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When In Doubt

Jeri Wylder is a dedicated police officer doing her
job, paying her way, and looking for Ms. Right, until a call at a
drug house goes terribly wrong. She’s suspected of a crime she
didn’t commit and is forced to do two things that go against her
beliefs: see a therapist and prove a fellow officer is corrupt.

Simone Sullivan is trying to save her historical
apartment complex and its occupants from redevelopment, but someone
wants to see the building destroyed. When Jeri arrives on her
doorstep after a vandalism incident, Simone’s life takes a turn
that challenges her personally and professionally.

Simone is the woman Jeri has been waiting for her
entire life. Love would be a lot simpler if the threat of arrest
wasn’t hanging over her head. But when the perpetrator sets their
sights on Simone, Jeri will risk everything to save her.
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Chapter One

Jeri Wylder strapped the equipment-heavy gun belt to
her waist and glanced around her ranch-style house, wondering when
it would truly feel like home again. After reclaiming the family
residence, she’d expanded the living, kitchen, and dining rooms
into an open-plan space with a more modern feel, but renovation
couldn’t fix everything. Now, silence echoed off the walls. The
friendly banter over breakfast, sharing highlights of her day with
her parents while making dinner, and creating a bedtime jingle with
them before sleep were only memories.

The first few years back, she’d tried to fill the
void by burning through every online dating site and friend
referral for the right woman to share her home and possibly even
start a family, but no one felt quite right. No one excited her
physically, made her need and feel needed, and grounded her after a
day of negotiating domestic disputes and chasing criminals. Megan,
her current flavor of the month, wouldn’t be happy with that
thought. She breathed a sigh of frustration mingled with loneliness
and headed toward her car in the driveway.

A tiny yelp drew her attention to her neighbor’s
front porch and an energetic wire-haired terrier. “Toto, what are
you doing outside at dinnertime, boy? Did Mrs. Doyle forget you
again, or were you chasing some bitch around the neighborhood?” She
patted him and received a vigorous shake of his tail. She could’ve
sworn he grinned at her. “I’m guessing the latter. Let’s get you
inside before your mom panics.” Mrs. Doyle had become a surrogate
grandmother when Jeri moved back, and they spent hours sharing
stories and dissecting the problems of the world. Often when Jeri
came home at night, she’d find leftovers on her front porch from
Mrs. Doyle’s latest cooking binge—steak and Guinness pie, Irish
stew, or scones.

She found her neighbor’s key on her ring next to a
four-leaf clover Mrs. Doyle had given her, eased the front door
open, and scooted Toto inside. “Good boy.” She’d normally stay and
chat, but when they started talking, it led to rounds of sherry or
Jameson’s and stories about Ireland, and Jeri couldn’t be late for
work. On the way, she thought about her lovely elderly neighbor and
her scrappy little dog. She’d asked Mrs. Doyle once why she named
him Toto. Her answer still made Jeri smile.

“Think about it, girl. A story about a quest to
the Emerald City, which had to be an Irish pub. And the Scarecrow,
Tin Man, and Cowardly Lion, no doubt ossified punters, who saw
Munchkins, witches, flying monkeys, and different-colored horses. I
just imagine me boy Toto doing the same on his nightly
prowls.”

“I do love the Irish,” Jeri said as she parked and
sprinted to lineup.

Her zone partner, Randy Mardis, and his best friend,
Carl, held court at the back of the room near the bulletin board
filled with wanted posters, and the rest of the squad huddled
around. Carl was telling a story and suddenly whipped his ASP from
the holder, flicked the expandable baton open, and simulated sword
fighting. He was a testosterone-fueled asshole who’d probably wet
himself at the first sign of real trouble or shoot first and ask
questions later—exactly the kind of person the department didn’t
need. A few of the guys laughed at his antics, most didn’t. The
sergeant waved for quiet as he entered, putting an end to the
hijinks.

Randy joined her at their usual table near the
front, and she nudged him with her elbow. “Your boyfriend is on a
roll today. I swear you two could be brothers. Hell, you even dress
alike.” She pointed to the sleek Italian leather gloves he and Carl
wore on duty every day, summer and winter. “Should I be jealous of
this bromance?”

“Fuck off, Wylder. You know we grew up together in
NoHo.”

She’d heard his story of two inner-city kids from
Weehawken, New Jersey, a town parallel to Midtown Manhattan and
separated by the Hudson River, who fought their way through school
and drug wars together. “Yeah, but still, if you’d prefer him as a
zone partner, I’d be okay with it.”

