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Second in Command

Lieutenant Jazz Perry finds a young girl wandering
the downtown streets alone late at night. As the child becomes
attached to her, Jazz is reminded of her own experiences in foster
care and takes a personal interest even when she knows she should
maintain professional distance.

 


Social worker Emory Blake is good at her job helping
children in challenging situations. She believes in the system and
knows it works if you let it. When Jazz starts interfering in the
case and bypassing the rules, Emory is torn between her
responsibilities and an unwelcome attraction she can’t deny.

 


When on the job responsibilities collide with desires
of the heart, becoming personally involved is the only choice.


What Reviewers Say About VK Powell’s Work

Take Your Time

 


“The last book in the Pine Cone Romance series was
excellent, and I reckon VK Powell wrote the perfect book to round
up the series. …If these are the sex scenes VK Powell can write,
then I have been missing out and I will definitely be checking out
more because WOW! All in all… Fantastic! 5 stars”—Les
Reveur

 


 


Captain’s Choice

 


“VK Powell is the mistress of police romances and
this one is another classic ‘will she won’t she’ story of lost
loves reunited by chance. Well written, lots of great sex and
excellent sexual tension, great character building and use of the
setting, this was a thoroughly enjoyable read.”—Lesbian Reading
Room

 


 


Side Effects

 


“[A] touching contemporary tale of two wounded souls
hoping to find lasting love and redemption together. …Powell ably
plots a plausible and suspenseful story, leading readers to fall in
love with the characters she’s created.”—Publishers
Weekly

 


 


To Protect and Serve

 


“If you like cop novels, or even television cop shows
with women as full partners with male officers…this is the book for
you. It’s got drama, excitement, conflict, and even some fairly hot
lesbian sex. The writer is a retired cop, so she really writes from
a place of authenticity. As a result, you have a realistic quality
to the writing that puts me in mind of early Joseph
Wambaugh.”—Teresa DeCrescenzo, Lesbian News

 


“To Protect and Serve drew me in from the very
first page with characters that captivated in their complexity.
Powell writes with authority using the lingo and capturing the
thoughts of the law enforcers who make the ultimate sacrifice in
the fight against crime. What’s more impressive is the command this
debut author has of portraying a full gamut of emotion, from angst
to elation, through dialogue and narrative. The images are vivid,
the action is believable, and the police procedurals are authentic.
…VK Powell had me invested in the story of these women, heart,
mind, body and soul. Along with danger and tension, Powell’s
well-developed erotic scenes sizzle and sate.”—Story Circle Book
Reviews

 


If you like cop novels, or even television cop shows
with women as full partners with male officers…this is the book for
you. It’s got drama, excitement, conflict, and even some fairly hot
lesbian sex. The writer is a retired cop, so she really writes from
a place of authenticity. As a result, you have a realistic quality
to the writing that puts me in mind of early Joseph Wambaugh,
before his writing became formulaic…in a serious and at the same
time rollicking and frolicking sexually novel, the good guys—or
gals in this case—win out and good triumphs over evil. And the
right girl ends up with the right girl.”—Rainbow Reviews

 


“To Protect and Serve drew me in from the very
first page with characters that captivated in their complexity.
Powell writes with authority using the lingo and capturing the
thoughts of the law enforcers who make the ultimate sacrifice in
the fight against crime.”—Just About Write

 


 


Suspect Passions

 


“From the first chapter of Suspect Passions
Powell builds erotic scenes which sear the page. She definitely
takes her readers for a walk on the wild side! Her characters,
however, are also women we care about. They are bright, witty, and
strong. The combination of great sex and great characters make
Suspect Passions a must read.”—Just About Write

 


 


Fever

 


“VK Powell has given her fans an exciting read. The
plot of Fever is filled with twists, turns, and ‘seat of
your pants’ danger. …Fever gives readers both great
characters and erotic scenes along with insight into life in the
African bush.”—Just About Write

 


 


Justifiable Risk

 


“This story takes some unusual twists and at one
point, I was convinced that I knew ‘who did it’ only to find out
that I was wrong. VK Powell knows crime drama, she kept me guessing
until the end, and I was not disappointed at the outcome. And
that’s not to slight VK Powell’s knack for romance. …Readers who
appreciate mysteries with a touch of drama and intense erotic
moments will enjoy Justifiable Risk.”—Queer
Magazine

