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        I’m Broken

        Sabrina

      

      

      I’ve perfected my façade. I’ve practiced and practiced in front of the mirror to hide my fear, my anxiety. When I’m alone, though, I’m huddled in a ball on my cuddle chair. I can’t even go to the bedroom to sleep. Eventually, I fall asleep in the chair.

      On a good night, I get four or five hours of rest. Concealer has been my best friend. It hides the bags under my eyes. I know it’s insane, and I have no reason to hold on to the fear now that Cameron is in jail and will be for the next ten years, yet I don’t seem to have control over my emotions.

      Then there’s Alex, always watching me, like he sees what I really am: a frightened little girl, afraid of her own shadow. I can hardly stay in the same room with him. My hands get all sweaty, my mouth gets dry, and I’m at a loss for words, sounding like a total dork.

      With my blanket tucked around me on my chair, I rest my head on the arm. I hear the rattle of the doorknob. I jerk up, watching it shake, and reach for my phone. I should call the police, but instead, I dial a different number.

      Alex picks up on the second ring, his voice full of sleep. “Sabrina.”

      “Someone’s breaking into my apartment,” I whisper.

      “Go into the bathroom and lock the door. Take your phone with you.” I hear him getting dressed. “Now, baby. Move,” he says more firmly.

      I jump up from my chair, doing as he says.

      “I need to call it in,” he says. “I’m calling you back in thirty seconds. Promise.”

      “Okay.” I’m still whispering, and hanging up is killing me, but I do. I start counting. I only get to twenty-two before my phone dings.

      “I’m back. Cops are less than five minutes out, and I’m right behind them. When they get there, they’re going to identify themselves. If the culprit is still there, they’ll detain them and wait for me.”

      He keeps me on the phone, and I can tell he’s climbing stairs. He must be in the building. “I’m here, Bri. Come out of the bathroom and open the door.”

      I come out of the bathroom to hear rapping on the door and Alex calling my name. I whip open the door and fly into his arms.

      “Shh, baby. I got you. You’re safe.”
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            Drunk and Stupid

          

          SABRINA

        

      

    

    
      The warmth of his arms around me heats my ice-cold body. I’m shaking so badly that Alex begins to soothingly rub his hand up and down my back.

      “It’s all right. Everything is fine. You’re safe,” he says gently in my ear. “Breathe in.” I do. “And out.” I do. I continue to breathe with him until my heart stops hammering against my chest, threatening to explode.

      My head is in the crook of his neck, my eyes shut tight, but I can’t ignore his scent. Manly and musky. I want to crawl into his lap and just spend the rest of my days there, shutting out the world. But this is wrong, me leaning on someone else for comfort when I need to get it together and figure out my own shit.

      I need to know, so I finally have the courage to ask, “Did you get him?”

      “He’s just a guy who had too much to drink and was trying to open his own door, only he couldn’t remember which door was his. He tried several before passing out down the hall where we found him. He lives one floor down.”

      Now I feel even more stupid. I called Alex in the middle of the night over nothing, when I’m sure he has better things to do than rush to my aid. As much as I don’t want to, I pull back, putting some space between us. I raise my eyes to meet his.

      He’s so handsome. He could be a model. He’s so tall that I need to bend my head all the way back to meet his gaze. He has thick dark hair that I itch to run my fingers through. It curls around his ears in natural waves. I’m sure his luscious lips I want pressed against mine taste like cinnamon. But his eyes are his most striking feature. They’re deep dark brown, but when he gets passionate they turn a smooth milk chocolate, and they see through to the very heart of me. I swear he can feel my thoughts.

      I flatten my hands against his chest and take another calming breath before trying to say anything coherent. “I’m so sorry, Alex. I shouldn’t have bothered you.” Then I catch a glimpse of the two policemen outside my door awaiting Alex’s instructions. I could have called Damian, my best friend’s fiancé and Alex’s partner, who is a detective just like Alex, but I instinctively called Alex. “Or the police. You gentlemen have more than enough work without a crazy woman calling about a rattle at her door.” I push at his chest, but he doesn’t let go.

