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Part One




Val Finds a Body










CHAPTER ONE







THE SUN SANK low over the Torrington River, peeking below the angry storm clouds threatening to ruin the last mile of Valorie Dawes’s evening run. Dressed in running shorts and a gray cotton sweatshirt with “Property of Clayton PD” stenciled across the chest, she’d keep warm enough if the rain held off. But mid-March storms in western Connecticut often turned brutal. She picked up the pace and considered the bright side. Maybe she’d even beat her best six-mile time.


She passed a couple of twenty-something men dressed in name-brand running outfits and ignored their catcalls. Why couldn’t guys her age keep rude comments about her ass to themselves? She dialed up the music volume, preferring the Jonas Brothers’ energetic riffs over their lewd shouts.


Approaching the pedestrian bridge over the river, she slowed to allow a mother pushing a stroller to exit first. The two men behind her gained enough ground to return within earshot, and one of them shouted something to the effect of thanks for reconsidering his offer. She sprinted onto the bridge without looking back. Reconsider this, asshole.


Halfway across, lightning flashed, reflecting off the green window glass of the food processing plant on the river’s far embankment. Seconds later, thunder exploded around her, and the skies opened up in a torrential downpour. The metal grates beneath her feet grew slick, and she debated slowing her pace. But the risk of lightning striking the steel structure outweighed the danger of a twisted ankle. The high-pitched shrieks from the men behind her made her laugh. Such tough guys. Afraid of a little rain.


Lightning flashed again as she approached the end of the half-mile crossing, accompanied a half-second later by a loud thunderclap. She stumbled and caught herself on the side rail, breathing hard. The last thing she needed was to fall into the frigid, choppy current of Berkshire snowmelt thirty feet down—or worse, the jumble of rocks that lined the embankment. Slowing down seemed like a much better idea.


Val took a few deep breaths and pushed herself away from the rail to resume her run, then stopped, and paused the music. Something caught her eye on the river’s rocky beach below. A pile of clothing—no, not a pile. A blue parka, backside-up, arms outstretched, with gloves protruding from them. Long blonde hair floated around the edges of the hood. Women’s slacks extended from the bottom of the parka. And bare feet.


A body—from what Val could tell, a woman’s body—appeared to have gotten snagged in the rocks, pushed there by the river’s relentless current.


The two runners slowed to a stop behind her. The shorter of the two, a once-athletic white guy in matching Adidas shorts, shirt, and shoes, shared a sweaty grin and wiped his brow. “Hey, gorgeous,” he said, just loud enough for her to hear. “I knew you’d stop and wait for me eventually. How about we head to my place and—”


“Call 9-1-1!” Val yanked out her earbuds and ran ahead, veering off the running path toward the riverbank.


“Something I said?” the guy asked. His buddy, a taller, thinner Black guy in Nikes, laughed and slapped him on the back.


Val picked a route among the rocks, a steep, slippery, fifty-foot descent toward the water’s edge. Before she could reach it, the body shook free and rocked in the river’s wake. If she hesitated, the current would wash the body away from her, and it would be lost downstream.


She wiped rain from her face and waded into the shallow water. The icy cold shocked her skin, and her teeth chattered. She slipped on the slimy rocks on the riverbed, and the strong current threatened to knock her down. She paused a moment to regain her footing and rubbed her arms for warmth. The body drifted farther away, picking up momentum. She reached for it, missed the woman’s arm by inches. Another step closer…her foot skidded out from under her and she fell on her butt, the water splashing up to her armpits and onto her face. So. Fucking. Cold!


Above, Mr. Adidas shouted down to her, holding a cell phone to his ear. Val couldn’t make out what he said and didn’t care. “Send an ambulance!” she shouted back.

She rolled forward onto her knees, reaching again for the body. Almost. She crawled toward the woman, scraping her knees on the rocky bottom, frigid waves soaking her hair and neck. When she got close enough, she grabbed the woman’s arm, stopping her journey into the center of the river. The current tugged back, knocking Val over, and her entire body went underwater for a moment. Her mouth filled with water, choking her. She broke the surface and spit it out, gagging on the water’s bitter, mineral taste. But she held onto the woman, somehow. She regained her footing and dragged her back to the shore.


The other runner, Nike-man, met Val on the rocks and helped her pull the body to the grass along the path. Val thanked him and checked for signs of life.


“Is she…do you think she’s dead?” Nike-man asked, wide-eyed.


“I don’t feel a pulse, and sh-she’s not breathing,” Val said. “Do you have a phone? Mine just got soaked.”


The man nodded, unlocked an iPhone, and handed it to her. “I never touched a dead body before,” he said, then ran a few feet away and fell to his knees, retching.


Val sympathized. She’d never forget the first dead body she’d ever touched. Then again, it happened only five months before. It was also the first person she’d ever killed, a gang member who’d shot at her first, whom she’d stopped from raping a teen-age girl. But she couldn’t dwell on that at the moment.


She dialed her boss’s number from memory. “Clayton Police, Blake here,” her sergeant answered. “How can I help you?”


“Travis, it’s Val Dawes,” she said. “I just pulled a body from the Torrington, east of the ped crossing. A young woman, possibly a teenager. White, about five-five, one-forty to one-fifty, blonde hair, dark brown eyes. Dressed for winter, other than being barefoot.”


“No shoes, huh?” Travis said. “I’m guessing no flippers, either.” He chuckled, suddenly grew serious again. “Any signs of foul play?”


“Some bruises on her face. Is anyone missing that meets her description?” Val’s entire body shivered. As the excitement of the moment abated, bitter cold crept deeper into her bones.


“I’ll check missing person reports,” he said. “Dawes, are you okay?”


“I’m soaking wet,” she said. “The sooner you get someone out here, the sooner I can change into dry clothes.”


“On it,” Travis said. “Actually, it appears someone else called it in, too.” Sirens sounded, as if on cue. “Shouldn’t be more than a minute. I’ll send fresh clothes out to you ASAP.”


Val waved thanks to the white guy, still leaning over the rail on the bridge overhead and talking on his cell phone. She strolled over to his buddy, still puking on the riverbank. “You gonna be okay?” she asked him.


He rolled over to a sitting position on the wet grass, rain splashing his face. Lightning lit up the sky again, and thunder rumbled in the distance. “I guess I need to get used to this,” he said with a sheepish grin. “I’m going to UConn Med School in the fall.”


“It gets easier, I’m told,” she said. “What’s your name?”


“Diego Collier.” He took a deep breath. “Up there, that’s my friend Kent Mercer. Sorry about what he said to you earlier. He can be kind of a jerk sometimes.”


Val waved it off. “Thanks for your help tonight, Diego. Can you stick around for a few minutes? Detectives will want to ask you a few questions.”


“Sure,” Diego said. He pointed to the logo on her sweatshirt. “But aren’t you a cop?”


Val sighed. “Believe it or not, this is my day off.”



***



Val hustled into the Liberty Heights Precinct break room the next evening, a few minutes before the start of her 5 p.m. shift. The aroma of burnt coffee almost, but not quite, overwhelmed the sour smell emanating from the garbage can in the corner of the cramped room, dimly lit by overhead fluorescent lights. Someone on day shift had sloughed off on cleanup duty again.