 


“Justifiable Risk is an exciting, seat of your
pants read. It’s also has some very hot sex scenes. Powell really
shines, however, in showing the inner growth of Greer and Eva as
they each deal with their personal issues. This is a very strong,
multifaceted book.—Just About Write

 


 


Exit Wounds

 


“Powell’s prose is no-nonsense and all business. It
gets in and gets the job done, a few well-placed phrases sparkling
in your memory and some trenchant observations about life in
general and a cop’s life in particular sticking to your psyche long
after they’ve gone. After five books, Powell knows what her
audience wants, and she delivers those goods with solid assurance.
But be careful you don’t get hooked. You only get six hits, then
the supply’s gone, and you’ll be jonesin’ for the next installment.
It never pays to be at the mercy of a cop.”—Out in Print

 


“Fascinating and complicated characters materialize,
morph, and sometimes disappear testing the passionate yet nascent
love of the book’s focal pair. I was so totally glued to and amazed
by the intricate layers that continued to materialize like an
active volcano…dangerous and deadly until the last mystery is
revealed. This book goes into my super special category. Please
don’t miss it.”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 


 


About Face

 


“Powell excels at depicting complex, emotionally
vulnerable characters who connect in a believable fashion and enjoy
some genuinely hot erotic moments.”—Publishers Weekly

 


 


Deception

 


“In Deception VK Powell takes some difficult
social issues and portrays them with intelligence and empathy.
…Well-written, enjoyable storyline, excellent use of location to
add colour to the background, and extremely well drawn characters.
VK Powell has created a great sense of life on the streets in an
excellent crime/mystery with a turbulent but charming
romance.”—Lesbian Reading Room
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Chapter One

Lieutenant Jazz Perry closed the door of her patrol
car on the top level of the Bellemeade parking deck and walked to
the edge overlooking downtown Greensboro. Without the steady beat
from nearby clubs echoing between the buildings and beckoning
patrons, the sidewalks were quiet and deserted. Cloud cover of the
day had lifted, leaving the night air chilly and exhilarating.
Nothing beat the feeling of being on top of the world, but nothing
reminded her more of how alone she was either. Her position as
second in command to a district captain was her ideal job, but in
these quiet, solitary times she longed for more than the
satisfaction of a career.

She wiped a hand across her face, and the cool air
momentarily revived her. Lack of sleep and an overdose of marital
bliss. That’s why she was so pensive bordering on morose. The
hectic activity of early night shift had waned, and boredom and
fatigue were setting in. After spending the day furniture shopping
with Bennett and Kerstin, she’d gotten little rest.

Jazz hated shopping but wouldn’t dampen Bennett’s
happiness by refusing their invitation. Being around two women who
were obviously in love, had just gotten married, and couldn’t keep
their hands off each other had stirred Jazz’s desire to seriously
date again instead of just playing the field. She wanted to belong
to someone special and have a family someday, but moping about it
wouldn’t make it so. She scanned Elm Street one last time and
started back to her vehicle.

“All units, be on the lookout for a possible lost
child in the Aycock neighborhood. Communications has received two
calls of a young girl wandering down the sidewalk alone.”

She stuffed her problems down. Other people needed
help with theirs. The dispatcher repeated the alert as Jazz wound
her vehicle down the exit ramp. Her stomach churned. She’d been
that child—running away from some group home or foster parent,
roaming unfamiliar neighborhoods, and looking for a way to escape
the family du jour. She prayed this child wasn’t doing the
same.

Jazz stopped at the intersection of Elm and
Bellemeade and listened for anything unusual. The Aycock Historic
District was adjacent to downtown, so a determined kid could’ve
easily made it this far. Nothing moved, and only the occasional
whir of an industrial heating unit disturbed the quiet.

She stepped away from the motor noises of the car
and heard vicious growling and pounding feet. The sounds ricocheted
off the buildings which made pinpointing the direction difficult.
Behind her? She drove through the alley beside the parking deck
onto Greene Street. About a hundred feet to her left, a grayish dog
chased a child, pumping her arms like a distance runner, down the
middle of the street. Jazz sped toward them, horn blowing, and slid
to a stop beside the child. The dog retreated, but the child kept
running.

