
  
    [image: Murders & Romance]
  


  
    
      MURDERS & ROMANCE

    

    
      
        LASHELL COLLINS

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 Lashell Collins

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or people — living, dead, or undead — is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author. This book contains content that may not be suitable for young readers (under age 18).

      

      All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this eBook may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 2

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 3

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 4

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 5

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 6

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 7

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 9

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 10

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 11

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 12

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 13

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 14

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 15

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 16

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 17

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 18

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 19

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 20

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 21

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 22

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 23

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 24

          

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Curses & Vows

          

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

          

        

      

      
        
          Join Lashell’s Facebook Reader Group

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          Acknowledgments

          

        

      

      
        
          Also by Lashell Collins

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The little girl’s high-pitched scream felt like a needle piercing his temple, and Detective Isaac Taylor woke with a start.

      Panting.

      Sweating.

      His heart was running a marathon.

      Damn dream. It wasn’t the first time he’d had it. It wasn’t even the first time he’d woken up in a cold sweat because of it. The case was over. The Lullaby Killer was dead. Hell, Isaac had killed the bastard himself. Well… sort of.

      Death by telekinesis.

      Had that really happened?

      He sat up and shook his head as if to clear it of the ghosts, then he looked over at Sidney. She was sleeping peacefully. Finally. A sense of immense relief spread throughout his chest, and he reached out and gently moved a stray curl from her lovely face.

      He hoped she was having a sweet dream.

      Sliding out of bed, he intended to go pee. But his ringing cellphone had him reaching for it with lightning speed so that it didn’t wake Sidney.

      “Taylor.”

      He could hear both the sleep and the aggravation in his own voice.

      “Morning, Detective Sergeant.”

      The dispatcher’s tone was clipped and efficient, and much too perky for this time of night.

      “There’s a dead body down on University Circle, near the Case Western campus. Officer on scene says it’s pretty gruesome, sir.”

      Isaac sighed and glanced at the digital clock. 3:45 am.

      “All right. Call Detective Vega. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      He ended the call and looked back at Sidney. She was still sleeping soundly, thank goodness. As long as it had taken her to fall asleep, the last thing he wanted was for it to be cut short.

      He headed for the bathroom to shower and get ready. Fifteen minutes later, he was out the door.

      He climbed behind the wheel of his metallic blue Mustang GT thinking about how he and his partner, Pete Vega, had been pulling a whole lot of overtime these last two weeks, covering not one fallen detective team, but two. He’d been a detective for over nine years, and he couldn’t ever remember a time when they’d been stretched this thin.

      He pulled up at the location and looked around. University Circle was a busy hub of one square mile. Sort of a converging point for Case Western Reserve University, several hospital facilities, and many different cultural destinations — like museums, music halls, botanical gardens, college bars, and restaurants. In fact, one of his favorite ramen noodle joints was part of the busy University Circle hub.

      Isaac got out of his car just as Pete pulled up. They acknowledged each other with the standard silent ‘what’s up’ lift-of-the-chin guys always did, and made their way over to where the pair of uniforms stood with a body. And Isaac did a double take at that body.

      “Jesus.”

      The horrified whisper dropped from his lips as Isaac studied the crime scene.

      The body was completely naked and tied, spread-eagled, to a large tree trunk. The victim was male. Or at least, he had been before he was thoroughly and completely castrated.

      Blood.

      Everywhere he looked there was blood. And the victim’s, uh… appendage was lying on the ground at the body’s feet.

      “Holy Mother of God,” Pete said.

      Isaac’s gaze darted all around, weeding out the CSU members and taking in the important details. There were no discarded clothes anywhere. That meant whoever had done this heinous deed wanted their victim to be publicly humiliated in death. This staging had been carefully deliberate.

      Isaac quietly cleared his throat and turned to the nearest uniform.

      “Who found the body?”

      “Those two there.” The female officer pointed a few yards away to where her partner stood with two college-aged women, and then consulted her notes. “Kim Barns and Leslie Rowan. They were returning to the university about an hour ago.”

      “Thanks.” Isaac motioned to Pete and they walked over to the women. “Detective Sgt. Ike Taylor. Detective Pete Vega. Can you tell us what you two were doing out here so late? Or early?”

      The one to his right flipped her green hair over her shoulder. “We both work at one of the bars in the circle. So, we walk back to campus together. Safety in numbers, right?”

      “Do either of you know the victim?”

      “I think I’ve seen him around campus, but I don’t really know him,” the other one spoke up.

      “And you are?”

      “I’m Kim Barns.”

      “And you mean you’ve seen the victim around the Case Western campus?”

      “Yes, sir. Leslie and I are both undergrads.”

      “And what about him? You know?”

      The girl shook her head. “No. I’m sorry.”

      Isaac looked around and pointed to the path they were on.

      “This trail. Is it normally a popular place?”

      “Yes,” green-hair spoke up again. “I walk this way all the time. It’s normally full of people in the daytime.”

      “And when does it typically slow down? About what time?”

      “Usually when it gets dark. This time of year around 8 or 9 at night.”

      “And did you see anyone else near the body? Did you pass anyone else on the path?”

      “No.” Both girls shook their heads and answered in unison.

      “Okay.” Isaac sighed. “Thank you both. Don’t leave town. We may have more questions later.”

      He motioned to Pete, and his partner handed out a couple of cards to the girls, saving Ike from the dreaded skin-on-skin contact. Then they walked back over to the body.

      “What do you think?” Pete nodded back toward the girls.

      “I think it would definitely take the both of them to string a guy his size up like this. But with the amount of blood here, they’d both be covered in it after it was done.”

      “Agreed. Not to mention that whoever did this had to be very pissed at this man. You do not cut off a guy’s junk for the fun of it.”

      Isaac shook his head in agreement.

      “No, you don’t. But without a positive ID on him, we’ve got nowhere to start. Let’s leave CSU to do their thing and see what Hiroshi has to say. Meantime, you and I will go through Case Western’s student roster. Maybe we’ll get an ID that way.”

      He dug his cellphone from his pocket and took a picture of the victim’s face.

      “Or… you could give him a touch,” Pete said. “See what you see.”

      Isaac glared at him. “Or not.”

      Pete held up his hands in surrender.