He shook his head. “I’m good.”

After the daily briefing and zone assignments,
Sergeant Bruce waved his officers out of the room. “Okay, studs,
get out there and police the city. And don’t get into any shit I’ll
have to write up tonight. I’m not in the mood.”

Jeri pocketed her notepad and followed Randy toward
the patrol car lot. He lumbered side to side as if his bulky
muscles overburdened his frame. She loved working with him because
his size alone deterred most suspects, and he was always good for a
laugh, but tonight he seemed unusually reserved—no snarky comebacks
to the sergeant and not even a joke about the scraggly ginger fuzz
Carl was trying to coax into a respectable beard. “You all right,
partner?”

He clicked the lock of the patrol car and popped
open the trunk and doors. “I guess.”

She leaned against the car and studied his eyes that
were usually alive with mischief. Tonight, they were flat and
vacant. “Your mom?”

He nodded. “Things aren’t looking good.” He searched
the back seat of the patrol car and trunk before stepping closer.
“I wouldn’t mind checking on her before it gets too busy. She was
having a lot of trouble breathing when I left.”

“Do it. I’ll cover the calls. Just shoot me a text
when you’re clear.”

“Thanks, partner,” Randy said. He slid the driver’s
seat of his patrol car back, climbed awkwardly inside, and then
waited while she checked her vehicle, loaded her equipment, and got
in before he stuck his hand out the window and counted down. “In
three, two, one.” They blasted one quick warbling yelp of their
sirens at the same time. The daily ritual was a parting nod and,
they both agreed, brought luck.

Jeri grabbed the mike. “Car Eleven-thirteen,
ten-forty-one. Badge One-five-two.” Checking on duty gave her a
rush every time, and she held her breath, waiting for that first
call.

“Ten-four, Car Eleven-thirteen.” The
telecommunicator acknowledged but nothing immediately followed.

“O—kay,” Jeri breathed. Maybe Randy would have time
to check on his mom and get back to their area before the calls
started. She rolled her window down and inhaled the cold night air,
loving the chilly tingle in her nostrils and down her throat.
Unless it was pouring rain, her window was always open. She needed
to see, smell, and hear her surroundings. Cocooning herself in a
patrol car like some officers denied her senses and felt like a
liability.

She cruised her zone—the central business district
and outward past the University of North Carolina
Greensboro—checked the hotspots and waved to shopkeepers who stayed
open for the first Friday celebrations of each month to catch the
crowds. The CBD swelled during office hours with suited
businesspeople but spewed them out at five o’clock in favor of
trendy college-aged kids and a different level of vitality.

Everything was quiet for the moment, but
drink-and-sex-fueled fever would take over eventually and transform
peace into chaos. Jeri loved the energy and challenges of night
shift and had volunteered to continue on the least-favored schedule
her entire seven-year stint on the Greensboro Police Department.
Randy thought she was crazy because late shift seriously cut into
his extracurriculars, but she didn’t really have a social life,
unless casual dating counted. And night shift proved a good excuse
for distancing. She glanced at the dash clock. Randy had been off
grid for almost two hours. She reached for her phone but was
interrupted.

Her MDT chirped with the familiar call signal before
the telecommunicator said, “Car Eleven-thirteen. Prowler, possible
B&E in progress. Madison Building on Fisher Avenue near Elm.
Car Eleven-fourteen assist.”

She pressed the acknowledge button on the
mobile-digital terminal and added a verbal response, which she only
did on serious calls. “Eleven-thirteen, ten-four.”

Randy acknowledged, and then her phone chimed. She
glanced at his text.

Problems at home. Stage and wait for me.

“Eleven-thirteen, I’ll advise on assist. I’m almost
there.” She hoped to give Randy a few more minutes, but a burglary
in progress could mean someone was inside the residence or nearby
and possibly at risk. Waiting equaled more danger. Waiting wasn’t
her. She cut her lights, parked on a side street, and crept through
the shadows toward the address. A tall Leland cypress beside the
Madison provided perfect cover, and Jeri wedged into its spiky
limbs to scan the area.

A white male dressed in black with a hood swung a
dark container back and forth as he walked around the perimeter of
the building. The heady smell of gasoline bombarded Jeri’s nose as
she inhaled, and she grew lightheaded. Her nose itched, and she
stifled a sneeze in the crook of her arm.

