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SHARPER AXX HAS JUST become the first female sergeant of the Hostage Negotiation unit at the San Antonio Police Department.  As a female in a male-dominated career field, misogyny is a constant battlefield, but she is up to the task of proving herself, having strived her whole life for this opportunity.

One would think that handling her first callout for a drunk man holding his wife and daughter hostage would be the biggest challenge of her first week in the new unit.  But, no.  There’s also the upcoming parole hearing for an ex-boyfriend who’s in prison for murder and shouldn’t be up for parole at all.

Then, there’s her 15-year high school reunion where she will come face-to-face with her high school true love who betrayed her.  She’s also found out they will be working together in her unit.  She begins to think another callout would be preferable to seeing him again.  She half gets her wish when she becomes an actual hostage at the reunion.  That starts a chain reaction of events that she finds out are all connected—and could get her killed.

Can she successfully navigate the boys’ club and two completely different exes, while keeping herself alive and the rest of the community safe?
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SHARPER AXX - 33, new sergeant in SAPD Negotiation Unit

Arbor Pryde - 32, Sharp’s best friend

Axel Barrett - 34, former military, former football player, classmate and Sharp’s ex-high school boyfriend, now has intelligence company

Zirti Barrett - 24, Axel’s younger sister

Eric Sloane - 34, detective in Sharp’s unit and Axel’s best friend, was on high school football team

Ted Daniels - Sharp’s ex-boyfriend after high school

Lieutenant Derrick Bochko - over Negotiation Unit

Sergeant Anthony Ramirez - outgoing sergeant in the Negotiation Unit

Other officers in the unit:  Chris Wilson, Ray Sanchez, Amy Cole, Mark Leonard, Ryan Bonilla, Frank Griffin

Jolie Johnson - sergeant in another unit

Josh McKinley - popular in high school, football player, murdered under questionable circumstances

Virginia McKinley - Josh’s mother

Bobby Langton - bullied in school, set up for murder of his best friend, Josh McKinley

Other former players on high school football team:  Jerry Orozco, Jeff Bryant, Nick Saucedo, Greg Ramirez, Tom Simpson, Alex Shelby, Carl Tropez

Cheerleaders:  Cheryl Scarsdale, Melanie Rissdom (now an attorney), Megan, Sasha

Kathy Wrigley - valedictorian of their graduating class and organizer of high school reunions

Emily Ortega - former cheerleader, current nurse

Lori Tricot - Sharp’s high school nemesis

HN - Hostage Negotiation Unit

​
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“YOU SOUND ANGRY, JESSE.”

To say she was stating the obvious was, well, obvious.  But that was the job on this dark, loud night at this late hour in the middle of the week.  April thunderstorms had rolled through the city earlier in the evening, leaving the air heavy with humidity and expectation.  Bright lightning illuminated angry, gloomy clouds every time it sliced across the sky, threatening to dump even more rain.

The neighborhood had been asleep for hours, most residents already in bed since tomorrow was a work day.  However, many of the residents were no longer asleep, now covertly peeking through window blinds or blatantly standing on front porches to see what the excitement was at the two-story brick house in the cul-de-sac at the end of the street.

“I am angry!”  Jesse’s words shot through the phone, indignant and slurred.  He was, as usual—according to his wife, Emily—drunk enough for an entire bar’s worth of patrons.  He wouldn’t be sobering up for hours, also as usual.

It had taken SAPD three hours just to get to this point.  Two San Antonio patrol officers had tried their hand for almost an hour at settling this situation before it grew into something beyond their abilities, but they eventually realized they were out of their element.

They called for a supervisor to go to the scene to make a final decision on the next step and, after acknowledging the need for the Hostage Negotiation team, they issued the call to that unit.  When everyone eventually arrived on scene, those responders set up their large truck and finally connected with Jesse Hildebrand, 32, who they found out was out of work and completely toasted.  Jesse finally acquiesced, after another two hours on scene, and agreed to talk on the phone to the Negotiation team.

Since the amount of information available surrounding any scene differed from call to call, they never knew what they would have access to before or upon arriving.  Tonight, only having a vague idea of what was going on inside the house, the HN team had to piece together tidbits of information to try to form a complete picture.

They knew the actor was male, and that his wife and young daughter were also in the house with him.  They knew the man had at least one firearm.  They knew he was drunk.  Short of him surrendering, the outcome of the situation was tense.