      Isaac looked back at the body and briefly entertained the idea. Since his ordeal with the Lullaby Murders a few weeks ago, and what he’d been through after touching each of those poor little girls, he was less than eager to touch another murder victim. At least so soon. He knew it would be the fastest way to glean useful information, but he simply couldn’t bring himself to do it.

      “I’ll meet you back at the station, Pete.”

      “Yep.”

      Pete’s response was distracted, and Isaac understood perfectly. The scene was grisly. Isaac would even call it macabre.

      “Come on,” he said in an effort to get his partner moving.

      They headed to their respective cars and, once behind the wheel of his, Isaac’s thoughts drifted from the horrific crime scene to his Sidney.

      He thought about how peacefully she was sleeping when he’d left, and for some reason the thought warmed him.

      A ghost of a smile crossed his lips when he remembered the joy he’d felt at learning she was pregnant. That he was going to be a father. The idea of it blew his mind even now.

      He pulled into the back lot of the police station and parked behind a row of marked black and white cruisers. Then he yawned as he headed inside the building. He was tired, but the nearly 4 am call-out was only part of the reason.

      There wasn’t really much he and Pete could do at this hour besides begin the preliminary paperwork and make notes for when the university offices opened later in the morning and they could speak to someone. After seeing to those things, and beginning a case board with the victim’s picture and a big question mark for the name, Isaac turned to Pete.

      “Go home, partner. Get a couple more hours sleep or eat some food. Meet me back here at eight o’clock sharp and we’ll head to the university.”

      “Sounds good.”

      They both dragged themselves up from their desks and headed out of the detective’s pit.
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      “Tell me the truth, Ike. How is she really doing?”

      Simon’s voice was full of concern, and Isaac was grateful that he had such a good relationship with his future brother-in-law. He took a deep breath and thought about the question, and about how quiet Sidney had been at breakfast just a few minutes ago.

      “I don’t know, Simon. She’s not good. I mean… physically she’s fine. Emotionally she’s just not her usual bubbly self. But it’s only been a couple of days though.”

      “Do you think I need to come?”

      “No, no.” Isaac shook his head as though Simon were in the room with him and could see the gesture. “I don’t think you need to take leave and miss work and all that. She’ll be okay. It’s just gonna take some time to get over, that’s all.”

      He hoped he sounded more confident than he felt about the situation. Simon sighed, and Isaac could feel the weight of it even over the phone.

      “Okay, I’m going to trust your judgment on this, Ike. But please call me if things change. I can be there in less than 4 hours.”

      “You know I’ll keep you posted, Simon.”

      “Yeah. Hey, maybe she’ll feel better once you two set a date, huh?”

      His tone was lighter, and Isaac appreciated the attempt at levity.

      “Yeah, maybe so. I’ll catch you later, man.”

      “Yep. See you.”

      Isaac ended the call and glanced around the sunroom. Then he tucked his phone into his pocket and went in search of the woman in question. When he’d taken the call from her brother, Sidney had been in the kitchen cleaning up their breakfast dishes. Now the kitchen was empty.

      He walked through the living room and wandered down the hall. He found her in their bedroom.

      “Hey.”

      The sound of his voice made her jump, and Isaac watched her drop something into an open drawer and quickly close it.

      “Hey,” she replied quietly, running a hand over the back of her neck. Then her whole body sagged on a sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      Isaac moved closer and pulled her into his arms from behind, and looked at her face in the mirror.

      “Darlin’, you don’t have to apologize. And you don’t have to hide that little t-shirt from me either.”

      She leaned back against him. “It was silly of me to buy it in the first place.”

      “No, it wasn’t. Sidney, you were happy. You were excited about being pregnant. About becoming a mom. About the new life we made together. There is nothing wrong with any of that.”

      Keeping one arm snugly around her, he reached out and opened the drawer. Then he pulled out the tiny t-shirt that was covered in teddy bears.

      “And there’s nothing wrong with hanging onto this as a way to remember that life. Even though it was fleeting. And someday real soon, there will be another baby. One that will actually get the chance to wear this itty-bitty thing.”

      She took the t-shirt from him and looked up into his eyes in the mirror.

      “You really believe that?”

      Isaac slowly turned her around to face him, and looked down into her eyes.

      “Didn’t the doctor tell us there was likely no medical reason why you can’t conceive and carry a healthy baby in the future?”

      Sidney nodded, but her eyes held so much hesitancy.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, then.” Isaac caressed her face.

      “So… we try again? Sometime?”

      Her question was asked with a full load of uncertainty, almost as if she were afraid to hear his answer, and Isaac wondered why.

      “If that’s what you want, yes.”

      “But is that what you want?”

      Was she for real? Did she actually need reassurance from him? Isaac gently took her face in both of his hands.

      “Oh, Sidney. I want everything with you, darlin’. Don’t you know that by now?”

      She smiled at him, and his heart constricted. It was the first genuine smile he’d seen from her in two whole days.

      “Hey. Just imagine my blond hair with your crazy curls on top of a chubby little face. How cute and funny would that be?”

      The smallest of giggles spilled out of her, and Isaac’s heart swelled with something akin to relief. He kissed her sweet lips.

      “There’s my girl. I’ve missed that laughter.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Um mmm. Don’t be sorry, darlin’. You don’t ever have to apologize for your pain. Just don’t try to pretend it isn’t happening either, okay? You don’t have to hide it from me.”

      “You’re sad too. I can see that.”

      “I am. I admit that I’m terrified of parenthood. But I was actually looking forward to taking that adventure with you.”

      He watched the tears well up in her eyes, then she leaned her head into his chest, and Isaac wrapped his arms around her again and kissed the top of her head.

      “We will take that adventure together, Sid. We’ll get our shot eventually. Grandad told me so.”

      “What?”

      Sidney looked up at him, wiping silent tears, and Isaac caught one on his thumb.

      “He wouldn’t give me any details. Just implied that there would be a little one.”

      “Really? When did he tell you that?”

      “When we met him in Tennessee. Remember the little blue teddy bear he gave me?”

      “Yeah, the one that had been yours when you were little.”

      “Yeah. Well, he said he thought I might want to pass it down to my child in the near future.”

      “He saw something?” She sounded so hopeful. “With his superpowers?”