The suspect tossed the container toward the street,
reached in his pocket, and pulled out a box of matches. He cursed
under his breath as several of the short sticks fell from his
shaking hands. Gasoline vapors hung thick in the air. If he struck
even one tiny spark, the whole place would go up and probably her
with it.

Jeri forced her way through the prickly limbs of the
tree and ran. “Police. Stop.” She anchored her left arm against her
body, charged, and drove her shoulder into his chest. Matches
scattered, and the suspect hit the ground with a thud. She
straddled him, her fist cocked.

He raised his hands, gasping for air. “I give
up.”

“On your stomach.” He rolled over without
resistance, and she plucked her handcuffs from her belt, locked
them in place, and stood. Adrenaline flooded her system, and she
hopped from foot to foot shaking her arms to calm herself. She
glanced around. Two patrol cars pulled up, but not Randy, and she
hoped nothing serious had happened with his mother.

“Where’s your partner?” Carl scanned the area and
chuckled. “Slacker. Is he hiding in the bushes letting you do all
the work?” When Jeri didn’t respond, he asked, “Want me to
transport him to jail?” His northern accent reminded her so much of
Randy that she smiled.

“Yeah, and call the fire department to hose down the
gas. I’ll talk to the complainant and see you at the magistrate’s
office.”

❖

From her penthouse on the fourth floor of the
Madison, Simone Sullivan smelled the heavy odor of gasoline. She’d
seen someone creeping around outside and called the police,
thinking it was another graffiti artist hoping to tag the wide
expanse of naked brick on the east side of the building. She hadn’t
expected an episode of Cops to unfold right outside her
window, but she’d been unable to look away.

The officer burst from the tree next door, curled
himself like a projectile, and charged the suspect headfirst. In
seconds, he had the man handcuffed and then did a victory dance
before the other units arrived. The adrenaline rush of battle or
fear made a person feel invincible and often led to impulsive
actions with regrettable results, at least she’d found it so in her
line of work. She was still at the window when her buzzer sounded,
and she rushed to answer. “Yes?”

“This is Officer Wylder. Did you call about a
prowler?”

Simone smiled at the sound of a sexy female voice.
Not what she expected. “I’ll be right down, Officer.” She quickly
changed from pajamas to jeans and a V-neck sweater before taking
the stairs two at a time. Maybe watching the arrest had spiked her
adrenaline as well, or was it the realization that a woman had come
to her rescue? “Seriously, Sullivan?” She chastised herself for
succumbing so easily to a stereotype and took a few breaths to calm
her pulse before opening the stairwell door into the lobby.

“Officer Wylder, I’m Simone Sullivan.” She offered
her hand and gazed into eyes an unusual shade of bluish-gray that
swept her body before making steady contact. The officer’s palm
heated hers, and Simone shivered from the warmth of it.

“Are you okay, Ms. Sullivan?”

And perceptive too. “Yes, you have warm hands. Mine
are usually so cold.” She stepped back. “Sorry. I tend to be too
blunt. Professional habit. But you have questions. Shall we?”
Simone motioned toward a two-seater bench in the entryway, and
Officer Wylder waited until she sat before joining her. Chivalry.
Bonus.

“Can you tell me what happened tonight? For the
report.”

Wylder’s uniformed leg pressed against hers was hot
and muscled, and Simone started to shift but settled into the
contact instead. When she did, the tightness along Officer Wylder’s
thigh eased as well. “I was getting ready for bed when I heard a
man’s voice from the courtyard below. Sound carries around here,
bouncing off the houses and overpass funneled toward us like a wind
tunnel. He was cursing and mumbling, nothing I could make out. When
he moved closer to the building and I couldn’t see him anymore, I
called. I couldn’t tell what he was doing until I smelled gas. He
was going to torch the place.” It wasn’t a question. She just
didn’t understand why, and why was an important part of her makeup,
personally and professionally.

“He’s in custody now. Do you have any idea why
someone might want to burn the building?”

Simone shook her head. “I was wondering the same
thing. We’ve had a few acts of vandalism the past few months,
mostly graffiti, nothing serious. I can’t imagine.”

Officer Wylder asked all the necessary questions to
fill out the report and then placed her hand over Simone’s. “Don’t
worry. Arson is usually a crime with a specific motive. We’ll get
to the bottom of it.”

Simone rolled her hand over to squeeze Wylder’s
fingers between her own. It wasn’t professional for either of them,
but at the moment, she didn’t care. As much as she believed she
could handle anything, having someone douse her home in gasoline
rattled her. “Thank you. You’ve been very kind, Officer
Wylder.”

