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What Reviewers Say About VK Powell’s Fiction

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






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






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


Synopsis

Reclusive forensic artist Macy Sheridan agrees to
work one final case she hopes will solve the mystery that's haunted
her for years. The only things blocking her from achieving her goal
are a perfect facial reconstruction and Detective Leigh Monroe, a
woman who reminds her of the past and challenges her future.

Leigh Monroe has lost her lover, her livelihood, and
her home, but she chooses to look on the bright side. What else
could go wrong? Then she meets rude, solitary Macy Sheridan. But
Leigh discovers that Macy's façade is a mask, yet as real and
untouchable as the forensic reconstructions she so meticulously
creates.
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Chapter One

“Holy crap.” Macy Sheridan ignored the insistent
pounding on her front door, hoping the uninvited guest would take
the hint. She considered hiding, but if she moved, the squeaky
floors would give her away. More pounding. She clutched the hem of
her baggy sweatshirt tighter, braced for the inevitable sales pitch
mingled with cold air, and opened the door. “What?”

A cop stood on the porch, his right hand cocked
toward the weapon on his hip as if she posed a serious threat, his
left shoving a Greensboro Police badge toward her. “Ma’am, I’m
Detective Shaver—”

“I don’t care if you’re Sherlock Holmes, the
original or the latest movie incarnation. Get off my property.”

“I’m looking for Macy Sheridan, forensic artist. Is
that you?”

“Are my parents injured or dead?”

The detective’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know.”

“Then I don’t need to hear anything you have to say,
and you’re still trespassing.” She tried to shut him out, but his
expensive-looking shoe blocked the door.

“I called but didn’t get an answer, and you don’t
have a machine.” As if the statement justified his unwelcome
presence.

“Is that a crime now?”

“Ms. Sheridan, please. I’ve been lost on back roads
around Belews Lake all morning. This street isn’t even on Google
Maps.” He shrugged like a fumbling football player waiting for the
coach’s disapproval. “I know you don’t want to be bothered, but if
you don’t hear me out today, I’ll keep coming back until you do. We
need your help—again.”

“I don’t do that any more.” She forced the words
between teeth so tightly clenched her jaws hurt. The distance she’d
tried to establish over the last six months vanished in winter’s
last gasp of frigid air and a wave of bad memories.

“Will you at least listen to me?” The detective
stuffed his hands into the pockets of his heavy coat. “Won’t take
long. Promise.” He looked like a young John Travolta—ebony hair,
dimpled chin, and a smile that had probably broken hearts.

Her instincts screamed run, but Detective
Shaver seemed as dedicated to his profession as she’d once been to
hers. If she turned him away, he’d certainly come back until she
heard his pitch. “Fine. Talk fast.”

He peered around her into the small cottage. “Mind
if I come in? It’s brutal out here.”

“Yes, I mind. Say your spiel and leave. You won’t
change my decision.”

Flipping up his collar against another gust of wind,
he said, “We’ve recovered a human skeleton and would like you to do
a facial reconstruction for identification purposes. According to
the forensic anthropologist, it’s a female, probably in her teens
at time of death. We found the remains in the Patterson Street
area, near the railroad tracks…”

Patterson Street. Macy didn’t hear anything
else. Her heartbeat stuttered and she breathed in shallow gasps.
The walls of the small room crowded in on her, and she stumbled
backward. Detective Shaver reached for her just as she slammed the
door. “Go away!” She clung to the doorknob and breathed deeply as
if into a paper bag. I’m okay. Just breathe.

She slid into the past as easily as an addict
succumbs to his poison of choice. She was running down the dark,
deserted street searching and praying while music from the bar
pounded ominously in the background. Years of waiting and wondering
swallowed her again, and the outcome was the same—failure and guilt
covered with a thick layer of loss.

The unwelcome feelings permeated her senses and then
slowly ebbed with each breath. When she looked around the cottage,
everything was as it had been. The worn sofa and two club chairs
formed a horseshoe seating area and stood exactly two feet apart,
the coffee table eighteen inches from each. Pillows on the sofa
guarded their respective corners like sentries. Books in the
built-in shelves lined up flush with the edges. Heavy window
curtains were open only six inches. The butcher-block countertops
in her compact kitchen were clear of unnecessary appliances and
clutter. The meticulously organized space reassured her and
centered her in the moment.

