s tables outside that need wiping.”
“Yes, boss.”
But Lana was still smiling as she went off whistling, cloth in hand. Jazz sighed again. She hated deflecting questions about her dating life. Lana was a good worker, was starting to become a friend even, but still. The fewer questions about her past, the better. All it would take would be for Lana to ask why she wasn’t interested in dating and Jazz didn’t know what she could say, other than the truth. And the truth wasn’t for the fragile ears of her pink-headed barista. Not yet, anyway.
She was pushing air through the coffee machine, cleaning the nozzles, when Lana came back inside.
“Boss, we’ve got a problem.”
“How can cleaning tables possibly be a problem...” she started, trailing off as she looked out of the window.
A tall, blonde haired woman was standing there, tapping her foot impatiently. Her uniform looked freshly ironed, creased in all the right places. Curved in all the right places. Jazz’s mouth dried up, and she wasn’t sure why.
“You want me to deal with this?” asked Lana.
Jazz realized that she’d been standing stock still, staring out of the window at cheekbones that could cut glass.
“No, of course not,” she said. “I’ll take care of it.”
Hurrying now, she went around the counter, pushing out of the door and into the fresh lunch-time air.
“Is there a problem officer?” she asked politely.
Green eyes, the dark green of beer bottles and old racing cars, framed by long, dark lashes turned to her. Jazz swallowed frantically, trying to get a drop of moisture back into her mouth. Her hands itched to reach out and caress the smooth curve of a hip, the soft swell of the upper arm.
Jesus, girl, pull yourself together. This isn’t the first time you’ve seen an attractive woman. The cop’s eyes narrowed a little and Jazz had to remind herself of all the reasons why she wasn’t supposed to be interested in anyone, let alone a cop who obviously had some problem with the coffee shop.
“Officer?” she said again.
“The tables and chairs are breaking city ordinance,” the woman said, brusquely, turning her green gaze towards the shop’s elegantly arranged outdoor furniture.
“I’m sorry, I don’t...”
“They’re clearly obstructing foot traffic,” interrupted the officer.
Jazz glanced up and down the empty street. What foot traffic, she wanted to ask. But she bit her tongue. Better not to antagonize the woman.
“I believe my permit allows this,” said Jazz, carefully keeping her temper. “I did measure.”
The cop looked around, her eyes calculating and stern, then she shook her head. “I don’t think so, ma’am.”
“I’ve got the permit,” Jazz hurriedly put in. “Please, if you’ll just come inside, I’ll get it and show you.”
The woman sighed and for a second Jazz thought she was going to yell and a quivering feeling started in her stomach. Then the cop shrugged and gestured for Jazz to go back inside the store.
✽✽✽
 
Lucy watched as the woman shuffled through papers looking for a permit that Lucy was damn sure didn’t allow her to have tables that far out into the sidewalk. She knew her city ordinances like the back of her hand, the woman was lying. But that didn’t stop her admiring the long curve of her waist as she reached up to get a folder from a high shelf.
Dark hair, tied up in messy ponytail, blue eyes the colour of deep, chill water, a sharp nose and creamy white skin. Another time, before Danny, she’d have made a move, given that half smile that she knew was sexy, looked forward to a drunken night of no strings attached fun. Even now, the sight of the woman’s smooth, athletic figure clad in jeans and a t-shirt that just skimmed her waist was enough to set Lucy’s heart hammering.
But the woman’s hands were flickering over papers, unsure and almost shaking.
“Lana! Lana!”
Lucy watched quietly as the pink-haired girl came into the office and calmly and quickly found the permit paper. The dark-haired woman handed it over. For a brief second their hands touched as the paper was transferred. A shot of warmth ran through her hand and up her arm, there was a prickling at the base of her neck. She had to swallow and force herself to look down at the permit. She ran her eyes over it despite already knowing what it said.
“You’re out of your zone,” she said, finally, handing the paper back.
“I’m not, look, look here, two and a half feet, it says so here, I measured.”
There was panic starting in her voice and Lucy found that she was anxious to calm the woman down.
“Two and a half feet from the shop window,” she said. “Not two and a half feet from the curb.”
The creamy white skin flushed, a rose of pink growing over high cheekbones, and the china blue eyes glittered a little.
“Ah, oh, I...”
“It was a mistake, ma’am,” Lucy said. “I’m not writing a ticket. But you’ll need to move those tables out of the way of foot traffic. Got it?”
“Got it,” said the woman, though her voice sounded far from sure.
Lucy turned to leave, but on second thoughts turned back. “I’ll be back around on my beat later, so make sure they get moved. And I’m not seeing your hygiene certificate either. That needs to be clearly displayed out front, please.”
Rich housewives. As she strode back out onto the street and began to make her way back to the precinct, she shook her head at the pure incapability of some people. The woman was obviously some rich housewife. Her husband had installed her in the coffee shop to give her life a little meaning, to keep her out of trouble. The woman didn’t even know where her own permits were kept, let alone how to read them properly.
Still though, those eyes, there was nothing to stop a girl from looking, was there? The way her shoulders moved under that shirt, the tantalising swoop of the back of her neck just begging to be kissed. Lucy’s step faltered. For a second she thought about turning back, about jumping into the pool again, asking the damn woman out.
But no. She had to be married. Had to be. And she should be, she obviously needed someone to look after her. She’d only found the permit after calling in one of her staff. And the last thing Lucy wanted was to have to babysit some neurotic, disorganized coffee shop owner, even if by some miracle she happened not to be straight. No. Calm, that’s what she needed. And maybe someone to look after her a little for a change.
She walked on, anxious now to get back to the precinct, ready for a coffee, ready to sit down for five minutes. But her mind kept straying back to that messy ponytail. She’d need to drop back in later, just to check those tables had been moved. She sighed. It’d be easier just to ignore the place and forget the woman ever existed.
✽✽✽
 
Stupid damn city ordinances. Jazz tugged at a table, screeching it over the pavement just an inch or so until it was inside the zone. And stupid, interfering cop. Seriously? Okay, so she’d mis-measured, but the difference was all of an inch and a half tops. Was it really necessary to make a fuss about it? And the hygiene certificate? The one that was so clearly displayed right above the cash register? Really. Officious, that was the word. Interfering and officious.
And delicious, said a little voice in the back of her head. She yanked a chair in either hand and banged them down next to the table. Delicious. That blonde hair that would be ruffled and messy in the morning, those knowing green eyes. She could almost imagine the underwear under that uniform, plain and sensible and oh so sexy. She felt a warmth inside her, a little shiver of anticipation. And she shook herself out of it.
“A cop’s the last thing I need,” she muttered, pulling at the next table over. “No women, no girlfriends, and certainly no cops.”
But her skin was still flushed and she could still almost feel the heat of their accidental touch.
“Fine, you can dream,” she allowed. “But fantasy is all. There’s nothing wrong with a little fantasy.”
Pushing the cop back against the office wall, feeling the full length of her body against hers, the warmth of her breath as their lips neared. The heat of anticipation was growing hotter, it’d been so long. She lingered on the image, letting her eyes half close. Those first, soft, trembling touches, that first taste. Her eyes flew open.
“But then there’s what comes after,” she said.
And there was something she definitely didn’t need. Not after Izzy. No more controlling, no more fear, no more... No more of any of that stuff. She was better off alone. Better off just taking care of herself, not being told what to do. She dragged another set of chairs over.
“Just Jazz.”
But her voice didn’t sound as clear as it had that morning, nor as sure. She scanned the street. The cop was nowhere to be seen. Well, if she did show up again, Jazz was going to make damn sure that the place was perfect. That way perhaps she wouldn’t have to see the woman again. Ever.



Chapter Three
“Jax, you there?”
Lucy pushed open the duplex door, an overflowing paper grocery bag in one arm threatening to overbalance. After dumping the groceries in the kitchen and locking her service weapon in the kitchen drawer, she headed into the living room.
“Just about nap time,” Jax said.
She couldn’t help but grin. The sight of the six foot four, beefy guy cradling a tiny kitten was pretty funny.
“Can’t help but pick them up, huh?”
Jax shrugged. “They’re cute, so shoot me.”
“Don’t make me unlock the gun drawer again tonight,” she said, stooping to scoop the kitten out of his large hands. “They all doing okay?”
“Feeding, sleeping, anything else they’re supposed to do?”
Gently, she laid the kitten down next to its siblings. Mom cat was purring as she curled around them. Mom cat. She had to think of a name.
“Pounce and Dylan doing alright?” she asked.
“Pissed at being locked out of the living room, but other than that they seem just fine. Gave ‘em a few treats to make up for it,” Jax said, groaning a little as he stood up and stretched.
The two older cats weren’t exactly a threat to the mom, more curious. The mom cat, on the other hand, was naturally protective, so Lucy had decided keeping the boys away was a good plan. Three big cats, five kittens. Jesus, she was turning into a crazy cat lady. But she couldn’t turn down a stray, especially a pregnant one.
“Thanks for this, Jax.”
She couldn’t leave the kittens alone too long. Luckily, Jax was a programmer working from home, and was happy to look in from time to time. She suspected that he probably spent more time than he should down here. In reply to her thanks, he just shrugged again.
“Good day?”
“Yeah.” Good, but tiring, she needed a shower.
“Anything exciting?”
Her heart beat quickened and for a second she couldn’t think why. Then she remembered the coffee shop. It was her turn to shrug now.
“Dogs off leashes, sidewalk tables out of their zone, littering. All top grade, super adrenaline filled stuff.”
And she’d forgotten to go back and check on those stupid tables. One more thing to add to her list of stuff to do tomorrow. But the thought of seeing the woman again gave her a little shiver of anticipation. Not that she wanted to see her. No, not at all.
Jax laughed. “You wanted to be a cop,” he pointed out. “It can’t all be chasing murderers and shooting bank robbers.”
“Turns out that none of it is chasing murderers and shooting bank robbers. More like chasing litter louts and shooting my mouth off with the guys in the precinct.”
Her eye caught the picture on the mantle and a shard of pain burned through her as she looked at Danny’s smiling face. Jax must have followed her gaze, because he put a meaty hand on her shoulder and squeezed it a little.
“He’d have been proud, I’m guessing,” said Jax. “And all over those little kittens.”
Jax had never known Danny. She’d moved into the duplex just afterwards. She’d needed a new space, a new start, a place that didn’t hold memories. She hadn’t wanted to talk about what had happened, but Jax had slowly teased the story out of her over time, and now he knew almost everything. And somehow it didn’t hurt so much to talk about Danny with Jax.
“He might just have loved the little furballs to death,” she said. “Now don’t you have work to do? The kittens are gonna be asleep for a while now, and I could use a shower.”
Jax grunted. “Taking away a man’s distractions just like that,” he said. “There’s no justice in this world. If I can’t sit here and watch your sleeping kittens, guess I’d better be getting my butt back to work. Beer later?”
“You mean another excuse to come look at kittens later?” teased Lucy. “Yeah, okay. There’s a six pack in the grocery bag, since I know you so well. But give me an hour or so, okay?”
He nodded and was about to leave, but gave her a curious look first. She scowled at him.
“What?”
“You sure you’re okay?” he asked. “I mean, work was okay? You look...”
“I look what?”
“I don’t know. Different somehow. Lighter, shinier, damned if I know. Just different.”
She rolled her eyes at him. “Get out of here and get some work done or there’ll be no beer for you.”
She stripped off her uniform in the bathroom, hanging it up behind the door and switching the shower on to warm up. Then she surveyed herself in the mirror while she brushed her teeth. In shape, that was no surprise, with all the walking she was doing at work she was going to have thigh muscles like a horse. Her hair was flat and ordinary, nothing special there. Her eyes were kind of pretty, she guessed. Did she look any different?
She spat toothpaste into the sink and peered more closely at the mirror. Any different from the morning? Nah. Jax was full of it. She looked just as usual. Her mind strayed back to the coffee shop and... Okay, okay, maybe she did look a little different. A flush had blossomed in her cheeks. She rinsed off her toothbrush and shook her head. A crush. That was just what she needed. A crush on an annoying and possibly straight coffee shop owner.
“Get over it, Luce,” she said sternly into the mirror. “You don’t need any more strays. No one else to look after, got it?”
Her reflection stared back, and she sighed.
✽✽✽
 
“Ma? Is everything okay?”
“Of course everything is okay,” Dorothy’s voice crackled over the line. “Why wouldn’t it be?”
Jazz flopped down onto the sofa, dislodging a box of sweaters that had been perched on the end and spilling the contents over the floor.
“No reason.”
“I’m just calling because it was your first day. And as a loving, caring mother, I wondered how things had gone.”
Jazz grinned. She had missed her mother’s sarcasm. She missed seeing her, spending time with her. They’d always been close, and leaving her mom in California had been one of the hardest parts of moving.
“It went just fine, ma. Busier than I expected, actually.”
“Good.”
“Do you mean good? Or do you mean bad because you’re secretly hoping I’ll fold the shop and have to come home?”
“A little of both,” Dorothy chuckled. “But I am glad, for you, that things went well. And you’ll never guess who I ran into today at the club.”
Jazz lay back on the sofa and let her mother talk, staring around the living room. The apartment was small, but all she could afford after spending so much on the coffee shop. It was hers though, owned completely. A living room, a kitchen, a bathroom, and a room. She called it ‘a room’ because she had no idea what she was going to put in it.
All painted bright white and clean, all light and airy. And currently all full of half unpacked boxes. She’d poured all her energy into getting the coffee shop up and running, leaving little left for her apartment.
“Jazz?”
“Mmm?”
“I was asking if you’d made any friends yet. I know you too well. Don’t get all bogged down in coffee business. You have to get yourself out there. Find a nice girl.”
Mothers. Deep down, Jazz knew that all her mom wanted was for her to settle down. The fact that if she did settle down it’d be with another woman had never bothered Dorothy. Her mother’s response to Jazz coming out had been underwhelming to say the least. A ‘that’s nice dear’ followed up by ‘what shall we order for dinner?’ Dorothy prided herself on being unshockable.
“I don’t need a nice girl,” Jazz said, a little more defensively than she’d meant.
“Bullshit. Everybody needs somebody, and you’re no different Jasmine Colton, so don’t go pretending that you are.”
And she truly did believe that. Dorothy had had a string of boyfriends, each one the love of her life for the few months that the relationship lasted. Jazz’s father had been long gone by the time Jazz came along, and she had no memory of him at all. She did, however, remember the parade of kindly, handsome uncles that had always seemed to make her mother so happy.
“I’m not you, ma.”
Dorothy sighed, a tinny sound through the phone line. “Don’t I just know it. But you have to look for love if you’re going to find it. No point in just expecting it to come knocking on your door.”
“Ma, I...”
“No, you listen to me, missy. You can’t grow old and lonely. There’s no happiness in that. You know what you’re missing out on. Izzy made you happy. And I understand that she stopped making you happy for whatever reason, but that doesn’t mean that someone else can’t make you happy. Don’t be a bitter old woman, that’s my job.”
As always, Izzy’s name set Jazz’s stomach trembling. But her mother didn’t know what had gone on, and Jazz wasn’t about to tell her. It was the first big secret that she could remember keeping from her mother. Dorothy had doted on Izzy, welcoming her like a daughter from the first time they had met. So Jazz couldn’t tell her, couldn’t bring herself to burst her mother’s bubble like that. Her sweet, optimistic, adoring mother.
“You’re not a bitter old woman, ma.”
“And neither should you be,” snorted Dorothy. “Not if you’ve got my genes in you. And you didn’t answer my question. Any friends yet?”
“There’s Lana, she works for me,” said Jazz, feeling like she had after her first day of school. “You’d like her. Pink spiky hair and an eyebrow ring.”
“She sounds nice,” Dorothy said. “Anyone else?”
For just a brief second, Jazz remembered the cop. She wasn’t a friend. Quite the opposite. And despite her warnings, she’d failed to show up again to check on the tables. But the thought of her still brought a flush of warmth. Stupid really. Very stupid.
“No one else. Give me a chance ma, I’ve been working my butt off with the shop. Things’ll get better.”
“Just make sure to make time for yourself, it’s important.”
“I gotta go, ma. I’ve about a million boxes still to unpack, and I’m dog tired.”
“Look after yourself, little one. I’m not nagging, I promise. I just worry about you is all.”
“I know you do, ma.”
One box. Just one, she promised herself. Then shower and bed. If she managed to unpack one box a night, she’d have the apartment fixed up and ready, oh, some time in the next year or so. She picked up the sweaters that had fallen on the floor, carried them to the bedroom and shoved them in a dresser drawer. There, that’d do. One box.
As she stood under the warmth of the shower, letting the water slide over her skin, she thought again about the cop. She just couldn’t seem to stop the blonde woman from sneaking into her thoughts. Weird. No, not weird. It was what happened when you were single for too long. You started obsessing about random people. Well, it was just something she was going to have to get used to.
“Just Jazz,” she reminded herself.
Silly crushes aside, it was going to stay Just Jazz.
She fell into bed, tired and knowing she was going to be waking up early. But not knowing just how early she was really going to be getting up.
The ringing was incessant. At first just a part of her dream, then insistent as she struggled back up through sleep. It took a good few seconds to realize that the ringing was coming from her mobile. For a moment she was going to ignore it. But anyone who called at this time in the morning had to be important.
“Hello.”
Her voice was dry with sleep.
“This is Sergeant Jameson from Oakview police, am I speaking with Jasmine Colton, owner of The Beanery?”
“Yes.”
Her heart was hammering, she was sitting up now, frightened.
“I’m going to have to ask you to head on down to the shop, ma’am. I’m afraid there’s been a robbery.”