All the while, every responder set up outside of the house dreaded hearing gunshots.  It didn’t matter what kind of callout it was, the secret fear everyone held was hearing gunshots.  Not being able to rescue either a bad actor or an innocent victim was felt to be a failure.  They hoped that would not happen here, especially since Jesse had agreed to talk.

Jesse had even allowed them to talk with his wife, Emily, at least for a moment to confirm that she was okay.  Shaken, but okay.

“You are angry?”  Sergeant Sharper Axx, Sharp to her friends and currently to Jesse Hildebrand, calmly worked toward her goal of getting this man to stop holding a gun to his wife’s head and scaring the snot out of their seven-year-old daughter.

For two hours, Jesse had been yelling, cussing, crying, threatening to kill everybody, and complaining about how unfair his life was.  Three hours ago, Emily Hildebrand, who had come home from her second job only a few minutes later than she usually did, had arrived to find her husband drunk and pacing on the front porch, waving a gun in the air, the babysitter gone after fleeing for her life, and their daughter, Penny, passed out on the couch after crying herself to sleep.

A typical Friday night, according to Emily’s sister Marion, who they had managed to get ahold of on the phone and pump for any additional information she could give them.  She gave them plenty.  Including how many times over the years she had tried to convince her sister to leave Jesse.

“She works too dammmuch.  She’s neverere, duzzen cook for me...”  He was slurring words and repeating himself.  Again.

Sharp would have told him to man the hell up but that wasn’t tactically sound and certainly wouldn’t build any rapport.  Plus, she knew she was being scrutinized by three people—all men—who didn't want her there in the first place so she had to do a great job.  She wanted to tell them to man the hell up, too.  Instead, she continued some actual negotiation tactics with Jesse, like mirroring.  “She works too much?”

“Yes.”  A long pause.  “Prolly workin’ withat man!”

There was a loud crash and a scream in the background.

“Jesse, stay with me.  Are you there?”

“She’s a whor—”

“Jesse!  We were talking about Emily’s work.  Is she a hard worker?  Is she good at her job?”

Silence.  Then, “Yes.  Good atter job.”

“She’s good at her job?  She works hard?”

“Yeah.”

“She works hard at home also?  Cooking, cleaning, taking care of the house?  Taking care of Penny?  The bills?  Taking care of you?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Do you...think that’s bad...all of the work she does?”

Silence.  “N-no.”

“You appreciate everything she does for you and your daughter?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you enjoy your job?” Sharp asked, knowing he spent his time on the couch.

Silence.  “I’m temprarely outta’ work.  Times are hard!”  He said this as if blaming Sharp, or maybe his own wife, for his unemployment.

“They sure are,” said Sharp.  “It’s a good thing Emily has a job that pays her, right?  Two jobs, I think.  Is that right, she works two jobs?”

More silence.  If she could get him thinking about the money coming in and how beneficial Emily was for the family, he might think less about the gun in his hand and using it for anything nefarious.

“I mean, it helps with bills, payin’ for the bills and stuff...”

That was good.  He was beginning to acknowledge that his wife worked two jobs to take care of the family because his drunk ass was glued to the couch, not helping the family at all.  Times were hard, but they were harder when one party put money in the bank and the other one drained it.

“So while you are working on getting through these tough times as you said earlier, her hard work helps pay the bills and take care of your family?”  Sharp softened her tone so as not to seem confrontational, but mirrored his own words against him to make a point.

Silence.  Then weeping.  The secondary handed Sharp a note:  in PT for job injury.  She lowered her timbre to her comforting mom voice.

“Jesse, it sounds like you really appreciate what Emily does for you and Penny.  Especially since the health insurance from her jobs covers your physical therapy.  It sounds like you appreciate her hard work and how much she takes care of your family.”

“I do!”  Sobbing.  “I don’t deserve her, she’s an angel.  She doessso much.”

Good.  Realization and acquiescence.  Just a little bit, but it was the right direction to go.  Sharp allowed a relieved exhale, but she would not get cocky.  Never get cocky.  It was never over till it was over.  Situations could change on a dime.  Someone who agreed to exit a home or building one minute could change their mind and instead shoot themselves or their hostages the next.  Adrenaline could be just as bad as it was good.

“And I’m just... I’m just...nothin’.  What am I doin’?” He said the last almost to himself, as a soft, slurred whisper.