Looking toward the closed door that led into her
studio, she cursed Detective Shaver. She’d finally decided to leave
all that unpleasantness behind, but his intrusion had only caused a
minor blip on her radar. Life was the same in her little corner of
the world. She was in control. So, why was that door still
closed?

She walked toward her studio as if on death row.
Rubbing the heel of her palm against her chest, she tried to
breathe normally. It’s just an art studio. She repeated the
mantra as she reached for the knob with a shaking hand. When she
could no longer see the handle through her tears, she turned away.
Maybe another day.

*

“Jesus effing Christ.” Nathan Shaver threw his
briefcase into the chair across from Leigh and sat on the corner of
his desk that butted up against hers. The small Youth Division
office buzzed around them with the morning case shuffle and
bitching about yesterday’s investigative dead ends. “Women. I’ll
never understand them. Can you help me with that?” He looked at her
as if she held the answers to all his ambiguous universal
questions.

“No.”

“Is that every woman’s favorite word?”

“Pretty much a staple.” She couldn’t talk to Nate in
his frustrated mood. Best to let him vent and offer an opinion when
he really wanted to hear it. After six years as partners in the
Youth Division, they agreed on many things, especially their
confusion about women. They were as close as male and female work
partners could be who weren’t sleeping together, and they respected
each other’s personal space—bonus.

“I guess the forensic artist turned you down?”

“Duh. I spent hours lost in East Jesus. I’ve never
seen so many farm implements and tractor mailboxes. When I finally
found the place, she made me stand on the porch and then slammed
the door in my face. About froze my nuts off, not that I’ve needed
them lately.”

“Tell me again why you’re doing the dirty work on a
case that’s not child-related?”

“I owed Sergeant Rickard in Crimes Against Persons a
favor. He’s dealt with Ms. Sheridan before but didn’t bother to
give me a heads-up about her charming personality.” He leaned in
and whispered, “But damn is she hot…or could be with the right
clothes and some makeup. Looked like she’d seen a ghost when I told
her what I wanted. Seemed like a bit of an overreaction.”

“Hasn’t she worked with the CAP guys for years?”

“Seven, to be exact, so I’m not sure what could’ve
freaked her out. She’s seen everything. I’m surprised we’ve never
met her, and I’d remember a piece—”

“I get your point.” Nate wasn’t usually as bad as
the other guys about objectifying women, but this one had obviously
wound him up. “We don’t have much use for forensic artists in our
division. And that type of work requires specific equipment we
don’t have. Besides, she works on contract, probably from home or a
studio somewhere.”

“I guess. Rumor is she’s become a hermit.”

“Nobody really wants to be a hermit. It’s not
natural.”

“Well, she did a great imitation. But you’re
probably right, because she’s got a For Rent sign at the top of her
driveway. But it is at Belews Lake. I couldn’t even get a
cell signal out there. You still looking for a place?”

The mention of house hunting reminded Leigh of her
most recent disappointment—the failure of a three-year relationship
with the woman she’d thought was the one. How could she have
been so wrong? She’d sold her house, not her brightest decision,
put most of her furniture in storage, and moved into Gayle’s condo
the first year and spent the next two flying back and forth to see
her in Canada. “Yeah, I still need a place, but not sure I want to
be at Belews Lake.”

“If you ever go, definitely take your weapon and
drop some bread crumbs. It’s freaking Deliverance out
there.” Nathan slapped her on the back just as her phone rang. “You
can always move in with me. We could trade castoffs.” He winked as
if the statement actually made sense.

“Detective Monroe.”

“Leigh, it’s Captain Howard. I need to see you in my
office.”

Anita Howard, commanding officer of the Youth
Division, had trained Leigh as a rookie cop, was her sergeant in
the field for three years, and had helped her secure a detective
position in child crimes. Howard was the closest thing to a mother
figure Leigh had ever known.

“Yes, ma’am, I’ll be right there.” It was the call
she’d been expecting for a month. “It’s time, Nate.”

“Don’t worry. Howard’s fair. She’ll treat you right.
If you need backup, I’m here.”

The guys had dubbed the hallway to Captain Howard’s
office the chute. Nobody liked to march that stretch of carpet
lined with decorated detectives’ photographs on both walls. The
sergeant was usually behind you, and some form of discipline waited
at the end. Today the walk seemed agonizingly slow. Captain
Howard’s secretary waved her toward the boss’s open door. “She’s
waiting.”

