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DEDICATION






Never doubt that a
small group of thoughtful, concerned citizens can change the world.
Indeed it is the only thing that ever has.
~ Margaret Mead






To the champions, the
stand-up-and-fighters, the wrong-righters; to those who speak on
behalf of those without a voice – You are seen and heard and oh-so
important.
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Chapter One

“You’re talking to me, not her.”

Seated in the front seat of her boyfriend’s
car, Constance Rowe winced at the tone behind the shouted words
rolling in through the open windows, knowing that a dark wave of
anger accompanied each statement. She glanced away from the scene
in front of the vehicle and into the back seat at the little girl
studiously playing with the new dolls Connie had just given
her.

“Again, Thompson. Talk to me. You do not
look at my sister.”

Connie turned and saw the big man still
standing on the front porch of the picturesque little house. He now
had his arms folded across his chest. With his proud chin lifted,
and the way the fabric of his shirt strained to contain the
well-developed muscles of his arms and chest, this man definitely
commanded attention. He might be handsome, but he almost looked
like a brute in comparison to the smaller man before him.

Still dressed for work in a well-fitted
button-down shirt, Jonas Thompson stood on the sidewalk in front of
the porch steps. He held his hands out to either side as he
attempted to talk around the man and to the dark-haired woman
behind the closed screen door. That woman was Audrey Stewart,
Jonas’ ex, and the little girl’s mother.

Connie couldn’t hear what Jonas said,
but it drew a reaction as the man in front of
him snarled, lip lifting in a sneer. His angry voice projected into
the car again. “That’s not gonna work for her.” This attitude was
par for the course from the man, and something Connie most dreaded
about these pickups.

Mind made up, Connie didn’t hesitate to
reach over and twist the keys in the ignition, starting the engine.
She flicked a switch and rolled up the windows, then tapped a
button for the radio. “What would you like to listen to, honey?”
Looking over her shoulder, she smiled at the little girl.
“Adrianne, you want some rock and roll?”

“Yes, please.” Unfailingly polite, the
little girl stared at her with soft brown eyes, so like her
father’s it made Connie’s heart melt.

She’s such a cutie. Connie played
with the tuning on the radio until she found an upbeat children’s
station. “There we go, that sounds good.” Twisting in the seat, she
asked, “What do you think you’ll name the dolls?”

Before Adrianne could answer her, another
shout bled through the sounds of the radio. “After everything
that’s happened, you really think you can dictate anything about
this entire situation?”

Sighing deeply, Connie turned up the music a
little more. Jonas has the patience of a saint.

When he got out of the car, he’d said he
needed to talk to Audrey about changing the drop-off time tomorrow.
From the way he’d rolled his eyes as he’d leaned across to brush
Connie’s lips with a barely-there kiss, Jonas
had already known it would be a battle. It always was.

Every time they came to pick up Adrianne,
they encountered the same behavior. Jonas would appear at the
agreed upon time, and still Adrianne wouldn’t
be ready. So they would sit and wait for fifteen to twenty minutes,
required to remain in the car or on the sidewalk. Audrey never
invited Jonas inside, and Connie had heard enough threats shouted
to make her leery of attempting an approach.

Eventually, one or more of his
ex-girlfriend’s brothers would show up and stand on the porch,
staring Jonas down as he got out of the car to greet his daughter
when she finally came out through the door. You’d think the
woman would get a clue. It was as if Audrey didn’t realize she
and Jonas were yoked for years to come by their daughter.
Otherwise, why would she work hard to make the inevitable so
difficult? Connie shook her head. He was
Adrianne’s father. You only had to look at their faces to see the
likeness.

Connie had met Jonas Thompson at a club
downtown a little more than a year ago. She’d been out with friends
from work, and laughed at the audacity of a
man sending over only one drink to a table full of women: a
cocktail for Connie. It didn’t seem the way to make friends, but
then he’d followed it up with a personal approach, and she and
Jonas had chatted while her friends were busy on the dance floor.
Over the course of the evening, she and Jonas had danced numerous
times, and she’d enjoyed his company, finding
him an engaging conversationalist who wasn’t afraid of having fun.
She’d turned down his offer of a late dinner, leaving with a
girlfriend to head home, but she’d given in to his request and
exchanged numbers at the end of the night.

After a week went by without a call, she’d
mentally written him off as just a pleasant evening.

About a month later, she’d been back at the
same club and seen him again. Connie had watched for a few minutes,
surprised at how uninterested he’d seemed as he’d eyed the dancers
and women sitting at the bar. Instead of being into the scene, he
had seemed bored, like he was going through the motions of a night
on the town. Then he’d glanced around and his
expression brightened, a quick smile parting his lips when he
recognized her. She’d enjoyed his obvious pleasure at seeing her
again, flattered at how he focused on her.

Okay, so there were no shooting stars, and no zinging tingles in her belly, but while it
wasn’t love at first sight, Jonas was good to
her. He could be funny and charming, and Connie had enjoyed
spending more and more time with him. Over the months since, they’d
fallen into a routine of dating, and she looked forwards to spending time with him—every other
weekend.

For nearly six months, they’d continued on
in that vein, following a path Jonas set, which was fine by Connie.
She didn’t have an agenda. She wasn’t looking for forever, but the
stability of having someone who called on her was comforting and
easy. Until one weekend, he dropped the bomb.

“I have a daughter.” Connie pushed
slightly away from where she’d rested her head on Jonas’ shoulder
and looked at him. He laughed at whatever he saw on her face and
nodded. “Yeah. A little girl. That’s where I am every weekend I’m
not with you.”

“A child? How?” He laughed again,
and she shook her head. “I
mean, clearly I know how, but why wouldn’t you say anything before
now?”

Jonas shrugged. “I wanted to make sure
this”—he gestured between them—“was going to stick before I saddled
you with her.”

His words struck her wrong,
and she frowned. “Saddled? I
don’t understand. What’s her name? Is she bad or…how old is
she?”

“Five?” Visions of a sullen
fifteen-year-old had raced through her head, put to bed by his
response. “Or six.” Connie tipped her head, puzzled when he seemed
unsure. “Somewhere in there. Adrianne. She’s named Adrianne.”
What parent doesn’t know how old their child is? “Do you want to
meet her?”

“Sure? Eventually?” Meeting someone’s
child was a big deal in her mind, and she tried to communicate
that. “Don’t you think it would confuse her to meet some woman with
her dad? If she’s that young, it might be better to leave me out of
the equation.”

“Actually, I think it would make things
easier for me.” He curled an arm around her shoulders, pulling her
close as he turned back to the TV. Remote in hand, he changed the
channel from the movie they’d been watching to some Sunday
afternoon show about an upcoming golf tournament. “I’ll have to
wait a bit, but in a couple of months, I’d love to introduce her to
you.”

Connie held herself stiffly for a moment,
then slowly relaxed into him once it was clear the conversation was
over. She stayed quiet, mulling over his words throughout the
evening. She finally came to the realization he wasn’t rushing into
anything. It wasn’t as if they’d only been out on a date or two, so
he had waited until he was sure of her. She felt vaguely
guilty, because she knew this
meant he liked her, probably more than she liked him. But the heart
wants what the heart wants, and there were broken couples
everywhere to prove that not every heart wanted the same thing.
I’ll see where we go, she thought. Nothing needs to be
decided tonight.

Still, a vague sense of unease had followed
her from that night, and when he’d finally picked a weekend two
months later to introduce Adrianne to her, he hadn’t warned Connie.
After picking her up, he’d just driven them to his ex’s house and
had left a confused and fuming Connie in the car while he collected
his little girl.

Jonas had never detailed his reasons, but
Connie convinced herself it was because he wanted to create a
stable environment for Adrianne, and she liked what that said about
how much he cared for his daughter.

“I think…” Adrianne’s sweet voice trailed
off a moment. Then she finished with a questioning tone, “Betty and
Diana. Is those good names, Miss Connie?”

Adrianne was a darling little girl. Sweet
and well-behaved, she seemed the perfect child. She could be
reserved, but she’d only known Connie for a few months, so that
should be expected.

“Those are perfect names, sweetheart. My
mother’s name is Diana, so I love that name a lot. Sweet names for your sweet dollies. So, have you thought
about what you want for lunch?”

Adrianne’s mother, on the other hand?
Connie shook her head. Talk about an ex from hell. The woman
seemed to go out of her way to make things difficult for Jonas to
see their daughter. If he was late, by even a couple of minutes,
her door would be locked tight and he’d be out
of luck, not even getting to speak to his little girl until the
next scheduled weekend visit. And forget about special requests to
change things up. One of his visitations had been supposed to fall
on Mother’s Day weekend, and Jonas had tried to be a good guy and
switch days so Adrianne could spend that holiday with her mother,
and in turn, have Father’s Day with him. It
was a no-go on that idea. Audrey had informed him, via one of her
brothers, that if he gave up his weekend, it would simply be a
month before he saw Adrianne again.

“Maybe…” Trailing off again, Adrianne
shifted her gaze out the opposite side window, turning away from
both the house and Connie. Her voice was soft when she said, “I’m
sorry. I’m not asuppost to ask for special
things.”

Connie smiled at the little girl. Adrianne
seemed surprisingly immune to all the arguing and strife that
surrounded her every other weekend, but Connie still wanted to
protect her as best she could. “Well today, in this car? I’ll make
you a deal. You can ask for all the special things you want.”
Adrianne turned and stared at her. “Doesn’t mean you’ll always get
them, but it doesn’t hurt to ask.” Connie gave her the single best
piece of advice her own father had given her. “If no one knows
you’re asking, then the answer will always be no. You’ve got to use
your words and your voice to tell people what you want.”

“Okay.” Adrianne kept her gaze on Connie,
the child’s direct focus unsettling. “In that case, I want ice
cream.” A brilliant smile flashed across the little girl’s face,
wiped away as she sobered when the driver door opened, Jonas
folding his compact form into the car.

“Hey, pumpkin. How are you?” His voice held
forced pleasantness when he twisted to look at
Adrianne, resting a possessive hand on Connie’s thigh. She
stiffened slightly as he stroked her leg over the fabric of her
jeans. “Did I hear somebody say ice cream?”

“Yes...” Adrianne’s voice was soft,
uncertain. “Sir.”

“No hello for your daddy?”

“Hi, Daddy.” Adrianne glanced between the
two of them. “Is Uncle Cole mad at me? Did I do wrong?”

And that explains her uneasiness,
Connie thought. Adrianne was just a sweet little girl, caught in
the midst of an ongoing adult skirmish and fight she had no way of
understanding. I don’t understand it either.

“No, pumpkin. He’s not mad at you.” Jonas
shifted, thrusting his seat belt in place with a quick movement,
the forcefulness of the motion showing how tightly his anger was
leashed.

“Is he mad at you?” Adrianne stared out the opposite window again, leaning back as
Jonas put the car in reverse.

“Uncle Cole is going to be whatever Uncle
Cole wants to be, pumpkin. Doesn’t have a thing to do with you or
me. He can be mad, or he can get glad, and that’s okay because
it’ll be whatever he wants it to be.” Jonas glanced towards Connie,
unable to hide the deep scowl that carved taut lines in his face.
He kept it from his voice when he told Adrianne, “Your Uncle Cole
always does what he wants to do, and it doesn’t matter who gets
caught in the crossfire.” He pulled in a harsh breath, and Connie
watched as he lowered his shoulders and rolled his neck slightly.
In a deliberately lighter tone of voice, he used sing-song to tell
Adrianne, “Now, let’s see about getting some food into my two best
girls before we jump straight to dessert.”

Connie turned to look out the side window in
time to see Cole Stewart, Audrey’s oldest brother, slam his way
through the door and into the house, residual anger evident in
every move. For each pick-up or drop-off, it would be either him or
one of his two younger brothers who came and stood like a barrier
between Jonas and Audrey. The Stewart boys never failed to make an
appearance, and they all equally acted like they felt Jonas was
their worst enemy. As if he were something loathsome underneath
their feet.

Adrianne they loved, and that was clear in
the ways in which they handled the little girl with gentle
kindness. Connie would be willing to place a bet that Cole would be
waiting tomorrow afternoon when Jonas dropped his daughter off
again, and for that interaction, there’d be no words exchanged
between the adults, but the rugged-looking man would tenderly
gather Adrianne up as she’d seen him do a dozen times, turning his
back on Jonas and Connie to sweep his niece and her tiny bag into
the house.

Away they’d go for another two weeks,
leaving Jonas standing alone in the driveway. Connie had often
thought that watching
this entire custody dance play out time after
time made the best birth control ever, illustrating just how one
mistake could impact so many lives.

Jonas never once indicated he felt Adrianne
was a mistake, but how could her birth be anything else when there
was so much anger and blame flung around?

***

“Where are you going?” Jonas’ question came
just as strong fingers gripped her wrist and he chuckled as he
lunged backwards, his tight grip tumbling
Connie back onto the couch beside him. Her elbow came down across
his chest, and he grunted, then growled a
pained, “Ow.”

“I was going to the kitchen to get you
another beer before I have to head home.” Connie disengaged from
him and twisted in place, wedging her shoulder into the cushions so
she could see his face. He had one hand shoved behind his head, and
the flickering light of the TV scarcely illuminated his features,
but what she could make out had gone from laughing to stoic, his
expression now lined with frustration. “Now that you’ve gone all
caveman, I’m not sure I want to get you anything. Maybe I’ll just
be on my way and you can get your own
beer.”

He stared at her without blinking, the light
reflecting from his eyes. Abruptly he released her wrist and used
that palm to scrub over his face, the scruff of his five o’clock
shadow rasping against his hand. “Jesus, Connie. I don’t get why
you won’t stay over when Adrianne’s here. It’s not like she’s going
to hear or see anything. She’s a kid, for Christ’s sake.”

“Jonas.” She pitched her voice low, staying
quiet in an effort to not disturb the little girl sleeping just up
the hallway, bedroom door left open a crack because she sometimes
had nightmares. “She’d see me in the morning, and her little girl
brain will store that info and process it. She might not be old
enough right now to know why I’d want to be here all night, but at
some point, that little girl is going to grow
up. When she does, she’s going to look to the people around her for
insight into how adults act. You don’t want her making bad
decisions, do you?”

“No, of course not. But that’s for
future-Jonas to worry about. Right now, what I want is for you to
stay with me. Between your job and your friends, I don’t get to see
you enough as it is.” He turned to face her, head propped
on one hand. The other traced a line up and down her arm, the soft touch raising
goose bumps on her skin. She shivered
and he smiled. “Come on, baby. Stay with
me.”

Connie looked at him, seeing only sincerity
and affection on his face now. “Not tonight.” His mouth thinned,
lips turning into a slash across his face. “Don’t be mad at me,
Jonas. I promise I’ll see you soon.”

“Dammit, why can’t you just stay?” He rolled
away to sit on the edge of the couch. Thrusting his fingers through
his hair, he muttered, “Never mind. I’ll see you after I take the
kid home I guess.”

Connie wavered for a moment. Then the
decision was made for her by a rising wail from Adrianne’s room of,
“Mommy.”

“Jesus.” Jonas stood and faced the hallway.
“I hate this. If I go in, she’ll freak out because I’m not
Mommy. If I don’t go in, then I’m the asshole who can’t
comfort his kid.”

Connie rose to stand beside him. She reached
for his hand and threaded her fingers through his. “You’re not an
a-hole.” They stood and listened, but the cry wasn’t repeated.
Adrianne was prone to nightmares, and sometimes the bad dreams
would hold her in their grip unending. Connie had sat beside the
child’s bed more than one night, stroking her hair and trying to
soothe her. He was right, though. If he entered Adrianne’s room
when she was caught up in a dream, it seemed to ratchet things to a
higher level, extending the night terrors for his daughter. He
still looked unsure, and shaking his hand gently, Connie reassured
him, “You’re a good father.”

“A good father who isn’t enough for his kid,
and can’t get his girlfriend to stay even when he needs her.” He
shrugged. “At least she’s quiet now. I’ll head to bed. Might as
well if I’m going to be alone and stuck with her by myself
tomorrow.” They walked to the door where he bent and brushed a kiss
across her lips. He pressed his forehead against hers, and asked a
final time, “You sure I can’t talk you into it?”

“Not tonight. I need to go home.” She shook
her head, feeling loss when he pulled back. “But, I’ll call in the
morning, see what you two have planned.”

“Yeah.” He reached for the doorknob. “Sure.”
Jonas offered her a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
“That’ll be fine.”

Once in her car, Connie turned on her lights
and waved, seeing an answering wave back from his position in the
doorway before he closed the door. For an every-other-weekend
father, he did well with his little girl, and as she always did,
Connie had enjoyed her evening with them. She knew his insistence
on her staying was rooted more in his insecurities about caring for
Adrianne than in wanting Connie to be there, and Connie empathized but didn’t want to put the wrong ideas into
Adrianne’s head. She already clung to Connie more than her father,
and Connie could see how deeply it cut Jonas at times.

She made the trip home in good time, pausing
to stare up at her apartment building while she waited for the
remote to raise the parking garage door. Her security was of
critical importance to her father, and accepting his dictate on
where to rent had been an easy concession to his overprotective
desire to keep her safe. Her work as a receptionist in a small
legal firm paid well enough to cover her needs. It covered the
apartment and an occasional gift for Adrianne, and Connie had more
than enough at the end of the day to treat herself to a daily cup
of gourmet coffee.

In her apartment and behind a locked door,
she sent a quick text to Jonas to let him know she’d made it
safely. He didn’t ask, but it felt like the kind of things couples
did. Connie stared at a picture of them she’d framed and set on a
table in the living room. That had seemed a couple-type thing to
do, too, and Jonas had remarked on it when he’d seen it, smiling at
her in thanks for including him into her daily life. It didn’t
bother her that he didn’t reciprocate, because what guy did that?
Most men didn’t think of decorating at all
unless it was the kind of crayon drawings Connie had taken to
pinning to Jonas’ refrigerator. Another homey touch he’d smiled
about.

Sunday dawned with brilliant blue sky
overhead, and Connie whiled the day away
reading alongside the pool. Late in the afternoon, Jonas texted to let her know he missed her,
and she responded in kind, without adding anything too suggestive.
Jonas would be taking Adrianne home soon, and Connie didn’t want to
intrude on their day. He would be anxious about dropping his
daughter off, because it was never fun.
Maybe I should suggest a neutral location for future custody
transfers? She bit her lip again. Or, maybe not. She had
no right to recommend anything regarding his daughter. She and
Jonas weren’t at that place in their relationship. They were
exclusive, and very much together, but children added a layer of
complexity she’d never had to navigate before. He was a great guy.
Attentive, loving, and funny, but his focus had to be on making
life good for Adrianne, not on Connie. She knew it, even if he
didn’t understand right now.

Daddy would call it “trusting my
gut.” Connie smiled at the thought as she picked up her
tablet.

Anthony Rowe was a big fan of following his
gut. In his nearly forty years on the police force in her hometown
downstate, it had served him well. Her parents were still together,
and still in love after thirty-five years of marriage. Their two
girls had been born less than a year apart, and Connie was the
oldest of the two, raised by parents who had doted on her and her
sister. School outings were guaranteed to have one, or sometimes
both Rowe parents in attendance, to the point where she and her
sister felt somewhat smothered.

Family vacations, holiday gatherings,
birthdays, and even milestone events, it seemed everything held a
fond memory of doing things together. Connie worried at her lip,
remembering last night’s scene out on Audrey’s front sidewalk.
Adrianne’s questions about the argument between the two men had
been mild, focused more on how her favorite uncle felt about her,
but everything happening around Adrianne had to be hard for the
little girl to witness, even as much as Jonas tried to shield her
from it. Still, anger was anger, and Connie knew there was a lot of
it flying around every time he picked Adrianne up. A very
different kind of childhood.

Connie sighed and stood, still considering
how she could help Jonas manage the custody handoffs as she slowly
gathered the items she’d brought out with her. Thus far he’d been
resistant to talking about Adrianne beyond the time spent together
during his custody of the little girl. Not knowing what might have
gone wrong between the adults hampered her ability to make
reasonable recommendations. She paused, nearly dropping her
sunglasses. There’s got to be a way.

“Hey, pretty lady. You headed inside
already?” A male voice called from the side, and Connie looked up to see Taylor, one of her favorite
neighbors and friends, strolling towards her. “I just got home and
saw you out here.” He lifted a hand and she
grinned at the sight of a small cooler. Taylor waggled his eyebrows
at her. “I brought the wine.”

She tipped her head to the side. “You have a
boyfriend. Why aren’t you drinking with him?” Taylor and Alden, his
partner, had welcomed her to the apartments the day she moved in,
and she liked the quiet couple. They were staunch advocates of a
number of causes she also believed in, which made for easy
conversation.

“Because somebody kicked me out of the
apartment and said he has to study for his case tomorrow.” Alden
was a partner at a law office downtown, and he often took on pro
bono cases for his firm. “So, I came looking for you.”

“It’s prepare, not
study.” She set her tablet and sunglasses back under her lounge
chair and spread her towel across the plastic straps. She held up a
single finger as she sat. “And I’ll have one glass of wine. One,
Taylor. Don’t try to talk me into more.” At least once a week she
wound up commiserating with the man over his partner’s schedule,
and occasionally the grousing session would include copious amounts
of alcohol. “One.” It was better to set expectations at the
beginning of the evening with Taylor. “You hear me? One.”

“Excellent.” Taylor grinned and settled into
a chair, pulling a low table between them as he arranged a
cardboard pack of wine and two hard plastic glasses. “I got these
glasses on sale. They’re pool-friendly, and not even you can break
them. Promise.”

“Going all eco-friendly this week?” Connie
grinned as she poked fun at Taylor, smiling wider when he
mock-glared at her in response. “I’m kidding. Just kidding. What’s
been going on in your world?”

“Not a lot.” Taylor kept his eyes on the
wine as he poured, and Connie frowned. He was normally a lot more
talkative. He glanced up and rolled his eyes at her expression.
“Okay. I had a surrogacy reversal this week, which sucks, and I’m
not over it.” He worked as a counselor at a fertility clinic and
became terrifically invested in every case that crossed his desk.
“The donor backed out, and it’s a nightmare. She’s family, and
everyone is taking sides, which makes it a thousand times harder
for all involved.” He handed her a glass, then topped his off a
little more, lifting it in a salute to her. “Connie, darling,
please God, drink with me and tell me only glorious things, because this real-life stuff sucks donkey
balls.”

“Daddy wants to take Mom to Florida for a
vacation, and she doesn’t want to go.” Connie sipped at the chilled
sweet wine and waited, having baited the hook.

“Big Tony could take me to Florida instead.”
As if on cue, Taylor fluttered his lashes dramatically. Connie
burst out laughing. He switched to a scowl, but then lost control
of the fierce expression after a moment, lips twitching as he
grinned at her. “Seriously, I’d go. It’d be a sacrifice, but one
I’m willing to make. Why doesn’t Mom want to go?”

“Sinkholes.” Connie shook her head. “It’s
all she talked about on our last phone call. Apparently, Florida is
riddled with a plague of sinkholes, and she’s decided to be afraid
of them.”

“The woman has a valid point.” He drank from
his glass, draining it, then topped Connie’s up before filling his
again. “Sinkholes are something you wouldn’t even see coming. Talk
about one of nature’s sneak attacks of the worst kind. Wasn’t there
some guy killed when his house went in one? Fell into it during the
middle of the night. I can’t remember, but I don’t think they ever
found the body.” He shuddered. “Journey to the bottom of
ain’t-never-happening. It’s a disappointment, but you’re going to
have to count me out for Florida. Call and tell Big Tony I send my
regrets, but I can’t make the trip after all.”

She laughed and sipped, then leaned over to
gently bump her shoulder into his. “Think of all the good you’d do
down in the center of the earth. There’s got to be oppression of
some kind going on. You can save the moles and gophers from
whatever is keeping them from fully realizing their internal
selves.” She glanced at him to see a smile playing around the
corners of his mouth. “Taylor, the savior of
the gopher’s holes.”

“Uh, no. I’ll stay away from those
holes, thank you very much. Think of all the good I can do here.”
He twisted to glare at her. “Dammit. I feel better. You did that on
purpose.”

“I did.” She sipped. “For every surrogate
that backs out, there are a dozen that
don’t, because of the screening you helped
make a mandatory part of the process. You might forget how hard you
worked to get that law voted on and passed into effect, but I
don’t.” She sipped again, then passed her glass back to him. “I’m
proud of you, Taylor. And you know what?”

“What?” He finished the wine in his glass
and placed it in the cooler, then lifted hers in another silent
salute.

“That couple who had their dreams cut short
is going to have the best and most tireless
advocate on their team they’ve ever dreamed of. I have every
confidence that you’ll find them a perfect match, and a year from
now, we’ll be celebrating a happy baby’s birth.” Connie leaned in
and touched her knuckles to his cheek. “Because that’s just how you
roll. Take the hits and keep on going. You’re amazing, and I love
you for it.” She leaned back and scrunched up her nose. “And you
gave me too much wine. I need to head in now, for sure. Otherwise, I’ll stay out here until I embarrass myself
and you.”

“Thank you.” Taylor watched as she gathered
her things and stood when she did. “Want me to walk you in?”

“Nah, this is the safest complex in town,
remember?” She adjusted her grip on the tablet. “Big Tony said
so.”

“Creeps are everywhere.” He bent and picked
up the cooler, carrying the half-full glass with his other hand.
“I’ll feel better if I do. Plus, it might earn me points with Big
Tony if you pass along the knowledge that I’m looking out for his
baby girl. Maybe he’ll pick somewhere without sinkholes next year,
in which case, I need to bank the goodwill for when I invite myself
on vacation.”

“Would you stop calling him that?” She
pulled open the door and shivered as the overchilled air poured
over her bare shoulders. “It sounds pervy. That’s my dad.”

“Big Tony.” He drawled the two words,
and they both burst out laughing. Once they
reached the elevator, Taylor was quiet on the short ride. At her
floor, she got off the car, smiled, and had turned to say goodbye
when he stepped into the doorway, stopping the automatic closing.
“See you soon, Connie girl. Sleep well.”

“See you. Tell Alden hello.” She waved as
she entered her apartment, hearing the doors finally swoosh closed.
“What a nice guy.”

***

Jonas

It just makes it harder, he thought
as he turned onto Audrey’s street. Fifteen blocks to go.
“Almost home, kid. Anything happening over the next two weeks that
you’re excited about?” Rustling from behind him and Jonas caught a
glimpse of Adrianne’s face in the mirror. He gave it several
seconds of silence, then prompted, “Answer me.”

“No, sir.” Flat and toneless, that was all
Adrianne gave him.

Jonas sighed.

“You had another bad dream last night.” Her
head moved in what might be a nod. “Do you remember what you
dreamed about? Maybe if you’d talk it through, you wouldn’t be
afraid anymore.” She murmured something, but too low for him to
catch. “What?”

“How much longer?”

Jonas shook his head. She wouldn’t talk to
him, she never did. Connie she’d talk to all
day long, which made life easier. Too bad she didn’t come back
over today. “Nearly home.”

“Uncle Cole,” Adrianne
shouted from the back seat, and Jonas flinched
at the excited volume. “That’s Uncle Cole’s truck.”

Just perfect.

***

Cole

He stood on Audrey’s little cement porch and
watched as the sedan approached down the street. He could see Addy
bouncing around in the back seat and smiled. God, I love that
little girl. The front seat next to asshole was empty,
and his smile slipped away. The visits were
easier on Addy when asshole’s girlfriend was along, so her absence
at the drop-off meant Audrey was probably in line for a night of
nightmares.

What a woman like that sees in this
asshole I’ll never understand. Miss Connie, as Addy called her,
was gorgeous and seemed genuinely kind. Like yesterday, when
asshole picked Addy up and wanted to keep her
an extra four hours because of a game on TV. They’d been arguing
about it, because even if it was ridiculous,
once asshole got his teeth into an idea, he just wouldn’t let it
go, and Cole had noted the moment Miss Connie decided she, and
Addy, had heard enough. I like that she takes care of
Addy.

The car parked and Addy’s door flew open.
She didn’t wait for asshole to get out of the
car, just released her own safety belt and climbed out on her own,
bag in hand. Then her little legs were a blur as she flung herself
up the walk and into Cole’s arms. Face to his neck, she murmured,
“I’m glad you’re here, Uncle Cole.”

“I’m glad I’m here, too, baby girl. Glad
you’re here. Home. Glad you’re home. Now, let’s get you inside to
Mommy.” He turned and went into the house, closing the door behind
him and shutting out asshole and the rest of the world.


Chapter Two

Connie

Connie blinked at the display of her phone.
It was just after seven o’clock in the morning. She checked the
time again, then verified it was indeed Saturday, as she’d
remembered. She stretched and changed position, trying to decide
what had woken her. A hand touched the small of her back
and she startled, then sagged backwards into Jonas’ familiar arms.

“Hey,” she said, sleep giving her voice a
whiskey rasp that sounded sexy to her ears.
Jonas must have felt the same way, because he settled against her
back, his hand moving to her hip where he started tracing her bare
skin in random circles.

His lips grazed along the column of her
throat, and he nipped at her earlobe before telling her, “Mornin’.”
His own voice was gravel-filled, and Connie
shivered at the masculine sound. “What time is it?”

“Seven. Still early.” She reached for his
hand, bringing it up between her breasts. “Lots of time.”

He pressed his hips forwards, and she shivered again. “Yes, there is.”

An hour later, she fixed herself a cup of
coffee and turned to lean against the countertop. She watched as he
lifted his mug and drained it. “We need to go, Connie. Go get
dressed.”

“You want me to come along today?” He was
due to pick Adrianne up soon, and Connie hadn’t dressed, expecting
him to want to spend the weekend with his daughter. “It’s your
birthday.”

“Yeah,” he said, placing his mug next to his
breakfast dishes in the sink. “Exactly.”

“I thought you were taking Adrianne to the
zoo.” Pressing her fingers against one temple, Connie drew small,
tight circles against the sensitive skin. Her neck was tight, and
she felt the beginnings of a headache coming on. “A daddy and
daughter day.”

He turned and took the cup from her hand,
placing it on the counter. Pulling her towards him, he covered the
back of her neck with his palm and began massaging her gently.
“It’s my birthday. Shouldn’t I get to pick what I want the most?”
Connie made a noise and burrowed her face against his shoulder,
slowly relaxing. “My pick, if I can have it, would be to have both
my girls with me today. I don’t want to have to pick her over you,
or vice versa. I want it all.” She remained silent a moment,
letting the heat from his hand soak into her tense muscles,
releasing the stiffness. “Come on, baby. Lemme take you to the zoo
with my girl. I’ll buy you cotton candy.”

Connie chuckled softly. “Sweet talker.”

“Whatever it takes to get what I want.” He
swayed in place with her, shifting side to side. “I’ll be honest.”
The movement ceased, and she lifted her head,
staring into his face. “It’s easier with Adrianne when you’re with
us. You’ve seen it, how she’s afraid of me sometimes, but she likes
you. It makes her less nervous, and gives me confidence that I can
actually do this thing.”

“You’re a good dad,” Connie disagreed with a
quick headshake. “Sure, you’re a little rough around the edges with
some things, but that’s just a dad thing, I
think. My father was the same way with my little sister, and we
were a nuclear family unit.” She smiled at the memories that rushed
to mind. “I remember this one time, I was probably six, which means
she would be fiveish, when he turned a
shopping cart over on top of her on a parking lot. She wanted to
ride in the cart instead of walking, and he
told her okay, then turned back to lock the truck and didn’t see
her climbing up the side of the cart. It dumped over on top of her
and broke her arm.” She stared at Jonas, willing him to listen.
“You haven’t met my dad”—part of her was surprised she withheld the
word “yet” but she pushed forwards—“but he’s the best. And yet, his
daughter’s arm was broken on his watch. You”—she poked him in the
chest with one stiffened finger—“are a good dad.”

“You’re still going to come with us, right?”
He leaned close and nuzzled her neck. “Please?”

“To the zoo,” she said softly, stifling the
brief flash of resentment she felt at having her Saturday
commandeered by Jonas and his child. It wasn’t as if she had
anything important to do, but there was
laundry and shopping, and a new book release she’d been excited to
dive into today. I’ll come home before supper, she promised
herself. It won’t be the whole day.

***

“Stay,” Jonas murmured, lips against the
side of her head. His arms were wrapped around her tightly as they
stood in his quiet kitchen.

Connie tried to stifle her sigh of
annoyance. “Jonas.”

“Please? I didn’t get my present from you
yet.” Connie stiffened. “Don’t you want to stay with me? We can end
the day like we started it.” He chuckled, and the sound grated on
her nerves in a way it hadn’t done before. “I’d like to unwrap my
present starting now.”

It had been the whole day.

“I’ll wait in the car,” Connie told
Jonas. She eyed the two men on Audrey’s front porch. One she knew
as Cole, but she hadn’t heard the other brother’s name yet.

He sighed. “I’ll be right back.” The car’s
suspension shifted slightly as he climbed out, the hard slam of his
door closing echoed through the vehicle, and Connie winced at the
outward expression of anger boiling inside him.

“Is my kid ready?” She heard Jonas bark
the question at the two men. They didn’t respond, not even a
twitch, standing stoically in front of the door. Connie saw shadows
shift behind them and knew the door was opening. “Well? Do I get
the kid today, or not? I’m not late, so you can’t use that excuse
this time. I’ve got her booster seat, snacks in the car, and even
brought my woman like you demanded.” Connie’s head tipped to the
side at that last statement. He hadn’t shared that Audrey was the
one who wanted Connie to come along. “Not that it’s written in the
agreement, but this is me trying to get along.”

“Adrianne, or Addy.” Cole’s voice rumbled
through the air, anger grinding the words to pieces. “Not the
kid.”

Connie caught herself nodding. That was
one of the things Jonas did that irritated her the most when it
came to Adrianne. It was always “my kid” or “the kid” and he only
seldom spoke her name when talking about her. Talking to her was
another thing, but Connie had noticed he avoided it then, too,
referring to her as “my girl” most of the time. Validating a
child’s identity was crucial in emotional development, and denying
her name was something that felt almost cruel. She stared at her
knees in surprise. Did I just think of Jonas as cruel?

