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Courage

Natasha Parsons is a ride-along mental health
clinician attached to the local police department. She charges into
danger without a gun or badge to de-escalate crises. She’s quick on
her feet and confident in her opinions. If only she could convince
her by-the-book, humorless partner that she’s an asset, not the
enemy.

Being a cop is in Tommy Finch’s blood. She comes from
a long line of cops and grew up learning how to protect and serve
with honor and integrity. Getting saddled with a shrink who’s
reckless and brash isn’t something Tommy signed up for. How can she
do her job when she’s responsible for the safety of an unarmed
civilian?

No matter how often they clash on the job, an
undeniable attraction simmers just beneath the surface. Can they
find the courage to change so love has room to grow?


What Reviewers Say About Jesse J. Thoma’s Work

Serenity

“Serenity is the perfect example of opposites
attract. …I’m a sucker for stories of redemption and for characters
who push their limits, prove themselves to be more than others seem
to think. This lesbian opposites attract romance book is all that,
and well-written too.”—Lez Review Books

The Chase

“The primary couple’s initial meeting is a uniquely
amusing yet action-packed scenario. I was definitely drawn into the
dynamic events of this thoroughly gratifying book via an artfully
droll and continuously exciting story. Spectacularly
entertaining!”—Rainbow Book Reviews

Seneca Falls—Lambda Literary Award
Finalist

“Loneliness and survival are the two themes
dominating Seneca King’s life in Thoma’s emotionally raw
contemporary lesbian romance. Thoma bluntly and uncompromisingly
portrays Seneca’s struggles with chronic pain, emotional trauma,
and uncertainty.”—Publishers Weekly

“This was another extraordinary book that I could not
put down. Magnificent!”—Rainbow Book Reviews

“…a deeply moving account of a young woman trying to
raise herself from the ashes of a youth-gone-wrong. Thoma has given
us a redemptive tale—and Seneca isn’t the only one who needs
saving. Told with just enough wit and humor to break the tension
that arises from living with villainous ghosts from the past, this
is a tale woven into a narrative tapestry of healing and
wholeness.”—Lambda Literary

Pedal to the Metal

“Sassy and sexy meet adventurous and slightly nerdy
in Thoma’s much-anticipated sequel to The Chase.
Tongue-in-cheek wit keeps the fast-moving action from going off the
rails, all balanced by richly nuanced interpersonal relationships
and sweet, realistic romance.”—Publishers Weekly

“[Pedal to the Metal] has a wonderful cast of
characters including the two primary women from the first book in
subsidiary roles and some classy good guys versus bad guys action.
…The people, the predicaments, the multi-level layers of both the
storyline and the couples populating the Rhode Island landscapes
once again had me glued to the pages chapter after chapter. This
book works so well on so many levels and is a wonderful complement
to the opening book of this series that I truly hope the author
will add several additional books to the series. Mystery, action,
passion, and family linked together create one amazing reading
experience. Scintillating!”—Rainbow Book Reviews
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Dedication

To Alexis, Goose, and Bird, my light in any dark and
to my father whose courage was boundless.

 


Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot
change

The courage to change the things I can

And the wisdom to know the difference.


Chapter One

Natasha Parsons cautiously stepped through the door
into a stranger’s apartment. This kind of thing used to feel
intrusive, but she’d finally gotten used to invading a stranger’s
space in order to do her job.

“All clear, Justin?” Natasha didn’t enter the
apartment all the way until her police officer partner let her know
it was safe. Her job was to assess those in the midst of a mental
health or substance use related crisis. The police work wasn’t her
purview.

“Come on in.” Justin waved his hand
dismissively.

Natasha had been working with the police department
for over a year, but had only been partnered with Justin for about
a week. He was a decent cop, but he was young and arrogant and
wasn’t on board with her riding along with him. They had enough
history now for him to know this program worked, but he was still
the same arrogant, quick to temper kid she’d been dealing with for
months. She knew the captain was hoping she’d rub off on him, but
so far, she still just wanted to kick him.

Once Natasha came all the way into the apartment she
took a quick look around. The place was a mess, junk mail was
strewn about, takeout containers had missed multiple trash pickups,
and a pile of laundry was dumped in the corner, but people didn’t
usually call the police because of poor housekeeping. The smashed
lamp next to an end table and the distraught man curled into
himself on the sofa were more her concern. The feel of the place
unnerved her, but she couldn’t put her finger on why.