Under any other circumstances, Leigh would’ve loved
to hear those words about Anita Howard. Though nothing personal had
ever passed between them, she believed Howard cared about her and
her career. Leigh squared her shoulders and stepped forward.
“Captain.”

Anita Howard greeted her at the threshold, her hand
outstretched. She was the same height as Leigh, with a slight
desk-riding bulge pushing at the waistband of her pants. The
pinstripes of her suit followed her ramrod posture and seemed to
point to her topknot of gray hair. When this woman was in the room,
no one doubted who was in charge. She was the first
African-American woman promoted to captain in the agency, and she’d
earned the rank at every level. “Wanna sit?”

“I’d prefer to stand.” Howard’s office wasn’t a
typical commander’s shrine. She didn’t have any plaques, awards, or
diplomas to flaunt her accomplishments, just a single framed
photograph of her parents and one of her partner on top of a
credenza.

Howard retrieved her reading glasses from the desk
and put them on. “Sit. This could take awhile, and I prefer eye
contact during a conversation.”

Leigh positioned herself directly in front of the
captain and met the stare that had always calmed and reassured her.
“I guess Internal Affairs has finished its investigation?”

Captain Howard nodded. “And the State Bureau of
Investigation finished the criminal part as well. I won’t beat
around the bush. It’s not all good.”

Leigh shifted as sweat stung her armpits and the
backs of her legs.

“I’ll summarize. Stop me if anything sounds off.
Fair enough?”

Leigh slid back in her chair and scratched the side
of her right index finger with her thumbnail, a nervous habit from
childhood. She controlled it most of the time, but when her nerves
were really on edge or emotions high, she regressed.

“Relax.” Howard opened the file and pulled out two
sheets of paper. “Lily Miller, eleven years old. Mother died of an
overdose a month ago, father unknown. Mother’s boyfriend, also a
known drug abuser, lived in the home. Children and Family Services
caseworker was Pam Wilkinson. Lily asked Wilkinson not to return
her to the boyfriend after her mother’s funeral because of alleged
abuse. The child wanted to live with her grandmother in Detroit.”
Howard looked up at Leigh. “Right so far?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“The boyfriend wanted Lily back, presumably for the
benefits, but CFS wanted to investigate the abuse charges and check
on the grandmother’s status. Here’s where the stories vary. You and
Wilkinson stated you took Lily to her mother’s funeral and dropped
her off at home later. The boyfriend insists you never brought her
back and he hasn’t seen her since.”

Leigh’s muscles tightened as she remembered the
story Lily had told her and Pam about the boyfriend’s abuse. “He’s
a doper, and he never had any standing with Lily. He wasn’t a
relative, and he couldn’t collect benefits after the mother died.
We told him that.”

Howard gave Leigh one of the calm-down looks she’d
gotten in her early days as a rookie. “Wilkinson contacted Lily’s
grandmother, but she couldn’t get to Greensboro for three days. The
question was, and still is, what happened to Lily? Where was she
those days between her mother’s funeral and her grandmother’s
arrival? She ended up in Detroit, safe and sound on the fourth
day.” Anita Howard could read Leigh’s nonverbal cues better than
most, so she blanked her face and met Howard’s gaze.

“We dropped her off at her home.” She didn’t want
Howard to think she was a screw-up who flaunted procedures for no
reason, but she couldn’t, no, she wouldn’t, tell this woman a lie,
nor would she betray a friend or a child—ever. It was best not to
elaborate. The more she talked the greater chance she’d
inadvertently reveal something.

“Did either of you walk her to the door, turn her
over to a responsible adult?” When Leigh didn’t answer, Howard
continued. “Fortunately for you, the SBI couldn’t find any evidence
to contradict your statement. Neighbors remembered seeing the girl
get out of a city vehicle in front of her home, so there will be no
criminal charges.”

Some of the tension drained from Leigh’s shoulders,
and she stopped worrying the side of her finger. “That’s a
relief.”

“You’re an excellent detective with good instincts
and a big heart. That’s why you’re in this unit. But you can also
be creative about skirting the law or procedure on behalf of a
child. This time it turned out all right. Unfortunately, I can’t
run my division on outcomes alone and totally disregard policy.
Adherence to the rules is essential in any organization. How does
CFS or the department explain that we misplaced a child for three
days? I have to suspend you.”

