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Chapter One

Cassie and Ken walked out of the bar together at seven-thirty. In the rapidly descending darkness of a perfect June night, he pulled her into his arms and covered her mouth in a powerful kiss. Wow, she thought. It was a good kissconsuming and deep. His hands were running up and down her back. Then one slipped around her side, reaching for a breast, and she withdrew. She pushed him away, laughed nervously and said, Hold on, pardner. Getting a little ahead of yourself, arent you?

Sorry, he said. Ive been looking at you, wondering, you know

Well, wonder no more, big fellarest assured I am definitely a girl. Now, dont we have plans? Live music in the park?

Thats right, he said, laughing. Then, again, Sorry.

As he walked her to his car, she said, Girls dont get mad at guys for having romantic ideas. But you do have brakes, I assume?

Absolutely, Cassie.

Good. You were moving a little fast for me.

The car was parked at the far end of the lot and she thought, Ahh, hes car proud. Hed rather walk across the lot than risk a dent or scratch from neighboring cars. He opened the door to the passenger side and she slipped in. She immediately pulled on her seat belt while he got in the drivers side.

He started the car, but didnt put it in gear. Instead, he reached over to her side and began to gently caress her upper arm. He leaned toward her across the console, his eyelids becoming heavy, his mouth slightly open. It was like kiss-on-demand, but at least he was moving more slowly, giving her time, waiting for her to respond. She met his lips for a sweet, short kiss. He moved over her mouth with precision, but when she pulled away from his mouth, laughing nervously again, he grabbed her upper arms in his strong grip. Cassie, he said in a breath. What do you say we rethink the music? Maybe skip it?

I dont think so. I was looking forward to it, she said, her heart rate speeding up a little. She started to smell an ill wind.

Come on, he begged. Think about it. You wont be sorry

She did a quick memory check. Shed been out for happy hour with friends from work when she met him. Theyd talked for a long time. She was an emergency room nurse, he was a paramedictheyd never met before but she did a lot of business with the fire department and had come to think of them as the good guys. He had been polite, attentive, interested. He was a nicelooking guy with a sense of humor. Shed taken his cell phone number and agreed to meet him again, this time for a cup of coffee. Thats how you play safe dating. Hed been a gentleman, walking her to her car after coffee and saying goodbye with a brief, platonic hug. Then shed given him her cell phone number. So, after a few getting-to-know-you conversations, shed accepted a date for live music in the park. She still hadnt let him pick her up; theyd agreed to meet at a bar because finding each other in a park full of people could be difficult.

His behavior now took her by surprise. Shed have to back him down quick. Shed been attracted to him, but no way was she ready to take this to the next level.

I dont have to think about it, she said, her palms pressed firmly against his chest. I was looking forward to some music. Its a beautiful night. And what you apparently have in mind is not on the agenda in the parking lot of the

Her words were cut off as he slipped a big hand around the back of her head and pulled her, roughly, onto his mouth. She pushed at him, making unintelligible sounds beneath his lips, but he was actually climbing across the console while silencing her with his mouth. For a guy about six feet tall, this was unimaginable, but he seemed to do it with ease. In seconds, he was straddling her hips, towering over her so fast she hardly knew what was happening.

Hey! she said when he released her lips. Hey, what are you doing?

She was thinking quickly. There were a few cars around his, but he had parked away from the crowd and his windows were darkly tinted. Her next thought was, How is this possible? This is a nice guy! This is a paramedic! My best friends husband is a paramedic; I know a lot of their friends! Theyre salt of the earthangels!

But he was pressing her back against the seat, devouring her mouth, breathing real hard and fast through his nose. He popped her seat belt off and although she pushed and her protests were lost as whimpers beneath his mouth, she was focused on the logistics of his attack. He couldnt possibly plan to rape her in the front bucket seat of an SUV? She was wearing shorts; freeing her from her clothes would not be simple!

Then her seat began to reclinehe had his hand on the button. He was slowly laying her down. She was beginning to understand his plan. If he got her flat, he could pull down her shorts. If he raped her and let her loose, if he didnt leave bruises or marks, hed claim she wasnt forced. Shed run her share of rape kits in the E.R., heard her share of he-said-she-said stories while a skeptical detective took notes. Well, by God, she was at least going to force him to leave bruises! She began to kick and push and wiggle, throwing her head and body wildly back and forth, side to side.

Stop it, he said. Stop it now. Come on. We know what we want!

Get off me, you son of a bitch!

Aw, Cassie, he laughed, as if shed uttered some kind of endearment. Baby, come onIm totally into you!

Youre crazy! Let me go! Get off me! Now!

Come on, come on, settle down

No! she screamed. Just scream, she told herself. Bite, kick, scream, yell, hit, gouge, anything. She pushed at him with one hand, searching for the door handle with the other. Then, failing to find it, she pounded on the window, hoping to break it, screeching and turning her head away from his mouth so she could get volume. She tried head butting him, but he held her shoulders down and lifted his head back, and he laughed. She was moving around so violently, the car was actually bouncing. He tried to grab her wrist but she socked him in the eye. He grunted in pain and growled, but he didnt hit back. She continued banging on the window and yelling. She knew one thinghe couldnt get her out of this parking lot without moving to his side of the car, over that console, and by God she was going to fling herself out of the car before he could take her anywhere.

Suddenly there was a sharp rapping on her window. Hey! someone with a deep male voice yelled. Hey!

Oh, God, she cried, suddenly overcome with relief and hope. Help! she screamed. Hel! And then Ken put his hand over her mouth.

Ken lowered the window an inch. Hey, go away, pal. Were busy! And he powered the window back up. Cassie bit his hand as hard as she could and he jumped so abruptly, he hit his head on the ceiling of the car.

Cassie heard the man with the deep voice try to open the locked door. Then the windows glass suddenly cracked and, like a spiderweb, spread into a million cracks. But it was tempered glass and didnt break, merely crystallized, leaving a dent in the glass where it had been hit. A sharp object she vaguely recognized as a key popped through the compromised glass and started boring a hole into it, releasing diamondlike pebbles of glass that fell into the car. Ken decided to return to the drivers seat. What the hell are you doing, man? he screamed at the intruder.

A huge hand attached to a huge arm entered through the hole in the window and reached down to flip the lock. The door opened instantly and Cassie stumbled out. She was gasping as she looked into a face far more frightening than Kens. This was a giant wearing a tight white T-shirt covered by a black leather vest adorned with chains. On the arm that had freed her was a tattoo of a naked lady. He had a lot of facial hairlong, thick sideburns and a handlebar moustache that framed his mouth. His hair was pulled back into a ponytail. With his hands on her elbows to help her stand upright, he asked, You hurt? His voice was very menacing; he frowned blackly. Cassie was five-three and this guy had a foot on her, at least.

No, she said, gasping. Yes. I mean, no. He She couldnt finish.

He pulled her away from the SUV and turned her around so that he stood between her and the car. You need the police? Or the hospital? he asked as he pulled a cell phone out of his pants pocket.

No, she said, shaking her head. You were in time. Then she hiccupped and choked; a fat tear ran down her cheek. Oh, God!

Can I call someone for you? he asked, his voice miraculously softer.

Suddenly the SUV was in gear, and Kenthe polite, salt-of-the-earth paramedictook off. The passenger door slowly drifted closed as the car banked and turned, leaving some skid marks behind.

My purse she whimpered.

Suddenly the SUV skidded to a stop just before exiting the parking lot. Through the broken passenger door window flew an object, crashing to the ground. Then the car sped away. Your purse, the big guy said. Stay here. He walked across the parking lot, squatted to return scattered items from her purse back into it, then brought it back to her. Here you go, he said, holding it out.

Cassie looked up at the guy who had saved her. A biker dude. He looked scruffy and scary, like he could be a Hells Angel or something. But Ken, so clean-cut, turned out to be the dangerous one.

God, she said. I never saw that coming. If you hadnt

You okay? Because I can call the police. I got the plate number.

I wasnt hurtjust scared to death. I swear, that shouldnt have happened.

It looked pretty bad there for a minute.

For a minute, it was pretty bad. I think maybe he was going to She stopped. She couldnt say it.

Hey, now. You sure youre okay? the guy asked again.

Cassie fished around in her purse for her keys, her hands shaking. Yeah, she said with a sniff. Ill be fine. I think.

You want me to follow you home or something? Make sure you dont have any trouble?

She let a huff of laughter escape through her tears. Imagine having a guy like this follow her, know where she lived? Suddenly the world didnt make any sense. I wont go straight home. Ill go to my girlfriends. She has a protective German shepherd and a six-foot-two-inch husband.

You sure you dont want to just check in with the police? he asked, his brows furrowing. Talk to them about it?

She also has three kids, Cassie said.

The big man laughed, a deep and rumbling sound. Well, I guess that oughta hold anyone back.

Another laugh puffed out of Cassie, but then she instantly plummeted into tears. Loud tears. Her purse dropped from her hands and she leaned against him, wailing.

Whoa, kiddo, he said. I think maybe I should buy you a cup of coffee, get you a little straightened out before you drive

Im notI wasntI havent been drinking or anything, she finally choked out.