She picked her way to the sofa and sat on the coffee
table in front of him. Upon closer inspection, she could see he was
crying. He was no more than thirty by her estimate. His overgrown
blond hair fell in his face and he swiped at it. She noticed a
wedding ring but hadn’t seen any sign of another occupant in the
house.

“I’m Natasha.” She leaned down and tried to catch
the man’s eye. “I’d like to help. Can you start by telling me your
name?”

“What can the cops possibly do for me?”

Natasha shrugged. “No idea. You’ll have to ask them.
I’m not a cop. I’m a social worker and I’m here for you. We got
called out because your neighbors are worried about you.”

“Your vest says Police across the chest.” He
pointed at her bulletproof vest.

“I can see how that’s confusing. But no gun, no
badge.”

He considered her for a long while. Natasha let him
stare although she wasn’t sure how much of her he was seeing. The
tears had slowed but were still sliding down his face occasionally.
He didn’t seem to notice.

“I’m Billy.”

“Hi, Billy. Do you know why your neighbors are
worried about you?”

The tears started again in earnest. Billy’s body
shook with sobs. “My wife died last week. I’ve been struggling a
little. But they shouldn’t have called you.” Anger flashed across
Billy’s face and he punched the sofa cushion next to him.

Natasha flinched. Raw, fresh grief was always
difficult, on a human and clinical level. It was messy, and deep,
and expressed itself differently for everyone. And there was no
easy or quick fix. There was nothing wrong with Billy, except that
he’d just lost his wife, and yet someone had called the cops. Now
it was her job to ensure his grief, or anger, or pain didn’t land
him in handcuffs.

“What can we do for you now, Billy? To help you get
through the next few days? The next week?”

Natasha heard Justin moving around the apartment
behind her. She wished he’d just stand by the door patiently, or
sit down somewhere. His wandering was distracting and felt
invasive. She hadn’t had to deal with this when she was partnered
with Tommy.

“I don’t know how to get through the next minute
without her. I’ve been trying. I’ve been trying to remember that
everything happens for a reason, but I get so angry. There was
nothing she did to deserve to die. There was no reason for her
death.”

Billy pounded the couch cushion again and then
jabbed his finger in Natasha’s face. “Nothing you say will bring
her back.”

Natasha subtly put more distance between herself and
Billy. Where the hell was Justin?

“You’re right. I can’t bring her back. I’m here for
you. I’m here to help you and make sure you have the support
you need right now.”

Billy flopped against the back of the couch and
looked at the ceiling.

“Tell me about her.” Natasha relaxed a fraction.
“I’d like to get to know her since she was someone you loved.”

For the first time since she’d entered Billy’s
apartment, he smiled. “She was the thing that none of the rest of
us are. Light, and hope, and beauty. And now she’s gone and I don’t
know how to move on.”

Natasha needed to find out if Billy had support from
family and friends and make sure he wasn’t a danger to himself. But
before she could broach any of that, he jumped up from the couch,
yelling and gesturing to something behind her.

She stood too and kicked the coffee table back as
far as she could so she had more room. She stepped in front of him
and held her hands out wide, trying to reestablish a connection.
Her heart raced. His anger felt like a physical force radiating off
of him and slamming into her.

“Don’t touch that. Put it down!” Billy was gesturing
furiously over Natasha’s shoulder.

Natasha stole a look behind her. Justin was standing
like a deer in headlights next to the fireplace, holding a heart
shaped necklace in his hands with a guilty look on his face.

“What the fuck, Justin? What are you doing?” She
looked pointedly from the necklace to the mantel.

Justin seemed frozen in place. He didn’t move, even
in the face of Billy’s increasing agitation. Natasha turned back to
Billy.

“He’s going to put that back, Billy. And he can wait
outside. I’m sorry. He shouldn’t have picked up that necklace. Did
it belong to your wife?”

“Put it down. Put it down.”

Billy was screaming now, but he hadn’t tried to push
through Natasha to get to Justin. She was thankful for that,
because if he attacked Justin, there wasn’t much she could do to
help him.

“Billy, I’m going to go talk to him. Can I trust you
to stay here?”

She looked over her shoulder again. Justin was still
standing there like a jewelry store mannequin. When she looked back
to Billy she came nose to barrel with a handgun. Fear coursed
through her body so quickly and strongly she was afraid her next
heartbeat might cause it to ignite.