Jazz pulled alongside again. “Stop. I’m here to
help.” The little girl looked at her with wide eyes and kept
running. “Seriously. Stop.” Jazz parked and ran after her, caught
up easily, and matched her pace. “So, where are we heading?”

The girl waved at her to go away and tried to speak,
but was breathless.

“You might as well stop, because I’m going to stick
with you until the end, wherever that is.” She looked back, hoping
to reassure the girl. “The dog is gone, by the way.”

The girl stopped, placed her hands on her knees, and
bent over pulling for breath. “Thought…he was…going to…eat me.” Her
torn jeans and scuffed tennis shoes with broken laces could’ve been
those of an active kid or a child who had to make due, but the
stained gray sweatshirt she tugged on as she puffed for air clued
Jazz it was the latter.

“You’re safe now.” Under the streetlights, Jazz
stepped closer for a better look. The girl was still terrified,
searching behind them constantly. Blond bangs covered a scrape on
her forehead that had begun to swell, blood stained the rips in the
knees of her jeans, and dried blood and dirt caked the palm of her
right hand.

“Safe from the dog maybe.”

The child mumbled the words, but Jazz heard them.
What was this kid going through? Jazz knew from her own experience
and from dealing with other children on the job not to ask
directly. “So, respect. You’re fast.”

“I run a lot.”

The comment triggered a familiar ache and a fierce
protective streak in Jazz. Nothing was worse than being a child and
feeling unsafe and afraid. “How about a break? My car is warm and
dog free.” She nodded toward her vehicle behind them in the street.
The girl shook her head unconvincingly. “Can I give you a lift
home?”

“Don’t have one.”

“Where are you staying?”

“Not sure.”

If she pushed too hard, the girl would shut down,
but she had to ask certain questions in order to help her. “You
don’t have a home?”

“Been in three. Not sure where I’m staying tonight.”
The girl scuffed her shoe against the sidewalk, obviously
frustrated.

“It’s all right. We’ll figure it out. How old are
you?”

“Eleven.”

Jazz guided her gently toward the police car, hoping
she wouldn’t bolt. Eleven-year-olds liked their independence, and
this one appeared more headstrong than most, like Jazz had been at
that age. “What’s your name?”

“Shea. Shea Spencer.”

“I’m Jazz. Can we sit? You wore me out.” She opened
the front passenger door. “Ever been inside a police cruiser?” The
minute she asked the question, she regretted it.

“Plenty of times. No big.” Shea climbed in and
propped her feet on the dash.

Jazz breathed a little easier to have Shea corralled
for the time being. Before she got in, she keyed her walkie-talkie.
“Car 101, I’ve located the child downtown. Will advise transport
location on arrival.” She settled beside Shea and stared out the
window, letting her take the lead.

“Knew where I was until the dog came after me. Lost
track of the turns.”

“Do you have your folks’ phone number?”

“It’s just my dad, and he got a new number
yesterday. Don’t know it yet.” Shea stared at her shoes,
occasionally fiddling with her loose strings or glancing at the
police computer.

“Okay. I’ll drive around a bit to see if anything
looks familiar. We at least need to let him know where you are. I’m
sure he’s worried.”

“Doubt it.”

Shea was quiet, shaking her head at each house,
while Jazz cruised the streets in the Aycock Historic District.
Either Shea really didn’t know what her new home looked like or she
simply didn’t want to go back. They circled through the area for
over an hour with no luck.

“Anything look familiar at all?”

“Nope.”

Jazz eyed the knot that had blossomed on Shea’s
forehead and the cut to her hand. “How do you feel?”

“Okay, except for a little headache.” Shea wouldn’t
look at Jazz, instead scratching at the dried blood in her
palm.

“Would you mind if I take you to the hospital for a
quick checkup? You’ve got a nasty bump on your head, scraped knees,
and that cut might need stitches.”

“Probably not a good idea.”