I didnt mean to sober you up, he said with a laugh. He bent down and picked up the purse and then, with a big arm draped around her shoulders, he gently, protectively, led her back toward the bar.

Looking up at him, she asked, What if he comes back?

Hes not coming back, the man said. Youre okay for now. Come on, lets have a cup of coffee. Calm down a little. Then you go on to your girlfriends. Huh?

By the time he got all that out, they were nearly at the door to the bar. She wiped at her cheeks, her eyes. I really dont know what to do, she said.

I know, he answered. Coffee, thats what we do.

In just a few minutes she was sitting in a corner booth, staring into a cup of black coffee, across from one big, mean-looking biker. And he had a cup of coffee, too.

Cassie could hardly lift her head; she was exhausted, frightened, wrung out, relieved. But as she slowly realized what she really was, she looked up in some surprise, right into the amazing blue eyes of her rescuer. God, Im so embarrassed, she said in a breath.

You shouldnt be embarrassed, he said. You didnt attack him. He should be embarrassed, but hes probably not. Bet hes scared, though.

Of you?

Not necessarily. You know, its not too late to call the police. My little brothers a cop, actually. Hes not working tonight, but we could still call him. Hed be good for some advice, at least. Then he laughed. Of all us boys, he was about the worst one. Figures hed turn into a cop. And a real hard-case cop, too. Not a lot of gray area with him. Listen, how well do you know that guy?

Apparently not well enough, she said, shaking her head. We met at happy hour, then had a coffee date and talked on the phone quite a bit. He works with people I know. I guess.

You guess?

Well, he said he was a paramedic and my best friends husband is a paramedic. I know a lot of their friends. I thought we had mutual friends. Jeez. What if he was just lying?

License plates dont lie.

How did you know to help me?

He smiled. Youre kidding, right? I heard you. The car was rocking. Two people in the front seat? I figured if it was consensual, youd both be in the backseat. He shrugged. It was worth checking out.

What did you use to break that window?

He lifted a hand. He stared at his own knuckles for a second. They were bruised and swelling.

Holy cow, she said. Are you okay?

Yeah. Itll be fine. Then he grinned. Maybe hell try to sue me or something, huh? Id love that. So, Im Walt. Walt Arneson.

Cassie, she said. Then she shook her head. You must think Im pretty stupid.

Doesnt sound like it, he answered.

I thought I was being careful. I didnt run him through a private investigator or anything, but I met with him a couple of times, talked to him a lot, and I didnt think he was that type of guy. I agreed to go out with him, you know. And I let him kiss me, too.

Its okay, Cassie. That doesnt sound foolish. Sometimes you just cant tell

If you cant tell, then what are you supposed to do? she asked, more of herself than him. Ive dated some real jackasses, but never one like that.

As I understand it, most assaults come from someone you know, he said. At least, thats what Ive heard.

Assault, she said, trying out the word. I guess thats what that was.

Oh, yeah, thats what that was. He cleared his throat. Um, he know where you live or anything?

WellI never gave him an address, but he knows my last name, where I work and the general vicinity in which I live

Walt reached inside a breast pocket in his vest and pulled out a business card. He passed it to her and she read it. His name was on a card for Riders, Inc., a motorcycle dealership. Sales and Maintenance, it said. In case you need a witness or some backup of some kind. Dont hesitate. Really. I wouldnt mind another crack at him.

You work on motorcycles?

Yep. And other things. Bikes are my specialty.

How many motorcycle mechanics have business cards? she asked.

Probably more than you think. Motorcyclesbig business. People are very fussy about their machines.

And you fix em, huh?

Ive been fooling around with bikes for aboutgee, I guess sixteen years or more. Since I was just a kid. He frowned as he watched her lift her coffee cup to her lips. Looks like you mightve hurt yourself there.

She put the cup down and looked at the back of her hand. One of her knuckles was bluish and puffy. She smiled sheepishly. I socked him in the face. I think I got his eye.

Good for you. He smiled.

Listen, if its all the same to you, I think Id like to get out of here now.

Sure, he said, reaching for his back pocket and pulling out his wallet.

No, let me get the coffee, she said, her hand in her purse. Its the least I can do

Taken care of, he said, cutting her off. Ill just get you to your car

Um, please dont take offense, but I think Id almost feel safer alone.

I get that, he said. But, hey, I know the owner here. Want me to ask one of the managers or bartenders to walk you out? Just to make you more comfortable?

No. Really. But thanks for everything. She scooted out of the booth.

Cassie, he said, picking up his card from the table and pointing it at her. In case you change your mind about the police. Or just in case he gives you some trouble and you need a little help, or want a witness to back you up. Huh?

Yeah, she said. Sorry, I wasnt thinking. I just forgot.

Not a problem. Be careful now.

She gave him a wan smile and walked out of the bar. She was barely outside when the darkness and the silence just freaked her out. She turned around, went right back to his booth and said, Um, sorry, could you please take me out to my car? It got reallyIt just got so quiet out there.

Sure. Be glad to. You have a cell phone?

I do, she said, nodding.

Okay, youll be fine. He slid out of the booth and cupped his hand under her elbow, escorting her out in a very chivalrous manner. Youre just going to lock the car doors, get your cell phone handy, watch the rearview mirror. But I guarantee you, hes going to leave you alone. I mean, come onhe left you with me. And then he chuckled. And remember, Cassie, I know the plate number.

You didnt write it down or anything

XKY936, teal-blue Tahoe, he said. I think it might be good to go see a friend, talk it out, be around people where you feel safe. But really, your bad datehes going to pretend none of that ever happened. Just the same, if he calls you or drops by, no excuses. Call the police first. Then call meIll tell them everything.

Thats very nice of you.

Youd do the same thing, he said. They arrived at her car and she used the remote to unlock it. He held the door for her. Youre still a little upset, so drive carefully.

Yes, she said. Thank you.

Cassie drove straight to Julies house. She and Jules had been best friends since seventh grade. But while Julie married at nineteen and started her family, Cassie was still single at twenty-nine. Julie and Billy had been together since their junior year in high school. They were like a Lifetime moviethe star quarterback and the head cheerleader. The perfect couple. They were scrapping a little these days, but theyd get it together, as usual. After all, they had three kids and a doga lot to bicker about.

What Cassie would give to have a guy like Billy in her life. She didnt have a crush on him; hed become like a brother because Julie was like her sister. But still

She could hear the chaos in the house when she rang the bell. It was only eight-thirty; Julie would be right in the midst of trying to round up the kids and get them to bed. Julie opened the door with a mother-shout over her shoulder to Get in that tub! Then she looked at Cassie. What are you doing here? she asked. Didnt you have a big date?

Can I come in?

Of course! You didnt get stood up, did you?

No. Very bad attempt at a date, Cassie said, stepping into the foyer. The place was suffering that end-of-a-day wreck, as was Julie. Her blond hair had gone limp and was flopping in her eyes, she was braless in a T-shirt, shorts, her bare feet dirty, her face with no makeup. And behind her, chasing each other through the family room and kitchen, were a naked three- and four-year-old with a barking German shepherd in pursuit.

When the kids saw her, they yelled, Cassie! and ran to her. She stood in the entranceway with one nude child hanging on each leg.

But Julie just stared at Cassie. What happened? she asked.

Cassie said, Im going to help myself to a glass of wine, if you still have some. Then Ill tell you all about it. She shrugged and her eyes welled up. I dont feel like going home right now. She sniffed back the tears and said, Go. There are naked children running wild all over the house. Cassie bent down and kissed the top of each little head.

The bottle you left a week ago is still in the fridge, she said, running a hand through her lank hair. You dont look so good.

Ill be fine. The kids broke free and ran off, followed by their mother. Cassie threw her purse onto a chair and headed for the kitchen. Then she turned back and flipped the dead bolt on the front door.

In the kitchen she found a wineglass and poured herself some cold white from the refrigerator; shed gotten in the habit of bringing a big jug of wine over when she came. Julie and Billy were on a tight budget and didnt splurge on extraseven the kind that could give you a shot of relaxation at the end of a long day, with a husband working two jobs and a wife managing three kids almost entirely alone.

Cassie went into the family room and sat down on the sofa, kicking off her shoes and putting her feet up on the coffee table. Within what seemed like seconds, Jeffy came into the room. He was nine. He went right to the couch and sat so close to Cassie, he was almost on top of her.

Wanna see what Im doing? he asked, balancing a small laptop computer on his lap. Cassie rememberedthis was an old laptop handed down by Julies brother.

You bet. Whatcha got here?

Im making skyscrapers. See? You can get between them with ships and catwalks.

Youre a genius, she said. Whered you get your brains? You get them from me? Nah, Im just the auntie. Jeff, this is so cool. She ruffled his dark hair, kissed his temple. You have your bath?

Not till after them, he said. Look, I can make em fly. He maneuvered some keys, clicking away, and sure enough the small airships moved between tall buildings.

Can I try that? Cassie asked.