      Isaac nodded, and Sidney’s tears fell anew. But he was fairly certain they were tears of a different sort this time. She smiled at him, and Isaac was so happy to have made her feel at least a little bit better. He kissed her forehead.

      “Well, I have to get going, I’m afraid. I have a very gruesome new case to get back to this morning.” He stepped away and grabbed his gun, clipping the holster to his side. “You going to be okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.” She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “I’m going to go on into work too, so I also need to get moving.”

      Isaac wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that.

      “You sure you want to go back to work already?”

      “I’m sure. I don’t want to keep moping around here. I want to work. I followed the doctor’s orders to get plenty of rest for the first 24 hours, and then some. Plus, I’m all cried out. Now, I just want to get back to my normal routine.”

      Isaac heard the determination in her voice, but he also felt the turmoil in her heart. He understood it. You couldn’t simply turn off the sadness by flipping a switch, no matter how hard you might want to. Still, he wished he could change her mind about going back to work so soon.

      “Well, you just take it easy on yourself today, okay. Maybe just a half day?”

      “I’m fine, Ike. Really.”

      He smiled at her and then kissed her lips. “Call me if you need me.”

      “Back at you.”

      He grinned at her spark of sass and kissed her once more.

      “Love you.”

      “I love you back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      At the station, Isaac stood by in the briefing room and listened while Lieutenant Gavin Hayes conducted the morning briefing. He glanced around and took note of the detectives present, and those that were absent.

      Gerri Miller still hadn’t surfaced since her partner, Curt Dorn, had been shot during the apprehension of the Schiffer family in connection with the lullaby murders three weeks ago. Isaac silently swore, knowing that the mega-overtime hours were most likely going to continue for a while.

      It wasn’t just the loss of the Miller and Dorn detective team at the heart of their manpower crisis. Detectives Barker and Wheeler were both out for medical reasons. So, Hayes had wisely put their partners together to form a new team. But on a shift with only four detective teams, they were down two, and unfortunately homicide didn’t take a vacation.

      When the morning briefing was over, Isaac followed Gavin Hayes to his office and walked in uninvited.

      “Still no Gerri?”

      Gavin sighed very loudly, giving Isaac the impression that he really didn’t care to talk about it.

      “Something I can do for you, Sergeant?”

      His tone solidified that first impression. But Isaac pressed on.

      “I’m sorry, sir. But I’m just curious. I know it’s only been two weeks since Dorn’s funeral, but with Gary Barker’s stomach troubles and Mark Wheeler’s hernia, we seem to have lost the equivalent of two detective teams in one fell swoop here. The homicide unit’s day shift is getting a little taxed. Pete and I were called out at quarter to four this morning.”

      Gavin put his hands on his hips and stared at Isaac.

      “You don’t think I know how shorthanded we are, Ike? It’s my job to know these things. Now, I can’t do much about Barker’s bleeding ulcer, or Wheeler’s recovery time from his hernia surgery. But I am diligently looking through the list of candidates to fill Dorn’s position on this team.”

      “Yes, sir. I didn’t mean to imply that you weren’t.” Isaac stepped further into the room. “I was just wondering about Gerri Miller. Have you heard from her? Has anyone?”

      Gavin sighed once more and looked away.

      “Have a seat, Sergeant.”

      Isaac walked over to the chair in front of his boss’ desk and sat down. Gavin handed him a piece of paper and then took his own seat. Isaac studied the paper and then looked up at Gavin. Was this for real?

      “She transferred out?”

      The amount of shock and disappointment in his own voice was no surprise. Gerri was one of the best detectives in their unit, and Isaac hated to lose her.

      “She gave me that form about a week before we closed the lullaby case and Dorn was shot. I never processed it.”

      Isaac handed the paper back to him and shook his head.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I never authorized her request, and I didn’t push the paperwork through because I was hoping to change her mind. Then Dorn was killed, and per protocol, as his partner she was ordered to take a week off to get herself together.”

      “She’s been off since he was shot. So, it’s been three weeks now,” Isaac stated the obvious with growing disgust at the situation.

      “I know that.”

      “And? Has she called or reported in at all?”

      “She has. And she’s not doing well. She requested a leave of absence. Barker’s stomach issues hadn’t flared up yet at the time, so I granted the leave. On the condition that she see Dr. Clark Newman for a while.”

      Isaac sighed and sat back in the chair. He’d had his own run-in with the department’s shrink, and he didn’t envy her the intrusive conversation.

      “So, do you think she’ll be coming back here after her leave, or moving on to another precinct?”

      Gavin spread his hands wide in an I-have-no-clue gesture before clasping them together, elbows on the desk, and rested his chin on them.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know. But I do plan to go see her personally to check in. See how she’s doing.”

      “She was a wreck at Dorn’s funeral.”

      They were both silent for a moment, remembering the way their colleague had broken down at the service.

      “Yeah,” Gavin said quietly. His voice was stronger a second later. “Well, I’m reluctant to make this a search for two new detectives without first trying to hold on to Gerri. She’s good at what she does, and I’d hate to lose her.”

      “I agree wholeheartedly. She’s a damn fine detective, and this unit is better with her.” Isaac just couldn’t figure out her motives for requesting the transfer, and he shook his head again, puzzled. “Did she say why she wants to transfer to another precinct? I didn’t realize she was unhappy here.”

      Gavin hesitated, and Isaac’s overdeveloped sense of empathy could suddenly feel his boss’ unease at that question. It was palpable. And strong.

      “She had personal reasons.”

      Isaac waited for more, but Gavin wasn’t giving anything else away. The look on his face told Isaac that there was more to the story. A lot more. He refused to pry though.

      “So… what do you need from me, sir? How can I help?”

      “I’m glad you asked.” Gavin reached for a small stack of manila file folders on the edge of his desk, and handed them to him. “These are files on the prospective candidates for Dorn’s position. Look through them and bring me your recommendations.”

      Isaac took the pile of files, but he was surprised.

      “You want my opinion on the new hire?”

      “Well, the final choice will be mine, and the Chief’s, of course. But I wouldn’t mind your input. You know I like your instincts.”

      “Okay. Can I take these home with me and let you know my thoughts tomorrow?”

      “Absolutely. In the meantime, tell me about this case you and Vega caught this morning. I heard it was… interesting.”

