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Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves,

for the rights of all who are destitute.

Speak up and judge fairly;

defend the rights of the poor and needy.


- Proverbs 31:8-9
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A Woman With a Past

Chapter One

Valorie Dawes tiptoed to her roommate’s bedroom door, taking each cautious step as quietly as possible. She could never be sure if Beth had company, or if she’d pulled an all-nighter to study for exams and wanted to sleep all day, or both. Usually, Beth left some sort of signal in their tiny common living space if she didn’t want Val to disturb her before 9:00 a.m. But during finals week, none of the usual rules applied, except one: waking her meant Val would have hell to pay.

She crept closer to the door, grimacing every time the old floorboards creaked, and listened. Nothing. Maybe Beth hadn’t even come home.

Val waited another moment, pressing her ear to the door. A soft buzzing sound seemed to emerge from within. Snoring, or perhaps her morning alarm. Maybe if she brought coffee—

The door swung open, and Val jerked back in a panic. The five-foot seven, pear-shaped figure of her lifelong friend appeared in the darkened doorway, her eyes bleary between tousled locks of brown hair.

“What are you doing there?” Beth asked, striding past her toward the kitchen in a pale-yellow bathrobe. “And please tell me there’s caffeine. I’ve still got to cram for my Business Ethics final today.”

“Fresh, dark, and strong,” Val said, pausing for Beth’s stock reply.

“Like my men,” Beth said.

Val grinned with relief. Good old Beth.

Beth poured coffee into a tall ceramic mug and made a pouty face. “I hate that you’re finishing a semester early. I’ll never find a roommate as good as you.” She searched the fridge and dumped a pint of creamer into her mug. “Oh, thanks for getting groceries. Otherwise we’d have starved today.”

“I’ll be out of here by dinner,” Val said, “once I drop my application in the mail. I was hoping you’d look at it for me...?” She pointed to a stapled set of printouts on the kitchen table. “After you’ve had your coffee, of course.”

“Dammit, Val, this makes me sad. It’s the end of an era.” Beth poured Val a mug of black coffee and they sat opposite each other at the table. They toasted each other with their mugs and took long sips of the tasty brew.

“It’s just a few months,” Val said. “We’ll be roomies again once we’re both back in Clayton. That’s still the plan, right?”

Beth’s gaze floated upward, over Val’s shoulder. “Good morning, gorgeous,” she said.

Val furrowed her eyebrows. What a curious thing to say. She started to reply, but something moved in her peripheral vision. No, not something. Someone. She turned, and the bare, muscular chest of a large, dark-haired man filled her vision. Close to her face. Close enough to smell his cheap cologne.


Cologne that brought her back to the worst day of her life—the day a man towered over her, dominated her, hurt her—



Val leaped out of her chair, hooked her right foot behind the dark-haired man’s left leg, and pushed him to the floor. She stepped over him and spun around, crouched in a jiu jitsu fighter’s stance, fingers curled and ready to strike.

“Val! What the hell?” Beth shouted, jumping to her feet. Her coffee had spilled all over her bathrobe, drenching her and the floor. “Geez, Rick, are you all right?”

Rick, who Val realized was Beth’s latest conquest, picked his tall, muscular frame up off the floor and wiped coffee off of his face. He wore only a set of red boxer shorts and a goofy smile. “I’m fine,” he said, laughing. He glanced at Beth, then nodded to Val. “That’s quite the security team you’ve got there. You must be Valorie.” He opened his arms, reaching out to hug her. Val backed away.

“Val doesn’t hug, Rick,” Beth said. “Go put some clothes on.”

Rick planted a long, wet kiss on Beth’s lips, grinned at Val, and ambled back to the bedroom, shutting the door behind him.

“I’ve told you a thousand times, you need to warn me when you have guys over,” Val said. “Where’d you find this one?”

“Never mind. He’s temporary. Now, let me see this application.” She picked up the stapled pages and read while refilling her coffee. Val busied herself with cleaning up the spill.

“It looks great,” Beth said after a minute. “But Val, are you certain you want to do this? I mean, given what you’ve been through...”

“I’ve never wanted to do anything else,” she said. “You know that.”

“But why Clayton?” Beth sat down again. “With what happened to your uncle there, and to you—”

“That’s why it has to be Clayton,” Val said, tossing the soiled rag into the sink. “No place needs an infusion of justice more than our own hometown.”

“That’s what worries me.” Beth set the application down on the table, careful to avoid the wet spots, and rested her chin on her hands. “It feels like—and please, don’t take this the wrong way—maybe you’re not seeking justice so much as revenge. For your uncle, and the whole Milt incident.”

“Don’t say his name,” Val said, clenching her eyes shut. “And I’m fine. I’ve put all that behind me.”

“Are you sure?” Beth stood and circled the table, placing her hand on Val’s shoulder. “Val, what if your anger over your uncle’s death, and for what Milt did, drives you to...I mean, what if you get into tough situations with bad guys, and, you know...it doesn’t end well. For them, or for you.”
Beth squeezed Val’s shoulders and knelt to put her face level with Val’s. “I’m afraid for what could happen to you.”
“Nothing will happen to me,” Val said in a voice more forceful than she‘d intended. “I’m not out to punish other men for what those scumbags did to my family. I just don’t want other scumbags doing it to other families, and to other thirteen-year-old girls. Or grown women. Or anyone.” She locked eyes with her friend, softening her tone. “I promise. I’ll be safe.”

Beth’s face crumpled into a sad smile. “I know you will.” She gazed into Val’s eyes for another moment, then looked away.

Val sighed. She might never convince her friend of how she felt. What unsettled her was that she hadn’t yet convinced herself yet, either.
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Valorie paused outside the open doorway of Lieutenant Laurence Gibson’s cramped office, a shaded-glass enclosure trimmed with dark wood and beige government-issue metal chairs, desk, and filing cabinets. Gibson’s bearlike figure seemed overly large for the room, and his dark brown skin, broad nose, bulbous eyes, and untamed salt-and-pepper hair exaggerated the effect.

“Come in, Ms. Dawes.”

Val shut the door. The breeze of its motion caused papers to flutter, pinned to the walls or stuck to the filing cabinets with refrigerator magnets. A quick perusal told her where Gibson preferred to get his coffee, pizza, and sub sandwiches, and, like everyone else in Clayton, Connecticut, he rooted for the Boston Red Sox and New England Patriots.

“Thank you for meeting with me, Lieutenant.” Val sat in the worn, thinly padded metal framed guest chair. Gibson’s desk towered in front of her, resting on cylindrical risers to accommodate his massive frame. At five-six, one twenty-five, she felt like a kid in the principal’s office, rather than a 22-year-old who graduated a semester early from the University of Connecticut.

And that simply wouldn’t do.

She stood and extended her hand across the lieutenant’s enormous, cluttered desk, raising it uncomfortably high above the coffee cups and pencil holders stacked along its edge.
Gibson remained engrossed in a document pulled from a manila folder. Finally, he noticed her outstretched hand and took it briefly in his. 
“Very impressive credentials.” Gibson peered over his pince-nez glasses. “Criminology degree from UConn, graduated cum laude. Outstanding entry exam. Your essay on community policing was first-rate. And you’re a bit of an athlete, aren’t you?”