A shout from outside pulled her attention
back to the drama unfolding on the front porch.

“I’ll call my kid whatever I want to. Not
like I had a choice in the matter.” At Jonas’ words, Cole took a
step forwards, stopping
only when his brother placed a palm against his chest. “Oh, yeah,
big man. Come on down.” Jonas was taunting Audrey’s brother now,
and Connie’s brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of why he
would do that. They were just here to pick up Adrianne, take her to
the zoo, and celebrate Jonas’ birthday. Not to pick a fight with
her uncles. Uncles Adrianne seemed to like a fair bit better than
her own father, and he knew it. That’s it, she thought,
he feels threatened by Adrianne’s relationship with Cole and his
brothers. This had to feel like the only way he could strike out
against it. Jesus.

“She’ll be ready in a minute,” the second
brother said. Connie saw the movement of his hand behind his back,
hidden from Jonas, and she watched as the door closed from whatever
sign he’d given his sister. “Thompson, you need to not come
at us with an attitude. It’s
bad enough you’re here at all.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t even bother.” Jonas
stepped backwards and
lifted his hands to his shoulders, brushing imaginary weight off
his frame. “Maybe it’s not worth the effort after all.”

“Sweet Jesus, please do that. Give it up.
Give her up.” Cole took another step forwards, and Connie saw his brother’s arm shake with
the effort to hold him in place. “End this circus for once and
forever. Stop doing this to my sister.”

There was a pause, and from the shifting
expressions on the brothers’ features, she wondered what they saw.
Anger flared, followed quickly by a
resigned sorrow registered on each man’s face as Jonas
spoke. “I’ll wait by the car for my kid. Audrey’s late sending her
out, you should tell her to get a move on it, and don’t make me
call legal.”

He returned to the car but instead of getting in as he sometimes
did, he leaned a hip against the front fender, facing the house.
Folding his arms across his chest in an unconscious mimicry of the Stewart brothers’ pose,
he settled in to wait for Adrianne to come out.

Nearly ten minutes later, the door
opened and the little girl
skipped out, whirling and lifting her arms to Cole. He picked her
up, wrapping her tightly in his embrace, and Connie saw his lips
moving next to her ear, saw Adrianne nod before she bowed
backwards to stare into his
face. The other brother stepped close, and she leaned over to hug his neck from the safety of
Cole’s arms. The door closed behind the trio, and Cole bent to place Adrianne on her
feet.

The change in the little girl’s demeanor
was startling as she turned to face her father. Shoulders going
from straight to slumped, after a single glance at Jonas, she bent
her neck and studied the steps, then trailed down them one at a
time. Walking down the sidewalk slowly, she dragged her tiny bag
behind her until Cole murmured something, then she picked it up and
placed the strap over her shoulder. Adrianne bypassed her father
where he remained propped against the vehicle and headed for the passenger door behind
Connie. Wordlessly, the little girl climbed into the car and Connie
felt the shift as the door pulled closed, then heard a click as
Adrianne fastened her seat belt. Through it all, Jonas didn’t move,
and neither did the two men on the porch.

“Hey Addy.” Connie used the nickname for
the first time. It felt like Cole had granted permission with his
earlier words, and Connie was desperate to make the little girl
feel welcome and safe around her.

“Hi, Miss Connie.” Addy’s voice was
quiet, but Connie heard a thread of sadness underscoring the
words.

“You ready for the zoo, little lady?
Daddy’s got quite the adventure planned for us today.” She twisted
in the seat to look at Addy. “It’s his birthday today, you
know.”

“Are you going to be with us?” Addy
lifted her head and stared at Connie, an uncertain expression on
her face. Connie nodded and received a ghost of a smile from the
child. “All day? You’ll stay with me all day?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Connie
told her. “Promise.”

“Okay.” The word slipped out on a huge,
relieved sigh. “I didn’t know it was his birthday. I don’t have any
presents for him.”

“We’ll figure something out, okay?” Addy
nodded. “I’m glad to see you, honey. Let’s just focus on having a
good day, yeah?” She nodded again. “Is it okay if I call you Addy?
I overheard your Uncle Cole call you that, and it’s cute.”

“Yeah. That’s what Mommy calls
me.”

“In that case, I’m honored you’d give me
permission. Thanks, sweetheart.” Connie smiled and saw a real one
beginning to bloom on the little girl’s face. It dropped away
quickly when the driver door opened and Jonas got into the
car.

“Hello, Daddy.” Addy said the words as if coached, and Connie
frowned as the child turned in the seat to look away from the house
where she lived with her mother. She’d noticed the behavior before,
only now recognizing it as grief at having to leave. It was as if
Addy couldn’t bear to watch the house fade into the distance,
clearly wishing she was anywhere but in the back seat of Jonas’
car.

Jonas didn’t respond, just slapped the
gearshift into Reverse, backing quickly out of the drive and
squealing the tires slightly as he drove away. It’s going to be
a great day, Connie told herself as she turned to face front,
trying to keep the tone of sarcasm out of the words, even in her
mind.

“Hello, Daddy,” he mocked Addy, his
falsetto high and thready, a close approximation of the little
girl’s faltering greeting.

“Jonas,” Connie’s scold burst from her.
She was shocked at what he’d done, after the dozens of times she’d
heard him coax those very words from his daughter.

“Your uncles are a piece of work. I can’t
believe I still have to put up with this bullshit every time.” The
click of the turn signal was loud in the silence after he’d spoken.
Stunned, Connie didn’t know what to say, but Jonas apparently
didn’t have the same instincts, because he carried on in the same
brutal tone. “Your mother should stop hiding behind her family like
that. I’m tired of this.”

“You’re not asuppost to talk about Mommy.” Addy’s whisper barely
made it to the front seat, but Connie watched as red flooded up
Jonas’ neck and cheeks in reaction to the gentle chide from his little girl.

“Why don’t we talk about the zoo
instead?” Connie offered a topic change, hoping Jonas would grasp
onto it, disappointed but not surprised when he brushed aside her
suggestion.

“I’m not ‘asuppost’ to, am I? I bet Mommy doesn’t stick to the
rules, does she? I bet Mommy says whatever she pleases about me.
Her and her brothers. I bet they aren’t shy about spewing shit
about me.” He pulled out into traffic, accelerating aggressively
until he had to change lanes and pass another vehicle. “I bet you
don’t try to tell your uncles what to do, either. So why don’t we
go with that, kid? Don’t tell me what I can and cannot talk about
in my own damned car with my own damned kid. Let’s put that in
the asuppost to do bucket
for a change.”

Clipping off the words, in a knee-jerk
reaction to his unreasonable behavior, Connie told Jonas, “Take me
to my apartment.” He shouldn’t talk to her like that. Poor
child. After this kind of a start to the day, she knew nothing
good would come of sticking to the original plan. “That’s
intolerable, and I won’t be party to this in any way.” Furious, she
found herself more than ready to make an escape. “Now, Jonas. Take
me home.”

“No,” Addy shouted, her voice cracking on
the single word. Shakier words followed, and Connie realized the
child had started crying somewhere along the way. “No, Miss Connie.
You promised me. You promised.”

“Yeah, Miss Connie. Are you a promise
breaker now? Are you asuppost to be a storyteller? Little liar?”
Jonas mocked Addy’s tone again, and Connie stared at him, wondering
where this vicious side of him had come from. He’d never been
intentionally cruel before, but the words flowed from him in a way
that seemed practiced and comfortable, as if bullying people was
his chosen pastime. “You promised to spend my birthday with
me.”

“And Addy,” Connie interjected, not
trying to soften her tone. Jonas had stirred up every maternal
instinct she’d always felt was missing from her. She’d never
thought about wanting a child of her own, but hearing him belittle
the now-sobbing little girl in the back seat had her seeing
red. How dare he! “But you need to mind yourself, Jonas. I
won’t be party to this little fit you’re throwing, and that
beautiful child has done nothing to deserve this kind of treatment.
She’s just a child. You’re not. There’s no excuse for this. So stop
it now. If you want me to go to the zoo today or pick up the phone
the next time you call, this needs to end.”

“You’d drop me over something like this?”
His tone changed as he backpedaled, becoming cajoling in a way that
rang with falseness, and Connie frowned. “Oh, come on. Adrianne
knows I’m just kidding. Don’t ya, kid? Daddy’s just joking with
you.”

“No, you weren’t joking.” Connie shook
her head, unwilling to back down, even though her insides were
quivering with something like fear. This was unfamiliar territory,
how scary it felt to push the subject. When did I become afraid
of how he’d react? “You were
being mean because of something that isn’t the fault of
anyone in this car right now. Stop it.”

Quiet sobs filled the air,
and Connie twisted in the seat
to look at Addy. Chin down, the little girl was staring out the
window, hands fisted around the strap of her bag. Tears trailed her
cheeks, falling in giant drops to dampen her shirt. “Addy,” Connie
called and waited. When the little girl didn’t look up, she
repeated, “Addy,” and was finally rewarded by a tear-filled glance.
“You want me to go to the zoo?” Addy nodded slowly, holding
Connie’s gaze with her own. “Then I’ll go to the zoo. For you,
sweetheart.” Connie wasn’t sure if her idea of salvaging the day
would work, but it was worth a try. “If Daddy says he’s sorry, can
you forgive him?”

“Forgive me? What are you—”

Connie made a gesture where Addy couldn’t
see, and he stopped
talking. Heat engulfed her hand, his fingers wrapping around to
hold tight. “Can you, sweetheart?” Addy nodded. Connie leaned over
to put her lips close to his ear and whispered the best advice she could give him.
“Okay, Jonas, here’s your
chance to make today matter for this little girl. You want her to
forever remember her father’s birthday with hurt and anger, or as a
happy memory to build on going forwards? Because I guarantee that what you decide in
the next thirty-seconds will ensure one of those two things
happens.” His fingers tightened around hers and Connie fought
against wincing even as he ground her bones together. “Now be the
adult, and tell her you’re sorry.” She straightened and yanked her
hand free from his painful grip. Settling back into the seat, she
gave Addy a smile over her shoulder, watching the little girl’s
chin quiver with suppressed sobs.

They drove on a minute, then another, and
five minutes later Connie thought she’d missed the mark with what
she’d told Jonas. Addy had stopped audibly crying, but the
atmosphere in the car was still oppressive and rank with fear and
anger. As Jonas drove into the zoo parking lot, he picked out a
spot far from other cars and backed between the lines. Once the car
was in Park, he unbuckled and turned so fast Connie found herself
rearing back from him, startled by the movement. He wasn’t looking
at her, though, his eyes were fixed on Addy. Connie held her
breath, waiting to see what he would say.

“Adrianne, I’m sorry. Deeply and truly.
You’re right, I’m not supposed to talk about your mother. But more
than that, it shouldn’t take a rule to make me do the right thing.
Uncle Cole made me mad, and I took that out on you, and that wasn’t
the right thing to do, either. I’m sorry, kiddo, and I hope you can
forgive me.”

For a moment Connie didn’t know if Addy
would give Jonas what he asked for, what she’d said she could
offer, and then the little girl proved herself to be more mature
than her years when she spoke. “It wasn’t nice.”

Jonas shook his head, leaning harder against
the back of the seat. “No, it wasn’t.”

“You wasn’t nice.”

“No, Adrianne, I wasn’t.”

“Mommy says people don’t always mean to
do things they aren’t asuppost
to do, like break the TV remote. If I didn’t mean to, then
it’s an assident. Not an
on purposeadent. Did you
mean to hurt my feels?”

“I never meant to make you cry.”

“An assident,” she summarized, and Jonas
nodded, his expression solemn. “I forgive assidents.”

“Thanks. My sweet girl.” He turned then
and looked at Connie, gaze dipping from her eyes to her lips and
back again. “Do you forgive me?”

Connie knew his words to Addy had been
lies. In the moment, he had
clearly meant to lash out at whoever was in range of his anger, wounding them the only reason
for the words he’d flung around. She still couldn’t reconcile the
man she thought she knew with the one who had acted so cruelly to
her and his own daughter. For the sake of the day, she had to
pretend to believe his request for forgiveness, as weak as it
was. Time for some thinking to be done. “I accept your
apology.” Leaning closer, she let him press his lips to the curve
of her ear as she whispered, “Never, ever do anything like that
around me again.” His grip around her upper arm tightened. “Let’s
try and have a good day.”

He pulled back then and stared into her face
for a long moment, an unspoken emotion swimming through his eyes.
“Who’s ready for some cotton candy?” Addy didn’t respond, but
Connie heard the click of her seat belt. “Come on, baby,” Jonas
urged her with a murmured plea. “Let me fix this.”

“You get one chance,” she promised him,
still feeling the need to make certain how seriously she was taking
the episode. “Make it count.”

Slowly the corners of his mouth lifted in a
smile. Then he bent to press his forehead against hers. “I love
you.” Connie froze. Those were words she had carefully dodged over
their weeks and months of dating, changing topics each time it felt
as if he were close to uttering them, and now she didn’t know how
to respond. She was still too angry to consider what it meant that
he passed them out as a way to cover the hurt inflicted by his own
words. He didn’t wait, thankfully, but released her and opened his
door, shouting as he exited the car, “It’s my birthday, and I’m at
the zoo with my best girls. Couldn’t ask for a better day.”

“Stay,” he urged her again, hands firm on
her hips.

“Why don’t you have any baby pictures of
Addy?” Connie tipped her head to one side and watched as he shut
down. His eyes went cold, and then the muscles in his face firmed,
grew taut, lips narrowing to a slash across his face. “We looked
all through what you have, and it’s like she dropped into your life
just about a year ago.” Which was about when I met him. “The
drawing she did for your present was good, but
what we wanted to do was frame a picture of you holding her. I
looked through the box you gave me, and there’s nothing, Jonas. Why
is that?” The few pictures he did have were on the steps of some
building, and all looked to have been taken the same day. “Where
were you when she was tiny?”

“I don’t have pictures of her from then. You
know I’m not the sentimental type, Connie. Jesus, you’ve given me
grief about it more than once.”

Connie cocked her head to the side in
confusion. “No, I haven’t.”

“Sure you have. It’s what you’re doing right
now. What are you getting at?” His fingers dug into her hips, the
grip painful enough to promise bruises tomorrow.

She squirmed uncomfortably, and his hold
tightened until she stopped moving. “Jonas, that hurts.”

His hands flexed, then loosened. “What are
you getting at with these questions, huh? What does it matter?
We’re talking about grown-up things now, not
the kid.”

“Adrianne or Addy,” she said, her words a conscious repetition of what Cole had
told him earlier in the day. The comparison wasn’t lost on him, and
she knew it when he pulled away from her entirely, taking two steps
to put his back against the wall. Arms crossed on his chest, she
watched the fabric of his shirt pucker and drape around his
shoulders. Unbidden, an image of Cole in the same position flashed
through her head, and she drew unflattering comparisons of her own.
“She’s got a name, Jonas.”

“You’re still mad.” His voice was flat,
slicing through the air. “Jesus, give it up already. I
apologized.”

“Tell me about her mother. Your
relationship. I don’t understand how you could have gone from
whatever you had that made you want to have a child together, to
this thing I have to witness every other weekend. Make me
understand, Jonas.” He clearly wanted an end to the discussion, but
it felt to Connie like she was getting somewhere and she wanted to
know. How had he and Audrey gone from a couple who cared enough to
conceive a child, to the nightmare scene she’d watched play out
again and again?

“There’s nothing to tell.” His expression
grew stony, lips pulled to the side in a suppressed sneer. “And
that kid wasn’t planned. Not in a million years did I ever plan on
a kid.”

Connie studied him intently for a moment,
feeling the gulf between them widening with every breath. She
glanced down the hallway, verifying the doorway to the spare
bedroom was dark, which hopefully meant Addy was still asleep. More
quietly, she said, “It takes two to make a baby. Even if she wasn’t
the intended outcome, why do you bear the brunt of the blame? Why
is the entire Stewart family set against you? What happened,
Jonas?”

“Jesus, Connie, the last thing I want to do
is talk about her with you. The condom broke, and here I am, mired
in this thing.” He turned away, giving her his back. She watched as
he paced away a few steps. “Why are you pushing this now?”

This is going to spiral
into an argument. A bad
one. Worse than this. Connie shook herself and took a breath as
she pushed her anger away. Time to hit pause. “I’m not. I’ll
stop. It was a long day and we’re both tired.
I’m heading home before one of us says something we’ll regret,
Jonas. I truly hope you have a better day with Addy tomorrow.”

“I drove you.” He shrugged. Putting special
emphasis on the little girl’s name, he told her, “Adrianne’s
asleep, so I can’t take you home.” A sly grin lifted one corner of
his mouth. “Seems like you’ve got to stay now. Still time to give
me my present.”

Are you kidding me? He seemed
entirely oblivious to her mood tonight. She lifted her phone
between them when it looked like he would have taken a step towards
her. “I called a ride.”

He stared at her for a moment, then sighed.
“Do you love me?” Connie’s stomach dipped, and she focused on
keeping her breathing slow and even, because his sudden demand was
startling, especially after the near fight they’d just come
through. He stared at her with nostrils flaring and pulled in a
deep breath when she didn’t respond. “That’s the answer then, isn’t
it? Is that the answer? Is that a not yet, or a not ever? I think I
deserve to know, seeing as how I’ve put a lot of work into this
relationship, Connie. I want it to work.”

“I don’t know.” She answered him honestly,
unsettled by his direct attack over her nonresponse. “I’m not
someone who’s had a lot of relationships, Jonas.”

“I know,” he said, expression turning
earnest. “That’s one of the things that I find most charming about
you. There’s none of the stupid luggage for us to get past. I hoped
I’d be it for you.”

A horn sounded from the street at the same
time her phone buzzed in her hand and she
turned away. “Car’s here. I have to go. I need a couple of days,
but I’ll call you.”

He didn’t say another word when Connie
walked to the door, but as she closed it behind her, she heard Adrianne’s voice lifted in a familiar
nightmare-riddled cry of, “Mommy.”

***

Connie settled back against the pillows,
tablet nearby. She shifted and winced at a sudden pain, lifting her
nightgown to stare at the purple circles riding both hips. Nothing
made sense after today, and the entire ride home she’d tried to
sort out not only what had happened, but how she felt.

I’m not happy.

Her phone pinged, and
she glanced over to see a text message flash across the screen.
If it’s Jonas, I’m going to be pissed. It had been less than
two hours since she’d left him standing in his apartment, fury
radiating off him. I told him I needed some time.

It chimed again, and she snatched it off the
nightstand, her scowl slowly turning into a smile as she tapped the
image sent, blowing it up larger to see more detail.

That’s too cute! She typed out her
response and sent it, then looked at the picture again. Her mom had
managed to capture her dad and sister in a moment that didn’t
scream fight or frustration. They were standing alongside the
family dining room table, bent nearly in half as they searched a
jumble of puzzle pieces scattered across the surface. Heads close
together, the resemblance was strong. While Connie had inherited
her mother’s coloring including hair so dark it was nearly black,
her sister, Nelly, had taken after their father.

Good to see them getting along. She
sent that message without guilt, because Nelly had a mind of her
own, and their father didn’t always see eye-to-eye with her.

We miss you. Connie’s lips curved in
a soft smile at her mother’s message.

I miss you too.

Her phone buzzed in her hand and she opened the message to see another photo, this of
her father and mother mugging for the camera, clearly taken by
Nelly.

Should come visit sometime. We don’t have cooties. Connie
grinned at her sister’s commandeering of their mother’s phone. This
was more like the playful little sister she remembered before adulting had taken its toll, sending
them in different directions.

You could come here. I’ve a cootie-free guest bedroom. She
shook her head, even as she sent the message. Nelly wouldn’t come.
Connie hadn’t seen her sister in years. Nelly had arranged to be
unavailable every time Connie had returned home for a visit. We
were close once.

Maybe I will.

***

Jonas

He stared at his phone. Connie hadn’t called
him for a week, and then only to explain she had a work conflict
with their next planned date night. She has the worst timing
ever. He sighed, already dreading more long nights without
her.

Are you sure-sure you have a work
thing? His thumbs tapped across the surface of the phone,
sliding letters into place on the message. He studied it for a
moment then sent it and waited.

Yes, I have to work that night. She
was still typing, he could see, so Jonas waited. When it finally
came, he tried to smooth the scowl he knew twisted his features.
If you don’t trust me, we have bigger problems than I
thought.

Jesus. It’s not that I don’t trust
you. He sighed. I just miss you.

It took a few starts and stops of her
typing, but finally, she sent him something.
Not what he wanted, but something.

What do you have planned for your next day
with Addy?

He frowned because that text meant she was
avoiding his message about missing her.

Can I call you?

I shouldn’t have to ask if I can call my
own damned girlfriend. The scowl returned, and he could feel the taut lines his muscles pulled in
his neck and shoulders.

Another shadow dance of starts and stops
with her typing, and by the time she sent her response, it felt as
if he’d been staring at the screen for hours.

I’m headed to bed. We’ll talk soon. Have a
good night.

She’s still mad. He scrubbed across
his forehead with the palm of a hand. She didn’t get over it,
and she’s still mad. Jonas flung himself down on the couch
cushions, rolling his head to stare blindly at the TV. I can fix
this. A few minutes later, inspiration struck and he sat upright and pulled his laptop to the edge of
the coffee table. A few clicks and he was looking at Connie’s
social media page, checking to see restaurants she’d reviewed or
liked. It didn’t take but a minute to find one she’d been to
several times, but they’d never been to together. She’ll be
blown away.

The place had an online reservation service,
and he quickly made one for the night before he was to pick up the
kid for the next visitation. Perfect.

Six nights later, he stood in the hallway
outside her empty apartment, puzzled. Connie was late, and she was
never late. He knew he could set a clock to her routine, because she didn’t vary. He fired off a quick
text, asking, Where are you?

At work. Her response came back
almost immediately.

He dialed and waited, she picked up on the
first ring. “What are you doing at work?”

“I told you,” she clipped, her tone sharp
and biting, “I had to work tonight. I explained that last
week.”

Jonas closed his eyes and sagged backwards against her door. “Oh. I forgot.” Sounds in the
background of the call caused him to listen intently. Laughter and
glasses clinking, the sound of multiple conversations. Doesn’t
sound much like work. “Where are you? Still at the office? I
could come pick you up when you’re done.”

“Jonas, I’ve got to go. Don’t worry about me
getting home, I’ll be fine. We’ll talk soon, yeah?” He heard a
man’s voice call her name. “Have a good evening.”

“Yeah, you too.” The call disconnected,
and he stared at his phone. Have a good
evening. She’d spoken to him as if he hadn’t told her he loved
her. As if they weren’t more than casual acquaintances.

He spoke to the silent hallway as his head
swung back and forth, eyeing each door in turn. They did their
jobs, hiding whoever lived behind them, along with all their
secrets. He needed Connie in his life, more than she knew.

“I can fix this.”

***

Cole

He pulled his truck in alongside asshole’s
car in Audrey’s driveway, tucking up tightly to the garage door.
Glancing to the side as he climbed out of the vehicle, he noted the
empty front seat next to asshole and grimaced. That was something
Addy always asked just before she walked outside, if Miss Connie was in the car. He hated
disappointing his niece, but there wasn’t anything to be done about
it. More than that, he wanted to see the woman. She’s
gorgeous, he admitted to himself. Who doesn’t want to see a
pretty lady?

Pushing through the doorway, he looked
around the little living room. Tidy and clean, just like always.
“Hey, honey,” he said as he leaned down to kiss Audrey’s cheek.
“You ready for this?”

Every other weekend, he asked the same
question, and she always lied to him. “Sure.”

“Addy ready?” He didn’t hear the little
girl, which meant she was probably shoving one more toy into her
overnight bag back in her bedroom. Audrey nodded. “Okay, I’m headed
out. Send her when you’re ready.”

Back outside on the porch, he studied
asshole’s face as he got out of his car. The guy knew the routine
by now at least and didn’t try to force his way inside. For some
reason, Cole found himself more on edge than normal, and couldn’t
resist poking the beast a little. “Girlfriend dump you?”

Asshole’s head came up and he glared at Cole. “No. She had a work thing last
night.”

“Oh, a Friday night work thing? You sure she
didn’t dump you and you just aren’t smart
enough to know it?” Cole folded his arms across his chest. “Too
bad. Addy likes her.”

“Shut up and send my kid out already. I’m
here on time and ready.”

Cole stared at him and took in the slightly
disheveled look. “It bugs you. Whatever she was doing last night.
She turnin’ tricks or what?” The words felt sour in his mouth, but
this thing between them wasn’t about Connie, his only real goal was
goading asshole into making a mistake. Gimme one. I just need
one. Each misstep asshole made was another tick mark on the
lawyer’s list. Enough of those and the man would be out of Addy’s
life forever. Cole clenched his teeth and pushed again. “She’s a
looker for a hooker, man.”

Asshole glared, his expression fiercely
intense. “Stop it. She’s a good woman. Don’t talk about her like
that.”

“She’s such a good woman, what is she doing
with you, huh?” He heard the door open behind him and Cole clamped his mouth shut. “Bring Addy back
tomorrow by four. You know what happens if you’re late.”

“Oh, I know what you threaten.” Asshole took
a step towards the porch, not looking down at where Cole knew Addy
stood beside him, his gaze fixed on Cole’s face. “But you need to
remember your place in all this. Oh, wait.” He
faked surprise, holding a finger to his chin. “You don’t have a
place. This is between me and your sister.”
Looking down, his face didn’t change expression. “What are you
waiting for, kid? Go ahead and get in the car.”

“Miss Connie’s not here?” Addy’s voice shook
and Cole regretted riling up the man.

“No, Miss Connie had a prior engagement.”
Jonas’ tone mocked her, and Cole clenched his fists tightly. “Come
on, kid. Let’s have a good weekend anyway. I’ve got mini-putt
planned. Wanna go play a couple of games?”

“Okay.” Addy tugged on Cole’s pant leg, and he looked down. “Love you, Uncle Cole.”

“Love you, too, little Addy.” He crouched
and put his arms around her, hugging her tightly. “Go, have a good
time. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

Cole stood and watched her buckle herself
into the booster seat as asshole folded into the front seat of his
car. Jonas’ head turned and he said something
to Addy, who smiled broadly in response. Cole watched as she looked
out the other window and saw her laughing while her father drove
away.


Chapter Three

Connie

Connie placed the latest call to ring
through to her console on hold, tapping the attention light for the
senior partner’s receptionist.

The speaker buzzed. “What is it, Connie?”
That was Patricia Hullton, the no-nonsense
woman who had hired Connie. Patty had been one of the first
employees at the firm and worked there for more than a decade,
which meant there were few things she didn’t know about the ins and
outs of the practice. She’d also turned into a good friend for
Connie, and the two women often met after work for an unwind
session at a local wine bar.

“I’ve got a Mr. Simms on line three, and he
wants to talk to Mr. Matthews.” Dalton Matthews was Patty’s boss,
and one of three founding members of the firm. Connie grinned when
she informed Patty of the man’s demands. “Said he won’t speak with
any other partner.” Matthews might be the first name on the sign,
but the other two partners had been with him from the beginning.
Stan Barrows and Greg Aaron were as qualified, and just as invested
in their business, but Connie had seen this kind of behavior more
than once where someone decided Matthews must be the most
knowledgeable partner since he was listed first. “He said he’s
representing that baby food company.”

“Well then. I just bet he wants to talk to
Dalton. I’d put even money on him wanting to set up a lunch meeting
to discuss a settlement.” Patty’s tone conveyed how she felt about
that. The firm’s clients for the case were parents of a toddler
who’d ingested glass particles from a jar of baby food. The child
had needed surgery to correct the damage done to his digestive
system by the sharp pieces of foreign material, and while the
gourmet food’s manufacturer had quickly offered to pay for the
medical care, the baby’s mother had been suspicious. A quick
investigation online had shown her there’d
been a limited recall in some states, but no government requirement
for the company to make a broad announcement, because they’d hidden the fact some
potentially impacted production runs had been shipped outside the
initial target area. Warehouse workers posting their concerns on
social media had been the smoking gun. With that information in
hand, the child’s mother had called the firm of Matthews, Barrows,
and Aaron, and the rest would soon be history. “Go ahead and put
him through, Connie. He can stay on hold here just as easy as he’s
tying up one of your lines.”

As she did, Connie heard a buzzing from
beside her feet and glanced down. Inside her purse, her phone’s display was glowing, and she shook her
head as she looked at the clock. It was nearly quitting time, which
meant her caller would be Jonas, asking if she were coming over
tonight. Connie grimaced as she ignored the contact and turned back
to her computer to scan the document she’d been working on.
Demanded is more like it. She hadn’t seen him in nearly a
month, not since the weekend of his birthday. He’d called and
texted, but she’d leveled a solid reason to avoid each invitation
without lying.

In retrospect, she could see how the past
few months had shepherded in a shift in Jonas’ personality, at
least where Connie was concerned. Even before the blow-up over his
behavior, he’d wanted to know where she was and who she was with in
a way that telegraphed possessiveness. Then there was the bombshell
he’d dropped in the car, something she hadn’t been avoiding saying
because it wasn’t even on her radar. In the weeks since the
argument he had put in effort to smooth things over, sending
flowers to her both at work and home, the enclosed cards filled
with messages of remorse and sweet sentiment. Which I don’t
return. For Connie, their time together had been pleasant, but
not memorable—not how Jonas seemed to feel. We’re not at the
same place in our heads, she thought as she finalized the
letter for printing. He’s gone way past Go, and I’m still back
at the starting line. Her phone buzzed again and she frowned as she looked down. That’s new. He
normally at least waited for her to respond before he texted her
again. It was Friday night and his weekend for Adrianne, and Connie
had deliberately made plans to meet Taylor at a club downtown for
drinks and dancing. She missed the little girl a lot but had
decided to make it a point to only be available for what Jonas
wanted to call “family time” every other visitation or so. By her
count, this was not the weekend rotation for her participation.

She bent and grabbed the phone just as it
buzzed again. Frowning, she activated the text messaging
application and stared at what he’d sent with wide eyes.

Need you to help me.

I’m hung up at work. Can’t get away.

You have to pick up Adrianne for me. I can’t
miss another weekend.

She wasn’t aware he’d missed any weekends
with his daughter, but since she was busy and hadn’t made it for a
few of those, it could easily have happened. Still, every time
she’d seen Addy, it had been as a second adult to their pair. She’d
never been solely responsible for the little girl, so it didn’t
make sense he’d assume this was okay. As she re-read the messages
trying to comprehend what he wanted from her, another one came
in.

Please. It’s her birthday.

Connie looked at the clock, then her
computer, and quickly made a decision.

Picking up the phone, she dialed Patty.
“It’s Connie.”

“Uh, yeah. I know from caller ID. What’s
up?”

“I have to leave a little early tonight.
There’s an emergency with my boyfriend.” That didn’t feel like the
right title for Jonas, but Connie shrugged off the unease.

“Sure, honey. Have a good weekend.”

“Thanks, Patty. See you Monday.”

She sent back, On my way.

***

Connie stared at the trim little house as
she pulled up along the curb. Jonas always parked in the driveway,
but that seemed intrusive for her to encroach onto Audrey’s
property in that way. The whole exercise seemed invasive, because
what mother would hand over their child to the ex’s girlfriend, who
they had never even met. Audrey might have seen her sitting in the
car a time or two, and Adrianne may or may not have talked about
Connie when she got back from her visitations, but Connie and
Audrey had never exchanged even a silent nod of hello through the
windows.

“This is insane.” She picked up her phone
and texted Jonas, I’m here. Can you let her know? After
waiting only a few seconds for a response that didn’t come in, she
placed the phone in her purse and slipped the strap over her
shoulder. He hadn’t answered any of her questions since
acknowledging her initial response with a brief, Thanks.
“I’m picking up a little girl I barely know for her birthday
weekend, and I don’t have a booster seat, a key to her daddy’s
apartment, or any idea when he’ll come home. Sure, Constance. This
sounds like a great idea.”

One edge of the front window curtains
twitched to the side, indicating someone was watching her and
Connie sighed. Audrey had to know she was out here now. Hopefully
Jonas had called her to explain, and after all, Connie had
promised. She didn’t know how much he talked to his ex, but Connie
was a stickler for the truth. She’d told him she’d pick up
Adrianne, and that meant she couldn’t chicken out at the last
minute.

With the car locked behind her, she made her
careful way to the sidewalk and up to the porch. As she’d seen
Jonas do so many times, she rang the doorbell and then retreated to
the sidewalk and waited. A moment later, she heard a woman’s voice
call through the unopened door, “Hello?”

“Hi, I’m Connie Rowe. We haven’t met. I’m…”
Undecided about her role in his life anymore, she bypassed giving
herself a title and continued with—“Jonas sent me to pick up
Adrianne. You can call him and confirm. He said it’s Addy’s
birthday and he’s excited about spending time with her.” He hadn’t
said that last, but if he weren’t, then why would he have asked
Connie to pick up the little girl?

“You’re Jonas’ girlfriend?” Connie stared at
the door with wide eyes. Audrey sounded as if she were about to
cry. Is she still carrying a torch for Jonas? Could that be
the reason she gave him so much grief about Adrianne?

“Uh, yes?” Now she was the one who sounded
uncertain. “We’re friends. I’ve met Adrianne several times.” She
paused, then tried to find her way back to the tactic that seemed
more certain to move things forwards. “You
should call Jonas and verify he still needs me to pick her up. He
might have gotten away from work already and be on his way.” Not
that you’ll let him have Adrianne if he’s late. Connie shook
her head. “I can give you my phone number, and I’ve got my license
with me if you need to verify I’m the Connie he’s talking
about.”

Silence greeted her and she stared at the
front of the house. The sun was hot on her shoulders, and Connie
glanced along the street. At least there’s no one to see me
standing here. “Hello?” No response, not even a breeze of air
stirring the curtains. Connie was uneasy, twisting to look over her
shoulder at the car, wishing she could retreat to the interior.
Without any feedback or instruction from Audrey, she didn’t know if
she should continue to stand here, or just pack it up and leave.
This is how Jonas feels. It’s so helpless. Why would she do this
to him?