“Suspend me? Really?” Leigh’s eyes burned as she
imagined not having the job she loved and the support group she
depended on, especially now without Gayle.

“Unless you’re willing to tell me where Lily was for
three days, I have no choice. Contrition would go a long way.”

“And what about Wilkinson? What’s going to happen to
her?” If necessary, she’d take the blame for everything. It had all
been her hair-brained idea anyway.

“Her supervisors in CFS are handling that.” Howard
waited, her gaze fixed on Leigh. “Well, do you have anything to
say?”

“How long is the suspension?” It really didn’t
matter. The discipline would be a permanent blot on her
professional record. Every time she applied for a transfer or
promotion, the unanswered questions would resurface. She’d feel the
effects of this decision for the rest of her career. For a split
second she considered telling the whole truth, explaining exactly
what had happened that day. But she had no guarantee she could
protect the others with the truth, and it might possibly harm them.
She remained silent.

“One month.” Captain Howard slid a piece of paper
toward her. “Here’s your official notification. Sign this copy for
the file.”

“Do I get time off for good behavior? I’ve already
been riding a desk for a month waiting for the investigators to
finish.”

“You know it doesn’t work like that, Leigh. Starts
tomorrow. I expect you to check in at least once a week. Give
Nathan your cases. He’s familiar with them.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Leigh stood and offered her hand to
Captain Howard. She was annoyed that she hadn’t handled the initial
situation better. “I’m really sorry if I’ve disappointed you.”

Howard cupped her hand and held it until Leigh was
forced to meet her gaze. “You’ve never disappointed me, and I doubt
you ever will. You’re holding something back, and I’m sure you have
a good reason. Maybe one day you’ll share it with me. Take care of
yourself.”

As Leigh walked back to the office, she wondered if
Captain Howard knew more about what had really happened to Lily
Miller than she let on. How could she? Aside from herself, only
Lily, Pam, and one other person knew all the facts. It would have
to stay that way. If a month off was the price for protecting two
people who’d helped a child, she’d gladly pay it. Doing the right
thing should be rewarded, not punished, but sometimes the two
became indistinguishably intertwined.

“Well?” Nate stood with his hands perched on his
hips like a mother waiting for a curfew-breaking child.

“Month off, weekly check-ins.”

“A freaking month? Doesn’t she understand the real
world anymore? Sometimes we have to improvise.” Nate didn’t know
for sure that she’d skirted the rules, but he knew her work
style.

“I could use some time off to find a place to live
and prioritize my life. Besides it’s never a failure, always a
lesson.”

“Great, more self-help bullshit. You know that crap
is annoying, right? I’ve got a better one for you. The beatings
will continue until morale improves. Doesn’t she understand you
were just doing your job?”

It’s all right, Nate. She’s just doing hers.” She
packed her briefcase and slid her stack of open cases to his desk.
“Happy new caseload.”

“Half of those should’ve been mine to start with. By
the way, you got a call while you were with the boss.”

He handed her a Post-it and she read the name, Susan
Bryce, and the number she’d memorized. She crumpled the note and
threw it in the trash on her way to the door. When would Susan get
the message and stop harassing her?

“You ever going to call that woman? She rings about
twice a month. What did you do, sleep with her and then dump
her?”

“Hardly.” Leigh wasn’t about to tell that
story if she could help it.

“Want to go for a drink on the way home? Talk or
something?”

“Not really in the mood, but thanks, Nate.”

“What will I do without my wingman? Keep in
touch…okay?”

She picked up her briefcase and choked out, “Will
do, partner.” The comfortable routine of daily life with Nate and
Pam was a stark contrast to what lay ahead. She liked to process
aloud, talk through things until they made sense. She’d need to do
that now more than ever, but Nate was her idea bouncer and Pam her
sounding board. She’d be like a muzzled dog in a barking
contest.

On her walk home, ignoring the pitying glances from
passersby, she released the feelings she’d battled since her
meeting with Captain Howard. Tears slid down her face as she
absorbed another disappointment. She’d made the right decision a
month ago and stuck by it today, but the consequences still
hurt.