Chapter Four
Lucy thought with longing about the hot cup of coffee she’d had to leave in the sink. The morning had barely begun, the light was still almost orange as she made her way towards the coffee shop. There was no sign of crush nerves now. Not with something to get her teeth into here. Okay, so a robbery wasn’t exactly the height of excitement, but it was better than anything else she’d handled so far. The fact that it was the coffee shop was just by the by.
“What have we got?” she asked the first uniform that she could find.
“Alarm went off around four thirty,” said the officer. “But it’s not connected direct to us. The alarm company called us around four forty five and we sent a car over. Found the place as is. No one’s been in yet, waiting on SOCO for prints. Lots of damage it looks like, other than that, we’re waiting on the owner to show up.”
“Don’t suppose the car caught sight of anyone?”
“Nah, long gone by the time anyone was on scene,” said the man, his bright white teeth almost shining. “Probably got in and got the job done in under two minutes. Seems to be the way when an alarm starts screeching. They know they’ve got a little time before someone shows, so they don’t flee the scene immediately. Get out pretty quick though.”
“And nothing outside?”
“Nothing we’ve seen, but like I say, we’re waiting on SOCO. Reckon the rest of it’ll be up to whichever detective they send.”
Lucy looked over at the shop, the metal shutters crumpled up now, and sucked air through her teeth. There wasn’t going to be a detective sent over, at least not unless there was something more serious than it appeared. The precinct was short on bodies, prime vacation season. The chief thought she could handle the job, or so she’d been told. Most likely the chief figured this was nothing more than kids playing around and maybe he was right. Still though, it was her first solo job and she was determined to do it well.
“What’s the owner’s name?”
“Uh, Jasmine Colton”
Huh, so the place was registered under the woman’s name. So much for her rich housewife theory. Unless there was some kind of tax reason for things to be that way. As she was thanking the uniform, she saw a dark haired figure jogging towards them and recognized the same messy ponytail. Her heart skipped a beat, and she reminded herself to stay professional.
“Ms. Colton.”
“What’s going on here? What happened?”
“Looks like there’s been a robbery, ma’am. I’m going to need you to stay calm please.”
“Let me get inside, let me look.”
There was a look of such anguish on the woman’s face that Lucy almost put out a hand to touch her, to console her, but restrained herself.
“I’m afraid that’s not going to be possible just yet, ma’am. We’re waiting on officers to come take prints before we can go inside. We’ll get you in there as quick as we can. Just a couple of questions.”
The woman finally tore her eyes away from the damaged shutters and turned towards Lucy.
“You?” she said. “Why are you here? Stupid question. You’re a cop. Sorry. But...”
She trailed off, but Lucy knew what she had been going to say. ‘Does it have to be you?’ Apparently, she hadn’t made the best first impression. She reminded herself that she’d just been doing her job and that she had no need to impress this woman. But the china blue eyes made her feel a little shaky inside.
“Did you lock up last night?”
“Yes.”
“You did it yourself? You’re sure everything was in order?”
“The doors were locked, the shutters latched and locked. I did it myself.”
Lucy nodded. “And any idea why this might have happened? Anyone odd come into the shop yesterday? Any threatening behavior?”
“No. Nothing. I’ve no idea who would do something like this.”
She didn’t sound sure, so Lucy pressed her.
“Nobody you know? You’re new around here, aren’t you?”
“I moved from California a couple of months back.”
Meaning she didn’t have too many connections in town. Okay.
“Anyone from California have a problem with you?” Best to cover all bases.
“No one other than my mother knows where I am, and I doubt she had anything to do with it.”
Lucy bit back an inappropriate smile.
“Alright. Now, is there someone I can call for you? Husband perhaps?”
She knew she was fishing, but just couldn’t help herself.
“I’m single, no husband. There’s no one to call.”
She said the words almost proudly, like it was an accomplishment to have no one to call. And no husband. Divorced then? Running from an ex-husband? She said no one knew where she was, that was interesting.
“Officer.”
Lucy turned from the woman to see a SOCO officer and nodded to him.
“Okay, Ms. Colton. We’re going to get prints taken and get these guys out of your hair as soon as possible. But stick around, I’ll have a few more questions for you when they’re done.”
She walked away, feeling those blue eyes on her back as she left. What the hell was it about this woman? Ms. Colton obviously didn’t like her, had obviously drawn some kind of conclusions of her own about the kind of cop Lucy was. Just like she’d assumed that the woman was a rich, bored housewife. Crap. Lucy sighed.
“Problem, ma’am?” asked the SOCO.
“No problem,” said Lucy, only just stopping herself from turning back to look at the woman. “Let’s get this done, shall we?”
✽✽✽
 
The place was a mess and Jazz wanted to cry. She felt the sharp prick of tears in her eyes and blinked them away. She wasn’t about to let her feelings out, not right now, not with that damn cop standing over her shoulder.
“Any cash on the premises?” asked the cop.
Jazz shook her head. “It all went to the bank last night. There’s a float, but I took it home, planned on bringing it back this morning. So there’s not a penny here.”
“Just as well,” grunted the cop. “Anything else missing that you can see?”
Staring around the place, broken cups and plates littering the floor, Jazz bit her lip and blinked again. “I don’t know.”
The cop sighed, then nodded. “Tough to tell, I guess,” she said.
Jazz just stood, watching the floor, willing herself not to break down, not to make a fool of herself in front of this woman. Then a hand cautiously touched her arm and it was all she could do to keep a hold of herself.
“It’s going to be just fine,” said the cop. “It’s all surface damage, there’s nothing serious. Even the coffee machine looks in good order. All it’s going to take is a little cleaning up.”
Now Jazz did look up and those deep green eyes were softer and kinder and she swallowed. The warmth of the woman’s hand on her arm was prickling through her skin.
“I know it’s hard. I know that you feel violated. And I’m going to do everything I can to make sure we catch whoever did this. But it is fixable, Ms. Colton, I promise you that.”
“Jazz.”
The eyes narrowed a little. “Huh?”
“Jazz,” said Jazz, a small smile finding its way to her lips. “Jasmine, but everyone calls me Jazz. Ms. Colton sounds like my mother.”
The cop grinned. “Tough act to follow, your mom, eh? Alright, Jazz it is then. And I’m Officer Ford.” She paused and seemed to be considering something. “You can call me Lucy if you like.”
And suddenly that was something she’d like, something she’d like very much. The touch of her hand, the twinkling green eyes, there was nothing more in the world that she wanted that moment other than to say the woman’s name.
“Lucy.” She tried it out, the name smooth and almost familiar on her tongue.
“Now listen, I’m going to take you down to the station and we’re going to fill in a report about all this. Officers will stay here while we’re gone, so the place won’t be unattended. And then I’ll bring you back here when we’re done. Okay?”
It sounded almost the way you’d talk to a child. Simple explanations. And Jazz balked a little. She didn’t like being patronized. But she guessed the woman was trying to be kind.
“Fine,” she said. “Let’s go.
The police precinct smelled of old coffee and stale sweat. Lucy lead her through the squad room, quieter than Jazz had expected.
“Most everyone’s on vacation,” Lucy said, by way of explanation. “Come in here, it’s quiet and I’ll bring all the forms you need. Coffee?”
“Sure.”
She was left alone in a small room furnished only with a table and two chairs, a high window beaming with morning sunlight. Why this? Why now? Things had started out so well, and now... The memory of the shattered cafe brought a lump to her throat. Cleaning, it was all just cleaning, the cop was right. Lucy was right. But it didn’t take away the feeling that something had been taken from her. The coffee shop was her salvation, her independence, and now some cruel stranger had defiled it. She wasn’t sure she could look at the place in the same way ever again. Looking down she saw that her hands were shaking on the table top.
“Here, it’s hot, that’s the best thing that I can say about it.”
Lucy placed a steaming styrofoam cup in front of her. Automatically, Jazz raised it and took a burning sip.
“Jesus, that’s awful.”
Lucy laughed. “Yeah, it’s not great. But hey, it’s caffeine, right?”
Jazz could feel herself gearing up to lecture the woman about light roasts and dark roasts and standing times and drip coffee and she stopped herself. She wasn’t here to educate a cop about coffee, no matter how interesting she found the subject.
“So, uh, those forms then.”
Lucy’s pale, long fingered hands shuffled through a bunch of papers and Jazz couldn’t help but think about how those fingers had felt on her skin. God, she had to stop thinking about things like that. So the cop was attractive, so what? She shrugged off the warm flush that she felt, and swallowed.
“So what do you need from me?”
She concentrated as Lucy asked her about insurance policies and alarm protocols and all kinds of other boring but relevant details. But she couldn’t help noticing how the woman ran her fingers through her short blonde hair from time to time. Or how her smile was just a little lop sided. As Lucy gently led her through the forms, Jazz found that she was growing more comfortable, more able to deal with the situation.
“Just sign right here,” Lucy said, holding out a pen.
Her fingers brushed Lucy’s as she took it, and again that startling shock of electricity went through her. Just for a second she could feel the woman, could imagine her moans, the slickness of her skin. Stop!
“Here,” she said brusquely, signing and pushing the pen and paper back towards the cop.
Okay, okay, the cop was hot. More than hot. She was beautiful and confident and maybe even a little bit funny. But she wasn’t perfect. She was just another woman, and that wasn’t what Jazz needed. She didn’t need a girlfriend. Jesus. She closed her eyes for a moment. But that didn’t mean that she didn’t need a friend. Dorothy’s words about being a bitter, lonely old woman came back to her. The cop was nice. Despite first impressions, Jazz found herself kind of liking her. So they could be friends, right?
Opening her eyes again she chanced a smile, but Lucy had her head bent over the form that had just been filled out. So competent. But then Izzy had been competent too. Izzy, always in charge, always the boss. Her stomach shook a little.
“That’s just about everything,” Lucy said, looking up. “I’ll drive you back over if you’re ready?”
“Could I just use your bathroom first?”
Was it just her, or had a look of irritation flitted across the cop’s face? Izzy did that. Asked questions like something was Jazz’s choice, but then got mad when she chose the wrong thing.
“Sure, it’s right this way.”
And Lucy was holding the door open, so maybe she’d been wrong, maybe she wasn’t irritated. Maybe she was just making things up. And this, she thought as she slid around Lucy and through the open door, was exactly why she didn’t need anyone else. Because the ghost of Izzy was in everyone she met. She was much better off alone
✽✽✽
 
She felt bad for the woman, she really did. Being robbed was no fun, and though the damage was cosmetic she knew that robbery victims were often traumatized. But something still bugged at Lucy. She glanced over at Jazz from the corner of her eye before turning her attention back to the road.
“Can you think of anyone that might have done this?” she said.
Jazz snorted. “Who? I’ve been in town all of a couple of months. We’ve been open a day. Who exactly would do this?”
It was a fair point, but not really what Lucy was interested in. Jazz sat straight up in the passenger seat, not relaxing like most people would. She was anxious about getting back to the shop. Lucy debated whether or not to ask her next question. She’d asked it once already, but hadn’t trusted the answer she’d got. Something was off somewhere, Jazz wasn’t being completely honest she felt. She didn’t want to upset Jazz, but then, this was her job. Asking was her job. No matter how attractive she found the woman.
“What about someone from your past? Someone from California maybe?”
There was silence for a long time, and she sneaked another peek over. Jazz was still sitting upright, a curl of hair brushing against her neck.
“No one knows I’m here other than my mother. We’ve been over this.”
And yet Lucy couldn’t help but think that the robbery was personal. Nothing seemed to have been stolen. The shop had been trashed though, and in a way that made it seem almost personal, done out of hatred perhaps.
She pulled up by the curb and switched off the engine. Jazz was already getting out of the car, and Lucy watched her. The way she moved was so smooth, someone completely at home with her body, and a feeling of warmth ran through her. Maybe she should make an exception, maybe she should ask this woman out. It had been a long time, too long maybe. With a sigh, she got out of the car, but her nerves were tingling at the thought of asking Jazz out.
There was only one officer left at the scene, and Lucy dismissed him. Jazz was back now and it was the owner’s responsibility to ensure that the shop was secured again, not the police’s. Jazz walked into the shop and stared around.
Screw it. Now or never. She could ask, right? Nothing wrong with that. Jazz wasn’t married, and she was attractive. And okay, she didn’t want to look after anyone else, but maybe she didn’t have to. She just had to make different choices. Lucy cleared her throat and stepped into the shop.
“Uh, Jazz, I was just wondering...”
Jazz turned around and Lucy saw it in her eyes. The loss, the hopelessness of it, the overwhelming task of cleaning up the coffee shop. She let out a breath that she didn’t know she’d been holding. Who was she kidding? This woman needed looking after. And there was only one person around to do it. Like always.
“I was wondering if you’d like some help here,” she ended up saying.
Jazz raised her eyebrows in surprise, but nodded slowly.
“Give me an hour to wrap up my shift and I’ll be back,” Lucy said.
No really, who was she kidding? There was no room in her life for yet another stray. She’d help the woman out and then be on her way. And she’d make damn sure to avoid The Beanery as much as possible once this damn case was over.



Chapter Five
“Wow, Jazz. I’m so sorry.”
Lana dropped her bag onto a clear table and pulled Jazz into her arms. And for a second Jazz had to blink back tears again.
“It’s fine,” she said, her voice muffled. “We just have to clean it up. The insurance will pay for the plates and cups. It’s not a big deal.”
“It is a big deal,” Lana said, pulling back a little. “Who would do something like this? It’s crazy.”
And not for the first time, Jazz thought about Izzy. Izzy was crazy, certainly. But then, Izzy had no idea where she was. She’d been honest with Lucy. Her mother was the only person in all of California that knew Jazz was on the Oakview University campus. There was no way that Izzy could have found out she was here.
“It’s crazy, but it’s done. So now we clear up and start over,” Jazz said.
A sharp tapping sounded at the door and Jazz just had time to look up before Lucy pushed the door open and then stopped.
“I’m sorry, I’m interrupting.”
Instinctively, Jazz pushed back so that Lana was no longer touching her.
“Not at all. This is Lana, my assistant, you, er...”
“We’ve met,” Lucy said.
“And this is Officer Ford, Lucy, she’s running the case,” Jazz explained. “And, um, she offered to help clean up.”
Lana raised her eyebrows. “Really? Is that part of the police service now?”
“Serve and protect,” Lucy said, giving her a grin. “Besides, I’m off duty as of right now. And Jazz looked like she could use some help. I didn’t know that you’d be here.”
“There’s plenty of room for three,” Jazz said.
There was a strange feeling in the room, a coldness. And she couldn’t figure it out. Lana obviously didn’t like Lucy because of the table permit issue, that was pretty understandable. But surely Lucy wasn’t holding that against Lana? That made no sense. Thinking it best to avoid the uncomfortable situation, she put them both to work.
The shards of the cup were sharp, so she was careful. Sweeping them up into the dustpan, sliding them into the trash bag. They clattered as they joined the other broken pieces. Why did things always end up this way? Broken. Everything broken. Jazz tried hard not to concentrate on the big picture, looking only at the area she was cleaning. Taking a broom she swept broken crockery into a pile in front of the cash register, then figured she’d better get a new trash bag for it all.
“Don’t!”
The word had come out sharper and louder than she’d expected, but she just managed to stop Lucy from backing into the pile of broken plates that she’d just swept up. And almost in slow motion she saw the woman turn and her heart started to beat harder. She hadn’t meant to snap, hadn’t meant to shout. She was slouching before she knew what was happening, prepared to receive the anger that she was sure was about to come.
To her surprise, Lucy started to laugh.
“God, I can be clumsy sometimes,” she said. “Good thing you were watching out for me, Jazz, or I’d have undone all your hard work.”
And she went back to dragging a full trash bag towards the dumpster out back, carefully circumventing the pile of shards on the floor.
Jazz stared after her, heartbeat finally slowing. Lucy hadn’t been angry. Of course she hadn’t, she reminded herself. Not everyone lost their temper at the slightest hitch. Not everyone was Izzy. She bent down and started to sweep the shards into her new trash bag, the sudden fear now leaving her.
“Here, let me help with that.”
Lucy bent over, holding the trash bag open so that Jazz could sweep the trash inside.
“Sorry I snapped at you,” Jazz said, quietly.
Those clear green eyes looked down at her, then that crooked smile appeared.
“Don’t worry about it, you’re stressed. I’d have snapped too.”
And she was left with a lightness inside that surprised her.
“Don’t you have some place to be?” Jazz asked.
She and Lana were in the back room, picking up papers that had been scattered across the floor.
“Nope.”
She looked up at her assistant and rolled her eyes. “Liar.”
Lana pouted. “Fine, I had a date. But I’ll cancel it. No probs. You need the help here.”
Standing up and stretching, her hands in the small of her back, Jazz shook her head.
“No, you go,” she said. “We’re almost done here, and your dating life needs more help than I do right now.”
“Oh yeah?” Lana said, placing a pile of papers on the desk. “And how about your dating life? Don’t think I haven’t seen the way you’ve been watching that cop.”
“I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.”
But Lana wasn’t about to let things go. “Bullshit. And I’ve got to admit I was a little skeptical, she seemed like such a stickler about that permit thing. But she’s actually pretty nice. I say go for it.”
“Go for what?” asked Jazz, stooping down again to collect papers and avoid Lana’s gaze.
“Uh, you know. Ask her out. She’s hot, even I can see that. And I mean, she came out here to help you when it’s obviously not her job, so maybe she’s into you too. There’s only one way to find out.”
For a second Jazz found that blood was pounding in her veins, that she was flushed with adrenaline at the thought of asking Lucy out. But then she shook her head.
“I’m not interested,” she said.
“Bullshit,” said Lana again. But now she seemed prepared to let the subject go. “So you don’t mind if I get out of here? I’ll be back bright and early tomorrow.”
“Go ahead. The suppliers will be dropping off new plates and cups, so make sure you’re on time.”
But Lana was already bouncing out of the room.
She didn’t need to ask Lucy out. She didn’t need anyone else. Okay, okay, having the help to clean up the shop was nice. The fact that Lucy didn’t hover over her making sure she was doing everything properly was pretty nice too. But the one thing she definitely didn’t need was a girlfriend. A friend though, that was a different matter. She could use one of those, her mother was right. Maybe she should make the effort, ask Lucy over for dinner or something.
She put the last of the papers on the desk and figured she could sort through them properly tomorrow. And as much as she didn’t want to be, she found that she was kind of excited about asking Lucy for dinner. She smoothed her hair down, straightened her shirt, and strode out into the shop.
✽✽✽
 