Five minutes went by with no change. Connie
finally pulled her phone out of her purse and texted Jonas: I
don’t think Audrey’s willing for me to pick up Adrianne. Should I
leave? Four words, that’s all Audrey had given her to work
with, and no indication if she would be bringing Adrianne out in a
minute, ten minutes, or never.

The sound of an engine growled up the road
and Connie turned to see a familiar truck
driving towards her, faster than it should have been on the narrow
residential streets. She stood to one side of the sidewalk and
waited for Cole to disembark from the vehicle. Audrey’s brother
didn’t even glance at her as he brushed past Connie on his way to
the front door. It opened before he stepped a single foot on the
porch, which meant Audrey had been standing right there. Connie
sighed and rolled her eyes.

Cole is here. Should I stay?

Nothing in response. It
was as if once he’d gotten her agreement in his plan, Jonas had
fallen off the surface of the earth.

You’ve got to talk to me. What do you want
me to do?

“Tell her to leave.” Cole’s voice resonated
through the door. Even though she couldn’t see him, Connie had
witnessed his angry posture often enough to know what he’d look
like. “If you don’t want her to have Addy, then you don’t have to
give our baby girl to that woman.” That woman. Connie
winced. No name, no designation. Nothing in his voice to indicate
she was anything other than an annoyance.

Audrey’s voice buzzed, the higher pitch
impossible to make out words.

“Then I’ll tell her to leave.”

Another buzz of Audrey’s voice.

“I know Addy likes her. Hell, Audrey, that’s
the only reason you let the asshole have Adrianne sometimes, is
knowing that woman’s in the car. It makes Addy
feel better about going, and that makes you less anxious. But
Addy’s not the one making the decision today. Not this time.
Asshole isn’t here. It’s past time for him to pick her up. Call the
lawyer and tell him asshole was a no-show
again.”

The slamming of a car door pulled her
attention from the hidden conversation taking place behind the
smooth surface of the door and made Connie turn to face the
driveway. Jonas had pulled up behind Cole’s truck and was out of
the vehicle, prowling around the front bumper towards where she
stood.

“Hey,” she started to say and jolted
backwards when Jonas threw up a hand in front
of her face.

“Not right now. If you can’t manage to do me
a simple favor, then don’t expect to spend the weekend with
me and my little girl.”

Uh, say what? Jonas’ reaction was
miles away from anything she’d hoped for. If anything, Connie might
have expected he would at least thank her for trying to do as he’d
demanded, not throw attitude at her. Tension in his arms and
shoulders showed a surprising rage bubbling just under the
surface.

He was up the porch
steps in a single leap and pounded his fist
against the door until the sound echoed off houses across the
street as he rattled it in its frame. “Audrey, send the kid out.
It’s my weekend.” He turned to glare at Connie, mouth pulled to the
side in an unpleasant sneer. “I can’t deal with your attitude, too.
Just get in your car and leave.”

“Listen, Jonas. I did what you asked. I left
work early to come and try to pick up Adrianne.” Connie felt her
brows furrowing. Things had changed on a dime and she was still
trying to reconcile the man who’d asked her for a favor with the
raging lunatic standing in front of her. I think I’m pissed.
She raised her voice slightly. “There’s no call for you to be that
way.”

“You didn’t manage this one, small thing,
though, did you?” He scowled at Connie as he pounded his fist
against the door again, then turned his back on her. His shout was
loud and angry, voice scraped raw with ugly emotions. “Audrey. Open
up.”

Connie swung around on her heel and stalked
down the sidewalk, digging in her purse for her keys. Oh, yeah.
I’m pissed. Angry tears burned her eyes, and she blinked
rapidly, determined not to let Jonas see how his behavior had hurt
her. I left work early, asked a favor from a friend, and for
what? As she climbed into the front seat, she heard the door to
the house open and glanced back to see Cole filling the space. He
took two steps outside, bumping chests with the smaller man,
pushing Jonas backwards. Jonas stumbled and
nearly fell off the porch, staggering as he landed with one foot on
the sidewalk, the other in the grass. Her stomach lurched at the
physical aggression between the unevenly matched men. This could
turn out bad for Jonas.

“You were late. That’s a no-show. Sixth time
in five months, asshole.” Cole tsked, the sound loud in the silence
surrounding his words. “Then, you have the absolute balls to send
some chick to pick up Adrianne? Not happening, man. You pick that
baby girl up on time, or not at all. That’s the deal.” Some
chick. That stung as bad as Cole’s earlier words.

“You know where I was.” Jonas shot back
and Connie paused, listening. “You engineered
that whole fiasco, and I don’t appreciate it. They came to my work.
Embarrassed me.”

“You’re embarrassed? How tragic. Too bad I
don’t know what you’re talking about.” Cole propped clenched fists
on either hip, ducking his head to glare at Jonas. His wrath was
unmistakable, veins on his neck standing out as his face reddened.
“I couldn’t give a shit. You’re a no-show again. That’s all I care
about right here and now.”

“He came to my work. Are you trying to get
me fired? Does your sister not like the money I send her?”

Connie shook her head. Not my problem
right now. She slammed the door to mute their voices and jammed
her keys into the ignition, twisting them to start the engine.
Maybe not ever again. For the first time, she agreed with
Cole’s assessment of Jonas: A-hole. She was that angry. She
rolled down the front windows a few inches to allow hot air trapped
in the car to escape. “…ever talk to my sister the way you just
handled your girlfriend, I’ll beat you within a half…”

She blew out a stream of air to steady
herself, put the car into gear and pulled away, driving carefully.
Taking the first main thoroughfare back downtown, she told her
phone, “Text Taylor.” A pause while the software acknowledged her,
then she said, “I need a drink. Meet me as soon as you can.”

***

Cole

Staring at the car as it drove away, he
allowed himself to wonder again how a woman like that had wound up
hooked to someone like Jonas Thompson. When Audrey called him to
come over, she’d actually been pleased it was Connie who was
picking up Addy. Cole understood it, because
his niece liked the pretty woman, but rules were rules for a
reason, and he’d needed to remind Audrey of that. Cole had been
inside talking to Audrey when he’d heard the second car door, and
just knew who it was.

Then had been the yelling and a tone that would have cut the thickest skin.
Connie didn’t look the type to have much in the way of defenses,
but she’d not avoided Thompson’s anger, meeting it head-on. I
wish I could figure her out. He’d looked into her, leveraging
his contacts to find out she lived within her means, worked a good
job and was well liked by her coworkers. It just seemed to be her
boyfriend choices that were suspect.

“What do you think you accomplished today,
Thompson?” Pulling his gaze from the street, he stared down at the
man who straddled his sister’s sidewalk, glaring up at Cole
aggressively. He pulled in a steadying breath, and shaking his
head, Cole reached back and opened the door. “Go home, asshole. See
you in two weeks.”

***

Jonas

He watched Cole’s face as he focused on
Connie’s car traveling up the street. There’s a little too much
interest there, he thought, then gave the man his back and
strode to his car.

It had been a bad day, followed by what was
shaking up to be a shit evening. Better start groveling.

Paused at a red light, he snaked his phone
out of his pocket and thumbed to the text app. I’m
sorry.

Two lights later, he took a picture of
himself pouting and looking hangdog, then sent it to Connie with
another apology.

After leaving Audrey’s, he’d originally
headed home by rote, but part-way there, he decided to backtrack.
Parking on the street was hard to come by, but a car pulled out
just as he drove up, and he smiled. Fate.

Hey, baby, I’m on my way up. Let’s talk.

***

Connie

Taylor held Connie’s elbow to steady her as
he steered her from the dance floor. She twisted to look up at him,
laughing at his exaggerated huffing and puffing, trusting him to
keep her from bumping into anyone. She pulled her phone from her
back pocket before throwing herself into the booth Alden lounged
in. Slapping it on the table, she woke the screen with her thumb,
glanced at it and then turned it facedown with a groan.

“More sexting from the boyfriend?” Taylor
sat next to Alden and reached out to grab one
of the water bottles waiting for them. “Doesn’t he know this is my
weekend with you? Visitation rights are a bitch, little man.”

She laughed. “Not hardly. This looked like
more angry texting because I didn’t do what he wanted, and now I
won’t answer his calls because I’m still pissed.”

“And rightly so, my friend.” Alden pushed a
bottle towards Connie. “You don’t talk about him much, one way or
the other, but he doesn’t sound like much of a keeper to me. Not
from this most recent debacle.”

Minimizing the emotional upheaval from the
day, she told Alden, “I’m beginning to agree with you.” She dusted
her palms together, then grabbed the water and twisted the cap off,
flicking it towards a laughing Taylor. Upending the bottle, she
took several deep drinks. “Now, enough talk about my impending lack
of a love life. Tell me what’s on the menu for this weekend. Isn’t
there something happening downtown tomorrow?” Taylor shot her an
appreciative grin while Alden sat forwards, elbows on the table as
he leaned into the topic.

She knew exactly what was happening, because Alden and Taylor had organized what
promised to be a huge protest against a controversial state bill.
The proposal was in danger of passing, and if it happened, it would
become a law that would strip away the ability for domestic violence shelters to protect the anonymity
of their clients. Alden, in particular, had spent hours writing
letters, making calls, and engaging on social media arguing against
the bill.

Connie drained her water as she listened,
chiming in with a few suggestions that had Alden pulling his phone
out to make notes. Then it was back to the dance floor for another
lengthy sweat session that was guaranteed to leave her happy and
exhausted.

The three of them shared a ride back to the
apartment building, and Connie split off from the two men in the
lobby, leaving them to enter the elevator as she checked her
mailbox. The doors slid closed, cutting off their conversation as
she found a blank envelope shoved inside her box. Gathering up the
junk mail along with the mysterious envelope, she took the next
elevator up to her floor and stepped off. Her heart jumped into her
throat when she saw a form slumped against the wall near the door
to her apartment. Arm extended behind her to
keep the elevator doors open, she fumbled her phone out and gripped
it tightly in her other hand.

Then the form straightened, and she
recognized Jonas.

What the hell?

“Connie.” His voice was quiet, almost
cajoling, but edged with something else, and she felt the hair
rising on the back of her neck. “Where have you been?”

Ignoring his question, she shook her head.
“What are you doing here?”

“What? I can’t come see
my girlfriend?” He took a step towards her and Connie found herself
edging back towards the elevator. The doors bumped her arm,
reopening when they met the obstruction. “Where were you
tonight?”

“You need to leave.” She tried to keep her
voice steady, but her heart was hammering wildly in her chest,
blood pounding and echoing in her ears. She cradled the phone to
her chest, hoping to hide how badly her hands were shaking.

He had positioned himself between her and
the apartment, and with the open elevator at her back, Connie felt
frozen by indecision. Should she walk towards him? Still, even as
angry as she was it seemed a foolhardy approach for a woman alone.
But you know him. You’ve slept with him. Shrugging off her
thoughts, she backed another step into the elevator. I could go
to Taylor’s apartment. “Jonas, you need to go.” Her body
decided for her, and her arm jerked upwards at the last moment,
blocking the doors again. The elevator began making a loud buzzing
noise. “I’m tired, and I don’t want to do this right now.”

He stared at her, head slightly cocked to
the side. “You’re kicking me out?” The hurt in his voice scored her
conscience. Then he ruined any sympathy she might have felt by
adding, “After the shit day I had?”

Suddenly infuriated, she stalked towards
him, the elevator closing behind her. “You had a bad day? I got a
demand from this guy I’ve been dating”—his head jolted at that, and
she realized she hadn’t called him her boyfriend—“to leave work
early and pick up the daughter he has with another woman. Me being
the kind of person I am, I do that, only to be treated like crap by
that woman’s brother”—Cole hadn’t really treated her like shit, and
she guiltily remembered his defense of her against Jonas’
behavior—“and then by you.” He reached for her. “So, before you say
you had such a bad day, consider mine.”

She twisted away and avoided his grasping
hand as she dug her keys out. After two tries, she got the door
open, then turned to tell him to leave and gulped when he was right
there in her face. Eyes blazing, he reached
and seized the edge of the door. She leaned against the door to try
and close it, but he slowly forced it open, easily pushing against
all her strength. Connie stumbled backwards
into the apartment and Jonas followed after
her, the door closing behind him with a quiet click. “Jonas,”—she
unsuccessfully tried to ignore the tremble in her voice, feeling
the quaking migrate to the muscles of her legs—“you need to
leave.”

“I had a shit day,”
Jonas repeated, each word enunciated separately, a deliberate and
frightening pause between them as if he didn’t believe her
intelligent enough to understand his meaning otherwise. He followed
her up the hallway, head down, eyes glaring at her from underneath
his brows.

She escaped into the kitchen and cast around for anything that would help
better her situation. She kept her eyes locked on him as she angled
behind the island, successful in putting about five feet of
distance between them. Connie kept her gaze fixed on his face,
trying to read the emotion in his eyes, but they were shuttered
tightly, blank as he stared at her, his eyes filled with dark
shadows. She tried to warn him off a final time. “Jonas, don’t.
Don’t do this.” Whatever “this” was, she didn’t know, and Connie
had a sickening feeling she really didn’t want to learn his
intentions. Would it help to admit a tiny bit of vulnerability?
“You’re scaring me.”

“Some guys hit the bottle after a bad day.
Or hit something else.” He snarled, lip curling so high it pulled
the side of his face into a terrifying grimace. Was that a
threat? “Me? I just wanted to see my girlfriend. Thought she
might make me feel better. Make me feel good. Never really had one
before now, and I thought one of the perks of having a girlfriend
was she’d have your back, no matter what. Be there when you’re
down, that kind of thing.” He shifted to move around the island,
and she flicked her eyes towards the door,
measuring the distance. At her single, instinctive glance, Jonas
pulled to a stop and took a step back towards the center, cutting
her off. “But, I guess I was wrong. Because I had a shit day, and
she’s not there for me. And when I tried to talk to her, all she
did was ignore my texts and calls.” He placed a hand on top of the
island, and she stared at his fingers,
watching as they flexed and curled into a fist, tendons pulling
taut and hard knuckles whitening from the pressure. “Then I thought
to myself, what if she’s sick or hurt? She’d want me to be there
for her. And it’s only fair that this goes both ways, right? I was
afraid for her, so I go to her apartment. Know what I found,
Connie?”

“I’d like you to leave.” Repetition should
have soothed her nerves, but Connie found herself shuddering as
waves of fear broke over her. This is stupid. I know him. It’s
Jonas. He won’t hurt me. Her body didn’t believe her internal
reassurances, however, because her feet stayed stuck in place.

“She wasn’t home. Wasn’t even home. Here I
am worried about her, and she’s out on the town doing who knows
what.” His voice dropped low. “Or who.”

“I’d really like you to leave.”

“And I’d like to spend time with my
girlfriend.” She jerked when he slammed his fist against the
countertop. “Because I had a shit day.” He paused and his hand
clenched and released, clenched and released. “Oh, right, sorry. My
bad. I forgot I’m just the guy you’ve been dating.” He slammed his
fist against the countertop again.

Connie sidled sideways. It felt as if she
were suffocating, like there wasn’t enough air
in the room for both of them and she was lightheaded from the lack
of oxygen. Her brain stuttered rapidly from thought to thought,
examining and discarding defensive ideas faster than she could
really clasp onto them. Knives, too far. Door, too far. Coffee
mug in the sink full of soapy water, a possible missile.

Jonas straightened, and
her attention snapped back to him. They locked gazes for a moment,
and she didn’t recognize the man in front of her. Angry, he looked
more furious than she’d ever seen someone, and the emotion had
twisted the features of his face until he looked like a different
person. Dark. Dangerous. He stood still for a moment then shook
himself like a dog. Silently, he turned and headed towards the
door. Without turning around, he opened it and paused. “I’ll call
you.” Empty of inflection, his words were spoken straight ahead as
he looked out into the empty hallway. Then he was out and the door closed, and she was alone.

“Oh my God.” Crying out
in relief, Connie slipped to the kitchen floor, folding up to rest
her head in her hands. Only then did she realize she still held her
phone, and she wondered at whatever blind
resistance she’d had to calling the police
when she had felt so incredibly threatened. “Oh my God.” She’d never been so terrified in her life.

Frightened to tears.

By my
boyfriend.


Chapter Four

“No, I’m done.” Connie lifted the coffee
carafe and topped up Patty’s mug. “It’s just not working
anymore.”

She hadn’t told anyone about Jonas’ visit to
her apartment, not even Taylor. Much as she loved him, Taylor would
see it as a bigger deal than it was, and Connie wanted to avoid any
drama if she could.

“If it’s over, it’s over.” Patty agreed as
she lifted her mug and sipped gingerly at the hot liquid. “Are you
going to the firm’s party this weekend?”

“Probably.” Connie smiled. “Depends on a
couple of things. My baby sister is supposed to come visit me soon, but she’s being
cagey about when.” She laughed. “Knowing her, I could either have a
visitor tonight or sometime in the next two
weeks.”

“Are you close?” Patty nudged an empty mug
closer to the carafe. “Do me a favor and pour one for Mr.
Matthews?”

“We were once.” Connie handed the full mug
to Patty. “I’m kind of hoping this can be the start of a better
relationship.” She finished her coffee and rinsed the mug, turning
it upside down in the strainer. “I’m the good girl. She’s the wild
child.”

“Every family has one.” Patty gave her
another smile. “Hope to see you at the party.”

Connie lost herself in work for the rest of
the day, looking up with surprise when someone leaned across the
desk and blocked her view of the computer monitor. “What?” She
blinked as she focused in on the man’s face next to her. “Mr.
Matthews.”

“Time to go home, Connie.” He backed up
slightly and usurped her hold on the computer’s mouse. With a few
clicks, he saved and closed the document she’d been working on,
then initiated the computer’s shutdown. “Past time.”

The clock on the wall said it was after
eight. “I guess it is.”

He moved back as she stood, then waited,
making polite small talk as Connie collected her purse. Phone in
hand, she exited the building just in front of him, arguing about
accepting a ride home.

“I won’t take no for an answer.” Mr.
Matthews laughed as Connie shook her head. “It’s not out of my way,
and this time of night, you’ll be waiting forever for a car. Cancel
the request. I can have you home in less than fifteen minutes.”

“It’s really not necessary, Mr.
Matthews.”

He studied her for a moment, then pulled out
his phone. Balancing it in the fingers of one hand, without saying
anything, he video-called a contact. A woman answered with a broad
smile on her face, asking, “Dalton, are you headed home?”

“Soon, honey. I’ve got an overzealous
employee I need to escort to her apartment first.” Connie pulled in
a deep breath. She hadn’t even been aware of how tense the offer
had made her, and his immediate action to put her at ease was more
than comforting; it made her feel even more like the firm was like
family. “Samantha, meet Connie.”

“Hi,” Connie said,
waving at the phone self-consciously.

“Hello, Connie. I’ve heard good things about
you from Patty and Dalton. Let me guess, you lost track of time,
and now Dalton wants to give you a ride?”
Connie nodded and smiled. “That man.” Matthews’ wife smiled fondly.
“Let him. Then, I hope you’ll come to the party, so we can be
properly introduced.” Samantha Matthews laughed as she returned the
wave. “But first, let Dalton run you home. I’ll worry otherwise,
and then I won’t leave him alone about
it.”

“Thank you both. You’re too kind.”

True to his word, Mr. Matthews dropped her
off in front of her apartment building less than fifteen minutes
later. He waited for her to make her way inside, then waved as he
pulled back into traffic. On her way to the row of mailboxes,
Connie felt her phone vibrate. She pulled it out and answered
without looking at the display, focused instead on getting the
small key into the lock to get her mail.

Before she could offer a greeting, she heard
Jonas’ voice asking brusquely, “Where are you?” The sound was
weirdly doubled, so she looked around the lobby but didn’t see
him.

Still poised on the edge of the emotional
blade from their last encounter, his voice reminded her of the fear
she’d experienced, somehow muted throughout the days apart. She had
talked about it to Patty in an almost analytical fashion, unwilling
to admit even to herself how unsafe she might have been. Jonas
brought all that back in a rush with a single, barked question.

Then he spoke from directly behind her.
“Connie.” The phone’s speakers didn’t echo her name, which meant
he’d disconnected when he’d seen her. Her heartbeats soared,
adrenaline flooding her system. “Where have you been?”

Panic struck her, and
with her breaths coming in short pants, she whirled, mail in hand,
shoving the phone and keys into her purse, wanting her hands free.
“Jonas, you scared me. I worked late and my
boss gave me a ride home.” She took a breath, trying to calm
herself. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to apologize.” He spread his hands
to the side and shrugged. “Flowers didn’t seem like enough this
time, and I wasn’t sure what kind of gift said ‘I’m an asshole and
I’m sorry’ so I thought I’d see if you were still speaking to me.”
He smiled crookedly and took a step forwards. “Are you still
speaking to me?” He tried to grip her wrist and she yanked away, the hard pull making her skin
sting.

Wrist aching, Connie stared into his eyes
and prayed what she saw was only chagrin and sincerity. It’s
time for hard truths. “Maybe not.” He blinked and opened his
mouth, but she cut him off. “You embarrassed me, belittled me, and
then frightened me. If this were happening to my sister, I’d tell
her to dump the guy because clearly it wasn’t
a healthy relationship.” Tears threatened, and she curled her nails
into her palms as she took a sharp breath. Using the pain to help
her focus, she told him, “Why don’t we call a break, Jonas? That’s
probably the best thing we could do.”

“What?” His head shook slightly as he
straightened, fingers curling into fists as they propped on his
hips. “No. We’re not calling a break.”

Movement behind him caught her eye,
and she glimpsed Taylor headed into the
building from the rec area. Crap. The last thing she wanted
was to have a public fight with Jonas. Shoving aside her lingering
fears, she turned and walked to the elevators. “Come on, let’s talk
upstairs.” The doors opened immediately when she pushed the button,
and he crowded in behind her and touched the button for her floor.
Connie stepped to the side as far as she could and massaged her
wrist, glancing down to see a raised ridge of reddened flesh where
his fingers had held her. Christ.

They were silent on the way into her
apartment. Once inside, Connie immediately went to the kitchen,
painfully aware it was a sloppy recreation of the previous scene
between them. Placing her purse on the counter, she positioned
herself on one side of the island, watching as he leaned against it
opposite her.

“I don’t want a break.” He picked up the
conversation from where she’d left it in the lobby. “I want to tell
you I’m sorry and have us go back to where we
were.”

“It’s not working for me, Jonas.” She lifted
her chin. “We’re more different than I realized when we began
dating.”

“Don’t do this, Connie.” He sighed. “I like
what we have. It’s working for me.”

“Well, it’s not for me. I’m sorry.” Why
am I apologizing? Connie shook her head and rolled her nails
across the already-raw places on her palms. “There’s really nothing
more to say.” Her phone buzzed in her purse and she turned to retrieve it. Her father’s face smiled
up at her from the screen. Cradling the phone, she said, “It’s my
dad. I need to take this. I’ll…” She floundered for a moment, then
finished, “…see you around.”

“I’m gonna miss you. Hell—” He paused and
shoved a hand roughly through his hair. “—I already do.” Her phone
buzzed again and he glared at it, then
softened his expression when he looked up at her. “I’ll let myself
out then. Be well, Connie.”

“You, too.” He was still walking away when
she tapped the screen for audio and brought the phone to her ear.
“Hi, Daddy.”

“Baby girl. Good to hear your voice. How are
you?”

The front door opened, and closed, and only
then did she release the breath she’d been holding.

“I’m good.”

***

Cole

“Uncle Cole.” Addy’s voice came from his
living room and Cole smiled. They were having
a sleepover, something he didn’t get to do as often as he wanted,
but with Thompson acting an ass, he’d taken advantage of the extra
days in Audrey’s custody. “What are we gonna eat?”

“What do you want, sweetheart?” He bent
over, putting away the last of the groceries they’d gone shopping
for. “Want my world-famous meatloaf?” Addy made fake gagging sounds
and he laughed. “Hey, it’s not that bad.”

“Uncle Ryan said you poisoned him with it.”

“Uncle Ryan’s a big fat liar.” He already
knew what he was making, but this was a game she liked to play,
running through the options gave her a sense of control, something
direly missing in her short life. “I could make hamburgers with
onions.”

“Ewwww. Onions are
bad.” He heard her bare soles hit the floor and grinned at her as
she raced through the doorway, skidding to a stop beside his legs.
She wrapped an arm around each thigh as she climbed on top of his
feet, stretching up to her toes as she said, “Make me tacos. I lo-ove your tacos, Uncle
Cole.”

“Tacos it is.” He caressed the back of her
head, smiling down and pondering the humor of the universe which
gave his sister a precious gift like this out of the shitshow that
was Jonas Thompson. “I love to cook for you.”

“You just love to cook.” She stuck her
tongue out at him. “Mommy said.”

“Mommy’s right.” He caught her underneath
her arms and lifted her, placing her butt on the counter well away
from the stovetop. “Want to help me? I can teach you my ways, young
chef girl.” Gathering the pans he needed, he started the lesson
with, “Cooking is one of the ways you can show someone how you feel
about them without having to say the words. So if you’re ever
afraid of showing someone you like them, just cook for them.
They’ll get the message.”

***

Connie

“I will call Big Tony.”

Connie huffed a soft laugh at Taylor’s
declaration. “It’s done. Nothing to worry about.”

Eyes stretched wide, he shook his head. “I
don’t care.” She gave him big eyes in response. “Oh, no. See, I do
not care. That turd bucket shows up here again and I’ll be on the phone so fast you won’t even see
me dial.” He copied the motions it would take
to dial that fast, fingers flying across an imaginary phone as
Taylor glared at her over the rim of his glass. “I cannot believe
you didn’t tell me what was going on.”

She knew half of his bluster was anger because she hadn’t confided. He was hurt because
his friend had been dealing with something he didn’t know about.
Reaching across the table, she covered one of his hands with hers,
giving him a squeeze. “A lot happened quickly. I think I was trying
to come to terms with what I needed to do, and him showing up?” She
shrugged. “Tipped the scales. I’m kind of glad he showed up,
honestly.”

Taylor bugged his eyes at her.
“Honestly?” He scowled and pointed to the ring of bruising
on her wrist. “Honey, he hurt you.”

Connie shook her head. “I pulled away. He
didn’t mean to, Taylor. And besides, if he hadn’t shown up, I would
have built it up in my head bigger than it needed to be. I know
myself, and if I’d had a lot of time to think, I might have even
chickened out. This way I just spoke from my heart, and he heard
me. He left when I told him to, Taylor. It’s okay.” She squeezed
his hand again. “I’m okay.”

“I will call your daddy.” His tone
held less irritation this time, but he angled his head to show her
how serious he was.

“I know you would, and that’s one of the
reasons I love you so much. You wouldn’t care how angry I’d
be at you over it. You just want to take care
of your friends.” His expression gentled slightly at her words.
“Because that’s who you are, and I’m blessed to have friends like
you.”

“Damn straight you are.” He turned his hand
over and cupped her fingers in his, tightening for a moment. “And
if that man shows up again, I promise to take care of you.”

“And now—” She pulled back and lifted her
glass, waiting for him to do the same before she clinked the rims
together. “—we drink and dance, and we wait for your man to make an
appearance so we can have dinner. And we don’t talk about
he-who-shall-not-be-named again tonight. Can you do that for
me?”

Finally, Taylor’s lips curved in a grin, the
mischievous glint she knew so well showing in his eyes. “I can do
that.”

Relieved he’d given up on the topic, Connie
let herself be pulled along as Taylor directed the evening. Once
Alden showed, they did more sitting and talking than dancing, but
the conversation was easy, free of any tough topics. Connie knew
Taylor must have warned his partner to leave the subject of the
sudden ex-boyfriend alone for the night.

She really didn’t want Taylor to call her
parents. Not just because she was a grown adult living on her own,
but because she hadn’t told her parents about dating anyone even
semiseriously, and Connie knew her father
especially would be hurt to only find out after whatever it had
been was in wreckage on the rocks. If she’d talked to her parents
about her beau, her father would have been running a background
check on him before she’d even hung up from the call, and if Jonas
had learned about it, she would have been mortified. Connie hoped
she was a good enough judge of character on her own.

They escorted her all the way to the door of
her apartment later that evening, without a word being spoken
between them about the difference from normal
patterns. Turning in the doorway, the empty apartment at her back,
she stretched up on her toes to press a kiss against first Taylor’s
cheek, then Alden’s. “Thank you.”

Taylor leaned against Alden, who told her
gruffly, “Lock the door, Connie. We’re just a phone call or text
away.”

Shut inside the silent rooms, she looked
around. The only picture of her with Jonas had already gone in a
drawer, but there was a wicker basket of toys tucked underneath one
end table. Surprised, she realized that would be the only downside
to breaking up with Jonas.

I’ll miss little Addy.

***

Cole

He sat straight up in bed, staring into the
darkness surrounding him and listened closely. A moment later he
heard Addy cry one tear-filled word:
“Mommy.”

With a sigh, he climbed out of bed and
padded up the hallway to the little room where Addy slept. As he
rounded the doorframe, he called out to her, “Hey, honey, it’s
okay.”

The nightmares came and went for her, and he
knew from Thompson’s many complaints about sleepless nights, that
Addy’s dreams didn’t just disturb her mother. Fortunately, the
nightmares were coming less and less frequently, and Audrey had
voiced hopes Addy’d outgrow them one day.

Cole had other ideas
because he suspected the nightmares were born out of the stress
that surrounded the little girl every other weekend. Take care
of asshole, I’d take care of my Addy. He shook his head at the
thought. Not my way.

“Uncle Cole.” She scrambled away and moved
up the mattress. Addy stilled there, huddled close to the
headboard, holding tightly. Voice quivering, she told him, “I’m
ascared.”

Cole eased onto the small bed next to her,
methodically peeling her fingers from the wooden spindles and
replacing them with his hands. He pulled her into his lap and
wrapped her tightly, wincing at the sweat-chill of her
soaked-through pajamas. “I’m here, honey. I got you.”

“I had a bad dream.” His heart broke when
she pulled in a deep breath that hitched in a half dozen places,
her tiny frame lurching with each. “I want Mommy.”

“Mommy’s not here, honey. It’s just you and
me. But, I got you. I promise.” He rested his chin gently on top of
her head. “I got you.”

“I want Miss Connie.” She yawned and pulled
in a smaller breath, turning her cheek to his chest and burrowing
close.

Oh, I wish. Recalling again those moments when she’d handed Thompson back as
much attitude as he was giving her, Cole gave himself a minute to
imagine the feisty woman here now, then shoved those thoughts
aside. “I can’t give you Miss Connie, either. You’re stuck with me,
Addy.”

“Stuck like glue.” She yawned again.

“Yeah, honey. Stuck like glue.”

Addy dozed in his lap, waking only enough to
murmur unintelligible complaints when he laid her back on the
sheets, drawing the covers up to tuck in close around her.

Cole made his way back to his own bed and
stared down at the broad mattress, with covers only half disturbed,
one pillowcase smooth and undented. It had been a long time since
he liked a woman enough to bring her back to his place. Mostly it
was a quick couple of hours stopover at their place, or an evening
spent in a room at the local hotel. Fun and games, but nothing
serious. In his mind, he drew an image of
Connie Rowe waiting for him, spread out against his sheets. Cole
groaned. “Great,” he muttered as he crawled back into his cold bed,
punching his pillow flat. “Now I got that in my head, too.”


Chapter Five

Connie

“Oh, come on,” Connie muttered. She leaned
her head backwards against the seat, hands on
the wheel. Staring at the ceiling of the car, she counted to ten,
breathing slowly, then counted to ten again. Traffic was crazier
than ever. With the advent of early fall, there had been a sudden
influx of tourists to see the leaves turn colors, which meant the
sheer volume of cars downtown clogged the streets in a gridlock. It
was Saturday evening, and what should have taken her about fifteen
minutes had expanded to nearly two hours already, which meant she
was going to be late to the firm’s party.

Staring at the back bumper of the car in
front of her, she tapped her thumbs against the dashboard, keeping
time with the music on the radio. Her car was in the right-hand
lane, on the approach to the river bridge that connected the east
and west sections of town. There was a left-hand lane that exited
just before the bridge, giving cargo traffic access to the shore
where barges docked just downriver.

Connie sighed again as the left turn light
went green, watching from the corner of her eye as those cars and
trucks began rolling forwards to complete their turn. “Finally,”
she grumped as the light controlling her lane went green. Connie
was focused on traffic in front of her, and the log truck inching
up beside her barely registered. Until it began to turn.

The mechanics of the accident wouldn’t
become clear until much later. In order to navigate the downtown
streets, the log truck driver had adjusted the rear axle underneath
the trailer to shorten the turning radius of the truck and trailer.
But the length of his load of freshly-harvested logs meant it hung
far over the back of the trailer. So far that when the cab of the
truck had completed its turn, and the trailer was pivoting to
follow in its tracks, the logs swung out and into the lane Connie
occupied, intersecting her vehicle just behind the rear door.

The log truck was well into its turn when
the screech of metal crumpling accompanied a sideways slam against
her car’s chassis. Shocked by the uncontrollable movement, Connie
clutched at the unresponsive wheel, struggling in vain to steer the
vehicle away from being crowded towards the edge of the bridge. The
vehicle jolted again, hard enough to lock the seat belt around her
belly. She screamed when the windows broke, glass spraying in from
both sides of the car as the logs skated their way along the side
while smashing it against the guardrail. Each strut, each upright
piece of metal used in the car’s construction interrupted the
smooth progress of the logs, pushing her closer and closer to the
short wall separating her from the open space beside the
bridge.

Shards of glass gleamed across the interior
of the car as the driver side lifted from the roadway. The radio
played on, music changing as the seat belt tightened across her
torso, gripping her with force enough to hold her in place. Several
logs wedged their way into the empty window, and the end of one hit Connie’s head
before rebounding against the windshield and smashing that piece of
glass. Confused, she blinked at the raw end of the log only inches
from her face, studying how weeping sap covered the surface and
held insects in place, ants and beetles
torn from the forest floor.