Val allowed a tiny smile. “I ran track in high school and college. I also played soccer.”

“All-Metro midfielder in high school. Starter on the ACC championship team at UConn. More track ribbons than I could fit in this office. You’ve proved yourself a worthy competitor, Ms. Dawes.” He glanced at her again. “You’re a little small for a cop, but you’ve stayed in good shape. You should have no trouble passing the physical.”

“Thank you, sir.” Val blushed and held her breath. She should say more, but what? She had no idea. She kept her mouth shut.

He flipped through her application. “Have you ever shot a gun?”

She nodded. “My...uncle taught me.” Dammit. She hadn’t wanted his name to come up in this interview. But she smiled at the memory. Uncle Val’s gift of firearms training for her tenth birthday had infuriated her parents, but only endeared him to her more.

Gibson set the application down on his desk and removed his glasses. “I’ll come straight to the point. The name Val Dawes carries a certain amount of, shall we say, respect around here.”

Val sat upright and rigid in her chair. “I’m not trading on my uncle’s repu—”

“You’d be crazy not to.” Gibson sat back in his chair. “Valentin Dawes was a good man and a great cop. One of the best. Some of that must have rubbed off on you.”

Val‘s face darkened, and she stared down at her hands. “I want to be considered on my own merits, sir. On my credentials, not his.”

“We wouldn’t have it any other way.” Gibson put his glasses on and picked up her application again. “Your exam was among the best I’ve ever seen. Clearly you’ve prepared for this for some time.”

“It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do, sir. Since I was a child.”

“Since your uncle—”

“Before that.”

Gibson’s eyes widened, and he gazed at her a moment. Val sat motionless in her chair, torn between regret over interrupting him and relief over derailing discussion of an emotional subject. Finally, Gibson gave her a closed-mouth smile and a curt nod. Good. He understood.

“As you may know,” he said, “we’re on a push to recruit more women and minority officers.”

She shifted in her chair, and it scraped the floor with a harsh, raspy noise. “I don’t want to be an affirmative-action hire. If I don’t out-compete the men—”

“You do. Don’t worry. That’s not the point.” Gibson pushed his glasses over the bridge of his nose. “Ms. Dawes, we have 335 sworn officers in the Clayton Police Department. Guess how many are female.”

She shook her head. “Twenty percent?”

“Ha! I wish.” He exhaled, the wind whistling through his teeth. “Less than thirty. Not percent. Total. That’s even worse than the national average, which is pitiful.” He sighed. “People say that police work is a man’s game, Dawes. It attracts people who are a little more aggressive, controlling, and confident in their physical abilities. More often than not, those people are men. And a lot of men around here want to keep it that way.”

“Do you?” The words escaped before she could stop them. “Um, I mean, do you, sir?”

“If I did, you wouldn’t be here.” He leaned back in his chair. “Unfortunately, the Neanderthals outnumber the ones who agree with me. And they can make life tough on a young woman, even one with your qualifications. But given your uncle’s legacy—well, let’s just say I’m hoping that slows them down a little.”

“So, are you saying...?”

Gibson smiled. “We’d like you to start at the academy on the first of next month. Can you do that?”

Val’s heart pounded and she could not suppress a grin. “Yes, sir!”

“Very well.” He stood and offered his hand. “Welcome to the Clayton, Connecticut Police Department, Officer Cadet Dawes.”

Chapter Two

Val jogged to a stop ten feet from police academy trainer Sergeant Matt McKenzie, a side of beef with a razor-sharp silver crew cut and a jaw like a concrete block. First to finish their three-mile “warm-up run,” she hurried to get ready for whatever drill he planned to push the cadets through next. Sergeant Mack, as he preferred to be called, barked orders like an army drill sergeant, and had no patience for cadets who wasted his precious time.

“Line up, lunkheads,” Mack yelled, clapping his hands above his head. He glared at the twenty-six male cadets from around the state as they trickled in from the running track. “Come on, come on, double time!” He pushed the last few cadets into position with a rough shove around their shoulders. “You guys ought to be ashamed of yourselves, getting beaten that bad by a damned girl!” With that he cast a wicked grin at Val, and not a friendly one. Her cheeks burned, but she’d learned the hard way not to object aloud to Mack.

A lanky cadet with thick brown hair pushed into line next to Val. She sighed. Whenever Ben Peterson came near, things seemed to go wrong for her.

“Way to go, Dawes,” Ben said in a low sneer. “Showing us up again. Can’t you cut us some slack now and again?”

“If that’s request number 206 for a date, the answer is still no,” she murmured.

Mack glared and pointed a thick, gnarly finger at her. “You got something to share with us, Dawes?”

Val snapped to attention. “No, sir!”

“Then shut your trap.” Mack paced in front of the group. “Gentlemen and ladies—lady—we have a special treat for you today. A guest instructor, here to school you on the finer points of hand-to-hand combat. Sergeant Brenda Petroni of Clayton P.D. Sergeant?”

Val’s breath caught in her throat. After six weeks of men giving her nothing but grief and hostility, seeing a female instructor at the academy—from her own department, no less—seemed too good to be true. She glanced at Petroni, who, like Mack, wore a loose workout uniform and running shoes, despite the chilly morning air. About five-eight, with curly, dark brown hair and a sturdy build, the forty-something woman smiled at the cadets. Compared to Mack, she appeared relaxed, even downright friendly.

“Thanks, Mack. Cadets, I’ve taught you the basics of self-defense, but the rules of engagement out there are changing.” She scanned the group and locked her gaze for a moment on Val. Her eyes sparkled and her smile seemed to sharpen—or did Val imagine that? Petroni gave her a slight nod, then continued. “To demonstrate, may I have a volunteer?”

For a few seconds, no hands rose. Long experience with Mack had ingrained in every cadet a grave fear of volunteering. Too often it involved pain, humiliation, or, at a minimum, extra work. But with Petroni, things might be different. For a woman, anyway. Val raised her hand, and two or three male hands followed.

“You, and you.” She pointed at Val and Ben. Val gazed up at him in surprise. Ben never volunteered for anything.

He grinned. “I can’t let you have all the glory.”

They stepped forward, one on either side of Petroni. Behind them, Mack emitted a low chuckle. Damn. If he expected to be entertained by this, then volunteering was definitely a mistake.

“Mr. Peterson? Please demonstrate the proper method for restraining this perp, here.” She indicated Val with an open palm and instructed them to face each other. “Ms. Dawes, try to escape your hypothetical crime scene by getting past Peterson.”

Peterson grinned, then crouched. Val feinted left, then lunged right. Ben hooked his elbow and spun behind her, twisted her arm behind her back and forced Val to the ground. A sharp pain streaked up to her shoulder, and she howled. He dug his knee into her side and forced his arm around her neck, choking her.

“All right, let her up,” Petroni said, sounding disgusted. “Okay, guys. What did you see here? Anyone?”

Ben started to help her up, but when Petroni’s gaze turned away, he shoved her back onto the ground. His knee slammed into her upper thigh, pressing all two hundred pounds of his weight onto her. She grunted in pain again.