Her back ached and she had at least two cuts on her hand from broken china, but the place looked pretty damn good. Lucy looked around, proud at the work that had been put in. All was clean and tidy, and only empty places on the shelves where the cups should be showed that all was not perfect. The only question that really remained was why she was here at all.
It was the whole wounded animal thing again, she thought. Jazz had looked so bereft, so helpless, that Lucy’s first response had been to jump in and help. Just like always. Why did she always act this way? Why did she always think that she could save everyone?
“My God.”
She turned to see Jazz standing in the small doorway that led to the office, her hand to her mouth.
“It looks as good as new,” she said.
Lucy shrugged. “It’ll do.”
“I don’t know what to say. I...”
And then there was a muffled sob and Jazz disappeared back into the office. Without a thought, Lucy followed her in.
“What is it? What’s wrong?”
Jazz was sitting down, her head bent, hands to her face, crying with gut wrenching sobs. The pure sadness made Lucy reach out and put her arm around the woman. Gently she stroked her arm, waiting for the sobs to subside, knowing that trying to talk to her whilst she was still crying would be pointless. Had she done something wrong? She didn’t think so, but she couldn’t rule it out.
She sat patiently, waiting. Jazz’s face was still bent down, but she could see her profile, the sharp angle of her nose, the gentle curve of her neck. And more than anything she wanted to take her into her arms, but she didn’t dare. After a while, the sobs quietened, and Jazz’s body relaxed a little and Lucy stood up and went out into the shop.
Typical. The pink haired girl was gone. Lana, that was her name. When she’d walked into the shop and seen Jazz and Lana together for a moment she’d thought that they were together together. She’d been surprised by the iciness she’d felt inside. But it soon became clear that Lana was just a friend. There’d been no spark there, no familiar intimacy. And Lucy had felt oddly relieved.
She examined the expensive looking coffee machine but couldn’t even figure out how to turn it on. In the end, she dug up some instant pouches from her purse and used the boiler tap. Hardly gourmet, but it would do. Carrying the two paper cups carefully, she went back into the office.
“I’m sorry,” Jazz said, her cheeks still pink from crying, her eyes sparkling.
“It’s fine,” said Lucy, putting the cups down.
And it was. Normally she’d be irritated at the show of weakness, but right now she just wasn’t. She sat down again.
“I just... I spent so long getting the shop looking good. And this happens. It just felt like all my hard work was undone. And then you and Lana come along, and in the space of an afternoon the place looks as good as new. And I don’t know what I did to deserve your help, the two of you barely know me.”
“I was happy to help,” Lucy said, quietly.
“But you didn’t have to. It was my responsibility, but the two of you chose to help anyway, and I’m so grateful.”
Her responsibility. Hm. It was, and yet Lucy truly had wanted to help. She pushed the coffee cup towards Jazz.
“Have a drink.”
She sipped at her own, and then almost spat it out.
“Wow, if you thought the precinct coffee was bad, maybe you should skip this one,” she said.
And Jazz smiled, the smile lighting up her face and crinkling the corners of her eyes and Lucy’s heart skipped a beat. She wanted to make Jazz smile, wanted to make her feel better. She wanted to look after her. God damn it. But there was no talking herself out of it. As much as she’d vowed to help clean up and then steer clear of the coffee shop, she couldn’t help the fact that she wanted to make Jazz smile. And more.
“It’s not so bad,” Jazz said, drinking from the cup.
But the look on her face told a different story and Lucy started to laugh and soon they were both laughing and Lucy couldn’t remember feeling so light for a long, long time.
“Listen,” Jazz said. “I owe you big time, and I’d like to make it up to you. What do you say to dinner? I’ll cook.”
“I, uh, well...”
Jazz’s eyes dimmed a little as she hesitated and... screw it. There was nothing wrong with having dinner with someone, right?
“I’d love to,” Lucy finished.
“Perfect. I’ll need an hour or so to finish up here and drop by the grocery store. Shall we say around seven?”
“Seven works for me. I need to drop by my place first anyway.”
“Great, I’ll see you then.”
Lucy reached out once more, stroking that warm arm, savoring the sensation of it. Then she pulled herself away. She could not get involved with a woman like this. Friends, fine, but more than that no way. She didn’t need someone else to look after, she reminded herself.
“Hey, I didn’t give you my address.”
Lucy turned back. “I’m a cop,” she said. “I think I’ll figure it out.”
And Jazz was smiling again and it cut right through her, filling her with warmth and it was undeniable. She wanted to kiss those soft, pink lips. Lucy swallowed.
“See you at seven,” she croaked.
And then she fled.



Chapter Six
The water was boiling when the doorbell rang. Jazz was suddenly conscious of how warm her cheeks were.
“God, I must look a mess.”
Desperately she tried to flatten her hair, and she grabbed a towel to wipe the sweat off her face. The doorbell rang again.
“Get a grip,” she said. “It’s only a friend. No need to impress.”
Which was just as well since the living room was still full of boxes. At least she’d managed to clear off the dining table so they’d have some place to eat. She took a deep breath as she reached for the door.
“Only a friend,” she reminded herself. “You’ve got this.”
She opened the door and there was a second of awkward silence. Lucy was standing there wine bottle in hand. Dressed in low rise jeans and a white shirt that complemented her summer tan she looked... delicious, said the voice in Jazz’s head again. She took a deep breath and then smiled.
“You really didn’t have to bring anything.”
“Of course I did,” Lucy said, handing over the wine. “My mama brought me up right.”
Jazz grinned and opened the door wider.
“Come on in. Dinner won’t be too long. It’s just pasta, hope that’s okay?”
“I love just pasta,” Lucy said, stepping through into the hallway and then the living room. “Wow, love what you’ve done with the place.”
Jazz laughed. “Yeah, I haven’t quite gotten around to all the unpacking yet. What with the shop and all, I’m just too tired when I get home. But I’ve promised myself to do one box a day, so maybe one day it’ll finally be done.”
She was aware that she was talking only to fill the silence and shut herself up. Lucy smiled at her but said nothing. Jazz cleared her throat, feeling uncomfortable in a way she couldn’t quite pin point.
“Uh, let’s get this opened, shall we?” she said, holding up the wine.
“Smells delicious,” Lucy said as they went into the kitchen.
“Nothing special,” Jazz said, opening up the wine with a satisfying pop.
“And is there something that I can do to help?”
“Not a thing. You’ve done more than enough today. Just take your wine and relax and I’ll serve dinner up in just a few minutes.”
“In that case,” Lucy said, “I’ll go peruse your bookshelves. You can tell a lot about a person by the kind of books they read.”
“Good luck with that,” Jazz laughed, turning back to the stove. “I think all the books are still in boxes.”
True to her word, Lucy went back into the living room and Jazz was alone. Again she found herself grateful not to be watched, grateful that Lucy was happy to leave her to do her own thing. No hovering. No orders. No doing things just right or risk wrath. She hummed quietly to herself as she stirred the pasta.
“Food’s up,” she announced a few minutes later, walking into the living room with two plates.
Lucy looked up guiltily from the book shelf which was now lined with books, a book in her hand. She blushed in a way that made Jazz’s heart go a little faster.
“Um, okay, I can explain,” Lucy said.
Jazz raised an eyebrow at her.
“You said that you promised yourself to do one box a day, so I thought I’d help out while you were making dinner and unpack a box of books. But then I thought that maybe that was taking a liberty, so I was putting them back in the box again. And, um...”
She trailed off and Jazz giggled. It was taking a liberty, but she didn’t mind. Didn’t mind in the slightest, she thought it was sweet.
“Maybe you like your books in alphabetical order or something,” said Lucy.
“Not at all. I like them just as they are on the shelf,” Jazz said, putting the plates down. “And if you’re not careful I might invite you over for dinner again tomorrow so that you can do another couple of boxes.”
Lucy grinned as she put the book she was holding onto the shelf.
“If that pasta is as good as it smells, then I might just take you up on that,” she said, coming to the table.
Relaxed by the wine, dinner passed quickly. They talked about work, about the area. Lucy told Jazz about the campus and the kinds of events that happened in term time. And Jazz found that she was enjoying the company. She’d been alone for just too long. More than that, she enjoyed Lucy’s company. She was warm and funny, interesting. And undeniably nice to look at at. She couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to kiss her. But she was just a friend, she told herself again and again. When the last of the wine was gone, she stood up.
“No, no,” said Lucy, standing too and beginning to collect the plates. “You made dinner, I do the washing up, those are the rules.”
“Not when you’re a guest,” protested Jazz.
“Even when I’m a guest. Besides, you still have half a box of books to unpack to meet your daily quota.”
So she let her. It was a pleasant feeling, having someone take care of the cleaning whilst she was unpacking, and they worked in companionable silence for a while. As she took books from the box, Jazz found herself thinking how nice it was to be with someone. And as she took sly peeks towards the kitchen and saw the way Lucy’s jeans curved around her backside, Jazz found herself thinking how nice it was to want someone. Warmth spread through her and she thought about kissing the woman again, thought about... No. She needed to stop thinking. She pushed the last of the books onto the shelves just as Lucy was coming out of the kitchen.
“What?” asked Lucy.
“What, what?”
“You’re flushed and look kind of panicky,” Lucy said. She put a tray down on the coffee table. “I made coffee. And since I actually know how to use your coffee machine it’s probably the best coffee that you’ll get from me.”
Jazz sat on the couch, as far from Lucy as she could get. This was ridiculous. Lucy slid over, getting closer and for a second Jazz thought she was making a move and her heart raced because... because she wanted her to. But Lucy just poured coffee into the mugs and passed one to her before moving back to her own end of the couch.
“So...” Lucy said.
“So...”
“Not going to tell me what was wrong?”
Jazz sighed. She’d kind of hoped that Lucy had forgotten already. What the hell was she supposed to say? She looked across at the woman and her hands shook slightly as she picked up her coffee cup.
“It’s nothing,” she said. “I, uh, had a nice time tonight.”
“Been a while since you’ve been around other people outside of work, huh?”
A cop to the core. Lucy missed nothing. She wasn’t going to let this go.
“Something like that.”
“Hmm, let me see, tough break up?”
“How did you...?”
Lucy laughed. “I’m a cop. More than that, I’m a woman. We notice these things, and don’t tell me that you wouldn’t have noticed it too. You were antsy when I came in, meaning you hadn’t had anyone else over here. You’re practically speechless when I ask you anything about California. You’re obviously single, but you’re a very attractive woman so I doubt things have always been that way. And, I don’t know, there’s just something about you.”
“You think I’m attractive?” Jazz said before she could stop herself.
“Are you trying to change the subject?”
“No, well, yes. I don’t really want to talk about it, if that’s okay. What about you? What’s your story?”
Lucy sat back on the couch. “Not much. Normal. Grew up around here, became a cop.”
“So you’ve got family around here?” Jazz asked.
Lucy was quiet for a moment, then shook her head. “My parents died in a car accident when I was eighteen.”
“I’m so sorry.” They hardly seemed like the right words, but she didn’t know what else to say.
To her surprise, Lucy laughed a little. “Well, now we’ve both made each other uncomfortable, so we’re even. Maybe a change of subject is in order?”
“Absolutely.” Jazz took a drink of her coffee, then choked. “Jesus, what have you done to this?”
Lucy frowned and drank some of her own before making a face. “Alright, looks like you’ve discovered my fatal flaw. Apparently I can’t make coffee to save my life. And while we’re at it, I can barely make a sandwich either. The most catering that I do is opening cans of cat food.”
“You have a cat?”
“You don’t know the half of it.”
Lucy brought out her phone and started showing pictures of the kittens and before she knew it, Jazz was moving up next to her to see better. And the kittens were cute. Very cute. But the warmth from Lucy’s body next to hers, the sweet citrusy smell of her shampoo, meant that Jazz barely saw the pictures.
“So, those are the kids,” Lucy said. “And now that you’ve seen them, I should be going. It’ll be dinner time for them all soon, and I don’t like to leave them too long.”
“They’re adorable,” said Jazz. “I doubt that I’d be able to leave them for even a few minutes.”
“You’re welcome to come over and visit them,” said Lucy, standing up. “I’ll even offer you dinner. Though I promise that I’ll order out and that I won’t make any coffee.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
So she had made a friend, her mother would be happy at least. But somewhere in the back of her head a little voice was singing. Lucy thought she was attractive. Very attractive. And as much as she didn’t want a girlfriend, the thought still pleased her. Pleased her very much.
Lucy was already standing at the front door.
“Thank you for such a lovely evening,” she said.
“You’re very welcome.”
And there was an awkward pause before it all happened at once. They both leaned in, Jazz to kiss Lucy’s right cheek, Lucy to kiss Jazz’s right cheek, and before either of them could catch the mistake they met in the middle.
Lucy’s lips were warm and soft and Jazz tried to pull away, but it just wouldn’t happen. She was leaning in, pressing her lips more firmly against Lucy’s, trying to get as close as she could. Lucy held back for a millisecond, but then reached up and put her hand on the back of Jazz’s head. And before Jazz knew what was happening she was disappearing into a long, slow, languorous kiss that she wished could last forever.
Her body was crying out for more. She took a mini step forwards until she could feel Lucy’s hip bone against her own, and her hand reached out to stroke the curve of her waist. Then, just as suddenly as it had started, it was over. Lucy pulled back, and Jazz blinked in the light of the hallway.
“I, uh...” said Jazz.
Lucy bit her lip. “Kind of what I was thinking.”
“That was...”
“Probably very premature.”
“Exactly.”
“But not unenjoyable,” Lucy said earnestly.
“No, not unenjoyable.”
For a long second or two they stared at each other, then Jazz blushed and turned away, and Lucy reached for the door.
“I’ll call you,” she said, as she left the apartment.
Jazz let the door close by itself and leant against the wall, her legs shaking so much she wasn’t sure that they’d hold her up. What had she done?