Seconds ticked past as something boomed,
and the car shuddered as it lifted farther,
balancing precariously on the edge of the bridge, held there by the
tension of that single log jammed in place. The truck drove on down
the exit ramp and the log yanked away. Balance
broken, her car tipped over and Connie stared in dismay as the
roiling, brown surface of the river rushed towards her. The force
of water entering the car pinned her against the seat, but the
cold, wet wave pulled her out of the fugue the blow had her in.
Connie tugged at her seat belt, yanking fruitlessly. She shoved
with both thumbs at the unlatch button, but there was no satisfying
click of release.

Water broke over the hood, lapping into the
cabin of the car through the broken windshield before drenching her
legs and feet. “Help me!” The speakers buzzed with static for a
moment when the engine died, stopping with a bone-rattling jerk as
something inside froze in place. Without the noise, she heard a
drone of a crowd from above, but any individual shouts were drowned
in the sound of the water that surrounded her. “Help!”

In the distance, she saw tall, gray columns
of the south bridge spanning the river. They loomed larger and
larger, and she watched the water swirl and
splash, saw a driftwood log sucked under and then spewed back up to
smash and splinter against the cement, helpless against the power
of the river’s current.

“Help!”

Connie grappled with the seat belt latch
again, her hands submerged now as she pressed the button over and
over. She yanked at the belt, shoving with her feet to try and
dislodge it. Air burbled out of hidden compartments as the
waterlogged car was settling into the water. “Help me!” Splashing
sounds reverberated from nearby and the car swayed, twisting in the
water as the passenger side dipped lower. Connie screamed and
lurched away from something coming through the window before she
realized it was a man. “Help me, please!”

“I’ve got you.” His voice was deep and
reassuring, familiar in some bizarre way. “I’ve got you.” He shoved
her hands out of the way and, accompanied by a muffled tearing
sound, with a single yank of his arms loosened the seat belt. “Come
on.” Hand on her bicep, he pulled her towards the window, the level
of water now halfway up the opening. “Come on. I’ve got you.”

Free of the car, she thrashed helplessly for
a moment in the water. Fear and the cold river had already leeched
strength from her muscles and made her movements uncoordinated. Her
rescuer was behind her, his voice in her ear soothing, a confidence carried in his words that made her believe.
“I’ve got you. Just relax. Let me get us safe. I’ve got you.” The
repeated refrain calmed her more than anything. His deep voice
telling her over and over, “I’ve got you.”

They reached the bank and there were a dozen people there, hands outstretched
to pull them both to shore. Connie was lifted and passed
hand-to-hand up to the roadway. An ambulance was already parked
there, and the last person in the line set her
on the gurney, a man standing close beside the stretcher. “Easy
does it, ma’am.” She looked around wildly for the man with the deep
voice, seeing someone being helped from the river. “Ma’am, can you
tell me your name?” As she turned to look at the questioner, she
caught sight of her car. It had reached the columns of the south
bridge and appeared to be bouncing in place, floating right up
against the cement like a beach ball against the side of a pool.
Then it upended, trunk rising out of the water as the engine
compartment was sucked down. An instant later the car was gone,
lost into the dark water. “Ma’am, what’s your name?”

“Constance.” She stared at the rolling
surface of the water for another moment, then swung her gaze to the
EMT affixing a cuff to her bicep. “Constance Rowe.” A blanket
fluttered through the air, settling over her legs. Connie fixated
on the sight of her pink toenails disappearing behind the fabric.
“I lost my shoes.”

“How is she?” The deep voice sounded from
right beside her, and Connie twisted to look up, reaching out
instinctively. “Is she okay?” A warm hand gripped hers and held
firm, an anchor in the storm rolling around her. Her vision blurred
and she shook her head, staring in disbelief as the man’s face
slowly swam into focus.

“Shocky. Gonna load her
up and head in. Wanna ride along?” The EMT flung the clipboard he’d
been holding to rest in the narrow space between her legs. “I wanna
get rolling. I’ll wait to start a line along the way.” He tied a
rubber band around her arm, then did something to the end of the
stretcher before pushing hard. Connie stared at the man who had
saved her as the gurney rolled away.

“You’re going to be okay.” Cole Stewart told
her. He placed his other hand on top of hers where it was wrapped
around the railing.

“You’re soaking wet.” Her observation made
him laugh, and she watched with interest as he
flung his head back in laughter.

“That happens when I jump in the river.” He
ducked as he stepped up into the back of the ambulance.

“You saved me.” Her breaths were coming in
short pants. “There was an accident and my
car…there was a log. A truck, maybe? The river was so cold.”

“Shhh. You’re okay.” Cole looked at the EMT.
“You get a name?”

Connie felt a sharp poke in the back of one
hand and stared as the EMT taped tubing into
place before taking the rubber band off her arm. “It’s on the
sheet.” Loud beeping sounded through the vehicle as he tipped his
head towards the clipboard. “Keep her talking. She’s dropping like
crazy.”

Shaking so hard her teeth chattered, Connie
watched as Audrey’s brother collected the clipboard and studied it
for a moment. “You saved me. Thank you.”

“Constance—” Cole’s head whipped around
and she felt the full weight of his angry
stare. “Rowe. Connie Rowe. Jonas Thompson’s girlfriend.”

The EMT made a pained noise and she twisted to look at him. He was staring at Cole,
then turned the same wide-eyed gaze on her. He swore softly,
expression contorted into something like grief.

“Yeah.” Voice filled with gravel, Cole
pulled his hand away and slid down the bench towards the front of
the ambulance. “I’ll sit up front,” he said, and then he was
gone.

Connie looked at the EMT who seemed to have
shaken off the shock and was back to all business. He piled another
blanket on her legs, monitored the machines he’d hooked her to, and
relayed numbers and acronyms through a radio, all without speaking
to her again. She sat in silence and trembled, trying to make sense
of everything.

When they arrived at the hospital, Connie
was surrounded by a flurry of activity, hustled here and there for
X-Rays and various tests. She was quietly compliant with every
request, still stunned by the accident and everything that
followed. Finally, a white-jacketed doctor swept through the
curtain-surrounding her bed and stared at her for a moment.

“Miss Rowe, I’ll be writing discharge orders
in a few minutes.” He shook his head as he turned to study the
numbers on the machine beside her bed. “You’re a very lucky young
woman. The cops tell me it was a million-to-one accident, what
happened to you. I know from the tests we ran that you have a
slight concussion from one of several possible impacts. Either the
tree trunks slamming into your car, your car flipping over the
guardrail, or the impact with the river. Do
you know what hit you?”

“The—” Her voice cracked, sounding unused
and tired. Connie cleared her throat. “The logs. One of them broke
out the window right beside me and it clipped
me here.” She lifted a hand and gently touched the bandage covering
a row of stitches directly behind her ear. Half her face was
already sore, jaw aching, and she suspected there would be bruising
sooner or later, but she hadn’t asked for a mirror. Not yet. She
wasn’t sure how much more she could handle today.

“Another two inches into the car and it
would have done irreparable damage.” He tapped his fingers against
the folder in his hands. “You’re a very lucky woman.” His tone
shifted and he was all business when he asked,
“Has someone been called for you yet? You can’t go home alone, not
after this. If you don’t have someone to pick you up and stay with
you, I’ll have to keep you overnight.”

“My purse and phone were still in the car. I
don’t have a way to call anyone.” She lifted a palm towards him in
supplication, pleased it scarcely trembled. “I need someone to call
for me. My family lives out of town, and I don’t…I know a couple of
friends’ numbers, but most are just in my contacts.”

“At the bottom of the river.” He nodded.
Connie shivered at the matter-of-fact way he spoke about the
destruction that she’d somehow survived. “I’ll send a nurse in. She
can help you get in touch with someone.” He turned, then paused and
looked back at her. His voice was soft, almost musing when he said,
“You know, when something like this happens, maybe it’s time to
take a look at everything in your life, see what’s worth
keeping.”

With that cryptic statement, he pushed
through the curtain, leaving the fabric swirling in his wake. A few
minutes later a nurse was next to Connie with a notepad. She took
down Taylor’s number and promised to return as
soon as she’d reached him. Connie stopped her and asked, “The man
who saved me, Cole Stewart, is he okay?”

The nurse smiled and nodded. “Yeah, Cole was
cold and wet, but he’s okay. It’s what he does.” She shrugged.
“He’s here way too often if you ask me.” She smiled. “Heroes, no
telling them what to do, you know?”

“What do you mean?” Connie had listened for
his voice all night but hadn’t heard that distinctive deep
tone.

“He’s a fireman. When others are running
away from something, he’s one of the guys running in.” Like
Daddy. The nurse turned. “I’ll go call your friend.”

“Please. Don’t scare him. Make sure he knows
I’m okay,” Connie called, and the nurse grinned over her
shoulder.

“Not my first rodeo. I’ll be gentle.” Connie
gave her a weak smile as the curtains swirled, and she was alone
again.

So, Audrey’s brother was a fireman. That
would explain his selfless rescue. Just another day in the life,
I guess, she thought. But why would he have been kind to her at
first, and then cold as ice. She thought back
to the chaotic moments in the ambulance. She’d been distracted by
everything the EMT was working on, the shock of the accident, and
she hadn’t paid a lot of attention to what Cole was doing. He had
picked up the clipboard and… “He read my name.” Connie let her head
sag backwards onto the thin pillow. “Once he
knew who I was, he turned off like a switch.”

It had only been a few days since she’d
broken things off with Jonas. Even if it had been longer, there was
no way her ex would have any reason to tell his ex’s family
anything about Connie breaking up with him. Which meant in Cole
Stewart’s mind, she was still associated with a man he clearly saw
as the enemy.

She folded forwards, pressing her hands
against her temples. It explained the doctor’s strange words, and
the way the EMT had acted, too. Whatever it was that caused Cole to
hate Jonas, they had known about. I’m the only one not in the
loop.

The nurse stuck her head back through the
curtains a few minutes later. In polar opposite to how warm and
friendly she’d been before, her expression now was severe, brows
drawn together in a stern frown. She looked angry with Connie for
some reason. Christ, am I cursed or something? Brusquely she
told Connie, “I contacted your friend. He’ll be here in about
twenty minutes.” She paused, then swept the curtain to one side and
stepped through. “I talked to the doctor. He’s working on the
paperwork.” Connie nodded. Now the nurse seemed puzzled. “Everyone
here knows Audrey, you know.”

“Oh.” Connie deflated, locking her fingers
together as she lay back.

“She’s a great gal. Was a super nurse.”

“I didn’t know she was a nurse.” Connie
realized she didn’t really know anything about Audrey, other than
she was the mother of Jonas’ little girl. And Cole’s
sister.

“Yeah. I worked with her before.”

It seemed an odd statement, so Connie
questioned, “Before?”

The nurse blinked, then her expression
hardened. “I’ll just go check on that paperwork.”

Connie called out, desperate for more
information. “Wait, please.” Hand on the edge of the curtain, the
nurse turned and stared at her. “Look, I don’t know what happened.
I…clearly it involves Jonas. But I’m not with him now. I broke up
with him. He got…” She trailed off, not wanting to say anything
that would get back to him. “It doesn’t matter. I broke up with
him.”

“He hurt you?” The nurse tipped her head to
where Connie had begun unconsciously rubbing at the still-fading
bruise on her wrist. “I thought that was from the accident. But
it’s not, is it? He hurt you, didn’t he?”

“I shouldn’t say anything.” Connie tucked
her hands underneath the blankets covering her. “I just wanted
someone to know that whatever happened, I wasn’t part of it, and
I’m not with him.”

“You really don’t know what happened to
Audrey?” Connie shook her head. “You’re just that unlucky then?
That’s hard to believe.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Connie was more confused than before. Sounds came from the hallway
and Taylor’s worried voice rang out over the
background noises of the hospital. “That’s my friend.”

“I’ll go collect him. You rest.” She patted
Connie’s foot. “Your luck is changing.”

She swept out and
Connie heard her saying something, then the curtain moved again
and Taylor was beside her bed, Alden standing
behind him, their faces etched in anxious worry. “Oh my God,”
Taylor cried, his hand reaching for her face. She let him trace the
edges of what must be visible bruising with his fingers as she
smiled at him. “What happened, Connie? Are you okay? They said you
were, but are you really?”

“I think I’m okay.” Her eyes stung
and she stared at him through the watery tears
suddenly filling her vision. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was so
scared, Tay.” He leaned in and pressed his forehead against hers,
maintaining eye contact. “I was so scared.” She tried to stop her
chin from quivering, but then the railing on the bed lowered and
Taylor was seated on the edge of the thin mattress, his arms around
her as Connie sobbed against his shoulder. “It was so scary.
Everything happened so fast, and then the car flipped and I was trapped and then it was so
cold and the river was fast.”

“Shhhhh, honey,” he whispered.

She felt Alden’s presence at her other side
and reached out a hand. He gripped her fingers and leaned in,
bracketing her with his bulk and warmth.

“Time enough to talk it through,” Taylor
murmured. “Right now, right here, you just need to know you’re
safe. You’re safe and you’re going to be
okay.”

“You’re going to be okay,” Alden echoed his
words. “We’re here. We’ve got you, Connie.”

That was so close to what Cole had said, and
all Connie could remember was the coldness and disgust in his voice
when he’d said her name.

***

Cole

Standing at the window, he yawned and
stretched, gaze angled up to where the full moon sat high on the
horizon. The coffee maker gurgled and spat,
and without looking, he reached for the creamer, unscrewing the
lid. The moon didn’t move, didn’t change, but he watched as the
edges became fuzzy, bright light becoming diffused as it filtered
through a layer of clouds. It’s all about perspective, he
thought and shook his head. Behind the clouds piling in ahead of a
storm, the moon was exactly the same. Your view depended on where
you stood in the equation, and only the moon knew the real truth of
itself.

Mug in hand, he strolled towards the living
room. Feet up on the ottoman, he yawned again as he flicked the TV
on. Blinking at the screen, he winced and changed the channel, only
to find the same coverage on the next. Giving in to the inevitable,
he watched a report on the river rescue yesterday.

There was video of the car tumbling over the
barrier. He’d been a block away on an adjoining street and had
happened to look up just as the accident happened. Only chance had
him in the right place at the right time. He had pulled haphazardly
into a parking place and abandoned his car, racing up the street,
hoping to find the vehicle on the bank below the bridge.

Shaking his head, he changed the channel and
found another report showing virtually the same view he’d had when
he made it up the rise towards the structure spanning the
fast-flowing river.

The water had been cold, but he’d trained in
worse conditions, climbing ladders with a full pack on while
ice-cold water blasted him from the side. Her voice had pierced
him, the tangible terror in it spurring him to swim faster. Once
out of the vehicle, she’d trusted him when Cole had asked her to,
giving herself over to him completely. Her belief had carried him
through the fight to escape the river’s main current and then worked as an angel on his shoulder for
the final stretch of water.

Connie Rowe.

Unbelievable. Why would fate do this to
me? Something in this world had put him in
the perfect position to save the woman he might want, but would
never have. He jolted when his phone rang. “What now?” The screen
showed it was the ER calling, and he felt a moment of fear before
he answered.

“Cole?” The voice on the phone was
tantalizingly familiar, and he nodded when she identified herself.
“This is Judy.”

“Hey, Judy. The local ER offering full
service these days? You calling to check up on me? I wasn’t even
hypothermic today.” He chuckled when she scoffed into the phone.
“Yeah, I didn’t think so. What’s up?”

“Everyone here hated what happened to
Audrey.” Her blunt words struck him like a blow, turning his
response into a pained grunt of acknowledgment. “I wanted to start
with that.”

“Okay.” He didn’t know why she’d be calling
now to express her sympathies, years after the fact. “I’m in the ER
nearly every week on a call. You have a weird sense of timing with
this.” Figured she’d feel compelled to bring it up after it was
Connie in the ER. It would be too much to expect the staff there
hadn’t put two and two together, and Cole figured the EMT had
spilled the beans about who the river rescue had been.

“That’s why I’m calling. I talked to that
Ms. Rowe and she…I thought you should know what she told me.”

Long minutes later, he disconnected the call
as the talking heads on the screen moved on to the next story and
Cole lifted his coffee, making a face when he realized it was cold.
What do I do with this? On the one hand it opened a door he
hadn’t anticipated. But on the other hand, maybe it gave him an
opportunity to learn something much more important.

He placed the coffee back on the table and
sat back, neck arched as he stared at the ceiling.

“Why?”

***

Connie

“I’m not arguing.” Connie eased onto her
side, nestling back against the couch cushions as she glared up at
Taylor. “I’m just saying I don’t need a babysitter.” He turned
without a word and walked towards the kitchen, not even giving her
the satisfaction of a return glare. “I’m not sick,” she called
after him, then winced at the sharp pain the force of her words
caused in her head.

“Let him do this.” Alden’s amusement was
clear in his tone, and she turned her glare on him. “It’s only been
a couple of days, Connie.”

“It’s been four days since the accident.”
The first day had been a blur beginning with the ambulance ride and
ending with Taylor nearly having to carry her into her apartment as
exhaustion broke over her. Through to the next day, he’d remained a
sentinel in a chair beside her bed and had been ruthless in his
determination to wake her every two hours.

Not that the doctor had demanded it, but
Taylor had read online somewhere that a head injury needed to be
frequently checked to ensure the person wasn’t
slipping into a coma. Which had been his excuse each time. The next day she’d tried to kick him out and make
him go home. She’d felt successful, too, quiet settling over her
apartment as she slept. It wasn’t until she’d climbed out of bed
finally to take care of nature’s call that she found he hadn’t
actually left the apartment but was her
residential squatter, camped out in her spare bedroom.

Once she’d gotten over her irritation,
they’d spent the day lounging on the couch eating junk food and
critiquing daytime TV shows.

“He should have been back at work
yesterday.” She knew Taylor must have taken vacation time to be
with her, and she hated the thought of him using what should be
relaxing time on taking care of her. “I can take care of myself,
Alden.”

The firm had given her a week off with pay,
not docking her vacation time for it. Another indication that she’d
chosen well in her place of work. Mr. Matthews had called twice,
and his wife, Samantha, had sent over a huge basket of food and
snacks. Patty had been texting Taylor regularly, switching back and
forth between grousing about how her workload was twice what it
should be and asking how Connie was doing.

“Once your family is in town, I’ll make him
go home.” Alden ducked his head as he stared her in the face, his
expression severe. “You could have died, Connie. Let us worry.
We’re glad you’re alive to worry about.”

Connie shivered as she did each time the
narrow margin of her survival was pointed out. There had been
dozens of witnesses to the accident, beginning with the car
directly behind her. The dash-mounted camera from that vehicle
offered a close-up view of the logs attacking her car, shoving and
pushing it up and over the railing along the bridge. The uploaded
video ended with a long sequence just showing the empty space where her car had been only moments before, the
driver’s expletives the only sounds audible once the tearing of
metal had ceased.

Social media had been a fertile ground for
video uploads, and she’d watched her rescue from a variety of
angles. They all told the same story. She’d been only moments from
dying as the vehicle succumbed to the power of the water pounding
against the south bridge’s footing columns.

Once Taylor realized she’d seen the footage,
they had watched some of the videos together. The various
viewpoints showed a huge crowd building along the street, each face
turned to track the floating wreckage of her car. A tall man
breaking free from the group and plunging down the embankment,
shedding shoes and a coat along the way. That man she now knew was
Cole Stewart leapt into the river, strong
strokes breaking the water’s surface as he swam directly towards
the car. How the car sagged alarmingly the moment he touched it,
then him nearly disappearing, wide shoulders shoved through the
window frame until he was halfway into the car, dangerously
entangled in the vehicle should it have rolled as it threatened.
Cheering from the crowd as the zoomed-in recording showed him
backing away from the car, dragging Connie into view.

He’d floated on his back holding her close
for a moment, and each time she watched the video, she heard him
again. “I’ve got you.”

Then the finale of the rescue, Cole fighting
his way against the current and towards the shore. Dozens of men
and women jumped over the barrier to make a living pathway up to
the road and away from the river.

The views had split then, with most of the
recordings following her transfer hand-to-hand up to the waiting
ambulance.

The ones she’d watched repeatedly had
remained focused on Cole. Taylor sleeping quietly beside her, she’d
stared without blinking as he handed her over, then gripped the
hand of a man who had pulled Cole out of the water. He’d collapsed
onto his back, one video zoomed in far enough she could watch his
chest rise and fall with fast breaths. He’d scrubbed both palms
over his face before sitting up and staring out at the car still
floating downriver. Then he’d pushed to his feet and lunged up the
embankment, going immediately to where Connie lay on the
stretcher.

“I love both of you so much.” Connie blurted
out something she’d been saying to all her friends and family over
the past few days. Talking to her parents had been brutal, even
with Taylor clearing the way by telling them about the accident
while she slept that first day. They’d wanted to jump on the first
plane out, but that would most likely have been a whirlwind trip.
Reassured she was okay and healing from her injuries, her father
was organizing his schedule so he could stay weeks if needed.
They’d be driving in the next day, and Connie couldn’t wait to see
them.

“We love you, too,”
Taylor called from the kitchen, revealing he’d heard every word of
their exchange. “Even when you’re as stubborn as a mule.”

“Eea-yah,” she
brayed softly, smiling when he laughed. The
doorbell rang and Connie jumped, wincing again
as her head throbbed in response.

“I got it.” Alden pushed to his feet,
detouring through the kitchen to smack Taylor’s butt with the palm
of one hand. “You be nice to our girl.”

“Yes, Daddy.” Connie rolled her eyes at
their teasing as she tugged her blanket higher on her shoulders.
She hadn’t been able to get really warm since the accident.
Something she was convinced was more mental than physical at this
point.

Alden’s voice rose in surprise. “Hey. What
are you doing here?” The responding voice was a deep murmur, one
Connie still heard in her dreams. She couldn’t make out the words,
but the voice was unmistakable. Alden said, “No shit? I heard a
fireman rescued her but didn’t know it was you. Come in.”

Stuck in place by shock, Connie kept her
eyes trained on the doorway. The deep voice growled again, and it
must have been a greeting for Taylor because he crowed excitedly,
“Oh my God. I haven’t seen you in forever.” More growling and
Taylor’s shocked voice lowered, becoming nearly inaudible as he
repeated himself. “Oh my God. It was you.”

Still staring at the doorway, Connie called out, “Hello?” Silence followed for
long moments, then Alden came into view and walked to sit back in
the chair he’d been using. She needed him to affirm who she thought
the visitor was, so she asked, “Who is it?”

Then Cole walked through the doorway. She
locked gazes with him and stared. He stopped a couple of feet into
the room and stood still. She twisted to watch as Taylor came out
from behind him to edge around Cole’s form and make his way to
Alden. He stood beside his partner, hand on Alden’s shoulder. Alden
wasn’t looking at her but at Cole.

There were so many things swirling through
her head. A thousand possible things she could say or ask. Connie’s
vision became watery and she pushed against
the arm of the couch until she was seated instead of reclining.
Without warning, her throat clamped shut on her breath, and all she
could do was whisper the words she most wanted to say. “Thank you.”
She repeated herself. And again. Cole looked at her through the
first few renditions of the phrase but dropped
his gaze when Taylor moved to sit beside her, pulling her close so
she could once again sob into his shoulder.

“Let’s go into the kitchen.” She heard
Alden’s suggestion, surprised when Cole refused.

“I’m good here.”

Turning from Taylor, Connie wiped her cheeks
with both hands, sweeping tears away from her lashes to look up at
Cole. “You saved me.”

He waved a hand through the air. “Not a big
deal.” Staring at her, he asked, “You’re doing okay?”

Nodding slowly, Connie told him, “I am. I’m
going to be fine. I’m alive, and everything else can be
replaced.”

“Okay, then.” He thrust a hand out to Alden
who shook it, looking confused. “I’ll go. I just wanted to make
sure you were okay.”

“Why did you come?” After how he reacted
once he’d realized who she was, Connie felt justified in asking the
question.

“Like I said, I just wanted to make sure
you’re good.”

“How do you know Alden and Taylor?” She
reacted to Taylor’s warning squeeze around her shoulder. “No, Tay,
I’m not getting upset. I just want to know how you know each
other.”

“It’s work-related, Connie.” Alden shook his
head. “That’s all I can say.”

“Why are you here?” She turned her gaze back
to Cole and watched as the corners of his mouth turned down. “You
saved me, and for that, I will be forever
thankful. I’ll make a donation to whatever charity you want. I’ll
write a letter to your boss or the mayor. I’m that grateful. But,”
she leaned forwards slightly, “why are you
here?”

“Judy told me you had something to say that
I should hear.” Connie blinked. “Judy.” She shook her head. “The ER
nurse? That Judy?”

Connie remembered how the friendly caring of
the nurse had changed once she knew Connie’s association with
Jonas, and then how it had changed again once she told her she’d
broken up with him. That has to be it. Decided, she moved
forwards with the information she thought he’d
come to hear. “I broke up with him. Nearly two weeks ago now. Days
before the wreck. I broke up with him.”

Taylor made a surprised sound, then asked,
“What does this have to do with your jerk of a boyfriend?”

“Cole’s sister was his ex.” Even as she
spoke them, Connie wondered how those words would explain anything,
then Cole took it a step farther, his words even more bewildering
to her.

“She was dating Jonas Thompson.”

Alden sounded like someone had punched him
in the stomach and she looked at him. His face had gone gray
and he was holding a hand out in front of him
in a defensive move. Taylor’s reaction was also audible as he
whispered, “Oh my God,” with none of his usual humor. She twisted
to look at him. His eyes were wide, whites showing all around. “You
were dating Jonas Thompson?” Connie nodded slowly. Taylor’s mouth
flattened to a thin line. “You never said his name, and I didn’t
ask. I just called him a jerk.” His gaze flew to Alden, and his
next words confused her even more. “I swear I didn’t know, baby. I
didn’t know.” Taylor’s arm loosened, and he was off the couch and
beside Alden within two long strides. “I didn’t know it was
him.”

“Alden? What’s going on?”

“Connie.” Cole called
her name. “You really don’t know? Judy said you didn’t, but
I…that’s just hard to believe.” Shaking her head, Connie dragged
her gaze from Alden to Cole and saw he was back to studying her,
his expression intense. He asked again, “You have no idea?”

“No. I don’t know what’s going on.” Connie
pulled the blanket around her shoulders, huddling into the illusion
of warmth it offered. She felt naked, shaking, trembling as she sat
there on the couch with three men staring at her in disbelief.
“Someone, please. Tell me what’s going on.”

“Audrey Stewart is my sister.”

She nodded at Cole. “I know. But I don’t
know what me dating Jonas has to do with anything.” Connie shrugged
helplessly. “They share a child. That’s nothing to do with me.”

“Don’t,” Alden said
abruptly. “Don’t tell her like this.”

Cole ignored him and took a step towards
Connie. Balled fists on either hip, he glared at her with that
hateful expression she was most accustomed to from him. “Jonas
Thompson attacked and raped my sister.” She gasped, and he pulled in a ragged breath. “Adrianne, little
innocent Addy. Addy who I love with every breath in my body, she’s
the product of that rape. They weren’t dating, weren’t a thing. She
didn’t even know him before he forced her. My sister is being made
to share custody of that little girl with the animal who assaulted
her. The most heinous act a man can do, and you were dating him as
if he were normal. Just like any other man. He’s not, though. He’s
a monster.”

Connie stared at him for a moment, mouth
open in shock.

Jonas raped Audrey. The thought
circled round and round inside her head without finding anywhere to
land. She felt lightheaded, dizzy as her breathing sped up. So many
things suddenly made so much more sense.

The fear she could sense from Audrey.

Why the door didn’t open until someone was
there to stand between her and the man standing on her front
sidewalk.

The disdain the Stewarts held for
Connie.

Even Adrianne’s tentative manner around
Jonas made sense. His complaints that Addy only opened up when
Connie was there. His demand that Connie be
available on the weekends of visitation. How his visitation would
be curtailed if he didn’t toe the letter of the law.

The controlled rage of Audrey’s brothers,
forced to witness their sister’s repeated interactions with the man
who had hurt her, but unable to retaliate any other way.

Jonas raped Audrey.

Connie’s mind flew to her last interactions
with him. How angry he’d been at her. He’d threatened her, followed
her, forced his way into her apartment. He’d been filled with
an anger he’d physically directed at her.
Connie rubbed her wrist, flinching at the faint ache of the
bruising.

Jonas raped Audrey.

Oh, God. I’m going to be sick. Her
stomach lurched and, throat burning, she forced the bile back
down.

“Out.” She flung the covers aside and stood
abruptly, pointing towards the door. “Everyone out. I want everyone
to leave.”

“Connie.” Taylor started to speak, and she
silenced him with a shout.

“Out!” I was dating a man who raped a
woman. “Get out, Taylor.”

Oh, God. I slept with him.

“I’m not leaving.” Alden’s voice was firm,
and she whirled on him, staggering sideways as she tried to
recapture her abruptly elusive balance. Nothing made sense, and the
room reeled around her.

“Get out. Get out now.” She placed both
hands against Alden’s shoulder and shoved. I sympathized with
him. “Get out.”

“We’re not leaving you like this.” Taylor
was behind her and he tried to wrap his arms
across her chest. She gripped his wrists and
flung them away, turning and backing away. “Connie, what’s going
on?”

“Get out!” I was the girlfriend he shoved
into the face of that woman. “Go.” Someone he’d hurt so
badly. Forgetting about the bandage covering the stitches
behind her ear, she raked her fingers through her hair, crying out
in pain as the tape pulled free. “Please, God. Get out. Go
away.”

Her back hit something solid and immovable,
and beside her head, she heard the deep voice from her dreams,
soothing and calming her. “I’ve got you.” Arms swept under her
knees and behind her back and she was lifted
from the ground.

She thumped him on the chest as she shouted,
“Let go. Put me down.”

Looking up, she saw Cole’s neck and chin as
he stared at Alden. She remembered his voice coming from behind
Audrey’s door. “That woman.” He swallowed hard, the muscles
in his neck moving, Adam’s apple bobbing up and down with whatever
emotion plagued him. Connie twisted and pushed, shoving to try and
regain her feet. His arms tightened and he
barked, “Dammit, Alden. Where’s her bedroom?” Alden’s arm lifted
and pointed, and without another word, Cole turned and stalked up
the short hallway, angling through the open door. It closed behind
him and he bent to place her on the edge of
the mattress.

Connie lunged to her feet only to encounter
his hand on her shoulder as he shoved her back down. “Sit.”

“Get out.” Instead of a shout, her words
escaped as more of a whimper. Her voice shook as she ordered, “Get
out now.”

“Not going anywhere until you calm down.” He
reached for her. “You pulled out a couple of stitches.” Something
tickled her neck and his hand came back
bloody. “Let me take care of you.”

“Why? Oh, God. Why would you be nice to me?
I was dating him. That man.” She couldn’t even bring herself to say
Jonas’ name. “He hurt her, your sister. Why would you be nice to
me?”

“Because you didn’t know.” He stated this
calmly, as if ignorance absolved her of any
wrongdoing. “Let me get my first aid kit.” He stood and grabbed a
handful of tissues from the box on her nightstand. He pressed them
into her hand and guided her to put pressure on the painful area
behind her ear. “Hold that tight. It’ll stop the bleeding.” Staring
into her eyes, he told Connie, “I’ll be right back.” A pause, then
softly, he said, “I’ve got you.”

***

Connie quietly closed the lid on her laptop,
leaning over the side of the bed to rest it on the floor. Eyes
burning, she lay on her side, knees curled to her chest, chin
pressed tight to her throat. Without really seeing it, or anything,
she stared at a tiny scuff mark on the bedroom wall.

Connie had been holed up inside her bedroom
for hours. The weak thumb lock was surely the smallest deterrent,
but it was all she had to keep Taylor and Alden out. Cole had come
back in before she’d had the idea, and he’d cleaned up the small
amount of blood from the ripped stitches, removing the broken
strands of thread from her scalp and replacing them with tiny
pieces of tape. Connie hadn’t looked at him, kept her chin angled
down and away, and closed her eyes when he lifted her chin.

“You’ll be okay,” he’d said in his deep,
graveled voice, and then walked out without giving her a chance to
offer thanks, quietly closing the door behind him.

His voice had rumbled in her living room for
a moment, and the instant she’d heard Taylor’s footsteps headed her
way, she’d jumped from the side of the bed to the door, twisting
the lock. Taylor hadn’t argued much, just rattled the handle and
then promised her through the door, “I’ll be right here.” She knew
he hadn’t left, even though silence had descended on the apartment
after Alden went home.

Still sleepless, about midnight Connie had
the idea about researching Jonas online. She’d spent six hours
digging through a variety of information and documents, all public
record. It all was readily available, and when assembled into a
chronological narrative, told the entire story.

First were a series of legal notifications
about the crime itself. The police blotter, a daily log of all
calls taken by the police department, had noted a female in
distress calling from her apartment. Then an entry noting the
dispatch of an ambulance to the same address.

A brief news article the next day about a
possible rape occurring at a downtown dance club, the same one
where she’d met Jonas. She’d shivered at the idea. The news media
posted distorted security footage of the bathroom hallway and
called for anyone who could identify the suspect in the attack. It
showed a female figure going in alone, followed a few seconds later
by a male figure who glanced furtively over his shoulder just
before opening the door. The camera had only caught his profile,
but Connie convinced herself she could tell it was Jonas.

Another news report dated a few weeks later
stated the police had failed to locate a suspect, but declined to give out any additional details
on the case. There was an election cycle in progress, and the news
feeds were clogged with reports of candidates posturing and
controversial stances over causes designed to have a reaction from
the public.

Eight and a half months later, there had
been a two-line birth announcement for infant girl Stewart in the
newspaper, no father noted in the record.

Just over a year later, there’d been a huge
outcry over various charges leveled against a dozen influential
politicians, officials, and high-profile citizens who’d gotten
caught up in false accusations resulting from DNA profiling without
their permission. Hidden behind that series of articles about the
evil of personal medical data in the wrong hands were three
arrests. Three men who had raped women, and left behind samples of
their DNA in the form of living children. One of them was listed as
Jonas Thompson, charged with five counts of rape. The DNA used to
identify him had also pinged against DNA in a number of other rape
cases.