Uh-oh.  It had been beginning to click that he needed his wife and she was the one keeping the family on solid ground, but then it sounded like he pivoted to condemning himself.  When a man who was angry and drunk and holding a gun started condemning himself, that was the wrong direction to go.

“Jesse, you do your best as a good husband and father, don’t you?”  Sharp may have stretched the facts with the “good”, but sometimes that was necessary.  “And you help at home while Emily is working?  And you certainly appreciate your family.  But even good husbands and fathers may need a little help sometimes.  We could get you some help if you want.  Tell me how that could possibly be a bad idea.”  More tactics.

Jesse’s sobs subsided to loud sniffs and an occasional cough.  The sounds reverberated through the cabin of their negotiator truck.  Sharp, as primary—the one whose job it was to actively engage with the actor—held her breath.  Officer Frank Griffin, the officer negotiator assigned as her secondary tonight, read through the information that had been handed to him from the officer acting as the intelligence coordinator, Eric Sloane, to see if anything else could be used to sway Jesse to give up his gun and let his wife and daughter go.

“Are you—” Sharp’s next question was interrupted by a voice in the cabin.

“Are the dogs ready?”  A voice from behind Sharp sounded loudly and she whipped her head around.

Officer Ray Sanchez held a radio in his hand.  The question had blasted over the air from Officer Chris Wilson who was outside the truck, but the channel was open and the volume was on too loudly, which was against protocol.  Sharp narrowed her eyes and glared at Sanchez for having the radio on so loudly while she had an open line to Jesse.  If Jesse had heard that...

“Dogs!  Dogs?  What’re you talking about?  Are you gonna’ send dogs in here?  You can’t!  I thought wewere talking here.  You lyin’—!”

“No, Jesse, it’s okay,” Sharp said quickly, shooting another death stare at Officer Sanchez.  He knew better.  He had been here a lot longer than she had, and she knew, so he had to know.  She had a funny feeling she knew why he had just let that happen.

Getting the actor to a calm, rational state where he was ready to listen to and hear what was being said was paramount to a successful outcome.  Everything that was done behind the scenes needed to be done quietly.

Unless the opposite was being done intentionally.

Sanchez raised his eyebrows at her and gave her an innocent palms up.

Damnit!

“Jesse, we’re good.  There are no dogs.  That was a...television station that was on in the background.  I’m sorry, it was too loud and shouldn’t have been on at all.”  Officer Amy Cole scribbled something on a sticky note and shoved it in front of Sharp, also glaring at Sanchez.

He hates dogs.  Dog bite when he was little.

Sharp squeezed her eyes closed and took a deep breath.  She opened her eyes and put the phone on mute, turning to Ray Sanchez and drilling him with a death stare.  “Out.  Now,” she told him.  “Leave the radio.”  He looked like he was about to argue, then simply shrugged his shoulders, tossed the radio to Amy Cole, who caught it with one hand before it crashed to the table, and walked out.

Sharp compartmentalized the thought that somebody was trying to sabotage her very first callout as the new Hostage Negotiation Unit sergeant.  She had dealt with sexism and resentment her entire career.  Experiencing it on her first callout was both a strain and a benefit to her.  Now she knew who the thorns were.

Sharp took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and mouthed a thank you to Amy, then refocused.  She would consider ripping somebody a new one later.  Right now, she had to get Jesse back down to at least Defcon 4.

“Everything is fine, Jesse.  You know, I was just thinking that I didn’t expect that television set to go off like it did and I needed somebody’s help to turn it off.  You and I were talking about how Emily is a hard-working, loving provider for you and your daughter, Penny, and how much you want to provide, and that maybe you would appreciate a little bit of help with that.  That’s something we can assist you with.  Is that a bad idea?”

Please say no, please say no.

After a weighted time of sniffling and muttering, Jesse’s voice came back on the line.  “N-no, snot a bad idea.”

In this instance, no was the word she most wanted to hear.

“That sounds great, Jesse.  That's great.  I appreciate how strong you’re being for your family right now.  You’re doing a good job so far.  You’re probably a little nervous about how to go forward from here, and that is completely understandable.  I’d feel the same way if I wanted help but didn’t know how to get it.  Let’s start small.  Could you set your gun down and let us see Emily and Penny?  Let us make sure they’re okay?  And then you and I can talk about that help we can get you.”

Jesse didn’t say anything and for a second, Sharp panicked.  There was a lot riding on this outcome, this being only her first time as primary, having shadowed the HN team for the last month in preparation for taking over the sergeant spot for outgoing sergeant Anthony Ramirez when he left.