She set her cap on one of the four empty laminate-topped tables and double-checked the duty roster posted on the wall. No surprises there: patrol duty, swing shift, Thursday through Monday, no overtime. She sighed. The life of a rookie.


Rico Lopez, Val’s patrol partner since January, ambled in and poured coffee into two chipped mugs, each sporting Dunkin' Donut logos. “I heard you had a fun day yesterday,” he said. He handed her one of the mugs and leaned his compact, muscular frame against the counter, facing her. He rubbed the white scar that stretched across his forehead, a souvenir of a domestic violence case six months before that put his then-partner, Brian Samuels, on long-term disability with a gunshot wound.


Val toasted him with her mug and took a sip. “Any word from the medical examiner on the victim’s identity or how she died?” she asked. “She had no ID on her when she washed up on the riverbank. No phone, nothing.”


“The vic’s name was Olivia Lambert,” intoned a deep, rumbling baritone from the break room door. Sergeant Travis Blake, a 6’5”, barrel-chested white man in his early forties, took up the entire doorway, and his voice occupied any space his hulking frame didn’t. “We matched the body to a missing persons report this morning, and the family identified her a few hours ago. Cause of death: drowning, according to the ME.”


“Suicide, homicide, or accidental?” Rico asked.


“Three guesses,” Travis said with a sardonic smile. He shuffled in, holding a manila envelope under one arm.


“Give me a hint,” Rico said. “Any evidence of foul play?”


Travis elbowed Rico aside so he could access the coffee pot. “Plenty. Choking, sexual abuse, even some mutilation.”


The room fell silent, each officer paying their own private tribute to the young woman’s suffering. “What else do we know about her?” Val asked to break the silence.


“Seventeen years old, a junior at Liberty High School—your alma mater,” Travis said to Val. “Varsity volleyball, honor roll, student body treasurer. Volunteered on weekends with the mayor’s literacy program. Oldest of three girls, parents still together.”


“That rules out suicide, doesn’t it?” Rico mused aloud. “She had the world by the ass on a downhill pull.”


“Don’t be so sure,” Val said. “You never know what a teenager’s going through. Sometimes the people you think are the absolute happiest suffer from depression.”


“But something has to trigger it, right?” Rico said. “Break-up with a boyfriend, maybe? Or trouble at school?”


“Nope and uh-uh.” Travis stirred four scoops of sugar into his coffee. “Her parents said she wasn’t dating, and her sister confirmed it. Apparently, she was too busy with her extracurricular activities. And the girl had a 3.8 grade point average. You found yourself a smart one,” he added with a smirk. “And high profile.”


Val and Rico exchanged glances. “Why ‘high profile’?” Val said. “I’ve never heard of her, so—”


“Because Mayor Iverson made it so,” he said. “Which is why I’m here, Dawes. There’s an emergency meeting at City Hall to brief her on it. Lieutenant Gibson wants you there.” He handed Val the sealed envelope with “Olivia Lambert” scrawled across it. “That’s the ME’s report. Memorize it. You have twenty minutes.”


“The mayor?” Val frowned. “Why is Megan Iverson all worked up about this case?”


“Lost future voter?” Travis said, his eyes twinkling.


Rico grimaced. “That’s not as far-fetched as you think. Iverson’s considering a run in next year’s governor’s race on a law-and-order platform. She’s looking for a headline to ride into the primaries.”


“Whatever the reason, we’d better get on the road,” Travis said. “Rico can drive us over while we read.”


“Beats desk duty,” Rico said. “I’ll get the car.”


Travis rode shotgun, leaving Val no option but the back seat—where perps ride. She and Travis scanned the ME’s report while Rico fought Clayton’s rush hour traffic jams. That gave them plenty of time, as it turned out. Despite the region’s declining population and economy, the city’s narrow, decaying streets clogged daily with the vehicles of the nearly 100,000 bankers, mill workers, and restaurant staff inching their way to or from work. Rico blipped the sirens a few times to scoot past the ugliest backups, but they remained stuck in traffic at 5:30 when the meeting was supposed to begin.


Val didn’t mind. She appreciated the opportunity to dive deeper into the report. The M.E. had ruled out accidental death, but not suicide or homicide. He laid out his reasoning deep in the background pages—an explanation that left Val numb and silent for several moments.


“Check this out,” she said when she could speak again. “Bruising on the thighs in various stages of healing—some fresh. Scar tissue and traces of semen and lube in the vaginal canal.”


Travis stared at her. “And our all-American girl allegedly has no boyfriend.”


Val nodded, a lump rising in her throat. “No boyfriend,” she said, exhaling a long, uneasy sigh, “but what this tells me is, she does have a history of violent sexual abuse.” She gazed out the window, unable to focus further on the details of the case. It all hit too close to home, conjuring memories she fought daily to forget. The invasion of her bedroom by the large, sweaty man, a family friend entrusted to provide safety while her parents rushed her brother to the hospital. His hot, whiskey-laden breath on her, making it nearly impossible to breathe. His massive frame, pinning her to the bed—


For most of her teenage years, notions of suicide flared up inside her, temptations she resisted with therapy and the unflagging support of her older brother, Chad. Did Olivia Lambert have that type of support?


Travis’s deep voice brought her back to the present. “Sexual abuse? Where’d you see that?” He flipped through the report’s pages.


“Page seven.” Her voice sounded dull—as preoccupied as she felt.


Travis let out a long, low whistle and dove back into the report. For the rest of the ride, only Rico’s muttered curses at Clayton’s idiot drivers broke the somber silence.



***



Val and Travis joined their precinct commander, Lieutenant Laurence Gibson, in the hallway outside the mayor’s office at City Hall. Gibson’s bearlike figure seemed small only compared to Travis. His dark brown skin, broad nose, bulbous eyes, and untamed salt-and-pepper hair gave the impression of an impatient man, always ready to explode. But his gentle, intelligent demeanor and sonorous baritone put even the most skittish observer at ease—a key attribute in a high-profile political meeting.

“You ready?” he asked them.

“Like a village idiot with cash,” Travis said. “Dawes?”

“Not speaking unless spoken to,” she said with a mock salute.


A receptionist showed them into the meeting room, already occupied by enough people in suits to staff a small bank. A long mahogany table, with eight chairs on each side, filled most of the rectangular space. Windows took up most of one wall, filling the room with the soft glow of evening light reflecting off the tall, glass buildings lining the river to the east. The opposite wall featured a crisp, clean whiteboard, bordered by cork panels and a handful of upcoming event announcements, news releases, and policy statements affixed with push-pins.


At the head of the table stood a woman in her forties with bright green eyes and perfect skin—tanned, unblemished, and wrinkle-free. Val had never met the mayor, but she recognized her from television. Tall—at least 5’10”, Val guessed—and runway-model-slender, Megan Iverson wore a conservative blue suit and, on closer inspection, a little too much makeup, as if she expected to go on camera any second. She sported a politician’s smile and a diamond ring that—if real—would make Elizabeth Taylor proud. Only the woman’s shoulder-length, chestnut-colored hair seemed authentic.