Justin said the room was clear. What the
fuck? She took a deep breath. This wasn’t the time for panic.
She put her hands up slowly and took a step back. The room felt too
small, with nowhere to go. She knew Justin had drawn his gun too,
putting her in the middle of a deadly game of chicken. How did she
always end up here?

“Billy, let’s work together to find a different way
for this to end. I’m still here to help you. That hasn’t changed.
But I work a lot better without a gun in my face.”

The room was still for a few beats until Justin’s
radio crackled to life. Natasha didn’t have time to register what
was said before she heard a gunshot and was knocked over the coffee
table by an impact to the left of her navel. A second shot rang out
before she hit the floor.

She struggled for breath and calm while she
evaluated. She heard pained grunting and chaos in the apartment.
She hoped Billy wasn’t coming for her. She wasn’t sure she could
get away since she could hardly breathe. She searched her torso. No
blood. She stuck her finger in the bullet sized impression in her
vest and said a prayer of thanks.

Finally, she dared to look for Billy. He was back
across the room, his hands on his head, gun still clutched in his
right hand, muttering to himself. She didn’t want to aggravate him
more, but there had been a second shot. She needed to find
Justin.

She crawled toward the fireplace. Her breathing was
labored, and her ribs hurt like hell. Justin was slumped against
the fireplace clutching his side. She could see the blood pooling
under his fingers. She pulled up his shirt and took a peek. She
wasn’t a doctor, but it looked like the bullet had clipped his
flank in probably the only place his body armor didn’t cover. Even
though she was pretty confident Justin wasn’t going to die on her,
there was a lot of blood.

Billy looked at them but either didn’t care what
they were doing or was lost in his own thoughts. Natasha realized
why he didn’t care. He had Justin’s gun as well as his own. It was
sitting on the couch.

“I dropped it when he shot me.” Justin nodded toward
the couch. “I tried to get to it, but he saw me and got there
faster.”

Justin looked like he was going to cry. No time to
worry about that now. One gun or two, Billy could kill them just
fine with either if he wanted.

Natasha encouraged Justin to put pressure on his
wound and took advantage of Billy’s distraction to grab Justin’s
radio. Hers seemed to have gone missing when she flipped over the
table. She quietly called in the officer down code, then turned off
the radio. She didn’t want anything else to set Billy off. She
pulled out her phone and quickly tapped out a text to Tommy, just
in case this went fully sideways.

Justin grimaced and grabbed her hand. She replaced
his hands with her own. Her hands were covered with his blood, but
she kept the pressure on. It seemed to be bleeding less
profusely.

“I can’t believe I didn’t find that gun. Tommy’s
going to kill me,” Justin said. “You should let me die.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.” Natasha wasn’t sure he was
wrong.

“Then Harry’s going to take a turn with me. Senior
likes you, so he might even make Cody get involved. And if
Alice…I’m a dead man.”

“Let’s get out of here alive, then we’ll worry about
Tommy.”

Natasha looked at Billy again. He was pacing
now.

“I’ve got to get him to talk to me again,” Natasha
pulled Justin’s hands back to his flank. “That’s our ticket out.
More pressure on this.” She pointed to his injury when he didn’t
comply fast enough.

“You’re fucking nuts.”

Sirens wailed in the distance, getting closer. Billy
heard them too. He crossed the room and kneeled in front of them,
leaving one of the guns on the couch. Natasha tried to shield
Justin, not that it would do much good if he started firing. Billy
waved the gun wildly, panic clear in his eyes.

“What did you do?” He grabbed Natasha’s phone, stood
up, and stomped on it. “They’re going to come in and kill me. I
shot a cop. I didn’t mean to shoot you.” He pointed at Justin. “You
should’ve put the necklace down.”

Billy was crying again. He was holding the necklace
tightly in one hand, the gun in the other. She wondered if Billy
was fine with the fact that he’d shot her too. She hoped not
because she needed him to start talking again. She took a chance
and stood.

“Billy, look at me. No one has to die today. I told
you when I walked in, I’m here to help you.”

His hands were shaking, and his body shuddered with
sobs. Natasha stretched her hands out to the sides slowly. Drops of
Justin’s blood dripped slowly from her hands to the floor. Her
heart was racing and sweat was dripping down her back.

“Billy, don’t do this. Let me help you.”

Billy raised the gun and pointed it at her again,
her head this time. Natasha took a deep breath.


Chapter Two

Eighteen Months Earlier

 


“What if you get shot?”

Natasha looked at her best friend, Kayla, who was
fretting at Natasha’s kitchen island but trying to hide her worry.
She was surprised at the concern, not because she thought Kayla
didn’t care, she’d just never really considered the danger of her
new job.