A couple of months later, there had been an
anonymous interview of one of the women involved. She’d stated the
authorities had not asked permission to use her child’s DNA in any
database search, but because she’d qualified for medical care under
an act intended to help victims of violent crime, they had forced
the matter to try and identify her child’s father.

The trial was strung out for more than a
year as the defense attorney tried everything to get the case
thrown out. He couldn’t argue against the validity of the DNA, so
he instead attacked the victim Connie now knew was Audrey in every
possible way. Excerpts posted in online blogs made it sound
particularly brutal. Connie knew that every rape accusation came
with scrutiny of the victim, but the
viciousness in this examination was horrendous.

Finally, Jonas had been found guilty and
sentenced to five years in prison.

Adrianne was over four years old when he
went into jail. She was not yet five when he was released on
parole.

Six months later there was a summary
judgment in family court
awarding joint parental rights to Jonas.

That had been two months after Connie met
him.

She blinked.

How did something like this even happen?

Why hadn’t she seen the signs? What
were the signs that the man you were dancing with was a
convicted felon?

Eyes burning, she’d stared at the wall until
she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer.

That night, Connie dozed and dreamed she was
walking along a sidewalk. Each man passing her had a placard around
his neck with various labels. One read “Good kisser.” Another proclaimed “Calls his mother.” The next
man who passed her didn’t look any different, but his sign read
“Killed his baby sister.” The man behind him was “Kicks dogs.” The
next was “Raped Audrey.” She stopped
stock-still and looked up at the man’s face to see Jonas staring
back at her.

Connie woke with a gasp and rolled to her
back, surprised to sense the presence of someone in bed with her.
She looked over to see Taylor lying on top of the comforter, eyes
wide open as he stared back at her. The expression on his face was
a mix of worry tinged by fear, and before she
could say anything, he shook his head.

“Cheapest locks on the planet. Took me like
three seconds to pop it when I was ready to come in.” Connie rolled
her eyes, and he smirked at her, but the
expression faded fast. “I don’t think you ever told me his whole
name. I can’t remember you saying anything other than just his
first name and for some reason that didn’t resonate with me. I
didn’t have any cause to think…Alden talked about his case, but I
didn’t put two and two together. I’m so sorry, Connie.”

“Why are you sorry?” She pushed up in bed
and plumped a pillow before placing it behind her shoulders. “I’m
the one with the terrible taste in boyfriends.”

Taylor mirrored her position and reached
out, taking her hand in his. One by one he slowly threaded his
fingers through hers, then clasped her hand tightly. “It scares me
sometimes.” Connie waited, knowing this was just the opening
statement for whatever was eating at him. “How vulnerable you are.
How vulnerable my sister might be.” Taylor was the baby of his
family, with an older brother and sister. “You’re both physically
weaker; it’s a fact of life. I mean, you’re like a buck and a half
soaking wet, and if you run into a guy who’s a bad dude, he could
really hurt you.” Taylor twisted and glanced at her face, then back
down at their joined hands, corners of his mouth downturned.
“Thompson could have hurt you. I knew who he was and what he was
capable of, but didn’t know enough to warn you off.”

“Would you have told me? If I’d come home
from the club the night I met him and talked about him, would you
have told me if I’d mentioned his name?”

“Hell, yeah. No doubts.”

“Then you aren’t to blame for anything. And
he didn’t hurt me.” Taylor released his grip and traced the bruises
around her wrist with one fingertip. “He didn’t, Taylor.”

“He could have. He’s hurt people
before.”

“I looked him up online.” Taylor raised an
eyebrow and Connie rushed to reassure him. “Not before, but
tonight. I had no idea. I’d never even googled his name. First, we
were just dating, and then when things got a little more serious, I
think I believed I knew him. Trusted in my instincts, you know?”
Taylor nodded. “But look at how wrong I was. How could I be so
wrong?”

“Well, for one you
aren’t psychic.” He stared at Connie as she wrinkled her nose at
him. “Seriously. You met him in a public place and hit it off. It’s
not easy to get to know someone while simultaneously distrusting
they are who they seem to be. With online dating, we know a lot
about what they want to share, and set-ups are usually friends
recommending other friends. Meeting in a club like that? It can be
a crapshoot. Plus, if it wasn’t for Alden, I
wouldn’t even know where to go to get a real background check. Half
the online things are just scams looking for suckers to plug in a
credit card number. It’s not part of our normal process for dating,
right?”

“Right, but even without the papers or data
to tell me ‘oh, hey, this is a bad guy, you might want to avoid
him,’ why didn’t my gut tell me something was wrong?” She sighed,
pushing out the air in her lungs on a huff. “It’s like my radar is
bad.”

“Or maybe he’s just good at hiding who he
is?” Taylor shrugged. “I don’t see where this is your fault. Sure,
it’s more likely now that you would ask the next guy, ‘hey are you
a closet rapist?’ But back then? Why would you?” He tightened his
grip on her fingers and shook her hand up and down. “And even if
you had, would a guy like him admit to being a bad actor? Again,
unlikely. I say we sort out what the real lessons are here and toss
the self-recrimination aside.”

“How much do you know about what he did?”
Connie worked her jaw side to side, chewing on the inside of her
bottom lip. “About what he did to Audrey?”

“Not much. Just what Alden’s shared, but he
tries not to bring all the ugly details home. When we talk about
things, it’s mostly about how a case is making him feel.” He looked
at her. “Why?”

“He raped her in the same club where I met
him. Did you know that?” Taylor fingers
tightened around hers painfully until she winced. “Yeah, my
reaction, too. Is my tendency to go everywhere in a group the only
reason it didn’t happen to me?”

“You can’t do that what-if game with
yourself. It’s not healthy.”

“But isn’t that a valid lesson? Would things
have been different if I’d been less cautious and headed somewhere,
anywhere by myself? Sure I might never know, but it couldn’t have
hurt that me and my friends are all careful. I
mean—” She pointed towards the door. “—even when you and I are
coming in from the pool during summertime, you think nothing of
riding an extra couple of floors to make sure I get into my
apartment safely. What if we could tell other women all these super
easy precautions to take? Would it make a difference? Maybe that’s
what I need to have as a take-away from this.
Maybe it’s to teach others?”

“Maybe, Connie.” He slipped down to lay on
the comforter and she followed, rolling on her
side to face him. “Maybe that’s what you do. Maybe that’s how you
move forwards from this.”

“Maybe. It feels like I have to do
something. I know how lucky I was, Tay. With that knowledge, I
can’t just toss all this aside and call it good luck.” She folded
her hands under the edge of her pillow and stared at him. “I can’t
just stand by for this to happen to someone else. I have to do
something.”

***

Cole

He ran a hand through his hair, snarling at
the dark. Restless, Cole turned to his side and stared at the
glowing numbers on the face of his phone. His mind raced, thoughts
and ideas crowding his head. “Dammit,” he muttered, flopping on his
back, this change in position the third in as many minutes.

Swinging his legs off the side of the
mattress, he propped his elbows on his knees, face buried in his
palms. Fingernails scratching at his scalp, he scrubbed them across
his cheeks for a moment, working at the skin until it burned.

He yawned so wide his jaw cracked, then
dashed the wetness from his eyes.

She hadn’t known.

It didn’t seem right. Didn’t seem like it
could be real. Something that had so impacted his family, torn his
sister up from the inside out, bowed the backs of his parents with
grief—and she’d had no idea.

It wasn’t a small town, but they didn’t live
in a city either. Hell, Audrey had found she could hardly step foot
outside her house without running into someone who knew what had
happened to her. And here was this woman, connected in a distant
way, but still connected through her friends…and she’d heard
nothing.

How is that possible?

Cole knew Audrey hadn’t wanted the notoriety
of being a rape victim to color any part of her world, and he’d
tried his best to make it happen for her. Still, everyone at the
station knew. The staff at the hospital knew. Connie’s friend was
Audrey’s lawyer, for Christ’s sake.

All the energy he’d spent hating her for
being with that asshole, and she hadn’t the first clue.

He shook his head. That ain’t right.
Something happened to Audrey that shouldn’t ever happen to a woman
anywhere, and if asshole had his way, Cole suspected he would have
done the same to Connie. Cole’s stomach twisted and he shot off the bed, walking to the window. Teasing
the curtains to one side, he stared out at the
houses across the street. Did anyone who lived next to the
asshole know? Hell, even Cole didn’t know his neighbors well,
those kind of friendly connections fell by the
wayside with his job and demanding shifts.

So much negative emotion aimed Connie’s
direction, and she hadn’t earned any of it. The straight-shooter
side of Cole wanted to figure out a way to make it right.

The expression on her face haunted him, that
moment when she figured out he wasn’t lying. When she heard the
words and took it all in, understanding the meaning behind the
sounds. Wrecked and devastated, she’d looked sick, horrified, and
he could track the progress of her thoughts around to the what-if
side of the tracks.

I should talk to her, make sure she’s
okay.

His hand smoothed the curtains, closing out
the night-shrouded street, allowing the houses to keep their
secrets, whatever they might be.

I’ll do that.


Chapter Six

“Cornelia Rowe, what are you doing here?”
Connie stepped forwards and wrapped both arms around her little
sister, tugging her close. “Oh my goodness, Nelly, it’s good to see
you.”

She’d been half-dressed for a planned lazy
day at home when the doorbell had rung, and thinking it was Taylor
come back to check on her, she’d thrown on a robe. He’d only left
about an hour before. They’d talked through the night, and then
made pancakes for breakfast, which turned into brunch when Alden
had joined them midway through the morning.

“Mom and Dad called, said they were delayed
with dad’s work by at least a couple of weeks.” Nelly’s arms closed
carefully around Connie’s ribs. “I told them I’d come and work my
mojo on you, get you to come home instead.”
Her arms tightened until Connie made a pained noise, her ribs and
shoulder still complaining about the pounding she’d taken in the
wreck. “Girl, you look like death on toast.”

“Gee, thanks.” Connie laughed and closed her
eyes, holding her little sister close.

They’d grown up in a tiny house, shared an
upstairs bedroom for years, and fought over closet space, bathroom
time, and whose turn it was to pick out the movie of the week, but
the two girls had been really close. If you hurt one, you needed to
watch out for the other, because they always had each other’s
backs. It was only when Connie had followed her dreams of college
away from their hometown that they’d been separated for the first
time, and it had taken Nelly years to get over her snit about it.
From the stories their parents told, Nelly had missed having an
anchor, drifting through school with the most generic of degrees,
and hadn’t found her place in the world yet. Maybe sending her out
here had a two-fold purpose.

Connie gave her a final squeeze and then
pulled back. “You look gorgeous as always. Come in, I’ve got the
spare bedroom made up in case Mom and Dad wanted to stay here
instead of a hotel. It’s ready for you, I guess.”

“You aren’t mad it’s me and not them, are
you?” Nelly looped her arm around Connie’s waist and walked beside
her into the apartment.

“Of course not, silly. I’m overjoyed to see
you. It’s been far too long.” Connie steered them into the kitchen.
“Where’s your luggage?”

“In the hallway.” Nelly thumbed over her
shoulder. “I figured in a place locked up like Fort Knox, it would
be safe there for like five minutes.”

“Probably.” Connie opened the refrigerator
and took out a bottle of water. “How long can you stay?” She
grabbed Nelly’s arm and gave it a squeeze. “I still can’t believe
you’re really here. I’m so happy.”

“Uh, did you not hear the mo-jo part where
I’m supposed to bring you back home?” Nelly opened the bottle and
saluted Connie with it before taking a long swallow. “That’s the
plan, Stan. Not me staying here. You’ll see when we grab the
bag, because I only packed for two days.”

“I can’t. I go back to work on Monday.”
Shaking her head, Connie leaned back against the island. “They’ve
been very gracious and gave me a week off with pay, but I can’t ask
for more. Work’s piling up, and the legal system doesn’t care if I
had a little accident.”

“Little accident?” Nelly bugged her eyes at
Connie. “That was a full-on wreck, sister mine. Have you seen the
videos?”

“Mom and Dad haven’t, have they?” Connie was
suddenly terrified, but then her better sense got back into
control. “No, of course they haven’t, or they
would be here now.”

“That was some scary stuff, the way your car
just lifted up like that? Why were you trapped in the car? I didn’t
expect you to have to be rescued, but if you did, you at least had
the good sense to have the rescue be by a handsome hunk of a guy.”
Flashes of the night Cole came to her apartment poured through
Connie’s mind, and for a moment she was swept up in the emotion of
finding out about Jonas’ actions again. He raped Audrey. She
closed her mouth tightly to still the quivering of her lips and
pulled in a shaky breath. Not understanding, Nelly reached out and
covered Connie’s hand, firming her grip. “Hey, hey, hey. Honey, we
don’t have to talk about it.”

“No, it’s okay.” Connie pulled her hand back
and tucked it under her elbow to hide the quaking that wouldn’t
stop. “I’ve seen all the footage, I think.” She shook her head.
“The seat belt jammed. The fireman who saved
me, Cole Stewart, he signed something with the insurance company
about it. Called it a flaw of some kind. He used some kind of tool
to cut it free. Cut me free.” Recounting the accident tripped a
different switch inside her, building on the emotions swirling
through her until she felt like she were drowning in the river’s
water again. The trembling spread, climbing through her chest to
her throat. In her mind, she saw the empty car floating in place
against the south bridge’s column, then upending and going under,
and not coming back up. That was the image that haunted her dreams.
Connie bit her lips to try and still the motion and knew she was
unsuccessful when Nelly closed in on her, arms out. “It was so
scary, Nelly. I didn’t think…well, I’m just glad he was there.”

“Me, too. God, I can’t imagine not having
this conversation. Laughing about what happened.” She forced out a
tiny laugh. “And day drinking until it’s really funny.”

“Day drinking sounds perfect to me.” Connie
returned to the refrigerator and brought out a bottle of wine.
“I’ll show you where you’ll be sleeping, and then let’s waste no
time getting set up in the living room.”

“Deal. But I vote we start the drinking
first, if my vote counts for anything.” Nelly
walked to the cabinet closest to the stove and opened it, taking
out two wine glasses. She paused and laughed. “Oh my God. That’s
hilarious. I knew where the glasses were because you set up your
kitchen just like home.”

“Guilty.” Connie shrugged as she set a tray
of snacks on the island, one of several Samantha Matthews had sent
over. “Mom has a good system. I see no reason to let all her hard
work and research go to waste.”

“God, you’re a freak.” Nelly grinned at her,
and Connie returned the expression.

“Bigger freak.” She pointed to the door,
lifting the wine and tray to follow Nelly into
the living room.

“Did you even grow up?
You don’t act like you grew up at all. I’d expect someone who
graduated from college and has a real job to act more like a
grown-up.” Nelly snorted with laughter as she
shook her head, throwing herself onto the couch. “Sorely
disappointed in you.”

They’d started on a second bottle when there
was a knock at the door. Topics covered had ranged from their
cousin three times removed coaching the local high school into what
Nelly called the “football season debacle,” to an award their
mother had received from the city council for work raising money to
fund a foundation dedicated to helping survivors of first
responders lost on the job. They’d covered Nelly’s college years,
and what Connie had done since graduating, her job, and Nelly’s
lack of one, which was driving their father crazy. The sisters had
shared an eye roll at that, knowing how Big Tony felt about being
productive.

“You want to get that?” Nelly flicked a
brightly painted nail at the door. “I’m not sure I can get up.”

“It is my place. I should get the door.”
Connie leaned forwards and set her glass on the coffee table,
giggling when it took her a moment to settle it firmly on the
surface. “Seems only right.”

“Well then, only right, go answer and tell
them you don’t want any.” She cocked her head to the side. “How
would someone get up here anyway? Don’t they have to be given the
code for the elevator?” That question set up an uneasy buzz in
Connie’s gut, but she ignored it in favor of gaining her feet.

“Yeah, but it’s probably Tay or Alden.”

“Your gay neighbors.”

“My neighbors. Their sexualized…sexual
orientation doesn’t matter. They’re my friends, Nelly. Be
nice.”

“I’m always nice.” Nelly pouted and then
crossed her eyes, and Connie laughed at the expression on her
sister’s face.

Whoever was at the door knocked again,
and Connie called, “Coming. Keep your pants
on, Taylor.” Silence. “Thanks.”

“Want more wine?” She heard a clink of glass
against glass and knew Nelly was already pouring.

Shaking her head, she unlocked and opened
the door, mouth open to greet Taylor. A broad chest was directly in
front of her and Connie angled her head up to see Cole Stewart
standing there instead of her friend. “You’re not Taylor.”

“No, I’m not.” He paused and angled his
head, sniffing once. “You have a closed head injury and are on pain
medication. Are you drinking?”

“I haven’t taken the pills. I don’t like
them.” She waved her hand around her head. “And my head is fine. No
more headache or anything.” He took a step forwards and she retreated. “They
said it was mild, the head thing.” He took another step,
and she lost her grip on the door when she
took another matching step backwards. “Are you
coming in?”

“You’ve been drinking.” The flat statement
held an edge of anger to it. With brusque motions, he retrieved a
half-filled duffle from the hallway and then closed the door. She
watched as he left the deadbolt unfastened.

She pointed to it. “I always lock that.”

“How much have you had to drink?” He leaned
over and stared into her eyes. “Blink for me a couple of times.”
She did and he nodded. “Okay.” Straightening
to his full height, he looked down at her. “Do you have a minute to
chat?”

“My sister’s here.” His eyes flicked towards
the living room and Connie saw a wash of
relief cross his face. “Why does that make you feel better?”

“Because I was afraid you were here alone,
drinking, and opened your door without even looking to see who was
on the other side.” She heard footsteps behind her and knew Nelly
wasn’t waiting to see who had come to visit. Then Cole said the
absolute worst thing he could have said, given her sister’s
presence and Connie’s current plan on hiding everything about what
had happened with Jonas. “It could have been that asshole, and you
would have let him into your apartment. Taylor told me how he
forced his way in once, and just now you opened your door to
whoever was knocking. At least you have someone here.” He tipped
his head behind her. “And from the look on her face, you haven’t
told your sister anything.”

“You’re worse than Taylor.”

“Not sure that’s an insult.” Cole chuffed a
laugh. “Not in this situation. Not if it gets you to pay attention
to what matters.”

“I like him. Hey, you’re familiar.” Nelly’s
arm slipped around Connie’s waist, and she
leaned heavily on Connie’s shoulder. “You’re the guy from the
videos. The fireman.”

“I am.” His lips curled crookedly, and
Connie caught a flash of teeth behind his smile. “And you’re the
sister.”

“That’s me.” Nelly thrust her hand out
and Cole met her palm with his. Connie felt a
thread of jealousy wind through her chest. He hadn’t touched her
since walking through her door, but here he was holding Nelly’s
hand. “You and me are going to be besties. I
need you to…” Nelly released Connie and leaned forwards, pulling
Cole towards her with the retained grip on his hand. She
stage-whispered the next part, and Connie felt her face flame with
embarrassment. “Tell me everything about the asshole, so I can tell
Daddy and he’ll put the fear of Jesus into
him.”

“Think your Dad could do that?” Cole’s smile
was wider now, and that thread of jealousy
thickened, growing stronger, because that was
aimed Nelly’s direction, not hers. “He a magician? No one has
managed it yet.”

“Oh, yeah. Daddy’s been a cop for years and
years. He’s going to have a field day with this when I tell him
Connie’s been dating someone, and that someone’s an asshole as
described by the hero fireman our parents both want Connie to marry
and bear his children.”

Cole’s head dropped back, and he laughed, corded strength of
his neck moving with the deep, amused sounds pouring from him. Even
with that, when he righted himself, his eyes were somber, his gaze
only for Connie and she felt pinned to the wall at the scrutiny.
“Sounds like a deal to me.” Her belly warmed, and blood raced
through her veins at what might be a declaration in other
circumstances. Cole reached for her, and she
realized he’d dropped Nelly’s hand at some point, because his palm was now cupping the back of her
neck. “That’s an idea I’d definitely want to explore at some
length.” His fingers squeezed. “But now’s not the time, and I know
it.” He took a step closer, his heat radiating all along Connie’s
body. “I just wanted to check on you, Connie.” She tipped her head
up and her belly clenched when his gaze
dropped to her mouth, slowly raking up her face to hold her eyes
again. “I’m glad you’ve got family around you. Makes me feel better
with how Jonas has gone off the deep end.”

“What do you mean?” Her voice sounded
strange, trembling and quiet.

“He hasn’t picked up Addy in a couple of
weeks. Probably since you broke up with him. Hasn’t called.” He
shook his head. “When I asked a friend to check up on him, I found
out he’s not keeping his PO appointments, either.”

“PO?”

“Probation officer. Not something a felon
forgets if he wants to stay outside.”

“Felon?” Now it was Nelly’s turn to sound
strange, and her voice squeaked when she gasped out the one
word.

“You—” Connie turned to face Nelly, part of
her mind registering how Cole didn’t lose his grip on her, but
adjusted with her movement. “—are going to keep your big, fat, baby
sister mouth shut.”

“Baby sister?” Cole asked, at the same time
Nelly shook her head saying, “Nuh uh. No, I’m not. You know what
Dad would do to me if I keep my mouth shut on something like
that? I’m not the one with a death wish.”

“Yes, you are. You tell him, and I’ll kill
you.” Connie took a breath. “Listen, Nelly, if you want to hear the
story from me, it will only be with your promise you won’t tell
Dad.”

“So, you probably know all the dish on your
sister, huh?” Cole spoke into the silence and
Nelly’s glare turned to him.

“Yeah.” Her scowl returned to Connie.
“I’m not promising anything. You dated a
felon? Daddy’s gonna have a cow.”

“Nelly was it? Well, Nelly, you and me,
we’re going to be good friends.” His fingers gave Connie’s nape a
squeeze. “I’m glad you’re okay, Connie.”

She looked up to see his eyes on her, then
his grip tightened again and released. He moved to the door. “You
take care, ladies.”

Before the door closed completely, her
sister shouted, “Yes, I’m Nelly. I’m the sister.”

“Happy to meet you, Nelly, the sister.”
Those words drifted through the opening along with more of his deep
laughter.

I’m in so much trouble, Connie
thought.

“You are in so much trouble,” Nelly
told her, proving they were definitely related.

***

It took two days, but she finally told Nelly
the entire sordid story. How she’d met Jonas at the club, but then
hadn’t talked for more than a month. Picking back up at the same
club, then dinner. Another meeting at the club, and phone calls.
Dates that finally wound up with breakfast following. Learning
about his daughter, falling in love with Addy, even as Connie kept
Jonas at an emotional arm’s length. Nelly was certain that meant
Connie had a feeling about him, but she didn’t buy it. It still
felt like her bad-guy radar was broken.

After the boozed-up meeting with Cole,
having Nelly meet Taylor and Alden was almost anticlimactic. Connie
grinned at the memory. They’d been at a local steak and seafood
place that first night when Taylor texted, telling her he had
something to talk about. She hadn’t warned him she had a guest, so
when he and Alden had strolled up to the end of the table, his
double-take was comical.

“Oh, no. There’re two of you?” He
squinted and looked between the two sisters. “Heaven help
us.”

“Oh, come on. We’re not that much alike.”
Connie threw a fry at him, and
he batted it away.

“Yes, we are.” Nelly interjected herself into the conversation.
“We’re totally alike.”

Taylor frowned and shook his head. “No, you
aren’t.” Connie grinned. He pointed at Nelly. “My friend Connie is
the prettiest one.” He slipped in beside Nelly, threw an arm around
her shoulders and pulled her close. “Hey bestie, how are you
doing?”

“What?” Connie voiced her mock outrage
and watched as her sister and friends laughed, Alden taking the seat next to her. “God,
I’m so lucky. I love you guys.”

She let the memory warm her as she stared at
herself in the mirror. Comfortable clothes and makeup made a good
armor, but for whatever reason, her stomach was awash with
fluttering butterflies. Today marked back to work for her, and she
was nervous as if it were her first day again.

“You’re going to be fine.” Nelly stepped
behind her, leaning her chin on Connie’s shoulder. “Want me to ride
with you?”

“No, I’ll be fine. I don’t know why I’m
tweaked over this.” She shook her head. “It’s not like the accident
happened at work.”

“No, but other than coming home from the
hospital, it’s the first time you’ve been in a car since, isn’t
it?” Connie shrugged. “Steakhouse was a block away, so we walked.
TayTay”—Nelly smiled brilliantly in amusement at her personal
nickname for Taylor—“said the doc’s office was nearby for
follow-ups. So, I’m assuming you didn’t catch a ride there, am I
right?”

“You’re right. But even the police said it
was a million-in-one accident. Never happen again on their watch.
Just the perfect set of angles and trajectories, and I happened to
be at the wrong place at the wrong time.” She huffed out a breath.
“I’m fine, really. Are you going to be okay stuck here with nothing
to do all day?”

Nelly’s reflection smiled at her. “I’m job
hunting right now.”

“Job hunting?” When Nelly nodded, Connie
whirled, uncertain if her sister was joking. They’d had two brief
conversations about what life might look like if Nelly moved
closer, but this wasn’t expected. “Here? You’re job hunting
here?”

“Yeah. I like your friends, and—” She leaned
close and laid her head against Connie’s shoulder. “—I’ve missed my
sister. I was kinda a dick for a while, you know? Time to mend
fences and all that shit.”

“That would be absolutely perfect. I’m so
glad.” Connie pressed her cheek against the top of Nelly’s head. “I
missed you, too.”

A buzzing came from her phone on the counter
and Connie glanced down to see an alert from
the ride app. “I gotta go.”

“Knock ’em dead, killer.”

Connie tossed a grin over her shoulder at
her sister and stopped in the doorway. “I love you.”

“I love you, too. Now go to work. Just in
case I don’t find anything, someone’s gotta bring in the
groceries.”

Connie rolled her eyes and pulled the door
closed, standing still until she heard the deadbolt engage behind
her. Only then did she head for the elevator, knowing her sister
was safe.


Chapter Seven

“Alden,” Connie cried, standing from her
chair. She hurried around the desk and accepted Alden’s greeting,
hugging him back and ending with a quick kiss to one bearded cheek.
“What are you doing here?”

“He’s meeting me.” She turned to see Mr.
Matthews standing in the hallway that led to his office suite. “I
was on my way up to let you know.”

After two weeks back at work, Connie’s
nerves had settled, mostly. She didn’t know how the partners had
found out about her anxiety, but all three of them had gone out of
their way to help her be more comfortable. Connie blamed Patty’s
newfound friendship with Taylor, but neither of them would admit to
being the culprit.

“Should I call Patty and tell her your two
o’clock is here?” Connie smiled as she teased and was rewarded
with a chuckle from her boss.

“I think I can handle this one, Connie. But
I did have an ulterior motive for coming up. I want you to sit in
on this meeting. You can forward the switchboard to Patty. She
already knows it’s coming, so it’s not an issue.” He stepped to one
side and swept his arm towards the hallway. “We’ll be in the north
conference room, when you’re available to join
us.”

She looked at Alden in confusion, but he
just smiled at her. “See you in there.” Walking away from her, he
shoved out his hand and said, “Dalton, thanks for seeing me.”

The two men continued exchanging genial
greetings as they moved out of earshot and left Connie standing by
her desk. What in the world? Unless it was something about
her accident, she didn’t know of any case the firm was actively
engaged on that would impact her. It didn’t make sense for Alden to
be here, and she felt uneasy. Maybe Jonas? Suppressing a
shudder, she gathered up her tablet for notes, called Patty quickly
to verify the arrangement, and forwarded all calls to her before
heading for the conference room.

Inside, in a distinct separation of the two
represented firms, she found Mr. Matthews and Mr. Barrows seated on
one side, with Alden at the head of the table. They just need a
scribe, she thought and sighed in relief. Connie moved to sit
at the other end to remain unobtrusive as she recorded the
pertinent segments of the meeting. Alden stopped her by pulling out
the chair to his left. Nonplussed, Connie gingerly accepted the
offered seat. Spine stiff, she looked at the three men all staring
back at her. Something’s not right. Her stomach dipped as
she asked, “What’s going on?”

Alden glanced at Matthews, then back at
Connie. “I’ve come to confess to something, and after you hopefully
forgive me, I need to ask for your help on a project. I wanted to
have the partners here, because it could
reflect on their firm, but at the end of the day, whether you come
on board or not is up to you.” That didn’t sound bad, but Alden’s
solemn expression lent an air of seriousness to whatever was going
on. Connie’s palms started to sweat and she placed her tablet on
the table, resting her hands in her lap. “And before you tie
yourself up into knots about what it is, I’ll tell you it has to do
with Audrey Stewart.”

Connie felt like she’d been punched in the
stomach, all the air leaving her lungs in an audible gasp. She
clenched her fingers into fists, nails digging deep into her palms
as she fought for composure. Of course it’s Jonas. “What do
you mean?”

“We know about your relationship with Jonas
Thompson, and his history with Ms. Stewart.” Mr. Matthews was
looking at her, no sign of reproach on his expression, but Connie
still felt her face go blood red. How could I have been so
stupid? “There’s no blame here for you, Connie. But we believe
there’s an opportunity for change, and once you hear Alden’s
proposal, I think you’ll see it too.”

“You know I was dating Jonas? But why? What
would it…” She trailed off, brain still working furiously through
the details as she knew them. “Of course it matters. It reflects on
your firm and impacts any future clients, doesn’t it?” Her nose
stung at the idea of her bosses having to discuss her personal
life. She envisioned the partners seated around this very table,
talking and taking into account how her relationship might reflect
on their public image. “Are you…?” She trailed off again as she
shook her head. Bile rose in her throat as she drew the only
conclusion that made sense. “Are you firing me?”

“What? No. Of course not.” Mr. Matthews
placed both palms flat on the table and leaned forwards. He held
her gaze, his expression earnest. “Your personal life is your own
and separate from your employment here, as long as you aren’t
involved in anything illegal. Dating someone like Jonas isn’t
illegal, and from what we know, you were unaware of his past
actions, and also of his current legal standing. There’s no
judgment from us, Connie. None at all.”

She stared at him a moment, then shook her
head in disbelief. People always judge. She turned her head
to look at the other partner and saw the same supportive
encouragement from him.

Mr. Barrows rested his elbow on the table
and made an elegant gesture with one hand. “You’re an exemplary
employee, and one we very much like having around. We’ve every
intent for you to have a long career with the firm, Connie, so set
your fears to rest on that front. But when Mr. Murphy shared the
bigger picture of what he’d like to see happen
at a state level, all of us felt compelled to give you a chance to
have a voice in the decision. We’ll back whatever you say you want
to happen, Connie. You’re part of the family here, and we hope you
know it.”

Connie remembered the thousand and one ways
the partners of the firm made a difference in their employee’s
lives. Like me. Mr. Matthews driving her home was an
example, the recovery time they’d offered after the accident was
another. In an instant she decided to take their words at face
value, trusting them. God, I lucked out when I applied for this
job. She looked back to Alden. “Mr. Murphy”—he smiled at her
formal use of his surname—“perhaps you can enlighten me further? As
it sounds like you’ve got some significant talent in your corner
already, I’m not sure what I can offer, but I’d be pleased to
entertain the proposal.” Leaning back in the chair, she folded her
hands across her stomach as she’d seen the firm’s partners do so
many times, and as she’d intended, it drew a laugh from them
all.

“Jonas Thompson is a blight on humanity.”
She nodded agreement at his blunt statement. “And the way he was
able to get you involved with him is borderline criminal as the
laws stand now.” Connie tipped her head to one side. She hadn’t
considered the angle Alden was taking, but it was an interesting
tactic. “He should have had a clause on his probation that said he
couldn’t be in drinking establishments, but that was missed. If it
had been there, he wouldn’t have had the chance to even meet
someone like you. But as it was, he had every right to be there.
And as the laws stand now, he had every right to hide his past from
anyone.” Alden warmed to his topic and stood, pacing to the
whiteboard mounted on the wall.

“The laws are currently designed to protect
the previous victims from their attacker.” He drew a line on the
board and wrote Audrey’s name at one end and Jonas’ at the other.
“Except where there’s a child involved.” He drew a short line and
wrote “child” underneath. “But still, any contact is under constant
scrutiny, and the victim has rights of privacy. Because of the way
the laws are written and focused on custody, flawed as they are,
the rapist parent also has rights of
anonymity.” He stared at Connie. “I want to change that. Hell,”—he
turned back to the board and started drawing bullet points, filling
in various clauses she tried to follow as he talked—“I want to
change the whole thing, because forcing
someone to share custody with a person like Jonas is wrong. But we
need to get the lawmakers to revisit what constitutes custodial
rights, loosen the rules around termination of
those rights in the case of rape, and grant the victim the ability
to give the child up for adoption, if that’s
the right thing for them.” He drew a line under the words on the
board. “For them, not the scum who forced themselves on an
innocent person, because in my mind what’s best for them isn’t fit
for mixed company.”

“Where do I come in?” She pointed at the
board. She hadn’t considered how Jonas had wound up with joint
custody of Addy, even after Cole’s declaration. How can a child
conceived like that be subject to their criminal parent? Her
outrage had been about Jonas walking the streets free after what
he’d done to Audrey, but what Alden was talking about went far
deeper. “That’s all about Audrey, and I understand it and applaud
your passion. But what does that have to do with me?”

“I want to make it impossible for someone to
hide themselves like Thompson did. I want to
make it mandatory that convicted rapists disclose their past to
potential partners, giving that person an opportunity to decide if
they want to continue to move forwards.” She
opened her mouth and he lifted his hands to shoulder height,
staving off her words. “I know there are men and women who are
unjustly accused and convicted. Unfortunately, that absolutely does
happen, and I know it. If they are the kind of people they claim to
be, the person interested in them will listen and either trust
their gut about the person, or walk away.”
Would I have walked away? Even before the thought was fully
formed she was dismissing it, certain in her heart she would have
run, not walked away from Jonas if she’d only known his history.
“But they’ll have the information they need to make a decision,
either way. The criminals, the ones who have multiple convictions,
they won’t be able to explain away their actions, and that means
people like you will have a chance to escape.” The guilt she’d been
carrying around didn’t fall away, but it lessened, bands of
tightness around her chest relaxing the tiniest amount.