He showed her how and they entertained themselves for about twenty minutes before Julie reappeared. Now she was water splashed and even more wilted. Billy was at his second job. He was a paramedic for the fire department and, on off days, worked in a builders shop cutting wood for cabinets and everything from marble to granite for countertops. Firefighters worked twenty-four-hour shifts, during which they didnt get much sleep. Hed get home at eight in the morning, grab a nap, go to the shop for a few hours, then go back to the fire department for another twenty-four the next morning. After three twenty-four-hour shifts in six days, Billy would get four days off in a row from F.D. and those were the best dayshe only worked one job, at the shop. The best thing about his second job was he could make his own hours, as long as he got the work done. And he put in a lot of hours; money was real tight. Usually Julie would be coming to the end of her rope after days of managing on her own, as she clearly was at the moment.

Julie pulled the small computer out of Jeffs hands. Can you get your bath before you do any more virtual building or flying?

Yeah, okay.

Can you pick up your dirty clothes and throw them in the hamper?

Yeah, okay.

Then they disappeared, leaving Cassie alone.

When Cassie and Julie spotted each other the first day of seventh grade, it was an instant bond. Tall, thin, blond Julie and short, round, dark-haired Cassiethey were an odd-looking pair. A couple of years later Cassies stepdad was transferred from California to Des Moines and Cassie couldnt bear the thought of leaving her friends, her school. Plus, Cassies mom had married Frank when Cassie was eight and theyd proceeded to have two babies and had a third on the way. Cassie couldnt put it into words at the time, but she didnt really feel like a part of their family. It had gone from Cassie and Francine alone to Frank and Francine and the kids, and Cassie as babysitter and guest.

Some begging and negotiating evolved into Cassie moving into Julies house, right into her crowded little bedroom, sharing a regular-size double bed. Their parents didnt think it would last long; they assumed theyd start to fight like sisters or Cassie would miss her mom and the little half sibs too much and want to move back. Neither happened; Cassie and Julie were best friends and roommates all through high school.

Cassie got her first job at fifteen, paying her way so she wouldnt have to rely on help from her mom and stepdad or put a strain on Julies folks when she needed essentials like underwear or school supplies. She supported herself but for room and board. At graduation Julies mom handed her a check; shed saved every penny of support Cassies stepdad had sent, from the piddling fifty dollars to the rare two or three hundred. If you decide to use this for college, you can stay here rent free as long as youre in school. If you do something else with this, well work out a reasonable rent for you.

It was an unexpected opportunity for Cassie; her mom and stepdad didnt have a cent to spare. Birthday and Christmas presents had always come in the form of plane tickets to visit the family. So she went to college, studied nursing and got her R.N. degree, working while she went to school to support herself.

Julie went to college, too, but didnt make it through a whole year. She got pregnant, dropped out and married Billy, the love of her life. When Jules and Billy got their first little apartment, Cassie stayed on at Julies parents house, finished college and landed her first job in emergency room nursing.

And then Cassies mother died. That left Frank with three kids to support on his own. The plane tickets stopped coming; they were replaced with gift cards from Starbucks or Borders.

When Cassie was twenty-five, she managed to buy her little house, not coincidentally real close to Julie and Billys. And she got Steve, her Weimaraner.

She briefly considered going back to the house to pick up Steve and ask Jules if she could sleep on the couch tonight, but quickly decided shed brave going home, after a glass of wine and a little decompression time. Shed never leave Steve alone all nighthe was such a baby. Right now she wished shed taught him to bark and snarl menacingly, just in case she ever needed him to be protective. But he was so sweet just the way he was.

It was a long time before Julie finished with the kids, getting everyone settled, though it was obvious shed hurried through bedtime rituals. Instead of picking up the house, she passed Cassie and went immediately to the kitchen, pouring herself an apple juice in a wineglass. She brought the bottle of chardonnay to Cassie, offering to top off her glass. Then she plopped herself on the other end of the couch, with her legs tucked under her, facing Cassie.

Tell me what happened, Julie said. Youre actually a little pale.

You wont believe it. I dont believe it. He attacked meright in the car, right in the parking lot of the bar where I met him for our date. Julie gasped and covered her open mouth with a hand. It was bizarre. Otherworldly. It took me by such surprise, for a minute I couldnt even move, couldnt even push or yell. She went through the details, right up to the breaking of the window and the cup of coffee with Walt, her friendly neighborhood thug.

He climbed over the console? Julie asked.

Yeah. That threw me, but I realized later, there was an awful lot of room in that front seat. He had both bucket seats back as far as theyd go. And where he parkedreal far away from most of the carshe must have done that deliberately before we met for the evening. She shook her head with a short, unamused laugh. I remember thinking he was worried about dents and scratches. But nohe planned it. He was prepared to take matters into his own hands if I insisted on going to the concert.

God! You must have been terrified! How did that biker guy know you were in trouble?

He said he heard me, that the car was rocking. I was fighting so hard, it made the car wobble. She showed Julie her knuckles. I dont know if I got this from banging on the window or punching him in the face.

Holy shit, Cassie. You think about calling the police?

I thought about it, yeah. Thing is, Ive run rape kits on victims for detectives, and even when theyre banged up, torn apart and hysterical, the police can hardly make a case. What am I going to say? A guy I accepted a date withwho I let kiss me in the parking lot and again in the carheld me down while he kissed me? He never hit me, never got to my clothes, never unbuttoned his pantsThe fact that we both knew what he was going to do will be completely irrelevant.

But youve got that guy

Yeah, Walt. He called it assault. It was an assault, but it only got as far as an attempt. She shrugged. Although it still scared me half to death.

They heard the sound of the garage door opening and Julie threw an unmistakable look of disgust over her shoulder toward the door. Billy came in, wearing his jeans and T-shirt covered with sawdust, putting his tool belt on the washer in the laundry room, which connected the garage to the kitchen. He looked pretty wiped.

Youre early, Julie said.

I finished up. I couldve found a little more to do, but I thought maybe you could use some help.

She laughed. And what the hell kind of help were you going to give me after the kids are already in bed?

Jesus, I dont know, Juleswant me to paint the house or sand the floors?

Cassie put her fingers against her temples and rubbed. God. Do you two have to do this right now?

Youre a witness, Cass. You can see all I did was walk in the goddamn door!

After nine at night, to help! Julie said.

Okay, Im going home to Steve, Cassie said, starting to get up.

No, Julie said, grabbing her hand. No, youre absolutely right. Well stop. Besides, you need to tell Billy what happened.

Why? she said wearily, sinking into her place on the couch.

Because the guy said he was a paramedic, Cassie, Julie said.

Who said he was a paramedic? Billy asked. He pulled a beer out of the refrigerator and brought it into the family room. He sat down on the coffee table and faced Cassie. Something wrong?

Cassie went through the story again. Billy leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, holding his beer with both hands, and several times he just looked at the floor. He ignored his beer till the end of the story. Then he took a long drink out of the can.

The only thing Id really like to know, Cassie added, and theres no way to find out, not even by going to the police, is if hes attacked other women. I dont know if I drew the wild card or if hes a chronically dangerous guy.

Maybe you cant find that out, but we can check if hes a paramedic, Billy said, getting to his feet. If hes even with the fire department. Ill tell you what, if hes a firefighter and hes doing this to women, hes going to be sorry.

I have a feeling if you make him sorry, I could pay the price.

But, Cass, I gotta know. We have some bad apples sometimes, but I never heard anything like that before.

Its not like you introduced us, she said. It has nothing to do with you.

I feel like it has everything to do with me. I dont love everyone in the department, but it kills me to think one of our boys would do something like that to a woman. Kills me. Im going to find out right away.



Billy insisted on following Cassie homethe whole two milesand coming inside with her to be sure everything was secure. While Billy busied himself doing the man thing of checking windows, locks, et cetera, Cassie was on her knees loving on Steve, kissing and being kissed. Its not as though shed been gone long; shed had the day off and had only left him a few hours ago for a date that should have worked out, shouldve been late and fun. It was just after ten-thirty and Steve had been fine, curled up on the couch on his special blanket with several of his babiessmall stuffed toys that he carried around with him like a cat carries kittens.

When Billy was getting ready to leave he asked, How are you feeling, Cass?

A little edgy, but mostly disappointed. Very disappointed.

Are you scared?

I admit, Im a little shook up, but the whole incident was over in five minutes or less. And I have good locks, a phone with a backup cell phone and we know Steves a killer. Really, Im so disappointed with the way things turn out most of the time. You and JulesI know youve been fighting lately, but you just dont know how rotten it is to be looking, waiting, hoping to find the right person

Lotta people love you, Cassie.

She smiled. Thanks, she said. Not exactly the kind of love she was hoping for, but nice.

He shook his head and looked away. I dont know what the hells going on with Jules, he said. I cant do anything right. I have no idea whats eating her.

Cassie had some ideas. Three kids, tight budget, hard work, absent husband. But it wasnt her place to get into their squabbles. Theyd work them out, as always. Maybe you should ask her was all she said.

You think I dont ask? I shoulda just gone to the frickin bar tonight, had my one beer of the day there. Never mindI dont mean to unload on you tonight. Listen, Im home if you need me. If you have any problems, call me. I can get here in two minutes.

How much sleep have you had? she asked.

I got in eight, he said.

Eight hours after twenty-four on the job? If I have any trouble, Ill call the police, she said.

Fine, do that. Then your next call is to me. And then he grabbed her shoulders gently and put a brotherly kiss on her forehead. Steve looked up at him, wagged his cropped tail wildly and whined. I am not kissing you! Billy said to the dog.