When Leigh entered the condo she’d shared with
Gayle, the emptiness enveloped her. She didn’t hear even the
annoying tick of a clock marking time. The air smelled stale and
held a chill reminiscent of her last nine months alone. The
contemporary furnishings—sleek, sophisticated, and
eye-catching—reminded her of Gayle. Like their relationship, their
decorating tastes were worlds apart. She preferred the warmth and
timelessness of traditional styles. The only evidence of her
presence in the condo was her solid-oak bedroom suite in the guest
room. She should’ve paid closer attention when Gayle dodged her
requests to integrate more of her belongings into their living
space.

But Gayle always supported her position with
numerous justifications: she was too busy working between the US
and Canada to redecorate; it was too expensive; they needed to pool
their money and buy together; they might decide to live in Canada.
The list went on, and Leigh literally couldn’t negotiate with her.
Gayle talked circles around her while she was still thinking of a
response to her first statement. But just because she could argue
better didn’t mean she was right. Like so many gifted attorneys,
Gayle never gave a straightforward answer, especially about their
relationship. Another clue she’d missed.

Why had she ever thought a long-distance
relationship could work for her? The answer was simple—she’d loved
Gayle enough to try anything. The old adage about long-distance
love being hard to make and easy to kill was certainly true in
their case. Sadness bubbled up again, but she refused to cry for
someone who didn’t care for her. Just because she’d imagined Gayle
was the one didn’t make it a two-way street. She dropped her
briefcase beside the door and flipped on a torchiere.

Boxes half full of her belongings littered the
floors like an obstacle course. She’d memorized the paths weeks ago
and weaved her way into the kitchen. It was the only room that
didn’t torment her with soft things she and Gayle had lounged and
loved on. Gayle had said she could stay in the condo rent free as
long as she wanted, and initially it had been easier than moving.
But recently she was suffocating in a place that didn’t fit her
style and memories that didn’t offer any hope.

Digging into the freezer, she pulled out a tin of
margarita mix, emptied it into the blender, and added ice and an
overabundance of tequila. She wasn’t a big drinker, but today
called for something—not a celebration, but perhaps a new
beginning. Maybe the suspension would force her to find a place of
her own and reclaim her life. When the whirring stopped, she shoved
a straw into the pitcher, grabbed a bag of cheddar jalapeño
Cheetos, and retired to the guest bedroom she’d occupied since
ending her relationship with Gayle.


Chapter Two

Please stop. Leigh burrowed deeper under the
pillows to block the annoying vibrations of her cell phone. When it
didn’t quit, she rolled onto her side, careful not to shake her
gargantuan-sized head. She glimpsed the empty blender pitcher
beside the bed just before she toppled onto the floor. “Hell.” Her
head throbbed, her mouth felt like she’d eaten insulation, and the
taste of sour tequila and Cheetos rose in her throat. Pulling her
knees up against her chest, she lowered her head between them and
prayed she wouldn’t puke. The phone buzzed and shimmied off the
nightstand, and the doorbell chimed like Big Ben. “Double
hell.”

When the nausea passed, she grabbed the side of the
bed and crawled upright. She made her way to the front door,
kicking the boxes that had menacingly moved into her path
overnight. Peering through the peephole, she saw her best friend,
Pam Wilkinson, dressed in jogging clothes and waving two cups of
coffee like toys from their childhood play dates. She opened the
door and shielded her eyes from the sun. “Get in here and don’t
even mention the j-word.” She didn’t need a reminder of how
loose and uncoordinated her body felt after months of bingeing and
vegging following the breakup with Gayle. Her ass felt like a
minibus following her around.

“Happy to see me?” Pam’s gaze slid over Leigh and
she shook her head. “Shouldn’t drink tequila and eat Cheetos. It
leads to hangovers and orange clothes…not to mention foul
breath.”

Leigh covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry.” She
was still wearing her work clothes from yesterday and grimaced at
the thought of adding them to the pile of dirty laundry already
smothering the washing machine.

Pam offered her a cup of coffee and the newspaper.
“Which do you want first?”

“Got a feeling the coffee might make me feel better,
but not sure about the paper.”

“Fukum.” Pam’s personal blend of fuck and
them rolled off her tongue as easily as her own name. She
scrubbed the top of her head with her knuckles, but her short hair
remained pristine—she didn’t have enough to be mussed by anything
except a razor. “We did the right thing, and I don’t care what they
say.”

Leigh waved her toward the kitchen as she went ahead
kicking boxes out of the way again. “What did they do to you?”