Chapter Seven
“Jax, what are you doing here?”
The man was lying on the living room carpet, kittens crawling over his chest.
“Looking after the kittens,” he said.
Lucy dropped her keys in the dish by the door and went to rescue the kittens. She placed them gently back in their box, where mom cat started washing them with a rough pink tongue.
“Where have... Oh, you look...” Jax was sitting up now, staring at her.
“I look what?”
“Uh, all shiny and stuff again. Have you met someone? Were you on a date?”
Lucy ignored him and went to the fridge, pulling out two cans of beer. She popped the tab on one and threw the other to Jax who caught it deftly.
“Not on a date,” she said.
“You sure about that? You’ve got that date look. Really, truly sure?”
She sat cross legged on the carpet in front of the kitten box and gave in. In as few words as possible she told him about Jazz, about the robbery, the cleaning, about dinner.
“And then... we kissed,” she finished.
Jax gave a whoop that made mom cat hiss, and Lucy put out a hand to stroke and calm her.
“That’s great, Luce,” he said. “Awesome. When do I get to meet her?”
“It’s not like that.”
“It’s not? She’s hot, you said so, you like her, she obviously likes you, you’ve kissed already. How exactly is it ‘not like that’?”
Lucy took a drink of her beer and watched mom cat settle down to feed the kittens.
“I don’t know, I just, it, well, I don’t think it’s right,” she said, finally.
Putting her feelings into words was difficult.
“Why is it not right?” Jax pushed.
“Because. Because I don’t want to have to look after someone else, I already have a house full of stray cats, I don’t need a stray girlfriend too.”
“Woah, that’s a little insulting, don’t you think?” Jax said, taking a gulp of his beer. “Comparing a girl to a stray cat, I don’t think she’d thank you for that.”
“You know what I mean,” Lucy said, defensively. “I just don’t want someone else to look after, not after...”
“Not after Danny,” Jax finished. “I get it. But do you not think that you might be jumping to conclusions just a little? Firstly, you barely know this woman. Secondly, who say she needs looking after?”
“She does. I can tell. She just doesn’t seem... competent. Like she needs someone to help her all the time.”
Jax put his beer can down on the table. “You’re making excuses. She looks like she needs someone to help her all the time? Do you think that might possibly be because you just happened to meet her at a time when she did need help? The woman just opened a new shop and you’re there on the first day bitching about her tables being an inch out of whack. And then her place gets robbed and you’re the cop in charge of the case. Could it be, possibly, that she’s a perfectly competent adult who just happened to have a couple of rough days?”
“I, uh, never thought about it that way.”
And she hadn’t. Now she was embarrassed. Jax shuffled over until he was sitting next to her and patted her knee.
“That was a little harsh,” he said. “But you are just making excuses. She’s a girl, and you like her. So why not see where things go? You’ve made all these snap judgements about her when you’ve only really seen her at her worst. So maybe give her a chance to show you her best. You might be surprised.”
Lucy drained her beer. “Just when did you get so smart?”
“I’ve always been this smart,” Jax said. “Not all straight white dudes are idiots. Some of us have feelings and empathy and are generally nice people.”
“I know,” Lucy said, squeezing his leg. “You’re one of the good ones, Jax. And you weren’t harsh. I totally deserved that. I’m being an idiot.”
“Because you’re afraid of getting close to anyone. That makes idiots out of us all. But if you want to win, you gotta take a risk. So take a risk on this girl, see how it goes. If it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out. You won’t be any worse off than you are right now.”
“And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”
Jax chortled. “You haven’t noticed that you’re rapidly turning into crazy old cat lady?”
She punched him on the arm. Not hard, just enough to make him laugh harder.
“I’m not old yet,” she said.
“Then there’s still time to stop the sad, slow decline into crazy old cat lady-dom.”
“Speaking of which, have we thought of a name for cat mom yet?”
“That’s totally your responsibility,” Jax said. “I’ve given you one piece of advice, you’ve given me one beer.” He shook the empty can. “Any more advice is going to cost you another beer.”
Lucy grinned and stood up to get another couple of cans.
✽✽✽
 
“She’s just a friend, ma.”
“Jasmine Colton don’t you lie to your mother. I know you better than that.”
Jazz lay back on the couch and cursed whatever impulse it had been that had made her call her mother.
“Okay, okay. She’s nice. I like her.”
“And?”
“And what?” Her mother didn’t say anything, so Jazz sighed and said: “Fine. And we kissed. Happy?”
Dorothy crowed in delight and Jazz couldn’t help but smile. She missed her mother, and that was why she’d really called. Because every other time she’d been out on a date with someone, she’d talked to her mom about it after. And just because she was out of state, she didn’t really want things to change.
“So, are you going to bring her for a visit then?”
“Ma, it’s not like that. It’s... complicated.”
“Complicated she’s married? Complicated she’s a Russian mail order bride? Complicated she’s not interested? What kind of level of complicated are we talking here?”
Jazz laughed. “No, nothing like that. Just complicated because, well, because of me, I suppose.”
“That’s as clear as mud. Speak your mind girl.”
“I’m just not sure, well, I’m not sure that I want to be in a relationship again. I came out here to be independent. To be my own person. Maybe I need to stay single, at least for now.”
“Now you listen to me, being in a relationship doesn’t mean giving up your independence. Quite the opposite. I’ve been around the block more than once, as you well know, and not once did I make myself subservient to a man. Being in a relationship should bring out the best of you. It should make you more yourself, because the other person reflects you. Your partner should give you the strength to be independent. At least that’s the way I’ve always seen it.”
Jazz rolled over, propping her head up on her hand. Dorothy was right, as she so often was. At least right about the independence thing. The other thing, the Izzy thing, that wasn’t something that she could talk about, not with her mother.
“Maybe,” she said.
“Maybe, my ass,” Dorothy said. “Do you like this girl or not?”
Jazz’s pulse raced a little. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I do.”
“Then grab this chance with both hands, little one. Chances like this don’t come along all that often in life. If you like her and she likes you then you need to see what happens. If you don’t, you’ll regret it forever. And if you do, and it doesn’t work, well then, so what? You’re only back in the same place that you’re in right now. And a little more experience won’t do you any harm.”
“I just don’t know if I’m ready for another relationship, ma.”
“Ready? Ready? Do you think anyone is ever ready for anything? Heavens, if we all waited until we were ready then none of us would ever do anything. You can’t just expect the world to line up the way you want it to. Happiness is finite, my dear, and you should never turn down an opportunity to get some.”
Jazz was quiet for a while and her mother let her think, the phone line crackling between them.
“You go get some rest and contemplate all this,” Dorothy said, eventually. “But don’t let fear stop you from being happy.”
“I won’t,” said Jazz. “Thanks, ma. Love you.”
She put her mobile down on the table and lay back down again. Her mother’s advice was as good as it always was. But it wasn’t enough. There was still the other problem. And Jazz honestly didn’t know if she could let go of the ghost of Izzy enough to let Lucy into her life
✽✽✽
 
It was a quiet day, and Lucy made the most of it. Next Monday the semester would start and from then on, she knew she’d be busy. So she strolled around her beat, enjoying the feeling of sun on her shoulders. And not procrastinating in the least. Not in the least trying to extend the amount of time it would take before she had to pass The Beanery. No, not at all.
It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see Jazz. Quite the contrary. Since Jax had given her such a talking to, there was nothing that she wanted more than to see Jazz. What she was afraid of is that Jazz wouldn’t want to see her. The kiss had hardly been a stunning success.
But as much as she slowed her step, inevitably she eventually rounded the corner and came face to face with the coffee shop. She could leave, just walk on by. But the thought of Jazz’s sweet smile, those blue eyes, that messy ponytail... With pulse racing she pushed open the door.
“Ja-azz!”
Lana called through to the office before the door had even closed behind Lucy.
“She had a great time and won’t stop talking about you,” Lana hissed just before Jazz appeared. Then she said, loudly and clearly: “I’ll just be finishing up ordering that paperwork then, if you’re going to be busy here, Jazz.” And disappeared into the back office.
“Um, hi.”
“Hi,” Jazz said, looking down at the floor.
“I, uh, just wanted to see if everything was okay with the shop and all, you know, after the robbery, and, um...”
Jazz looked up. “Ah, yes, the robbery. Any news? Some clues? Some, um, DNA, whatever?”
Now Lucy laughed. “No, no DNA. And no real leads, I’m afraid. SOCO didn’t find any prints, so whoever it was wore gloves. My chief warned me that it was probably just kids screwing around, and honestly, I think he might have been right, especially since nothing was taken. We’ve got patrol cars coming past once an hour or so at night, and you’ve got an alarm, so hopefully it was just a matter of bad luck.”
“Hopefully,” Jazz said. Then she looked down at the floor again.
“Listen,” they both said at exactly the same time.
Jazz looked at her again and grinned. “Go on, you first.”
“I was just going to say that I had a great time last night and uh, well, I might not have dealt with the whole... thing, um, kiss thing, quite as well as I should have.”
“And you’re being so smooth right now,” said Jazz, still grinning.
“I’m sorry. I’d like to give things another try, I mean, if you’d like to?”
“You want to kiss me again?”
Lucy felt herself blush furiously. “No, er, I mean, well...”
“I was teasing,” Jazz said.
“I was just wondering if you’d like to come over for a drink after work? I could order some food if you like. And, uh, you could see the kittens, you said you wanted to. No expectations, it’s not a date or anything. Just... well, just hanging out.”
“Hanging out?” Her lips pouted thoughtfully and Lucy almost kissed her right there. “I think I could deal with hanging out.”
“Great,” Lucy said, feeling lighter than she had thought she would. Her skin was already prickling in anticipation. “Around seven thirty?”
Jazz nodded, and Lucy escaped before she could change her mind.



Chapter Eight
Jazz took a deep breath. And then another.
“Jesus, if I keep this up I’ll be hyperventilating,” she muttered.
There was nothing else for it, she had to ring the doorbell. She smoothed her hair down one last time, and butterflies swirled in her stomach.
“She’s just a friend, we’re just hanging out,” she said.
She put out a hand to ring the bell and saw that her finger was shaking, so she withdrew again. At this rate she was never going to get inside. Why was she so nervous? This was ridiculous. But she knew why. Knew that this wasn’t just friends, not really. There was always the possibility, and she didn’t know how she would deal with that possibility should it arise. She was taking the risk, just like her mother had told her. What remained to be seen was exactly how that risk would play out.
“Get your act together,” she said to herself.
And then the door opened. Lucy stood, her hair slicked back and wet from the shower, smelling of soap and shampoo, a smile on her face and her eyebrows raised.
“Just wondering if you’d like to come in,” she said. “Or if you’d prefer to talk to yourself on the doorstep a little longer?”
Jazz could feel herself blushing, but Lucy opened the door wider.
“I’m only kidding,” she said. “I talk to myself all the time. Sometimes it’s the most sensible conversation I get in a day.”
Stepping through the door, Jazz laughed.
“I know what you mean.”
The door opened to a small hallway with stairs and various doors opening off it. Jazz could smell the scent of cleaning products and suspected that Lucy had cleaned up just for her. And now that she was closer she could tell that Lucy wasn’t quite as confident as she appeared. Her movements were  a little jerky, she was nervous too.
“Come on through.”
Lucy opened one of the doors and ushered Jazz inside. The living room and kitchen were one wide open space, decorated in white and cream, the furniture minimalist and pale wood. It was a light space, a relaxing and calming one. Jazz immediately felt more at ease.
“Drink?”
“Whatever you’re having is fine.”
Lucy pointed her towards a large box in the middle of a rug, and Jazz approached carefully to find a cat snuggled up inside with five tiny bundles of fur. She dropped to her knees to get a closer look.
“Oh my God, they’re adorable,” she whispered.
“They’re cute, but starting to get mischievous,” said Lucy, pulling the cork from a wine bottle with a loud pop.
At the sound of Lucy’s voice, the beautiful grey cat stirred, and the babies began to wake. Cautiously, Jazz put her hand in the box and began to stroke them. They were warm and soft and soon wide awake and climbing out of the box. By the time Lucy handed her a glass of wine, all five kittens were out on shaky legs, exploring the carpet and sniffing curiously at Jazz.
“How can you stand to go to work and leave these guys?” Jazz said, helping one of the kittens up onto her lap.
“Someone has to pay for the cat food,” said Lucy.
“Do they have names?”
“Not yet. The big one is mom cat, still to find a permanent name, the kids are as yet nameless, and then there’s Dylan and Pounce, they’re prowling around the bedroom and bathroom away from the kids.”
“Quite the house full.”
Lucy nodded and Jazz sipped at her wine and silence descended over them. It was getting uncomfortable and Jazz knew why. She could feel the heat, she could feel something pulling her towards Lucy. She’d had a kiss, and she wanted more. Except that she didn’t want more, did she. Or did she? And that crackling feeling of temptation was filling the air and making it hard to speak about anything vaguely normal. She swallowed.
“So, how was work?”
Lucy shrugged. “Nothing too exciting. You?”
Jazz tried to think of something interesting, but came up blank. Instead she asked:
“Why become a cop?”
With Lucy now filling the silence she could relax a little more. She picked up the little kitten that was playing in her lap, holding him close and stroking his soft fur. There was a feeling of warmth and it took a second to figure out what had happened.
“Oh!”
“What?” said Lucy, leaning forward.
Quickly and carefully, Jazz put the kitten back onto the rug.
“Looks like someone’s had an accident,” she said.
Her white t-shirt now had a very distinct yellow patch on it. Lucy jumped to her feet and ran to the kitchen. The feeling of the t-shirt was uncomfortable and damp, so without thinking Jazz pulled it up and over her head. When Lucy came back bearing a sponge, Jazz was standing in the middle of the room in just her bra.
It happened so quickly that Jazz didn’t really make any decisions. One minute Lucy was anxiously sponging her down, the next minute the warmth of Lucy’s hand on her chest had ignited something. It was inevitable, she thought, as she reached out. This had to happen.
She reached out and touched Lucy’s arm and then her hand moved up to cup her face. And then she was dropping her wet t-shirt and the sponge was bouncing to the ground, and Lucy was pulling her in closer.
The kiss was slow and soft. Tentative at first. The touch made her burn inside and she pulled Lucy closer to her, putting her hands into still damp blonde hair and exploring the woman’s mouth. Lucy’s hands slid over her bare torso, and feeling the increasing need, Jazz reached down and pulled up Lucy’s shirt. They broke off their kiss for a trembling second so that Jazz could pull Lucy’s shirt over her head, and then they collided together again, skin on skin.
Jazz felt herself being pushed back and back until she was against a wall, the plaster cool on her skin. Lucy kissed her, holding her hands up against the wall so that she was powerless to respond with anything other than her mouth. The feeling of Lucy pressed against her, the feeling of skin, the warmth and the kisses, Jazz was melting inside and wanted more. She freed her hands, reaching round for Lucy’s bra, anxious to unhook it. Lucy stooped and began kissing at her neck. The sensation sent shivers down her spine.
“Bedroom.”
For a second she didn’t realize that the words had come from her own lips. Lucy straightened up.
“Are you sure?”
Those green eyes looked straight at her and in that moment Jazz was sure. Surer than she’d been about anything for a long time. She needed this. She wanted this happiness. And Lucy’s hands on her skin just about set her on fire.
“I’m sure.”
✽✽✽
 
Jazz fell backwards onto the bed and Lucy took just a moment to admire her there. The curves of her body, the creaminess of her skin against the red bedspread. Lucy’s mouth felt dry, her stomach was turning over with excitement. She knew that Jazz could stop this any time she wanted, might well stop this, and she was shaking with her need.
Bending down she unbuttoned Jazz’s jeans and began to shimmy them down her legs. They were tight and the job was difficult.
“Let me,” Jazz said, impatiently.
So Lucy pulled off her own pants, standing in just her underwear until Jazz was ready. And then she carefully lay herself down on the bed next to Jazz and reached for her. She caressed her softly, feeling the warmth of her skin, the softness of her. She peppered her torso with kisses, lightly making her way up to the neck. And as Jazz squirmed with ticklish pleasure, she reached around and snapped open the black bra. Then Jazz lay below her almost naked and Lucy’s breath caught in her throat. Jazz was just so beautiful that she was afraid almost to touch her.
But those blue eyes were filled with lust and hands reached to pull her down. Then Lucy’s mouth was around a tight, pink nipple, sucking gently, and Jazz was moaning in her ear, a soft, rhythmic sound. Fingers stroked the curve of her waist, and Lucy felt her breath coming faster. She was wetter than she’d ever been, and Jazz hadn’t even touched her yet. But Jazz’s moans were becoming more insistent, so reluctantly, she let the nipple slide from her lips and began kissing a trail downwards.
“Jesus,” hissed Jazz.
Lucy hooked her fingers around the sides of Jazz’s underwear and slide them downwards. She could already smell her, the damp muskiness of a very excited woman. Slowly she started to kiss the delicate skin of her inner thighs, but Jazz’s hips were moving. She wanted more, and Lucy was glad to oblige.
Her folds were sticky, and Lucy flicked out her tongue, tasting the citrus tang of her. Instinctively, she found the swollen clitoris and began lapping around it, not quite touching it. Jazz writhed and groaned again, seemingly incapable of words. And Lucy wondered just how long the woman had been waiting for this, how long it had been since the last time she’d been in bed.
She put her hands on Jazz’s slim hips, pulling her in closer, lapping with her tongue until Jazz was groaning with need. She licked all the way around her entrance, and then slid along her clit as Jazz thrust her hips upwards for more. Now was not the time to tease, she could see that. So she bent further, filling her nose and mouth with the scent of Jazz and tonguing her forcefully.
It took moments. Jazz began to shake and then she gave a long, guttural moan that vibrated in Lucy’s ears. Lucy pressed her tongue hard against her, no longer moving as Jazz surrendered to her climax, her breath coming fast as her body tensed and then relaxed.
Lucy peeled herself away, prepared to give Jazz time to collect herself, to get her breath back. But hands were already reaching for her, pulling her up, turning her over. She lay flat on her back and Jazz’s face appeared over her, cheeks flushed.
“Thank you,” she said.
“You’re welcome,” Lucy started to say, but Jazz was already moving.
Her leg slipped between Lucy’s. Her hand slid down Lucy’s torso, finding her wetness immediately. Her head bent and took Lucy’s hard nipple into her mouth.
The combination of the two sensations was almost too much. Lucy sucked breath in over her teeth, squirming a little as Jazz’s fingers started to move over her swollen clit. Then she screwed her eyes tight shut. There was no point fighting this, no point trying to last longer. She wanted this badly, wanted Jazz badly. And as Jazz’s lips sucked at her sensitive nipple, and her fingers moved busily over her folds, Lucy surrendered herself completely.
Pleasure built up inside her and she felt like a pressure cooker ready to blow. Jazz’s fingers and lips moved faster and Lucy’s stomach tensed. She was teetering right on the edge and was ready to fall. She pushed her hips up, wanting more pressure, and Jazz obliged, her tongue pressing hard against Lucy’s nipple.
And that was all it took. Lucy fell over the edge of her climax, disappearing into the depths of it, blood pulsing, breath rasping, muscles clenching in an overwhelming wave of satisfaction.
Opening her eyes was like coming up from underwater. She blinked and Jazz was looking down at her.
“Are you okay?”
Lucy nodded, dumbly.
“Need a break?”
And there was such promise in the question that Lucy smiled. Then she turned over, pushing Jazz back down onto her back.
“Breaks are for losers,” she said, moving her hand back between the heat of Jazz’s legs.
Jazz moaned in response.