“You ladies done over there?” Mack said with a growl. Peterson scrambled off her, his face reddening. Val got up and dusted herself off. The other cadets stared at their feet.

Petroni shook her head at Peterson and turned toward the group. “Come on, speak up,” she said. “What’d he do right? What’d he do wrong, according to your training?”

“Well,” drawled a blond-haired cadet off to one side, “he could’ve broken her arm.”

“And choked her to death,” someone else said.

“Good, good,” Petroni said. “Would you say he used excessive force?”

“For a girl that size? Sure,” the blond said.

“But he doesn’t know if she’s got a gun, or knife, or what,” said a muscular man with a dark crew cut.

Petroni nodded. “Good observations, everyone. Now, again, but reverse roles. Dawes, use appropriate levels of force.” Their eyes locked, and Val detected a hint of a smile on the older woman’s face.

Peterson faced her, hands out front, as if to grab her. Val got into a defensive crouch, her fingers curled, karate-style. Peterson lunged straight at her, grabbing her, pushing her to his left. She grabbed his upper arm and dropped into a tight roll, pulling Peterson along, using his own momentum against him. He landed on his back with an audible whump, followed by a groan. Val scrambled onto him, pinning both arms with her knees, her forearm pressed hard against his windpipe.

“Whoa!” “Holy cow!” “Did you see that?” Mumbling from the male cadets filled Val’s ears.

“What did Ms. Dawes just demonstrate?” Petroni said, her eyes gleaming.

“That Peterson’s a pussy,” said someone at the far end of the line. A roar of laughter from the cadets followed.

Val stood and extended a hand to Peterson. Ben shook it off, rolling to his side, lifting himself to his hands and knees on the turf. “Where’d you learn that?” he asked between gasps.

“From my sensei, of course,” she said. “Black belt, jiu jitsu. Perhaps I should have warned you.”

“That would have been nice.” Ben got to his feet and shuffled back into the line of cadets.

“What we’re going to learn today—those of us who don’t know already,” Petroni said with a wink at Val, “is how to restrain a suspect with minimally necessary force, and the guidelines for doing so. Partner up. Try to find someone your own size. Dawes? You stay here with me.” She said in a low voice to Val, “I don’t dare sic you loose on those guys. You could kill one of them.”

“They‘ve tempted me, more than once,” Val said. “I’m sorry for ruining your demonstration, though. I should have taken it easy on him.”

Petroni stepped closer. “Have they ever taken it easy on you?” she asked.

Val shook her head. “Unless you consider constant belittling and having your ass grabbed twice a day ‘taking it easy’.”

“Then don’t you ever take it easy on them,” Petroni said. “They’ll never respect you if you do. And no need to apologize to me. I knew your martial arts abilities going into this drill. That little demo had a purpose. With luck, none of them will ever forget it.”

“I hope we get to work together in Clayton,” Val said, dumbstruck.

Petroni smiled. “Me too, Dawes.” She blew into a whistle hanging from a leather string. “Listen up, cadets! It’s time to learn how to defend yourselves out there!”

***
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Two months later, Val stepped off a city bus in downtown Clayton, exchanging the bus’s pungent aromas of stale sweat and diesel exhaust for the muggy heat of a late New England summer afternoon. She hustled across the street and climbed the wide, shallow steps leading to Central Police Headquarters. The aging, six-story block of brick, glass, and concrete looked like it might have been designed, built, and last maintained by Joseph Stalin.

Val pushed through the wide glass entry doors to the public lobby. Twin rows of pink granite pillars, three feet in diameter at the base, rose thirty feet from the white marble floors to the vaulted ceilings. Bronze chandeliers held dim bulbs too high off the ground to provide any real illumination. The air, a good ten or fifteen degrees cooler than outside, gave her goosebumps. “Chicken skin,” as her uncle Val used to say.

She’d arrived a half hour early for her “entry interview,” a series of administrative meetings with Human Resources staff and an evaluation by the department’s psychiatrist. She hoped to finish by five. She and Beth planned to meet for drinks to celebrate the new job and their new shared apartment. But the receptionist delivered bad news: her first appointment would start twenty minutes late.

Too nervous to sit on the uncomfortable benches in the HR office, she toured the building’s impressive lobby, absorbing the department’s public relations efforts on display. Photos of City Council members, the police commission, and the top departmental brass took up most of one wall. Another summarized highlights of the city’s history since its founding in the early 1800s, most of which she’d learned in grade school. A third exhibit, however, brought her browsing to an abrupt halt.

The Wall of Fallen Heroes consisted of photos and news stories commemorating the two dozen or so officers—all men—who’d given their lives in service to the city of Clayton. The first such incident dated back to 1831, taking the life of a 22-year-old—Val’s own age—attempting to halt a bank robbery. Half of the fatal events occurred during the Civil War in efforts to aid the Underground Railroad. A handful had occurred since World War II.

The most recent, though, hit home to Val. The photo depicted a rugged, clean-shaven man with short brown hair. He resembled her older brother, except for his sparkling hazel eyes flecked with gold, like hers. A man she’d loved like a father, and the only man to whom she had entrusted her darkest, most horrible secret.

Detective Valentin Dawes, 1963-2008

She ran her fingers over the nameplate under the photo, a lump rising in her throat. She didn’t need to spend time gazing at the giant image. She’d kept a copy of it on her dresser since her ninth birthday. Yet she couldn’t help but read every headline from the many newspaper clippings framing it.

Shopping Mall Shooter Kills Officer, 4 Others

Officer Slain at Mall Saved ‘Dozens,’ Witnesses Say

Families, Fellow Officers Remember Val Dawes as Hero

Val’s attempts to read the remaining news articles had to wait, as tears blurred her vision and forced her eyes closed.

***
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Ten Years Earlier


Valorie approached the casket, her heart aching. Every step took longer than the one before. She couldn’t see inside the coffin yet. It was open, but elevated on a viewing platform, putting the top edge a few inches higher than her wiry frame. Behind the casket, a photograph of Uncle Val rested on a tall easel, his friendly hazel eyes betraying the stern look he’d adopted for his official departmental head shot.

She had dressed entirely in black, but in slacks and a tight-fitting, short-sleeved top rather than a dress. Her father had argued with her about that, but at thirteen, she could choose her own clothes. Besides, Uncle Val would have wanted her to be comfortable and “ready for anything.” Who could be ready for anything in a dress?

Besides, dresses only attracted the unwelcome attention of creepy old men like “Uncle” Milt, who preyed on innocent young girls. And thanks to Milt, she no longer thought of herself as “innocent.”

She shuddered, pushing the awful memory out of her mind. Or tried to. Something that horrific, she would never forget. But next time, if there ever was a next time, she’d be ready.

Uncle Val had always been ready for anything and everything, until four days before, when a criminal’s bullet cut him down in the line of duty. Forty-five-year-old Detective Valentin Dawes died a hero, not only in her adoring eyes, but in the eyes of the entire city. The long parade of strangers behind her waiting to view her uncle’s open casket proved that.

Taking heavy breaths, she trudged up the dais steps, her eyes cast downward. Valorie wanted to see him all at once, at a moment of her choosing.

She shuffled over to the casket, eyes still on her feet. Another deep breath. Okay. Ready.