“Same, month off.”

“Who told you?” Leigh was too hungover to think
clearly or she wouldn’t have asked.

Pam gave her a really look and said,
“Nate.”

She brushed stacks of dishtowels off two chairs and
motioned for Pam to sit. “How’s he taking all this?”

“He’s worried about you, like I am. Why else would I
be here at seven in the morning with coffee? I’ve got a hot woman
at home in my bed.” Pam immediately looked out the window, probably
berating herself for pointing out the obvious. “When’s the last
time you went jogging?”

Leigh held up her hand to stop the onslaught of
helpful suggestions Pam was about to unleash in very colorful
terms. “Don’t start.”

“I’m just jealous I don’t have a stick figure and a
tight little booty like you…without even trying, I might add.”
Coming from anyone else the comment might’ve sounded like a
come-on, but Pam was offering a backhanded compliment to offset her
awkward girlfriend faux pas.

“I know I’ve let a lot of things slide lately, but
I’m getting my shit together.”

“Oh, really? Let’s recap. You helped Nate with his
kitchen renovation this week, trimmed my hedges while I seeded the
lawn, and worked overtime on cases that weren’t even yours. When
have you had time for your shit? These boxes haven’t been moved in
months, except the ones you stumbled over on the way to the door
this morning. Am I right?”

She sipped the warm, perfectly doctored latte
instead of answering Pam’s question. Helping friends kept her from
moping, but it was obvious she hadn’t made any forward progress.
Her belongings were still unpacked, stacks of real-estate magazines
littered the countertops, and she hadn’t been on a date since the
breakup.

“Start today,” Pam said. “You got nothing better to
do. When you’re ready, I’ll help you pack, and then you have to
leave. We can look through the classifieds and see if anything
pops.”

The idea was both appealing and depressing. She’d
grieved and reasoned and convinced herself that moving on was for
the best. But in the wee hours when loneliness cut deepest, she
ached for a lover at her side.

“What’re you thinking? Spill. You’re like me.
Introspection doesn’t work.”

“Maybe I should give her a call…try one more time.”
Pam set her coffee cup on the table with way too much control.
Leigh could almost hear her counting to ten. “That’s just the
margarita effect, isn’t it?”

“Exactly. Too much tequila kills brain cells, erases
memories, and gives false hope. And God only knows what
mind-altering crap is in that orange stuff on Cheetos. Besides, all
you ever had was a vacationship. When you were there or she was
here, you had a semi-relationship, otherwise nothing. When was the
last time you heard from her?”

“She’s busy with work.” The excuse was so lame Leigh
couldn’t believe she’d parroted the very words Gayle had used the
last time she’d called, three weeks ago.

“Yeah, like Canadian immigration attorneys work
night and day. When are you going to get it? You were never the
problem, Leigh. When one won’t, two can’t.”

“Hey, that sounds like a neat bumper sticker.” She
offered a weak smile as the mental reality filtered down to her
heart and soul, this time with a heavy thud. Pam was right. It was
time. Love couldn’t be bought, forced, or coerced. She’d waited
nine months for Gayle to indicate she cared and wanted their
relationship to continue. All she’d gotten were more platitudes and
vague references to a future Gayle wouldn’t commit to. “Let’s get
started.”

Pam slid the paper across the table. “Brace
yourself.”

She opened to the front page and stared at the bold
headline until the words registered and then distorted in a teary
blur. Detective and CFS Worker Suspended in Child Disappearance.
“Disappearance? What the hell?”

“That reporter’s getting his information from the
boyfriend and not checking the facts. At least the boyfriend’s not
a known pedophile. You know how reporters are—anything to sell a
few papers. Don’t let it bug you. We know what happened.”

“But our friends and family don’t. The department
won’t clarify the story. They’ll cite personnel policy and let
everybody believe what they want.” She lowered the paper and looked
at Pam, tears welling in her eyes. “I’m sorry I got you suspended.
Can you ever forgive me?”

“Nothing to forgive. I kept my mouth shut because I
believed in what we did. And I’d do it again under the same
circumstances. Wouldn’t you?”

Leigh nodded.

“Enough said.” She patted Leigh’s arm and reached
for the sports section. “And don’t start crying on me. I get enough
of that feeling stuff from my girlfriend du jour.”

