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Prologue
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The day I turned twenty-one, I decided to flip myself the way people flip houses. Quitting my job at the World Security League probably had a lot to do with it. I'd felt betrayed, and instead of standing up and fighting for myself, I'd run. In my case, that meant going back home, which I'd done. But I'd found no peace there. With my dad on his third wife and my mom on her second husband, there'd been too many steps and halves around for comfort. So I'd decided to become someone else and begun changing every single thing that I possibly could. Half a year and half my savings account later, I was pretty much a new girl except for one teeny tiny thing.

New town? Yes! I'd picked Oklahoma City, several states away from my mixed-and-matched family.

New apartment? Yes! I now shared a modest two bedroom with Samantha Ray, a nutritionist I'd met at work.

New job? Yes! Emergency room triage assistant at Mercy Hospital, which was a position purposely as different from my last as it could be.

I'd even changed my looks, part of that thanks to Sam. The moment she'd learned I could cook, she'd gone out and bought a cart full of healthy stuff for the kitchen. Her low-carb menus, her counseling, and her exercise bike had done the trick. All she'd wanted as payment was for me to help feed the homeless, a cause she held dear. I figured that was the least I could do, which is why I'd volunteered at the Feed the Street Initiative, sometimes shortened to first letters: FTSI.

To complete the new me, I'd dropped my first name, Emily, and gone with my middle one, Jai, which sounded more...exotic, I guess. Not that I'd ever be considered that. Yeah, I'd lost fifteen pounds and changed my long hair from blaze red to brown to my current mid-length strawberry blonde, but I was still klutzy me, the five-three girl with freckles who could trip over a dust bunny. I hoped that changing my name would help me age with grace.

Grace?

I laughed hysterically every time that word popped into my head.

Grace would not be a flip. It would be a freaking miracle. 
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Chapter One
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Thank goodness I wasn't the only newbie arriving late to orientation that chilly Friday night in February. Several steps ahead of me, a couple opened the door to the meeting room and eased inside from the hallway. I caught it before it shut, glad that neither FTSI Director Jeff Philpot nor the man he was introducing at the front of the room had spared them a glance.

Encouraged, I quietly ducked in, too.

The toe of my boot instantly caught on a leg of the nearest metal chair. I stumbled, dragging it several noisy inches across the linoleum before I actually managed to sit in it. Everyone glanced back, including the two men up front. The one I didn't know looked at me, looked away, looked again—a split-second double take that made him falter. I guessed the reason for it. Just coming off a shift and a half, I probably looked like a cast member from Walking Dead. "Sorry."

Philpot smoothly stepped in. "Detective Rossi, I believe you have some safety tips—"

Rossi came to life. "Rules, not tips." Philpot stepped away. The detective faced us, unsmiling. I belatedly noticed the badge hanging out of his jacket pocket. "First rule: never work alone. If your assigned partner doesn't show up, you either join another group or go home. Rule two: never give anyone living on the street a ride. It doesn't matter where or why. Don't do it."

He paused to scan the room, now looking at everyone except me.

"Third, never take anyone home with you. It's stupid. It's dangerous. It's not allowed."

Some people nodded as he listed the rules. I didn't. He was making this sound way more sketchy than it actually was, at least according to Sam. She loved feeding the homeless. She talked all the time about the individuals she had come to know.

"Fourth: stay alert. Keep your chin up. Keep your eyes open. Keep pepper spray, a personal alarm, or both within reach at all times. Fifth: don't hand out money, don't hand out pills, don't give anyone personal details, and don't loan your phone. The less these people know about you, the better. Your one and only concern is providing food. My concern is keeping you safe."

My hopes of being a better person began a downward spiral. His words were so cold. I'd wanted to be some poor soul's guardian angel, a beacon of hope in the darkness of life. How could I be if all I did was robotically pass along a cold sandwich?

"Rule six, though last, is most important. If you ever feel threatened in any way, leave and report to Jeff or me." He dug into an inside pocket and pulled out what looked like business cards. "I won't be there, but I will be around. My number's at the bottom." The detective handed them to the first person on the first row, a woman. She took one and passed the rest along. "One last thing. Though many of you will want to solve everyone's problems, realistically you can't. So be smart, be professional, keep your distance. If there was a quick fix for homelessness, we wouldn't be here tonight." At that point, the detective signaled Mr. Philpot, who took over.