She studied his still figure, only visible from the shoulders up, pale and lifeless in the casket. Her first thought—Thank God they hadn’t shot him in the head—made her angry at herself. Then, hot tears flowed down her face. This isn’t Uncle Val, her heart raged. He was always so vivacious, so alive. This is someone else. It’s not real!

She dried her tears with a tissue and stood tall in front of the casket. Uncle Val would not want her to cry. He would want her strong, remembering their special moments together, rather than mourning the ones they would never have. Thinking of the future, not the past. Of what she could become.

Uncle Val, she vowed, I will make you proud of me. I’ll carry on your work, like we talked about. I’m going to be just like you, Uncle Val. Or at least, as good as I can be.

She stiffened her upper lip and tasted the salty tears flowing into the corners of her mouth. She peered at her uncle’s lifeless form one more time, then turned and hurried off the dais.





Chapter Three

Dr. Christopher Cyrus, PhD, considered the young female cadet before him. Twenty minutes into the interview and she had said nothing that indicated a lack of fitness for serving as a police officer for the Clayton police department. 

But he knew something about this cadet. First off, he knew her uncle and near-namesake, Valentin Dawes. Who didn’t? A local hero, a detective who’d cracked the most famous murder and kidnapping case in local history twenty years before. A man who’d taken three bullets over his career, the last one fatal, each time sacrificing himself for citizens who walked away without a scratch. A man whose funeral drew the attendance of over a thousand people, including Cyrus.

The funeral’s attendees had also included the thirteen-year-old version of the cadet sitting in Cyrus’s office with her hands folded on her lap. He remembered her much-younger face from that day, wet with tears, far more innocent and trusting of the world than the woman who smiled at him now. He sensed the anger inside her, in her terse, barely restrained responses to his questions. Given her family’s history, he could hardly blame her.

But anger, justified or not, was not a quality sought in police cadets, in Clayton or anywhere else.

“Let's explore your past a bit more,” he said, smoothing his salt-and-pepper beard with his fingers. “Specifically, your childhood.” He smiled at her and adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses. He coughed into his hand, waiting.

“My...childhood?” She uncrossed her legs and smoothed her wrinkle-free black slacks. “Which part of my childhood?”

He noted the slowing of her enunciation, the way people do when they’re uncomfortable with a topic. “Yes,” he said. “The period from when you were, say, twelve to fifteen.”

She tensed, worry lines crowding her hazel, gold-specked eyes. “Oh, you mean, how have I dealt with the grief from my uncle’s death?” She exhaled, tossed up her hands. “What would you like to know?”

“How do you feel about what happened to your uncle?” He watched her face, her hands. “Was justice served in his case?”

“The murderers were caught, convicted, and sentenced to life in prison,” she said. “I couldn’t ask for anything more.”

Still relaxed. Had he missed the boat here? “Yes, that’s true,” he said, “but how do you feel about it? Do you ever wish, for example, that the people who shot him should have been punished more severely?”

She shrugged. “Sure. Lots more. But we’ve done away with the death penalty in Connecticut,” she said, her voice growing more animated, “and rarely used it even when we had it. If child molesters don’t get executed, why should cop killers?” She paused, took a breath. “I’m sorry. I get a little emotional about this topic.”

He nodded. “Understandable. Ms. Dawes, we have a responsibility to ensure that our peace officers...how shall I say this? That they—”

“That they’re not vigilantes? No kidding. Look, doc, I had three years of grief counseling after my uncle died, and I’ve talked this issue to death. The truth is,” she said with a mischievous smile, “I know what kind of answers you want here, and I could give them to you all day. But here’s the reality. My uncle was my inspiration to become a cop—before a couple of hostage-takers gunned him down at the shopping mall that day. We were close. It pissed me off that he died so young, and I’m super-pissed that he died the way he did. But I’m not becoming a cop to avenge his death. Okay? Straight-up, that’s the God’s-honest-truth.”

He sat back in his chair, pushed there by the force of her words. She felt strongly about this, but he wouldn’t say that her feelings or her reactions were in any way imbalanced or perversely motivated. Still, he was missing something.

“Ms. Dawes, if you found yourself in a similar situation, do you think you could keep your personal feelings under control?” He fought for words. “Would you be able to restrain yourself from using deadly force, unless absolutely necessary?”

“I do, doctor.” She grimaced. “I’ll never forget my uncle, and I think about him every day. But not because I’m out to exact justice on his killers or their successors roaming Clayton streets. I miss him. I loved him. I’ve tried my whole life to live by his example—to put people first, exercise kindness, communicate, and strive for understanding. That’s the kind of cop he was, and it’s the kind of cop I’m going to be.” She’d leaned forward during her speech, and Cyrus had to admit, her passion was infectious.

He had no reason not to believe that Valorie Dawes, like her uncle, would make a great cop. Still, something about her left him unsettled. Apprehensive, even. Nothing he could put his finger on. Just a feeling.

He gazed at the form in front of him, one that, with his signature, would arm this woman with deadly force and release her to the streets. Should he make the highly unusual move of rejecting her admittance to the police force, based on a feeling?

No, he should not.

He checked the box for “Approval,” and signed the form.

***
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“You must be Dawes.”

Val turned to find the man with the baritone voice who had spoken to her. “G. Kryzinski” read the nameplate pinned to his chest, just below eye level for her, on his dark blue uniform. About six-two, with a build on the husky side of athletic, he had ten or fifteen years on her. Not that it showed in his wavy, jet-black hair—not a gray speck there, nor in the five o’clock shadow darkening his high cheekbones and rugged jawline. Three chevrons adorned his sleeves. A sergeant.

“That’s right. I’m Val.” She extended her hand, grateful to have company in the briefing room. She felt like a complete geek, showing up over an hour early for a 5:00 p.m. shift on her first day.

“I’m Gil. Welcome to Clayton P.D.” He shook her hand, nodded, and smiled. “Partner.”

Val blinked. “You drew the short straw, eh?”

Gil’s smile broadened. “I’d say not.” He turned and walked toward the coffee urns at the side of the room. “Actually, I requested you. Can I buy you a drink?” A boyish smile revealed tiny laugh lines around his dark brown eyes.

“Sure, thanks. Black, one sugar. Um...why did you request me?” Please, she begged the universe. Not another Ben Peterson.

Gil poured the coffees and stirred sugar into one. “Your reputation. Outstanding cadet, family legacy, great athlete, big into community policing. I heard you even aced the marksmanship test.”

Val nodded. “Fair enough. But you have me at a disadvantage. I know nothing about you.” She sipped the coffee: piping hot, weak, and bitter.

“Eight years on the Clayton force. Just made sergeant. Refused a desk job. I want to stay on the streets, so they made me swing shift supervisor here at Liberty Heights. Essentially, the straw boss for the beat cops in that neighborhood—our neighborhood. Transferred in to get that, from South End.”

“That’s why you needed a partner?”

“Smart girl.”

“Woman.” She set her awful coffee down on the counter and met his gaze.

He nodded and surrendered another boyish grin. “I stand corrected.”

“But why me?” she asked. “You could have chosen anyone, with your rank. Someone with experience.”

Gil shook his head. “Nope. I wanted someone with a fresh perspective. And I wanted to train you—the right way.”