Aw. He needs a kiss, Cassie said. He knows his mommys upset about something and he needs a little reassurance. It wouldnt kill you.

No. I dont kiss dogs or boys or boy dogs. You try to trick me into this all the time.

Steve doesnt ask for much, Cassie said. He has no male role model except you. He adores you, cant you see that? How can you be so ridiculous about it? Just a little peck on the headthats all it will take to make him happy. I mean, come on, its Steve! Hes like a son to you! Or at least a nephew!

Billy, hands in his pockets, bent at the waist and kissed the gray top of Steves bony head. And Steve, contented, sat for him and put up a paw to shake.

You kiss boy dogs, Cassie said with a laugh.

Jerk. Lock me out. Call me if you need anything. Anything at all.

And he was gone. Cassie looked at Steve and said, Good job. Humble him every chance you get.



Cassie changed into summer sweats and searched for something on TV. Steve curled up beside her to watch an old movie. He had the bunny, the frog and the octopus curled up with him. The movie wasnt sadit was a comedybut within fifteen minutes, tears began to run down her cheeks.

She had a job she loved, great friends whod been close for many years, two familiesJulies and Frank and three half sibs. She was independent, completely self-supportingand lonely. So very lonely at times.

At the end of the day, it was always like thisCassie and Steve on the couch, just the two of them. Shed had very few relationships over the years, all of them excruciatingly short and, in retrospect, none of which held any potential for permanence. Some had ended by mutual consent, but the majority had seen her dumped, her heart shattered, her expectations destroyed. She didnt like to think of herself as one of those pathetic single women who was always looking for a man, but there was no way around it. Every time she met a new guy, she got hopeful. Her thoughts always went to the same placeplease, let him turn out to be the one, a good guy who wants to have a wife and children, who loves me and treats me like Im the best thing that ever happened to him. But she hadnt even come close. Shed never even lived with anyone.

Tonight had been worse than heartacheit had been terrifying. She kept going over it in her mind, wondering if she shouldve known. Hed been a little on the eager side, but that had been kind of fun when it had seemed innocent. There was no way she couldve known hed turn out to be what he turned out to be. There was a chance that without the rescue he mightve backed off when she proved too much trouble, but in her gut she felt there was an equal chance he couldve turned into a rapist.

Is this what its come to? she asked herself. Is it not enough to be let down, disappointed, that I have to be scared to death and real damn close to being a victim? Is that what looking for the right man gets you? Its utter madnessand it has to stop. I have to quit looking for the right guy. I just cant take it anymore. The heartbreak is just too much.

Single women of twenty-nine never admit to anyone, not even their priests, that what they fear most is being alone forever, dying alone someday. Since she was about twenty-five, her greatest fear was that shed never find a partner. Cassie wasnt independent by conscious choice, it was by defaultshe had no real family. She knew women her age whod had a couple or even a few false starts before they found the one, the forever guy, but Cassies longest relationship had lasted maybe four months. Four terrible months. She didnt know anyone like herselfwith no living parents, no close relationships with siblings, no one. All she wanted was someone permanent who loved her, wanted children with her, a family man. She even wanted the bickering that went with all the regular adjustmentsbickering that ended with making up and great sex. She hated it when someone said, But youre still so young. Theres plenty of time! Plenty? She would be thirty in six months and she had yet to meet someone who lasted six months with her. Or, Hell show up when you least expect it And then theyd tell a story of meeting their own lifetime mate, but they were never more than thirty with a bad track record. If there was anything harder than facing the terrifying truth, it was having that fear not taken seriously. Youre beautiful and smartyoull find the right guy. Well, it wasnt happening.

Her mind was jumbled with numbers. If Im thirty when I meet him, give it a year to see if were in sync, a year-long engagement, and then if I dont get pregnant easily, am I thirty-five before that first babys coming? And always: What if he doesnt come along until Im thirty-five? What if he never shows up? Reallynever! I can get together with girlfriends and say, yeah, it would be great to find the right man, but, hey! If I dont, I have a lot more fun than you girls. After all, Ive had sex with a couple dozen men

Steve, she said in a tearful whisper. Ive had sex with a couple dozen men. She rubbed his floppy ears. Do you still respect me?

She had sex the first time at seventeen. She had been soooo in love. Shed had sex the last time five months ago. In thirteen years of sexual activity, it didnt take long to get to a couple dozen, or the vicinity; she couldnt actually count them without writing them down, an act that repelled her. Even so, she didnt feel promiscuous. She felt, frankly, completely lost.

Steve turned his beautiful black eyes up to her and made a sound. Then he licked her arm. He would never leave her.

But he would, she reminded herself, and Steve was her only real family. Big dogs didnt last long. The life span of a Weimaraner was twelve to fourteen years and Steve was five. What would she do without anyone special, without her mom, with a life so solitary? She had her girlfriendsJulie, Marty and Bethbut everyone else had parents, brothers, sisters, spouses.

The tears came harder. She missed her mom so much sometimes; they had been best friends. Even though she hadnt gone to live with her when shed moved away, theyd still talked all the timetwo or three times a week for an hour at a time. And shed been with her mom for the months preceding her death, caring for her, loving her into the next world.

Since shed been just a kid, shed been on her own. And all shed ever wanted was to have that kind of connection happily married women hadthe loving commitment her mom had had too briefly with Frank, that Jules had with Billy, Marty had with Joe. A good, strong, solid guy to lean on whod share the responsibility and joy. Was that so much to hope for? Why was that asking so damn much? Didnt everyone have a soul mate somewhere?

There were times she thought life just wasnt worth living without some kind of deep love and intimacy. The thought of growing into an old woman without ever having that kind of reliable connection was unimaginable. Another ten years of looking for the right partner, being let down again and again, was simply more than she could bear to think about.





Chapter Two

Even though Julie and Cassie were best friends, they belonged to a foursome of girlfriends whod hung tight since junior high. Marty and Beth were their two other close girlfriends. Theyd all been cheerleaders together in school and had been tight ever since. Beth was the only one who wasnt socially available that often; she was a brand-new doctor and her schedule was horrible.

The rest of them had remained relative neighbors since high school graduation, getting together regularly. They also had larger gatherings including still more friends from the past. The tradition started when Julie and Billy, as newlyweds, threw a small party, and it grew from there. Some years after high school Billy introduced Marty to one of his firefighter pals and they ended up getting married. Now the friends partiespotlucks held four or five times a yearincluded some firemen and their wives or girlfriends, plus whatever old high school chums were around.

The Fourth of July party this year was at Marty and Joes house, in their rec room. It was a big room, complete with bar, pool table, a pinball machine, state-of-the-art stereo equipment, plenty of seating and standing room. They lived in a mansion by Julies standards, and she looked around the rec room jealously. They had lots of toysquads, a boat, Jet Skis, an RV. Joe made a little more money than Billy, since he was a few years senior at F.D., but their lifestyle was probably even more affordable because they hadnt married right out of high school, had only one child and Marty worked full-time. True, she was a hairdressernot a high-ticket career fieldbut she had a full roster of regular clients and Julie certainly couldnt afford her cuts and colors.

Julie had managed a part-time job after Jeffy was born, while Billy worked and finished college before getting a job with the fire department. They went through years of tough schedules, school loans and scrimping by. With Billy barely on the F.D. payroll, which was modest to start, they had a lot of debt to clear. But then Clint came along and, a year later, Stephie. It ate up the toy money pretty quick. Hell, it ate up the food money.

Joe was an established firefighter who had his own house when he met Marty. They didnt get married right away; by the time they did, they were able to sell Joes house and buy a bigger one. Their little boy was now three and while Joe complained he wanted more kids, Marty said that was it for her. It seemed to Julie that when other people didnt plan on kids, they didnt have them. Julie and Billy didnt plan on them and had them, anyway.

It felt as though everyone had come a long way in twelve years, except Julie and Billyvoted couple of the year in high school. They had a decent little home they couldnt afford, drove somewhat reliable cars with tons of miles on them, had a house full of kids, big bills and no extras. No grown-up toys, no vacations. Also, no nice dinners out, weekend escapes for just the two of them, and they avoided hiring sitterssitters were very expensive. If Julies mom or Cassie couldnt watch the kids, they just didnt go out. Julie cut out coupons constantly, haunted the sales and even thrift shops, paid the minimum balance, put a sheet over the couch to keep the worn fabric from showing. When she was crowned homecoming queen, this was not how she envisioned her life. Shed had her fifteen minutes of fame when she was seventeen.

Tonight, to add to her overwhelming feeling that she was in a steady decline, another one of the old cheerleaders had shown upChelsea. She made an appearance every year or two, just to establish shed hung on to her tight body, perky tits and effervescent smile. In fact, quite a few of her physical traits had greatly improved since high school. Julie suspected Chelseas breasts were even perkierhigh, full, prominent and aimed right at the eyeballs of men. Chelsea had been cute as a button before, and she was better put together every year, while Julie felt she was sliding too fast into old age. But, if youd asked her at seventeen which way shed like to goblossoming in her late twenties or having it all at seventeenJulie would still have taken seventeen. Stupidly.