      “Sabrina, up here, baby,” he says, wanting my attention. I give it to him, looking up at him. “We’re exactly who you should call. What would happen if some poor old woman opened her door tomorrow morning and found some man lying there? Poor old girl would have a heart attack. Or let’s say some kid heard someone at his door and opened it and this guy stumbled in. And it could have been someone dangerous. This time, it wasn’t, but we never take that chance. You did the right thing. You did a good thing, and not just for you. We need to consider how the actions of one man can affect others, and even though this guy just had too much, you don’t know him or how drinking affects him.”

      As dumb as it sounds, I get hung up on one thing he said. “I did the right thing?”

      “You did the best thing.”
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        Alex

      

      

      “You can let go of me now,” Sabrina says softly. She says it, but she doesn’t mean it. Her body is still trembling from fear, and I don’t want to let her go. I take a look around the room. The cozy chair in the far corner has a throw and a blanket on it. The open door of the room off to the side leads to her bedroom. The bed is made; it doesn’t even look like she’s been in there.

      When I glance down, I see she’s wearing yellow-and-black flannel pj bottoms and a matching long-sleeved T-shirt with a bee on it that says Bee-u-tiful. Sabrina’s been sleeping in the chair. I’ll bet every last cent that it’s where she sleeps every night.

      I saw the back bedroom Cameron, her abusive ex, kept her in. He locked her away in the back of the house whenever he wasn’t home. It was a miracle she escaped. A fucking bloody miracle. This is a small apartment, so the room is small. It might be too confining for her. But she needs to sleep. There’s no way she’ll get any Z’s on that chair.

      Reluctantly, I let her go. She lowers her lashes to hide the pain, the sadness. I want to wrap her in my arms again. She drops her gaze to the floor, and I get a glimpse of her gloriously thick chestnut curls, but miss those expressive green eyes. Sea-foam green, and so pretty. On the rare occasion where she laughs freely, they light up the room.

      “I’m wiped, Bri. Do you mind if I stay awhile? I’ll take the chair. You get some sleep. We’ll both feel better after some rest,” I say.

      “No, no. You take the bed. I’m not sleepy,” she insists. The bags and dark circles under her eyes tell me otherwise.

      I call her on it. “Bullshit. You’re exhausted.”

      “I fit better on the chair,” she argues, then admits, “I sleep there all the time.” After she realizes what she said, she starts to backtrack. “I fall asleep watching television a lot.”

      I lead her toward the bedroom door and take a peek inside. “Bed’s big enough for two. Promise not to take advantage of me, and we can both get some shut-eye,” I tease.

      “I can—” she starts to protest.

      “Babe, here are the options. One, you sleep on the bed, I take the chair. Two, you take the chair and I sleep on the floor, right there.” I point to the small space in front of the chair. “Three, we share the bed like adults.” I cross my arms over my chest. “What’s it going to be, buttercup?” I ask, soft but firm.

      She licks her lips, staring up at me unbelievingly, then murmurs, “We can be adults.”

      Thank fuck! I wasn’t looking forward to sleeping on the floor. I lead her into her room. “Which side do you sleep on?” When she looks at the bed like she’s trying to size it up and find the answer, I know she hasn’t slept here once since she moved in.

      “Right,” she says, although it sounds more like a question than a statement.

      “Cool.” I walk around to the other side and sit on the edge of the bed, facing away from her, and slip off my boots. I feel her scurry into bed like a scared rabbit. I decide to lie on top of the sheets to keep her comfortable. As soon as my head hits the pillow, I close my eyes.

      When I hear her get out of bed, I turn my head and watch her run out into the small living room, grab the blanket, and come back in. She hands it to me.

      “I don’t want you to get cold.” As she gets back under the covers, she says, “I’m sorry I’m a mess.”

      “You’re not a mess. You need to sleep, though. Close your eyes, buttercup.”

      “Thank you for not making me feel stupid,” she says in the dark.

      I reach out and find her hand by her side, taking it in mine. “You’re not. We’ll figure this out.” I wait for her breathing to regulate as she drifts into a fitful sleep. I’m grateful to hear a soft snore, telling me that she’s drifted into a deep sleep. She needs it.
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        Sabrina

      

      

      For the first time in what seems like eons, I wake up feeling rested. I also find myself nestled up to a man’s hard body, with my arm wrapped around his waist like he’s my personal teddy bear. I feel a hand on my back, then hear, “I know you’re awake.”