"I've posted the schedule on the bulletin board at the back of the room." All heads turned, including mine. "It begins this coming Sunday. Find your name on the list. Confirm what night of the week you've been assigned. Locate your partner."

That last thing sounded daunting since I didn't know a soul in the room. But I belatedly realized that everyone else had stick-on name tags. I had no idea where they'd gotten them and glanced around until I spotted a sign-in sheet, Sharpies, and some blank tags.

"Any questions?"

There weren't.

"If you think of one, we can talk here or in my office down the hall. Thanks for volunteering. FTSI OKC relies on folks just like you to feed over a thousand 'countable'—"He drew quotes in the air. "—homeless on any given night. We, they need your help. Now I'm out of business cards, but I've written my number on the board. Put it in your phone. Use it if you need to."

As everyone rose to go check the bulletin board, I headed to the desk near the door to get a nametag. On it I wrote Jai Storey. After sticking it to my shirt, I walked to the bulletin board. There was no hope of seeing the list at that point. I sat down in the nearest chair, waiting for the cluster of volunteers to clear while I dug through my bag for my cell. I added Mr. Philpot to my contacts.

"How old are you?"

Startled, I looked up to find Detective Rossi standing right in front of me, his face stern.

"What?"

"How old are you?"

Hating how he towered over me, I stood, which helped a little. "Twenty-one."

He snorted a soft, disbelieving laugh.

I bristled. "I am. Want to see my driver's license?"

He held out his hand for it.

My jaw dropped. "I'm legal, okay? And what's it to you?" Yes, I was sassing him, but geez. Rude much?

"You have to be over eighteen to volunteer."

"Then there's no problem, is there?"

I stole that moment to take a better look at him than I had so far and actually liked what I saw. Tall with dark hair, deep blue eyes, and a whiskery chin and jaw line, he wasn't classically handsome by any means. But his face had character that a couple of scars—one on his cheek and one through his eyebrow—merely tweaked. As for his age, I guessed late twenties or early thirties.

A glance toward the bulletin board revealed I could now get to it. "Excuse me." I walked over and easily found my name in the Thursday evening slot, just as I'd requested. Philpot had told me it would take up to a couple of hours each night to get the job done. Next month, everything would have to change, unfortunately, to match the mercurial work schedule that was the driving force of my life. But I'd been assured that wouldn't be a problem.

I’d be working Homestead Street with a partner named Cory Whitaker. Smiling at the irony of the street name, I checked the entire list and realized every pair consisted of a guy and a girl. I turned to look for Cory and bumped bodies with the detective. "Oh! Sorry. My bad."

But was it?

"You have my card?" he asked.

"They never got to me."

He glanced around and took one from the front shirt pocket of a burly young man wearing a Batman watch, who was standing nearby and had a Buzz Henson name tag. "I'm doubting you'll ever need this," Rossi said to the guy, acknowledging his height and breadth with a solemn nod of respect.

Buzz laughed good naturedly.

Rossi handed the card to me. "Use it." Frowning slightly, he stared for a few seconds longer without speaking.

"What?" I finally asked.

"You don't seem the type for community service. What'd you do?"

His shift in topic threw me completely off. "About what?"

"Was it unpaid parking tickets?"

"Huh?"

Buzz chortled and butted right in. "Most of us so-called 'volunteers' really aren't."

Ohhh. "I'm here to help people who are down on their luck." I pocketed the card without looking at it. "Now would you two please step aside? I have a partner to find."

"Who'd you get?" Buzz again.

I told him.

"Over there." He pointed to a slender blondish guy standing with a noisy group of young people. I immediately suspected they fell into the community service group, just like Buzz.

"Thanks." I walked over and peeked at the nametag to be sure. "Cory? Hey. I'm Em—er, Jai. Apparently we'll be working together."

"Well, look at you." He had a slight drawl. I offered him my right hand. He shook it as his gaze swept my body. "This might not be so bad after all."

I took my fingers back. I wasn't there to hook up. "You think it'll be bad?"

"I think feeding the masses will be a freakin' waste of time. I mean, it's not like a ham sandwich is going to make any difference."