“Welcome, officers,” she said, extending her hand. Gibson shook it and introduced Travis, Val, and himself.


“It’s a pleasure meeting you all. Especially you, Ms. Dawes.” Iverson held onto Val’s hand for several seconds, shaking it with a firm grip. “I’m so grateful for all the work you’ve done to rid the streets of violent thugs like Richard Harkins.”


Val shuddered at the mention of the name. She’d shot and wounded Harkins three months before, but only after he’d raped multiple women and girls in the area. “The whole team contributed,” Val said, stammering. “But thank you, Madam Mayor.”


A tall man wearing a tailored black suit offered his hand next. “Curtis Iverson, Vice President of Constitution Finance,” he said, smiling. “I help Meg out from time to time.”


“My most trusted unpaid advisor for over twenty years,” the mayor said, beaming. “And we all see through that false modesty, Curt.”


“That’s the first time she’s ever called me modest,” Curtis said, grinning. “Except in reference to my looks.”


Val chuckled along with the others. No one would criticize Curtis Iverson’s appearance. His athletic build, bronze tan, and black hair, graying at the temples, reminded Val of a TV sports personality. But she found his presence in the meeting bothersome. Local pundits called him “the power behind the throne” for his fundraising acumen. Many criticized the mayor for providing her husband unfettered access to city government, despite holding no official title.


“Let’s get down to business,” the mayor said. She waited until the officers took their seats at the far end of the table. “The media are going crazy over this Olivia Lambert murder,” she went on. “A high school girl, evidence of rape—”


“Excuse me, Madam Mayor,” Gibson said. “We haven’t yet reached a conclusion whether this is a murder, a suicide, or accidental death. All we know is the cause of death: drowning. As for the rape, I’m a little concerned. The details about that weren’t shared with the media, so how did—”


“Well, somebody told them,” the mayor said with an edge in her voice. “Regardless, the press is making this out to be the latest occurrence of a crime wave targeted at young women, and to be honest, I’m inclined to agree. Mike?”


Val shot a questioning glance at Travis. “Michael Kim, the Mayor’s liaison to the department,” he whispered, pointing to a twenty-something Asian American man with shaggy black hair, dressed in a blue blazer and khakis.


Kim pulled some papers out of a manila folder and cleared his throat. “Preliminary statistics for last year show a twenty percent rise in violent crimes against women in the city, and twelve percent in the prior year. Calls to the Women’s Crisis Center have spiked in recent months, according to my, uh, colleague that works there.”


“His girlfriend,” Travis whispered again to Val.


“Women don’t feel safe in this community,” the mayor said. “We need immediate action. As of right now, that’s my number one priority. What does your department plan to do in the coming days to help make that happen?”


Gibson stared open-mouthed at her for a moment. “We’re doing everything we can to resolve the Olivia Lambert case as quickly as possible,” he said. “As for women’s safety, naturally that’s always a priority—”


“Bullshit,” Mayor Iverson said. Her husband smirked, and her staffers ducked their heads, but the mayor seemed not to notice. “Mike just gave you the official numbers, and as we all know, most crimes go unreported. Women are under attack in Clayton, and that’s unacceptable.”


Val glanced at the lieutenant, wondering if he’d challenge the mayor’s information again. Criminologists debated the extent to which different types of crimes went unreported, particularly rape, attempted rape, and domestic violence against women. Overall, she agreed with the mayor, but it seemed unfair to pin the blame for unreported crimes on Gibson.


The lieutenant cleared his throat and nodded. “We agree that it’s unacceptable,” he said. “But I’m a little confused, to be honest, Madam Mayor. I thought we were here to brief you on the Lambert case, which we’re happy to do. As for the department’s overall strategy on women’s safety, I’d have to refer you to Chief MacMahon. He’d have a better sense of—”


“With all due respect, Lieutenant, if the mayor wanted bureaucratic stonewalling, she would have invited the chief to the meeting,” Curtis Iverson said. “We’d like to hear what you officers on the front lines are seeing and hearing. Because if it doesn’t happen at your level, well, that means it isn’t happening.” He finished with a reassuring smile at Gibson and Travis, and not so much as a glance at Val.


The veins on Gibson’s temples pulsed and his breathing grew tense. Val held her breath. Gibson didn’t suffer fools gladly, and Curtis Iverson had “fool” written all over him.


“Mr. Iverson,” Gibson said, his voice even, “my officers put themselves in harm’s way day, night, and overtime to keep our citizens safe. Two of Sergeant Blake’s officers are recovering from gunshot wounds as we speak, resulting from domestic violence calls. Officer Dawes was nearly killed by the same rapist a few months ago. To insinuate that nothing is happening is, frankly, ridiculous.” He set his mouth on a line and glared at the well-dressed man sitting across from him. For a moment, the room fell silent.


Michael Kim drew a deep breath. “I think what Mr. Iverson means—”


“I’ll speak for myself, thank you,” Curtis said, holding up his hand. “Lieutenant, of course that’s not what I meant. What I’m saying is, strategies and speeches don’t matter if they don’t turn into action on the street.”


“Which is why we invited Sergeant Blake and Officer Dawes,” Kim said. “We want to find out whether they’re getting the support they need to solve cases like Olivia Lambert’s. Sergeant Blake?”


Travis darkened. Val could almost feel his discomfort. “Lieutenant Gibson bends over backwards to give me the resources I need,” he said, “within budgetary limits. It’s been my understanding that departmental requests for additional funding in this area have been ignored by City Council.” He wiped away a momentary smirk before continuing. “As far as solving the Lambert case, right now that’s up to the detective squad. If we suspect it’s a murder, we’ll assign it to their Homicide Unit.”


“More bureaucratic buck-passing,” Curtis muttered.


“My impolitic husband has a point,” the mayor said. “You’re not answering the question. Are you supported by your superiors, or not?”


“I am,” Travis said, reddening, but his eyes fell to his hands. 


Several seconds passed. The mayor’s staff exchanged wary glances, but said nothing. Curtis Iverson turned toward his wife and shook his head.


“Very well,” the mayor said. “Officer Dawes, I’ll turn the question to you. When walking your beat in Liberty Heights, is the city doing everything it can to help you keep our citizens—particularly the women in our community—safe from predators like Richard Harkins?”


All eyes shifted to Val. Her face grew warm, her breathing shallow. Gibson’s expression turned sour, as if he disapproved of the question, or having it directed at her. Travis’s face took on an air of amusement, as if he enjoyed seeing Val being put on the spot. The mayor, her staff, and her husband all wore skeptical expressions.


Val swallowed and licked her lips. She wasn’t prepared for questions like this, nor for being thrust in the middle of a political tug-of-war between the mayor and her bosses. Worse, while she hated to make Gibson and Chief MacMahon look bad, she tended to agree with Iverson—much more could and should be done to protect the most vulnerable, particularly young women.


“Officer Dawes?” Kim frowned at her. “The mayor asked you a question.”


“Lieutenant Gibson has made community policing a priority in our precinct,” Val said. “I believe that makes Clayton safer by establishing closer relationships between officers and our residents.” She paused, swallowing hard. “But we could do more.”