“I’m pretty sure they’ll give me a bulletproof vest,
Kay.” Natasha kissed the top of Kayla’s head as she moved into the
kitchen and pulled out a bottle of wine.

“It’s called a vest for a reason, Nat. There’s still
a lot of you someone could hit and do damage. Like your head. And
as hardheaded as you are, I don’t think your skull is bulletproof.
What would I do without you?”

“No one would dare shoot at this.” Natasha waved her
hand in front of her face dramatically.

“Not until you opened your mouth.” Kayla rolled her
eyes.

“Why are you worried about people shooting me now? I
piss people off all the time. No one’s taken a shot yet.”

Kayla looked at her like she should already know the
answer. “Because everyone you’ll be working with will have a gun.
Except you. Which I endorse, by the way. You with a gun in your
hand scares me more than almost anything else in the world, which
is saying a lot. There’s some scary shit out there.”

“You know, when I invited you over to help me
prepare for my first day tomorrow, this wasn’t quite what I had in
mind.”

It was actually exactly what she had in mind and she
knew Kayla knew it too. She was a little nervous about reporting
for duty in the morning, and an evening filled with Kayla knocking
the wind out of her sails was soothing. It was their routine.

“Fine, tell me more about this fancy new job then.
Spare no detail.”

“You know I’ll be working for the police department.
They hired me to be a ride along mental health clinician. So I’ll
head out on calls where it’s suspected that mental health or
substance use related issues are at play, and then they’ll set me
loose to work my magic.” Natasha dusted off her shoulders for
effect.

“So you’ll be like the police dog they call out when
they need it? Will you get a special handle in the back so you can
let yourself out, or will your cop buddy have to open the door for
you?”

“Why am I friends with you?” Natasha threw her most
devastating side eye Kayla’s way.

Kayla’s “bitch, please” look neutralized anything
Natasha could throw back. Kayla could slay any challenger with a
raised eyebrow. She’d developed the skill in infancy.

“What do your parents think of this new career
path?”

Kayla said it casually, but as soon as it was out of
her mouth the air was heavy with suitcases full of unpacked
baggage. Natasha felt the weight of it as she always did when her
family was mentioned.

“My parents care about money and power, just like
their whole circle of wealthy friends. They haven’t been interested
in Natasha Parsons in years.” Natasha looked down at her perfect
manicure, looking for some blemish to pick at.

“You can change your name, but I’m not sure you’ll
ever stop being Natasha Blackstone.”

“She’s dead as far as I’m concerned.” Natasha set
her wineglass down harder than she meant to.

“This place doesn’t look like it was purchased by a
dead woman.” Kayla waved vaguely around the room. “You’ve got
money, who cares? You do good with it. If I were you, I’d spend it
a lot differently than you do.”

“As if your family doesn’t run in the same circles
as mine.” Natasha gave Kayla a pointed look. “And if you could
you’d walk down Main Street with hundred-dollar bills shoved in
your bra so you could pull them out and shower the masses.”

“Who says I haven’t already checked that off my
bucket list?”

“Please. You’d have invited me. And then…” Natasha
hesitated.

“It would’ve ended up in the tabloids most
likely.”

Kayla had known her long enough to know the price
that came with the Blackstone name.

“What if you tried not hiding Ms. Parsons for once?
Can we put some firecrackers on your tits and get you trending on
every news outlet’s social media feed? Recovering socialite is now
a social worker extraordinaire?”

“Seriously, why am I friends with you?” Natasha
threw the wine bottle cork at Kayla who caught it effortlessly and
set it on the counter.

“Because I love you. And I’m proud of you.” Kayla
was still all business. “If there is someone out there who needs
help, they couldn’t have a better advocate than you.”

Natasha fiddled with a loose piece of paper on her
counter. “Forget my parents. God, Kay, what if I screw this
up?”

“Not possible. You’ve kicked ass at every job you’ve
ever had. Even that summer when we were ten and you decided you
wanted to be a newspaper delivery girl, but you sucked at riding a
bike.”

Natasha ran her hand through her hair and let out a
deep breath. “This feels different somehow.”

“Is it the guns? And the fact that you’ll be working
with cops, given what happened with Joseph?”

Natasha made a “little bit” gesture with her hand.
“If I screw up, someone might get shot.”

“You said you weren’t going to get shot.” Kayla
picked up the wine cork and squeezed it like she was hoping to milk
one more drop of wine.