      “Yeah, that’s one word for it.” Isaac rolled his eyes. “Vic was spread eagled around the largest tree trunk I’ve ever seen, naked as the day he was born, and all his junk was cut clean off.”

      “All of it?”

      “All. Of. It. We’re waiting to hear back from Hiroshi on the cause of death, but my money would be on the genitalia excision.”

      “Damn.”

      Gavin visibly winched and moved his knees together. Isaac understood the impulse.

      “Yeah. Pete and I are headed out to the University now to see if we can get a copy of a student roster or something similar. Try to ID our guy.”

      “Keep me posted.”

      “You do the same after you speak with Gerri.”

      Gavin nodded, and Isaac got up and left the office.
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      Once Isaac left for work, Sidney headed for the shower. She was getting a late start, having only just decided to put on her big girl pants and go back to work, so she tucked her mountain of curls under a satin-lined plastic shower cap. She didn’t have time to blow them dry this morning.

      She stood beneath the hot stream for a little longer than she’d planned. It was a big mistake. Lingering in the steam only gave her more time to think about what she’d lost.

      She’d been so scared when the pink lines appeared on the stick. So worried about how Isaac would react to the news. So worried about his reaction that she hadn’t even considered her own.

      She hadn’t been prepared for the overwhelming sense of joy. And when Isaac’s eyes lit up, she knew that he was just as happy. They’d made a baby.

      They’d basked in that joy for exactly eleven and a half days before it was ripped away.

      Eleven and a half days.

      Just long enough to fall in love with the idea.

      Sorrow reached in and ripped out her heart all over again.

      The tears streamed down her face, and the water washed over her.

      One last cry.

      That’s what she told herself. She’d have this one last cry here in the shower, and then she would carry on with her life.

      Ten minutes later she got out and dressed in a nice pair of brown slacks and a cream blouse with brown polka stars. She put on a matching pair of brown slingback pumps, wrangled her copious curls into a bun on top of her head, and added a pair of tiny pearl earrings to complete the look.

      She stood in the mirror for a long time, staring at the chosen outfit and wondering why making herself pretty wasn’t giving her the usual boost-my-mood feels.

      “Because you’re still sad, Sid,” she mumbled at her reflection. “That’s why.”

      She grabbed her purse, her car keys, and her I-can-do-this attitude, gave the cat a loving scratch, and then left.

      She was grateful they’d only chosen to tell three people about the pregnancy. The three people they trusted most in life — her brother, Simon, and Ike’s brother and sister-in-law, Adam and Bree.

      In her car on the drive to Hope House, the women’s shelter where she worked, she forced herself to think only of the day ahead.

      “We’re not going to wallow, Sidney. We’re going to move forward.”

      The pep talk to herself wasn’t completely working, but she decided she would just repeat it throughout the day, however many times she needed to hear it. She would focus on the work, not on her sorrows.

      It wouldn’t be a hardship. She enjoyed her work. In fact, she’d been loving it the past couple of weeks. Zoe Ridley, the shelter’s owner and director, had been off recovering from minor brain surgery — an emergency procedure after being whacked in the head with the butt of Tom Billings’ gun during a domestic disturbance when one of the residents’ husbands had held them all hostage for several hours.

      Thank God Isaac had been there to get them all out safely. But while Zoe recovered, Sidney had been in charge at the shelter, making sure things ran smoothly in Zoe’s absence.

      It was perfect timing that Zoe had come back to work when she did, just in time for Sidney to miss two days due to…

      “But we’re not going to dwell on that, Sid. We’re not going to wallow; we’re going to move forward.”

      She pressed on, navigating the morning traffic, and pulled up outside Hope House only fifteen minutes late.

      She walked into the shelter and spotted a chubby-cheeked four-year-old with a syrup smile and a milk mustache standing in the kitchen doorway.

      “Hi, Miss Sidney.”

      “Hi, Laney. Did you just have pancakes and milk for breakfast?”

      The little girl nodded, and Sidney smiled at her.

      “Laney, let me clean your face.” The girl’s mother, one of the residents, came to her wielding damp paper towels. “Oh, hi Sidney!”

      “Good morning, Ann.”

      Sidney waved at the little girl and headed for the back office. Zoe looked up from her desk with a bright surprised smile.

      “Sidney! You’re back.”

      “I am.”

      “How are you feeling? I hear there’s a summer flu bug going around. I only hope no one carries it into the house. That’s all we’d need, right?”

      Sidney smiled and locked her small purse in the bottom drawer of her desk, and took her seat. “Well, it won’t be me. I didn’t have the flu. I was just a little under the weather.”

      She had no intention of sharing the details of her absence with her boss or anyone else. It was no one’s business as far as she was concerned.

      “So, how are you doing, Zoe?”

      “Oh, I’m fine. The doctors said my bleed was very minor. Whether it was caused by the blow from the gun or when my head hit the floor, they aren’t completely certain. But they’ve given me a clean bill of health, and that’s all that matters.”

      “Still… you should probably take it easy.”

      “Well, I’m not sure what your ailment was, but right back at you.”

      Her smile was coaxing, but Sidney simply grinned and let the subject drop.

      “Any word on Diane and Tom Billings?”

      Zoe looked disappointed at the change of topic, but she thankfully followed Sidney’s lead.

      “Yes, actually. Tom will be staying in police custody until his court date in three months.”

      “That’s great to hear.” Sidney nodded, and opened up her work files.

      “Unfortunately, we’ll all probably be called to testify. So, keep that in mind.”

      Sidney softly groaned at that idea.

      “Diane has filed for divorce and is making plans to move to Palm Beach to be near her parents.”

      “Wonderful. A fresh start will be good for her.”

      She got to work on Dress For Success — the program where they took in donations of gently used business attire to help those residents who needed something nice to wear to a job interview, or to court. But she looked up to see Zoe watching her.

      “What?”

      “Hmm. What about your fresh start?”

      Sidney felt her brow crinkle. “Excuse me?”

      “Well, I know I got hit on the head pretty hard, but I seem to recall something about a spontaneous marriage proposal. It’s been over three weeks now, yet I still don’t see a ring on your finger. And you seem extremely distracted and a little blue. Is everything all right with you and your beau?”