“Namely?” Curtis said in a sharp tone.


Val cleared her throat, wishing someone, anyone, would take the spotlight off her. “Boost staffing levels, beginning with the nearly fifty open uniformed positions in the department. Retrain officers in each precinct to follow Lieutenant Gibson’s community policing approach,” she said. “For starters.”


Gibson smiled and nodded at her. He and the chief had made a similar pitch during budget hearings a few months before, and she’d overheard him complain about how their pleas fell on deaf ears in City Council.


“Fifty?” The mayor turned to face her staff. “Is that true?”


Kim drew in a deep breath. “All police departments claim to be underfunded and understaffed.”


“Answer the question,” the mayor said with a growl.


Kim ducked his head, face reddening. “Yes, it’s true.”


The mayor nodded at Val. “Continue.”


“Once we reach full staffing levels,” Val said, gaining confidence, “we implement best practices in policing, such as allocating more officers to the Domestic Violence Unit, the Rape Unit, and the like. Studies show—”


“I don’t need studies. Those are good ideas,” the mayor said. “Anyone disagree?” Her eyes darted around the room, and her staff shrank into their seats. “Good. Curt, work with Chief MacMahon and my staff to draft a proposal. Lieutenant, can you make Officer Dawes available to review what they come up with?”


Gibson gestured to Travis. “Sergeant?”


Travis locked eyes with Val for a moment. Her heart raced. Please say yes! she wanted to shout. Instead she allowed a quick nod. Travis gave Gibson a thumbs-up.


“Looks like we have a plan,” Gibson said.


“Great!” Megan Iverson stood and wrote “Women’s Safety Initiative” on the whiteboard. “Now,” she said, “tell me everything you know about Olivia Lambert.”










CHAPTER TWO







AFTER RETURNING TO Liberty Heights precinct, Val found herself behind a desk in “The Bullpen,” a windowless cubicle farm filled with ringing phones on dented metal desks separated by low, shabby dividers. Constant foot traffic brought loud snippets of conversation within inches of her every few minutes. The dim, flickering overhead fluorescent lights added a final layer of mindless distraction.

“The mayor wants this data by morning,” Gibson said. “I’ll brief her on whatever you come up with, so don’t worry about coming in for that. Travis will patrol with Rico until you get back on the street.” He donned his cap and strode out the door, his shift done for the evening.

Val sighed. She’d rather walk the streets in freezing rain than get stuck in an office, though she enjoyed and excelled at research. Because of that, she’d graduated a semester early from UConn a year before, fast-tracking her admission into the police academy. She resolved to complete the task before Rico broke for dinner, usually around 8:00 p.m.

She began by pulling together basic facts about Clayton itself. Connecticut’s fifth-largest city and the largest in Litchfield County, the city’s population had suffered a steady decline in recent years—from nearly 180,000 in the 1970s to about 125,000 at the 2010 census. Probably even fewer now. Like many East Coast cities, Clayton became a “minority-majority” entity around the turn of the twenty-first century, largely due to “white flight.” That much she already knew.

What surprised and depressed her was that the city’s crumbling industrial economic base had pushed over a third of its residents into poverty. That drove property tax collections down, drying up funds needed to keep the police department—and other city services—fully funded.

Unfortunately, defying national trends, violent crime rates in Clayton—including violence against women—had continued to climb. Val attributed that to another pair of interesting facts: first, a high percentage of the population were males aged eighteen to thirty-five, a high-crime group. Second, the region suffered from crazy levels of unemployment. Worse, the lack of jobs hit that same 18-to-35 demographic hard. On one hand, banking, insurance, and internet service companies went begging for qualified staff. But manufacturers of guns, bicycles, and household appliances—once the backbone of the local economy—had shuttered one after the other. That left a hollow core of empty industrial buildings lining the east side of the Torrington River—the area where she’d discovered Olivia Lambert’s body.

That thought prompted her to review the case file for clues. The medical examiner had ruled her death a homicide after all. The autopsy revealed bruises around her neck and cloth fibers under her fingernails, consistent with those used in men’s dress shirts. None of the girl’s clothes were torn or damaged, other than her missing shoes. She’d been found fully clothed, an unusual occurrence in rape-murders. The ME also detected traces of seminal DNA and condom lubricant and had sent it to a lab for further analysis. That, along with the vaginal bruising, strongly indicated sexual assault prior to her death.

Val shuddered and closed her eyes for a long moment. Too close to home.

She searched Olivia’s social media accounts next. She constructed a profile of the girl as a somewhat introverted over-achiever. Smart, hard-working, and active in her Presbyterian church. An obsessive fan of actor Bradley Cooper. And a member of the “nerdy” clubs at school—student government, the Association of Future Entrepreneurs, yearbook, and the Academic Quiz Bowl team. Her only “cool” activity: varsity volleyball. How she held it all together, Val couldn’t fathom. The girl must have never slept.

“Whatcha got?” Travis’s towering form filled the opening in her cubicle and cast a shadow over her workspace, startling her.

“I thought you were on patrol with Rico,” Val said. “Change of plan?”

He ran a massive paw through his short, graying hair and grinned. “We came back to fetch Rico’s hat. It’s raining out and he didn’t want to melt. So, have you crunched the magic numbers that will let us fill our open positions—and, more importantly, get you back on street patrol tonight?”

“Trade you assignments.”

“No, thanks.” He took a seat, his knees nearly touching hers. “Come on, help a guy out. Details, and don’t be afraid to talk slow.”

Val glanced at her computer screen. “Not sure if this will convince Her Honor, but our ratio of citizens to police is almost 700-to-1. That’s far below the national average of one officer per 600 residents,” she said. “We’re also well below average on women and minorities. Fixing that would raise public trust and can help sensitize officers to community concerns.”

“What would it take to reach a 600-to-1 ratio?” Travis asked. “How many bodies?”

She cleared her throat. “After filling the open spots? About forty.”

He whistled. “That’s almost six million bucks.” He shook his head. “The budget office says we need to cut spending, not increase it. That’s a tough sell. Gibby’s gonna freak.”

The use of Gibson’s unfamiliar nickname threw Val for a moment. “That’s why he gets the big bucks,” she said. “So, is this enough to make the case for more officers?”

“Nope,” Travis said. “You need to tie it to the corpses. Olivia Lambert and any other floaters you can find in the database.”

Val winced. “You’re a sick man, you know that?”

“Thanks,” he said, grinning. He stood and stretched. “I guess I’d better find Rico and wander down the yellow brick road.” He sauntered off.

Val turned back to her computer, even more despondent about her task. Travis had made a good point, but it meant even more research—and being stuck in the office. Worse, it meant looking for more cases of violence against women—and probably finding way too many.



***



The sun sank low over the Torrington River, peeking below the angry storm clouds threatening to ruin the last mile of Valorie Dawes’s evening run. Dressed in running shorts and a gray cotton sweatshirt with “Property of Clayton PD” stenciled across the chest, she’d keep warm enough if the rain held off. But mid-March storms in western Connecticut often turned brutal. She picked up the pace and considered the bright side. Maybe she’d even beat her best six-mile time.