So she watched Chelsea from across the rec room, doing what she did bestflirting with Billy. It was amazing how long your nemesis could follow you without ever losing interest in your man. Julie had threatened Billy with unspeakably painful things if he ever touched Chelsea, if he even accidentally brushed up against her. Thus, Billys arms were crossed protectively over his wide, hard chest, laughing at absolutely everything Chelsea said. Now and then shed put a hand on his forearm and gaze up at him, chatting away, making him grin like a fool.

Some things never change, Cassie said, climbing up on the bar stool beside Julie.

They watched together as Joe joined Billy, passing him a beer. Then he leaned down a little and asked Chelsea something: Can I get you a drink? She just shook her head and laughed, drawing Joe into the conversation. Then a third man joined them. Hmm. Chelsea had three good-looking men cornered, holding them captive with her cleavage. Yet again she put her hand on Billys forearm.

If he laughs at her once more, Im going to throw a dart at him, Julie said. Then Ill chop him up in little pieces.

Cassie sipped her wine. Maybe you should have a drink. Loosen up a little.

Im the designated driver. And Im going to designate him right out of here in about ten minutes. Then she said to Cassie, Im just not fun anymore, am I?

Well, youre not a lot of laughs right now. But there have been fun times

Did I ever flirt like that? Julie asked.

Ive known you to have a flirt or two, but usually with your own guy, Cassie said. Then she glanced at Chelsea and said, How does she make never getting married look so good and I just make it look sofat?

Cassie, youre not fat. Youre

Cassie gave her a second and then put a hand on her arm and said, Dont. When you have to search for the right word for longer than three seconds, youre just going to come up with a synonym. And Ill hate you.

We used to do some really fun things. We stole a port-a-potty and put it in the football coachs front yard. That was fun. Wasnt it fun?

I think it spilled and violated us

We laughed till we peed, Julie pointed out.

Yeah. We were idiots. Cassie sipped her drink. We went on that all-girl camping trip once, Cassie said. But there was a leak and it didnt stay all-girl too long. I lost my virginity for the third time that weekend. She sipped some more. Maybe we should do that again. An all-girl camping trip. And this time, keep it to ourselves.

Cant. If Billy ever finds out Im willing to camp, my life is over. Sleeping on the ground is about the only vacation we can afford. She sighed. Im not fun anymore, Julie said. Im a drudge. Billy came up behind her and put a hand on her shoulder. Julie turned and looked up at him. Did you touch her?

No, Jules. Ive gotten really attached to my balls. But if shes going to keep rubbing those tits on my arm, Im going to need a lot more to drink.

Funny, she said. How much longer do we have to stay?

Joe has some fireworks, he said.

There could be fireworks right in this room if I have to watch Chelsea gaze at you like a lovesick puppy for one more second

Everyone else is having fun watching her flag her butt and preen. Whats wrong with you? he asked with a grin.

I admit, its been entertaining as hell, but I was thinking maybe theres a Law and Order rerun on TV. Its a tough choice, but I might have to go with the rerun.

Isnt this just a rerun? Cassie asked, laughing.

Although it wasnt lateeleven or soJulie and Billy said their goodbyes and left the party. They drove by Julies moms house, scooped up three sleeping kids and went home. While Julie made sure everyone was tucked in for the night, Billy turned on the TV. She washed her face and brushed her teeth and crawled into bed. Before she could fall asleep, he was shedding his clothes, leaving them in a pile on the floor and getting in beside her. She could feel him naked and primed against her thigh.

Oh, Jesus, she muttered.

What? You wanted to come home early. You didnt turn on a rerun

Billy

Tell you whatjust for fun, lets not fight. Lets just do it. That always puts you in a better mood.

Did Chelsea get you all spooled up? she asked him.

Chelsea? he asked, laughing. How many years are you going to ask me that, Jules? I dont want Chelsea.

I cantCome on

Why? You on the rag or something? Cramps?

Late, she said.

He rose up on an elbow and looked down at her. Its not that late

Im late, she said. My periods late.

Shock was etched into his handsome features. Then dawning. Oh, so thats whats got a bug up your ass lately. Were caught again? We cant be.

If we are, Im going to kill myself. Then you.

He grinned at her. We could use another girl to even things out.

What we could use is a vasectomy!

Yeah. I guess. After this one

Billy!

What?

We cant have another baby!

Well, you act like this is my fault!

It wasnt the UPS guy!

He grinned into her eyes and brushed a little hair away from her brow. I bet I know when it was, he said, his voice thick and husky. We had dinner with your folks and you liked me. I didnt fuck up all night, which is a miracle, huh? Then after the kids were in bed, you liked me a lot. Kind of took me by surprise, but I think I stepped up to the plate pretty good there. He gave her a kiss on the nose, on the lips, on the chin. I did such a good job, maybe you popped about ten eggs and one of em slipped right by that IUD

Her eyes welled with tears. We cant afford another baby. We cant afford the ones we have.

We get by okay. It wont be a struggle forever.

It will if you keep knocking me up!

He chuckled. Youre so damned knock-upable. I just cant help myself. And its not like I planned it. Im just so potent.

See, you think youre so manly right now. Theyll swim through anythingthrough condoms, IUDs, diaphragmsAnd youre goddamn proud of yourself!

Nah, thats not it, he said. But I have to admitI love you pregnant

Youre just an idiot! I cant pay the bills! Dont you get that?

Except the part where youre in a bad mood all the time and throw up. But youre probably not crazy about that part, either.

Did you look around Marty and Joes tonight? The big house, the nice furniture, all the stuff they have? You know why? They didnt get married when they were twelve, they have only one child and she works, thats why! While were eating casserole made out of tuna or, on a big night, wings and thighs!

Yeah, its really tight, but I dont think we should give any children away

Im not finding this funny at all! Well never get out of debt!

Listen, you cant make assumptions about people, about their lives. Who knows whats going on in their private lives? For all we know, Marty and Joe have fifty-thousand-dollar credit-card bills and a second, third and fourth mortgage. And besides, I wouldnt trade one of our kids for a pinball machine or pool table. Then he rolled his eyes upward. Well, Id probably trade Clint for a boat and an RV

We havent planned one single baby, she whimpered.

Apparently we dont have to.

Really, Im very upset about this, she said, pursing her lips, trying for control.

Okay, Im not going to let you get me all stirred up, because yourewell, you know what you are, he said. We try our best to keep from getting pregnant, but weve had a surprise or two and we take what we get. Not because we wanted another one right now, but because its on the way, its ours and we can.

Well, dont get all hooked on the idea. This would be an IUD pregnancy and theres no telling

You take the home-test thing? he asked.

She shook her head.

Ah. You already threw up.

She nodded pathetically. You know, it might not make it

He leaned over her more closely, slipping his big hands under her short nightie. Jules, this is you and methe baby factory. Itll make it. And we might not have a boat, but weve been so goddamn lucky. Look at those kids, huh? Theyre smart! Healthy. And damn good-looking.

Clints hyperactive. I cant keep up with him. Im at the end of my rope

Hell settle down. Jeffy was kind of like that. Listen, I could get a few more hours a week

Youre never here as it is.

Ill work as hard as I have to, baby. Ill do whatever it takes. And I swear, Ill get that vasectomy before this one even gets here.

If one swims through that, Ill kill you in your sleep!

He laughed and put his hands over her breasts. He jostled her a little, rubbing against her thigh. One good thingyou dont have to worry about getting pregnant for a while.

Thats not exactly an incentive, she told him, sniffing back a tear.

You can eat like a pig. Everything you want, he said.

I get postpartum depression, she said.

No, you dont. You get early pregnancy depression, but when you have a new baby in your arms, youre alive like no other time. Just how late is this period?

A couple of weeks. But you know me

So far youve been late exactly three times. But why didnt you do the test right away?

It costs seven dollars! And besides, I dont want to know for sure, she said softly.

After dinner with your folks, he said dreamily. I loved thatthat was wonderful. I wish that would happen more often.

I wish youd turn me off, not on.

He grinned. Well, that explains why youve been such a bear. Jesus, there was no making you happy. Except, whats up with the wine? Youve had wine.

She shook her head. Apple juice in a wineglass with Cassie, thats all, she said. Then she started to cry and he held her close. Billy she cried. Billy, I dont want this to happennot now. If we were on our feet

Yeah, its okay, baby. Youre just feeling the pressureI understand that. But well be all right. In the end, things always work out for us. Listen to meI want you to listen to me now. We have something special. Weve had it since we were kids, and its never been about money. Were not going to be broke forever, honey. But were going to have something special forever. I love you, Jules. Since I was just a boy, Ive always loved youonly you.

This is the talk you give me when Im upset about being pregnant

Which is just about every time youre pregnant, he laughed. Im not a real religious guy, but these kidsthey have to be meant to be. They just keep sneaking up on us. And they come out perfect.

Youre a Mormon, arent you? All along, keeping it from me

He covered her mouth in a kiss. I must be, he said. Makes me so happy, watching you round out, get big and moody. Please, Jules. Dont be unhappy right now, because its going to work out. Somehow, it always works out.

Oh, Billy, she said, putting her hand against his cheek. I just dont know if I can do it again

Youll start to feel better pretty soon. Its just the first couple of months that are hard on you, then you feel good. And you stop being so mean.