Chapter Nine
“When I promised you dinner, I imagined us eating a little earlier than this,” Lucy said, pushing open the bedroom door with her hip.
“Bring it here, I’m starving.”
Lucy grinned and placed the pizza box in the middle of the bed before climbing in beside Lucy and flipping the lid open. The smell of pepperoni made Jazz’s mouth water. She helped herself to a slice, taking a bite of molten cheese and regretting it as it sizzled on her tongue.
Laughing, Lucy took her own piece and blew on it carefully.
“Patience is a virtue,” she said.
Jazz rolled her eyes. “You didn’t exactly show a whole lot of patience tonight.”
“Pot calling the kettle black,” said Lucy through a mouthful of pizza. She swallowed, then said: “Three times in less than an hour might be some kind of record, I’m thinking. Guessing that it’s been a while?”
More slowly now, Jazz chewed at her pizza slice. It had been a while. A long while. Izzy had been the last, and that had been months ago. Maybe longer. And it had never been like this, not with Izzy.
“Last time was with my ex,” she admitted.
Lucy’s face softened and Jazz fought the urge to hug her. She looked genuinely sympathetic.
“And is that something you want to talk about now?” Lucy asked. “Your ex, I mean. It’s fine if you don’t.”
She hadn’t spoken to anyone about it. Not a soul. And for a while that had been okay, that had been just the way she wanted it. But suddenly she felt the need to unburden herself somehow. There was something about the cosiness of being in bed, the comforting smell of pizza, the honest sympathy on Lucy’s face that made her want to share.
“Izzy was complicated,” she said. “Controlling, manipulative. Of course, it wasn’t like that at first. At first things were lovely. Perfect. But slowly, over time, it started to get worse. More than worse. It started to get bad. Very bad.”
And she remembered every detail of that first time. She remembered the deep blue dress she’d been wearing that Izzy had picked out for her. She remembered the taste of red wine and lasagna in her throat. She remembered the transition of Izzy’s face that made her look as though she was being possessed. There was the cold of the wall against her back as she tried to retreat, the sudden realization of what was happening and how powerless she was to stop it. There was the biting sting of the slap that left a red hand print on her cheek that took hours to fade. And then there were the recriminations, the apologies, the tears.
“All because you forgot to pick up the dry cleaning?” Lucy said.
“Mm-hmm.”
“And it got worse, didn’t it?”
Of course it did. After that first time, things went back to normal and Izzy was perfect again. But then it happened again and again. Until that night, waiting in the ER to get her lip stitched up, when Jazz had finally decided that enough was enough. She never went back to the apartment she shared with Izzy.
“Jesus Christ,” Lucy said.
The pizza was forgotten on the bed now and Lucy snuggled closer, pulling Jazz into her arms. But she didn’t cry. Her tears for Izzy were all cried out now. Instead she treasured the smell of Lucy’s skin, the feeling of someone’s arms wrapped around her.
“That pizza’s going to be cold,” she said eventually, pulling herself up.
Lucy brought the box closer. “Better eat it now then,” she said.
Had it been right to tell her? Jazz wondered if things would change between them now. And that was why she’d told nobody. She hadn’t wanted that stereotype of the beaten wife, that wasn’t who she was. She was afraid that Lucy would see her as weak now. And there was definitely something on Lucy’s mind.
“What is it?”
“Hm?”
“You’re thinking about something,” Jazz said. “What?”
Lucy sighed. “I was just wondering about the break in at the coffee shop. Have you considered that Izzy could be behind it? I mean it wouldn’t be the first time that a vengeful ex had pulled something like this.”
“Of course I thought about it,” Jazz said. “But it wasn’t Izzy.”
“It’s just that it all seemed kind of personal, is all. Nothing was stolen, it was just cosmetic damage.”
“Izzy has no idea where I am, I was very careful.”
Lucy sighed, then nodded.
“I suppose you’re right,” she said.
Jazz moved up a little and put a hand on the small of Lucy’s back, rubbing gently.
“Thank you for being worried about me,” she said.
Lucy took a big bite of pizza.
“I’d go for round four, if I weren’t so hungry,” she mumbled through her mouthful.
Jazz grinned. “Better eat fast then,” she said. “Or I might start without you.”
✽✽✽
 
It was late, or early, depending on which way you looked at things. Lucy finished brushing her teeth and dried off her face. She knew Jazz was waiting for her back in bed and was anxious to get back to her. Anxious because who knew what would happen tomorrow?
She had to admit that Jazz’s confession about her ex had shocked her slightly. As much as she might have drawn her own conclusions as to just how helpless Jazz was, she wouldn’t have thought that she was the kind of person to be drawn into a relationship like that. But that was kind of the point, wasn’t it? It could happen to anyone. And Jazz had had the strength to leave, when so many others didn’t. Still, she wasn’t sure that she quite believed that Izzy had no idea that Jazz was in Oakview. It definitely bore looking into. Yet another thing to add to her growing to do list.
When she went back into the bedroom, Jazz was sitting up, the soft light of the bedside lamp making her skin glow. Lucy was already climbing back into bed when she saw that Jazz was holding a small photo book that she normally kept on the night stand.
“Who’s the boy?” Jazz asked, curiously.
“That’s Danny,” Lucy said, keeping her voice as steady as she could.
She really wasn’t ready to have this conversation. But then, Jazz had spilled her secrets. Maybe giving her some insight into the past might let Jazz know that Lucy had her own pain, her own luggage to carry. Maybe it could make her understand a little more. She looked over and Jazz’s brow was furrowed, her eyes confused.
“And Danny is... what?” she asked, almost hesitant. “Your son?”
And Lucy laughed a little, relieved that the worry on Jazz’s face was groundless.
“No,” she said. “Danny is, was, my brother.”
The past tense was still difficult. She still almost choked every time she had to say ‘was’ instead of ‘is.’
“Was?” Jazz asked.
Lucy bit her lip, swallowed, then nodded. Jazz put her hand on Lucy’s leg, and Lucy felt the warmth of her.
“He had cystic fibrosis,” Lucy said, finding that the words were coming easier now that Jazz was touching her. “He was eight when our parents died. So I looked after him. It was me and Danny against the world.”
And she had a flashback of holding him tight against her side at the funeral, his little hands clinging on to her black dress as he sobbed. And afterwards, she had taken him home, and she’d made him a promise. A promise that nothing was going to change. A promise that she would always be there for him. And she had been. Every crisis, every choking fit, every fever, she’d been there. She blinked away tears, sniffed, and cleared her throat.
“He died when he was fourteen,” she said. “A lung infection. There was nothing that could be done.”
And now it was Jazz’s turn to hold her. Lucy melted into her arms, feeling protected and safe for once. And she began to talk, the words flowing out of her now. To talk about the pain. Losing Danny had been like having her leg cut off. And to talk about the relief. The relief of not having to worry about him any more, the relief that had made her feel so guilty for so long. It wasn’t that she had wanted him gone, of course she hadn’t. But that sudden feeling of freedom had been unexpectedly welcome. And it had torn away at her for a long time, right up until she’d enrolled at the police academy.
After a while, the words stopped and Jazz held her. Lucy felt herself falling into sleep. She was warm and tired and comforted. But as her eyes were closing she wondered what was going to happen tomorrow. Would Jazz still be there?



Chapter Ten
The smell of bacon woke Jazz up. Blinking away sleep she wondered just where the hell she was. Then she remembered and a thrill of pleasure ran down her spine. Quickly she jumped in the shower and then pulled on her clothes from the night before, sneaking a t-shirt from a drawer to replace the one covered in kitten pee. Then she padded into the kitchen.
“Good morning, sleepy head.”
Lucy was just plating the eggs and Jazz’s stomach growled. She wasn’t quite sure that she was ready for this kind of domesticity, the radio playing quietly in the background, someone cooking for her, but she was definitely hungry.
“Here, eat.”
By the time her plate was clear, she was feeling very content with life indeed. And then she realized the time.
“I gotta get to the coffee shop.”
“Give me ten minutes and I’ll drive you over,” Lucy said. “I just need to feed the cats and then I’ll be heading to the precinct anyway.”
“No time for that.”
She was picking up the plates, stacking them, wishing she had time to wash them, but she really didn’t.
“Expect rain this morning and temperatures in the low eighties...” droned the radio.
“Fantastic,” said Jazz, wiping her hands on a small towel. “I gotta go. Thank you for...”
But she didn’t really know how to finish the sentence. She dropped a kiss on Lucy’s cheek and jogged to the front door.
“Wait up!”
Turning, she saw Lucy grabbing a rain jacket from the coat rack.
“You’ll need this.”
A spike of irritation ran through Jazz’s stomach. She wasn’t a child, she didn’t need looking after. But Lucy’s face was open and honest and Jazz knew she was just trying to help, so she took the jacket and then ran.
Fifteen minutes later she was approaching the shop, keys already jingling in her hand when she heard a long, loud wolf whistle. Lana was standing under the small shelter of the doorway, staying dry and grinning so hard her face might break.
“Hot date, huh?” she said, as Jazz hurried towards her. “Same clothes as yesterday, hair all messed up, absence of make up, I see all the signs. Tell me it was that cop.”
“Her name’s Lucy,” said Jazz, pushing Lana aside so that she could open the door. “And I’m sorry you had to wait. I’ll get you your own keys cut so that you can open the place yourself.”
“You didn’t answer my question,” Lana said as they both went inside. “Was it Lucy?”
Jazz sighed. The spicy smell of coffee was strong, reminding her that she could really use a cup. She flicked on the lights.
“Yes, it was Lucy,” she said, finally.
“And?” Lana said, leaning on the counter as Jazz turned on the coffee machine.
“And nothing. It’s none of your business.”
“Aha!” crowed Lana. “That’s good. I like her. You two look good together. Blonde and brunette, similar heights, you’re a cute couple. You know what my advice is after an unexpected overnight stay though, don’t you?”
Jazz sighed again. She really wasn’t in the mood for this.
“Back off and cool things down?” she said, trying to play along.
That seemed like the sensible thing to do. Give things a little time to work themselves out. Give herself a little time to figure out what was going on. She’d barely had time to process what had happened, let alone to examine how she felt about it.
“Hell no!” said Lana. “Invite her over to your place tonight. You might as well have a little fun while you’re still trying to figure out all the emotional stuff. Who knows when the opportunity will arise again?”
And Jazz had no answer to that. Which was just as well, since Lana was already heading to the office to drop off her stuff.
She waited while the water heated up. Had she made a mistake here? Part of her thought so. But then another part remembered how Lucy made her feel. Not just physically, though there was that too. But also emotionally. She felt safe with Lucy. She’d told her about Izzy, and that was kind of a big deal. Maybe she needed this. And if things didn’t work out, well, her mother was right, she had little to lose. If Izzy had done one thing for her it had been to show her that she could go through hell and come out the other side.
The only real flaw that niggled at Jazz was the stupid raincoat thing. She looked over and saw the blue windbreaker lying across the counter. It was petty, and she knew it was. But she hated that Lucy had made her take it. They’d both heard the weather forecast. And she didn’t like the idea that Lucy would be the kind of person to chase after her like that. It was stupid. Very stupid. But Jazz needed to look after herself, not be treated like a kid.
“Forget about it,” she told herself out loud.
The machine beeped, and in relief, Jazz put a cup under the spout. She definitely needed coffee.
✽✽✽
 
The jacket bugged her. It was dumb, but it did. All morning as she was filing reports and catching up with her paperwork, Lucy just couldn’t get her mind off it. Why had she done something so dumb?
The evening had been perfect. Surprising, but perfect. She liked Jazz, liked her a lot. Telling her about Danny had been unplanned, but she was glad that she’d done it, glad that the difficult conversation had been dealt with. And then she had to ruin it all by running after her with a rain jacket like a worried mom. Maybe it was just who she was. Maybe she couldn’t help but want to look after others.
Still, it left her feeling dumb. And by the time the rain had cleared and she started out on her patrol she was wondering what exactly she was supposed to say when she appeared at The Beanery.
The streets smelled fresh from the rain, and Lucy contemplated how ridiculous she was being. Dwelling on something so small was dumb. Dumb was her word of the day. Danny would have called her a dumb-butt, and the thought made her smile. She just needed to forget about it, that was all.
Pushing open the door to the coffee shop was still hard though. Her heart started beating faster and then she saw Jazz, hair escaping from her ponytail, curling in the steam of the coffee machine. And a grin came to her face without even thinking about it.
“Hey there,” she said. “Skinny latte if you don’t mind.”
Jazz grinned right back and leaned on the counter.
“That’s a terrible choice,” she said, almost conspiratorially.
“And why would that be?” Lucy said, leaning a little closer.
One more movement and their lips would touch and Lucy’s pulse was racing now. Jazz looked into her eyes and she knew that the barista was thinking the same thing. Lucy moved infinitesimally and then Jazz jerked back. Lana appeared back behind the counter. The moment had passed, but Lucy’s heart was still beating ten to the dozen.
“Because skim milk doesn’t allow for the proper frothing that a latte needs,” Jazz said. “You’d be better off with a skinny flat white, or a full fat latte.”
Lucy pursed her lips as if in thought, then glanced around the shop. It was mid afternoon, quiet time.
“I tell you what,” she said. “If you can take ten minutes to have a coffee with me, I’ll let you make me anything you like. How about that?”
“Give me a couple of minutes to whip up some drinks and you’re on,” Jazz said with a grin.
Lucy grabbed a table by the window and watched Jazz as she worked. Her movements were smooth, her confidence obvious, it was like she’d been born to do this job. And Lucy wondered what she’d done in California. Then her eyes caught the blue of the rain jacket peeking out from the coat rack and she shook her head. She was going to let that one go. It had been a stupid thing to do. She didn’t need to look after Jazz, and in future she was going to resist the impulse. But one minor error of judgement couldn’t detract from the fact that Jazz behind the counter was one of the most beautiful, sexy things she had ever seen.
“Full fat latte,” Jazz said, placing a cup in front of her. “You get enough exercise walking around campus that I don’t think you need to worry about the skinny part.”
For a few moments they both stared at their drinks and Lucy wanted to speak but didn’t quite know what to say. Then she took a deep breath.
“I, uh, had a great time yesterday,” she said.
“Me too,” Jazz said, quietly.
“And I’d really like it if we saw more of each other. I mean, no pressure, if it was just a one night stand, I can get that. No biggie. But I’d like to go out again. Not for, um, not just sex. No sex if you don’t want. Just hanging out. I just... Oh God. I’m going to shut up now.”
Jazz was laughing. She reached across and took Lucy’s hand and the warmth of her skin made Lucy’s heart skip a beat.
“I’d like that,” Jazz said. “Hanging out. Sex. Whatever. Not just a one night stand.”
Lucy sagged in relief. “Fantastic. What about Sunday? You’re closed and I have the day off. We could go do something.”
Jazz shook her head. “No can do,” she said. “I need to work. I have a million orders to make, I need to get all the paperwork sorted out. I need to clean in here. Just because the shop’s closed doesn’t mean there’s nothing to do.”
“You could do that other stuff in the evenings,” Lucy pointed out. “I’ll even help if you want.”
“Semester is starting on Monday, I need everything to be perfect. I definitely need to work on Sunday.”
“And you need to rest too. Relaxation is important. I mean, you’re here at what, seven or so every morning, putting in a twelve hour shift at least? And things are going to get worse during the semester. Maybe you should take the time off whilst you can.”
Jazz rubbed her face, then shook her head again.
“I have to work, and I’ve already blocked that time off to get things done.”
Her voice sounded strained, and Lucy thought she was feeling torn. The woman did need to rest, it was true. And all of the other stuff would get done, Lucy was more than willing to do a cleaning shift on Saturday night. Perhaps if she just pushed a little more.
“I can do the cleaning on Saturday evening,” she said. “And wouldn’t you rather spend the day with me than peering over paperwork?”
Jazz’s face paled. Lucy could tell that she’d said something wrong, but didn’t know what.
“I’m much more fun than paperwork,” she said, trying to make Jazz smile. “Come on, you know you’d rather spend the day with me.”
“No,” said Jazz, shortly. “No, I wouldn’t.”
It hurt. The sting of her words burned into Lucy’s skin. She felt her cheeks flame. Perhaps she’d misjudged this whole situation. She needed to keep her temper. She stood up.
“Fine then,” she said, pushing her chair in.
She left the shop, leaving her coffee untouched on the table.
The air blew cool on her face and she rounded the corner so she was out of sight of the shop and then stopped. She was being an idiot. Spoiled. Childish. She was disappointed and had let her temper get the better of her. This was stupid. She almost went back then, almost turned around to apologize. They could make other plans, find another time. But the sting of Jazz’s words was too fresh. And she’d been doing it again. Trying to look after her, trying to get her to take some time off. She just couldn’t leave well enough alone, could she?
She looked back and hesitated for a moment. Then she turned and continued on her patrol. She’d screwed things up, she just needed to face it.
✽✽✽
 