She gave Pam her best bullshit smile, remembering
the kid who used to take home every stray animal she found. “Are
you guys okay?” Pam had been dating a new woman for about six
months, and it seemed to be going well.

“Sure, why wouldn’t we be?”

“Just asking.” Since the breakup, she worried about
her coupled friends too much. She thought she’d found the one, and
she’d been wrong. How could others be so certain?

“You worry about people too much. Nate is fine. I’m
fine. Everybody’s fine except you. But we’re going to take care of
that, aren’t we?”

Leigh turned to the classified section and traced
down to the real-estate column. “Nate said there was an apartment
for rent at Belews Lake.”

“You want to be out of town?”

“Might not be bad for a while, until this blows
over. It’s only forty-five minutes away. You’ve got the option of
your parents’ place in Asheville.”

“Thought about it, but I’m staying put. Fukum. Why
are you looking at apartments instead of another house?” She
paused, and the space between her eyes looked like railroad tracks.
“Is it money?”

“No. I’ve got enough from the sale of my house to
buy a nice place.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“I’m not sure what I want.” The statement was more
telling than she intended. It pretty much summed up every aspect of
her life right now. She read the ad for the Belews Lake apartment
and thought it was worth a look. “Want to ride out there with
me?”

“Wish I could, but I’m babysitting my nephew so my
brother and sister-in-law can have a free day. What the hell is
that anyway? If they wanted free days, they shouldn’t have had a
kid.”

“You love the little guy.”

“True, I enjoy getting him juiced on sugar and
caffeine and turning him loose on his parents. A return policy is a
great thing.”

“Spoken like a sensitive CFS employee. Does your new
girlfriend know how you feel about kids?”

“I love kids as long as I can leave them. And yes,
fortunately, we agree.”

“Gayle and I never had a conversation about kids,
and we were together three years. Aren’t lovers supposed to talk
about hopes and fears about the future? Isn’t it a natural part of
getting to know each other? Feels like we skipped a few steps.”

“I got the impression Gayle dodged anything
emotional. She was just a tough nut to crack, and I can talk to
anybody.”

“Yeah, intimacy wasn’t her strong point.” Leigh
finished her coffee and stood. “Guess I better get to it then.
Thanks for dragging me out of bed and for the coffee. I need to
shower, take a bottle of aspirin for this headache, and hit the
road if I’m going house hunting. Help yourself to whatever you can
find.”

“You mean like empty moving boxes, a sink full of
dirty dishes, or a truckload of laundry?”

“Love you too.”

After her shower, Leigh felt almost normal except
for a slight pounding in her tequila-soaked brain and a nagging
feeling that she should be working. She headed for the door but
stopped when she heard a humming sound from the kitchen. “Pam, you
still here?”

The room was empty and so was the sink. Pam had
stacked the dishwasher and turned the machine on. She glanced
toward the laundry area. The subtle wobbling of the washer
confirmed her friend had also loaded her dirty clothes and started
the cycle. She stood and let the feeling of love and gratitude
bolster her sagging emotions. So her life was a little off-kilter,
but with friends like Pam she’d make it.

Words for the day: If you don’t step forward, you’ll
always be in the same place. This was her stepping forward. She
dialed the number listed in the rental ad and waited as it rang and
rang and rang. She was about to hang up when someone answered.

“Yes?” The woman’s voice sounded distant and
annoyed.

Not a very welcoming greeting for a potential
renter, Leigh thought, as she considered what to say. She’d bought
her home fresh out of the academy and never rented. How was it
done? Did she introduce herself or ask about the place first? How
much information should she provide before asking for further
details? Before she could decide, the line went dead. She stared at
her cell phone in disbelief and redialed.

“Yes.” Same woman, same irritated tone.

“I’m sorry to bother you, again. That was me just
now. Couldn’t figure out what to say. My name is Leigh Monroe, and
I’m calling about the apartment.”

“Fine.”

“The description in the paper was vague but
intriguing. Could you tell me about it?”

“Need to see it.”

Did this woman really want to rent her place? “How
much are you asking?”

“Not sure.”

“What can you tell me about the apartment?”

“You need to see it.” Finally a complete sentence,
though a little terse. “It’s unique and won’t suit everyone. If you
like it, we’ll negotiate price.” As she spoke, Leigh caught the
hint of articulation born of education and practice. Something in
her tone sounded almost forlorn, as if talking at all was a
struggle.