“Jeri. We’re holding hands, so you should at least
know my first name.” She smiled, and her teeth sparkled from a face
tanned golden bronze. Jeri started to say something else, but the
stairwell door opened, and Mrs. Robertson and her Boston terrier
headed toward the exit.

“What’s going on out there, Simone? Are we
safe?”

“Of course, Mrs. Robertson.”

“I smell gas. Are you sure?” Mrs. Robertson picked
up her dog and cradled her in a protective hug.

Jeri rose from the bench and approached Mrs.
Robertson. “Is it okay if I pet her?” When she nodded, Jeri stroked
the animal behind her ears and cooed soothingly before addressing
Mrs. Robertson. “You’re perfectly safe, ma’am. Where did you get
your Boston?”

Mrs. Robertson straightened and grinned widely. “Nix
Kennels. Vita is the absolute best breeder of Bostons in the state,
possibly the country.”

“I totally agree. You’re lucky to get one of her
pups.”

“Tell me about it. I was on her waiting list for
almost two years.” The puppy wriggled in her arms. “Guess I better
go for that walk before it’s too late.”

Jeri gave the puppy a final stroke and said, “Don’t
let her drink or lick anything around the building until the fire
department clears. I wouldn’t want her to get sick.”

“Thanks, Officer.”

Simone watched the exchange with interest, sensing
genuine compassion and tenderness from Jeri. Greensboro officers
were usually cordial and accommodating, but she’d gone out of her
way to reassure Mrs. Robertson and to pet her dog. Not every
officer would’ve taken the extra time. “That was very nice of you.”
She stood beside Jeri, surprised and pleased that she barely came
to Jeri’s shoulder. “Careful. Your humanity is showing,
Officer.”

“What can I say? Dogs bring out the best in me,
especially Bostons.”

“I can’t believe you know Vita Nix,” Simone said. “A
couple of my friends are on her waiting list for puppies now. She’s
won so many championships I can’t remember them all and she’s been
to Westminster. Just excellent.” Jeri grinned, and the bronze of
her cheeks deepened. “Did I say something wrong?”

“It’s just…she’s my best friend, so I’m a little
prejudiced. We’ve been friends—” Her cell phone buzzed, and she dug
it from her pocket. “Excuse me.” She glanced at the message and the
laugh lines around her mouth tightened and her brow furrowed.
“Sorry. I should go. I have a suspect to process.” She reached into
her shirt pocket and pulled out a business card. “I’ll put the
incident number on the back, in case you need a copy of the
report.”

“Thank you, Officer. Jeri.” Their business finished,
Jeri headed for the door. Simone should let her go. Imaginary red
flags popped up all over Jeri’s body. Cop stood out
prominently above her head warning of the whole mentality and blue
line thing. Low pay peeked from her back pocket. Weird
hours preceded her out the front door. And a notoriously
promiscuous bright crimson tag flapped comically at her crotch.
Add the chorus of family and friends yelling, “Don’t do it,”
and Simone stifled the invitation on the tip of her tongue.

Jeri paused at the front door and stared at Simone
with those eyes. “I don’t usually do this, but would you like to
have coffee sometime, Ms. Sullivan? I mean, after work one day. If
you’re not busy. Or attached.”

All the red flags disappeared, and Simone grinned,
enjoying Jeri’s bumbling and the touch of color on her cheeks. “I’d
like that very much. I’ve got a soft spot for Boston terrier
fans.”

Jeri winked. “Lucky me. I’ll text you soon.”

Simone hadn’t felt even a flutter of interest in
anyone in ages, but Jeri Wylder stirred a whirlwind of questions,
challenges, and possibilities. Simone rushed to the window and
watched Jeri swagger back to her car. Simone leaned against the
windowsill, her heart racing and her mouth dry. Oh my.

❖

Why had she asked Simone Sullivan out? There was
nothing special about the strawberry-blonde’s appearance, but
something about her interested Jeri. Maybe it was the way she
settled so easily at Jeri’s side on the bench, the certainty with
which she accepted Jeri’s invitation, or possibly her refreshing
candor and the maturity it implied. Whatever the reason, Simone was
at least worth a cup of coffee Jeri decided as she pulled into the
bay at the jail.

Randy’s face was strained, his jaw tight when he
opened her car door. “Why didn’t you wait for me?”

“I was practically on top of the place when the call
went out. And it’s a good thing I didn’t. The guy was about to
torch the building.”

“Okay. Sorry. I’m a little wired.” He fell in beside
her as she walked toward the entrance. “So, you’re charging this
guy?”