Ahead of her on the trail, two men jogged side by side, both in their forties or fifties, judging by their gray hair, apple-shaped bodies, and achingly slow pace. One of them glanced back at her every fifteen or twenty seconds, revealing a tired, wrinkled face, red and sweaty. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t bring his face into clear focus. Still, he made her nervous.

Val passed the men where the trail split, one side veering off to continue upriver, the other crossing the pedestrian bridge over the swift, swirling current below. She took the bridge route, hoping the pair would choose the riverside path. Running alone beat running with creepy old men, any day.

A quick glance back at them revealed she’d earned half her wish: one of the men had gone on upriver, but the other followed her onto the bridge. Weird. Perhaps they weren’t together after all.

Having one man following her seemed even creepier than two, so she picked up the pace. She reached the end of the bridge and peeked back again. She didn’t see him. Maybe she’d been mistaken—

Val collided with someone in front of her, a guy who hadn’t been there moments before. She tumbled to the ground, landing on the rocky riverbank atop a large, overweight man with gray hair and a red, sweaty face. So close she could smell his sweat, a dank aroma, not pleasant.

“Sorry, I didn’t see you,” she said, scrambling to climb off him. But she couldn’t seem to stand up, or roll to the side, or move at all. His arms gripped her back, holding her down—when had he grabbed her? He rolled on top of her, pinning her under his knees, undid his belt—weird, who wears a belt and trousers while running? He gazed down at her, and his face came into focus: Uncle Milt, the man who had raped her a few weeks before her thirteenth birthday. He shushed her screams, ordering her not to tell anyone, or else. “You know what they say about girls who do this,” he said.

Milt groped at her, breathing hard, almost grunting in sick pleasure. Val bucked under him, trying to push him off. He slapped her, then punched her, and blood trickled down her face. She tried to free her arms, but he was too heavy, and wriggling made it hurt more. He laughed at her. “I bet you have a pretty little pussy, don’t you?” he said.

And then his face changed. No longer Uncle Milt, it was Richard Harkins, and he had a gun pointed at her, and his finger tightened on the trigger—



***



Val sat up in her bed, cold sweat drenching her body, her heart pounding. She sucked in deep, calming breaths, hugging her elbows to stop shaking. The gloom of the dark, spare room amplified her fear, so she stumbled out to the living room. She flicked on the light, then the television, hoping the noisy screen would take her mind off the nightmare. But the program, a thriller about a creepy rapist-murderer, only magnified her grim mood, and she turned it off.

It was just a dream, she repeated to herself. Milt left town ten years before and never contacted the family again. Harkins was in jail, and castrated by a well-aimed shot from Val’s gun. Neither man could hurt her. She was safe.

Unlike Olivia Lambert. Someone an awful lot like Milt and Harkins had gotten to her. Violated her, and either killed her or led her to take her own life. The ME’s report hadn’t proven it, but Val was convinced that Olivia Lambert’s death directly resulted from what she’d suffered at the hands of a rapist. One who remained free to hurt other women.

That had to change.



***



That afternoon, bright sunshine took the edge off the cold, early spring air. The streets Val and Rico walked teemed with shopkeepers, teenagers shooting hoops on school playgrounds, young parents pushing strollers, and shoppers lugging totes laden with recent purchases. The clear weather and bustling street activity put Val in chipper spirits.

“I love days like this,” she said when they stopped for a coffee break. “Everyone’s in such a good mood out there, I sometimes forget how many of these guys rob stores and deal drugs when I’m not looking.”

“Huh.” Rico frowned into his coffee and glanced away from her.

“What?” She waited for him but got no further explanation. “Something on your mind?”

Rico shrugged, still not meeting her eyes. “I just thought, now that you’re a big shot adviser to the mayor, you’d be trading in your uniform for one of those tailored suits she likes so much. A desk job with a fancy office in City Hall—”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I hate that life.” Val pushed her coffee away. It tasted bitter all of a sudden. “What makes you think that? Because I got yanked in for one meeting? I didn’t even want to be in that one.”

“Doesn’t it piss you off that they’ve taken the case from you?” he asked.

She grimaced. “That’s just how it goes. As you know.” Gibson had transferred the case to the Homicide Division minutes after receiving her research data. But she had to admit, Rico was right: she’d thought of little else besides Olivia Lambert since discovering her body in the river.

“You gonna ask for a special assignment?” Rico asked. “Sometimes they allow it.”

Val shook her head. “I’m a rookie. No way they’d go along. Technically, I’m still in training.” Her mood soured. Her first partner, Sergeant Gil Kryzinski, took a bullet for her in a shootout two months into her probationary period. Alex “Pops” Papadopoulos, her second partner, got reassigned to Rico after harassing her, emotionally and sexually. Pops took medical retirement weeks later after an encounter with the same perp that shot Gil.

“Doesn’t hurt to ask, right?” Rico sipped his coffee. “I mean, it’s no secret you’re unhappy being partnered with me.”

Shock silenced Val’s reply. It had taken weeks to find another experienced cop willing to work with her. As the only unpartnered cops on street patrol, Travis had paired them up more by default than by choice. No doubt Rico felt stuck with her. But after Pops retired, he’d also had no luck finding another partner—probably because of his sour disposition.

“Look, I get it,” Rico said. “I’m no Valentin Dawes. Nobody measures up to him. Not even Gil.”

“I don’t compare you to my uncle, or Gil, or anyone else,” she said. “I’m fine partnering with you. You’re a good cop and a good guy.”

“You’re ‘fine’ with it,” he said, nodding. “As in, ‘he’ll do. At least he’s not Pops.’ Right?”

Air rushed from Val’s lips, and she sank into her seat. She needed no reminders of her short but insufferable assignment as junior partner to Pops. If the dictionary used illustrations, Pops’s face would appear by the term “old-school chauvinist pig.”

“Rico,” she said, “what I meant to say was, I’m proud to serve alongside you. Where’s all of this coming from, anyway? Did I do something to upset you?”

“Forget it,” he said. “I’m ‘fine’ with being your partner, too. Speaking of which, let’s get back out there. It’s too nice a day to waste inside.” He slid out of the booth without waiting and strode to the exit.

Great. Another partner relationship going south. Would she ever find a cop she’d mesh with like she had with Gil? Maybe the fresh air would improve his mood. 

They walked the beat in tense silence for a few blocks and stopped at a busy intersection, waiting for the light. Suddenly, a white woman in her twenties ran out of a multi-story apartment building across the street about a half-block ahead of them.

“Police! Help!” the woman screamed. She wore a torn blouse, holding it closed with one hand and waving at Val and Rico with the other. A male figure in a sleeveless T-shirt and jeans appeared behind the woman, covered her mouth, and pulled her into a nearby alley, out of view.

“Up there!” Val said to Rico, pointing, and dashed into the street. Car horns blared and tires screeched, one vehicle stopping less than a foot from Val’s hip.

Rico’s footsteps pounded behind her on the pavement. “Christ, Dawes, where are you going? We need to call for backup.”

“She could be dead by the time backup arrives,” Val said. At the mouth of the alley, she peered into the shadows. Dumpsters lined the far end. Doorways with “Emergency Exit” signs interrupted the monotonous pattern of barred windows and brick walls of the apartment buildings on either side.