Mr. Barrows cleared his throat, and Connie turned to look at him. “We”—he gestured
towards Mr. Matthews—“don’t have a lot of faith that portion of the
proposal will make it past the discussion phase. It’s a good debate
to have.” He shook his head at Alden who nodded, his smile twisting
and turning wry. “But, you already know where we think the most
good can come.” Looking at Connie, he said, “Removing the chance of
rapists gaining custody of children conceived during a sexual
assault is important, and given the history of just this one
victim, Ms. Stewart, I believe it is well worth our firm’s time.
We’re behind Murphy in this proposal, and he can tender the other
at his own discretion. There’s a lot of room for error behind any
loss of anonymity, and we believe the best chance of success
surrounds the portion around terminating parental rights and
removing the barriers currently in place which can prevent that
without a great deal of effort. Even then, it will absolutely be an
uphill battle, but one worth fighting. Even if all it does is bring
society’s attention to the problem and make it part of future
discussions, it’s worth it. And if we persevere and succeed? That’s
a victory to be proud of.” Every word he spoke resonated within
her, building a wave of pride for these men in the room, set to
tackle a significant battle because they recognized the importance.
He paused, then asked, “So, what do you think, Connie? Are you
in?”

Alden looked triumphant and she smiled at
him, reaching across the table to clasp his hand. Lifting her chin,
she gave them her answer. “Absolutely. Whatever I can do. I’ve seen
the results of Audrey’s predicament both for her extended family
and the child involved. Tell me what you need.”

***

“I don’t know, Nelly. It wasn’t clear what
role they’ll expect me to take, but however I can help, I want to.”
Connie handed over the last of the dirty dishes from their dinner,
watching as Nelly rinsed it before placing it in the dishwasher.
Her mind was still swimming with all the ideas they’d tossed around
in the conference room. Two hours had flown past as the three
lawyers put their heads together to come up with a beginning
strategy. “Can you imagine if things had been different for Cole’s
sister? If she were allowed to just mother the child she has,
instead of having to confront Jonas repeatedly, in a way that has
to scrape the wounds raw.”

“So, what? You think changing the actual law
will make a difference in rape victim’s lives?” Nelly measured soap
and locked the lid in place, then closed the door. Punching
buttons, she started the washer and the sound
of swishing water filled the kitchen. “It won’t stop the rape.”

“No, and that’s not what this is about. It’s
about giving closure where it’s needed, in stopping the continued
victimization caused by following an outdated set of rules no doubt
put into place by some man.” The impactful language was drawn
directly from Alden, his passionate delivery already etched on her
brain. “The dates on the laws here, and in surrounding states, all
lead me to believe they were from the time when men didn’t believe
in rape. Sex was their right, and as such, it
had to be consensual. Or they thought a woman wanting to keep the baby meant it wasn’t rape. I read one
court reporter’s notes that stated the woman’s apparent consent
because she’d kept the child.”

Taylor spoke up from where he stood on the
other side of the island. He and Alden had joined them for dinner.
“Rape laws are what they are, and that’s a fight for another day.
Look at it this way, Nelly, if a man robbed a bank and got a
million dollars and got caught, would he be allowed to keep that
money?”

“Well, no.” Nelly tossed her hair. “That’s
not the same.”

“If a man stole a car and was arrested,
would he have that car to drive around after he got out of jail?”
Taylor pressed his case, and Connie loved him for that same
persistence she knew was behind the successful rallies he’d
planned.

“No, of course not, it wasn’t his to start
with.”

“All we have to do is get people to apply
that same thought process to the paternal rights in the case of
rape.” Taylor nodded. “I think there’s something here I can create
a campaign around. We could start with some stock photos of
beautiful children, followed by simulated photos of battered women,
then mockups of male models looking like they’re in police booking
photos. Babies, victims, and mug shots. It would definitely make an
impact.” His voice softened, slipping into a musing tone.
“Something along those lines. Or a video clip of a
car theft, chase and arrest, car
returned to the owners, and then a picture of a child. All with
voiceover and text.”

Nelly grimaced. “What about maternal rights?
Won’t you have to consider that, too?” She stared at them in turn,
rolling her eyes at what Connie’s shocked expression. “No, it could
happen, swear. Say some woman blue-pills a dude and rides him—”

“Eww. Let’s not visualize that.” Connie
shook her head and tried unsuccessfully to suppress a full-body
shiver.

“No, for real. I bet it’s happened. Does she
have rights to the child she carried for however many months?”

Alden walked into the kitchen and hooked a
hand around Taylor’s hip, drawing him close. “We aren’t arguing
maternal rights, because you’re right, that’s a different basket of
crazy. In that situation, the intent could have been the
pregnancy. In almost all cases of parental
custody I’ve fought in court, the conception was not planned or
intentional. It is usually either no protection or failed
protection, but pregnancy was not the desired outcome.” He hummed
and looked down at Taylor who smiled broadly, then Alden angled his
gaze to Nelly. “I do like the way you think. Have you found a job
yet?”

“Not yet. I have two interviews this week,
so hopefully soon.” She tossed Connie a glance. “I’ll pull my own
weight, promise. I won’t be borrowing your clothes for much longer,
either. Mom’s packing up a box and mailing it to me.”

Connie laughed. “So that’s where my favorite
shirts have gone.” Nelly looked sheepish and Connie shook her head.
“Not a problem, baby sister. I’m just enjoying having you
here.”

“Do you have any interest in becoming a
paralegal?” Alden held Nelly’s gaze, and
Connie’s breath caught in her throat.

Her sister cocked her head to the side
slowly. “Maaayybe?” She drawled the word out, then asked, “What
would it entail?”

“More school, for both the accreditation and
degree, but you could work while that happened.” Alden shrugged.
“Come to work for me. I can put you in as an investigator and
researcher at first, then legal assistant once you started classes.
It’s not bad work, and you get to use your brain all day.”

Taylor grinned. “I told him you hated not
using your brain.”

Nelly bopped her head side to side. “It’s
true, check out the massive brain I happen to possess.” She studied
Alden intently for a moment. “Why? Why me?”

“Because I know your sister, and if you’re
anything like her, you’ll fall into the cases naturally. Your
father brought a lot of his work home in the form of legal puzzles
to solve, and I know Connie thrives in that kind of environment.”
He shrugged. “I’d be willing to take a chance you would, too.”

Nelly strolled around the island and tucked
her hand into Alden’s elbow, pulling him away from Taylor and into
the living room. “Tell me more, oh wise one. This sounds
interesting.”

Taylor moved to where Connie stood and
leaned against the countertop beside her as they watched Nelly and
Alden take seats on the couch, talking animatedly the
whole time. “This could be good,” he said softly.

She leaned her head on his shoulder and
smiled. “She needed this. Just look at her face. He’s creating a
monster.”

“A monster for good.” Taylor’s gentle
teasing was comfortable, and something she’d missed.

“Alden blindsided me today. I don’t usually
do well with that.” She sighed. “I’ll forgive him if he can keep my
sister smiling. See if you can make that happen, okay?”

“I’ll do my best.” There was a light
pressure on the top of her head and she knew he’d rested against
her. She sighed, feeling supported and comforted in the same
breath.

“Thank you.”

***

“I don’t ask much.” Taylor laughed through
the words, telling everyone in earshot he knew the truth was the
opposite of what he’d just said. “I just want what I want, when I
want it.”

“So you’re basically a toddler,” Nelly told
him as she yanked the door open on the storefront restaurant she’d
picked off an app on her phone. “You’re kinda pushing the maturity
thing with that, buddy.”

“Oh, shut up.” He stuck his tongue out at
her, and Connie smiled at the two of them. Some days they acted
more like siblings than she and Nelly did. “You’re a nerd.”

“And I own it,” Nelly crowed, turning to the
hostess’ stand. “We need a table for three, and one of us might
need a booster seat.” She thumbed over her shoulder. “TayTay is
getting cranky. It’s past his naptime.”

Connie rolled her eyes and pushed past her
sister. “Three, please. And I’d tip a lot for two gags.”

Laughing, the hostess gathered silverware
and menus. “Follow me. I’ll see what I can rustle up in the way of
markers and coloring books for the little ones.”

“Hey.” Taylor tried to sound convincingly
annoyed but lost the edge on that emotion as
he squealed when Nelly dug into his ribs with her fingers. “Ow,” he
laughed, dancing away from her. “You’re a beast.”

Connie followed the hostess, paying little
attention to the other diners as she listened to the growls and
laughter coming from behind her. They were seated and had placed
drink orders with the waitress when she glanced around the room.
Everything felt like it came to a screeching halt. Her ears felt
filled with cotton and her stomach bottomed out.

Taylor noticed first, leaning close and
asking her, “Are you okay?” She nodded, then shook her head
and he followed her gaze with his, a muttered,
“Oh, Jesus,” telling her she wasn’t imagining
things. “We can go, honey.” He covered her hand with his, curling
his fingers tightly around hers. He gave her a squeeze. “Right now.
Come on, get up, we’re out of here.”

“What is it?” Nelly asked, her neck twisting
to look around the diner. “What do you see?”

It was at that moment Jonas looked up from
his intense conversation with a petite, dark-haired woman. From the
way his gaze locked onto hers, Connie knew he’d tracked her from
the moment she’d entered the diner, probably had seen her climbing
out of Taylor’s car in the parking lot, since they were parked in
front of the window he was seated beside. Jonas glared at her
unblinking, his upper lip curved in the sneer
she’d seen several times when they were dating, always aimed at
someone else, never her. Dismissive and confident, he gestured to
the woman seated across from him, and she
stood, gathering her purse and scarf.

“Who is that?” Nelly asked, her voice
sounding far away, and Connie heard Taylor murmur something in
response. “Oh, shit.”

Jonas deliberately picked a path to the door
that carried him past their booth. He didn’t stop, something she
found herself unspeakably thankful for, but he did rap a knuckle on
the edge of the table as he stalked by. Her name hung in the air,
“Connie,” clipped and angry, and then he was gone, sweeping out the
door and to an unfamiliar SUV. Connie watched the woman hand him
keys before going to the passenger side. Jonas never took his gaze
off the window nearest her, and the last she saw of him was a
reflection of his angry eyes before the vehicle turned into
traffic, swallowed in moments.

As it had when she’d learned Jonas’ secret,
her mind shifted into a self-accusatory overdrive, crowding her
thoughts with accusations and a determination that she needed to
make it better for other women.

Jonas raped Audrey and I didn’t know. I didn’t see what he
was.

The menu on the table in front of her swam,
colors blending into chaos. Hot tears pricked her eyes, and she
lifted her gaze to Taylor and Nelly, seated side by side watching
her. “I-I-I…” Connie swallowed hard then reached for a glass that
had miraculously appeared on the table, dropped by their overworked
waitress on her way to another table. Her hand shook, but she
lifted it and drank deep, forcing the tears back down her throat.
“I dated that man.”

“Connie.” She heard the warning in
Taylor’s tone and shook her head.

“No, that’s a statement of fact. I dated
him.” She looked at Nelly, staring back at her with a wounded
expression on her face. “I slept with a rapist. Willingly. What was
it about me that made him pick me? Why woo me instead of forcing
me? That might be the single thing that bothers me the most, at
night when I can’t sleep. Why me?”

“We’ll never know, lovely lady.” Taylor
stood and shoved her across the seat. “We’ll just forever be
grateful that’s how it went for you.”

“It’s not how it went for Audrey.”

“No, it’s not. She’s got her own demons to
fight, Connie. You can’t fight those for her. What you have to
focus on is the positive side.” He gripped her hand, and the heat
from his palm told her how cold hers had to be.

“Oh, God, that woman. That woman with him. I
should have said something. Anything.” Connie tore her hand free
from Taylor’s hold. “She’s like me. She doesn’t know. I should have
said something. What if it happens to her?”

“You can’t tell the future,” Nelly said, and Connie looked up to see tear tracks
glistening on her sister’s cheeks. “You can’t.”

“What if he—” She choked on bile rising in
the back of her throat. “God.”

“Stop, Connie. You’re here, and you’re safe.
It’s like riding in a car after that damned accident. A
one-in-a-million chance for it to happen again. I say it’s the same
with that man. One in a million.”


Chapter Eight

Connie yawned, jaw opened wide until it
cracked, the shock running through the joint. “Oh, man.” She barely
got the words out, addressing an empty hallway, before she yawned
again. It was barely seven, but she was exhausted and struggled to
get the key into the lock on her door, blinking through bleary eyes
until she was able to twist the key and open the door.

Standing just inside the apartment, she
dropped her computer bag and purse, then toed off her shoes and
shoved them under the side table where they wouldn’t be a trip
hazard when Nelly got home. She’d gotten a text about an hour ago
that her sister would be working even later tonight than Connie.
Alden’s firm had taken on a new pro bono case, and it seemed Nelly
had a knack for investigating whatever it was they were digging
into, because even Taylor had sounded in awe
when he talked about Nelly’s persistence and success.

Connie yawned again, ending the motion with
a quick headshake to try and throw off the tiredness that was
riding her bones.

It had been weeks since she’d slept much,
and what little she did manage to get wasn’t restful. Last night
alone she remembered waking three separate times from nightmares.
Dreams she couldn’t remember, but each time she rose to wakefulness
feeling pursued by dark things inhabiting her sleep. It was wearing
on her, and even Patty had noticed, asking her today if she planned
to pack those bags under her eyes.

Connie drifted through the apartment,
pausing for a moment in the kitchen, but everything she could think
of for dinner took more effort than she felt worth it. Even eating
a container of yogurt would require opening it, which meant
exercising a level of physical dexterity she couldn’t muster. She
was staring blankly at the closed pantry door, trying to dredge up
the memory of what quick food options hid behind the smooth surface
when someone knocked on her door.

Tipping her head back against the cabinet,
Connie wondered who it could be, confusedly going through the short
list of people who could get into the building without buzzing up.
Another knock startled her, and she realized
how close she was to falling asleep on her feet. Yawning again, she
made her way to the door and stared through the peephole for a long moment, not believing her eyes.

Connie opened the door and stood there,
looking up into Cole’s face, shocked into silence.

He studied her for a moment, then shook his
head and said softly, “Damn, you look tired.”

She nodded and then
shook her head. “Sorry. Come in.” She stepped to one side, holding
the door open for him. “What can I do for you, Mr. Stewart?”

“Call me Cole, please.” He paused opposite
her and tugged the door out of her grip, closing it gently. “I just
wanted to talk for a bit, but I can come back.”

“Talk—” Connie covered her mouth as she
tried to suppress a yawn, blinking through the wetness it left in
her eyes. “About what?”

“You know what? It doesn’t matter. I’ve
caught you at a bad time.” He turned back to the door and Connie suddenly didn’t want him to go, feeling a
zinging pull of disappointed energy ripple through her at the
idea.

“No, stay.” He looked at her and she smiled. “Truly. I was trying to decide if eating
was worth the energy, but talking I can do.
Come, sit.” She paused, then gave him what he’d asked for. “Cole.”
He smiled at her, and Connie was nearly staggered by the wave of
emotion flooding through her. He’s an interesting man, she
thought, and returned the smile. “Would you
like something to drink?”

“How about we do this, instead? Let me cook
for you.” He started walking towards her kitchen. “You haven’t
eaten, and neither have I. I’ll figure out something for supper
and we’ll chat over the meal. Sound good?”

“You don’t have to do that, Cole.” Her
protest rolled off his wide shoulders without making an impact, because he kept walking. “Seriously. It’s late
for dinner.”

“Yeah, but you said you were hungry. I like
cooking, and I’ll get the pleasure of your company. In my mind,
that’s a win-win.” He rounded the island and glanced around.
“Pantry?” Bemused by his persistence, she pointed to the correct
cabinet and he opened the door, studying the
contents for a moment. Nelly had been stocking the shelves for the
past few weeks, and Connie watched as he pulled out one of the many
box meals stacked there. He looked at her over the top of the
container, then asked, “You got any chicken in the freezer?” She
nodded.

Over the next half hour, he made himself at
home in her kitchen, searching out pans and utensils while he
waited for the chicken to defrost in the microwave, then cooking
the meat in some concoction that smelled mouthwatering, conjured
from what she had believed to be limited spices in her
cabinets.

He added the chicken to the box contents,
already simmering in a saucepan on the stovetop, and Connie decided
to move the conversation past the brief,
polite exchanges they’d shared so far. “So, Cole. What did you want
to talk about? You came here for a purpose, and it wasn’t to feed
me.” She reached for the pan and laughed when he moved it out of
reach. “Hey.”

“You’ll burn yourself.” He gave her a tiny
grin. “I’m enjoying this, honestly.” The smile faded. “I got so
caught up in having fun cooking for you, I forgot why I came.”
Staring down at the pan, he slowly stirred it for a moment. “Give
me a few more minutes before we go there, okay?” Cutting his gaze
at her, he asked again. “Can you give that to me, Connie? A few
more minutes spent just hanging out with a beautiful woman, and no
agenda?”

“But there is an agenda, right?” He nodded,
and she took a breath, disappointment settling in her chest. “Sure,
we can take the time. Like you said, there’s time enough for
serious talking when we’re done here.” She turned to the cabinets
and took out her toaster. “It looks almost ready, I’ve got some
French bread I can toast and butter. Sound good?”

“Yeah,” his response was soft, and she
glanced to see him watching her with a grateful look on his face.
“Sounds really good, Connie.”

For the next few minutes, they moved around
the kitchen as if they’d always shared one. He slid behind her to
get a plate out for the bread just before she was about to reach
for one, and he had turned with his mouth open in an unspoken
question to see she was holding out a serving bowl. Comfortable and
easy, having him around felt like a boon after a long day, and she
realized without his visit, she would likely have gone to bed
without eating, and felt even worse
tomorrow.

Plates and silverware on the table, she
watched him settle the bowl of savory-smelling food on top of the
trivet she’d placed between the place settings only a moment
before. As if we’ve done this a thousand times. Connie
couldn’t ever remember doing this with Jonas, and that pulled her
up short. She’d cooked breakfast for him occasionally, but their
time together had never been infused with this kind of
intimacy.

“We work well together,” Cole observed, and
she smiled at how closely their thoughts were aligned.

“We do.” She placed the beer she’d grabbed
for him on the table and laughed out loud when he shifted it to a
coaster, sliding it closer to his plate. “Ready to eat?”

“I’m starved,” he said, but he was looking
at her not the food, and the flush of pleasure
that raced through her at the gentle flirting was unexpected.
Surprising, because since she’d broken up with Jonas, she hadn’t
even looked twice at a man, but now this one standing here in front
of her seemed bent on awakening urges and desires she’d tried to
bury.

“Look,” she said softly, shaking her head
slowly. “I’m probably misreading things, but I don’t want any
misunderstandings here.”

“What, Connie?” His hands flexed around the
back of the chair in front of him, and she
watched the muscles in his forearms move underneath his skin in a
dance of controlled strength.

“I’m not in a place right now to…explore
anything.” She tried for delicacy, stumbling over her words under
the intensity of his gaze. He kept his gaze on her face, eyes
tracking back and forth over her features. “You know, in case
that’s what this is.” He swallowed, and she
bit her lips for a moment, shame and embarrassment flooding her
face with red. “I got it wrong, didn’t I?”

“No, I don’t think you did.” Cole dipped his
chin and looked down at his hands. “It wasn’t why I came over,
but”—he raised his gaze to capture hers and looked at her with a
keen concentration—“damned if I didn’t find something I want.” A
slow smile crept across his face, lips curving to the side to
expose a deep dimple in his cheek. “You said right now.” She
nodded. “That mean maybe someday?” Connie
froze for a moment, then gave him a single, slow nod as he moved
around the table to where she stood. He gripped the back of her
chair and pulled it out from under the table. With a gentle hand,
he guided her to sit, sliding the chair underneath her with
surprising ease. “I can deal with someday.” Heat blazed across the
nape of her neck as he shifted her hair to one side, then she felt
the soft touch of his fingers against her skin. “I said it before,
Connie. I can wait.”

She watched as he strode back to his chair
and took his seat, fussing with his napkin for a moment. She
realized he was giving her a moment to gather herself, so she took
in a deep breath and then handed the serving spoon across the dish
he’d made for them. “Guests first,” she said, gasping when his
fingers grazed hers on the handle. It seemed every look, every
touch was amplified. “It smells good.” She stared at her plate
where food had appeared as if by magic. “So,” she swallowed the
first bite, groaning as the flavors burst on her tongue, “good.”
Her praise was rewarded by his crooked smile and he huffed a soft laugh, flashing that dimple at her
again. Holy Jesus, he’s good-looking. Returning to the safe
topic of her question from earlier in the evening, she asked, “What
brings you here tonight, Cole?”

“Have you met my sister?” Her head snapped
up and she stared at him. “Officially met her,
I mean?”

She shook her head and swallowed. “No, I
haven’t. I never did. It was…well, it was awkward, and that was
before I understood what had happened.” If he could tread carefully
along the edges of the event, so could she. As long as neither of
them took it head-on, she hoped she could get through tonight.

“She’s the best. I’m the oldest of the four
of us, and she’s next after me. It was just us two for a
while, before Mom and Dad’s tiny terrorists
came along.” He smiled, and Connie watched his eyes soften, an
affection for his family shining through.

“Not so tiny anymore.”

He smiled at her quip and shook his head.
“Nope, they’re big boys these days. Dad’s a construction worker;
Mom subbed as a teacher when she wasn’t holding down the home fort.
He was always proud of her, said she was making a difference in the
world. How he looked when he talked about Mom inspired me to do
what I do. I wanted someone to be that proud of me.” He shrugged.
“I know Audrey was the same. Fortunately for her, she got the
smarts to be a nurse. School was easy for her,
and she aced her boards when it came time to take them. We were all
so proud of her.” He paused, and something flickered across his
expression. “Are so proud of her.”

“Did she like being a nurse? Nursing? It’s
called nursing, right?” He’d just forked a bite into his mouth
and she watched him chew as he nodded.

“Yeah. It was like she’d been born to it.
She loved taking care of people, said it was her calling.” He
sighed and stared at his plate, pushing the last couple of bites
around. “She said it was all she wanted. Claimed she didn’t have a
biological clock.”

“She didn’t want kids?” Connie did, in an
abstract way, but it wasn’t something she was focused on now, or
could see herself working towards. Maybe I like the idea of kids
more than I want to have them? She shook the thought off,
watching as Cole studied the tabletop.

“Nope. Told our parents years ago if they
wanted grands, they’d have to talk one of us
boys into settling down.” He flicked a glance up at Connie’s face,
then back down to his plate. “Then what happened, happened, and
suddenly there she was in the middle of everything. Something none
of us would have wished on our worst enemy, and then on top of it,
the pregnancy.”

“Why did she stop nursing?” Connie laid her
fork aside, all appetite gone. “Did she have trouble?”

“By the time she healed from what he did to
her, she said she couldn’t stand to go back to where she worked.
That’s where the ambulance took her, you know? So everyone she
worked with knew every grisly detail. That’s all she could think of
when she tried to go back, imagining every conversation was about
her.” He shook his head. “She transferred to another hospital, but
then found out she was pregnant. Seemed like everything was stacked
against her. So she retreated into her house for months. Mom and
me, we’d go over and sweet talk her out, take
her to the store or doctor, but mostly she just wanted to stay
inside. Hunker down and lick her wounds, you know?”

“That would be so hard to watch. I can’t
imagine what it was like for you.”

“I can’t imagine what it was like for
her. For the longest time, I wouldn’t
talk about it with her, even if she brought it up. It hurt…that she’d been violated like that. Hurt me because
I wasn’t there to stop it. Hurt me because she was my little
sister, and I was supposed to be able to fix anything, you know? To
protect her.” His hands rested on either side of his plate, fingers
pressed against the surface firmly as if he were holding himself in
place. “I wasn’t on shift the night it happened, but a buddy of
mine called as soon as he realized. I met them at the ER.” He
sighed heavily. “That’s not what I want to talk about, not
really.”

“What then?” Connie was riveted by the pain
on his face, torn between wanting to try and help him through this
however she could or to turn away and give him
privacy.

He gestured at the table. “Can I clean up?
Is that more presumptuous than inviting myself to cook supper? I do
better when I’m busy.”

“Sure, Cole. Whatever you need.” His eyes
fixed on her face at those words and Connie chewed her lip for a
moment before pushing away from the table. “I’ll help carry stuff
into the kitchen.”

As they had while preparing the meal, she
and Cole quickly fell into an easy rhythm as they stored and sorted
leftovers from trash. So much so that she was startled when he
began speaking again.

“I love my sister. That’s a fact. I love
Addy, too.” He splashed water onto a plate and took a swipe at the
residue with the cloth in his hand. “Did you love him? Jonas?”

“No.” Connie was glad to be able to answer
that quickly and firmly, leaving no doubt. “We were dating, and I
figured out quickly it was never going to be that for me. Then a
couple of things happened, and I called an end.”

Cole nodded. “Did he ever seem off? When you
learned what happened, were there points in time when you could
look back and say, ‘there, he showed his true colors there’?”

“Only the last couple of weeks we were
dating, to be honest. It was after things had started to
break down between us. All of that started the
weekend we took Addy to the zoo.” Cole’s cheek lifted and crinkled,
showing off his dimple, and she realized he
was smiling. “What?”

“She loved going to the zoo with you.” He
rinsed a glass. “She likes you a lot.”

“I like her, too. She’s easy to like, always
so sweet and well-behaved.”

“What was breaking down? What happened?”
Cole glanced at her. “I’m not digging for anything in particular
with this. Just trying to get a sense of how a monster could hide
himself like that and fool a smart, gorgeous
woman like you.”

“I don’t feel too smart when I think about
it,” she confessed, ignoring the compliment. “I’ve been wracking my
brains trying to sort out what I believed and felt from what I now
know. I feel like such a fool, to be honest.” She nearly didn’t
continue, but the words leapt free before she
could stop them. “I know how fortunate I was. I don’t know why he
was different with me, but it didn’t have anything to do with me as
a person.”

“You were lucky, and Audrey wasn’t. Sucks to
think something like that coming down to a fluke.” Tendons flexed
and jumped in the back of his neck as he turned away from her, and
Connie waited until he was ready to continue, the splashing of the
water a soothing counterpoint to the high emotions running through
the small kitchen. “You aren’t a fool, though. He hid what he was
capable of. Even picking up Addy, he was different when you were
there. More controlled, less antagonistic and aggressive.” Cole
shook his head. “I tried to be the same every time, but he would
change based on the audience.”

“He was mean at the end. That’s what made me
back away, which only made him angrier. I called him on it,
wouldn’t let him get away with talking to me or anyone else that
way, and he…” Cole reached out and touched her wrist, the joint
suddenly aching with the remembered pain of bruises long healed and
faded away. Connie nodded. “Yeah. He grabbed me and I yanked free. I was afraid but
angry, and I kept yelling until he left.”

“That was here? He came here and got inside?” Eyes wide, Cole stared around the
kitchen and then back at Connie. “Alden said something about
it.”

“He was waiting for me outside, and then
forced his way in. I didn’t let him do anything. But that was the
first time I was really scared of him.” She paused for a minute
thinking. “That was after Addy’s birthday. He’d told me to pick her
up, and I knew it was a bad idea, but he said
he was stuck at work.” Cole laughed harshly. “What?”

“He blamed me for that, but I didn’t have
anything to do with it.” Cole placed the last dish in the
dishwasher and opened the cabinet under the sink, grunting in
satisfaction when he found the detergent. “If I’d thought about it,
I would have.”

“What happened? I was so angry with him I
didn’t care enough to ask.” Connie locked the machine’s door and
pushed the cycle button, then backed away to lean against the
countertop again.

Cole took the damp rag and wiped down the
faucet and handles. “His PO showed up at work and had an impromptu
interview.”

“Probation officer.” Connie hummed. “Now it
all makes sense. He was so angry. I was glad Audrey didn’t let him
have Addy.”

“Alden told us to hold him to the letter of
the agreement the courts forced on her. No changes, no late pickup,
no late drop-off. He never pushed that last, thank goodness,
because it would have been traumatic for Addy to watch him get
arrested for kidnapping.”

“Kidnapping?” Connie felt her eyes go wide
and Cole nodded.

“If he’d been late dropping Addy off, that’s
what the charges would have been. He seemed to have a sixth sense
for skirting the edges of things. Never quite getting to that
point.” Cole turned and angled a hip against the countertop. He
stared at Connie for a moment. “So once you had a sense he wasn’t
as advertised, you cut him loose?”

“Pretty much. The zoo trip started it, and
then that last disastrous scene at Audrey’s cinched the deal for
me. I’ve got a good life, great friends, and I know my own worth. I
wasn’t about to let a man like that try to
tear me down to fit whatever mold he had in mind.”

“I’m glad for you. That he showed his ass
like that. I just wish I understood. I keep thinking if I
understand, then I’ll be able to make things better somehow.” He
shrugged, gesturing helplessly. “It doesn’t sit well with me. I’m a
fixer.”

She smiled. “No doubt. Sounds like it’s in
your genes. What do your younger brothers do for a living?”

“Ryan’s a teacher. He’s after Audrey in the
line-up. Ethan’s studying to be a doctor, and he’s like Aud that
way, got the smarts to make it happen. We’re all proud of
them.”

“I bet they’re proud of you, too.”

“Maybe. Probably.” He shrugged and snorted a
laugh. “No, I know they are. We’re a demonstrative family. How
about your folks, what do they think about you working in a fancy
law office?”

“You already know my dad’s a cop.” His gaze
sharpened and he stared at her, a slow understanding edging into
his expression. “No, really, that makes me feel even more dense. I feel like just with my genetics, I should
have sensed something.” She swallowed and tried to ignore her
disappointment in herself. “Dad’s been a cop my whole life. I
always knew anything I did would get back to him, so it was easier
to not do anything I wouldn’t mind him knowing. I wasn’t a
goodie-goodie, but I sure minded my step.” She
smiled. “Nelly, my sister, is less of a step-minder, if you know what I mean. Our parents are
awesome, but I think they weren’t quite sure what to do with her.
Audrey’s lucky Addy’s so good.”

“Yeah. Lucky.” He sighed and looked away. “I
struggle with that, you know? Feeling like she’s lucky to be alive
and that Addy was born healthy, and at the same time, I’m angry I feel that way. I wanted to hate someone
so much for what happened, and there was not even a suspect at
first. It wasn’t until after Addy was born they did a DNA test and
identified Thompson as Audrey’s attacker. Then we had a face to go
with the act, and I gotta say, it sometimes kills
me how Addy looks like him. To know that every day Audrey
has to look Addy in the face and see Thompson. It just never
ends.”

“Is that how she feels?”

“What?” He looked startled at her question.
“No. I don’t know. I didn’t ask. But once you know and look at her,
it’s clear. You can’t unsee it. How could she not think about it?”
He shrugged.

“Maybe she just sees her little girl?”
Connie hoped and prayed that was the case,
because the thought of Audrey having to survive through memories of
the rape again every day was terrible. She couldn’t imagine how it
would feel if Audrey’s first thought every time she saw little Addy
was of how she’d been conceived. “I know she loves her. Addy was
chock full of stories about her mom, and Audrey’s love was clearly
in the forefront of everything.”

“Well, yeah. We all love her. She’s so
sweet. But…” He trailed off and Connie gave
him a moment before prompting.

“But?”

“Maybe it’s just me. Hell, I don’t know
anymore. We never talk about it. But, I love my sister. Love that
little girl. How can I love her and still hate half her DNA? How
does that even compute?” He didn’t wait for an answer, seeming to
argue familiar ground within his own head. “It doesn’t, I know. But
half of her came from a rapist. A violent criminal. How do I
separate that from the half that came from my sweet sister?”

“You can’t. But you can’t look at it like
that, either.” Connie walked to him and laid her hand on his arm.
Heat spread through her at the touch and she
almost jerked away. He reached up and covered her hand with his,
holding her in place. “You love the person, not the circumstances
around what happened. That’s normal, I think. Normal to hate what
happened. So go ahead and hate what happened, but accept that
something good came out of it. Addy’s your niece, and she loves
you. She knows you love her, too. That’s all she’s taken from
it, because like the good man you seem to be,
that’s what you’ve given her. Her Uncle Cole is her favorite, and
trust me, Addy makes no bones about where you stand in her esteem.”
His hand tightened around hers. “So what you need to do is ignore
the science, and when you can, ignore the anger at Jonas. Instead,
try to focus on the love you have for your sister. Trust her. If
she seems happy to love Addy, then she probably is.” She smiled
and he stared down at her, lips parted as he
listened. “I think it would be so much easier to hate, but this
road is the right one to walk. Take it step-by-step, leave the pain of what happened behind you
as best you can, and focus on the love in front of you.”

“Focus on the love?”

“Yeah, it’s hard. A hard focus to hold. But
I think it’ll be worth it.”

***

Cole

He stared at Connie and let her words soak
in deep, washing away part of the guilt and pain he’d carried for
years. In a single night, she’d laid waste to so many of his fears,
turning what he believed on its head as she pulled truth from the
air like miracles.

He hadn’t been sure he’d be welcome, but
after arguing bitterly with himself for days, had finally decided
to man up and come talk to her.

Fortunately for me, she was hungry.
He hadn’t enjoyed an evening this much in so long he couldn’t
remember the last time. Cooking for her calmed his nerves, and the
first time she’d forked a bite between her lips, the soft hum of
enjoyment had made his heart swell three sizes, causing his chest
to get tight.

In the space of an evening he’d gone from “I
could like her” to “I definitely like her a
lot,” and he wasn’t certain what to do with that. Her intuition was
spot on and she’d called him on it, surprising
him with the way she tackled it head-on.
Not shy, this one. He smiled. The “not yet” part of her
statement had hung there like a promise, and Cole had latched onto
the words like a lifeline. She might not know it yet, but she’d
become important to him.

It didn’t take much to imagine her facing
off with Jonas in her kitchen, handing him his marching orders and
kicking his ass to the curb. Cole liked the way she owned her own
confusion about Jonas, too. She was looking for answers, just like
he was, and she might have found a few of them tonight as they
talked through things.