“You okay boss?”
Jazz snapped out of her thoughts and turned to Lana, nodding. But she wasn’t okay. Not at all. The way Lucy had spoken to her, the wheedling plea that she was more fun than paperwork, had brought back memories of Izzy. Bad ones. The way Izzy had always controlled her, manipulated her to see her point of view. Izzy had hated Jazz working. Hated that anything could be more important than her. In fact, more than once, Izzy had threatened to walk out if Jazz didn’t quit her job.
Izzy earned more than enough money for both of them, it was true. But working had always been important to Jazz. And she had drawn the line at quitting her job. Even after that, Izzy had constantly been trying to persuade her to call in sick, to not show up, to go do something more exciting instead.
Jazz’s stomach turned over. She felt sick. How could she have made such a mistake? Perhaps this was who she was. Perhaps she was always bound to be attracted to people who were controlling. The thought made her die a little inside.
The rest of the day passed in a blur. She remembered nothing of it. All she wanted was to get home. To shower in her own bathroom, to change her clothes, and then to call her mother. But it was after nine before she was lying on the couch, phone in hand.
“Oh, little one,” Dorothy said, once Jazz had explained. “Do you think you might be over-reacting a little?”
Jazz hadn’t told her mother about the Izzy connection, only that Lucy was being somewhat controlling.
“Over-reacting how?” she asked, suspiciously.
“It’s natural for partners to want to take care of each other,” said Dorothy. “But you’re already wary of relationships because you want your independence. So perhaps that natural inclination is bothering you more than it should. After all, all the girl did was try to persuade you to rest a little. Something that I myself might do if I were there. Are you working too hard?”
Before Jazz could say anything, Dorothy started speaking again.
“No, don’t answer that. Of course you are. You always do. And it is important that you get a little down time. As for this Lucy thing, you might want to put a little thought into things before you write her off. Is it such a bad thing if someone wants to take care of you a little? She gave you a rain jacket to keep dry, in some places that would be considered chivalrous.”
“I guess,” said Jazz, shifting uncomfortably on the couch.
“And she tried to get you to calm down a little and take some time for yourself. Also not necessarily a bad thing.”
“I suppose,” said Jazz.
“But you’re reflecting your issues on to her, which isn’t terribly fair.”
Jazz lay her head back on the couch so she was staring at the ceiling. Her mother had a point.
“Fine,” she said.
“And whilst I’m doling out advice, there’s one more thing. You might want to actually talk to the girl.”
“Huh?”
Dorothy sighed down the phone. “So many relationship problems are simply a result of not communicating. If this sort of thing bothers you, then tell the girl. Tell her you don’t like it and tell her why. And then if she keeps doing it, well, then you have something to be bothered about. Until then, you’re just expecting her to mind-read your issues. And that’s not fair now, is it?”
Jazz groaned. “Ma, just how is it that you never got married again after dad left?”
Dorothy laughed. “For very good reason,” she said. “I was having far too much fun to want to get tied down again.”
“Maybe I should be doing that,” said Jazz, thoughtfully. “Having some fun, I mean. Dating, meeting people.”
“I wish you would sometimes. But that’s just not the kind of person that you are, little one. You’ve always wanted stability and security. I don’t think you’re cut out to be a female Casanova.”
Jazz laughed. “You could be right on that, ma.”
“As I always am. What time is it there?”
“Uh, around nine twenty.”
“Then go. Go now,” advised Dorothy. “Don’t dwell on it any longer. Go and say your piece to the girl and see how things go from there. Life’s complicated enough without adding misunderstandings and lack of communication to the mix.”
“Really, ma?”
“Really, truly. If something’s important to you then it’s best dealt with as soon as possible.”



Chapter Eleven
Lucy was trying to drown her sorrows in beer. Unfortunately, Jax had been at the fridge, and she didn’t think that the three cans left would be enough to do the job. She’d made a real mess of things and she wasn’t exactly sure how. She was supposed to be the one that was cool and calm and uninvolved. She was the one that didn’t really want a relationship, didn’t want someone to look after. And then at the first opportunity she’d blown everything by trying to take care of Jazz. The irony wasn’t lost on her.
“Looks like it’s me, you, and the kids,” she said to mom cat, who was purring around her feet. “And Dylan and Pounce, of course.”
Mom cat chirped and then fled back to her box as a knock sounded at the door.
“Who the hell’s that at this time of night?” complained Lucy.
She’d been looking forward to a night of wallowing in her own misery, and had even sent Jax packing. She wasn’t in the mood for visitors. Another knock, followed closely by the buzzing of the door bell. Fine. She got up and after a millisecond’s thought grabbed her gun and stuck it in the waistband of her pants. No point in being silly about things.
Jazz was pale in the moonlight. Her skin almost translucent and her eyes big and blue and for a moment Lucy forgot that she’d screwed up and almost reached to kiss her. Then she remembered.
“Hey.”
Brilliant opening.
“Hey.”
They looked at each other and reluctantly, Lucy took a step back.
“Um, can I come in for a few minutes. I’d like to talk to you. If you don’t mind.”
Lucy took two breaths trying to decide. End things here and now before it got messier, or listen to what Jazz had to say? Her heart was pulling her one way, her head the other. Finally she stepped completely back and opened the door.
“Beer?” she said, when Jazz was inside.
“No, thanks. I just... I just wanted to explain myself a bit. But if this isn’t a great time I can go.”
She sounded vulnerable, fragile, and Lucy had to stop herself from wrapping her arms around her.
“Come and sit down in the living room,” she said, more warmly.
They settled themselves on either side of the couch. And then Jazz just jumped right in. Lucy sat and listened, her pulse quickening with each sentence.
“I’ve been unfair on you,” said Jazz. “I’ve had a great time with you so far, and I don’t want things to end because of a misunderstanding. I need to tell you how I feel about some things. If that’s okay?”
“Sure,” said Lucy, cautiously.
And everything came spilling out. How much Jazz wanted and valued her independence. How Lucy’s words had reminded her of Izzy. That one hurt. She hadn’t been trying to manipulate Jazz, but listening to her she could see how it might have come across that way.
“It’s just been so long since I was independent, and I spent so long being controlled and under someone else’s thumb, that it’s important to me now that I make my own decisions. Does that make sense to you?”
Lucy nodded. “It does. And whilst we’re clearing the air, I should come clean about some things too.”
It seemed like the right move. She’d been dubious at first. But what Jazz was doing made sense. They both came with their own baggage, and if they weren’t willing to be open about that then nothing was going to work. Ever.
“I don’t need someone to look after. I have enough of that at work. And I’ve had enough of that in the past. I need a balance, an equality. And I need to feel like my partner can take care of herself.”
The corner of Jazz’s mouth twitched, then she smiled, then she laughed.
“What?” asked Lucy, confused.
“It’s just that we both kind of want the same thing in the end,” said Jazz, still laughing. Then she calmed herself. “But if we hadn’t talked about it, then we wouldn’t know. And we’d both keep screwing things up. I like what we have. I mean, what we’re starting to have.”
“So do I.”
“And I don’t want it to finish because of misunderstandings. I’ve no idea where this is going, and if it doesn’t work out, then it’s fine. I can handle that. But if it has to end, I’d like it to end honestly.”
Lucy got up and went to the fridge, pulling out the last two beers, popping the tabs, and handing one to Jazz.
“I can drink to that,” she said.
“So I promise to come across as less of a space cadet, if you promise to give me some space to be independent.”
“I’ll work on that,” Lucy said. “And I’ll watch my language a little more. I can see how I might have sounded manipulative, but that isn’t what I intended at all.”
“And I’ll be more forgiving,” Jazz said. “You’re not Izzy, and I need to remember that.”
They clinked their cans together and took a sip.
“Wow, that was a grown up talk,” said Lucy, peering at Jazz out of the corner of her eye. “Sensible and not at all what happens in the movies.”
“Yeah, but in the movies the couple have to break up and almost marry someone else before they realize the mistakes they’ve made,” Jazz said. “I thought it might be a little faster this way.”
Now it was Lucy’s turn to laugh.
“Knock, knock,” shouted a voice from the hallway.
“Well, I guess it’s about time,” said Lucy, before shouting: “Come in.”
Jax appeared, sticking his head around the door.
“Not interrupting, am I?” he said.
“Yes, you are,” said Lucy. “But your timing is great. Come inside. I want you to meet Jazz. Jazz this is Jax, my best friend, landlord, kitten-sitter, and beer stealer.”
“It’s a true pleasure to meet you, Jazz. I’d like to say I’ve heard a lot about you, but I haven’t. Because Lucy is close mouthed about anything personal and likes to live on the down low. Having said that, I can tell you that you have the honor of being the first girl that she has introduced me to, so you have that going for you.”
Lucy was horrified, but Jazz just laughed.
“Why don’t you come in and have a beer,” Jazz said.
“There is no more beer,” said Lucy.
Jax grinned and came completely into the room, a six pack dangling from his hand.
“Lucky for you, I decided that right now was a good time to replace that beer that I borrowed, not stole, from you.”
Lucy got up and accepted the beer, handing a can to Jax and heading to put the rest of the drinks into the fridge.
“And it’s just as well that I came,” Jax said. “Because it looks as though Lucy was preparing to shoot you in the head.”
Lucy rolled her eyes and removing her gun from her pants locked it back in the kitchen drawer. And by the time she was done, both Jazz and Jax were sitting on the floor surrounded by kittens. She watched them for a few minutes, how they talked together like they’d known each other forever. She’d made the right decision letting Jazz in. And they’d come to an understanding that she thought could work for them. She felt about five tons lighter than she had an hour ago. She smiled and went to join them on the carpet.
✽✽✽
 
“You’re welcome to stay over. No funny business.”
It was eleven o’clock and Jax had headed back upstairs. It was just Lucy and Jazz now. It had a nice ring to it, Jazz thought. Lucy and Jazz. But she shook her head.
“If I stayed I would certainly want funny business,” she said. “But I need to go. I have to work early tomorrow and I need a good night’s sleep. Something that I definitely wouldn’t get if I stayed over.”
“You might be right about that,” said Lucy, pulling her closer.
Jazz surrendered herself to the kiss, feeling the softness of Lucy’s lips and the heat of her body. She started to melt inside, started to get warmer, her skin tingling. Then she pulled away.
“How about dinner tomorrow?” she said.
“Absolutely,” said Lucy. “But you need to come here. I promised you dinner and all I gave you was a pizza. So this time I’m going to do things properly. I swear. What time works for you?”
Jazz thought for a second, then shrugged. “I’ve got some work to do, some cleaning and so on. So I’m not exactly sure when. Is it okay if I just come over when I’m done?”
She could see that Lucy was irritated by this, that she wanted a time so that she could plan. This was like the first test of how well she was going to handle Jazz’s independence. Jazz held her breath and then Lucy nodded.
“Sure,” she said. “Not a problem.”
Jazz grinned and pulled Lucy back in for another kiss. It was long and slow and her hands reached for Lucy’s hips, pulling her even closer. Then she drew back a little.
“Thank you,” she said.
And she knew that Lucy knew why she was being thanked. It was another ten minutes before Jazz could tear herself away and actually leave. And when she did leave she felt good. Light. Happy. Things still might not work out, she cautioned herself. But for now, she felt like they were doing well.
As happy as she was though, she still couldn’t silence the little voice in her head that asked how long this could last.



Chapter Twelve
Lucy checked and double checked. She’d followed the instructions exactly, and frankly, the kitchen smelled amazing. Had she actually done it? Okay, okay, Jax had had plenty of input. But she was the one cooking, and in her opinion there was a solid chance that the food was going to be edible. Maybe even tasty. She grinned to herself and checked her watch. Seven exactly. The casserole wouldn’t be done until nine, so she had plenty of time to shower. And maybe even a little time to fool around before dinner if Jazz wasn’t too late.
She headed into the bathroom and stripped off, jumping under a tepid shower. She made her shower fast, not wanting to miss the door bell if it rang. But once she was out and dressed again, there wasn’t much to do.
It was around eight when she made the first call. It went straight to voicemail. Not setting a time for their date had bothered her. But she understood it was some kind of test. And she could be patient. She’d met Jazz twice before, once at seven, once at half past. So eight wasn’t late, not exactly. She had kind of expected her a little earlier though.
Two more calls, two more voicemails, and she pulled the casserole from the oven. It was done and smelled heavenly and it was all she could do not to tuck into it right away. She was starving. She texted Jazz a picture. She’d wanted it to be a surprise, but perhaps a look at what was on offer would spur Jazz into hurrying. She opened a beer for the wait.
For a while she fought down her impatience and growing anger. But it was eating away at her and she knew it. She texted again, and again. But there was no sign of Jazz. Then she began to get worried. As ten o’clock rolled around she contemplated calling the station, seeing if there had been any news. Her anger was replaced by fear. Had something happened? Had the burglar returned?
She paced the living room, and then, unable to stand it anymore, went to get her jacket. She needed to check things out. She was just unlocking her gun from the kitchen drawer when the doorbell rang.
“Jesus Christ.”
She ran down the hallway, almost tripping over Dylan as she did so. She was so convinced that she was going to find a cop on the front stair with bad news that tears sprang to her eyes when she saw it was Jazz. She ushered her inside and followed her down the hallway. But the anger was growing back again now that the fear was gone.
“Where have you been?” she asked.
And she tried to keep her voice calm, but it was a little louder than she’d hoped for.
“Working,” Jazz said, tiredly. “Then I stopped off at home for a shower and to get changed. After cleaning the whole place I stank. Trust me, it was necessary.”
She flopped down onto the couch and Lucy could tell that she was exhausted. But the anger was still there.
“Could you have texted maybe?” she asked, her voice harder now. “I called. Sent messages. But you didn’t answer.”
“Ugh,” said Jazz. “I was on silent. Hold on.”
She pulled her mobile from her pocket, looked at it, then looked back up at Lucy.
“Seven calls and eleven texts,” she said. “Was that really necessary?”
“I was worried!” And now she was almost shouting.
“And I told you I’d be here as soon as I could after work. This is exactly why I didn’t give you an exact time. I didn’t know how long it was going to take me.”
“Do you understand that I was worried about you?” Lucy said, knowing that Jazz didn’t.
Jazz stood up again now. “I told you that I’d be here. I don’t need someone checking up on me every ten minutes. And I’m not a child, I certainly don’t need to check in on the hour every hour. I thought you were supposed to be giving me some independence here. I thought you didn’t want to look after someone anymore.”
Her cheeks were pink now, her eyes flashing and Lucy saw red.
“I don’t mind giving you independence. But I certainly mind you being inconsiderate.”
Jazz whirled around to face her. “This is exactly what I knew would happen. You can’t stay out of control, can you? You can’t just let things be. You can’t just trust that I’ll do the best that I can and I don’t need supervision. This is ridiculous.”
“And you can’t be responsible enough to check in when time’s ticking,” Lucy retorted. “You’re so much of a child that you can’t see that I was worried about you and that’s why I kept calling. Anything could have happened to you. But as it turns out, nothing did. The only problem was that you were too irresponsible to consider someone else’s feelings. As for being independent, it’s fairly obvious to me that you need someone to look after you.”
“Well, if that’s the case, then obviously that person won’t be you,” spat Jazz. “I’m exhausted and made an effort to be here anyway. And you can’t see that if I do need looking after then that would consist of a good meal, a little support, and a shoulder to cry on, rather than a lecture.”
Lucy bit her lip. She was so angry she wanted to scream. And she was afraid of what would come out of her mouth if she let herself speak.
“I can’t believe you’d do this after we talked about this just last night,” Jazz said. “I’m an idiot for believing you could be any different.”
“And I’m an idiot for believing that you could be,” Lucy said, rage making her blood run hot.
“In that case, there’s no point in me being here.”
She picked up the jacket that she’d just taken off.
“I quite agree,” Lucy said.
And then the living room door was slammed and after just a second the front door was too and Lucy was alone. And then the tears came. Angry tears, hot and furious. How dare she? How dare Jazz put her in this position? The front door slam still echoed around the room as Lucy went to the kitchen and lifted the casserole dish out of the microwave. She dropped the entire thing in the trash. Dish and all.
✽✽✽
 
Jazz’s feet clattered on the sidewalk. She was running for all she was worth. She just needed to get away. But the tears were coming, and when they did, she was left gasping for breath and had to stop. She sank down to sit on the curb, her face in her hands. What had just happened?
She should never have trusted Lucy. She should never have let herself get close. That wasn’t how things worked for her, not ever. And now. Now she was like this. Her mother had been wrong for once. She had had something to lose. She’d lost trust, happiness, and she swore to herself right there on the dirty curb that she was never going to let this happen again.
She was going to make a success of the coffee shop, stay single, maybe even get herself a few cats. She deserved to be alone, and only alone.
“Just Jazz,” she mumbled.
And the tears came harder.
It was a long time before she could pick herself up and start to walk home. And a longer time until she got there. Her steps were slow, her body exhausted. When she finally arrived at her apartment she closed the door behind her, kicked off her shoes, and went straight to bed fully dressed. She didn’t even have the energy to call her mother.