She softened her tone. He’d been worrying about his
mother for months, and tonight must’ve been particularly hard or he
wouldn’t be jumping her case for doing her job. “Of course, I’m
charging him with attempted arson. He was trying to strike a match
when I tackled him.”

“He’s stoned out of his mind. I looked in through
the glass. He was all over the place.”

“Still, gas and matches, not a good thing,
especially if you’re stoned. I’ve got to relieve Carl and file the
charges. Catch up with you later?”

“Sure.” He started to walk away but stopped. “Hey,
you still hitting that paralegal, what’s her name, Mary?”

“Megan. Yeah. Why?”

“Why don’t the six of us go out soon. I need to blow
off some steam. Maybe Carl can find a date, but with that fucking
fungus all over his face, I don’t know.” He laughed.

“Sounds good.” She waved and keyed in the code to
the magistrate’s office.

Carl handed over the arrest paperwork and nodded
toward a corner out of earshot of the suspect and magistrate. “You
sure about this? The guy is totally fucked up. You might have
trouble proving intent. Just saying.”

“What’s with you? He doused the place in gasoline
and had matches in his hand when I tackled him. Sounds like intent
to me. If the magistrate disagrees, I’ll knock it down to something
else.” She waved the paperwork. “Thanks for bringing him in.”

“No problem.” He started out but turned back. “Randy
says we’re going for drinks.”

“We’ll see.” She wouldn’t. Couples’ outings fell
under the heading of things to be avoided until she found the right
woman. Married and partnered friends wanted their single mates to
be as miserable or as happy as they were, but she handled the
former well enough on her own by darting from woman to woman and
wasn’t sure the latter would ever happen. She’d devoted her dating
life since coming out to finding someone she could trust who meshed
with her personality, but most seemed to only match her sexual
appetites. That had been enough until recently. Her thoughts
returned to Simone Sullivan. Could she be a possibility?


Chapter Two

When her last patient left, Simone kicked off her
shoes, turned so she could look out the window and prop her feet on
the sill, and thumbed through her appointment book. The rest of the
week was jammed with clients, good for business but bad for a
coffee date with a gorgeous cop. She’d anticipated Jeri’s call for
the last two days, but instead of the real thing, she’d replayed
the feel of Jeri’s leg pressed firmly against hers and the
unfamiliar surge of arousal it produced.

She wasn’t sure why she’d been so attracted to Jeri,
but the pull had been powerful, almost unsettling. Her training as
a psychologist told her it was some old unresolved issue bubbling
up, but she refused to analyze her excitement to death. For the
first time in ages, she chose to feel.

Her cell vibrated across the desk, and she glanced
at the caller ID. “Hi, Erica.”

“Charlotte and I are going to Zeto for wine. She has
a VinoMatic card full of credit she’s dying to cash in. Come
with.”

She glanced at her watch. What were the chances Jeri
would call at seven o’clock? Fantasizing about a woman she didn’t
know and who might never call was one thing but wasting her life
waiting was another. Her friends were a sure bet, and she needed a
break. “I’m there.”

The brisk walk to Zeto from her office in the night
air erased the litany of client problems and almost made her forget
about Jeri…almost. When she opened the door, Charlotte and Erica
called from the back, already seated with a flight of wine in front
of them and a third waiting for her. The ambiance of the cozy wine
shop closed around her when she stepped inside. Posters touting
wines from around the world hung on every wall, and bottles cradled
in racks and displayed on barrels surrounded small tables making
them feel more intimate. “You girls rock.”

Erica rose and gave her a big hug, followed by
Charlotte. They’d been roommates at Duke and sorority sisters in
Alpha Delta Pi. Late-night bonding, secret rituals, and the
privilege of living in an incredible house on Duke’s campus had
cemented their friendships, with only one significant rift through
the years.

“ADPis unite,” Charlotte said. “Hope you like what
we chose.”

“Since I don’t see whiskey, I’ll take anything with
alcohol.” She settled and raised the first glass to toast. “Here’s
to no more problems tonight.”

“Amen, sisters,” Erica agreed, clinking her glass to
the others. She swept her other hand through bouncy black locks and
grinned before downing the wine with a single gulp. “Yum.”

Charlotte shook her head. “Our sister never takes
life slowly.” Unlike Erica, she tasted delicately and studied
Simone as she slowly sipped. “And you…always taking the middle
road.”

“That’s why you both love me. I bring moderation to
your
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