“Why?” In her last foster home before the Carlyles,
Jazz had experienced severe abdominal pain, but she’d kept it to
herself for two days, fearing her guardians and the doctors. The
next day her appendix had burst at school, and the teacher called
an ambulance, resulting in emergency surgery and a month of
restrictions at home. “Are you afraid of your dad, doctors, or
something else?” Shea didn’t answer. “Never mind. I get it.”

Shea finally glanced at her with a scowl that said
probably not. “All three.”

“I understand. Been there. Done that.”

“No way.”

“I was eleven once.” She waited until Shea gave her
a tentative nod. “Went into foster care at four. At least you have
a dad who cares about you.”

“Sometimes. Not sure which is worse…him or foster
parents. Been round and round with both a few times.”

“Sorry, pal. How about a quick stop at the hospital
first, then we’ll figure this out? I promise.” On the drive, Jazz
struggled between questioning Shea about her father or giving her a
few minutes of quiet safety.

“Sorry, Jazz.” Shea pulled a string on the knee of
her jeans and watched it unravel.

“For?”

“Causing trouble. Cops have better things to
do.”

She lightly touched Shea’s shoulder. “Hey, I don’t
have anything better to do. I’m here just for you.” Shea smiled,
and Jazz thought how quickly a kind word and a glimmer of hope
could transform a child’s face and possibly her outlook on life.
Shea seemed to relax, so Jazz tried one more time to get some
answers. “So, why are you on your own so late?”

“Needed some air I guess.”

“You can level with me, Shea. Is there a reason you
don’t want to be home?”

“Not my home. I don’t belong there…or anywhere
really.” She stared out the window again, clearly finished talking
about the situation she’d escaped.

Jazz lived with the same feeling of not quite
fitting in every day but never shared it. No one would understand,
especially after all she’d been through and where she’d ended up.
She parked in front of the emergency room door and turned to Shea.
“The nurses will ask some of the same questions. If we don’t get
answers—”

“A group home or foster family for me, if they can’t
find my dad. End of shift for you. Big deal.”

“You understand we’re trying to help, right?”

“Then find me a good home.”

Jazz pulled out a business card, scribbled her cell
number on the back, and handed it to Shea. “In case we’re separated
tonight or you just want to talk anytime, call me.”

Shea looked at the card and tucked it into her back
jeans pocket. She pushed open the car door and shuffled through the
automatic doors to the ER, a lost child heading toward another
letdown.

After the check-in process, which revealed little
new information, the nurse paged the hospital’s on-duty social
worker. A woman Jazz had never seen motioned Shea toward an
interview room off the waiting area.

“Will you be here when I come out?” Shea asked.

“Sure. I’m going for a coffee, but I’ll be back.”
She stretched her fist toward Shea. “Pound this.” When Shea
fist-bumped her, Jazz added, “Help the lady out, okay?” Shea didn’t
answer, and the door closed behind her.

 


* * *

 


“Emory Blake, how can I help?” She held her cell
between her shoulder and ear as she locked the condo door and
headed toward her car.

“It’s Sheri.”

Her coworker never called unless she’d screwed
something up or heard some juicy gossip. “What’s up?”

“Just heard the hospital is officially opening bids
to privatize all CPS adoption responsibilities, not just the
hard-to-place ones.”

Emory chilled at the thought of losing her job to
some for-profit company with inexperienced caseworkers and how the
change would affect the children they served. “When?”

“My source says the announcement has already been
drawn up. It’s just a matter of timing for the release.” Sheri’s
voice held a hint of smugness. She handled the hard-to-place cases
as she called them for the private US Adoption Agency and had been
lobbying for a full takeover. Emory wasn’t sure why she was so keen
on the idea.

“At least we know more than we did yesterday. I’m
dropping by the office in a few minutes, and if you’re still there,
we’ll chat more. And thanks for the call, Sheri.”

After the short drive, Emory pulled into the
hospital parking garage and took the elevator to the main level.
She hefted her briefcase shoulder strap across her body and dug
inside for change for a cup of tea but stalled at the canteen
entrance when she spotted Jazz Perry in front of a snack machine
with an upset teenager and another officer. The girl’s face was
blotchy from crying, and her right arm sported a cast and sling.
Emory edged closer to the door and watched the exchange.

“At least the doctor gave you a decent color cast,”
Jazz said

The girl nodded. “Yeah, she was nice.”