She sniffed. I think Ive been a little cranky lately.

He laughed. Well, no shit, honey, he said. Now love on me. It doesnt cost anything



Cassie had trouble sleeping soundly through the night for a few nights, and then it got worse before it got better. Billy told her he checked high and low, talked to a lot of people about the guy. There was a real Ken Baxter, but he was out in northwest Sacramento and he was fifty. Billy had looked as far as Folsom, a pretty long drive from the Sacramento bar where Cassie and Ken had met, and he hadnt turned up another one. It gave Cassie the cold willies to think he had lied about everything; he made up a name, profession, tricked her into trusting him, all for the purpose of overpowering her.

The way I see it, Billy said, the guy played off you and what you said and insinuated himself into your comfort zone. Have a couple of glasses of wine, tell him youre a nurse and several of your friends are firefighters and paramedics, and bingohes practically family. If hed met an aerobics teacher, hed have made himself the owner of a fitness center.

Scary, she said. I wonder how much success hes had with that modus operandi.

Thats when she called the police and asked to speak to a detective, preferably a woman who handled rapes.

Have you been raped, maam?

No, but I had a close call, and one of the detectives might be interested in what information I have

You can come in and make a report.

Can I just talk to someone? she asked impatiently. Then she was connected to voice mail; the voice was male, and she left her name, cell phone number and said the very same thingsetup, close call, barely escaped, she had information. She didnt get a call back. After a few days, she gave up on that. She hadnt found the police real receptive; she wasnt about to beg. She had absolutely no charge to file.

Heres how I see it, Billy said. Theyre busy, youre okay and, under the circumstances, that guy isnt going to show his face around that bar or that part of town again. Since he doesnt know whether you actually talked to the police, gave a description of him and the car and all that, and since he left you with some big bruiser who broke a car window with his fist, hes probably going to make himself real invisible. Then he shook his head and laughed. With his fist. Holy shit, huh? I bet hes just glad the guy didnt kill him.

Yeah, maybe

Her phone didnt ring, no one bothered herthe police apparently werent interested in close callsand she began to relax about that. I dodged a bullet, she said to herself. And Im not going to be in that position again. Then she did settle down; she and Steve curled up and slept soundly.

All Cassie was left with was a need to get beyond it. Not just the assault, but the position shed allowed herself to drift into, needing a partner so bad her judgment was impaired. She needed to clear her head. So she wasnt going to date for a while. If anyone offered a fix-up, shed politely decline. If she ever went to another happy hourand definitely not at that barshed buy her own drinks or leave. For the rest of the summer, at least, shed enjoy walking Steve along the river, reading and watching movies and tending her little backyard vegetable garden, which produced tomatoes and lettuce, carrots and enough zucchini to sink a battleship. Julie lived for Cassies summer produce. She would workshe loved her work; it defined her. And she would think. Something was wrong with the way shed been handling this part of her life.

So maybe her first choice was to be a wife and mother, but her second option was definitely all righta career that felt completely right, a decent income, friends she trusted who felt like family even if they really werent and pastimes that relaxed and soothed her. She thought about getting a puppy in a year or twoa backup Weimaraner. Shed probably never get a dog as great as Steve, but she wasnt going to have Steve forever. She shouldnt be without a pet; there was no point in setting herself up to be so alone she could hear her nerves fray.

For now, she would swear off men. At least, she would give up on the notion that there was a special one out there, just waiting for her to find him.

After a couple of weeks, once she felt a little more secure, she went to that motorcycle dealership on her way home from work one day. It turned out to be a Harley Davidson franchise. There were shiny new bikes parked out front on either side of a sidewalk, twinkling in the summer sun. She walked into the pristine showroom. Behind the counter was a guy in a blue shirt, camel-colored sports coat and pink tie, looking for all the world like a used-car salesman. He grinned that carsalesman grin and said, How can I help you?

She stared down at the business card in her hand and said, Um, I wonder if a man named Walt Arneson might be here?

Walt? Let me ask in the back. And he turned and left her to browse among the bikes. She found herself running a hand along the chrome of a particularly big one.

Classic Road Kingtouring bike, a deep voice said behind her.

She turned and there he was. A great big guy in a T-shirt and denim vest, jeans and boots with chains around the heels. And, of course, all that hair and the naked lady on his arm. And a cast on his right hand, almost up to his elbow.

Oh, God, she said, her eyes fixed on the hand.

Its nothing, he said. Just a little crack. Then he grinned. It was worth it.

Im so sorry, she said.

Dont be. I wouldnt have it any other way. Seriously. Besides, it comes off in a couple of weeksits really nothing.

Oh, brother, she said, shaking her head. So. How are you? Besides, um

Good. But how about you?

Fine. Im doing fine. I thought Id drop by to say thank-you. It occurred to me that after all that went on, I didnt even thank you. She laughed. I thought about buying you a fruit basket or something, but what do you buy a biker?

I dont have the first idea, he said. How about a cup of coffee? You didnt finish the last one.

You have time for that?

I could sneak away. Theres a bookstore across the parking lot. They have a coffee shop. Good coffee.

You like your coffee.

I do.

Only if you let me buy, she said.

Why not? He shrugged. Been a while since a lady bought me a cup of coffee.

He spoke to the salesman for just a second, then walked with her across a wide parking lot to a big bookstore. He let her buy them two coffees while he waited, then instead of sitting down at a small table in the coffee shop, he led her into the store. He seemed to know exactly where he was going. Tucked away in a corner were a couple of plush leather chairs with a small table separating thema reading or study corner.

Nice, she said.

He cut right to the chase. Everything going all right with you now? he asked, sipping his coffee.

Yeah, Im getting by. Ill admit, I was a little tense for a while, but Im better now. Very grateful you stepped in. Im very lucky nothing worse happened.

I take that to mean you havent heard from him or seen him?

She shook her head. Thank God. I guess you were righthes going to pretend nothing happened. Everything he told me was just a line, a lie.

Walt frowned. Somehow that wouldnt really surprise me. You know that for sure?

Yeah. My friend, the paramedic, checked to see if he was with the fire department and he didnt turn up.

You really ought to tell the police, Walt said, sitting forward in his chair.

Well, funny you should say that. I called. I left a message on a detectives voice mail saying it was a close call, I was rescued in time, but I was clearly set up and they might want to know about the situation, the guy. They never called back.

Walt just frowned.

At this point, I just want to forget about it. I guess its going to have to be someone else who goes up against him. Or maybe he learned his lesson. She grinned. You mightve put the fear of God in him.

I hope so. The dirtbag.

I was putty in his handsI probably fed him all the information he needed to make up his lines, make his move.

You mind if I ask, howd you do that? Walt said.

Well, I told him I was a nurse, she said, sipping her coffee. Emergency room. We do a lot of business with police and paramedics. I dont remember exactly, but I mightve told him that before he said he was a paramedic.

Ah, so thats how that went down, he said. Makes perfect sense. So, youre an emergency roomnurse? That sounds exciting. What made you decide to be a nurse?

At first, nursing seemed practical. I had to make a living. I wasnt very far into it when I discovered I really loved E.R. nursing. I found out I like to be where the action is. Im not very patient. She sipped her coffee. What makes a person decide to be a biker?

He grinned at her and she noticed that in the midst of that scruffy face was a very warm, inviting smile. In my case, a scooter, he said. I was pretty little. Then a bigger bike, and bigger

You look like a pretty hard-core biker She stopped herself and bit her lower lip.

I do, huh? he said patiently. Well, I am, I guess. Im not a Hells Angel or anything like that.

Do you belong to a

A bike club? he asked, leaning back in his chair. Havent had time for anything like that in a while. I might go on a group ride now and then, but mostly Im on my own. I kind of like just taking offthats the beauty of the bike. When I was a lot younger, I took eighteen months to tour the U.S., with just a bedroll and backpack. I met a lot of riders out on the road. Sometimes wed hook up and ride together, camp together, for a week or so, then Id move on. I learned a lot about the machine that way. About the people who are drawn to the machine.

Eighteen months? she asked, astonished.

Yep. It was awesome. Theres a lot to check out in this country. You can see a lot more of it from a bike. You like to read?

Uh-huh. Girl stuff.

Well, theres this booknot girl stuff, but its goodZen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. It tries to explain the feelings bikers have toward their bikes, their freedom, the power of the open road, the whole experience.

She laughed at him. I know golfers who think its a spiritual experience to get the ball in the hole, but its still just a little white ball you hit around with a club.

Ever been on a bike? he asked, lifting an eyebrow.

I hate them. The worst casualties in the E.R. are bikers.

Yeah, he admitted. Anyone on a bike who isnt fully conscious, totally safe and has an accident, I dont sympathize with as much as I should. But bikers who get hurt because theyre more vulnerable than the vehiclethats a calculated risk. We understand that. Being on a bike is so great, thats why people take that risk. I mean, theres no metal around us, no air bags. Its not a tank. You have to be sharp, you have to be good. You should have a good machine. He smiled at her. If youre riding, you better have a good driver. He sipped his coffee. Ever been on a bike? he asked again.

She shook her head, her mouth open a little.

Who knows? Maybe Ill get you on one someday.