Val nodded. “You had several newbies to choose from. Why the only woman?”

Gil sipped his coffee again and grimaced. “This stuff’s awful, isn’t it? First thing I’m gonna do is change the coffee service.”

“Second,” she said. “The first thing is, you’ll level with your partner when she asks you a direct question.” She met his surprised look with a steady stare.

“Once again, I stand corrected,” he said. “And that fearlessness you just showed me fits your rep. That’s why I chose you as my partner.” He stepped away to toss his coffee into the sink.

She gave her own cup a disapproving stare, then focused back on him. “I hope I can live up to your expectations.”

Gil nodded, and a smile curled at the corners of his lips. “You will, Dawes. Just do me one favor.”

She cocked her head and looked at him with mock suspicion. “What’s that?”

His smile fell into a line across his lips. “Be honest with me,” he said. “Always. As I will be with you.”

“I will.”

He sat in the hard wooden chair next to her, putting their eyes on an even level. “This is important, Dawes. By being honest I don’t mean just being truthful when asked. You need to feel you can talk to me. Anytime. About anything. Even if it means correcting my latent sexism.” He smiled again in a self-deprecating way.

She nodded and turned aside. His words provoked memories she’d much rather suppress. She’d never shied away from stating her opinion or calling out bias. But she’d never excelled at opening up, not about herself.

“Dawes?”

His suspicious tone startled her back into the moment. “Uh, sorry,” she said. “What’s on our agenda?”

“Getting you to stay in the present, first off.” He grinned at her. “Where’d you go just now?”

She hesitated and then regretted it. Recognition shone in his eyes. He knew she was hiding something, dammit. She shrugged and took a solemn breath. “I was remembering something from my childhood. Someone said something similar, and—well, it triggered a memory.” She smiled. “Not in a bad way.”

He cocked his head. “Your uncle?”

She shook her head. “No. My father. He was always getting into my business, you know? Until he began to ignore me.” She clamped her mouth shut. She hadn’t intended on revealing so much.

After a moment, his lips eased into another smile. “Fathers can be that way, can’t they? So, did you ever tell him?”

“Tell who, what?” Her face grew warm.

“Your dad. Whatever he was asking about. Did you ever tell him?”

“Hell, no.” She grimaced. “We, uh, didn’t have the closest relationship. Still don’t.”

“Closer to your mom, then?” His tone seemed innocent enough, but his eyes bore into her with savage intensity. Nothing innocent or casual about this conversation.

She shook her head again. “Mom left when I was fourteen. Haven’t seen her since. Things...weren’t good at home.”

“Ah. Well.” His expression softened. Whatever he’d been looking for from her, he’d found it. “I’m sorry to hear that. Well, let’s get going. We’ll never catch any bad guys in here.” He stood and gestured toward the door with his cap.

With a sigh of relief, Val stood and followed him out. That conversation had veered close to troubled waters—dangerously close. She’d trusted him right away, more than any man since Uncle Val. He had a way of putting her at ease while challenging her protective shell. Depending on the type of guy Gil was, that could spell trouble. She made a mental note of it.

***
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“Where do you live, Val?” Gil guided their cruiser east on Albany Avenue. He had taken her out on patrol immediately after her new-employee orientation session ended—forty minutes of pep talks and PowerPoint presentations by desk jockeys. Probably the same people that made the coffee.

“Not far from here.” She pointed out her passenger-side window. “Three blocks from that coffee shop, toward the cemetery. About a fifteen-minute walk from the precinct.”

“Me too.” He nodded. “We’re practically neighbors.”

“No kidding?” She turned toward him. “I thought you lived in South End.”

He scoffed. “Hell no. On a cop’s salary? I wish.” He peered through the windshield at the group of African American youths loitering outside a boarded-up pawn shop. “This spot’s usually trouble,” he said. “These kids have no jobs, nothing to do, no parents—or none paying attention, anyway. We have to keep an eye on them.”

“What are their names?”

He gave her a quizzical, sideways stare. “Names?”

“Yeah. Like Gil, Valorie, John Doe. You know. Names.”

“Don’t be such a smartass.” He almost suppressed a grin. “I don’t know their real names. Just their nicknames. Well, for most of ’em.” They passed the gang at low speed. “The tall one, he’s called Pope. No idea where the nickname came from, but it fits. He’s the leader. Whatever he says is Gospel to The Disciples.”

“Disciples?”

“That’s what they call themselves. The gang.” He pointed to another member of the gang. “That one there, the little guy? Seems to be one of Pope’s favorites. They call him Dog.”

She laughed. “I don’t recall any of the original twelve disciples being called ‘Dog’.”

“Historical accuracy ain’t their thing. Ruling the streets, on the other hand...”

Val craned her neck to watch the group stare back at her as they passed. “Let’s swing back around and talk to them.”

“Later,” Gil said. “If we go back now, they’ll scatter, thinking we’re gonna bust their asses for something. Not that we shouldn’t. They’re always up to something.”

“You have quite the outlook on life.” She turned back toward him. “So, did you move to Liberty Heights when you transferred, or have you always lived here?”

“When I transferred. I lived in the Barry Square area before, east of Maple. Another lovely spot.” He wagged his head and snorted. “Hell, I got robbed twice down there myself. Those bastards are nervy.” He stopped at a light and checked something in the rear-view mirror.

“I’ll say. Robbing a cop? Off-duty, I take it.”

“Well, burgled, to be more precise. Ripped off my TV, stereo, and a couple hundred in cash. Even a gun, the first time.”

“Service revolver?” Her eyes widened.

“No. Little .22 pistol I kept around. I’ve always had my own guns.” The light changed. He put the car back in motion. “In this line of work, it pays to be familiar with a variety of weapons.” He turned onto a side street and drove through the neighborhood.

“What do you mean?” She frowned. “The .38s they give us pack plenty of pop, they’re reliable, and accurate as pistols go. Why do you need a .22?”

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes, then shrugged. “I see Uncle Val didn’t teach you all the inside dope on policing.”

“N—no,” she said. “Hey, take a right here.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Okay. Why?” He slowed for the turn.

“I want to get back to Albany Avenue and walk around a little. Maybe meet the Pope and his Disciples.”

“Ay caramba, you are persistent,” he said. “In due time, and I’ll warn you. They’re gonna have fun with you.”

“Because I’m a woman?”

“A woman with a gun. I can smell their pheromones from here.”

Val sighed. “And you’re one of the progressive men on the force?”

Gil grinned as he took another right, heading north toward Albany Avenue. “You wait. You’re going to meet some guys that make me look like Hillary Clinton.”

“Ew,” she said. 

Gil laughed. “I rest my case.” He pulled the squad car over and parked. “Okay, Officer Dawes. Time to meet and greet. Your first hour of community policing has begun.”

Chapter Four

The good old boys at the station rewarded Val for showing up early on her second day with donut duty. Rather than protesting, she took requests for special varieties and filed away the memory for her own first opportunity to haze new recruits. Juggling the donuts and a tray of coffees in one hand, she reached to lift the door handle of her cruiser with the other. A mocking male voice greeted her from behind.

“So this is the famous new police officer, the one and only Valorie Dawes.”