“Skateboarding is serious business. I bet you’re
good, am I right?”

The girl shrugged. “I was doing a 360 flip with a
group of boys, and I was the only one who made it…before the
crash.”

Jazz and the girl fist-bumped. “In honor of your mad
skills, anything you want from the snack machines is on me. Name
it.”

“Could I have an Almond Joy and a Coke?”

“Coming up.” Jazz fed the machines and handed the
items to the girl as the other officer headed toward the door. When
they were alone, Jazz bent to make eye contact with her. “Don’t
give up on something you enjoy because it’s hard or you get a few
bumps and scrapes. Get back on that board as soon as you can and
show it who’s boss.”

“I will and thanks for the stash.”

The last time Emory saw Jazz she’d been a teenager.
Now she was a police officer handing out sage advice and treats
like a mother hen. She’d often wondered what kind of woman Jazz
would become, and if this was any indication, she was at least a
kind one. And she’d transformed from a lanky athletic teenager to a
handsome woman with a bit more weight and muscle. Emory swallowed
hard but kept staring as she fumbled with her handful of coins. The
change slipped through her fingers and scattered across the floor,
several coins rolling to a stop beside Jazz’s patent leather shoe.
“Damn it,” she muttered under her breath.

“First time a woman has thrown coins at me. Dollar
bills make an impression too.”

Jazz’s black uniform and dark hair cut an imposing
figure, but the streak of white near her left ear, a broad smile,
and her comment added some needed levity. Emory almost swooned and
forced her gaze back to Jazz’s mouth. “Sorry.”

Emory pulled her wrap tighter around her shoulders.
The extra pounds she’d packed on during her depression months were
certain to turn Jazz off. She bent to pick up the change at the
same time Jazz leaned forward, and they bumped heads. Emory jerked
away too fast, her heavy briefcase twisted behind her, and yanked
her with it.

Jazz moved quickly, steadying Emory before she fell
into a table and chairs.

Jazz’s hands rested on the love handles at her
waist, and Emory stiffened. Her skin flushed when she met Jazz’s
stare. “I’m so clumsy.” Jazz’s hands were firm and strong as they
supported her, and Emory felt buoyant. How ridiculous. She was
letting a fleeting past interest distort reality. Jazz had simply
kept her from falling.

“No problem. Accidents happen.” Jazz gently guided
her to a chair, relieved her of her briefcase, and placed it beside
her. “No wonder you’re off balance with this monstrosity strapped
across your body. What’s in there, the history of the world?”

Emory shook her head.

“Coffee?”

Emory shook her head again.

“Tea?”

Emory nodded.

“Sugar, cream?”

“Black.” Jazz’s touch had her unable to string
together a sentence. She hadn’t been this affected by a woman
since…well, never. Not even Jean had—no, she wouldn’t compare Jazz
to her ex in any way for any reason.

Jazz brought Emory’s tea to the table and placed it
in front of her. “Mind if I join you?”

“Yes…I mean no, of course not.” She raised her cup
toward Jazz before taking a sip. “Thanks, I needed this.” Jazz
scanned her once and then again, making Emory more self-conscious.
She tugged at her scarf and closed it over her full breasts. Why
had she worn a V-neck sweater today? She’d grabbed the first thing
that matched her pants, her favorite blouses overflowing the
laundry bin.

“Hey, I know you,” Jazz said.

“We met, a very long time ago. I’ve been acquainted
with your family for years.” Thank God. Full sentences that made
sense. “Your grandmother, mother, and I were on the board of
several charities, including the hospital until I moved to
Winston-Salem years ago. Now that I’m back, they’ll probably talk
me into it again. Very persuasive.”

“You do know them.”

“Norma and Gayle are wonderful women and a godsend
to the community. I also knew your grandfather and father. Both
great police officers.”

Jazz looked away, a shadow of sadness momentarily
darkening her face. And then Emory saw the same distant, almost
pained look, she’d observed in eighteen-year-old Jazz. “I don’t
remember G-Pa very well. He was killed in the line of duty before I
was adopted, but you’re right about Papa. He was with us until Ben
and I were nineteen and loved being a cop. Wish we all could’ve had
more time with him.”