There’d be work to do before he could say
with confidence his demons were exorcized, but
Connie had helped him lay the groundwork.

“Do you believe in fate?”

She tipped her head to the side and looked
up at him, lips pursed in a puzzled moue.
“Maybe? Sometimes. I believe in karma, which is another name for
fate, I think. Do you think I met Jonas as a
lesson?”

“Not for you. Maybe him meeting you was his
lesson?” She grinned at that, shaking her head in amusement. Cole
laughed. “There’s a lot of connections between us.” He reached out
and stroked up her arm with the backs of his fingers, coveting the feel of her soft skin against his. “Maybe my
shift selection was fate, because it meant
Audrey called me most often when asshole would come to pick up
Addy. That gave me a chance to watch you.”

“You watched me?” Her cheeks pinked,
something he’d enjoyed seeing several times tonight.

“I did. I looked for you. I didn’t know why,
until now.” His hand reached her shoulder and
he reversed his touch, trailing his fingertips along the curves of
her bicep. “Remember what you said earlier? Not yet?” She nodded.
“I meant it when I said I’ll wait.”

***

Connie

She settled the door into the frame, turning
to look at her empty apartment. Cole had just left, laughing as
she’d argued she wasn’t tired, trying to fight through massive
yawns to reassure him. After their conversation in the kitchen,
they’d retired to the living room, and he’d quizzed her on various
topics. Not making her feel under a microscope so much as making it
clear he was interested in everything about her from her favorite
foods to movies, books, and a thousand things in between.

She walked to the couch and sat, leaning
back to stare at the ceiling for a moment.

He hadn’t been shy about sharing his own
thoughts and ideas, and she’d ended the evening feeling as if
they’d been friends for years. He was so comfortable to be around.
She smiled. From what he’d said as he left, she’d get a chance to
see if that feeling would stick, because he
asked for a date. A real one, as he’d said, “I wanna do it right.
Let’s have dinner and everything. The works. I want to see you
again and soon, Connie.”

The door rattled and
she looked up in time to see Nelly coming in, a broad smile on her
face. “Hey, you. Guess who I just saw at the elevators.”

Connie rolled her eyes. “Let me guess. Cole
Stewart?”

“Yup. He said he made you dinner?” Connie
nodded. “Sweet. Did you invite him over?”

“No, he wanted to talk about something and
took a chance I’d be up. I nearly wasn’t. I’d gotten home and was
bushed, so I was going to just fall into bed. He proved a
distracting visitor.” She gestured towards the kitchen. “Leftovers
are in the fridge. He’s a good cook. I don’t even know how he put
together anything from what we had, but it was delicious.”

“Too bad you let him distract you and didn’t
just fall into bed.” Nelly waggled her eyebrows and Connie laughed as she stood. “Food sounds good. I’ll
check it out.” She opened her arms as Connie got near, wrapping her
up in a tight hug. “Headed to bed?”

“Yeah. The day’s catching up with me.” She
stretched. “See you tomorrow? I’ll be working late again, but that
should be it for a while. Just have to get caught up on typing out
the filings.”

“See you. Love you, sister of mine.”

“Love you, too.” It didn’t even feel strange
or forced now to voice those emotions to Nelly. They’d gone from
not speaking for months to spending at least
part of every day together, and Connie realized she wouldn’t have
it any other way. “Don’t move.” She blurted the words and shook her
head. “I mean, I know you’re looking for a place, but I’d like it
if you stayed here.”

“Okay.” Nelly took a paper plate from the
cabinet and spooned some of the food onto it, covered it with
another plate and shoved it in the microwave, pushing buttons until
it beeped and started working.

“Okay? Just like that?”

“Yeah. Why would I argue? I love this place,
and the eye candy in the rec room is sweet.” Nelly waggled her
eyebrows again. “You might have hooked a hot fireman, but I’m still
fishing.”

“Jesus, you’re incorrigible. I’m going to
bed.”

“Sweet dreams.”


Chapter Nine

Two weeks later

“I’m headed out. I won’t see you until late
tonight,” Connie called over her shoulder as she yanked on her
computer bag, dragging it out of the hall closet. She slung it over
her shoulder and shouted, “Remember, I’m going out after work.”

“I remember,” Nelly yelled from the
bathroom. “Have fun.”

Connie exited the elevator at the parking
level, startled for a moment as her phone started to ring. It was
in the bottom of her purse, so she juggled the bag in one hand,
balancing her purse on one uplifted knee as her computer bag
threatened to slip from her shoulder. Just as she retrieved the
phone, it stopped ringing and the screen went
dark. “Of course.” She adjusted her grip on the bag and purse, then
glanced at the phone when it began ringing again. Cole’s name
flashed across the display and she smiled,
lifting the phone to her ear. “Hey.”

“Morning.” His deep voice vibrated through
her, and she shivered, hair
raising on her arms in reaction. “I just wanted to wish you
a good day.”

“Aww. That’s so sweet.” She angled between
two cars on the way towards hers, parked in one of two slots
assigned to her apartment. The other sat empty. Nelly’s vehicle was
in the shop down the street, regular maintenance planned for today.
She’d be riding to work with Alden, whose car was parked across the
echoing garage. “I hope you had a good shift?”

Cole had worked last night, and Connie
smiled at the memory of him texting and phoning her during down
times between calls. Most of his unit’s dispatches had proven to be
relatively harmless, with the fire department providing backup at
accidents. Each phone call had started with him making sure he
wasn’t keeping her from something important, like sleep, and even
when he was, she wouldn’t offer the information. It was too novel
an idea that a man would be that interested in her, to call her
from work.

“Eh, wasn’t the worst. Which is good.” He
chuckled, then his voice dipped an octave. “Talking to you was the
best part of my night, though.”

“Oh, was it?” Connie preened just a little,
opening the back door on the car that had replaced the one drowned
in the river. It was newer even if it wasn’t new, but had been
gently used, and she liked it. Bright yellow with white interior,
she hoped the color would keep anyone from missing her on the
roads. “It was mine, too, Cole.”

“Well, I hope I banked a few points last
night, because I might be late tonight. One of
the guys supposed to come on at two called and his little girl is
sick. He wanted to be there for the doc appointment, so I told him
I’d cover until he could show.” He paused a moment and in the
silence between words he pulled in a deep breath, and she shivered
again at this evidence of his deliberate control, knowing what came
next was important to him. “He offered me a favor in return, so
when we’re ready…when you’re ready, I’ll be sure to call him and
have him cover whatever shift you say. Evening, or early morning, I
figure we can sort something out.”

“It’s nice of you to help him out.” She
tried to ignore the wobbling knees she’d gotten from his statement,
sounding so much like a promise she didn’t know what to make of it.
Early morning would mean an overnight stay, and Connie suddenly
felt she’d be very much on board with the idea the next time Cole
brought it up.

“So,” Cole said, turning at her front
door. It was their third date by her count, finding out tonight he
tallied the first evening he’d cooked for her as a date. That had
started a good-natured dispute that she’d gracefully given him a
win on, because he was right. Four dates. “I had a really
good time.” His hands were hot as they cupped her shoulders,
fingers skating across her skin as his palms moved up and down her
arms. “I want to take you out next time.” Head tipped to the side,
he stared into her eyes, and Connie’s heart stumbled as she read
the depth of affection he had for her.

“Another date, Mr. Stewart?” He smiled
and that dimple flashed, the expression on his face making her
stomach flip over slowly. Tender and sweet, his crooked smile
turned this handsome man into something more. She teased him, “A
girl might think you were sweet on her.”

“A girl would be right, if that girl was
you.” He stepped closer, crowding her against the wall, his forearm
holding him off her. “I like you, Connie Rowe.” His head tilted and
she angled her chin, their mouths meeting in a sliding caress, his
tongue dipping inside to taste her. “God,” he groaned, heat from
his body covering her like a blanket. “I really like you. Maybe...”
He hesitated, voice trailing off as he kissed her again.

“Maybe?” Her questioning murmur against
his lips made him groan again, his hand sliding up the back of her
neck. Even in a moment like this he was careful of her, fingers
gentle around where her stitches had been.

“Maybe afterwards, you could come back to
my place?” His cheek slid against hers, mouth by her ear as he
asked, “Would you like that, Connie?”

She ran her hands up his sides, fingers
bunching in his shirt to pull him closer, wanting to be surrounded
by him. The tip of his tongue flicked gently along the curve of her
ear and she giggled, flinching away. “Maybe.” His indrawn breath at
her whisper made her smile. “Maybe I would.”

“What can I say, I hear from my girlfriend
that I’m a nice guy.” She heard laughter distantly through the
phone and knew he would be razzed good-naturedly for that quip.

“Girlfriend, huh?” He hummed in response,
and she decided to let it go for now, still lost in the feelings
from her memories. Maybe. “Okay, nice guy, let me know when
you’re off, then? We’ll decide where and when to meet.” She took a
breath, and then leaped, trusting he’d catch her without letting
her fall. “We could meet at your place, if you
wanted. You don’t work tomorrow, right?”

Silence for a moment, and she closed her
eyes, afraid she’d jumped ahead too fast. Then he proved her
instincts right by giving her what she needed. “We’ll meet wherever
you’re comfortable, Connie. You want to meet at my front door, I’ll
sweep you inside faster than you can imagine. I’ll cook supper for
you, and breakfast if you’ll let me.”

“Maybe?” She backpedaled a little, and smiled when he chuckled, sounding as if he
were standing right beside her. “Probably?”

“I’ll take a maybe, but probably is better.
It doesn’t matter when you’re ready. I’ve already told you that.
I’m here, Connie. I’ll wait.”

“You’re a good man, Cole Stewart.” He
harrumphed, and she laughed at his feigned patience with her. “Let
me know when you get off shift.”

“I will. And, Connie?” He paused, and she
made a sound, unable to get a full word out because the idea of
what he might say had her throat paralyzed. “You’re a good woman. I
only hope I’m lucky enough to be your man.” When she didn’t
respond, he chuckled and said, “See you tonight, beautiful. Have a
good day.”

The call disconnected and Connie cradled the
phone to her chest for a moment before putting it away, already
irritated at herself for being so emotional. Something about Cole
made her want to believe, made her want to trust in herself
again.

She bent and arranged her bags before
climbing behind the wheel. Finger to the radio button, she turned
on her morning commute music and drove to work. Once at the lot
there, she scanned her employee card and waited for the swing arm
to lift. She parked and, with keys in hand, had just exited the
vehicle when she heard someone walking, heavy footsteps bouncing
off the cars, distorting the sound.

She scanned the area around where she’d
parked but didn’t see anyone. “Nervous, leave that to Nelly,” she
joked aloud and moved to get her bags out of the car. She was bent
over when something wrapped around her neck, yanking her
backwards with such force she flew against the
side of the car parked next to her, her head striking the metal
with a stunning blow. Senses reeling from the impact, she shook her
head to try and clear the ringing from her ears.

Something moved above her, blacking out the
sun, and Connie didn’t have a chance to scream before another blow
brought darkness down all around her.

Waking was disorienting, because she thought she remembered her
morning. Getting out of bed in her own apartment, getting ready for
work and then riding the elevator. She thought she’d talked to
Nelly, but that didn’t seem right. Nelly lived
with their parents.

Connie groaned and reached a hand up to her
head, tracing the edges of a huge goose egg on the side of her
head. It felt like the one she’d gotten in the accident, just
placed differently. She winced at the contact, pulling her hand
back and staring in confusion at the dark red stains on the tips of
her fingers. “What?” Her voice was weak, tired sounding, and she
pushed up on one elbow to scan the room. “Why am I back in bed
here?”

Jonas’ things were scattered here and there,
the room quite a bit more disorganized than she’d ever seen it.
Front and center on the middle of his dresser was the photo from
her apartment, the one of them together. She
knew Addy had been just out of frame when the photo was taken, but
the illusion of intimacy gave the image a quality she’d liked.
“It’s a lie,” she whispered, staring at the photo, not certain why
she felt so upset at the image being here in Jonas’ apartment. “Why
am I here?” Didn’t we break up?

“Hello?” She tried to swing her legs off the
bed, startled when her left one came up short, a cold band pressing
into her leg. Kicking the covers off, she stared at the shiny metal
ring fastened around her ankle. “What the—?” Tentative at first,
she tried to pull her foot towards her, frowning when it only
traveled a few inches. Sitting upright, she scooted her butt down
in bed and wrapped her hands around the dainty, silver chain
attached to a loop on one side of the shackle. Pulling hard on the
connected metal links, all she accomplished was sliding farther
down the sheets on the mattress, the fabric of the sheets rough
against her skin. She stared down at herself in shock.

All she was wearing was a shirt she vaguely
remembered putting on that morning and her
underwear. Connie’s head was pounding, and she
touched the bump again, pressing against the swelling until she
hissed with the pain. But with the pain came clarity, and memories
from the past several weeks came flooding into her mind.

Jonas. A rapist.

Cole. A hero.

She looked wildly around the room, taking
note of differences since the last time she’d been here. Clothing
was strewn everywhere, but it was a mix of his clothes and women’s
wear. There were black stockings piled on top of a skirt by the
door, and a shirt with what looked like
lipstick along the shoulder.

Frantic to get free, Connie heaved at the
chain, grunting when it slipped through her grip, tearing her skin
as it did so. “Ah.” Stifling the rest of her groan, she sucked at
her bleeding fingers, studying the metal contraption holding her
captive. There has to be a way. She scooted off the bed on
the near side and knelt to look at where the
chain attached to the bed. It was bolted in place, and when she
gripped the metal, her fingers slipped off the
slick surface. Oh, no. This was not a new installation, and
Connie wondered where the chain had been the times she’d spent in
this room before. The leg of the bed was wooden, and she rattled
the footboard experimentally. Was this always his plan?
There was some give there, the joints glued instead of fastened
more securely.

Footsteps echoed from the hallway,
and she scrambled back onto the edge of the
mattress in a panic, gathering up the top sheet and wrapping it
protectively around herself. She’d known somewhere in the back of
her mind that it had to be Jonas who had knocked her out and
brought her here, choking her from behind in the parking lot.
Still, it was one thing to tell herself that, and another to watch
as he walked through the door, closing it carefully behind him. He
balanced a small tray on one palm, using the other to scrape his
hair back from his face.

She studied him, shocked. He looked ill,
face drawn and lined as if he’d been sick for
days, weeks maybe. His skin was sallow, and
his hair was greasy-looking as it hung in disheveled hanks around
his face, his eyes were ringed by dark shadows, and when he stared
at her, it was with pain and anger. The fear in the room was hers
alone.

“Connie.” His voice ripped through her name,
making a weapon out of it. “Good old Connie. Man, I bet you’re
surprised to be back here, huh?”

“What are you doing, Jonas?” She shook her
head, still-bleeding fingers sticking to the sheet as she clutched
it tighter. “Why am I here?”

“You’re here to make it all better again.”
He shrugged, shoving things out of the way on the dresser to make
room for the tray. “I needed you, and you weren’t here.” A woman’s
purse fell to the floor, change and a lipstick tube scattering when
it hit. Connie jumped at the sudden crash of sound, heart in her
throat. She stared at the items on the floor, their presence an
implication of so much. Oh my God. “So, you’re here
now.”

“Jonas, you can’t just keep me.” Connie
watched his eyes narrow; they shone with anger as he glared at her.
He bashed me in the head. What more had he done to the woman
who owned that purse? I have to try. Without much hope of
success, she attempted to reason with him. “I have to go to work.
Go home.”

“No, you have to stay here.” He shook his
head slowly. “It’s the only way things will go back to how they
were.”

“How do you think they were?” She fisted one
hand and pressed it between her breasts, holding the sheet in
place, ignoring how it shook. “You think things were good?”
Connie, don’t argue with him. Clear as day she thought she heard her father’s voice, and Connie
glanced around the room in confusion. “Daddy?”

“No, I’m the kid’s dad, not yours. Come on,
Connie. How hard did you hit your head?” He turned and shuffled
things around on the tray before picking something up and looking
back at her. She stared at the knife in his hand, the edge
twinkling in the light coming from the windows. She couldn’t take
her eyes off the knife, tracking it as he gestured with the blade,
slashing carelessly through the air as he spoke. “I heard you, you
know. On the phone in the garage? Right before you came back here
with me.” Came back here with him? He’s delusional. He’d
spoken as if she’d been given a choice, as if he’d invited her back
to his house. His casual delivery of a blatant lie shocked her, and
she watched his face grow more animated as he spoke. He believes
what he’s saying. “You were talking to her brother, weren’t
you? That’s who you talked to.” His voice raised a register, and in
falsetto, he imitated her conversation with
Cole. “Oh, Cole, you’re so sweet. I can’t stand it.” Shoulders
hunched, he glared at her, his voice returning to normal. “No, what
I can’t stand is the idea of you with him. You’re mine. You belong
to me. Your little act made me so sick I missed you there and had
to follow you to work instead. That wasn’t part of the plan. Your
fault.”

Delusional, she reminded herself. She
didn’t belong to him, and she was stronger than he gave her credit
for. Her father had raised her to believe in herself, and she knew
there’d be no rescue from this. If I’m going to get out of here
breathing, I have to be smarter than him. He’d asked her for
something, and as long as she kept him focused on that instead of
Cole, it might give her time to find a way out. “What do you want
from me, Jonas?” That’s good, use his name. She knew she’d
heard that tactic somewhere in the past, probably from her father
as he talked through some situation at work. Personalize him and
her, try to make sure he saw her as someone, not a thing that could
be used and disposed of. She glanced at the shirt with the red on
it again, suddenly convinced the slash of color wasn’t lipstick.
The wound on her head and knife in his hand were proof of what
Jonas was capable of. Kidnapper, rapist…murderer? What else has
he done? “What do you need me to do?”

“I need you to call my PO and tell him she
got it wrong.” He shuffled and hooked his thumb into the waistband
of his pants. Something was not right, off, because these weren’t
Jonas’ mannerisms. He’d always been confident to the point of being
cocky, not off-balance and uncertain. The change went along with
his physical appearance, and together told her something
significant had happened to drive him to the edge. “Because they’re
talking about pulling my probation. I don’t want that. I won’t go
back.” He tapped the tip of the blade against the edge of the
dresser, and she watched as the sharp knife
gouged into the wood with each blow. He ran his other hand through
his hair again, gripping the back of his neck as he looked around
the room, seeming surprised by what he saw. “I won’t. Never again,
you hear me? I’ll die first.”

She latched onto the potential lifeline he’d
given out in the first part of his dialogue, and told him, “I’ll
need my phone to call him. I’ll do whatever you need, Jonas. You
tell me who to talk to, and I will.”

Shaking his head, he straightened, his body
posture changing again as he adopted a more aggressive bearing.
“You’ll tell him about this, though, won’t you? That’ll ruin
everything. You can’t, Connie. Don’t make me hurt you.” That last
was accompanied by a quick thrust of the blade her direction and
Connie found her focus fixed on the tip of the knife. “Don’t do
it.”

Oh, God. It was hard to swallow past
the ball of terror in her throat, muscles working to clear the way
for gulps of air. I need that phone. “I won’t, Jonas.” She
shook her head, keeping her gaze steady on his face. Believe me,
please. “You know me. When I tell you I’ll do something, I
will. Just tell me what to say and I’ll say
it. Only that. Nothing more.”

“His name is Kent.” He turned and pawed
through the items left on the tray, coming up with a cheap cell
phone. “He’s an asshole. He’ll try to trip you up. He always tries.
Doesn’t matter how good I do, he’s always watching for me to mess
up. And if I don’t mess up, he’s looking for ways to make me.”

His paranoia shook her, so different from
the man she’d known. Did I really know him? “I won’t let
him.” She cast around for something to reassure him with, coming up
with a childish promise. “Cross my heart.”

“And hope to die?” He laughed, the sound
harsh and agonizing to listen to, the hard edges scraping along
every nerve in her body. “Don’t wish for things like that. You
never know when it’ll happen, do you?”

The knife flashed in his hand, but she
ignored it, staring at his face, holding his gaze trapped. He
won’t kill me. Blood pounded in her ears, mimicking the ticking
of time passing. He can’t. She prayed she was right. His own
arrogance and the invention of a continued relationship between
them meant she needed to be breathing for it to be true. But she
knew that every moment she was captive in this room, in this house,
was another opportunity for bad things to happen. “You won’t kill
me, Jonas.” Connie kept her voice even, saturated with certainty.
Please believe me. “I know you. When I tell him you’re doing
good, it won’t even be a lie, will it? You are.” Push
harder. She had to sell him on her honesty. The phone was right
there, but she had to convince him to hand it over. She didn’t know
what she would do, but having the phone in her hand would be
another step closer to freedom. “Anyone can see you’re doing well,
aren’t you? So well.”

He snorted and took another step towards the
bed. “I was, until she told him I wasn’t
following the rules.” He shoved the phone in her direction then
pulled it back abruptly, leaving her reaching into the open air.
No. “You were part of the rules, you know?”

“I was?” She shook her head, hand dropping
to the bed. What does he mean? “Not that I’m aware of, but
whatever you need, Jonas.” Keep him talking and keep him
calm, she heard her father say. Always give them what they
want, as long as they’ve got the upper hand.

“Yeah. You were the court-appointed supervision.” He grinned suddenly, the
broad spread of his mouth looking malevolent, dangerous. “I know
people, and once I met you, I realized you were the answer to
everything.”

“What do you mean?” She reached for the
phone again, and he dropped it into her
outstretched palm. Her hands were so slippery with sweat she nearly
dropped it, cradling it to her chest. Yes, she thought,
followed immediately by, Now what? She couldn’t just dial
the police, Jonas would never stand by and allow that. He’d already
said he wouldn’t go back to jail, and if he saw her as the reason
for that threat coming to roost, she didn’t know what he might
do.

Not privy to her internal debate, Jonas
continued their conversation. “You’re on the papers. It’s why I
need you to go with me so much so she
won’t get suspicious.”

She stared at him in shock. “But you didn’t
even know me when that happened.” She’d run the timeline in her
head a hundred times, and knew she was right. They’d met, but that
was all. Had scarcely exchanged numbers.

“I knew enough. Knew when I met you that it
was a good match. You were strong, see? Strong and sure of
yourself. Not like her. Afterwards I learned she’d been
protected her whole life, her brothers watching out for her. Just
like every other bitch out there. Made me right to want to strip
that from her. I made her see what it was like for the rest of us
who had to make their own way. You though?” He scoffed and twisted
to sit on the edge of the bed, leaning in as if he were going to
kiss her. Repulsed at the idea, Connie drew away instinctively. He
scowled, his brows drawing together sharply, and she slowed her shift away but
managed to avoid the caress, skin pebbling with goose bumps at the
thought of his mouth on her. “You were too strong to make me feel
that way. That’s why you were a good match.”

“When you met me, when
you first approached me, you didn’t know that, though, did you? You
had no idea about me then.”

“So? You’re pretty. Then we hung out,
but you didn’t take any crap. There was a guy
who backed into you, stepped on your foot.” Connie wracked her
brain, but couldn’t remember the interaction, one of a thousand
over the years of dancing in crowded clubs. “He tried to tell you
to watch yourself and you shut him down.”
There was admiration in his tone and he smiled
at her, that awful, unnatural expression resurfacing. “I knew.
That’s all it took, and I knew.”

“I don’t understand.”

“What’s to understand.” He reached for her
face, dragging the ragged edges of his bitten nails down her cheek,
scoring tiny scratches in her skin. The warped caress stung and
burned, and Connie gasped in pain. His eyes changed, pupils
dilating as he did it a second time, going back over already roughened skin.

“Don’t.” Connie jerked away, and he lifted
his top lip, bottom bowing in another one of his hideous
smiles.

“See? Even now, you can’t stop yourself.” He
tipped his head to one side and looked down at the
hand he had propped on the bed. She followed his gaze and
saw the knife in his hand, fingers white around the handle. “I hold
all the cards, and you won’t let me do a thing past what you’re
willing to take.” She moved and the chain
rattled. Without shifting his eyes, he snorted and said, “Except
that, but you couldn’t argue then.” He jerked and sat upright,
startling a cry out of her at his abrupt movement. “Call him.”

“I-I—” She cleared her throat and looked at
the phone. There was a bright red Emergency Call button at the
corner of the screen and her thumb hovered
over it for a moment. “I don’t know the number.” Jonas rattled off
a string of digits she assumed made up his PO’s number. “Okay.”
Lifting the phone, she stared at his face, focusing on the tip of
his ear as being the least dangerous. Everything was dangerous,
sure, but if she could ride the edge of being aggressive enough to
keep his violent tendencies in check without angering him
irrevocably, she might get out of this alive. He could kill
me. The knowledge chilled her and solidified her desire to get
away. He really has gone crazy, she thought just before the
ringing call connected, giving her a series of options. She pushed
the one for the queue to talk to a real person.

They sat like that for minutes while she
listened to bad renditions of good songs. Connie felt floaty, as if she were untethered somehow. The entire
situation seemed surreal and she wondered for
a moment if this was a bad dream, hoping it was something she could
awaken from and be surprised at how real it had seemed. She shifted
and the manacle dug into her ankle, biting at
her skin. Not dreaming.

Jonas was patient and
obviously had spent time waiting to talk to whoever was going to
pick up the phone—Connie had already forgotten the name the
recording had said, information lost in the fear
of making a mistake—and Jonas tried to start a dozen
conversations with her. Right or wrong, Connie ignored him as she
would have before, focusing on the task at hand without allowing
distractions.

Finally, the quality of
the call changed and she heard a click. Then a
man’s low voice recited, “What’s your name, please?” sounding
bored.

“My name’s Connie Rowe, but I’m calling for
Jonas Thompson.” How do I make him know? There were no
obvious ways to direct the conversation to a place where she could
tell this stranger he was her only lifeline. I should have
thought of something. Instead of planning what to do, she’d
listened to the hold music and tried to stay calm. I’ve screwed
it all up.

The tapping of keys marked another few
seconds passing, then he asked, “The nature of your call,
please.”

“I…uh, need to tell you how well he’s doing.
He said Audrey Stewart made a complaint. I’m supposed to tell you
she got it wrong. All wrong.” Connie dug into her memory, trying to
find the exact words Jonas had used. “I’m trying to make it right.
He said I could make it right.”

Silence, then the voice changed, alertness
sharpening the tone until it pierced through her ears. “Miss Rowe,
are you in danger?”

Oh my God, it worked. Heart pounding,
she swallowed and quickly responded, trying to mask the real
meaning of her words with a repeat of Jonas’ lines for her. “Yes,
that’s what I need to tell you. Just that she got it wrong.”

“Is Thompson there with you?”

Yes, he is. Help me, please. The
screams in her head never made it past her lips. Connie kept her
voice steady and prayed the man would ask questions she could
answer without Jonas catching on. “He doesn’t need to go back. He’s
doing well. I’m trying to make it right.” She didn’t know what
secret phrase would tell him exactly where she was, so she stuck to
the tiny script Jonas had laid out for her. “Can you take care of
that for me?”

“Miss Rowe, I’ve got his address. Can you
tell me if that’s where you are?”

Yes. That was the right question.
“Yes, that’s exactly right.” She stumbled in her delivery, but
Jonas didn’t react. “Yes, thank you.”

“Okay, I’ve got the info.” His voice moved
away from the phone, and he called someone’s
name urgently, then she heard him say, “Get the cops there. Jonas
Thompson is holding a woman. I’m on the phone with her.” Louder, he
asked, “Miss Rowe, are you injured?”

Shocked at his ingenuity, she tried to craft
a coherent answer. “That would be perfect. Yes, it’s been quite a
headache for him.”

“Roll an ambulance, too,” he said to whoever he was talking to. “Stay on the phone
with me, ma’am. Long as you can. I’m here. Is there anyone else in
the home? Is the child there?”

“How nice.” She smiled and nodded at Jonas
who stared at her, impatience twisting his features. Brows drawn
together again, his face was dark. Just another few seconds.
“She is a lovely little girl. I can’t wait to see her again.”
Please, God, let this work.

“Come on, Connie.” Jonas held his hand out.
“Wrap it up.”

“Is that Thompson?” The man’s voice gained
more urgency. “Tell him I want to talk to him.”

“Are you sure? That seems like a lot to
ask.” Connie felt her lips tremble and pressed them together
tightly. “It would be greatly appreciated, but I don’t want to be a
bother.”

“Connie.” Jonas shifted on the bed,
balancing the tang of the knife on his leg. He started digging in
his pocket, finally coming with a small bundle of keys. He placed
them on the covers between them. “Thank you.”

“Yes. Let me talk to him.”

The combination of the man’s insistence
against the bizarreness of Jonas thanking her had Connie
speechless. She held out the phone, studiously not looking at the
keys she hoped were for the shackle around her ankle. “He wants to
talk to you.”

“My PO? Why?” Jonas reached for the phone
just as Connie heard the first faint wail of police sirens in the
distance. “Hello?”

She palmed the keys, not willing to try them
yet, not with Jonas right here. She listened to the one-sided
conversation, and it sounded as if the man on the phone was
repeating all the right things, keeping Jonas on the phone and
engaged. Away from me. The sirens had cut off before they
got too loud, and she wasn’t certain Jonas even noticed them. He
was staring down at the comforter, tracing the stitching with the
tip of the knife, picking at threads that were loosening, the blade
making tiny “ting” noises each time he clipped through the fibers.
He was destroying the comforter without even realizing what he was
doing, so focused was he on the man speaking into his ear.

Loud static blared outside, then an
amplified voice echoed through the house. “Jonas Thompson.”

He lifted his head and stared directly at
her, phone still held to his ear. “What did you do?” She could hear
shouts from the phone’s speaker before he stood and threw it
sidearm at the wall, plastic and electronics
splintering and exploding from the impact. Connie flinched and
curled in on herself when he roared, “What did you do?”

The male voice boomed from outside,
commanding in tone. “Jonas Thompson, we need to talk to you.”

With stuttering movements, he stood and
swiveled towards the front of the house, head cocked to one side.
With one eye on Jonas, Connie worked the keys through her fingers
silently, feeling the edges. Two of the keys seemed to be the same,
while the third was slightly larger, thicker. Jonas took a step
away from the bed, and she held her leg still,
kept the chain from rattling as she slid her body closer, bending
her knee while she reached for the shackle. He was at the bedroom
door by the time she got her fingers on the metal ring, seeking a
space that would accommodate any of the keys in her hand.

“Jonas, we just want to talk.”

The door creaked as it opened, a noise she
recognized. It was something he’d joked about, saying he wouldn’t
oil it because the sound would alert him if she was trying to get
away. Get away. Connie shook, fumbling as she dug her
fingernail into the opening she found in the metal ring. I’ve
got to get away. The key slotted into place, and she gasped in
relief when it turned easily, a metallic snick of sound
accompanying the movement as the contraption opened wide, releasing
her.

“Is Miss Rowe with you? Is she okay,
Jonas?”

He turned and looked at her, a comical
expression of surprise on his face, heavy brows pulling together in
confusion. She realized his question previously had been for the
nameless man on the phone, never grasping she’d been the one to
give him away. Comprehension dawned across his face, chased by the
dark shadows of anger. Her stomach dipped and she started to shake,
trembling fingers dropping the keys to the floor. It took him only
two long strides to be within grabbing distance, and slow to react, Connie tried to scramble away too
late. She lost her balance and fell on her stomach, then clutched
fruitlessly at the covers as she was drawn towards him across the
bed by his grip on her bare ankle.

“Please, Jonas. Let me go.” He grabbed her
wrist and wrenched her arm behind her back, lifting and yanking
until she was upright and dancing on her toes to get away from the
pain. “Oww, that hurts. Jesus. Stop it. Jonas.”

His grip eased slightly. “It was you.”

“Jonas, come talk to
us.” The voice outside was relentless, droning on and on with
demands she knew Jonas would never answer.

“It was you.” He shouted in her ear, fingers
tight around her wrist again. She tried to pull away and was yanked
back with bruising force as he laid his forearm across her throat.
“It was you.”

“Jonas.” More projected words from the
loudspeaker, ignored by Jonas as if it were no more irritating than
a gnat.

Blood pounded in her ears, the resonating
thud blocking out much of what he said next. She only caught
pieces, but it was enough to send her into a panic. “…weak women
aren’t worth…why you were different…why would you do that…” I’ve
got to get free. Connie used her nails on his arm, cutting
bloody furrows through his skin. She felt a deep chill along her
side, followed by white heat and brilliant pain that pushed far
inside, like a running cramp that burrowed under her ribs. Breath
rattled in her lungs, prevented from escaping, darkness edging into
her vision and blurring it. Sweet relief as his grip relaxed and
she drew the deepest breath she could, fighting to pull in
air against the pain that stuck with her,
grinding into her bones on that side.

“Jonas, we don’t want anyone to get hurt.”
Now the voice was coaxing, ready to bargain for any response at
all.

“Too late for that,” he muttered, and she
heard the words with clarity, understanding finally what the pain
was. She felt along her side and found the heavy handle jutting
from her skin, like a body alteration she hadn’t remembered asking
for. Oh my God. “Far too late.”

Her feet refused to cooperate as he dragged
her to the front of the home, heels raking across the coarse fibers
of the carpet. He stopped them to one side of the door, an arm
sweeping out to pull the curtains back from a window. Jonas opened
the drapes on what looked like a sea of police cruisers, red and
blue and white moving and shifting, the cloud of bright lights
strobing off every reflective surface. Disorientating, the lights
drew bright streamers through her vision and she saw things in
sharp relief one moment, then blurred edges the next.

Connie coughed and saw tiny red dots appear
in the air, catching beams of light as the droplets arced and fell
away. It hurts. Jonas’ breathing was fast and heavy in her
ear, panting to match her.

She fought to pull in a breath, drawing in a
stingy gasp with short bursts of effort, shocked at how hard it
was. Her chest felt like her lungs were only half as large as
normal and stuttering sips of air were the best she could do. In a
whisper so weak it barely reached her own ears, she tried to plead
for her life. “Please, Jonas.”