Val’s hand froze on the handle. She took a deep, calming breath and turned to face the sneering figure one car away in the parking lot. “Have we met?”

The man’s tall, lanky body seemed a mismatch to the mocking baritone emanating from within. His dress shirt hung loose about his slender torso, and amber transition lenses shaded his dark eyes. Thick, brown waves of hair framed his long, angular head. “Val Dawes. Everyone knows that name. Clayton’s hero. Do you hope to be a hero, too, Miss Dawes?” The final few words echoed off the buildings framing three sides of the urban parking lot.

Her face flushed, and color rose from her neck to her cheeks. Less than two full days on the force, and already it had started. “I just want to be the best cop I can be, Mister...?”

Tall Boy extended his hand across his bright blue Subaru WRX. “Paul Peterson, Clayton Copwatch. I believe you’ve met my cousin Benjamin.”

She shivered. Ben Peterson had once mentioned his cousin. Ben had described Paul as smart, tenacious, and arrogant—quite the combination, given Ben’s own penchant for looking down his nose at the rest of humanity.

“Of course,” she said. “Now I notice the resemblance.” And she had to admit, his serpentine smile aside, Paul was far more handsome than Ben. She gave his hand a quick, polite shake. “Well, my partner’s waiting for me. Better go.”

“He lets you drive?” Peterson’s tone grew even more derisive. “This department’s going soft. First women cops. Now the rookies drive. What’s next? Weekend retreats? Strategic planning meetings? ‘Kumbaya, my lord! Kumbaya!’” Peterson’s laughter drowned out the echoes of his booming singing voice.

“Don’t give up the day job.” Val hopped inside her cruiser before Peterson could respond. That idiot! She couldn’t get away from him fast enough. She turned the key, shifted into reverse and, a moment before looking over her shoulder, jammed her foot on the gas.

Crunch! She heard her error before she felt it: the crumpling of metal and smashing of glass, universal sounds of the low-speed fender-bender. A quick glance behind her confirmed it. She’d hit another car passing in back of hers. And not just any car: a Clayton Police cruiser.

“Heroic move, Dawes!” Peterson grinned. “Take out two patrol cars in one blow, without even leaving your parking space. Did you learn that at the academy, or was this something your uncle taught you?”

She scrambled out of the vehicle. “Don’t you have someplace to be? There must be a politician who needs investigating somewhere.”

“Oh, I’m right where I’m supposed to be.” He leaned on the other cruiser’s hood. “After all, a witness should never leave the scene, now should he, Officer Dawes?”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Val said, about ready to spit. “Go ahead and quit the day job.”

“Strikes me,” he said, his grin widening, “that’s more your problem than mine.”

The officer driving the impacted cruiser, a tall, overweight, middle-aged man with a thin crown of short brown hair, got out and inspected the damage: a dented and scratched passenger door on his car, a crumpled rear fender and smashed tail light on hers. “What the hell, Dawes?” he said. “Don’t they teach kids to drive these days?”

She noticed his three chevrons, read his nameplate. “A. Papadopoulos.” She held up her hands in surrender. “Sorry, sir. My fault.”

“No kidding,” he said. “Holy cannoli, look at this mess.” He walked around the vehicle to inspect more of the damage.

“Well, Ms. Dawes,” Peterson said, “this all works out nicely for my next blog entry. Supports my theory, you know?”

“What theory? What story?” Val spun back to glare at him. “Are you kidding me? Is news so slow that you report on fender-benders in parking lots?”

“It appears to this reporter,” he said, shaking his head in disdain, “that the rumors are true. You got hired because of your uncle’s reputation, rather than any ability you might have. The great Val Dawes. What a tragic next chapter to his fine legacy.”

“Did I do something to offend you?” Val said between clenched teeth. “Or does hatred of me run in your family?”

“Just keep in mind, Officer Dawes,” Peterson said with contempt dripping in his voice, “that I’ll be watching you. Like a hawk, Dawes. Like a hawk.” With that, Peterson jumped in his Subaru and sped off, laughing.
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Filing the accident report took nearly an hour, making Val late for her scheduled shift. She hitched a ride with another officer heading out on patrol and found Gil in a city-owned parking lot on Woodland Avenue. He sipped coffee from a paper cup and leaned against their replacement cruiser, the sun setting behind him.

“I heard about your driving skill demonstration,” he said with a grin. “So, have we discovered your one weak spot—your skill behind the wheel?”

“One weak spot?” she said. “If you’re making a list, you’d better have a lot of paper and pencils handy.”

He laughed. “Ah, such modesty. Now, where are those donuts you promised?”

She slapped her forehead. “What an idiot! I left them at the precinct, along with two ice-cold cups of coffee.” She buried her face in her hands. “What kind of cop can I be if I can’t even do donuts right!”

“Yeah, you’re doomed,” Gil said in mock seriousness. “Bad driving and no donuts. That’s two flaws discovered in one day. Not a good trend, Dawes.”

They walked in silence along Woodland for a few blocks. Gil pointed to an apartment building looming ahead. “That’s Clayton Heights. Public low-income housing. The few men that live there spend most of their days in jail and their nights running from us. We’ll knock on a lot of doors in there.”

She nodded. “Mmm.” She examined the sorry-looking tower of brick and glass covered in graffiti, grime, and hopelessness. A series of fire escapes rusted in the moonlight. Maybe she could get Peterson to do a story on housing conditions. Anything to get him off her case.

“And over there, that convenience store?” Gil pointed to a brightly lit, squat square of concrete on the corner. “Guy named Taufiq runs it. He’s a good guy. From Bangladesh, I think. Free coffee to men and women in blue, and he keeps his eyes and ears open.”

“Taufiq. Okay, good to know.” She rubbed her arms against the night chill, wondering if the department would dock her pay for the accident.

Gil eyed her with a curious stare. “Come on, Dawes. Shake it off. It’s just donuts...oh, yeah, and a patrol car. We’ll all have a good laugh over it in a week.”

“It’s not only that.” She stopped walking, fighting for words, not sure how much she should tell Gil.

Hell, he was her partner. She had to trust him.

“I smashed that car—make that cars—right in front of that jerk who writes that awful cop-watch blog, Paul Peterson.”

“Peterson?” Gil shook his head. “He’s a nobody. Don’t worry about him.”

“I don’t want to start out with some big exposé hanging over me and sullying my family’s legacy,” she said. “My uncle would roll over in his grave.”

“Forget the press scum, and especially bloggers like Paul Peterson,” Gil said. “Don’t sink to his level.”

“I don’t think there’s a chasm deep enough for me to get to his level,” Val said, but she grinned. Gil’s upbeat dismissal of Peterson was infectious.

“Don’t let him get to you. He’s a schmuck.” Gill pulled her down the sidewalk by the arm. “Besides, we’ve got a big night planned. You’re going to meet Pope.”

She stepped ahead of Gil and spun around to face him, walking sideways down the street. “How do you know he’ll be out tonight?”

“I just do. Trust me.”

She made a sour face. “Gil, remember our talk yesterday, about being really open and honest with each other? If I’m going to be effective, you need to fill me in on how to reach these guys. If I don’t—”

“Just trust me, okay?” Gil soft-punched her arm. “After you meet him, you can think about how to stay in touch. Or if. And it’s not entirely up to you. He has a say in this too. In the meantime, watch and learn.”