Note to self, never bring up dead relatives to a
woman you’re attracted to. “I’m sorry.”

“Not at all. I love hearing and talking about them.
By the way, I’m Jasmine Perry, Jazz, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Jazz extended her hand across the table, and Emory
considered not taking it. Would she feel the same jumble of
emotions she’d experienced earlier? But not shaking hands would
make a bigger statement. Emory took Jazz’s hand and was drawn back
to those golden brown eyes. “I haven’t forgotten you.” Her body
warmed again. She was being foolish. Jazz tugged the strands of
hair near her left ear, and Emory thought the tell was adorable.
“And I’m Emory Blake in case you’ve forgotten.”

Jazz held her hand a few seconds longer before she
said, “I haven’t forgotten either.”

Emory sipped her tea and let Jazz’s statement
register. She started to ask why and what Jazz remembered but
wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer. “So, you’re a
lieutenant?”

“At the new Fairview Station.”

“Bennett’s lieutenant? How’s that going?”

“Couldn’t be better. Ben absolutely loves the
autonomy of running the show at Fairview Station, and I enjoy being
her 2IC, second-in-command.”

“Interesting,” Emory said. “No problem taking orders
from your sister?”

“We’ve always had a special connection, maybe
because we’re not blood relatives. Who knows why things work?”

Sibling power struggles weren’t always easy to
navigate, and Emory admired Jazz’s and Bennett’s ability to work
theirs out, especially in a field that challenged women on every
level.

“You might’ve heard, Ben got married recently to
Kerstin Anthony, her teenage sweetheart and the station’s
architect. They moved down the street from the family home, as we
Carlyles are prone to do. Populating Fisher Park seems to be one of
our missions.” She paused. “That’s probably way more information
than you wanted about the Carlyle clan.”

“Not at all.” Emory started to touch Jazz, to
reassure her that she was interested but pulled back. She wanted to
flirt with her, to find out if their obvious chemistry would last
through an entire conversation, but she shouldn’t. Jazz was just
being friendly. Besides, Emory wasn’t in Jazz’s dating
league—young, lean, sporty women who were easy conquests—if the
hospital gossip could be believed. Emory was approaching fifty, ate
the wrong kinds of foods, abhorred any activity that produced
sweat, except for sex, and had never been easy.

Jazz fiddled with her cup lid. “Do you come here
often?”

Emory laughed despite her anxiety. Jazz was nervous
too, and the thought eased her own edginess. “I’m a social worker
with child protective services assigned to the hospital. Until a
few months ago, I was in Winston-Salem, but I’m glad to be back in
Greensboro. It’s home.” Volunteering too much personal information
sounded desperate. “I just came by to pick up a few things from the
office to review for tomorrow. Why are you here? I don’t mean why.
You’re a police officer, of course you’ll be at the hospital from
time to time. Strange we haven’t run into each other before, but I
have just returned to the city. I’ve seen Bennett a couple of
times.” She was rambling. “I mean what brought you in today, last
night, whatever.” Emory blew out a long breath. She was a bundle of
nerves around Jazz, while the reserved young woman she’d met as a
teenager had grown into a more self-confident adult.

“Brought in an eleven-year-old who was roaming
downtown about three thirty.” Jazz studied her coffee cup, rolling
it back and forth in her hands on the table.

“You liked her.”

“And you’re perceptive. I guess she reminded me of
myself years ago, alone, scared, unsure where I was going, and
having no choice in any of it.” Jazz took a sip of coffee. “Sorry,
that was deep. Anyway, your counterpart is talking to her. The kid
wouldn’t give me any information about where she came from, but
she’s probably in the system. She mentioned her dad and foster
parents, so I’m not sure which she’s running from tonight. Could
you check on her for me?”

She wanted to say yes, anything for you, but her
mind finally took over from her hormones. “I’m sorry, Jazz, but we
have guidelines about interfering in each other’s cases. Sheri is a
competent caseworker. The girl will be fine.”

“I get it, like jurisdictional or squad boundaries
with cops.”

Emory gave her an appreciative smile and glanced at
her watch. If she left now, she’d have just enough time to check
with Sheri before she went home, but Emory didn’t want to leave.
This was the first adult conversation she and Jazz had ever had.
But that’s all it would ever be, conversations about work possibly
leading to a professional friendship. “I should get going.”