      I feel like a kid getting caught taking two cookies out of the cookie jar instead of one. Alex was so nice to offer to stay, and I’m all over him like an octopus. I try to move away, but his hand stays firm.

      “How did you sleep?” he asks. I look at him grinning down at me and have the urge to kiss him. I’ve never initiated a kiss with a guy, like ever!

      “Best sleep I’ve had in years,” I admit.

      “Good. I’m going to scrounge up breakfast before heading into the station. What time do you have to be in?”

      “It’s Saturday, so um…ten. My first patient comes at ten thirty.” I don’t know why I’m telling him every detail. I’m rambling. “I can make us something.”

      “Saturday is donut breakfast day. I’ll go grab us some and coffee to go. I get the bathroom first,” he says, then extricates himself from my arms and legs and gets out of bed. I want to tell him to forget the donuts and crawl back in beside me.

      All I manage to say is “’Kay.” I’m such a dork.

      I’m finishing up in the bathroom when Alex comes back. “Donuts have arrived.”

      There isn’t just one box of donuts, there are three. My eyes bug out at the wide selection. “Did you buy the shop out?”

      “You and I get first pick, but then I thought you could take a box to your office and share with Chloe and your coworkers, and I could take some in for the guys. Damian and Caleb love them, but Zeke shovels them in like a vacuum. Cliché or not, those guys love their sugar.” He chuckles, and it’s as brilliant as his grin or the way he calls me “buttercup.” I’m sure he calls all the girls that, but it still feels like it’s meant just for me.

      Chloe is like a sister to me. We met at the clinic and became fast friends. It’s freaking how much Chloe and I have connected, and surprising how Alex and his guys have the same dynamic. Best friends, closer than brothers, they have each other’s backs. Seeing that they’re all detectives, they need to be able to trust one another.

      A night that starts off terrifying turns into a morning of breakfast with coffee and donuts with Alex. Despite being scared out of my mind, it was the best night ever.
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            Unidentified Victim

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      Damn! She’s adorable. Even without a stitch of makeup on, she’s still the best thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. Face fresh, skin pink, her hair up in a neat ponytail, she’s wearing her scrubs and sitting at the counter on her stool eating a donut with me. The powdered sugar on her lips makes me itch to lick it off for her. It’s pure agony watching her tongue dart out and lick the corner of her mouth before she grabs a napkin and wipes off the rest.

      “These are the best I’ve ever tasted. I love jelly donuts. I know it’s old-fashioned with all the new varieties out there, but how can you not love soft, delicious dough with a gooey strawberry center?” she exclaims. Another refreshing thing about Sabrina, she eats like a real person. Both her and her best girl, Chloe, love to cook and make dinners together.

      Chloe and Damian hooked up a while ago. We all met Sabrina through Chloe and the situation that she unknowingly put herself in. Damian took one look at Chloe and was cooked. Sabrina and Chloe work at the same clinic. Sabrina’s a physiotherapist, while Chloe does massage therapy. The two girls connected immediately, and Sabrina jumped to help Chloe when some really bad men came for her. Unfortunately, Sabrina got knocked around pretty good for her trouble and was devastated when they took Chloe.

      Now that it’s all over, Chloe’s safe and in the loving arms of one of my closest buds. Damian’s a solid friend. He was my contact when I was undercover and made sure I got out safe. Caleb is our lead man, and Zeke is our tech guy, and without these guys, we never would have been able to take down one of the largest drug crews in the city.

      I didn’t know how much longer I was going to be able to last in that dump. Their leader, Luis, was one volatile dude. He was mad with power and thought himself invincible. He was killed, but not before he’d tested his nasty drugs on a few kids that resulted in their deaths, and he shot a cop.

      It’s good that we’ve had some normalcy since then. Yeah, crime still exists, but this is stuff I call routine. This is what I’ve always wanted to do with my life. When I was younger, I used to watch television and cheer for the good guys, and I knew I wanted to do what they did. But life is not a TV show.