Chapter Thirteen
The coffee was terrible. Even Lucy could admit that. But she took a cup back to the couch with her anyway and curled up under her blanket. Her eyes were puffy from crying and lack of sleep. And she cursed her own stupidity. She shouldn’t have let herself go like that, shouldn’t have just trusted Jazz. After all, what did she know about her really?
It was almost midday before there was a tap on the living room door.
“Hey, Luce, I’m just going...”
Jax trailed off when he saw her.
“Jesus, you look awful.”
“Thanks so much,” said Lucy. “That helps more than I can tell you.”
Jax pushed her feet aside so that he could sit next to her on the sofa.
“I’d ask what happened, but I think I can guess. Jazz?”
Lucy nodded, miserably.
“I’m sorry, Luce. I really am.”
He put his arm around her and for a few minutes they sat in silence and Lucy was grateful that he was there, and more grateful that he didn’t try to talk to her about it. Then he let her go.
“Listen, I’m just about to go to the store. How about I pick up extras and I’ll make you dinner? You should eat something at least.”
“No, no, it’s fine. I’ll be fine,” Lucy said. “I don’t need looking after. Don’t fuss.”
“I’m not fussing. And you do need looking after,” Jax said, standing up. “I’ll be gone half an hour, and when I get back I’ll make you the best curry you’ve ever eaten. Guaranteed. And you can bend my ear about Jazz, or we can complain about women, or you can just eat and cry if you want to. Makes no difference to me, whatever you want.”
She managed a small, watery smile.
“What have I ever done to deserve you?”
Jax shrugged. “Not a thing,” he said. “But I’ll look after you anyway.”
“I told you it’s not necessary.”
“But I say that it is. There’s nothing wrong with a little help. When I broke my leg you were up and down those stairs about fifty times a day bringing me stuff. So now it’s my turn to help out, right?”
There was obviously going to be no stopping him, so Lucy nodded and let him go. He’d be back soon enough and she really wasn’t in the mood for another fight.
She settled back onto the couch. She was so confused. Angry, with herself for continually trying to look after  Jazz, and with Jazz for being inconsiderate. She was hurt. But more than that, she was lonely. How had she fallen so hard for someone in such a short time? The feeling was a new one, but it was unmistakeable. Whatever had happened, however else she felt, she loved Jazz. And now her heart was breaking.
“Well, I’ll just have to mend it again, won’t I?” she said to mom cat, who was sitting on the carpet.
The cat stared back at her and blinked. There was no way this whole thing with Jazz could work out, no matter how much she was hurting. She closed her eyes, miserable, and then felt a weight on the blanket.
“Pounce? How...?”
But looking over she could see that Jax had left the living room door open. She should have taken the male cat out again, and Dylan was already nosing around the half-open door. But mom cat seemed perfectly content, not disturbed by the interlopers. And Pounce was curling up next to Lucy, his body warm and soft, cuddling her with a paw on her leg. She put her arm around him and he started to purr like he was trying to comfort her.
She remembered finding him, a little wet ball of fluff under a car on a rainy night. She’d brought him home, cleaned him, dried him, fed him, and held him all night until he was calm and unafraid. Now it was his turn to comfort her.
Everything came together, all the pieces, all of a sudden, and she understood. Tears sprang to her eyes. This is what it was supposed to be about. Sometimes your skinny cat looked after you, sometimes you looked after him. Sometimes your nosey neighbour babysat your kittens, sometimes you found him a knitting needle to scratch under his plaster cast. Give and take, back and forth. A relationship.
“How am I so stupid?” she asked Pounce.
The cat purred more loudly.
“How can I have ignored this?”
So she needed to remind Jazz to take a rain jacket, so what? She needed Jazz to make a decent cup of coffee. Didn’t that even out? So Jazz wanted to work late, so what? She had known where she was, and they’d had no definite meeting time. Sure, Jazz could have called, but Lucy was the one saying that she didn’t want to look after someone. So Jazz had done her own thing, taken care of what she needed to do, without Lucy’s supervision. Was that such a bad thing?
“I’ve blown this,” she said to Pounce. “Completely and utterly blown it. And the worst thing is that I love her. I truly do. And now I’ll never get to tell her.”
But wait, that was dumb. Lucy pulled her phone towards her. Why couldn’t she tell Jazz? Why couldn’t they work this out? They’d had an argument, it didn’t have to be the end of things. She could call right now and try to explain. At least try to get Jazz to agree to meet with her.
Her hands were shaking as she pressed Jazz’s contact, and the phone rang and rang and rang. No answer.
So perhaps it was too late after all. Jazz didn’t want to take her call. Not that she could blame her. Lucy pulled Pounce closer and started to cry again as she held him.
✽✽✽
 
Jazz’s hand hovered over the file. She needed to get the paperwork in order, but she just couldn’t concentrate. Besides, the last time she’d opened the file had been to take out the permit for Lucy to check. And Lucy was the problem.
She should have known better, should have known better than to trust someone. To trust herself. Lucy was no different to Izzy. There was still that controlling streak. Something that Jazz seemed to attract somehow.
She opened the file, sorting through the papers inside. But her mind kept wondering back to Lucy. The problem was that she knew this feeling. Knew this emptiness. And much as she might want to deny it, she suspected very strongly that her feelings for Lucy were greater than she had thought.
“Screw it,” she said out loud.
Getting up she went into the main room of the shop and flicked on the coffee machine. She needed caffeine. She’d barely slept, her eyes were raw from crying, and she was just so angry. Angry with Lucy for trying to control everything. Angry with herself for thinking Lucy was so different, for ignoring her gut and thinking she was ready to date again. Angry even with her mother for suggesting all of this.
She picked up a cup and weighed it in her hand. It was one of the old ones, the majority of which had been broken in the robbery. And Lucy had been so happy to find it, picking it out of the chaos, holding it up for all to see.
“Here’s one!” she’d said.
And Jazz had rolled her eyes and said: “I can’t run a coffee shop with only one cup.”
Lucy had grinned and shrugged. “It’s a start.”
And everywhere that she looked around the shop she could see Lucy. Imagine her cleaning, sweeping up broken shards of plates and cups. Imagine her laughing, smiling. The place was so empty now. In another dimension Lucy would be here with her now, helping. And it would be a lot less lonely.
Jazz poured her coffee. Not that she needed the help, of course. She was ‘Just Jazz.’ She could do it all alone. But it would have been nice to have some company. And now she’d screwed everything up for good. All because she’d put her phone on silent and not bothered to check her messages.
It was only now occurring to her that perhaps she could understand why Lucy had been worried. Independence was good. Independence was important. But did independence really have to mean being solitary? She didn’t worry about Lana helping out. She didn’t worry about calling her mother with her problems and getting advice. So why did she think that Lucy was any different?
“I miss her,” she said to the empty room.
She’d lost her temper. She’d got scared. She’d run away.
“Lucy isn’t Izzy.”
Saying the words out loud helped. Made them seem more true.
“Lucy isn’t Izzy,” she said again.
And she wasn’t. As much as Jazz wanted to believe that she was, or that she was similar, Lucy was very, very different. Lucy had held her, Lucy had listened to her. Hell, Lucy had even cooked for her. She’d smelled the food as soon as she’d walked into Lucy’s apartment.
“I’m an idiot.”
She looked around the empty, closed shop. The sun was about to set, the light orange and streaming in through the windows.
“I chose this.”
She had. She’d chosen to be alone. She’d chosen not to let Lucy in, even though she knew deep down she had a connection to Lucy. Something special. But instead of following that, instead of trying to compromise and work through the problems, she’d chosen to be alone.
“What have I done?”
The coffee machine hissed. Was it too late? Could she explain herself? She was afraid. Afraid of being rejected, afraid that Lucy wouldn’t want to give things another chance. Afraid that Lucy would want to give things a second chance. But was being afraid worse than being lonely? Could she sacrifice a little of her precious independence so that she could have Lucy as well?
There was really only one way to find out. She was miserable without Lucy. She just had to face it. She flicked the coffee machine off again. If she left now she’d have time to shower and change before heading over to Lucy’s place. And then, well, then let the cards fall as they may. All she knew was that there was a deep emptiness inside that only Lucy could fill. She’d spent most of the last few years making terrible decisions. She didn’t want to make another.



Chapter Fourteen
“Idiot, idiot, idiot.”
Jazz timed the words to her breath as she jogged towards the coffee shop. It was dark, the air had a chill bite to it. Fall was just around the corner. And she’d forgotten her cell phone. Honestly, the phone was more trouble that it was worth. Maybe she should just ditch it completely. But she didn’t want to leave it at the store just in case. Just in case she needed to call a cab to take her home weeping and broken after Lucy told her to leave.
Not that Lucy was going to tell her to leave. No. Jazz was determined to fix this. She’d created the mess, and she was going to fix it. There was no question. Now that she’d decided, now that she could see the truth, she wanted Lucy to know how she felt. Wanted Lucy to know that she loved her. Even thinking the word love made her lose her breath.
“Crap.”
She finagled the keys from her pocket. Even from here she could see that the shutters were open over the front door. She must have forgotten to close them. She’d been so focussed on getting out, getting home, then getting to Lucy’s that she’d been distracted. She slowed a little as she approached the door. Grab the phone and go, that’s all she needed to do.
The door was unlocked. And she was so busy cursing at herself for being such an idiot that she forgot to lock the door that at first she didn’t see the soft dim light coming from the counter. And when she did she could suddenly see the broken cups and plates, the glass of the display case shattered in a bull’s eye pattern. And her heart was hammering even before she saw the long haired figure. Her brain took an age to make the connection. And then she knew.
“Izzy.”
“Who’s Lucy?”
The large knife in Izzy’s hand glittered in the soft light.
✽✽✽
 
“You’re not listening, are you?”
Lucy jerked her attention away from her phone and Jax laughed.
“What’s so important?” he asked.
“It’s Jazz. She’s not answering my calls or my texts.”
Jax sighed. “So drop everything and go find her, Luce. You know you want to. And from everything you’ve said, you need to. If Jazz is the girl for you then you can’t let a stupid argument get in the way of things.”
“But this is exactly what got me into trouble last time. I got worried, I snapped, and then we argued. I can’t go chasing after her. All it will do is prove that she was right to be annoyed with me in the first place.”
Empty plates littered the table and Dylan was happily licking curry sauce of one of them. Jax shooed him away before he answered.
“Listen, Luce, you have a decision to make. Either you’re lonely or you at least try to get her back. It’s your choice.”
“Yeah, but...”
“Yeah, but nothing. If you’re worried, go find her. Okay, maybe her phone is on silent again. Or maybe she’s really in trouble. But either way, you’re not going to be able to live with yourself until you speak to her. So go. Do you know where she’ll be?”
Lucy thought for a second, then nodded. “The shop, probably. She said she was planning on working on admin stuff all day. So she’s probably still there. Or else she’s at home.”
“Then go check the shop first and if she’s not there, go to her apartment. This is it Luce, this is your one big shot. So go for it.”
“But–”
Jax stood up and started piling the plates together. “Stop with the buts already. You need to decide Lucy. And you need to decide right now. Are you going to risk everything to be happy, or are you going to sit around here for the rest of your life miserable and surrounded by cats? Your choice, but don’t try and justify things to me. The only person you need to justify anything to is yourself.”
Lucy took a deep breath, then another. Then she nodded. By the time she’d pulled on some clothes, Jax was already washing dishes in the sink. She flew into the kitchen, pulled at the drawer with her gun in it and remembered it was locked. Screw it. The key was in her pyjama pants, she’d just have to do without it. She grabbed Jax, planted a big kiss on his cheek, and ran out, leaving him with a look of bemused surprise on his face.
✽✽✽
 
“Who’s Lucy?” Izzy asked again.
In one hand she had the knife, in the other, Jazz’s cell phone. Jazz swallowed and held up her hands.
“Just a friend,” she said, quietly. “No one important.”
Izzy dropped the phone and it clattered onto the ground, sliding under the counter.
“I’m not sure I believe that.”
Jazz kept one eye on the knife. She took a deep breath and tried to force herself to relax.
“What are you doing here, Iz?” she asked, keeping her voice neutral. “It’s nice of you to visit.”
It was strange how quickly she slipped back into the role of placating, calming, almost as though she’d never left.
Izzy stepped around the counter and laughed. It was a rough sound, sarcastic.
“I’m not visiting, Jazz. I’ve come to take you home. You’ve been playing around here for long enough. It’s time for you to come back.”
For just a second agreement was on her lips. For just a moment she was about to nod meekly and assent to whatever it was that Izzy wanted, just as she had always done. But things had changed. She had changed. Still keeping her voice calm she said:
“No, Izzy. This is my home now. I’m staying here.”
The knife flashed again. It was big. Some kind of meat knife, Jazz thought.
“Listen very carefully, Jasmine,” said Izzy, stepping closer now. “This is over. All of this. I’ve been patient enough. But now you’re coming back where you belong. Back with me. And there’ll be no more working, no more going off by yourself. You’re coming home with me, understand?”
Jazz held up her hands again as though to show that she had nothing to hide.
“This is my home,” she said again.
And at the same time she was thinking about what the hell she was doing. Her mouth seemed to be working without her brain. Izzy had a knife, a big one. Izzy had hurt her before, there was nothing to stop her doing it again. The knife was there and real and yet Jazz had chosen this moment to stand up for herself. Her eyes flickered to the side. She could see her phone just peeking out from under the counter. If she could get it, she could get help. She could get Lucy.
“Why don’t you sit down so we can talk about this?” she said, quietly. “Why don’t you let me make you some coffee?”
Izzy paused. The knife lowered slightly. And she nodded.
“Coffee sounds good. Get behind the counter and make some.”
Slowly, slowly, Jazz stood up and skirting Izzy made her way behind the counter. Now she just had to figure out a way to get to the phone. With Izzy watching carefully she went through the motions of making the drinks. Izzy was silent, so Jazz didn’t speak either. She didn’t want to engage her, not if she didn’t have to.
When the drinks were finished she picked them up, carrying them back around and placing them on the counter just in front of Izzy. And when Izzy lowered the knife further, she took her chance, stooping as though to fix her shoelace and grabbing for the phone at the same time.
It happened so quickly that she didn’t understand until she was already tightly in Izzy’s arms, the cold sharpness of the knife against her throat.
“I’m not stupid, Jazz. You should know that,” whispered Izzy in her ear.
The smell of her was so familiar, the feel of her skin brought goosebumps. But Jazz was afraid. Very afraid.
“Drink up,” said Izzy, still in her ear. “And then we’ll go and get your stuff.”
The knife was still against her throat, still cold, unmoving. But Jazz’s attention was elsewhere. Because in the smooth, metal surface of the coffee machine, she could see movement.
“Honey,” said Jazz, slowly. “Could you move the knife a little so I can drink my coffee?”
Izzy lowered her hand a little and that’s when it happened.
Jazz felt the bump from behind, the knife was suddenly gone and she spun around. Lucy had Izzy by the arm, but Izzy’s other arm was coming around and Jazz tried to stop her but she knew it was too late. The sound of the knife piercing flesh was something she would never forget. Almost in slow motion the knife slid into Lucy’s torso. But at the same moment, Lucy was pulling on Izzy’s arm, turning her so she had to let go of the knife, pinning her hands behind her back and cuffing her. The cuffs clicked shut just as Lucy began to sink to the ground.
Pulling the phone out from under the counter Jazz dialled 911. She had no idea how she gave all the right information. As she was speaking her eyes were on Lucy, on the blood that was spilling over the white tiled floor, on the knife that still stood upright in her flesh. And then she dropped the phone, kneeling at Lucy’s side.
“You’re going to be okay, you’re gonna be fine.”
But Lucy was turning white, her skin nearly transparent. Her lips moved and Jazz bent lower.
“I love you,” Lucy said.
And then she was silent, her eyes closed. In the distance, Jazz could hear sirens.