      The look she gave her bordered on pity, and Sidney huffed out a small breath.

      “My beau and I are doing very well, thank you. I’m just… not a hundred percent yet, I guess.”

      She looked away, wondering why she felt so annoyed by Zoe’s gentle probing. The woman was only trying to show concern. She glanced back at her and saw Zoe gearing up to respond, but someone caught her eye.

      “Oh!”

      Sidney turned to see Dr. Lance Tobey standing in the doorway. He stepped inside the office with a sheepish grin.

      “Good morning, ladies. Hope I’m not interrupting.”

      “Of course not!” Zoe smiled at him. “Come on in. I have that paperwork you needed right here.”

      She grabbed a form from her desk and handed it to him.

      “Oh, Sidney, I almost forgot to mention… We got a note from Carla Day yesterday. She and her children have settled down in Cincinnati. She begins her new job next week, and the boy… Kevin was his name, right? He was a student of yours?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      If it hadn’t been for her helping Kevin when he was being bullied at the school Sidney was substitute teaching in, she never would have found the Hope House or her new job here.

      “Well, Kevin will be starting school there in the fall,” Zoe continued. “It sounds like they’re really doing well. Here’s the card if you’d like to read it.”

      Sidney moved to get up.

      “Oh, I’ve got it.”

      Lance beat her to it, taking the card from Zoe and walking it over to Sidney’s desk.

      “Thank you.”

      Sidney reached for the card, but Lance purposely hung onto it, causing her to look up at him. When she did, he smiled at her and let go.

      Sidney gave him a polite smile and then busied herself reading Carla’s note. She took her time just to have an excuse to ignore him, but she could feel his eyes on her. She always felt his eyes on her whenever he was there volunteering.

      It made her skin crawl with imaginary spiders.

      “Well, I have to get to the hospital. Thanks for getting this together so quickly, Zoe.”

      “Oh, you’re welcome.”

      “It was good seeing you both.”

      “Thanks, Lance!” Zoe called out. “We’ll see you later.”

      “Sidney.”

      Even the sound of his voice made her uneasy.

      She looked up at him, purposely distracted.

      “Yes. Have a good day.”

      She turned quickly back to the pressing matters on her desk, and he left the office. She exhaled once he was gone.

      “You’re bad.” Zoe’s tone was amused, and Sidney glanced up to see her smirk.

      “What?”

      “He looks at you like a love-starved puppy, and you just ignore him.”

      “What would you have me do, Zoe? Flirt with him and lead him on? I’m practically a married woman. Besides…” She glanced at the door to make sure he was really gone. “He gives me the creeps.”

      “What?” Zoe’s tone implied that she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “He’s so handsome!”

      “So was Ted Bundy. I can’t stand the way he’s always staring and lurking.”

      “Well, he stares because he’s interested in you! And he doesn’t lurk.”

      “He lurks! How long had he been standing there in the doorway listening to you ask me if there was trouble in paradise, huh?”

      “Oh,” Zoe gave her a dismissive wave of the hand. “He wasn’t lurking.”

      “He lurks. That was lurking.”

      A soft knock on the open door got their attention and they both turned to see a young woman standing there.

      “Knocking.” Sidney gestured to the woman in the doorway. “Making yourself known. That’s not lurking.” She smiled at Zoe. “See the difference?”

      “Oh, stop it.” Zoe turned back to the woman at the door. “Beth. Come on in.”

      The woman stepped into the office, and Sidney noticed she was severely bruised on the left side of her face, and clearly afraid of her own shadow. Her demeanor made Sidney’s heart ache with sorrow and unhappy memories of herself in similar circumstances.

      “Beth, I’d like to introduce you to Sidney Fairchild.” Zoe gestured Sidney’s way. “She’s the Assistant Director, and my right hand around here.”

      Sidney stood and stretched out her hand. “Hello, Beth.”

      “Hello.”

      Beth barely looked her in the eyes, and Sidney just wanted to hug her.

      “Beth and her daughter came to us yesterday. They’re still getting settled in.” Zoe smiled at her. “What can we do for you?”

      The woman hesitated for a second, unsure what to do with her hands.

      “Um… I was just wondering… well, I-I mean…”

      “It’s all right, Beth,” Sidney spoke up, hoping her voice was soothing. “Whatever it is. If we can help, we will.”

      “Well, it’s just that… I can’t send Kylee to school because my husband… well, we’re not really married, but… well, Hank could get to her there. He keeps threatening to take her and leave town.”

      Sidney closed her eyes for a split second.

      “I’m sorry you’re going through that.”

      “Yeah, well… anyway… I was just wondering if you had any schooling she could do while we’re here? Any textbooks or home schooling?”

      “No, I’m sorry. We don’t.” Zoe’s expression was as apologetic as her voice, and she and Sidney shared a look.

      “How old is your daughter, Beth?” Sidney asked.

      “She’s eight.”

      “So, she’d be in the third grade, right?”

      Beth nodded.

      “You know, I’m actually a teacher by trade. I’d be happy to tutor your daughter in a few subjects while you’re a resident here.”

      “I-I can’t pay you…”

      “Of course not. I wouldn’t dream of charging you.”

      Beth finally sent her a timid glance.

      “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”

      “Not at all.” Sidney smiled at her. “What subjects does Kylee need help with?”

      “Well, mostly math. She’s a really good speller, and she loves to read.” Beth perked up when she talked about her daughter’s skills. “But numbers give her a hard time, and I want her to do better at them. Maybe that way she can grow up to be a banker or an accountant or something, and she won’t allow herself to end up like me.”

      Sidney and Zoe exchanged another look.

      “Seeing her mom fight to break free of an abusive situation will help keep Kylee from ending up in one herself someday,” Sidney said. “Your strength and courage. Those are two of the best things you can teach her.”

      Beth finally met her gaze head on, and smiled.

      “That said, it would be my pleasure to help Kylee with her math.”

      “Thank you so much!”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll bring in some materials and we’ll get started tomorrow, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Beth thanked her again and left the office.

      “That was very kind of you.” Zoe grinned at her.

      Sidney shrugged a shoulder. “It’s not a big deal.” She sat back down at her desk. “So, what’s her story? Beth?”