“Can I come out today?”

“I don’t know, can you? You certainly may. My
schedule is open.”

She added retired English professor to her list of
possible descriptors. “Thank you. What’s the address?” After she
obtained directions to Egret Lane at Belews Lake and negotiated an
appointment time, Leigh pulled her sporty Mazda out of the garage
and headed north.

*

Macy hung up from Leigh Monroe and paced in her
small living space, becoming more anxious with each pass. What had
possessed her to think she could handle a renter on the property?
She’d have to interact with her at some point: collect money, fix
things, or make conversation. She reached for the phone to cancel
the appointment but didn’t have a number. The income would be
helpful, especially if she hoped to pursue her passion. And the
woman sounded friendly enough, maybe too much so. She grimaced at
the sound of tires on gravel. Too late.

She crept to the window as if the woman could hear
her footsteps and peered out. Leigh Monroe unfolded herself from a
red compact vehicle and stretched languidly against the side. She
looked like a rusty nail, tall and lean with a shock of curly
copper hair falling across her forehead. She pulled the tail of a
white polo shirt toward the waistband of low-rider blue jeans,
shrugged into a leather jacket that reflected her hair color, and
strode toward the house with the confidence of an athlete and a
swagger Macy associated with cockiness. Flashes of vivid red and
rich purple conveyed power and sexuality. The closer the woman got,
the more nervous Macy became. If she could trust her first
impression, this might get complicated.

Opening the door before the woman could knock, Macy
waved her off. “I’m sorry. I’ve made a mistake.” She folded her
arms over her chest, determined to stand her ground.

“Something I said?”

Up close, Leigh Monroe would never be mistaken for a
rusty nail. Barely perceptible lashes fluttered like a thin veil,
revealing and concealing eyes an unusually brilliant shade of
green. Her alabaster skin offered a perfect palette for a light
dusting of freckles. A close-cut hairstyle did little to tame her
natural waves. The angles of her jaw and chin were strong but
softened by a quick, genuine smile. She looked as hopeful as a Girl
Scout selling cookies when she extended her hand and her perfectly
shaped lips moved. Macy realized she was speaking. “Sorry?”

“I’m Leigh Monroe.” Macy was torn between the mental
decision she’d already made and the benign woman standing in front
of her. “And you are…?”

“Macy. Sheridan.” She glanced at Leigh’s
outstretched hand and shook her head.

Leigh looked down and laughed, the kind of laugh
that permeated a room and begged you to join in. “Don’t blame you.”
She wiped her fingers up and down the sides of her jeans, leaving
orange streaks. “Cheetos. Breakfast of champions.”

This was definitely not going to work. Macy liked
things neat and tidy. This woman couldn’t even keep her hands
clean. “I’ve decided not to rent the place.” When the words hit
their mark, something softer replaced the playfulness in Leigh’s
eyes.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Have I upset you already?
Usually takes at least an hour.”

“Not at all.” Was she upset? Was that the right word
for the tingling sensation pelting her skin like tiny raindrops?
No, she just wasn’t ready to be in close proximity to another
person, any person. And she certainly didn’t want to interact with
a tenant daily.

“If I have, I’m sorry. I’d love to see the
apartment. The setting’s absolutely beautiful. It’s on the water,
lots of trees for privacy. You must have at least two lots.”

“Four, actually. My parents are classic
overachievers.”

Leigh looked toward the lake, and when she spoke
again she sounded distant, almost mesmerized. “I can imagine this
as a family home. Kids charging off the end of the pier into the
lake. Dad grilling hot dogs and hamburgers. Mom setting the picnic
table with a red-and-white-checkered tablecloth. Must’ve been great
growing up here. As the old saying goes, ‘As the twig is bent, so
grows the tree.’ This would be the perfect place for me right
now.”

Macy hadn’t exercised her one-on-one skills much
lately, but she was a student of life and art. She was accustomed
to the nuances of body language and verbal tone, the degrees of
shadow and light, and the powerful unspoken word. She recognized
the telltale signs of pain.

When Leigh turned toward her again, she offered an
apologetic smile. “Sorry I bothered you. Have a good day.”

As she walked away, Macy heard herself say, “Maybe
you should at least see the place. You drove all the way out here.”
The Girl Scout was back, her grin broad and infectious, body
seeming to
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