“I didn’t mean me.” Natasha rolled her eyes. “I
meant the people I’m trying to help.”

Kayla relaxed her grip on the cork and looked
contemplative. “Hasn’t that always been true, though? You’re a
social worker who chooses to work with addicted and mentally ill
clients who are in ultimate crisis mode. If you screwed something
up, or even if you didn’t, there’s a non-zero chance one of your
clients could’ve died by the police’s hands if you weren’t involved
too, right?”

Natasha could think of one headline grabbing case
that played out exactly as Kayla described. She hadn’t screwed
anything up, it wasn’t even her client that was killed, but it
easily could’ve been.

“It would be different, Kay, watching it happen
right in front of me instead of hearing about it the next day.”

Kayla reached across the kitchen island and entwined
their hands. “I know that, sweetie. But don’t do anything stupid
like throw yourself in the line of fire thinking one lousy vest is
going to protect your ass.”

“When have I ever done something reckless and
stupid?”

Kayla raised her eyebrow and yanked on their joined
hands, forcing Natasha to look at her. “Nat, I’m serious.”

“I promise to be careful.”

Natasha reclaimed her hand and put their glasses in
the sink. She didn’t want Kayla to see her doubts. Was that a
promise she could keep?

✥ ✥ ✥

Natasha’s head was spinning as she exited Captain
Gillette’s office. Working within a strict hierarchy like the
police department was going to take some getting used to. Who was
she kidding? That was pretty far down the list of worries when it
came to her learning curve. Her main concern was the less than
friendly looks she was getting from the officers she was counting
on to watch her back when they went out on calls.

She made her way to the desk Captain Gillette had
assigned her. She was followed by what felt like the gaze of the
entire station. When she got to her desk, she found the one officer
she could count on for a friendly smile sitting on her desk with
his feet on her chair.

“Pete, get your smelly feet off my chair and your
ass off my desk. I don’t want that putrid odor hanging around the
rest of the day.” Natasha was inordinately happy to see him.

“You’d be lucky to smell my ass the rest of the
day.” Pete got off her desk all the same. “Excited for your first
day?”

“Sure. Who wouldn’t be? The question is, how excited
are you all to have me on board? Not every day someone like me
comes to spice up your life.”

“You are pretty zesty, and I’m thrilled to have you
around. Can’t speak for everyone else.” Pete looked uncomfortable
so Natasha knew he was holding something back. She’d known him long
enough to be able to read him pretty well.

She patted his shoulder as best she could. He was
six foot seven so she had to reach high to make the attempt. “It’s
okay, buddy. I’ll win them over. Everyone likes me eventually.”

Pete snorted and she punched him in the stomach. “Am
I not supposed to do that here?”

“Assault a police officer? No, that’s frowned upon.”
Pete pointed back and forth between the two of them. “But you’re
one of us now so I’ll let it slide.”

“I am not one of you.” Natasha put her hand
on her hip.

Pete leaned in close and lowered his voice. “Might
not want to say that too loudly if you want to make friends.” He
leaned against her desk again. “Who you partnered with?”

“Some guy named Tommy.” Natasha hoped he wasn’t a
testosterone filled meathead.

Pete made a face. Natasha didn’t like the look.

“Oh, I love the captain’s sense of humor.” Pete
looked to the heavens and put his hands together as if saying a
prayer of thanks. “This is going to be fun.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Natasha considered
punching him again. “What’s he like?”

“I don’t want to ruin the surprise. Tommy should be
here soon.” Pete smiled like a toddler who knew about a mess she
was going to have to clean up. “Let me introduce you to a few of
the others.”

Pete walked Natasha around and introduced her to
practically everyone in the station. It seemed everyone already
knew who she was and had an opinion on her utility. Mostly, they
seemed to think she had none.

Pete seemed to be taking great pleasure in making a
point of noting she was partnered with Tommy. Natasha got the sense
Tommy was well respected and well liked, but there was something
about adding her to the mix that was amusing her co-workers. She
wanted to meet him so she could evaluate for herself.

No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than she
heard someone call across the room, “Tommy, ready to meet your new
partner?”

Natasha turned, ready to face the man who would make
or break her first few weeks. She hoped he was closer to Pete than
caveman. But it turned out Tommy was a woman. A hot woman with
butch sex appeal oozing out of every pore, something Natasha tried
and failed to ignore, as it was, of course, totally irrelevant.