Jazz stood and pulled out Emory’s chair. “I’m sort
of glad you threw change at me. Would you like to maybe…have
lunch…or another tea sometime? If you want. No pressure. At all. I
mean I’d understand if you—”

“Stop.” Emory reached toward Jazz’s forearm,
experienced a tingle of expectation, and withdrew. “You don’t have
to do this.” She licked her lips involuntarily. She should move.
After an extended pause, she stepped away, her body pulsing.

Jazz captured Emory’s hand and held it briefly
before releasing. “I’ve enjoyed talking with you, Emory.” She
paused, as if weighing her next comment. “You said you were just
picking up something, so, you’re not working today?”

Emory’s pulse pounded in her ears. She was either
imagining things or Jazz’s focus had become more personal. “I can’t
believe this is happening.” When Jazz looked confused, Emory
realized she’d spoken aloud. “What are you asking?”

“Have breakfast with me?”

“I don’t date coworkers.”

“That’s a stretch. We might be work associates,
hardly coworkers, so no rules broken. Besides, it’s not really a
date. Just have breakfast with me. I’d like to pick your brain
about your job. Come on, Emory, what do you have to lose except a
couple of hours on Sunday morning with an old friend? And you get a
free breakfast.”

A non-date with Jasmine Perry still meant time alone
with her. She’d never imagined it would happen, and if she said no,
the opportunity would probably vanish forever. Her doubts raised
too many conflicting feelings. Avoiding the situation worked. “I’m
sure I’ll see you around the hospital again, and we can talk then.
I really have to go.” She grabbed her briefcase and hurried from
the canteen.

 


* * *

 


Jazz watched Emory practically run from the snack
room on incredibly high heels. Jazz loved heels on a woman who
rocked them so effortlessly like Emory Blake. She regretted scaring
her away but enjoyed the view of her retreating backside wrapped in
tight jeans. Had she come on too strong?

She’d sensed Emory looking at her from the doorway
before she turned around. Women ogling her wasn’t new, but Emory’s
stare was different, more inquisitive than wolfish. And not
staring at Emory’s sweater-draped breasts and shapely body wasn’t
an option. Emory was, in a word, beautiful.

Jazz had acknowledged the pull between them, making
the bold move to take Emory’s hand, but it seemed right at the
time. They’d known each other remotely for years, perhaps that
added to the feeling of familiarity, but when she asked Emory to
breakfast, she’d panicked. Jazz had seen that shell-shocked look on
some suspects she’d interviewed.

Emory Blake had a woman’s body—full-figured, soft
angles, and enough meat on her bones to keep a lanky woman like
Jazz warm at night—but dressed as if she was uncomfortable with her
size. Jazz found it a refreshing change from the skinny,
gym-addicted women she usually dated. There was an age difference
between them, possibly as much as fifteen years, but that didn’t
worry her either. She’d often gone for older women, preferring
their maturity and leisurely style of lovemaking.

Emory didn’t strike her as a fling sort of girl, but
there was something tangibly arousing about her. Maybe she
preferred slow wooing to more overt moves, and Jazz warmed at the
thought. She’d had her share of casual relationships and wanted
something different. She liked Emory, and the telltale eye contact,
licking of lips, and rapid heartbeat said Emory was just as
interested, but she’d blown off Jazz’s invitation. Why?

She let the image of touching Emory settle and stir
her interest as she headed back to the interview room where she’d
left Shea. The social worker sat at the table pounding on her
laptop like it had offended her, but Shea was gone. “Where’s
Shea?”

“Probably back home by now.”

“Where’s home?”

“Pretty close to where you found her.”

Jazz didn’t like the clipped answers that lacked
emotion or any concern for Shea. “Excuse me, but would you mind
giving me some actual information.”

The woman looked up from her laptop for the first
time. “Sorry, Officer. Shea had a US Adoption Agency business card
in her pocket with Karen Patrick’s private number on it.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

“Ms. Patrick is the director and a counselor for the
USAA, the private organization that handles Shea’s case. I called
Ms. Patrick, and she had Shea picked up. She’s fine.”