What if this didn’t work out?  What if Jesse turned around and shot his wife and child, then turned the gun on himself?  What if he came running out of the house, guns blazing, and got himself shot by the S.W.A.T team, who would like nothing better than to shoot him?  What if the two officers who resented her being there did something else to sabotage the negotiation before the night was over?

Would the powers that be then change their minds and decide she wasn’t capable of doing this job?  This job she had basically dreamed of doing since she learned how to crawl?  Sharper’s father had been a deputy police chief with SAPD and Sharp had grown up around this “stuff” and her dad’s friends.  It was her world, the one she knew, the one she wanted to live in.

She already knew that her being chosen as the HN sergeant was not Ramirez’s choice.  It was very obvious he didn’t think a female in the position of sergeant over the hostage negotiators, who very often worked closely with the testosterone-driven S.W.A.T. unit, could hold her own.  But it wasn’t his choice.  It was Lieutenant Derrick Bochko’s.  And the L-T got what the L-T wanted.  He was a man with a very dominant personality, but he was also very supportive of female police officers in a still very male-dominated and oftentimes sexist occupation.

She knew of at least three people in the group who resented her presence.  She had found out accidentally that the outgoing sergeant, Anthony Ramirez, had told two of the officers lies about her and made them doubt her abilities as a sergeant, simply because she was female.  One was Ray Sanchez, who she had just kicked out of the truck.  The other, Chris Wilson, had been on the other end of the radio.  She was watching him closely.

Suddenly, there was static over the radio:

“Front door opening.  The wife and daughter are coming out.”

“Jesse, can you hear me?”

“Yeah.”  He sounded nervous.

“You’re doing great, Jesse.  Do me a favor and just set the phone down on the floor next to you.  Go to the front door and follow what the S.W.A.T. officers say to do, okay?  Just do exactly what they say.”

“Okay—”

“Hold the air.”

While nobody spoke over the radio, sounds of barked orders and shuffling and grunting carried over the open phone line.  After a tense minute came the same voice over the radio:  “Actor in custody.  Stand by for secondary...  Go!  Go!  Go!”

S.W.A.T. didn’t get to shoot the guy, but they would get to clear his house just in case Jesse had hidden something in there, like a surprise hostage.  Or a surprise explosive.  The notification was an alert to keep the radio open again in case they needed to use it.  After a few tense minutes came two words that would grow to become near and dear to Sharper’s heart:

“All clear.”

Sharp blinked hard and released a relieved breath.

Minus a few hiccups, it was a good way to end her first callout as the first female sergeant in charge of SAPD’s Negotiation Unit.  Despite the few “coworker protestors” who were now not so quietly displaying their discontent, many others congratulated her on a job well done.

She had been so focused on what she was doing that she didn’t notice until she turned around how many were observing the scenario from inside the van.  The lieutenant had been on scene watching the whole thing play out.

From the look on his face when he saw Officers Sanchez and Wilson, she was certain he’d caught what had transpired around the dogs comment over the radio, as well.  Would he do something about it?  Was it up to her to address it?

She would figure that out later.  Now, she would take the win, do a debrief, and learn what could be learned from what went right and what went wrong.  She heard her father’s voice from beyond:  Success is more often found in our failures than in our successes.  In her experience, she knew how true that had turned out to be.  However, for the moment, this success felt mighty good.
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AXEL BARRETT FOUGHT the weight of his eyelids for the nth time and tried to focus on the words blurring across the screen in front of him.  He had promised his younger sister he would take her with him to his 15th high school reunion festivities today since it was the first day of the three days of planned events.

Why they were starting a reunion on a Thursday baffled him, but most attendees were still locals, including him and his sister, who had attended the same school ten years after he did.  She knew he didn’t want to go at all, let alone attend by himself.  He just had to get this report filed before they left.

He had only gotten a few hours of sleep after being called the night before to watch how the San Antonio Police Department handled a hostage negotiation situation.  He’d been made aware a week ago that he would be allowed to observe an interaction whenever one might occur; he only had to wait for one to happen.  Fortunately for him, he hadn’t had to wait too long.

The only reason he had been allowed there at all was because his friend and business partner, Eric Sloane, an officer in the Hostage Negotiation unit, had helped Axel wrangle a deal.  Their business, Preventerception, PN for short, was a side hustle for Eric, somewhere he’d be able to go when he retired, but was the main hustle for Axel.