Tommy’s face was unreadable while she evaluated
Natasha. For some reason the fact that Tommy was an incredibly
attractive woman made it easier. Natasha had endured more than one
butch stare down. She winked and Tommy glared back at her. Pete
laughed but covered it with fake coughing when Tommy turned her
glower on him.

Natasha returned to her desk. Tommy could come to
her once she was ready. Natasha needed her on board, but she wasn’t
going to push her.

It didn’t take long before she felt a looming
presence over her shoulder.

She stood and extended her hand. “I’m Natasha. The
captain said we’re going to be working together.”

Tommy shook her hand, but it was halfhearted.
“You’re the social worker we’re saddled with?”

“You flatter me. But I think you mean, I’m the
social worker joining your station for the mutual benefit of the
department and the community.”

Tommy grumbled something unintelligible and beelined
it for Captain Gillette’s office. Natasha sighed. This wasn’t how
she envisioned her first day. She pulled up her email and sorted
through the essential and unimportant. It was amazing how many
emails she already had, given she’d been employed for only a few
hours.

She’d deleted all the IT helpdesk emails when Tommy
reappeared.

“Looks like I’m stuck with you.” Tommy folded her
arms across her chest.

“That’s the spirit,” Natasha said. This would be
easier if Tommy didn’t look so damn attractive even when she was
being an obstinate, rude, ass.

“I have to take you out when I get a call for
someone having a mental health crisis, right?”

Natasha nodded. “I’m here to help, not get in your
way. I know it’s different than the way you’ve worked in the past,
but I hope I can show you that I can pull my weight and make your
job easier.”

“I don’t see how that’s possible. You’re not a cop.
You don’t have any way of protecting yourself, so now that’s my
job. From where I’m standing, you’re more work for me, not less.
Which means I can’t do my actual job effectively. But I don’t have
a choice. So I’ll let you know when I need your help.”

Tommy walked away. Natasha sprang up and followed.
“Where are you going?”

“Patrol.” Tommy didn’t turn or stop walking.

“I should come with you,” Natasha said.

“You come on mental health or substance use calls. I
don’t have any of those right now. Stay here. I’ll let you know if
something comes up.”

Natasha slapped her hand against the wall. “And how
the hell would I get to you?” But Tommy was gone. “Great. Now
what?”

The station had emptied out considerably since her
arrival as officers had gone out on patrol, detectives had exited
to track down leads or interview suspects, and the daily grind of
police life had begun. The only one at loose ends was her.

She returned to her desk, kicked her chair, then sat
down to finish reading through her emails and start working on a
plan. She couldn’t leave all the power in Tommy’s hands or she
suspected she’d be stuck on the sidelines forever. From the looks
of things, she also had some work to do with the rest of the
station. She rubbed her hands together. Hard work was a universal
language. Time to start talking.


Chapter Three

Tommy Finch took the steps to her parents’ house two
at a time. She always looked forward to family dinner, but after
the day she’d had, she needed to talk over a few things with her
mother, sister, and brother. There were advantages to having a
family full of cops.

She pushed open the door and was immediately
assaulted by three surface-to-knee missiles in the form of her two
nieces and one nephew. She dropped to her knees and let them tackle
her.

“Auntie Tommy, can we play hide and seek? Will you
buy me a unicorn for my birthday? Daddy said no.”

“Did you shoot anyone today?”

“Ommy, Ommy, Ommy.”

She kissed each head and tried to get up off the
floor, but when they had her pinned they each seemed to grow three
extra arms and a clone. She was saved by her sister walking through
the door. Before Tommy could get up, her sister was on the floor
next to her.

“Hey, Tommy.”

“Harry, what’s up?”

The kids were laughing hysterically as Tommy and
Harry tossed them back and forth, stopping to tickle them until
everyone was out of breath.

“Are you two going to lie on the floor all night, or
are you going to come in the house and say hello to your
mother?”

Tommy and Harry put the kids on their feet and got
up to greet their mother, Alice.

“Hi, Mama.” Tommy hugged her mother.

Her mom patted her cheek. “I baked a pie for you.
And there’s brownies for you, Harry.”

Tommy didn’t know how her mother had always been
able to make each of her kids feel special and cared for and hold
the family together, all while rising through the ranks of the
police force. It didn’t seem possible, but she’d managed somehow.
Tommy always hoped someday she could have it all, like her mother.
The group surged into the dining room, and eventually, everyone
settled at the table to eat.