Val blew out a loud breath, turned forward, and fell into step next to Gil. They circled the block, back to where Gil had parked the patrol car. “Okay,” she said. “Flip you for who’s driving?”

“Flip me?” He grinned. "I’d never take a bet like that with someone who knows jiu jitsu.” He handed her the keys. “When we see The Disciples, drop me off and circle the block, then look for my signal. If I wave, pick me up. If not, park and come join me.”

“So mysterious.” She clicked the remote to unlock the cruiser. “Why aren’t we using our secret watch radios?”

“They’re in the shop, with your car.” Gil smirked and climbed into the cruiser.

She started the engine. “Is this standard protocol, you meeting with gang members alone?”

“Who writes protocols, Dawes?” he asked.

She bit her lip. “Bureaucrats?”

“And what do bureaucrats know about interacting with gangs?” he asked. “Nothing, that’s what. Now drive.”

He remained silent for the next few minutes. Maybe her driving made him nervous, after all. Then again, he never held back when he had something to say, particularly if it gave him an opportunity to tease her. She turned onto Albany Street and drove until they reached the spot where the gang usually congregated.

“They’re not here.” She slowed the car to a near-stop.

“Keep going,” Gil said. “This isn’t where we’re meeting them.”

“The mystery deepens.” They passed another closed-up shop, then a second-run movie house.

“Pull up here,” Gil said.

She shot him a quizzical glance, but did as she was told.

“Now, remember the plan. Circle once and look for me.”

“Where?”

“Just keep your eyes open.” He got out and walked to the corner of the building, a dimly lit area populated by trash dumpsters and the remains of a few locked-up bicycles. She drove off, shaking her head. While she shared his disdain for bureaucracy and ill-informed rules, leaving him alone there made her nervous.

It took several minutes to make the circuit. When she returned to the front of the theater, Gil stood in the center of a ring of black youths. He faced away from the street, but he turned and nodded when she passed.

She parked the cruiser in a convenience store lot around the block and jogged back to Gil and the gang. She paused when they came into view, waiting for a signal. Gil stood a few feet from the man he’d called Pope, a hulk of a man in his late twenties with a broad, expressionless face. Easily six-four, two-fifty, probably bigger, with a series of gold rings adorning each earlobe. Two shorter, bulkier giants stood on each side of him, the positions of rank in the gang, each with a smaller set of gold earrings. Several younger boys, none over the age of eighteen, spread out in either direction.

“Your girlfriend’s here,” one of the smaller boys on the fringe of the group said to Gil. With his skinny frame and girlish voice, he couldn’t have been older than fourteen.

“Who’s talking to you?” Gil spat, his back still to Val.

“Yeah. Keep your dumbass trap shut, Dog,” one of the bigger guys next to Pope said, spitting at Dog’s feet. Dog dodged the spit and pounded one fist on his chest, but said nothing.

“You got new pussy?” Pope grinned at Gil. Gil still hadn’t turned to look at her.

Val’s cheeks burned in the cool night air. There were no women in this group, not even the hookers and meth queens she’d expected to find. She slowed her pace.

“She’s my partner. You should meet her.” Gil waved one hand over his shoulder. “Come on, Dawes. Show the Disciples your pretty weapon.”

“Woo!” the guys yelped. “Forget the gun,” one of them added. “Show us your pretty little titties.” Another Disciple slapped him a high-five and several of them laughed.

Warm-faced, Val strode into the circle, bumping Gil on purpose as she passed. She didn’t turn to see his almost-certain glare. Two could play this game.

“You’re The Pope?” She extended a hand.

The big man scowled and turned away from her offered handshake. 

“Not ‘The’ Pope,” one of his lieutenants said. “Just Pope.”

She dropped her hand. “I stand corrected. Pope.” She stood with her hands on her hips, feet spread shoulder width.

Pope spoke without looking at her. “You must be the new sister of Albany.” He turned to Gil and grinned. “You getting nun?” The whoops from the Disciples clued Val into the pun. “Nun,” not “None.”

She spread her hands wide. “That makes you—what? The priests? Or the altar boys?”

“Ooh!”

“Stinger!”

“Nice.”

Pope finally looked her way, the hint of a smile tugging at his lips. Gil stepped up next to her. “Pope, this is Val Dawes. You may recognize the name.”

Pope scowled and spat. The spit landed within an inch of Val’s foot. “That rotten motherfucker. You’re his—what? Niece?”

“I sure ain’t his nephew,” Val said. “Got a problem with my uncle?”

“No, I ain’t. That motherfucker had a problem with me. Locked me up two times for nothing. Got my ass fucked good the second time. I ever see his white ass out on the street I’ll—”

“He’s dead,” Val said. “Get over it.” Advice she could take herself.

“Dead?” Pope looked, and sounded, truly surprised.

“Ten years ago. It was in all the newspapers. Where’ve you been?”

Pope narrowed his eyes. “Not reading no motherfucking newspapers.” The space around Val closed in with large, male bodies.

“Well,” Gil said, “fun party, boys, but we have a busy social calendar. Gotta go. Lotta criminals to go catch.”

The tall one on Pope’s left snickered. “That’s good, man, that’s good. Criminals to catch.” He stopped when Pope glared at him.

Pope locked eyes with Gil. “Next time, come alone to our party, or bring some pussy to share. Something worth eating.”

Val took a step forward and pointed a finger a few inches from Pope’s face. Disciples on both sides of him closed in. She raised her other hand, palm-out, and they stopped. “Listen, cocksucker. Let’s get a few things straight. I’m in charge here, not you. You see me coming, you best go the other way. I know the shit you boys are up to. You stay clear of me and you’re fine. But if I catch you, I make your life miserable, just like my uncle. Understood?”

Pope pursed his lips as if to spit again. He hooked his finger around hers in a tight grip, swaying it back and forth a few times. A crooked grin escaped his face. He let go and turned his back on her. “Disciples!” He raised both hands over his head. He sauntered off, a regal pace that reminded Val of a papal march. His gang followed, forming a V-wedge behind him, the bigger gang members closest and the smaller ones trailing behind.

Val turned to face Gil. “Thanks a whole fucking lot.”

“You said you wanted to meet him,” he said.

“Yeah, but not as ‘your pussy.’ What the hell was that about?” She stood on tiptoes and put her face inches from his, shaking his shoulders.

“I didn’t call you that. He did.” Gil shook himself free. “But you’re right. I should have corrected him there. My bad, and I’m sorry.”

She sighed, and tension flowed out of her. “Thanks. I appreciate that. I just wish that had gone better.”

Gil smiled and led her back toward the parked cruiser. “Welcome to community policing, Val. Not all of our clients are sweethearts. And not every day with your partner is peaches and cream.”

She scoffed. “Peaches and cream? I’d settle for a good cup of coffee now and again.”

“Need I remind you, it’s still your turn to buy,” he said. “Stale donuts at the precinct don’t count.”

“What, don’t you at least buy a cup of coffee for your ‘girlfriend’?” she said in a mocking tone.