      Zoe sighed and sat back in her chair. “I got a call from Sgt. Malone at CPD yesterday afternoon.”

      “Malone?”

      Zoe nodded. “He works in the domestic violence unit. He asked if we had room for two more. I guess her neighbors called and reported the fight. He said they do that a lot.”

      “Is the husband, boyfriend, baby-daddy in custody?”

      “Actually, no. Sgt. Malone said when they showed up at the house he wasn’t there. They found the daughter huddled next to Beth in the kitchen, crying and afraid her mother was dead.”

      “Jesus,” Sidney whispered.

      “Right? So, here they are.”

      “What’s her plan?”

      “Well, I know she’s filed a restraining order, and the cops are actively looking for him… Whatever his name is.”

      “I think she called him Hank.”

      “Mmm. Other than that, I’m not really sure she’s made any big decisions.”

      They were quiet for a moment, and something flitted through Sidney’s thoughts.

      “Hey, Zoe?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Have you ever thought about hiring security for Hope House?”

      “I have. But the idea of big burley men hanging out around here might not be the best thing for our residents, you know? Some of them get quite spooked around strange men after what they’ve been through.”

      Sidney nodded, still turning it over in her mind.

      “Yes, I totally get that. But we could hire female security.” She perked up as the idea took shape. “I mean, we could request female security guards from whatever agency we hire.”

      “Female security?”

      Zoe sounded as though the idea had never occurred to her before, and Sidney smiled.

      “To any irate spouse or boyfriend who comes charging in, they’d just think she was one more battered woman. Until she flattened him on his ass.”

      Zoe looked intrigued for a moment, but that was replaced by skepticism.

      “I don’t know, Sidney. Where would we find a security agency that employed women?”

      Sidney shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t know, but I bet they’re out there. I’ll ask Ike about it. Maybe he knows of a place.”

      Zoe lifted an eyebrow at the mention of his name.

      “So, about Ike. Everything’s really okay with you two? He’s not the reason you’re so gloomy?”

      “I am not gloomy!”

      “Yes, you are.”

      Sidney sighed, her shoulders slumping.

      “Fine. I’m gloomy. But it has nothing to do with my relationship with my fiancé. And yes… he is still my fiancé, and we are still very much in love.”

      “Okay. I’ll stop prying then. As long as I know you’re all right.”

      Sidney smiled, resigning herself to Zoe’s mother hen routine.

      “I’m all right.”

      Zoe nodded and left the office. And Sidney let out another long exhale.
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      On the university campus, Isaac and Pete entered the admissions building and went straight for the office. Flashing his badge at the young lady at the front desk, Isaac stared at her.

      “Detective Sergeant Ike Taylor. Detective Pete Vega,” he said, motioning to his partner. “We need…”

      “Oh, my God!”

      The young woman looked at him with unbridled glee.

      “You’re here about the body, aren’t you? I heard the crime scene was totes gross!”

      Isaac and Pete shot each other an is-she-for-real exasperated glance before Isaac turned back to her.

      “And where’d you hear that?”

      He gave her his patented intensive intimidation glare, and it didn’t let him down. The young woman faltered, suddenly unable to look him in the eyes.

      “Huh?”

      “Who told you the crime scene was gross?”

      “Oh. Well, the whole campus is buzzing about it, that’s all. I’m not sure who specifically mentioned it to me.”

      “Right.” His flat tone was evidence he didn’t believe her explanation, but Isaac didn’t press the issue. “My partner and I were hoping to get our hands on some kind of list. A student roster, or something similar. Can you provide us with one?”

      The young woman suddenly became intrigued again.

      “Oh! Well, I guess that’s a matter of public record, so you wouldn’t need a warrant for that kind of thing.”

      Isaac’s patience was running thin, and he slapped an I’m-one-second-away-from-putting-you-in-handcuffs smile on his lips.

      “I know we don’t need a warrant. What we do need is access to your current student roster. Can. You. Provide me with one?”

      A confused expression lodged on the young woman’s face, and Isaac wanted to scream.

      “Yes, of course we can, Detective.”

      The voice was efficient and clearly in charge, and Isaac looked from the girl at the desk to the older woman now standing behind her.

      “I’ll see to it right away.”

      “Thank you, miss…?”

      “Ivan,” the woman offered. “Mrs. Sylvie Ivan. I’m head of the Admissions Office.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Ivan.” Isaac gave her a slight nod as something suddenly occurred to him. “Any chance that the gossip mill around here may have already identified our victim?”

      When the two women looked at each other, he knew his hunch was correct.

      “Well, there have been whispers,” Mrs. Ivan replied. “One of the girls who found the body… Kimberly something, I believe…”

      “Kim Barns?” Pete asked.

      “Yes. That’s right. She mentioned to someone that the victim was Bobby Cook, so that’s the name that’s been floating around this morning. But again, that’s only a rumor.”

      “Thank you,” Isaac said. “We’ll still be needing that student roster, ma’am.”

      “Right away.”

      She walked off to another office, and Isaac turned to Pete.

      “Seems like we need to have another talk with Miss Kim Barns.”

      “Sounds that way, doesn’t it?” Pete nodded. “You want to do it nice or not so nice?”

      “Well, she did withhold information the first time we met, so I’d say she’s earned a little not so nice.”

      “Agreed.”

      “You want to give patrol a call?”

      “I’m on it.” Pete stepped away pulling out his cellphone. A minute later, Isaac heard him asking patrol to pick the girl up and bring her in for questioning, just as Mrs. Ivan reappeared.

      She handed him a colored copy of the student roster.

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      When he and Pete left the building to head for the car, they noticed several news trucks setting up around the campus.

      “The vultures are circling.”

      “Yep. I wonder if they’ve gotten wind of the possible ID of the victim.” Pete opened the passenger side door of the car.

      “For the family’s sake, I sincerely hope not.” But as he slid behind the wheel, a sinking feeling began to swirl in Isaac’s gut.

      As they drove back to the station, Pete flipped through the student roster.

      “Robert John Cook. I think the rumor mill is right. That definitely looks like our vic to me.”

      He held up the booklet so that Isaac could see, and pointed to a photo near the bottom of the page. Isaac glanced at it and shook his head.

      “Why lie about whether or not you know the victim’s name?”