Iahdoubt it.

Never say never.



It was pretty unusual for Walt to take a coffee break that lasted an hour and a half. It was unheard of for him to take that kind of time away from the store with a pretty woman. Theyd had such a nice time, talking about his rides, her nursing. Walt didnt have hobbies outside of bikes and rideshis hours were long and he enjoyed his work so much he never considered cutting backbut they discovered they both liked to read. Walt was drawn to the guy stuff; she went for the girl stuff. Before leaving the bookstore, they did a little browsingfirst in his section, then hers. They left with a couple of books apieceWalt bought her a copy of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. They both admitted theyd had a nice time when they said goodbye. He told her any time shed like to get together for a coffee or whatever, she should give him a call at the store. Hed love to hear from her again. She didnt offer her phone number and, knowing what shed been through, he didnt dare ask.

After she left, he called his brother Kevin, the youngest in the family. The cop. You working this afternoon, bud? he asked.

Yep. Going in around two. Why?

Okay, heres the thing. I had a little incident that I never mentioned

Aw, Christ, you got cops after you for something?

No! Could you listen for once? Heres what happened. I was leaving this bar a couple of weeks ago and there was a woman in trouble at the far end of the parking lot. She was yelling for help from the inside of a car that was rocking off the shocks. I could make out two people in the front passenger seat and she was putting up a fight, so I checked it out. I knocked on the window and the guy slid it down an inch and told me to go away, but I could see he had the seat reclined and his hand over her mouth. So I broke the window and got her out.

You broke the window? Kevin asked. Is that how you hurt the hand?

YeahI dont think we need to tell Mom about that, huh?

He coming after you for that? For breaking the window?

Oh, I wish. Nah, he ran for his life. The womannice woman, by the waywas out on her first real date with him. Shed met him for coffee, talked on the phone, and she was meeting him at the bar rather than letting him come to her house. You know, trying to be careful, I guess. She was real shook up, so I got her a cup of coffee. I gave her my business card in case she needs me to back up her story. The guy was assaulting her. He was going to rape her, Kevin.

You sure about that?

Nah, maybe he just wanted to hold her down and kiss her a little while she was screaming her brains out and kicking hard enough to rock a big old Tahoe. Youre righthe probably just wanted to talk about Greek philosophers and she was just so fucking uncooperative

Okay, okay. Whats this got to do with me?

I saw her today. She dropped by to say thanks. Shes holding up okay. She hasnt heard a word from him or anything. Shes getting past it real good.

Yeah?

But I think we should know who he is.

We? Got a puppy in your pocket, brother?

You and me, big shot. I got the license plate number, make and model. See, shes an emergency room nurse and he told her he was a paramedic. It makes sense she should figure him for part of the family, you know? But a friend of hers who really is a paramedic checked and couldnt locate him. Maybe hes just some sick jerk who knows what lines to use to get women to feel safe.

Oh, I get it. Youd like to have a discussion with him about that?

Oh, no, thats not what this is about. Id like to know who he is, though. For safety reasons. And youas a copmight want to check and see if he has a problem in this area. Maybe you look him up and it isnt the first time, huh? Maybe youll want me to officially report what I saw? Because I saw something real bad. Or maybe youll want to talk with the woman I helped out, see if she can corroborate that hes just a lying slimeball who Walt took a breath. I know youre not supposed to tell me about his record. But you could check.

Why didnt your girl call the police that night?

Well, that night, she was all shook up and just said no, forget it. But today, when we had coffee, she explained. She did call the police and left a message that shed had a real close call and had information they might like to have, but no one called her back. See, because she tried telling the police and they ignored her, I decided its time to get involved, call you.

Probably because theres no crime, except maybe you breaking the guys window

We wouldnt have wanted to wait until there was a crime, Walt said a little hotly. Then, more calmly, he added, Shes done a lot of rape exams for police in the emergency room and it turns out that even when the victim is all beat up and hurt real bad, its still hard to pin it on the guy. This situation never got there. She had a real bad feeling about what he was going to do, but he never even popped a button. I told her about you. I offered to call you at home, man. Get your opinion.

Doesnt sound like there was that much to it, when you get down to it.

It was an assault, Walt said. I gotta wonder if its ever happened to some woman who wasnt lucky enough to have a big, ugly guy leaving the bar just when she was screaming and rocking the car. I just gotta wonder.

Kevin was silent a moment. I can check that. If so, your girl might come in handy. I cant tell you that, you know. By the book, you know.

But you can tell me a name. Would you get in trouble for telling me a name?

I could, yeah.

Okay, then itll be in the vault. No one will ever know you gave me a name. I could find this stuff out some other way, but

Then why not do that, Walt? Find it out some other way?

Because, Kevinif hes attacked women before, its not me who should know about it. Its the police. Right?

Kevin sighed. Right. Yeah.

But if I want to keep my eyes open for this guy, be ready in case he gives her more troubleready to call you, of coursea name would help. I give you this story, you give me a name. Thats all.

And you swear to me, you never approach this guy? Never touch him?

Absolutely, I swear. No approaching, no touching.

All right, give me the data.

Walt smiled into the phone. So, Im a confidential informant. A C.I. Cool.

Walt recited the plate, make and model.

You get a good look at him, Walt?

Oh, yeah. I saw him in the bar, saw him leave with her. I can identify him. Six feet, brown and brown, chiseled chinHis hair is long enough to comb. You know what Im saying? Not a butch military cut, and not over the collar. Styled.

Okay, good. I think we dont tell the woman, Kevin said. I might ask you for her name and phone number later, all right?

I dont have that offhand. I dont even know her last name. I know her first name and that shes an emergency room nurse, so you could probably find her easy. I dont know that Ill ever see her again, Walt said. But I gave her my card, my office and home numbers in case she needs me for anything, and shes nice. You can tell in one minute shes kind. That she only wants to help people. And this asshole was going to hurt her. Thats not something you just let go.

Kevin laughed into the phone. Really, who would take you for a Good Samaritan.

Thats the thing. People never know who theyre dealing with, do they? This woman? Shed never go out with someone who looks like me, but the guy she thought was safe as a kitten, he turned out to be the bad guy.



The fourth member of the tight group of girlfriends, and the least often available, was Dr. Beth Halsley. Beth started in premed at USC and stayed there for medical school, becoming a womens doctor. She had always been one of those students who didnt have to work for grades and excelled effortlessly on testsuntil med school, at least. She had a nerdy brain inside a models body.

She had been more beautiful than any of the other high school girls, but not as popularpeople thought of her as stuck-up. She wasnt. She always had a lot on her mind and she was easily bored. True, she was a cheerleader like Julie, Cassie and Marty, but she was also a scholar, debater, gymnast, chess champion and president of the science club. She had almost never gone out on a date; it wasnt long before boys avoided her like the plague. She was just too intimidating. And shed never learned those wily, flirty games.

But the girlsCassie, Julie and Martythough nothing like her, loved her, understood her, envied her in so many ways. Beth was the one to unequivocally make good and when she graduated from premed and medical school in L.A., they were there, cheering the loudest of all. And now that she was newly transplanted back in the Sacramento Valley in a small womens clinic, they were bringing their privates to her for their exams and other medical needs.

Beth called Julie in the morning. Hey, dont faint, but I can get out of the clinic for a couple of hours today. I got in touch with Cassie and Marty and theyre free for lunch. Noon at Ernestos. How about you?

Hmm. Lotta mommy stuff going on today, but Ill see what I can do, Julie said.

Well, try, Beth said. I miss the heck out of you. I havent seen you in a couple of months!



Julie couldnt bear the thought of missing lunch with the girls. But she couldnt afford it. And the morning had been stressful. Right after a bout of morning sickness, Julie spent a couple of hours going over the bills, trying to decide which one to pay, which one to let slide. Shed barely recovered from her early-morning nausea when the dog, Tess, threw up right on her shoes. In her shoes. Armed with paper towels she usually tried to ration, she began mopping. As she was on her hands and knees scooping and wiping, Tess licked her face, knocking her back on her butt, disgusted, with an Ewwww. She had to hose out her shoes on the back patio, which made her cry. If shed had two nickels to rub together, she would have thrown the damn shoes in the trash.

When she had the kids all loaded in the car to take Jeffy to a Parks and Rec summer program, the engine wouldnt start. It wouldnt even turn over. She got her mom to drive over, give her a jump and, thank God, that did it. On to Jeffys program to drop him off, then to the auto supply to buy a new battery. She had to try three credit cards for one to be approved. It was looking like both those bills she was sitting on would have to slide. Then she dropped Clint and Stephie off at their grandmas for a couple of hours so Julie could join her friends for lunch. She had already decided she would make an excuse, say she had already eaten, but wanted to meet them for at least a glass of iced tea. When she got back to the car, reaching into her purse for her keys, she noticed that her mom had tucked a twenty into her purse.

And she cried. Again.

Its just pregnancy, she muttered to herself, wiping at her eyes. But it was also the anxiety of having no money, worrying about the shame of having the electricity shut off, having her mom always slip a twenty into her purse because she was so pitifully broke.