“I would if you were,” he said, smiling, then grew serious. “But you’re not. What you are is my partner, and a rookie. The rookie part means, until you know what you’re getting into, you listen, with your mouth shut, and your eyes and ears open. Okay?”

“And since I’m a woman, I bring you coffee? Is that it?” Anger seeped into her voice again.

He shook his head and smiled at her. “No, Val. We’re partners. That means we take turns buying coffee. And I’ve changed my mind. It’s my turn to buy.” He held out an open hand. “Partner.”

She accepted his outstretched hand, shook it once, and nodded. “I’ve got a lot to learn, don’t I?”

He grinned. “We both do, Val. That part of the job never stops.”

She nodded and realized how lucky she was to have drawn Gil as a partner. She could have done much worse.

Chapter Five

Val fired her final six rounds, all hits on the human-shaped target fifty feet away, and smiled. She loved the firing range, and not only because of her second-in-class marksmanship at the academy. With the noise-blocking earmuffs on and her eyes focused on the target, the rest of the world disappeared, leaving her to her own little world of concentration and skill.  She yanked off the earmuffs and waited for the automatic pulley system to retrieve her results.

“Pretty impressive, cadet,” came a sneer over her shoulder. “Think you can fire like that when it’s a live body coming at you?”

Val glared at the tall, round-bellied man in uniform watching her from the next shooting lane. The bald dome of his scalp shone with sweat. She recognized him from her fender-bender a few days before: Alex “Pops” Papadopoulos, a twenty-year man with a reputation for laziness and opposition to anything resembling change.

She took a deep breath and choked back a sarcastic jibe about how easy a target Alex would be. Instead she forced a smile and said, “I hope I don’t have to find out. But perhaps you have wisdom to share from your own experience, Sergeant?”

His cocky smile faded and he shifted his weight against the wall. “I’ve had to pull my weapon out a few times,” he said, “but I’ve never had to shoot to kill.”

“Lucky you.” Val brushed past him toward the exit.

“Not lucky,” Pops said behind her, his voice rising. “I’ve just never had to panic, or over-compensate for my weakness or size.”

She whirled to face him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Pops smirked and shrugged. “You’re the college graduate, rookie. You figure it out.”

She drew in a slow, deep breath, then exhaled just as slowly. “I’m here to learn, Pops. From my elders. Please share your knowledge with me.” She tried, but failed, to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

“I’m sure you’re smart, Dawes. But I’d rather my potential partners are half a foot taller, have sixty pounds more muscle, and keep cool in a crisis. A lot of those guys applied for this job. Instead, we hired you.” He sneered and selected a firing lane.

Val stepped toward him. “You think I’m too small to be a cop? That I’ll panic in a crisis? Why would you think that, Pops? Because I’m a woman?”

Pops gazed down at her with a crooked smile. “No, cadet. Not just because you’re a woman.” He stepped closer, looming over her. “It’s because someday, we might have to work together. And I’d rather have someone next to me who can help me survive the encounter, rather than someone I’d have to pull from the bottom of a scrum.”

She laughed. “I can handle myself, Pops.”

He scoffed. “Oh, really? What are you going to do, Dawes, when a 300-pounder gets the drop on you and you don’t have time to reach for your gun? What if the best solution isn’t deadly force, but clocking the S.O.B. and making him eat dirt? What if—”

His talking stopped and he howled in pain, his finger caught in her vise-like grip and twisted backwards towards his wrist.

“What if,” she said, “that 300-pound guy underestimates his opponent?” 

“Ow! Jesus! Let go! Let go!”

Releasing his finger, she hooked Alex’s ankle with her own and pushed him by the shoulders onto on the floor. “Oops. Clumsy me. I guess I must have panicked.”

She left the target practice room with a spring in her step. With her ear muffs back in place, she could barely hear Alex’s cursing.
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Val’s work week began on Thursday evenings at 5:00, which meant eating a light, early dinner before meeting Gil at the precinct station. In late October, that gave them an hour to walk the streets before sunset, with another hour of twilight before the streets got too scary for most ordinary citizens in the Abernethy neighborhood. During those two hours, Gil preferred to walk the main streets with Val, chatting with business owners before they closed up shop for the night. He also engaged with the “regulars,” as he called them—people who had nothing better to do than hang out on the unseasonably warm evening. Adults smoked cigarettes on front stoops and bus benches. Young men and a few women played pickup games of half-court basketball in the park or soccer in the street.  Teens and younger kids tore up the sidewalks and parking lots with their skateboards. Gang action, Gil explained, picked up after dark.

“Why don’t the other cops walk their beats as often as you do?” Val asked Gil. They strolled past storefronts housing quick takeout restaurants, cheap clothing, and fly-by-night check-cashing stations. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Alex Papadopoulos out of his car, except at the station or firing range.”

Gil shook his head in disgust. “Pops is a Type Three cop,” he said. “A clock-puncher. Don’t be like him.”

“What’s a Type Three?” she asked. “And how many ‘types’ are there?”

They circumnavigated a small park, a patchwork of asphalt with basketball hoops that had lost their chain-link nets, and which the city had long ago given up trying to maintain. “Four,” he said. “Haven’t I told you about this yet?”

She searched her memory, but came up empty. “No, and I’d remember something like this. It sure didn’t come up at Academy.”

“Okay, here’s the world according to Gil,” he said with a laugh. “Keep in mind, this isn’t ‘official’. That’s why you didn’t hear about this at Academy.”

She nodded. “They said we’d learn ‘real police work’ on the job. So, fill me in, boss.”

His expression grew serious, and he faced straight ahead while they walked. “Type One is the Soldier, or what’s known as a ‘Cop’s cop.’ That’s the kind we all say we want to be. Soldiers have each other's back, no matter what. They’ll put their own neck on the line for their brothers—and sisters—in any situation. You go into a situation with them, they’ll have your back. You can trust them.”

“Cops like you,” she said with a smile.

He eyed her sideways. “Depends,” he said. “Can you trust me? In any situation?”

“Absolutely,” she said. “And by ‘situation’, I assume you mean, an interaction with a perp on the street?”

“I mean any situation,” he said, and stopped her so they could face each other. “Everything from going in on an arrest or a raid to having each other's backs in a staff meeting or an internal investigation. Soldiers in blue stick together, no matter what the stakes.”

“Got it,” she said. “Then yes, I’d put you in that category.”

“Good,” he said.

They walked a little farther in silence, checking out the activity in the park. A foursome in shorts and loose-fitting T-shirts shouted smack-talk over a pickup game of basketball. A half-dozen younger kids played on a rusty swing set while their parents chatted on a park bench that needed a new coat of paint ten years ago. She resisted the urge to ask him what the other types were. She’d learned, in her few short weeks of training, that Gil spoke when good and ready, and not before.

Still, she had to ask.

“Am I a ‘cop’s cop’?” she asked when they reached the corner opposite the parents.

“Too soon to tell,” he said. “And I suspect you might be a Type Two. Or, possibly, a Type Four.”

“Is that bad?” she said, her heart rate spiking. “What’s a Type Two?”

“Type Two is the ‘Savior’—the victim’s cop. Those cops put the safety and welfare of potential victims above all else—including fellow cops
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