“Is something troubling you, Tommy?” Her father,
Thomas Henry Finch, who everyone called Senior, had been a 9-1-1
operator and could diagnose problems in the family and dispatch a
solution better than anyone Tommy had ever met.

“She’s got problems all right. The kind of problems
that are about five foot eight, long blond hair, and doesn’t fall
for any of Tommy’s unique charms.” Harry blew Tommy a kiss across
the table.

Tommy scratched her cheek with her middle finger
aimed at Harry.

“Tomasina, Henrietta, behave yourselves at my dinner
table.” Their mom looked pointedly at both of them.

“Yeah, behave yourselves. What’s wrong with you
two?” Tommy’s younger brother, Cody, waved his fork in Tommy’s
direction. “I heard Tommy’s bigger problem is she mouthed off to
her captain.”

“Tommy?” Her mom looked horrified.

“What? No. I didn’t mouth off. Where do you two get
your information?”

“I have people,” Harry said.

“Well, get new people.” Tommy pushed her plate away
and crossed her arms.

“Tell us what’s going on.” Senior put his fork down
and folded his hands.

Tommy thought about her levels of frustration with
Natasha Parsons and what she represented. Where to begin?

“I got stuck with a new partner today. She’s a
civilian who feels like a public relations stunt.”

“Is this the woman your sister was rather crudely
trying to describe?” Her mom mimicked Senior’s posture and gave
Tommy her full attention.

Tommy nodded. Harry had left out a few details,
namely that Natasha was gorgeous. And she didn’t seem immune to
Tommy’s charms, since Tommy wasn’t trying to charm her. She
replayed their first interaction when she’d been openly appraising
Natasha and instead of looking away or appearing at all
uncomfortable, she’d winked. It wasn’t often someone was able to so
thoroughly turn the tables on her. She didn’t like the feeling.

“I’ve heard about what you guys are trying to do
with this new…what is she?” Cody paused and looked at Tommy.

“Social worker,” Tommy said.

“Right, social worker. It’s some kind of test
program, right? If someone’s crazy, you send her in instead of us?
Like the bomb robots.”

“Come on, Cody.” Tommy might not be happy about
being paired with Natasha, but she didn’t like Cody comparing her
to the bomb disposal robots. She wasn’t disposable, not really.

“What? You’re not happy to be partnered with her,
are you?”

“Of course not. I thought the captain was going to
tell me there was a detective spot opening up or I was finally
getting a special assignment or put on a task force. Something.
She’s been leading me to believe that was coming for months. But
no. I got miss let’s-save-the-world instead. And she’s going to
make my damn job harder. If one hair on her pretty blond head is
out of place, whose ass is on the line?” Tommy threw her napkin
down and ran her hands through her hair.

“What did you do with her today?” Harry had lost her
teasing tone and was all business. Her sister was a pain in the
ass, but she was also a good cop and Tommy’s closest confidant.

“Went out on patrol and left her on her desk.” It
probably wasn’t the smartest course of action, but Tommy couldn’t
take it back now.

“Tomasina Finch.” Her mom only pulled out her full
name when she was pissed.

“I told her I’d call her if something relevant came
up.” Tommy looked down at her plate, anywhere but at her
mother.

“And how was she supposed to magically appear in
time to be useful? Whether you agree with the decision or not, this
is your special assignment now. Your father and I didn’t raise you
to thumb your nose at the chain of command and ignore your
duty.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Tommy pushed food around, suddenly not
hungry.

“The captain chose you for this. If she didn’t think
you could protect this social worker while also serving the
community she’d have given the job to someone else. If you let her
down now, you can kiss detective and anything else good-bye no
matter how hard you’ve worked.” Her mom didn’t lecture often, but
Tommy listened when she did.

Dinner conversation moved on, becoming the
light-hearted banter that usually accompanied the meal, and Tommy’s
shoulders eased.

After dinner, Tommy grabbed a beer and joined her
sister on the back deck. Cody and his wife had to get the kids to
bed so they’d already left.

“Mama went after you hard,” Harry said. “You
okay?”

Tommy peeled the label on her beer. “I know I
screwed up today, but I’m still uneasy with the situation. I’ve
worked hard to build trust in the communities I work in. We’ve all
done trainings for dealing with people having mental health crises
or under the influence of substances. Why are the higher-ups coming
in now and saying we’re—I’m—not good enough to do my own
damn job? It feels like everyone’s in an uproar and this is
something to point to and say we’re doing better. That’s shitty on
every level.”