Julie had just one older brotherBrad. Brad went to college, met a girl and got engaged, married fourteen months later after he was settled in a nice, cushy CPA job. Then and only then he went to work on an MBA to make his job even cushier. After that he and his wife decided to start their family and, like many of their friends, they seemed to have a choice about that. When they used birth control they didnt have children and they never had a slip; when they went off birth control, they reproduced. At thirty-two, Brad and his wife, Lisa, had a three-year-old boy, a one-year-old girl and a vasectomy.

Such was not the case with Julie and Billy. Shed been a few months pregnant already when they married at barely nineteen. Billy worked part-time and went to school part-time, earning his degree at twenty-four, when Jeffy was four years old. If theyd had it their way, Jeffy would be at least ten before they had another baby; they were still so young, completely strapped with school loans, credit-card bills and low-paying jobs. They were compulsive about protection, except one night when they didnt use a condom and spermicide because they were so worked up, in a fever, wild. One time, just one time, and it hadnt even been during a vulnerable time of the month. Hello, Clint! Clint arrived when Jeffy was barely in kindergarten, the first year Billy was with the fire department. The next year, Stephiethe result of a diaphragm that Beth said probably wasnt a good fit.

Billy knew the value of an education and had pursued it while waiting for an opening in the fire department. Hed wanted to be a fireman since he was six; it was a childhood dream. It was also a good job with good benefits and a pension, but when you have three kids, lots of bills, a stay-at-home wife, the early years can be tight. If he had any real fascination with any other field, there were probably endless opportunities for a man with a degree, but in his job he had adventure and saved lives, and that meant more to him than anything.

Although Julies parents were both generous and patient, Julie felt shed let them down by marrying so young, having three children before she was thirty. She could sense they were frustrated with Julie and Billys chronic trouble of keeping up with expenses. It was taking them a damn long time to get on their feet. Her parents slipped her money they didnt have to give Brad, picked up the tab for things like Jeffys soccer or Parks and Rec programs, and Julie never told Billy about any of it. Any fancy toys the kids had, like the laptop or video games, came from Grandma and Grandpa or maybe Uncle Brad. The thought of telling her mother she was pregnant again chilled her. She would say, What about that vasectomy youd planned on? What about it, indeed? Billy was supposed to take care of that and had simply put it off, a little nervous about having his testicles sliced into, as if oblivious to the complications of piling child upon child on a modest income. She had the IUD; they should have been safe for the time it took him to come to terms with it. But she was pregnant again, anyway.

Julie complained to Cassie about money, about stretching things so far month after month, but she could tell Cassie didnt take it all that seriously. After all, they somehow always managed and Cassie would die to have her problems. To Cassie, who was getting by but alone, a tight budget seemed like less of a problem than not having a partner, a family. And Julie just couldnt tell Marty, who seemed to have it made.

But Julie went to lunch even though she couldve put that twenty in the gas tank, because sometimes she just needed to be with her friends. She was the last one to arrive and the girls greeted her as though they hadnt seen her in a year, though shed seen Cassie and Marty recently.

Wine? Cassie asked as Julie sat down.

No, thanks, Julie said. Carpool. Of course, there was no carpool. Beth? Youre not having a glass of wine?

On call, she said, smiling. Again. But Im covered for lunch.

Is that how you keep your figure? Being on call? Julie asked.

And then all four of them ordered salads, even Julie.

I weigh the same, but theyre working me to death, Beth said. Im delivering all the middle-of-the-night babies. The joys of being the new guy.

Speaking of new guysany in your life? Cassie asked, because this was Cassies main interest. And one of the only things that perplexed her was how a woman as accomplished and beautiful as Beth remained completely unattached. True, Beth was hard to please, a perfectionist. But still, with that in mind, she figured Beth would have landed the perfect man by now.

Youre kidding, right? she said, sipping her tea. I went out with an anal, boring internist a couple of times, but Id rather have been reading a good novel. He almost put me to sleep.

I guess hes not getting an encore, Marty said.

Absolutely not. Honestly, I work, then I go home and sleep until the phone rings

How are you liking the new clinic? Cassie asked.

Im going to like it a lot better when Im not the new guy anymore, but its a great little shop. Good staff. A lot of fresh-faced young pregnant girls as well as some older pregnant womenone of our docs has a real nice fertility practice. Then to Cassie she said, How about you? Any new guys?

Cassie and Julie exchanged quick glances. Cassie hadnt mentioned her incident to the others and, really, she just didnt want to go through all that again, even in the telling. Ive sworn off men, she said. I draw only jerks and assholes.

Beth just laughed. The right one will probably turn up when you least expect him.

So everyone says. I dont think I care that much about the man, but its going to be damn hard to have children without one.

You dont need a man to have a baby, Cassie, Beth said.

Gee, I know I didnt get the best grades in school, but according to my biology teacher, thats one of the things you absolutely do need, Julie said.

What you need is sperm, Beth said. And with a dismissive wave of her hand, she said, Easy.

Holy smokes, Julie said.

Good idea, Marty said. Marriage is way overrated.

Julies gaze shot from Beth to Marty, but Cassie was focused on Beth. Would you do something like that? Have a baby without a husband?

Im not in the market for a baby, Beth said. I have a feeling Ill be better at delivering them than having them. But really, half the female doctors I know are married to doctors. Theyre both under pressure, working long hours, and they do fine. It kind of looks like a good nanny is more valuable than a good husband.

What do you mean, marriage is way overrated? Julie asked Marty. And then she reached for Cassies glass of wine, but before taking a gulp, she slid it back.

With precision timing, the salads arrived, along with a basket of warm, fresh bread.

Julie wasnt done with Marty. What do you mean? she asked. I thought you and Joe invented marriage! Youre not having trouble or anything, are you?

Marty tore off a piece of bread and with a shrug said, Were fine. I guess. But I ask myselfis this it? Forever? This guy who lives like a slob and doesnt want to do any of the things he liked to do before we were married? He used to take me out, you know. Movies, dinner, nice things. Now its sports or boating or camping. On his days off, he doesnt bother to shower till he has to go back to work. I come home from work and it looks like some homeless guy broke into the house and tore the place up. And once he slipped the ring on, that was it for romance. Now foreplay at our house is, You awake?

Julie actually sprayed a mouthful of iced tea as she burst into laughter. When she came under control, fanning her face, grinning, she said, I can answer that question. Is this all there is? Yeahthis is it, girlfriend. And I signed up.

See, theres a reason some women decide to just have the family on their own, Beth said, lifting a forkful of lettuce to her mouth.

But Julie was more fascinated by Marty than Beth. Marty, Ive never heard you talk like this. I thought you were crazy about Joe.

Sure, she said, chewing a mouthful of salad. I am. Joes a great guy, a good father, a dependable man in his own wayand God knows the women hes carried down the ladder out of a burning building are in love with him foreverbut around home hes a bum. Hes got sweats and gym shorts he hides so they wont get washed until theyre so ripe they could walk to the laundry room. His whole closet stinks. They have two closets, Julie thought jealously. He spit shines the boat, but he cant shave the bristle off his chin before he rolls over onto me. The yard has to be perfect, which by the way is sweaty, smelly work, and that vagrant-esque odor sticks to himat the dinner table and when we go to bed at night. And believe me, he is limited to the yard, garage and the sporting equipment in his ability to clean things.

Ive never seen Joe looking like a vagrant, Cassie said.

You would if you were married to him. He cleans up for company, Marty said. Really, what he gives F.D. is perfect. If were having people over, hes all spiffed up. But when it comes to his wife, his marriagehe takes it totally for granted. He doesnt even try.

Marty, you should tell him, Julie said.

You think I havent told him? Ive begged him! Marty insisted. He doesnt care. He thinks its funny. He tells me to relax. Dont you get sick of Billy sometimes? Marty asked Julie.

Uh, yeah. But not for the same reasons

Well, what reasons?

Hes too fertile. Im too fertile with him. Hes too romantic, like were still in high school, doing it in the backseat of a car, like two kids who cant help it, cant stop it from happening. Hes disgustingly optimistic, like the world we live in doesnt even existthe world of too many bills, too little pay. Shed give anything if Billy worked only for F.D. and actually had days off to help around the house, help with the kids. But she said, Well, some of the same reasons, but

But?

She shrugged. That stuff doesnt get to me so much. Because I have real problems, she thought, feeling angry and envious. A house thats too small with a mortgage too big, cars that are too old, out of control billsOkay, some of that stuff gets to me. But, Marty, it looks like you and Joe have a pretty good life.

Because we have a boat? she asked. Jules, I didnt want a boat. And Id rather die than spend another week in that RV! Id give anything for a vacation somewhere cool, just me and Joe. Like Hawaii or the Bahamas or something. Id like to watch a movie that doesnt involve fifty-seven people getting shot or out-of-control farts. Id like to go out to dinner. Or to Las Vegasto spend the night in a classy hotel, have a day at the spa, then lie by the poolbut Joe says, Why go to Vegas to get a tan when we have a boat? Could it be because its up to me to shop, prepare food, fix everyones meals and then clean up everything when we bring the boat in? Thats not funits just more work! Marty lifted some of her salad to her mouth, chewed and said, Youre lucky. Billy still treats you as if hed like you to marry him.

Hmm, Julie thought. Why dont I feel so lucky? Could it be because you cant live on just love?
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