      “I don’t know. All that does is make her look guilty to me,” Pete replied.

      “Exactly.”

      They drove on in silence.

      By the time they got back to the station, up to the detectives pit, and over to their desks, Isaac’s work phone was ringing.

      “Your witness is in interrogation one.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Thank you.”

      They answered the passing patrolman in unison, and Isaac grabbed his ringing extension.

      “Detective Sgt. Taylor.”

      The voice on other end of the line was male and frantic.

      “Hello? Y-yes, my name is John Cook. My son is Bobby Cook; he’s a senior at Case Western Reserve University. I just heard on the morning news that he’s dead! S-so, I called the police, and someone transferred me to you. Please, God, tell me that news wasn’t right!”

      Isaac sighed and flopped down into his desk chair. He hated this shit storm of a day.

      “Sir, I am very sorry you heard this news on the TV. The truth is that we have not officially identified the victim we found earlier this morning, and whoever is reporting that we have is being grossly irresponsible.”

      “But it’s not my son?”

      The man was desperate for it not to be true, but Isaac couldn’t tell him what he wanted to hear.

      “Honestly, sir… I don’t know that for certain yet. If you would like to come in and possibly identify the body, that would be the best thing at this point. Again, I am very sorry.”

      Once he finally got the distraught man off the phone, Isaac looked at Pete.

      “That was uncalled for. Come on.”

      He got up and headed for the interrogation room. The instant they stepped inside, Kim Barns stared at them with frightened eyes.

      “Why am I here?”

      Isaac ignored the question and sat down across from her. He nodded for Pete to start the recorder and state the date and the parties present.

      “Please, why am I here? What’s going on?” Kim asked again.

      “You’re here because you lied, Miss Barns.”

      Isaac could hear the disgusted and annoyed tones in his own voice, but he made zero effort to hide it. As far as he was concerned, this woman deserved his attitude.

      Kim vehemently shook her head.

      “I didn’t!”

      “Okay, maybe lie is too harsh a word. You withheld information. Information that could have saved us valuable time in identifying the victim. And that naturally makes us wonder what other information you’re currently withholding.”

      “But I didn’t withhold anything. I swear!”

      “That’s not what we hear, Kim,” Pete said. “In fact, we could arrest you for impeding an investigation. Obstruction of justice.”

      “What? No!”

      “Word around the campus is that you identified the victim as Bobby Cook.” Isaac glared at her. “And that news has spread far and wide. Now if you’d told us that information last night at the crime scene, we could’ve gotten a jump on our investigation. Maybe held the news media off a little bit. Most importantly here, is that we could have gotten to Mr. Cook’s family before they heard about his death on the TV!”

      Isaac was practically yelling now, but he couldn’t help it.

      “How do you think it might feel to learn about a loved one’s tragic death on the news over your morning coffee, Miss Barns?”

      The girl looked stricken. Her face blanched, eyes wide.

      “Oh, God!” It was a horrified whisper, but it did nothing to sooth Isaac’s ire. “I’m so sorry!”

      “How do you know the victim?” Isaac ignored her apologies and pressed on.

      “I don’t. I don’t know him. I just know who he is. We had a class together once, I think. Economics. Or maybe it was Ethics?” She shook her head. “Anyway… we had to work on the final project in groups, and Bobby was part of my group. That’s all! That’s how I know him.”

      “And why didn’t you mention any of that last night?”

      “I don’t know! I… I don’t know.” Her voice broke on a small sob.

      “You weren’t friends?”

      “No, sir.”

      “You didn’t date?”

      “No.”

      “You weren’t enemies?”

      “No. Nothing. We had nothing in common except that one class. I swear.”

      “Who did he hang with? Who were his friends?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “You know more than you think you do! Who did he hang with?”

      Isaac slammed a hand down on the table, causing Kim to jump.

      “Craig Wentworth! He’s tight with Craig Wentworth. That’s who I saw him with all the time.”

      “And who’s Craig Wentworth?”

      “He’s an engineering student. They both are.”

      “And what’s your relationship with this Craig Wentworth?”

      Kim faltered again. Just for a split second.

      “I… I don’t have a relationship with him.”

      Her cheeks got pinker. Her voice lowered in pitch.

      “But you wanted one,” Isaac said with certainty.

      Her pink cheeks became red, and she looked him in the eyes.

      “H-how did you…um, I… I like him, yes. But he doesn’t know I’m alive. Not really.”

      Isaac sat back in his chair, studying her. Now they were getting somewhere.

      “What else can you tell me, Miss Barns?”

      Kim swallowed. “I don’t know.”

      “Were Bobby and Craig on the outs? Did they have a fight?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “When’s the last time you saw them together?”

      “Um… earlier that day. They’d come into the student union together. Laughing and talking. They seemed tight as ever.”

      “No arguments over girls, or grades, or anything that you know of?”

      “No.” Her tone was emphatic, and she shook her head.

      “And who were Bobby’s other friends? Anyone you know?”

      Kim took a breath and appeared to think about that.

      “Honestly, I… I’m not sure he had other friends. I mean, I paid more attention to Craig, obviously. But now that I think about Bobby… I don’t recall ever seeing him hang out with anyone but Craig. Bobby’s sort of a loner. Keeps to himself. Sometimes a little nervous acting. Weird even.”

      Isaac watched her for a long moment. Then he looked over at Pete, who raised his eyebrows in silent response.

      “Thank you, Miss Barns. We’re done here. Don’t leave town, as we may have more questions.”

      They stood up to leave.

      “I can go?” Kim sounded shocked. “I’m not under arrest?”

      “Should you be?” Isaac gave her a pointed glare.

      “No! Thank you.”

      They left the room, and Isaac looked at the uniformed officer outside the door.

      “She can go back to campus.”

      “Thank you, Detective.”

      They headed back to their desks.

      “You came on a little strong in there, Ike.” Pete sat down and looked at him. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you that pissed at a witness before.”

      Isaac rocked back in his chair and shook his head.

      “The vic’s father found out his son was mutilated and killed on the morning news, Pete. Shit like that should never happen.”

      Pete nodded. “No, it shouldn’t. So, what do you think?”