PN would now be doing contract intelligence-gathering training for the S.W.A.T. and Negotiation units for starters, with hopes that the program would expand to the whole department, and then other law enforcement departments in the area.  He already had successfully implemented his course in other parts of the country.

His premise when he started the business was to combine prevention + interception to train others how to prevent as many bad things that could happen from happening by using simple intelligence-gathering techniques, and intercept the ones that couldn’t be prevented, but could be derailed.  No matter what level of law enforcement one was, it was always better to be over-trained than under-trained.

Even though he started the business well before the cluster calamity that had happened in Uvalde, Texas, that scenario was exactly what he wanted to avoid ever happening again.  Ever.

With his extensive military intelligence and counter-terrorism experience, the business had taken off.  Eight years into it, he had basically hired two people every year.  Now, he would hopefully be able to work closer to home.

“Are you ready yet?”  Zirti Barrett, Axel’s younger sister by ten years, leaned against the doorframe.  “It’s almost eleven.  I want to get a good seat for lunch.  I wanna’ sit by the band.”

Axel hoped the band they had gotten for the outdoor grilled lunch wasn’t twangy country.  He was a Texan all the way, but give him classic rock music; he just couldn’t do twangy country.

His palms suddenly got sweaty.  It wasn’t only about attending the reunion.  He was remembering how well Sharper Axx, the incoming sergeant taking over the Hostage Negotiation unit from Anthony Ramirez, had handled the actor the night before.

Getting drunk people to listen to your words or think logically was an enormous challenge.  She had used negotiation tactics well, and diffused what seemed to be a small situation—the actor overhearing a comment about dogs—that could have ended up with a fatal outcome.  She would be a benefit to his program.  He looked forward to working with her.  And, he didn’t.

He had been in the deserts of the ‘stans, the forests of the Africas, and the muds of countries most people didn’t even know the names of.  Why was he so nervous about seeing her?  He wiped his palms across the thighs of his jeans and rolled his eyes at himself.

Axel re-read the last paragraph of his report, digitally signed his name, and hit send.  It was Thursday morning in Texas, but it was Friday morning in New Zealand, where the recipient of this encrypted information resided, and the receiving party needed to receive the report before the weekend.

He locked his screen and closed the laptop.  “Lunch?  You just ate breakfast.”  He turned around and the sight of his sister sent him into parent mode.  “Unh-unh.  You need more clothes than that.  And less—”  He made a swirling motion with his finger toward the vicinity of her chest.

Zirti was beautiful, just like their mother had been.  She had the same long, dark hair and blue/hazel eyes as their mother had, with a smattering of freckles across her nose from their dad.  She was also 23 and well-endowed.

He was taking her to his 15-year reunion of his high school friends.  He knew his high school friends.  There was no way he wanted her tank top and jeans outfit around his high school friends, even if they were allegedly adults by now.

She stared at him.  “Are you for real?  Even Dad was never as prude as you are.”

“That’s because you were nine years old when they died and you didn’t have—those.  If they were still here, Dad would be more of a prude than Mom.  Or me.”  He pointed toward the door and she huffed off to grab a blouse to put on over her tank top.  It ended up being sheer chiffon, but at least it was another layer.

Axel never thought he would be back home, essentially a single dad to his younger sister.  He’d had a grand scheme life plan and it didn’t involve kids or home.  He wanted to be career military, travel and see the world, make it as far up the ladder as he could go, then retire and either go the private contractor route or start a business using his ample skills.

He’d fulfilled one of those things; the timeline had just been moved up.  When his parents died—from a stupid drunk driver crashing into them at a high speed—Axel had to resign early from the Army and come home to take care of his little sister.  There was no way he was letting her go to some stranger, even if they were somehow blood related, and she was too young to be on her own.

Their aunt Virgie, one of their mother’s older sisters, had been a huge help at the beginning, but she was much older—one of nine siblings—and just couldn’t handle a teenager, in addition to the traveling.  Axel had no choice but to become a full-time caregiver.

He didn’t begrudge Zirti; it wasn’t her fault the universe sucked.  He just had to pivot on his grand scheme, tweak the plan, make a new outline that would work.  And he had.

He created PN with hard work and focus, just like he did everything else.  He got Zirti—and him—through her teenage years without her getting pregnant or trying drugs.  He considered that an accomplishment.  Now she was going to college part-time, and helping him out by doing the books part-time.  It earned her college money and built her skills.  The girl had a mind for numbers.