“They must have gone back inside,” she said when Rico caught up to her, “You take one door, I’ll take the other.”

“Protocol says—”

“Screw protocol! Now you are acting like Pops!” Val regretted saying that as soon as the words popped out, and Rico’s darkening expression made clear she’d pay for it later. He turned away and spoke into his mic. “Possible 10-16 at MLK and Maplewood. Unit A-27 requesting backup.”

“Roger that, A-27,” the male dispatcher replied. “All units in the area of MLK and Maplewood…”

Val knocked on the heavy metal door, tried the handle. Locked, of course.

“Nobody home!” a male voice shouted.

“Help me!” a woman screamed, sounding desperate. “He’ll—”

The sound of fists beating flesh interrupted her. The woman screamed again.

“Open up! Police!” Val shouted back.

“Go away!” the man yelled. “It’s a private matter. None of your business!”

Something—a body?—slammed into the door from the inside, followed by a yelp of pain. “Stop that!” the man demanded.

Val glanced at Rico, who stood frozen in place, his hand gripping his baton. “Rico?” She tapped his arm. “You okay?”

He started, cleared his throat, and shook her hand away. “Your circus, your clowns,” he said. “How do you want to play this?”

Another slap of flesh on flesh sounded inside, another scream. Val looked again to her senior partner to take the lead. He licked his lips, took a half-step backward.

That settled it. “Open up or we’ll rip this door off its hinges!” She pulled her weapon and aimed it at the handle.

That shook Rico out of his daze. He grabbed her arm, pushing it downward. “Are you nuts? That’s reinforced steel. You’re more likely to shoot your own leg off, or worse!”

“Then what the hell—”

“Wait for backup, that’s what,” he hissed. “Five minutes, tops.”

“That guy will beat her to a pulp by then!” But Rico had a point. Val re-holstered her weapon. “Tell you what. You guard this door. I’ll go in the front.”

Val took off running before he could respond, ignoring his shouts. She dashed around the corner to the building’s front entrance and tugged on the door. Locked. On the wall to one side she found an array of call buttons, one for each unit. She pressed them all in rapid succession.

“Who’s there?” an elderly woman said over the scratchy speaker on the building’s wall.

“Clayton PD, in pursuit of a suspect who entered on the east entrance of your building,” Val said. “Buzz me in, please?”

“I’m not on the east side,” the woman said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Val said, her voice rising. “Just let me in!”

“You’re crazy,” the woman said in a scolding tone, “if you think I’m allowing a stranger into my building. How do I know you’re really a cop?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Val said, fuming. “I’m Officer Valorie Dawes. Badge number—”

“Just a minute. Let me get a pen,” the woman said.

“Don’t leave, just—oh, screw it!” Val pressed the buttons for the other apartments again, waited ten seconds. Twenty. No replies. She reached out to press them again.

The door burst open toward her, and a man stood in the opening. He held a woman’s white blouse in one hand…and a gun in the other. Pointed at her.

Val ducked and pushed the door shut in his face. A moment before the door hit the jamb, a loud “pop” reached her ears—the sound of low-caliber pistol fire. The bullet ricocheted off a trash can, and the booming echo of the slamming door resounded in the alley. Footsteps inside faded away at a fast pace.

“Rico,” she radioed her partner, “suspect attempted to flee from the front entrance, and has now re-entered the building. May be heading your way. I’ll check for more exits!” She ran toward the west side of the building.

“Backup expected in two minutes,” Rico said. “What’s your 20?”

“I just told you where I was,” Val said under her breath. She turned the corner and followed the building’s perimeter along the side street, scanning for doorways. Another secure entrance appeared halfway up the block, also with call buttons. She pushed them all as she had before, and the same woman answered.

“Stop harassing me or I’ll call the police!” the woman yelled at her.

“I am the police,” Val said. “Please open the damned door?”

“Not if you’re going to be rude,” the woman said. “Now go away!”

Val groaned in disgust and banged on the door. “Police! Can someone please open up?” She banged again. A few moments later, the speaker buzzed and the lock clicked. She yanked open the door and ran down the hallway, making her way to the exit on the opposite side. The hallway ended at the landing of a set of concrete steps that continued to descend into the building’s dark basement.

But she found no gun-wielding man, and no shirtless, beaten woman.

She paused, gathered her wits, and took a few breaths. The rancid aroma of mold, tobacco, and urine gagged her. She took another deep breath and held it.

Then she heard a low whimper below her. Val crept down the stairs, shining her flashlight ahead of her, until it lit upon the shape of a woman, curled up into a fetal position, crying and shivering. The same woman, though she looked younger up close, perhaps not even twenty. Shirtless, her back and side revealed deep blue and purple bruises in various stages of healing. More bruises surrounded a red welt above her left eyebrow, and her lid had swollen shut. 

The woman lifted her head and gazed up at Val through her one good eye, her face wet with tears. “Thank you for coming,” she said, “but I think you’re too late.”










CHAPTER THREE







VAL RODE WITH the young woman in the ambulance to Mercy Hospital, leaving Rico to interview potential witnesses at the scene. She waited while doctors stitched the woman’s lacerations and checked her for internal injuries, which thankfully hadn’t yet escalated to rape. Then she interviewed her, hoping to get some useful information before the painkillers made her too groggy.

Val sat next to the woman’s hospital bed. “Do you know the man who did this to you?”

The young woman, who gave her name as Destiny Mathers, nodded. “Hunter,” she said. “My mom’s boyfriend.”

Val retched a little. “How old is he?”

“I dunno, old,” Destiny said, her words slurring. “Forty-five?”

Val jotted down his name and age. “Is Hunter his first name or last?”

Destiny stared at her and, after several seconds, shrugged.

“What’s your mom’s name and number?” Val asked.

Another shrug. “Brandy. She’s at…Bedford Hills.”

Val’s heart skipped a beat. “Prison?”

The woman sneered. “Thanks to you fucks.”

Val took a calming breath. “Would she know how to find Hunter, or…?” Her voice trailed off when Destiny’s head shook a firm No.

“He don’t really live anywhere,” she said. “I think he’s out of Bos…” Her head lolled to the side, and drool spilled onto her chin.

Val ran to the hallway. “Nurse? Help, anyone!”

A thirty-ish man in scrubs rushed in and checked Destiny’s pulse and breathing. “She’s reacting to her meds,” he said. “Sorry, Officer. Interview over.” He called for a doctor and ushered Val out of the room.

Waiting for her ride back to her precinct, Val fumed, frustrated by the dead end. Another crime she and her partner had failed to prevent. Another predatory male might get away with a violent attack on a young woman, and there was nothing she could do about it.

Maybe the mayor’s task force wouldn’t be such a giant waste of money and effort after all.



***



Around 9:00 the next morning, Val helped Gil Kryzinski, her former partner, lift his sturdy six-foot-two frame off his crutches and into the passenger seat of his Ford Explorer. She braced herself when his body tipped back toward her. For a moment she feared he would fall on top of her—two hundred pounds of dead weight, crushing her onto his paved driveway. But with a grunt and another shove, his momentum shifted up and into the car.