Chapter Fifteen
Her mouth was dry. There was no other feeling, other than a vague sort of floating sensation, maybe a tightness around her chest. But her throat was so dry it felt cracked. She summoned up the energy to swallow, but it made no difference. The darkness was complete, and it took a full minute of thought before she realized that her eyes were closed. She was so thirsty. There was nothing else for it, she was going to have to open her eyes. It took a conscious effort but her eyes eventually peeled open. She blinked in the bright light.
“Here.”
Something was next to her mouth. Something hard and plastic, probing at her. Relaxing a little she let the plastic enter her mouth and then instinctively sucked, letting the cool water flow gently down her parched throat. And then the straw was removed.
“Thank you.”
“How are you feeling?”
She blinked, focussing on the person in front of her. Then she blinked again.
“Jazz?”
“That’s me,” smiled her voice.
“What happened?”
“Well, let’s see. My crazy ex held me at knifepoint, you somehow, I still don’t know how, managed to show up at just the right time to arrest her and got stabbed in the process. You needed surgery, but you’re all fixed up now. Oh, and you’re lying in a hospital bed. That about covers it.”
Lucy blinked again and swallowed.
“Can I sit up?”
“Sure, hold on.”
There was a humming noise and the bed slowly moved until Lucy was upright enough that she could see Jazz sitting next to her bed.
“Izzy?”
Jazz nodded.
“I’ve been at the precinct all morning. She hired a PI to track me down and trashed the coffee shop to try to get me to come back to California. And when that didn’t work, she came back to finish the job and to try and find my home address. Unfortunately, I walked in just as she was breaking plates. She’s in the cells now, nothing to worry about.”
Lucy looked down, then with a shaky hand moved aside her hospital gown to see a huge white bandage around her midriff.
“Don’t worry, the doctor says you’re going to be fine. You’ll be back at work within six weeks. Fit as a fiddle,” said Jazz. “Do you remember any of this?”
Lucy frowned and thought. It was beginning to come back to her. She’d seen movement inside the coffee shop. Heard voices. It could have been Lana and Jazz, but for some reason the hair on the back of her neck had stood on end and she’d crept up to the door. And then she’d seen Jazz, the silvery glint of the knife at her white throat.
“Some of it,” she admitted.
Jazz’s hand slid across the comforter and Lucy let her intertwine their fingers. It felt good. The touch, the warmth, the comfort. It all felt good.
“And don’t worry about anything else,” Jazz said. “Jax was here earlier, and he’s in full control of the cat situation. Feeding, litter box cleaning, I’ve even got him thinking of names for the kittens. He’ll be back later, I’m sure.”
“You’ve got everything under control then, huh?” said Lucy.
And Jazz grinned, her blue eyes sparkling and making Lucy’s heart beat faster.
“Someone’s got to look after you,” she said. “It might as well be me. I mean, since... well, since... Uh, how much do you remember exactly?”
Her cheeks had a light pink flush, her eyes were sparkling and Lucy suddenly thought she had never seen anyone more beautiful in her life. Her heart filled up and she knew right then that this woman, as complicated, irritating, beautiful, and stubborn as she was, was the one that she wanted. And a memory that had been lurking at the back of her mind sprung free. She smiled.
“I told you I loved you,” she said.
Jazz squeezed her hand a little. “Did you mean it?” she asked. “I mean, you were bleeding out and potentially dying, so I can understand if you weren’t really in your right mind.”
Lucy shifted a little in her bed so that she was looking more directly into Jazz’s eyes.
“Jasmine Colton, I swear that I am sound of mind and almost but not quite sound of body, and I swear that I love you. And if you will have me, and think you can put up with my interfering and worrying and overly maternal instinct, not to mention my preponderance of cats, I would very much like it if you would be my girlfriend.”
For a brief second Jazz said nothing and Lucy’s heart began to sink. And then the dark haired woman stood up. Was she going to leave? Walk out? But Jazz bent over the bed, bringing her lips to Lucy’s and very, very gently kissing her.
“I would like that very much,” she said, quietly.
✽✽✽
 
Dried leaves littered the sidewalk and Jazz did her best to ensure that the terrace of the coffee shop was clean. But it took rather longer than she’d expected. Eight o’clock and the outside tables weren’t even set up yet. Finally, she was satisfied that things were as clean as they could be. Lana was busy serving the line inside the shop, so Jazz lifted the first of the heavy tables herself.
“How about you let me help with that?”
Dropping the table and turning, she grinned.
“Looking good,” she said. “That blue uniform suits you.”
“Feels good to get it back on,” Lucy said. “Come on, I’ll give you a hand.”
Together, they laid out the tables and chairs until the job was done, and then they stood back to admire their handiwork.
“Goes faster with two doing it,” Jazz said.
“Mmm. But obviously, I know you are more than capable of doing it by yourself,” Lucy responded.
Jazz groaned and elbowed her gently. Lucy wrapped her arm around Jazz’s shoulders.
“Listen, I got word at the station this morning. Izzy’s been convicted. Criminal damage, assault with a deadly weapon. She’ll be moved back to California, but she’ll be in prison for a good few years. I wanted you to know, even though you didn’t want to go to the trial.”
Jazz shuffled in a little closer, enjoying the heat of Lucy.
“I’m glad,” she said. “Not that I was worried. I don’t need to be worried any more. Not when I have my very own cop to take care of me.”
Lucy laughed. “I’ll take care of the knife wielders,” she said. “But other than that, you’re on your own girlfriend. But if you need help, all you have to do is ask.”
“Understood.”
“Dinner tonight?”
“Sounds like a plan. Your place but I’ll cook? Invite Jax if you want.”
For a few minutes they stood together, the cool autumn wind stirring their hair. Then Jazz turned so that she was in Lucy’s arms, and reached up to kiss her. Their lips met and the feeling was so familiar now that Jazz sank into it like a warmth bath.
“I need to get back to work,” Jazz said.
“Me too,” said Lucy.
Jazz stood and watched until Lucy was out of sight. Then she went back into the warmth of the coffee shop, her heart full.



Epilogue
“I got it, don’t worry.”
Jazz paused on the stairway, the heavy box she was carrying balanced on the stair rail.
“Luce, I got it. Come on. If I need help, I swear I’ll ask.”
Lucy rolled her eyes but stood aside so that Jazz could pass her. When Jazz had set the box down in the living room, she wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans.
“I think that’s the last one,” she said.
“And Jax is on his way over with all the cats,” Lucy said.
Jazz laughed. “You know, I was wondering what I was going to use that extra room for. But not even in my wildest dreams did I imagine that it was going to become a cat room.”
“Come on,” said Lucy. “I got three of the kittens adopted. So that only leaves five cats, which is two and a half cats each, and that’s not excessive.”
Jazz put her arm around Lucy. “Fine. But no more strays, okay?”
“I can’t help it. If I see a street cat, I’m going to bring it home. I’m not sending it to a shelter to be killed.”
With a sigh, Jazz nodded. “Okay, okay. I’ll work on finding a no-kill shelter. But you have to promise that if you find another stray we at least make an effort to find a new family for it. Deal?”
“Deal,” Lucy said.
Jazz’s phone rang.
“Hold on, I gotta get this, it’s my mom. Why don’t you go and start unpacking your stuff in the bedroom until Jax gets here?”
Lucy went off and Jazz answered the phone.
“What is it?” she hissed.
“I just wanted to know what she said,” said Dorothy.
“Ma, I didn’t ask her yet. And I swear that you’ll be the first to know after I do, okay?”
“Okay, little one. I just thought you might have got caught up in the moment is all.”
“I didn’t, don’t worry. Did you book your ticket?”
“Arriving on Monday,” said Dorothy. “And firmly looking forward to meeting the famous Lucy, if not exactly full of excitement about the dubious thrills of the mid-West.”
“Ma, I live here now, get used to it. And you’re going to love Oakview, it’s beautiful. I promise there’ll be lots for you to do.”
Dorothy sighed. “If you say so, dear. Now I’ll let you get on with things. Don’t forget to call me as soon as you know.”
“I won’t, ma.”
Jazz pressed the hang up button on her phone just as Jax knocked at the door. She shouted for Lucy and then opened the door to find him struggling with three noisy and irritated cat carriers.
“Sorry to drop these and run,” Jax said, depositing the carriers just inside the front door. “But I’m going to be late for the dentist.”
“Don’t forget about dinner tonight,” said Jazz.
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” said Jax, kissing her cheek and then scampering off down the stairs.
“Ready for this?” Lucy asked. “We’ll do Dylan first, he’s usually the bravest.”
She unzipped Dylan’s carrier and he jumped out. Without even looking around he strode over to the couch, jumped up and curled himself into a ball.
“Right at home,” Jazz laughed.
Pounce was next, and he was a little more cautious, but no more genuinely afraid than Dylan had been. Next came the two kittens, Tick and Tock as Jax had named them. They ran out of their carrier, heading straight to the food bowls in the kitchen. And finally, mom cat came nosing to the door of the carrier.
“Come on Dorothy,” coaxed Jazz. “Out you come.”
“Did you tell your mother that you named a cat after her?” asked Lucy, kneeling down to try and persuade Dorothy out of the box.
“Not yet,” said Jazz. “But she’ll be thrilled.”
“I’m sure she will.”
Lucy picked up Dorothy the cat and gently began stroking her so that she started to purr. Jazz smiled. She loved the way that Lucy took care of the cats, the gentleness with which she handled them, the obvious way that she loved them.
It was the moment. Now was the moment. She deliberately hadn’t planned anything, had thought that she’d know when the right time would be. And it was now. Lucy’s face was buried in Dorothy’s fur. Her hair was messed up. She was sweaty from carrying boxes. But Jazz couldn’t think of a moment that was more Lucy. She cleared her throat.
“Lucy, there’s something I need to ask you.”
Lucy looked up, a smudge of dirt across her forehead. “Sure, anything.”
Heart pounding, Jazz shifted until she was on one knee and Lucy’s face began to register what was happening. Her mouth opened into a perfect O.
“Lucy, would you do me the honor of being my wife?”
“But– but.. Your independence!” said Lucy. “I was afraid that me moving in with you would be too much. But this...”
Jazz looked down. “I know. And I still want to be independent. But the thing is, you let me do that. And over the last few months I’ve realized that I’m a better person when you’re around. I love you with all my heart, and nothing would make me happier than to marry you.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
She was still holding Dorothy, and the cat started to squirm to be released. Jazz felt tears spiking in her eyes.
“If you don’t want to, if it’s too soon, I completely understand,” she said.
Finally, Lucy let Dorothy jump down. She shuffled closer to Jazz and took both her hands.
“Jazz, I love you. I think I might have loved you since the first time I saw you when you tried to convince me your tables were inside the designated zone. There is nothing that I want more than to marry you. But only, and I mean this, only if it’s on your terms. I don’t want you to feel tied down, I don’t want you to feel restricted. Is this truly, honestly what you want?”
Jazz took a deep breath and nodded.
“Then I would be delighted to be your wife,” said Lucy.
They kissed, long and slow, their lips soft, still holding hands. They kissed until Dorothy started to meow, pawing at Jazz’s leg. Jazz broke the kiss and started to laugh.
“What?” asked Lucy.
“It’s just that I think Dorothy is reminding me that I need to call her namesake. Mom knew I was planning to ask you, and she’s already called me three times this morning wanting to know what your answer was.”
Lucy grinned and squeezed Jazz’s hands tight.
“Then you’d better call her back,” she said. “And tell her that my answer is an absolute and unqualified yes.”



Thanks for Reading!
If you liked this book, why not leave a review? Reviews are so important to independent authors, they help new readers discover us, and give us valuable feedback. Every review is very much appreciated.
And if you want to stay up to date with Oakview news and new releases, then sign up for my newsletter, or follow me on Twitter!
If You Liked this Book...
...then you might want to check out Saving the World: An Oakview Lesbian Romance Novel, new from Sienna Waters. Turn the page to check out the first chapter!



Saving the World: An Oakview Lesbian Romance
Chapter One
Yellow morning sunlight gleamed across the cobbles of the quad. Leaves were just starting to turn orange, and taking a deep breath, Eva could taste the burning smell of fall. It was the time of year she liked best. The first day of semester, for many the first day of college. A day of hope and promise, a day unsullied by bad grades, crisis, or exams. There was a spring in her step as she walked towards her office, happiness was in the air and she was glad to be back.
Sure, sabbatical was great. One of the definite perks of the job. But after four months of the steamy, sticky heat of Guatamala she was more than happy to get back to the crisp air of Oakview. She grinned, potentially scaring some of the freshmen with her psychotic exuberance. She was just so glad to be back.
Red hair bouncing on her shoulders, long skirt caressing her ankles, bangles and beads shimmering and clicking, Eva strode through the quad. Her quad. Her territory. Of course, there were a few early bird students around. But four years from now they’d be gone if they were lucky, and she’d still be here. Still be giving her heart to Oakview, as she had for most of her adult life.
The environmental sciences building was grey stone. Tall windows glinted in the sun, stairs led up to wide double doors. Inside would smell of a strange combination of dust, the sweat from generations of nervous students, formaldehyde from the labs, and something indefinable. Something uniquely Oakview. The smell of home.
She practically ran up the steps, dodging to avoid an amorous couple who, distraught at being parted for the grand total of an hour and a quarter lecture, were saying their very physical goodbyes. Eva grinned again. Young love. Any love. She loved love, would have thrown a handful of confetti over the couple if she had some, just to mark the occasion of her return. With a sigh and a wistful last look at the young couple, so young, so in love, so... un-disappointed, she turned back towards the doors. Stooping to pick up the first edition of the campus newspaper from the stand at the entrance, she danced her way towards her office.
“Morning.”
Janice, the department secretary, was sitting at her desk. Eva shot her a smile, though Janice didn’t smile back. Tall, grey haired, and very, very stern, Janice was a fixture around these parts. She’d been the department secretary back when Eva was an over-enthusiastic undergrad, and even her hair cut, a blunt bob, hadn’t changed. Nor had the fact that Janice treated Eva in the exact same way she had when Eva was eighteen, a mixture of maternal care and the acerbity of age. Still, Eva tried to stay in her good books.
“Morning, Janice. Anything new?”
Janice peered over her half moon glasses. “Your office is just as you left it, Professor Williams.”
And even in that one sentence Eva could tell that Janice disapproved of the fact that she’d been gone. She thanked the woman anyway, and newspaper rolled in hand made her way to her office.
With the door open the stale air of a semester and a summer away flooded out. Eva dropped her satchel and stretched her arms up high before placing the paper on the edge of a desk full of piles of books and files and folders. Her office was snug, cosy even, some might say small, but Eva loved it. And despite the chaos she could lay her hands on whatever she needed when she needed it. She cracked the window a little to let some fresh air in, and went to make herself some coffee.
Only once she had a steaming mug in hand, courtesy of the department’s ancient and temperamental coffee machine, did she recline in her leather desk chair and pull the paper towards her. Unfolding it with a shake she scanned the front page. Then, coffee forgotten, she went back and read the lead article more thoroughly. Then she read it again. Then she swore furiously and dragged her phone into easy reach.
“What the hell is this?”
“Well hello there stranger. So nice to hear from you.” A voice with a distinct southern drawl chimed over the phone line.
“What the hell is this?” Eva asked again. She was mad. Furious. Blood pounded in her veins and her heart was trying to beat through her chest.
“Darlin’, you’re going to have to be more specific. What the hell is what exactly? And when did you get back?”
Jen Latimer, Professor Jennifer Latimer to give her her full dues, was an esteemed member of Oakview’s biology faculty, and Eva’s best friend. And though Jen had many good qualities, staying with the program was not one of them in Eva’s opinion. How could Jen have missed this? It was front page news after all.
“I got back last night,” Eva said. “And I’m talking about the nature reserve. The new construction project.”
“Uh, well, that’s exactly what it sounds like. The University is seeking planning permission to build on the nature reserve. A new humanities building, I believe, though I don’t pay much attention to what the creatives are up to. The new physics lab, on the other hand, is a vastly more exciting project.”
“And why wasn’t I told about this?”
There was a deep, good natured chuckle from the other end of the phone. “Because, my dear, you’ve been gadding around in the rain forests of Brazil for the last four months and none of us have heard hide nor hair of you.”
“Guatamala,” Eva said, correcting without thinking. “So what are we doing? What’s the plan here? Who’s in charge of the protest group? Where do I sign up?”
Jen sighed, a hollow sound through the phone. “Eva, dear, you’ve just got back. Don’t you need a little time to organize yourself before you start saving the world?”
“The world won’t save itself,” snapped back Eva.
Jen was oddly silent. And it took Eva a second to realize why.
“There’s no protest, is there?” she said. “No one’s stepped up? Jesus Christ. I leave this place for one minute and it’s fallen to the big business capitalists.”
“Now, now, don’t be like that. If you want to do something, I’m sure you’ll have support.”
“What do you know?”
Jen sighed again. “Not much. Holden Wright’s in charge of the University side of the project. Arrogant little worm that he is. Uh, there’s sure to be some kind of public meeting about this. Wright wouldn’t give up the chance to buy himself a new tie and smile for the cameras. Check the campus calendar section.”
But Eva was already flicking through the newspaper. “There is, tomorrow afternoon.”
“There, see, so you can go and make your voice heard.” She paused for a second, then: “It’s good to hear from you. I’m glad you’re back.” She gave another deep throated laugh. “And good to see that you haven’t changed a whit since you’ve been gone. Lunch?”
Eva was already clicking on her computer. “Yeah, lunch sounds good,” she said, distractedly.
There was silence on the other end of the phone, though Eva could almost hear Jen rolling her eyes.
“And it’s good to hear you too,” she said, hurriedly. “Sorry, this wasn’t quite the glorious homecoming I expected it to be.”
“It’s alright, darlin’, I know how you are. Just don’t forget about lunch. It’ll be good to catch up.”
And the phone was hung up. Eva turned her attention back to her computer screen. She was still mad. But the initial panicky, red kind of madness had solidified into something more productive. Searching through her computer files she found a report she’d written about the importance of the nature reserve. Scanning through it, she nodded. It would make a good framework for her speech at the meeting tomorrow. It was something she could work with.
As her coffee cooled in its mug, she began pulling together the resources that she needed. On her desk new class rosters and lecture schedules sat unnoticed. Saving the nature reserve was priority number one. Making her case at the meeting tomorrow was the only thing on Eva’s mind.
Coming February 2019 from Sienna Waters!
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