      “Well, unfortunately, I don’t think she had anything to do with stringing our vic up and cutting off his junk. But I did find what she said about him being a loner interesting.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Okay. Let’s get into this guy. You take his social media, and I’ll start looking into his financials. See what we come up with.”

      “On it.”
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      Gavin stepped off the elevator and walked slowly down the stylishly decorated hallway, searching for apartment 10B. He’d never been to Gerri’s place before, and he hated the circumstances that brought him here now.

      Outside the door, he took a couple of deep breaths and wondered what he’d say to her.

      The last time he’d seen her was at the funeral, and she’d been in no condition to talk then. He should’ve come to check on her sooner; he knew that. But he simply had no clue what to say. Not with all the feelings and the tension hanging between them.

      “Suck it up, Gavin.”

      He raised his fist and softly knocked.

      To his right, a door opened at the next apartment, and an older Asian gentleman stepped out. He smiled and bowed a greeting Gavin’s way.

      “Hello.” Gavin nodded, and waited for the man to step into the elevator. Then he knocked a second time, slightly harder.

      Finally, he heard movement on the other side of the door. It was a few more moments before the door slowly opened.

      The first thing he noticed was that her dark eyes — normally bright and soulful — were red and puffy, and lacked the spark of fire that he usually saw there. But even so, she was beautiful.

      “Lieutenant?”

      Her voice was meek and hollow, almost as though she were drugged, and Gavin instantly regretted not coming sooner.

      “I came to check in on you. May I come in?”

      Gerri looked behind her, seeming to consider his request. Then she stepped aside, opening the door wider.

      “Don’t mind the mess. I wasn’t expecting anyone.”

      He stepped inside and glanced around.

      The place wasn’t what he’d call a mess, exactly. But there were used tissues scattered around the space like forgotten un-melted snowballs. Half-empty bottles of water and juice dotted the coffee table in front of the couch, and the shades were drawn, keeping out the sunlight. The air in the place was stale, like she hadn’t been out in days.

      Gavin turned toward her. “How are you?”

      She wore a pair of pajama pants and a matching t-shirt, and Gavin suspected she’d been wallowing this way for three whole weeks.

      “Me? Oh, I’m just peachy.” She wandered over to the couch and flopped down. “How are you, boss?”

      Gavin took note of her sarcasm, and her obvious sorrow, and he sighed.

      “I spoke with Dr. Newman today. He said that he’s only seen you one time since the shooting. And that you’ve rescheduled your next appointment with him multiple times.”

      “Ratted me out, did he?”

      “He’s worried about you. Like we all are.”

      Gerri swayed her long slender legs back and forth.

      “Yeah, well. I just couldn’t get myself together to go in.”

      Gavin finally sat down at the other end of the couch.

      “Seeing Dr. Newman was a condition of your leave of absence, Detective.”

      He watched Gerri’s gaze roll over the ceiling.

      “I know, Lieu. I just…” She paused and shook her head. “I don’t think that it’s for me.”

      “Everybody feels that way about therapy, Miller. It’s normal.”

      “No, sir. I don’t mean therapy.” She hesitated and fidgeted with her fingers. “I mean the job. I don’t need to see Dr. Newman because I don’t think I’ll be staying with the department. I’m not sure police work is for me anymore.”

      All the air left Gavin’s lungs.

      He took a deep breath to steady himself. Her knee-jerk decisions were giving him whiplash.

      “First you want out of my unit, and now you want out of the job altogether?”

      Gerri sighed and sank further into the couch, saying nothing.

      Gavin angled his body so he could look directly at her.

      “Detective…”

      He paused and looked down at the couch for a second. Then he licked his lips and tried again.

      “Gerri… I know Curt’s death has been hard on you. Your partner practically bled out in your hands.”

      Just the mention of it brought back the memories of that day. When Curt was shot in the apprehension of the Lullaby Killer, Gerri had tried her damnedest to stop the bleeding.

      “And there was nothing you could do to stop it. That kind of thing would trip anybody up. I’ve seen it happen to hard, macho men who thought they had it all together.”

      “Yeah, well seeing it happen doesn’t mean shit. No offense.”

      Her tone held a lot of bitterness, and Gavin couldn’t blame her.

      “No offense taken. Because you’re absolutely right. Seeing it, and experiencing it are two very different things. I know.”

      “Oh, stop trying to pretend you know how I feel. You don’t know!”

      The sight of her tears gripped his heart.

      “Actually, I do.”

      Gerri wiped at her tears and looked at him.

      “You do?”

      “I was still in uniform at the time. I’d been on the job for four years to the day. My partner, Tony Deacon, and I were on a routine traffic stop. The car had blown a red light, and we pulled it over. It came up completely clean when we ran the plates. But it turned out the passenger inside the car had multiple warrants for assault and armed robbery.”

      Gavin paused and gave himself a moment. Reliving one of the worst days of his life always made it difficult to breathe.

      “I approached the driver’s side to get license and registration while Deke approached the opposite side. Passenger got spooked. He shot at Deke three times and bolted from the car. I didn’t know what to do. Should I go help my partner, who’s bleeding out on the ground from a bullet to the face, or should I run after the asshole who’d just shot him?”

      He saw it all so clearly in his mind, felt it all so deeply. Still.

      “What did you do?”

      Gerri’s voice was soft and intense, hanging on his every word.

      “I took the car keys, and cuffed the driver to the steering wheel. Then I stayed by my partner’s side and called for a bus. He had two wounds. One in the gut, one in the face. I didn’t know which one to concentrate on. Officer Tony Deacon died in my arms that day, and there was nothing I could do to stop it from happening. All I could think as I held him was that two minutes before we stopped that car, he’d been singing a B.B. King song.”

      They sat in silence for a long time, and Gavin revisited the laughter and joy of those two minutes.

      “He loved B.B. King.”

      “Afterwards…” Gerri stared at him with big questioning eyes. “Did you dream about it? Did you have nightmares?”

      She sounded like such a little girl in that moment, like she didn’t really want to know the monsters she asked about. But Gavin had to be honest.

      “Sometimes I still do.”

      He looked over at her, and was gutted by the emotion on her beautiful face.

      “You need to talk to Dr. Newman, Gerri. He can help.”

      She burst into tears, and Gavin scooted closer and wrapped his arms around her. He held her for a long time while she cried, cooing softly and
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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