Val chided herself for the “dead weight” thought. Thanks to her, Gil had come close to becoming exactly that a few months before. Fortunately, the bullet he’d taken to the hip missed his vital organs. But it had taken him out of action from the job he loved—and, if Val could allow herself a brief, selfish thought, from the role of mentor that she’d so cherished.


Val shook off the memory, stowed his crutches in the back seat, and jumped in on the driver’s side. “Stop and Shop, Big Y, or PriceRight?”


“Fred’s Produce Market,” Gil said. “No chain stores for me, especially on a Saturday.” A thick lock of wavy black hair fell in front of his eyes. He’d let it grow out since going on medical leave. “So, the guy in the tenement escaped? Take a left at the light.”


“I know the way. I grew up here, remember?” She exited the cul-de-sac and pulled into traffic. “Yeah, but he’ll be back, and then we’ll nail his ass.”


“Maybe. He got away with, what? A purse, a few hundred in cash, some jewelry? I can’t see the department prioritizing it. Was she hurt?”


Val nodded. “A little beaten up, and scared half to death. Still, it’s attempted rape and aggravated assault, right? That ought to make someone’s radar. Jesus, where do these people learn to drive?” She stopped the car short, jerking them hard into their seat belts.


“Good thing I just had the brakes done,” Gil said after catching his breath. He braced himself with a stiff arm against the dashboard. “What concerns me more is you and Rico. It doesn’t sound like you’re on the same page.”


“He’s so conservative.” Val changed lanes to prepare for her next turn. “He’s almost as bad as Papadopoulos. In my head, I’ve begun calling him Pops Junior.”


“Come on, nobody’s that bad,” Gil said. “Remember, Rico faced off against Harkins, too. Got conked on the head, saw his partner get shot. I’m betting that’s made him a little gun-shy.”


Val drew in a deep breath. “I saw Harkins shoot my partner, too,” she said, her voice heavy. “Remember that day?”


“Oh, was that your partner?” Gil said in mock surprise. He winced in pain. “Like I could ever forget.”


Val drove in silence for a while, her mind locked on the same memory: Gil, lying on the pavement, blood pouring from his hip where Harkins’s bullet had ripped into his body moments before. “I’m glad to see how well you’re getting around,” she said to break the mood. “Your therapy must be going well.”


“Seems slow as hell to me,” Gil said. “I thought I’d be walking unassisted by now.” He sighed. “At least I don’t need that stupid walker anymore, or God forbid, that crappy wheelchair. Even now, I can’t stand for more than fifteen minutes at a time.” He leaned back, stretched his legs out, and winced. “Freaking hurts.”


“What’s your timetable?” She pulled to a stop in front of the produce market. “Still expect to come back by Memorial Day?”


He shook his head. “Three to six more months, minimum, the doc says. Hey, what the hell are you doing?”


Val cast him a puzzled look. “Letting you out at the front door. I’ll park and catch up to you.” 


“The hell you will. Come on, go park. I need the exercise.” He pointed toward an open spot.


“I can’t park in the disabled zone. You don’t have the sticker. Which you should get, by the way. You’re entitled.”


He waved her off. “Park in a regular spot. I’m fine. Really.”


She gazed at him with a combination of amusement and frustration, then smiled. “You are one stubborn old coot, aren’t you?”


Gil laughed. “If that ain’t the pot calling the kettle black, I don’t know what is. And who are you calling old? I’m only thirty-four.”


“Two hundred, in dog years.” Val pulled into the closest spot she could find and stopped the engine. “Race you to the door,” she said with a grin.


“If we were both on crutches, I’d win,” he said, grinning back. Then he grew serious and reached out to her. “Thanks for doing this. It’s above and beyond.”


“It’s no such thing.” She squeezed his hand. “What are friends for, right? Just don’t ask me to cook, unless you like burnt toast.”


He held on a little longer, and their eyes met. “Val,” he said after a pause, “there’s a chance I might not go back on patrol when I return.”


“So, you go on desk duty for a while,” she said, putting on a brave face, “while I suffer along with Pops Junior. Seems like appropriate punishment, since all of this is my fault.”


“Don’t go there again,” Gil said. “Besides, Rico’s a good cop. He’ll train you well. As it is, I had to fight Gibson to get out on patrol last year. ‘Sergeants are managers in Clayton PD,’” he said, imitating Gibson’s deep, rumbling voice. “But he wanted you trained right. But now, with this situation…” His voice trailed off, and he looked away. “Val, it may be…quite a while.”


A lump formed in Val’s throat. “For how long? Nine months? A year?”


“Or longer.” He blew out a noisy breath and shuddered. “I might never walk a beat again.”


“Gil, I’m sorry,” she said. Her heart grew heavy. “Does this mean…”


“You’re going to have to walk a desk beat, too,” he said with a wry smile. “Because I’m not giving up on us being partners.”


“Never!” She pulled her hand out of his grasp. “That’s too high a price to pay!”


His face fell. She laughed and punched his arm. “You goof. I’m only kidding. Sort of.”


His expression turned wistful. “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he said. “The ‘sort of’ part.”


“I don’t have a brilliant solution for that,” she said. “We need to think of one. Because not partnering with you, long-term, would just suck.”


Gil smiled and held her hand again. “Maybe we just spend more time together outside of work.”


Val stared at her hand, suddenly clammy inside his. Warmth spread over her face. She looked away, gave him another quick squeeze, and clicked the door locks open. “We should get on with shopping,” she said. “I have to get to work soon.”


He didn’t respond for several seconds. She met his gaze and found sadness in his eyes. He blinked and nodded. “Lucky you. And lucky Rico.”


She slid out of her seat and pressed the door shut, pausing a moment to calm her racing heart before circling around to assist him.



***



Megan Iverson poured herself a second glass of cabernet sauvignon and gazed out of her living room’s eight-foot-wide picture window. She adored the view from their hilltop contemporary-style home, a mix of city lights and lush, hilly greenery bisected by the white-capped Torrington River. She and Curt bought the house brand-new two decades before, where they’d intended to raise a family.


But cruel fate had intervened, a double whammy of ovarian and breast cancer slamming her within a span of five years during her thirties. Between the disease and the chemo, her body gave up the struggle to maintain fertility.


Unfortunately, as their dream for a traditional family died, so, too, did the physical attraction that brought them together. Maybe Curt’s libido had died from lack of interest, or due to age. Either way, over time his sexual interest in her waned, and he initiated love-making less and less often. On the rare occasion that he did, though, the fire still burned hot—a welcome surprise that Megan never turned down.


She’d wondered if he’d strayed—that maybe his bursts of passion came about during dry spells between flings. But she never found proof, or even a solid reason to suspect him. No specific women ever crossed her radar. Over time, she concluded, their passion for each other had simply faded, replaced by mutual respect, comfort, and dull familiarity.


Instead, politics became her passion, and the entire city had become their family. Especially the female half of the city. After winning the battles against the cancers that so often victimized her gender, Megan made it her life’s mission to fight all dangers to women. Women’s health concerns led to the fight for a woman’s right to control her own body, and more recently, to combat threats from predatory males who victimized young girls like Olivia Lambert.