“Jonas, is that Miss Rowe? Can you tell me
if she’s okay?”

There was movement at her side and she watched as the reflection of Jonas in the window
shook his head in a slow arc.

She watched him, focusing there instead of
on the confusing chaos of lights and bodies beyond that flimsy
barrier. The haunting vision of his head floating over her shoulder
was captivating, as if he were an illusion
peeking out from behind her. His eyes were wide, nighttime shadows
keeping the color from view, only the barest glint of light showing
her he was looking. His focus seemed to be outside, away from the
show she was watching. Connie stared as three tiny red dots danced
across his hair, settling into place on his forehead, just above
his bunched eyebrows.

She closed her eyes.

***

Cole

Cole was wiping down the kitchen table in
the station when the report came out over the radio. It wasn’t for
their firehouse, so he didn’t pay much attention at first. Not
until the dispatcher repeated the location a second time to ensure
the truck’s receipt of the destination did his head pop up, every
sense focused on what he’d heard. An address he’d never been
to but memorized months ago, a place where his
niece Addy stayed every other weekend.

Jonas Thompson’s home address.

And now there was an emergency there. Squads
called first, then ambulances, all from precincts closer to the
address, then a single truck, more a just-in-case measure than
something the dispatcher actually thought they’d need.

Cole drifted towards the radio, cutting his
gaze around the room. Every man there knew the situation with
Audrey. Knew what the Stewarts’ had been through. “That’s the
asshole’s address,” he told the captain, tipping his head towards
the radio. “I gotta go.” He headed for the pole and called over his
shoulder. “Dougal will be here. I’ll call him. You won’t be
shorthanded.”

“Don’t worry about it, Cole. Go see what’s
happening.” He heard the mic keyed behind him, the captain’s voice
asking for more details on the dispatch. “I’ll call you and let you
know what I find out.”

Cole didn’t answer, just dropped and then
headed for his truck and peeled out, tires spinning and then
catching hold. He was most of the way to Thompson’s place when the
captain called, his words not making sense. “He’s got a hostage.
They said he had her call his PO and whoever they were talking to
figured out something was off. Units are just
pulling up outside the structure now.”

All Cole heard was “her” and his heart
raced. “Who is it, do you know?”

“It’s not Audrey,” the captain reassured
him, “that’s all I know for sure.”

Cole disconnected and then called Audrey.
“Where’s Addy?”

She took an audible breath and then asked,
“What’s wrong, Cole?”

“Where’s Addy?” He slid to a stop behind a
cop car, jamming the gear shift into Park. He removed the keys,
palming them as he opened the door. “Is she with you?”

“Yes, she’s right here. What’s wrong? You’re
scaring me.”

“I don’t know, Audrey. Stay home, lock your
doors. Keep Addy with you. I’ll call as soon as I know something.”
Cole ended the call and jumped out of the truck, kicking the door
closed. “Hey,” he called towards the rookie manning the edge of the
contained area. They were just starting to string tape and he ducked under the yellow plastic wafting through
the air. “Who’s in charge? They down there?” Pointing to where the
mass of blue uniforms had gathered in the street outside a
nondescript brick house, he asked, “Is that the Fifth?” If it was
that precinct, he knew most of the cops well, having worked extra
shifts out of a house in that area for more than a year.

The rookie nodded, not asking Cole for
credentials, taking his shirt emblazoned with the city fire
department logo as enough identification.

Cole took off up the street at a brisk trot,
lifting a hand as he recognized faces here or there. He pulled to a
halt behind a man holding a portable loudspeaker. Thankfully Cole
knew him. He and the cop had worked together off and on for years.
“Donnelly.” The man turned around. He had an expression of
concentrated focus on his face, with tense lines carved deep on
either side of his mouth. Cole didn’t waste time, needing him to
understand why Cole was here. “That’s Jonas Thompson’s house.” He
didn’t need to say anything else, Donnelly nodded. “Who’s he got in
there?”

Donnelly’s mouth moved, but Cole wouldn’t
remember hearing the answer, couldn’t pull it out of his memories
even later. He just knew he’d asked the question, and then he was
slammed up against a cruiser, metal of the door gouging his back as
Donnelly held him in place. Cole cursed as he fought to get free,
not knowing exactly where he was going, just knowing he had to get
inside there right now because Connie needed him. Thompson
was holding Connie hostage.

“Stewart, stop now, man. Don’t make me deal
with you on top of this. Let me do my job. Let me save her.”
Donnelly shouted in his face and the fight
went out of Cole.

“He’s got Connie.
My Connie.” Donnelly froze, the expression on his face
telling Cole he understood. Cole pulled in a hard breath with a
winded groan, it rasped painfully against the inside of his throat
as he forced it back out hard. “Get her out of there.”

“I’m trying, Stewart. You good?” Cole nodded
and the rigid grip on his throat eased. “You—”
Donnelly pointed at a uniform standing nearby. “—keep him here.”
The burly cop moved closer as Donnelly turned back to Cole, asking,
“Who is she? Who is she to you?”

“She’s my girlfriend.” He deliberately
labeled their relationship what he’d been dreaming of, but didn’t
stop there, didn’t dare mince words, knowing this man needed all
pertinent details to make the best possible decision. “But before
that, she was his girlfriend. Thompson stalked her some after she
broke it off with him. She wasn’t afraid of him, and it seemed like
he’d dropped it with her. I don’t understand why he’d go after
Connie now. It’s been weeks. I mean, I know Audrey filed for sole
custody a couple of days ago. That might be his trigger, man. But
why Connie?”

“May be what tipped him over. PO said he’d
blown off check-ins. Thompson knew he was likely to go back inside.
That could be it, too. Rowe? Your Connie? No idea why her, the
report is muddled so far. They’re going to feed me what they can,
but I’m going in blind here. Your info is good, Stewart. You’re
helping her. Anything else I should know?”

“Connie was listed as his court-appointed
monitor for his custody visits with my niece. I didn’t find that
out until Audrey filed. I don’t think even Connie knows. Audrey’s
lawyer dug up the paper. He doesn’t think it’s Connie’s signature,
so he took that to the Tenth for processing. They might have paid
him a visit, too, or he might be trying to use Connie to hold off
the PO?” Cole shook his head. “There are too many unknowns. I just
know you gotta get her out. You gotta get her out of there for
me.”

“I will.” Donnelly nodded and turned,
scooping the loudspeaker from the street where he’d dropped it in
his efforts to contain Cole. There was a click as he turned it on,
then a mechanical squeal. He let the noise fade away and started
the typical initial encounter icebreaker.
“Jonas Thompson.”

Cole turned to face the house, chest to the
edge of the car’s doorframe. With the uniform behind him, there was
nowhere for him to go, and he hated how it felt, having to sit it
out like this when every piece of him was crying out to storm in
there and pull Connie to safety.

“Jonas Thompson, we need to talk to
you.”

There was movement in the house, seen in
jerky waves behind the gauzy curtains that covered the main
windows. Cole strained to see through the fabric, frustrated when
the most he could make out was a shadowy outline he wasn’t even
certain was human. Where is she? More blaring words from the
loudspeaker, with no response. Donnelly stepped it up, asking
specific questions and he named Connie, the open confirmation she
was in the house a blow that hit Cole like a punch to the solar
plexus, stealing his breath.

Finally, the curtains stirred as dark
fingers parted them. A panel pulled back to reveal a face he still
saw in his nightmares, one he’d come to know too well over past
years. Thompson.

A paler circle marked where Connie
stared out from behind the windowpane. Nearly
the same height, Thompson had her positioned in front of him, back
to his front, holding her as a human shield. Her shirt was
awkwardly pinned to her body, dark stains discoloring it. She
looked confused and seemed unsteady on her feet, as if Thompson’s imprisoning grip were the only
thing keeping her upright. Cole’s heart thundered in his chest as
he realized Connie was wounded. His fingers curled into a fist
and he pounded the top of the cop car,
ignoring the heavy hand that landed on his shoulder. No, please
no.

“Jonas, is that Miss Rowe? Can you tell me
if she’s okay?” Away from the microphone, Donnelly called
an order,
and Cole heard the car’s radio crackle with
acknowledgments. He watched as sniper laser targets entered his
view from the top of the window, working their way down to find
Thompson. “At will,” Donnelly’s voice came through the radio.
“Shooters have the go.”

“I’ve got him. Green on one.”

“Clear mark. Two’s a
go.”

“Three is on target.”

The responses were immediate, sharing
a confidence that should have been
reassuring.

Cole only had eyes for Connie, and he
attentively watched as she said something to Thompson. He shook his
head and jerked her tighter. She shifted to the side slightly, and
Cole prayed it would be enough for the marksmen waiting in their
high hides. He held his breath, waiting. Each second that passed
seemed twice as long as the one before, and he
found himself counting the heartbeats he could hear pounding in his
ears. God, keep her safe.

Glass shattered,
bursting into a corona of splintered reflections. The snap of the
rifle reports overlapped, sounding more like a single long ripple
of sound than three individual shots as Thompson and Connie
disappeared.


Chapter Ten

Connie

Jonas jerked against her and fell
backwards as the window in front of them
exploded inwards. His arms tightened spasmodically around her and
then released, enough to pull Connie with him as he went down. The
pain in her side peaked and then kept going, rising in a wave that
threatened to swamp her senses. Vaguely she heard shouts from
outside, including one she knew couldn’t be real.

There was a booming sound, and then wood
splintered, light flooding the room. Connie blinked, dazzled by the
brightness.

“Miss Rowe, can you hear me?”

She heard her name called by several voices,
but her attention was fixed on the one calling from outside.

“Connie.”

“Cole.” She blinked at the blurriness
invading her vision. “Please.”

“Miss Rowe, be still now, let us help you.”
Hands grasped her shoulders and hips, lifting her. The heat that
had been at her back was replaced by the chill of a hard surface
and she hissed at the sudden change. “We’ve
got you. It’s Connie, right?” She tried to nod. “Can I call you
Connie?” She struggled to respond, blinking at the man’s face
hovering over her. He was close, too close for comfort, and she
tried to pull back, surprised when her head didn’t move. She fought
to look to the side but something held her in
place.

“Oh, God.” Tears welled, and she felt the liquid slide as they spilled over,
trickling down her temples.

The room shifted around her and she cried out, afraid of falling. “Easy, Connie,
we’re moving you outside. Just let us do the work, okay? You’re
fine, Connie. You’re safe now.”

“Cole.”

“He’s right outside, you’ll see him in a
minute. Can you tell me what hurts?”

“Cole?”

“Give us another minute, we’ll have you
where he can come to you. We’ve got to get clear of the scene,
Connie. Tell me what hurts, okay?”

“My side.”

“Yeah, I bet that does sting. Do you know
what happened?”

“Jonas. I…he did…” Her chest hitched
painfully and she cried out. “Cole.”

“Connie.” She could only move her eyes,
but at Cole’s voice, she cut them to the side
in time to see him come into view above her head. He was upside
down, but still a welcome sight and she cried
harder at the sense of relief she felt because he was there. “I’m
here, honey. I’m here.”

“My side.” She tried to point to where the
knife’s handle had been, not sure if it was still there. “He hurt
me.”

“I know, sweetheart, but these guys are
going to make sure you’re okay.” Cole’s voice was soft and sure,
and Connie let the certainty buoy her. “They just have to check you
out, see what needs to be done. You don’t have to worry now,
honey.”

“Jonas. Cole, he had women’s clothing in
there. I think he’s done someth…” Connie
stopped to try and pull in a suddenly-absent breath. She felt her
mouth open and close, but nothing helped. There was no room in her
chest for air, and she stared at Cole, noting for the first time
the beads of sweat along his brow.

“Easy, Connie. Easy, baby. You don’t have to
worry about Jonas now, not ever again. Easy.” Voices in the
background shouted, the edges of sound blurring together until she
couldn’t make out anything. Cole’s voice was the only thing that
mattered, and for several moments, Connie felt his words were the
only thing tethering her to the earth. “I’m here, Connie. You’re
safe now, baby. You’re gonna be okay.”

A sharp agony found its way alongside the
pain already suffusing her side, and she gasped in response,
surprised to find herself again sucking in air as an invisible damn
broke in her chest. Desperate and greedy for oxygen, her lungs
filled again and again until her throat burned from dryness.
“Cole.” Her voice rasped painfully. “Oh, God, Cole.”

“I’m here. You’re safe.”

A hand curled around hers, fingers calloused
and strong, holding tightly as she squeezed with all her strength.
“I don’t want to die.”

“You’re not going to, Connie.” He leaned
closer, and she stared up into his eyes. “You
and me? We’ve got a lot of living left to do.” She blinked tears
from her eyes and focused on him. Cole was smiling, and suddenly
she believed it would be okay. He wouldn’t look like that if she
weren’t going to be okay. “I need you in my life. Connie, honey,
you’re important to me. I promised myself I’d tell you the first
chance I got. You’re not going anywhere.” His eyes darted left and
right, and the corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled more
broadly. “Not an ideal setting for a declaration of undying love,
but I’ll give one if you need it, baby. I don’t care where we are.
I just need you to know I’m not letting you go. Not for anything,
or anyone. From here on out, it’s you and me.”

“You and me?” The pain receded, sounds
bleeding to white noise as she stared into his eyes.

He bent over until his nose brushed hers in
a soft Eskimo kiss. “Yes. Wherever you go, that’s where I want to
be.” Another soft brush of his nose, then he placed his cheek
against hers. “I’ve got you.”

“Thank you.” She whispered the word, an
unending wave of exhaustion taking her by surprise. “Glad I’m not
alone.” She blinked, and it was hard to force
her eyes to reopen. “Cole.”

“Yeah, baby?”

Her eyes closed and she gave herself to a
floating feeling that was invading, taking over her body, and
Connie relaxed into whatever was holding her in place, unsure if
she actually said the words. “I need you, too.”

***

When she woke again, it was to soft light
and cream-colored walls, electronic boxes on poles beeping quietly.
There was a familiar hand holding hers, and
when she tightened her fingers, she got an answering squeeze.

“Hello?” Her voice sounded creaky, like it hadn’t been used in days, and she tried
to clear her throat, wincing when the soreness hit.

“Sweet baby girl.” Her father stood and
leaned over the bed, staring down as he reached for her face,
smoothing her hair back. “You’re with us again. And about time. I
think your fella was getting jealous of the Sandman having so much
of your time.” He smiled at her, and the
lights in the room fractured as her eyes filled with tears. She saw
an answering glint in his eyes as he blinked fast. “Welcome back,
Constance.”

“Dad.” He caressed the side of her face with
his thumb, leaving a chill behind as he smoothed her tears away.
“Where am I?”

“Hos-pi-tal,” he
enunciated carefully, drawing the word out with a smile. He thumbed
over his shoulder with a chuckle. “Just in case the décor didn’t
give it away.” Connie rolled her head on the pillow, looking
towards where her mother sat on a lounge chair pushed underneath
the window.

“How you feelin’, Connie girl?”

“Mom.” Connie’s lips trembled, and she
watched as her mother shook her head, standing.

“None of that,” she scolded, and came close,
reaching over the railing to gather up Connie’s other hand. “Tony,
why are you making our girl cry?”

“Me?” Her father professed his innocence
with mock outrage. “I wasn’t the one who started the waterworks.
This is all Cole’s fault. You saw it, all I had to do was mention
her fella.” He looked around, pretending to be confused, and Connie
rolled her eyes. “Where is Cole, anyway? You run him off with your
incessant questions? Woman, why you gotta make
everything so hard?”

“That’s what she said,” Nelly chimed in from
somewhere out of view, and Connie and both her parents groaned at
the joke.

“How—” She paused to cough and groaned when
pain hit, her middle felt like someone was
hacking her apart. She strangled the next
cough and looked up gratefully as her mother held a glass close,
straw pointed to Connie’s mouth. Two small swallows later, she felt
ready to continue. “How did you all get here?”

Nelly laughed and
Connie watched her, trying to hide the relief she felt. If the news
was bad, her sister wouldn’t look so free and easy. She looked at
her parents in time to catch a look that passed between them of
fond tolerance for her little sister’s shenanigans, something she’d
often seen throughout their lives. “Cole
called somebody who knew somebody, and that somebody had someone
call Dad’s precinct, even before the ambulance got you to the ER.
By the time you got out of surgery, they were already taking over
the waiting room. He’s on my bad list, because
he didn’t warn me they were coming.”

“He’s a good man,” her father said with a
smile. “Knows to butter up the parents. Not that it was good
getting that call, baby girl.” He patted the back of her hand as he
laid it on her stomach, smoothing his palm up the skin of her arm.
“But he made sure we got regular updates as we drove.”

“It’s a six-hour drive.” Connie frowned up
at her mother. “You hate driving.” There’d been a lot to process
over the past minute, and she struggled to
hold onto what felt important. “What happened…I had surgery?”
Surgery that had lasted more than six hours? Connie closed
her eyes, hiding in the darkness for a moment as she tried to put
her memories into the proper sequence. “Jonas. They, I think they
shot him, Dad. He’d…” Her words trailed off as she reached across
to touch the place that hurt, finding a layer of thick bandages
where his knife had pierced her skin. “He stabbed me, I think. I
remember it hurting.” Her eyes flew open and
she looked at the three faces staring down at her, wishing more
than anything there was a fourth there. “I’m not dead, right?” Her
mother’s head shook back and forth. “And Cole was there? I don’t
know how, but he was there, wasn’t he?”

“This is the first time he’s left the room
since you got out of recovery.” Nelly chimed in, a tiny smile
creasing her lips. “Gonna be POed you woke up without him
here.”

“He was crazy.” Connie shivered as she
remembered how unhinged Jonas had acted.

“Cole?” That was her mother’s puzzled voice,
and Connie shook her head.

“No, not Cole. He’s…Cole.” Perfect
and unbelievably mine. “Jonas was crazy. I don’t know how I
never saw it.” She coughed again, the sudden ripple of pain through
her middle making sense now. “He would have killed me.”

“But he didn’t. He didn’t, and you’re here.”
With a deep voice that resonated through her bones, Cole spoke from
across the room, and she started to cry, tears slipping from her
eyes silently. “You’re here, and you’re going to be fine.” He
strode towards the bed and she saw her father
step back, hand on Nelly’s shoulder as he pulled her out of Cole’s
way. “You’re here,” he repeated as he bent over the bed, his palm
caressing her cheek, thumb sliding underneath her eye. His voice
was infused with confidence and faith as he told her again, “And
you’re going to be fine.” Leaning close, he pressed his lips
to hers firmly, branding her with a promise she believed in with
all her heart. “I’ve got you.”

***

“Taylor, when are you coming on vacation
with us again?” Connie’s father yelled the question across the
apartment. “I think we’re going to Venice Beach next year.”

As if they’d practiced it, Taylor and her
mother locked gazes and shivered dramatically. He said softly,
“Sinkholes,” and Diana nodded, eyes wide. “Hard pass, Big Tony.
Florida’s a no-go zone for me.” In sing-song, Taylor finished with,
“Saww-rry.” Back to a whisper, he leaned close
to Diana and said, “You can come stay with me,
Mom. I’ll keep you safe.”

“I always wanted a son,” Diana murmured
back, leaning her head against Taylor’s shoulder. “You’re my new
favorite.”

“God.” Connie breathed shallowly and shut
her eyes, trying not to laugh.

“You need anything?” She angled her neck to
look over the back of the couch at Nelly. She’d parked herself here
an hour ago, using Connie and the furniture as
a physical barrier when their parents had waltzed in. “I can get
you anything, go anywhere for you. The farther away the better.
Send me to Alaska for crab, please.”

“Make them go home.” She reached up and
grabbed Nelly’s wrist. “Please, for the love of God. Make. Them.
Go. Home.”

Since Connie had been released from the
hospital a couple of days ago, their parents been staying at a
local hotel, coming over every morning to check on her. And cook,
clean, shop, and smother her with attention and love. Not that she
was complaining, but this was day three, and she was so far over it
she couldn’t see back to where it had started. Nelly had abandoned
Connie during the day, making herself scarce by going back to work,
so it had been just Connie here with their parents.

“They leave tomorrow.” Nelly grinned and
looked side to side suspiciously, as if she
were checking for eavesdroppers. “I heard Mom tell Taylor
yesterday.”

“Oh, thank God.”

“Thank God what?”

Connie jumped and twisted with a shriek when
her father spoke from behind her. “Owww.” He scowled. “Thaaaat I’m
feeling so much better.” She nodded and yanked at Nelly’s arm,
pulling her close. “And that my sister is here. We’re close now,
Daddy. So close.”

He nodded, lifting his bottle of beer in a
salute. “Near-death experiences will do that
to you. Having snipers aim their rifle barrels at you has a way of
bringing everything into focus.” Connie’s stomach dropped, and her
father stared at her a minute. “Sorry, baby girl. I know you don’t
want to talk about it, but it happened. Not talking about it won’t
make it go away.”

“Captain.” Cole’s voice was a welcome
distraction from the conversation her father wanted to have, and
she liked how he’d fallen into calling her dad by his rank. Her
father had worked hard and for a long time to achieve what he had,
and having Cole, whose career was within a similar ranking
structure, bond with him in this way felt good to her. “How’s your
day, sir?”

Tony stared at Cole for a moment before
extending his hand. They shook over the top of Connie’s head, and
she watched her father’s fingers flex around Cole’s, clamping down
when he would have pulled back. Her gaze flicked to her father’s
face and she saw an unfamiliar emotion there. Grief mixed with
relief. “You’ll take care of her the way she should be.” From the
corner of her eye, she saw Cole nod. “Or I’ll be back here and kick
your ass into next Sunday.” Her father’s fingers flexed again, and
this time Cole’s grip tightened too. “Be the man I know you to be,
and we won’t have any problems.”

“Is he handing me off?” she asked Nelly,
frowning when her wide-eyed sister nodded. “Did you just do that
whole caveman thing, Daddy? Did you just try to give me to
Cole?”

“Didn’t try, baby girl.” Her father released
Cole’s hand finally and rested his fist on his hip. “Mission
accomplished.”

“You can’t do that.” She pushed at the
cushions underneath her, struggling to sit more upright. A strong
arm curled around her back, supporting her, and Cole helped her
change position. “Thanks.” She glared at her father. “You can’t
just do that, Dad. It’s not the dark ages.”

“You mind being mine?” She turned her head
to find Cole right there, his eyes crinkling at the corners, cheek
creased in a smile that showed off the dimple she loved so much.
“Is it that hard to stomach?”

“Well, no. But…what he was doing is entirely
different.” Connie shook her head, stopping the movement when Cole
cupped her cheek. “That’s, um…” He brushed his thumb across her
bottom lip. “Different.”

“You want me to ask you instead?” She stared
at him. The expression on his face was so open and earnest it told
her this was something he wanted very much. Cole was so close now
she could feel the heat of his breath against her mouth. She’d only
have to move a fraction of an inch to kiss him. Each word carried
him closer. “Constance Rowe, will you be mine? If you aren’t ready,
yet, I’ll wait. I’ve already promised you that. But will you be
mine one day?”

She nodded and pressed forwards, sighing as
his lips molded to hers. “Yes,” she whispered and felt his lips
move as he smiled.


Chapter Eleven

One year later

“Yes, Mr. Senator.” Connie held her head
high, focusing all her attention on the man who had asked the most
recent question of her, ignoring as best she could the array of
microphones fastened to the podium behind which she stood. “It is
my belief that reworking the law surrounding children conceived via
violent criminal acts is in the best interest of the public.”

“Miss Rowe.” He shook his head, ears
sticking out from the side of his head like cab doors. “These men
are biologically related to the children. By changing the law as
you and your group,” he gestured to the people in the seats behind
her, “recommend removes and restricts their God-given rights. I do
not believe I can condone this petition.” He sat back and scanned
the other senators seated at the tables positioned on the platform
at the front of the room. “The law already allows for legal action
to be taken by the victim to sever parental rights of the convicted
criminal. What more do you want us to do?”

“Mr. Senator.” Connie paused and held her
breath until he looked at her and nodded, giving her permission to
speak again. “If someone raped me”—she heard a pained noise behind
her and knew it came from Cole. Ignoring his reaction, she
continued—“if they forced themselves upon me against my will and
left me on the side of the road, should they be punished? If they
stole my choice to have sexual relations or not, should they be
punished? If that violent act, a criminal act by your own
admission, happened to result in a medical condition, why should I
have to consult with them on anything
resulting from that act? If I had a mental breakdown following,
should I ask if it’s okay for me to see a professional? There is no
relationship. It’s a forced involvement at every step along the
way, up to and including a trial if one happens. Don’t continue to
rape me by making me co-parent just because my rapist had a single
sperm that made contact with my fertile egg.”

“Miss Rowe, how about the cases where the
rapist is in a relationship with the victim? Spousal rape isn’t
unknown. What about the cases where progeny of their more cordial
unions exist? How should the courts handle those cases?” He sat
back in his seat with a huff, throwing one elbow over the back of
his chair.

“If it pleases the senators, I believe the
courts can handle those cases individually. Because you are correct
in your assumption that more complicated cases would need further
scrutiny. But the law as it’s written now covers all cases with the
same blanket statements. Mr. Senator, there is a case before a
lower court right now for the mental anguish of a rapist, because
the male child born from his criminal act was circumcised without
his consultation. The rapist in
that case can bring such a frivolous suit because, under the
existing law, he has the right of medical decisions.”

The senator leaned forwards again, head
cocked to one side. “Seriously?”

She nodded. “Seriously.” Placing one hand
palm down on top of the stack of paper in front of her, Connie
ignored her nerves and pleaded, “All we’re asking is for this
committee to read the proposal and consider it. My testimony today,
this petition, it’s all the result of public outcry following
several instances in recent years where the law did not serve the
best interests of our state’s citizens. It has the backing of Mrs.
Abernathy and Mr. Shole,” she gestured behind her to where the two
senators who had worked with Alden sat, “and the support of the
two-dozen state and national lawmakers in the gallery today. And
all we ask is for the committee’s attention and consideration.”

He lifted a lip as he skimmed his gaze
across the occupants of the room, coming back to rest on her. “All
you ask for now.”

Connie nodded, dipping her chin to hide her
smile. She’d won. They’d won, and she knew it. She could afford to
be magnanimous. Quietly she agreed, “All we ask for now.”

***

“Look.” Taylor jostled her elbow, and Connie
clutched at her drink, successfully holding on to it. He pointed at
the TV. She turned to look and saw image after image of women
filling the screen. They flew across nearly too quickly to
identify, slotting into place on the digital wall behind the news
anchor staring somberly into the camera.

After the final image flitted past, the
reporter began speaking, reading from the statement Alden released
earlier as they stood on the front steps of the capital building.
“The images you see are of women who have been raped. They’ve all
agreed to have their pictures shown in the hopes of bringing light
onto what’s been a dark subject for far too long. In our great
state, women who find themselves pregnant following a rape have two
options. If he’s convicted, and they are over the age of eighteen,
they can file an order for termination of parental rights on the
part of their rapist. They have a two-year period to file the
order. In cases where the identity of the rapist is unknown
and no charges are filed, once they’re past
the two years, that door is closed. This means if the criminal is
identified and convicted later, as has happened via DNA matching,
they no longer have a way to terminate parental rights. Hundreds of
women are being forced to co-parent with their rapist right now
because of this archaic law. All that is being called into question
now with a public petition brought before a senate sub-committee today as part of a joint effort of
two local legal firms…”

Connie tuned out the reporter, looking
across the room to where Alden stood talking
to Mr. Matthews. It had been a challenging year, but with everyone
around her pulling for the change, how could she not do everything
she could to help?

“Baby girl.” Connie rolled her eyes as she
turned just in time to be caught up in one of her father’s famous
hugs, feet lifting from the floor as he swung her around. “So proud
of you.”

“Thanks, Daddy.” She looked past him and
smiled. “Hey, Mom. Nelly.”

Her father released his hold and she stepped backwards, stopping
when a firm hand settled on the small of her back. She looked up at
Cole who was reaching over her shoulder to shake hands with Tony.
“Diana, Captain, it’s good to see you.” She shivered as his voice
reached into her chest and plucked at her heartstrings. It was like
that every time he spoke in his deep, resonant voice. “I want you
to meet my sister, Audrey.”

Connie stepped to the side, letting Audrey
take her place. Looking around, she spied Addy in Taylor’s arms,
her legs latched around his waist as she whispered into his
ear.

How did I go from where I was before, to
this? She marveled at how much richer her life was. Smiling at
Cole, she slipped her hand into his, leaning against his arm. “Is
it time to eat yet? I’m starving. I’ve been so nervous about today
I haven’t eaten.”

“You were pleased with the outcome today?”
Cole studied her face, lifting his hand to cup the back of her
neck. “I was…am so proud of you, Connie. You stood up there like it
was nothing, arguing with a state senator, and I was privileged to
watch as you slowly changed his mind, turning what he’d believed
his whole life on its head.”

“It felt good.” She laughed softly. “I
didn’t expect that part of it. How comfortable I’d be doing
that.”

“I’ve been telling you this for the longest
time.” Taylor spoke from beside her, and she
turned to see Addy’s head resting on his shoulder, her eyes fixed
on Connie. “You’d make a great litigator. I’ve worked with good
ones in the past, and I live with one of the best, and you’re right
up there, Connie.”

“I…that’s crazy to think about. I’d have to
go back to school, and there’s so much to know.”

Cole’s grip tightened and he leaned close, forehead pressed to her temple. “I
don’t think it’s crazy.”

“No?” She chewed her lip a moment.

“Nope.” He brushed a kiss across her cheek.
“I don’t think it’s crazy at all. You are the most amazing woman I
know.”

“To Connie,” Nelly shouted, and Connie’s
name rang in response from the crowd scattered throughout the room.
“The bravest sister I have.”

“I’m your only sister,” Connie scolded,
laughing.

“Where do you go from here?” Her dad moved
closer to take up a place in their little circle, leaving her
mother talking to Audrey. Connie watched Alden walk towards them,
his own glass held high in a silent toast.

She nodded at him, looked around at her
friends, and repeated words she knew to be true. “We move
forwards, and we don’t take no for an
answer.”

“That’s my girl,” Cole murmured, and Connie
smiled, running her thumb across the edges of the ring he’d slipped
on her finger a few nights ago. Not making a production out of it,
he’d asked with a soft, simple, “Would you?” Then proceeded to show
her what he wanted in his own way.

“It’s only the beginning.”

~ End ~







 Be The Change

Thank you so much for reading Hard
Focus.

This story came into being because of an
article I read. Part of a series by a major news source, the story
included an interview with a woman who was being forced to
co-parent with her rapist.

My first thought was “how can that be
right?”

After researching, I was dismayed to find
laws allowing custody by a rapist remained active in many U.S.
states. In some cases, the chances of preventing a rapist from
securing visitation and decision-making privileges were nearly
nonexistent. I read and researched and fumed, and then after a long
year and a half, I found my way through to this story.

It all began with a “what-if…”

Unfortunately, for too many victims of
sexual assault, it's not a what-if. It's a what now?

Most of the laws are about custody, period,
and do not take into consideration how the child was conceived. In
the era when most of the laws were written, men were the ones
penning the words, and in their minds, a woman would never want to
keep a child conceived in such a violent attack. Or, in some cases,
they believed rape wasn't really a thing.

A 1996 study by the American Journal of
Obstetrics and Gynecology, found that approximately 32,000
pregnancies result from rape every year. They stated that
“rape-related pregnancy occurs with significant frequency.” Roughly
5 percent of rape victims between the ages of 12 and 45 become
pregnant. We know from other studies that rape is woefully
underreported, which means the real numbers are significantly
higher.

As recently as 2012, we saw a prominent U.S.
political figure saying he believed a woman’s body would reject a
pregnancy resulting from rape, and by his words, we know there is a
long road still ahead of us.

It took ten years, but Maryland changed
their laws in February of 2018. In 2017 a version of that very
changed law was refused by an all-male committee, and proponents of
the change said it was the outcry from that debacle that helped
fuel the fight through to success. Finally. 

Too many of these unjust laws remain and are
enforceable, impacting rape victims every year.

This has to change.

In some states, actions to sever the
"father's" rights are permitted on a short timeline and only if the
rapist is convicted, which puts even more pressure on the victim.
Imagine all the what-ifs that have to run through their head. If
the rapist strikes a plea deal and is convicted of a lesser crime,
then all bets are off, and it can be a long and costly effort to
terminate custody rights.

In some US states, if the identity of the
man is known, termination of the pregnancy is only allowed if the
woman's rapist agrees.

In some states, where delayed identification
happens, a child adopted out can be ripped from those adoptive
parents and the rapist given sole custody. In that case, the victim can be
required to pay child support for a child conceived from a sexual
assault, given up for adoption, and then forced back into the
woman's life.

In some states, if the rapist's identity is
unknown, access to state or federal aid intended for victims of
violent crimes is only available if the woman agrees to a paternity
test to check against the state’s criminal database.

These laws will only change if they are
brought to light and aired in the public’s view. I plead with you
to check what your state or country allows, and then contact your
legal representatives and tell them what needs to be changed.

Be the change.

Woofully yours,

~ML






Resources:

Hard Focus group on Facebook - www.facebook.com/groups/hardfocus/

Join in on the conversation about the book and the
topics raised in the story.

 


RAINN – www.rainn.org

Review information in the public policy and action
section to see what laws apply to your state. You can drill down
into various information to see exactly what the laws are.
https://www.rainn.org/public-policy-action

RAINN also has a national sexual assault hotline
available 24/7. Dial 800.656.HOPE, or you can go online to
anonymously chat with someone trained to listen and help. If you’re
dealing with the aftermath of an assault, there is help, and
hope.

 


National Conference of State Legislators –
www.ncsl.org

Do a search on their website for “parental rights
and sexual assault” and navigate to the search. Look for your state
and see what laws exist now. Search for “child support and family
law database” and select “Family Violence Collaboration” then click
Search. This gives you a blow-by-blow recitation of all bills
passed, pending, and failed from 2012 to current day.

 


Federal government information – www.govtrack.us

Not getting answers you want at the state level?
Remember, you're also represented in federal government. If enough
pressure is brought to bear, things will change.
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