      Losing my parents at sixteen made me grow up faster than most. One day, they dropped me off at school and headed to work, and a few hours later, I was an orphan. It sounds funny even saying the word. Orphan. At sixteen, is it still called that? I convinced myself I could take care of myself, and if it weren’t for Damian’s dad explaining that he knew my parents would want me to be with his family, I would have been alone.

      It took me a long time to admit it, but I needed them. Damian and Caleb became brothers to me. Damian’s mom put up pictures of my parents in the house. Ornaments with their photos were on the Christmas tree every year. Their memory was kept alive, and I love and respect Damian’s parents for all they’ve done.

      When Damian signed up to protect our country, I signed up for the police academy. I always knew we’d all end up back together, with the addition of Zeke. I love that guy. He’s smart as a whip and loyal to our team.

      “I can drop you off this morning,” I tell Sabrina, who’s trying to ignore the cherry-center donut with chocolate glaze.

      “Uh?” She tears her gaze away from the box. “I need a way to get home, then.”

      “Chloe can drop you on her way. I’ll be back later to change your locks. I’ll pick us up dinner.”

      “Locks?” she asks, confused.

      “You don’t feel safe, and better locks go a long way to get to there.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      I lean across the counter, just inches away from her. “It’s getting done.”

      “Okay,” she whispers. “I’ll get pizza.”

      “I’ll—” I start, but she presses her fingers over my lips.

      “I’ll get pizza,” she repeats.

      I don’t like the idea of her buying it, but I concede.

      A short time later, I’ve dropped Sabrina off at work and parked the car, and I’m heading into the station. As soon as Zeke sees the box I’m holding, he confiscates it, snagging a donut out of the box and taking a huge bite out of it.

      “Christ, Zeke. Those are meant for everyone to share,” I tell him with a chuckle.

      Just as Zeke’s about to grab another, Damian and Caleb come into the room. Caleb’s the first to speak up. “Jesus, man. You should be four hundred pounds with the sugar you inhale.”

      Zeke wiggles his brows and says, “You’re all just jealous. But for your information, I work out every morning for over an hour.”

      “Fun’s over, guys. We got a lead on a counterfeit ring.” Caleb opens the folder he’s holding and spreads it open to reveal several photos. “These are who we think are the prime players.” He looks at Zeke. “You’re up first. Get everything you can on these guys.”

      “What about us?” Damian asks.

      Caleb pulls out a list of addresses throughout the city. “These are the places that have had the counterfeit bills funneled through them. Let’s see if we can find a pattern.”

      With that, we get down to work.
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        Sabrina

      

      

      Alex didn’t just drop me off at the curb. Oh no, he was quick to open my car door and walk me in, and he stunned me all to hell when he gave me a peck on the cheek and called out, “Later,” as he sauntered back to his car, leaving me holding a box of the tastiest donuts ever. I’m sure my mouth is hanging open, stunned.

      The moment I walk in the door, Chloe’s waiting, and she obviously saw what happened. Her goofy, gooey smile is warm and sweet.

      “Good morning, Bri. Anything new?” She singsongs the words, grinning from ear to ear.

      Hells bells! How do I answer that? If I tell her that I called Alex because I was scared out of my mind because a drunk rattled my doorknob, she’ll get worried. And if I tell her Alex dropped by to have breakfast with me when he really spent the night and came back with donuts, she’ll still read more into it. Alex is being a nice guy. That’s it! That’s all!

      Then I have to ask myself why he kissed my cheek, which, by the way, I’m not washing for a week. Go with the truth, I decide.

      “I heard something last night and thought someone was breaking in. Alex came to check on me and decided to drive me in today,” I say casually.

      “Someone tried to break in,” she repeats incredulously, her eyes wide in surprise.

      “It was a drunk guy who got the wrong door, but I kind of freaked and called Alex. I’m fine. All is well. He’s just being a good guy. But since he drove me, could you take me home after work?” I open the box and offer her a donut in the hope that food will deter all other questions milling around in her head.

      Chloe takes one and has a bite. “These are really good.”

      “Right?” I say. “I have the first patient in a bit. Can you take these to the kitchen so I can set up?” I hand them off and start to walk down the hall.