“I wouldn’t want to deal with that either. And
you’re right about having someone else to watch out for. It’s hard
enough watching my own ass out there. If I’ve got a partner, I want
to know they’ve got my back and I’ve got theirs. With a civilian,
they’re dependent on you and that’s a lot to ask. But Mama’s right.
It doesn’t matter why she’s onboard, you’ve got to do your damn
job.”

“Do you ever wonder if people see us as anything
other than Alice Finch’s kids?” Tommy moved her beer bottle back
and forth between her hands on the deck rail.

“Like we’ll never live up to her, or we get breaks
because we’re her kids?”

Tommy blew out a breath. “I don’t know. Either.
Both. She’s a lot to live up to.”

“Hey, you’re a great cop. You’ve been studying for
that detective exam so damn long you’ll probably get a perfect
score.” Harry bumped her shoulder. “And you said yourself this
social worker situation is shit, so clearly no one’s throwing you
favors because of Mama.”

They were silent for a while staring out into the
dark, each with her own thoughts. Harry was the one who broke the
silence.

“Is she as hot as I heard?”

“Jesus, you have no idea.”

“Well, that’s something.” Harry saluted with her
beer. “Just make sure you’re thinking with this,” she pointed to
Tommy’s head, “and not this,” she pointed to her crotch.

“You’re one to talk.”

“Exactly. Learn from the mistakes your big sister
makes.”

“I knew you’d be good for something eventually.”
Tommy ducked the swat to the back of the head she knew was
coming.

They stayed outside under the protective glow of
their parents’ porch light for a while longer in companionable
silence. Tommy thought about Natasha and how she was going to fit
into her work life. How could she do her job with an untrained
sidekick? What if she had to choose between protecting Natasha and
detaining a suspect? Or choose to keep Natasha safe at the expense
of a civilian?

She finally headed home, her mind filled with
what-ifs. The world wasn’t made up of what-ifs and there was no
point indulging them. She’d face whatever the day threw at her in
the morning. Until then, one thing was certain, serving her
community had suddenly gotten significantly more complicated.


Chapter Four

Tommy arrived at work ready to apologize to Natasha
and start fresh. She didn’t have to be happy about the
circumstances in order to do her job. If Natasha wanted to sit
shotgun all day and watch her work, that was fine. She could stay
in the car, safe and sound, and write reports about how to improve
the police force until she developed carpal tunnel and needed to go
out on disability. As long as she stayed out of Tommy’s way. If it
was a political stunt, it would end eventually. If it wasn’t, well,
she’d make detective and hand over Natasha with her patrol car as
soon as possible.

Tommy barely acknowledged her fellow officers as she
moved through the station on her way to Natasha’s desk. She didn’t
make it all the way there. Natasha was nowhere in sight. She
snagged Justin, an officer not long out of the academy and still
finding his footing.

“Have you seen Natasha Parsons this morning? The new
social worker?”

“The captain’s pet project? Blondie who’s going to
save the world but probably get us all killed? Nah, haven’t seen
her. Must not be used to showing up to work on time.”

“You’re right. I’m used to getting to work early.
The world saving doesn’t stick to a nine to five.”

There was no mistaking the irritation in the voice
behind her and Tommy cringed. She would’ve laughed at the look on
Justin’s face, but she had damage control to do. What would be
facing her when she turned around? Hurt? Fire? Her ass about to be
kicked?

She wasn’t prepared for amusement. “Why do you find
this funny?” Tommy heard Justin backing away. Coward.

“Oh, there’s nothing funny about all of you being
completely unwilling to give me a chance to do my job. Or
denigrating me behind my back. Or trying to, at least. Your
shit-talk needs work.”

Natasha stepped into Tommy’s space. It was a power
move and Tommy recognized it for what it was. She didn’t back
down.

“What’s funny is how damned insecure you all are. I
expected a little more from tough guys. Too scared that Blondie
might actually be able to bring some change for the better? That
she might have something to teach you? I thought you were all about
serving your community?” Natasha held eye contact, seemingly daring
Tommy to look away. She didn’t.

“Well, guess what? So am I. That’s why I’m here. So,
are you going to waste more of my time today or not?” Natasha
crossed her arms and waited. They were so close her arms were only
inches from Tommy’s nipples, which was hard to ignore.

Justin’s behavior had Tommy boxed in. She’d planned
on offering Natasha the ride along anyway, but now it looked like
she was acquiescing because of Justin’s
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