“Home? With her birth family or a foster family?” It
seemed odd that an adoption agency would work a child’s case if she
had family, but Shea admitted she’d been back and forth.

“Can’t say.”

“Can’t or won’t?” Jazz’s temper rose but she tamped
it down. She wouldn’t get any information if she became
confrontational. “Did Shea tell you why she ran away?”

“She wasn’t very forthcoming, which is typical for
her. She’s done this before when she was unhappy.”

“Unhappy? That’s all you see? An unhappy child who
runs away from her father in the middle of the night for no
reason?” Her temper was getting the best of her. She’d wanted to
talk to Shea before she left, but more than that, she wanted to
know she was all right and being cared for. Jazz had been the kid
shuffled through the system, a square peg that didn’t fit into the
round organizational holes, and she knew the frustration and sense
of worthlessness it produced. She didn’t want to see the same thing
happen to Shea.

“This kid has been in and out of the system for a
while and has been nothing but trouble. She’ll be lucky to get a
chance with a decent family after the revolving door with her
dad.”

“Maybe it’s time to consider a more permanent
placement if the dad isn’t capable.”

The woman closed her computer and started to leave.
“Trying to tell me how to do my job, Officer?”

“Just suggesting a closer look based on today’s
events,” Jazz said.

“You know as well as I do that family always gets
the benefit of the doubt. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to file
some paperwork before my shift ends.”

Jazz blocked the doorway and forced the woman to
make eye contact. “You better hope nothing bad happens to her, or
I’ll be looking to you for answers. I need one of your business
cards.” She waited until the woman reluctantly complied. She
glanced at the name. “Thank you, Sheri McGuire. I’ll be seeing
you.”


Chapter Two

Emory hurried to the former supply closet that now
served as the social workers’ office and unlocked the door. The old
desk occupied most of the space leaving barely enough room for her
to squeeze past the sides. Two straight-back chairs bunched closely
together in front of the desk, and a single file cabinet stopped
the door from opening fully. The only nod to a tolerable work space
was a single-cup coffee and tea maker on top of the cabinet.

Emory placed her briefcase in one of the side chairs
and put in a fresh tea pod. Maybe she could blame her jitters with
Jazz on too much caffeine or her sluggish thinking on too little.
She leaned against the wall and replayed their encounter.

Jazz still intrigued her after all these years.
She’d been acquainted with the Carlyle family professionally, but
hadn’t met Jazz until she was eighteen, just before she went away
to college. She’d been gorgeous then too, athletic, vigorous, with
just a hint of lingering childhood shyness. Emory had tamped down
her attraction, feeling creepy even acknowledging it because of
their fourteen-year age difference, her profession, and her
personal boundaries. But now they were both adults, and Jazz had
asked her out, sort of. And she refused. Why? Before she could
enumerate all the reasons, Sheri burst into the room waving her
arms.

“I really hate when police officers try to do our
jobs for us. Don’t you?” Her high-pitched voice was an octave above
normal. She didn’t wait for an answer. “That Jazz Perry always has
a hard-on for anything child-related. This makes the third or
fourth time her name has popped up in one of my cases, but the
first time I’ve encountered her face-to-face. She actually
challenged my competence. Can you imagine?” She must’ve realized
Emory wasn’t responding because she stopped and scrubbed her hand
through thick black hair that stuck out at the ends like a frayed
electrical cord. “Do you know her?”

“She’s just interested in the child’s welfare, same
as us.”

“So now you’re taking their side?”

“I was under the impression we were on the same
side.”

“Oh, whatever, Emory. You’re such a…a regimented
idealist.” She packed her briefcase and headed for the door.

“I’m not sure that’s even a real thing. So, what
happened with the girl?”

“Like I told the cop, a USAA rep picked her up.
She’s probably back with her dad already. Shea Spencer is a
revolving-door case, four years back and forth between her dad and
foster homes. You know the type. I’m going home unless you have
further questions. I’ll file my report tomorrow, if you have no
objections, Ms. Stickler-for-Details.”

Emory spoke as Sheri walked away. “It would be best
if you filed the report while the details are still fresh in your
mind.”

“Like I could forget. Report me.”

“Which USAA counselor came
















































































cover.jpg
—
-
w
=
N O
o