      “Don’t think this conversation is over, Bri. I know there’s more,” Chloe says.
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      I managed to circumvent the talk about Alex, mainly because we’re so busy. We have back-to-back patients, and when Chloe had a break, I didn’t, and vice versa. I’m thinking I can put this off until our drive home, and by then, it’ll be old news.

      Chloe and I and the doctor, who is also the owner of the clinic, love to leave the place spotless and ready to start again the next day. I’m so lucky that we work every other Saturday, but the owner recognizes our dedication and gives us an extra day off to “rest up,” as he puts it. His wife is the office manager, and she’s a mother hen, always making sure we’re taken care of.

      This is the best place I’ve ever worked, and having Chloe with me all day is the cherry on top. Chloe’s shutting down her workstation, and even though it’s her turn to take out the garbage, I pick it up.

      “I got this,” I tell her, and head toward the back exit to toss it in the bin.

      “You’re the best,” I hear from afar. I giggle. I love her like a sister.

      I push at the door, only to find it stuck. I push hard and am finally able to wedge it open with my shoulder. As soon as I step out, I see a man lying in a pool of blood, blocking the door. He appears to have been severely beaten, and he’s not moving.

      As I shove the door open further, I yell out for the doctor, then say, “Call an ambulance.” I crouch beside the man, putting my hand on his neck to find his pulse. It’s faint, so very, very weak.

      Suddenly, his eyelids flutter open, and he sees me standing over him. He clutches at my shirt and moves his lips. He’s trying to tell me something, but his voice is so weak, I can’t understand.

      “You’re going to be okay. Don’t speak.” I try to gently touch his cheek to keep him calm. The man yanks at my top until my ear is at his mouth.

      “How—how-ser to for,” he murmurs.

      Thankfully, the doctor rushes through the narrow doorway, and I move aside. He folds his white doctor’s coat under the man’s head, but the guy has passed out. Not five minutes later, the paramedics arrive and get him onto the stretcher. However, as soon as they get him into the ambulance, he goes into cardiac arrest. They close the door and take off like a shot.

      In my heart, I know he won’t make it. I pray for a different outcome, but I can feel it. I take a minute to look around me. Blood is splattered everywhere, trash cans thrown about. I go to move my hair out of my eyes, but Chloe stops me. My hands have that poor man’s blood on them.

      Chloe’s eyes lock with mine, and that’s when I start to shake.

      “She’s going into shock,” says Dr. Nestor. “Get her inside.” He yells through the door for his wife, Alison. “Honey, get a warm blanket.”

      Chloe guides me inside, and I take a seat on the bench in the main reception area. Alison throws the blanket over my shoulders. I see Alex pushing past Dr. Nestor to get to me. He sees the blood on my hands, pulls me to my feet, and begins feeling me all over.

      “It’s not me,” I say. He doesn’t stop, so I say it again louder. “It’s not me. There was a m-m-man,” I hiccup, trying not to cry. “He was outside.” I don’t get another word out. He hauls me into his arms, wrapping them around me tight.

      “Alex, go help her clean up. We’ll check out the scene out back.” That’s Caleb’s voice. Then I notice Damian in the room, with an arm around Chloe. Zeke’s walking out back with Caleb.

      I go to the bathroom to wash the blood off my hands, but my shirt is still covered in blood. The man’s face fills my mind, and I try to shake the image as I rejoin Alex in the office. “I need to go home. I have to shower.”

      “We’ll get you home soon. Caleb needs to secure the scene. We need to get a statement, and after that, I’ll get you out of here.” Alex brushes my hair out of face and kisses me gently on the corner of my mouth. “Let’s get this done, yeah?” he asks, giving me time to pull myself together.

      I inhale deeply and nod. “Yeah.” We head back to the others. Damian must have gone out back, leaving Chloe with Dr. Nestor and his wife.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Alex asks.

      “I’ll take care of the girls, son,” Dr. Nestor replies on my behalf.

      I take a seat next to Chloe. She reaches for my hand and snuggles closer. I manage a weak smile.
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      Caleb is down on his haunches taking a closer look at the scene. Zeke is
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