“Let’s go!”

And she was hungry.

***
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LUNCH WAS A SUCCESS.  The weather was ideal for the outdoor gathering in the park’s pavilions; it was pleasant, and nobody got too sweaty.  The food was amazing, having been catered by The Big Bib BBQ, a local barbecue place that had received national attention, and for good reason.

Lunch had been set out buffet style with several options.  There were the meats:  brisket, ribs, pulled pork, sausage, chicken, turkey; the sides:  potato salad, green beans, sweet potato casserole, pinto beans; and, of course, sliced white bread.  They had gotten desserts from another place and those pies and pastries completely lined a table all their own.

Zirti groaned so loudly with each bite, Axel had to suggest she eat more quietly.  But, he had to admit it was damn good food.  Some of his female classmates approached them while they ate and tried to make small talk.  When they left, Zirti teased him that they were obviously flirting.  Axel denied it.

Even if it was true, he wasn’t interested.  Even if he were interested, he would only be interested in one woman.  And there was no chance of anything happening there.
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THERE WERE 637 STUDENTS in their graduating class.  Because most of them were still locals, Kathy Wrigley, former valedictorian of the “Best Class of Fighting Armadillos ever” and self-appointed organizer of reunions, had made this reunion a multi-day gathering because she figured it would be easy for people to attend at least one of the days or events.

She said almost 350 people showed up for the lunch, about what she expected for the meet and greet dinner scheduled for the next night, including significant others and kids, making for a fabulous showing.  The dance in the gym would be starting soon, so everybody who was staying for that began making the trek into the school.

Tomorrow night was the dinner and Saturday would hold even more events, but Sharp hadn’t studied the itinerary that closely since she was not intending on going to any of those events in the first place.  Her tensions rose, as they did every time one of these reunions was announced, because she didn’t want to see him.

Due to work issues over the years, this was the first reunion she’d even been able to attend, so there had never been an opportunity for a chance encounter.  Now she would be seeing him not only by chance, but intentionally and often.

Her insides twisted when her thoughts turned to the other him.  Sharp’s mind returned to the piece of paper she had read for the fifth time that morning.  After coming home from the callout in the early morning hours, she’d taken a quick shower—as she always did to get “work” off of her—and fallen into bed for a short nap before work started up again, but the paper taunted her.

The notice announced the upcoming parole hearing of the only ex-boyfriend with whom she’d even considered becoming slightly serious—Ted Daniels.  She had dodged a bullet when she broke up with that one.  Literally and figuratively.  She would be attending his virtual parole hearing the next morning, just as she did each and every one, to ensure Ted stayed behind bars.  She shook her head, still amazed anybody would offer parole to that maniac, and forced herself back to the present.

Sharper looked around the gymnasium and had to admit that Kathy Wrigley—who’d handled every five-year reunion since graduation—and her group had done a great job with the decorations.  Sharp didn’t know how they were able to put streamers that high, or how many dozens of yards they’d bought, but it created a festive vibe.  Since this was the first reunion she’d attended, she wondered if Kathy did this for every one.

A live band was set up in the rear of the gym on a low stage in the left corner from where Sharp stood, already playing the best hits from their high school years.  The aforementioned multi-colored streamers came from the center of the ceiling and draped to each corner, including over the stage.  Several tracks of lights hung from high on the walls, and those alternated colors regularly.

Light snacks and drinks were lined up next to each other on two long tables along the left wall of the gym as they walked in, and Sharp wondered how long it would take for someone to spike the punch, or if they would settle for the alcohol being served at the open bar set out against the right wall of the gym.

While waiting for her best friend, Arbor, to return from the bathroom, Sharp perused the open space, ticking off required items from her mental list.  Even though she had attended four years here, she still needed to confirm where the exits were and see who she recognized, and if anybody looked or acted suspicious.

Automatic hazard of the job.

The knot in her stomach remained after finding the flower on her front porch that morning.  She knew who it had come from.  She didn’t know how he had managed the delivery from jail, but it wasn’t the first time he had done something like that.  Ted Daniels continued to stalk her even from afar.

Fortunately, her camera system was very good and had captured the delivery on film.  With a little research, she could trace the delivery company and who had placed the order.  Maybe this time she would have enough evidence to keep him behind bars for violating the protective order.  Again.

She said hello
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