Megan shuddered. She never should have set eyes on the girl’s photos or read the stories of Olivia’s happy childhood. The girl’s prom-queen smile in her school picture clashed with the bloated, bruised face and body in the forensic photos. Whether the girl had taken her own life or had it stolen from her, the sexual abuse the police had uncovered no doubt had led to her demise. Megan’s resolve to find the killer redoubled.


“Is there more wine where that came from?” Her husband’s voice preceded him into the room. She turned from the city view toward Curt, ambling across their expansive living room and weaving his way around the plush black leather furniture. He sidled next to her and kissed her neck. “Mmm, you smell good.”


“I smell like sweat and exhaustion,” Megan said, but her smile belied her grousing. His surprisingly warm embrace pulled the tension out of her better than any wine could. She leaned into him and offered a sip.


“Delicious.” He rested his hands on her hips. “Is this the Paso Robles 2012?”


“You know your wine.” She set the glass onto the bar and refilled it. “I needed the good stuff after today.”


“Typical Monday?” he murmured into her ear. Curt’s deep, smooth voice calmed her.


“Worse,” she said. “I had to explain the police budget again to those idiots on City Council. You’d think they’d never heard of community policing before. Or simple math.” She sighed and took a long sip of cabernet.


“They’re grand-standers,” Curt said. His lips caressed her neck, tiny tastes of her skin that sent a shiver down her spine. “Budgets are boring. They need something shiny and new to focus on.”


“Yeah, well, passing a budget is Council’s actual job.” She shivered as his fingertips traced tiny circles across her abdomen. “Until we fund the basics, we can’t afford the bright and shiny.”


“Basics like keeping women feeling…safe?” Curt’s fingers dipped inside the front waistband of her slacks, making it increasingly difficult for her to concentrate on their conversation.


“Yes,” she said. “Like…that.” Megan set down the wine again, afraid she’d spill it.


“Well,” he said, “I had an idea that could help you. About what we discussed with Lieutenant Gibson and his officers the other day.” His fingers abruptly ended their exploratory mission.


She sighed, grabbed his wrist, and pressed downward. But he continued talking. Just. Talking. 


“Maybe you could repackage your requested increases in police funding around a big, flashy policy initiative of some sort,” he said. “Create a whole new unit, dedicated entirely to women’s safety. Put a woman in charge, with a female celebrity spokesperson—a UFC fighter, say, like Holly Holm or Ronda Rousey. Then do a big PR push—TV, billboards, social media. Attach a woman’s face to something they think of as ‘man’s work.’ Think it’ll fly?”


Megan turned toward him, excitement building. She leaned her body into his. “I like it, Curt. But would it actually work with these bozos?”


He smiled. “It works for you either way. Either they buy into it and pass the budget you want, or…” His smile broadened. “You have yourself the centerpiece of a gubernatorial campaign.”


She returned his smile and pecked him on the lips. “You’re a genius.” She let her breast brush against his arm. That always got a rise out of him. Her voice dropped a register. “Where would I be without you?”


Curt’s breathing grew shallow. He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her rump with both hands. “I hate to think about that,” he said.


“What do you like to think about?” She pressed against him. His body responded—finally!—in the way she wanted, and she ground into him, harder.


“Thinking’s for fools,” he said, and his lips found hers, their shared tastes of wine mingling on their tongues. Moments later, they landed together, legs and arms entwined, on the soft, plush carpet.








CHAPTER FOUR





AFTER A QUICK morning shower, Val stepped out of the tub onto the cold tile floor and shivered. She dried off hastily and wrapped the towel around her head, turban-style. Goosebumps formed on her skin, an artifact of the low setting at which she and Beth kept the thermostat to save money. Her straight, fine hair, cut to a jaw-length bob, wouldn’t take long to dry, but already her head—hell, her entire body—felt like an icicle. She pawed through her stack of clothes on the bathroom counter and sighed—she’d forgotten to bring underwear in with her. No matter—her roommate, Beth, stayed at her fiancé’s most nights, so she had the place to herself.

She rushed into the hall and had her hand on the knob of her bedroom door when she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. She glanced around—

“Company!” Beth chanted, sing-song. She covered the eyes of her slack-jawed fiancé and spun his lanky frame away from Val’s naked form. “Josh, don’t you dare turn around.”

Val shrieked and bolted into the bedroom, shutting the door behind her. She leaned against the door, panting, and chiding herself: Get a grip, girl. So he saw you naked for one second. Big deal.

But it was a big deal. No man had seen her naked in over ten years. Not since the worst day of her life…


The man straddled her, his weight pinning her to the bed, and tore at her pajamas, his whiskey-laden breath hot on her face and neck—


Val shook off the terrible memory, recalling the centering exercises her counselor had taught her years before, the ones that brought her back to the present. Val shut her eyes, listening, bringing to mind the details of her surroundings: the queen bed, unmade, centered on the wall opposite her; the nightstand with the ancient digital alarm clock-radio she’d owned since junior high; the closet’s sliding door, open—no, wait, closed—and her laptop on the tiny desk in the corner, its screen dark. Her heart rate slowed, and she shivered from the cold. But she could breathe again.

She reopened her eyes, pulled on the underwear she’d dropped on the floor earlier, and covered up with a pair of shorts and a sweatshirt. She glanced at her seldom-used make-up mirror. Her deep blush had subsided, if not the humiliation.

She scolded herself for her reaction. Josh wouldn’t want to see her, anyway. If he liked Beth’s body type—tall, voluptuous, lots of makeup, highlights in her long dark hair—he’d take no interest in Val’s no-makeup look and lean, athletic build.

Yeah, right.

Val returned to the bathroom—only to find it occupied and locked. She sighed and stumbled toward the cramped galley kitchen, where Beth awaited her, offering a full cup of fresh coffee.

“Sorry about that,” Beth said. “We just got home—I needed a change of clothes, and…I should have warned you.”

“Forget it,” Val said, but her weak voice belied how much the incident had shaken her.

Beth extended her arms wide, and Val couldn’t resist Beth’s warm embrace. Beth was, hands-down, the best hugger on the planet.

“I don’t think he saw much,” Beth said in a soft voice.

“There’s not a lot of me to see,” Val said, choking out a laugh. “You big liar.” She squeezed Beth harder. “Thank you for that, though.”

“Now, if Gil caught a glimpse of your naked butt, how would—”

“How long is Josh going to be in there?” Val pushed her way out of the embrace. “I need to dry my hair.”

Beth’s face scrunched into an apologetic frown. “He might be awhile. He brought his phone in with him. And it might be kind of tough to breathe in there after.”

Val grimaced, sipped her coffee, and surrendered a wan smile. “Ah, well. The perils of roommate life, I guess.”

Beth inhaled a deep breath and paused, apprehension clouding her big brown eyes. “Yeah, about that,” she said. “I wanted to tell you sooner, but…Josh and I are…I’m moving in with him next month. Officially, I mean.”

Val’s heart sank. “I thought you were waiting for the end of the lease, in June!” She slid into the dining area, sat at the table, and took a deep swig of her coffee. Sadness crept over her
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