"It might if they're hungry," I as good as snapped. It was a cinch he'd never missed a meal, and I seriously doubted he knew any derelict's back story.

Cory abruptly changed his tune. "You know what? You're absolutely right, and I'm sorry I said that." He glanced around. "Looks like we're done here. Want to get coffee? Starbucks is just down the street. My treat. We can strategize."

"Hot caffeine sounds great." I planned to stand up for the homeless while we drank it.

With a half smile, he turned toward the door. Detective Rossi came out of nowhere and caught his arm. "Got a minute?"

"I guess." Cory seemed surprised.

So was I.

The two of them stepped away from me, and though I tried my best to hear their earnest conversation, all the others in the room drowned it out. In seconds Cory was back and leading the way to the door. Moments after, we were standing outside on the sidewalk with a chilly breeze in our faces.

The rundown Scott Building, which was where we were, sat at the crossroads of streets that had traditionally separated the "good" area of OKC from the "bad." It was ideal for Feed the Street since a large number of transients had taken up residence on sidewalks and in alleys just a few blocks over.

"What did the cop want?" Curiosity was killing me.

"He told me to keep you safe."

I laughed before I realized he was serious. "You're kidding, right?"

"Nope."

That irked me. Had the good detective told any other guys to keep their female partners safe? Or was I the only helpless woman in the room? "What did you say back?"

Cory didn't immediately tell me. I hoped he wasn't making something up. "I told him you looked like you could take care of yourself."

That sounded honest enough. I beamed. "Good answer, man. Thanks."

We shared a high five and walked in comfortable silence the rest of the way, which amounted to a block and a half. Cory opened the door of Starbucks. We went in. As with all coffee shops in the franchise, the place was neat as a pin and busy, with most of the tables full. I grabbed us a seat. He went to the counter to order.

The distance between us gave me a better perspective of him. Cory wasn't as old, tall, or as built as Rossi, nor was his face as rugged. Clean shaven with high cheekbones, dark eyes, and professionally streaked hair, Cory was more of a pretty—and probably party—boy who was most likely in the nineteen-to-twenty-two-year-old range.

But why was I comparing him to...? Having no first name, I dug the card from my pocket and read: Detective Sebastian Rossi, OKC PD. The address, phone, and fax numbers of the Police Department headquarters were on there, plus a number at the bottom that might be his personal one.

Sebastian. Hm. He hadn't really looked like a Sebastian, but then what did one look like? Cory on the other hand matched his name because of the way he'd dressed—worn Rock and Roll jeans, pricey chukka boots, and a plaid shirt made to wear untucked. His wide shoulders and long legs added to his preppy appeal. I'll admit I liked looking at him. What female wouldn't?

"Here." He handed over my latte macchiato and settled in the chair opposite me.

"Thanks."

"So...tell me about Jai."

I sipped my drink. "You go first."

He pointed to his upper lip, which made me hastily wipe mine. "I'm a student at OU. Just started my sophomore year."

I knew he referred to the University of Oklahoma. "Major?"

"Pre-Med. Are you a student?"

"No. I work at Mercy Hospital. ER."

"You're a nurse?"

"A triage assistant. I've been there for two months. I like it so far."

"You from around here?" He finger combed his hair with one hand. It fell back where it had been, almost in his sexy brown eyes. His peering through the sweep looked practiced.

"No. Seattle. Bet you were born right here in Oklahoma." I dabbed a napkin to my lips every time I drank now.

"How'd you guess?"

"That accent. Got a girlfriend?"

Cory nodded, but didn't give me details. "Boyfriend?"

"I'm taking a break."

He laughed a little. "I feel ya."

We stayed at Starbucks long enough to make plans for meeting up at six on Thursday for our first night of duty. Although Cory wanted to drive me home, I didn't let him for several reasons. First off, I didn't know him well enough to reveal where I lived. Second, my apartment was maybe a mile and a quarter away, with well-lit sidewalks between here and there. Third, he had a girlfriend who might not appreciate me bumming rides from her man.

I was sensitive about stuff like that.

The moment he was out of sight, I raised my hands in a huge V of victory that had little to do with Cory or anyone else and everything to do
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