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PROLOGUE
There wasn’t anyone there who didn’t look like they weren’t ready to heave. Julie felt sorry for the vollies, the members of the local volunteer ambulance corps. At least she and Matt were being paid to be there. Then again, no amount of money was worth witnessing the carnage that was lying there before them.
Matt had done the unwelcome task and already pronounced one of the girls dead. It was obvious death, obvious to anyone. Trying her best not to step into the pool of blood or disturb anything else vital to the crime scene investigation that would follow, she finished preparing the one girl who was still alive for transport.
A young man in his late twenties or early thirties, Julie wasn't sure without reading the patient care report, had been burnt when his shirt had caught fire. He was sitting huddled and guarding his severely burnt arm as Matt treated him. He looked scared and in shock at the events around him and wouldn't look at any of the police officers who had responded. Julie assumed that it was his need to deny the trauma.
A broad shouldered officer came through the door and took command of the scene. He seemed hardened to the butchery, almost as if he had seen too many gruesome scenes just like this one. Dressed in a dark blue baseball jacket, open collar knit shirt and khaki pants, he donned a pair of latex gloves he had carried in his pocket and began an almost detached visual inspection of the room. The springy snap of the elastic gloves stretching to fit his large hands was in sharp contrast to his motionless stance. Other officers at the scene deferred to his judgment and took instructions from him as he calmly took in the entire scene. He was concerned with the best way to collect the pertinent evidence to tell the story of what had happened.
As Julie and one of the ambulance crewmembers moved the surviving girl to the gurney, she risked a quick look at the tall officer’s dark eyes and noted that there was a thinly disguised veil of dismay. He had intrigued her with his stony expression and seeming aloofness to the horrors, and his complete focus on the collection of relevant clues. Somewhere in the recesses of her mind, it was a comfort to Julie that the cop was not completely indifferent to this horror or detached from the human cost.
For Matt and Julie, their tour of duty had started out like many others. There had been a call to a minor motor vehicle accident, another for chest pains and one more for a cancer patient who needed to go to the hospital for treatment. Many of the upstate New York communities had contracted with Paramedic services to complement the existing ambulance corps and provide emergency medical response. Whether paid or unpaid, the certified corps always responded with Emergency Medical Technicians who were capable of handling most emergencies. When the Paramedics were dispatched as well, IV drugs and additional hands could often help make critical differences when necessary.
This call had gone out over the radio for a burn victim, so none of the responding police, fire fighters, volunteer ambulance crew nor paramedics were prepared for what they found when they reached this isolated tool shed. From the outside, the grayed wood had seemed serene enough, and the one small window had been caked over with dirt. She didn't think that she would have given the shed a second glance under normal circumstances. But this was far from normal. No one had anticipated the horror scene inside.
Two young women were staked to the dirt floor, both had bled profusely from a variety of wounds. Although one was still alive, barely breathing after severe mutilation and a huge loss of blood, the other had been burned and was only the charred remains of who she once was. Julie wasn’t alone in her prayers that the young woman had died long before the flames had destroyed her body. It didn't look like she had struggled and yet her mouth was open, Julie feared that she might have died screaming. She had still been smoldering when the fire department had arrived and the puddle of water around her had quickly turned into mud.
The young man told them tearfully that he had tried to douse the flames and had been injured when his own shirtsleeves caught fire. If he hadn’t run from the remote little building into the night, none of them might even have been discovered until they had all perished. A passing motorist with a cell phone caught sight of the man running with his clothes on fire and dialed nine-one-one before he got out to help. Apparently a second man, the monster responsible for the imprisonment and torture of these three young people, had already disappeared into the murky darkness.
The police were questioning the male victim while Matt finished cutting away his charred shirtsleeve. He said his name was Andrew and that he and the other man had picked the two girls up in a bar in Westchester. With the two girls in the back seat, Andrew drove into the northern Hudson Valley town following the step-by-step directions of the second man. Andrew said he didn’t know the other man’s name, he had used more than one and Andrew didn’t think any of them were real. They snorted some coke, he assumed it was supplied by the unknown assailant, and had sex. That was when the other man had pulled a gun and forced Andrew to tie the two girls to stakes he pounded into the ground. Then Andrew was led outside and locked in the trunk of the car.
He heard muffled screams, he couldn't tell where they were coming from. He was disoriented and felt like he was suffocating in the trunk of that car, but he said it sounded like the screaming went on for hours. He was finally released and led back into the smokehouse by gunpoint to see the horrible results. It was when the perpetrator doused the first girl with gasoline and lit a match that Andrew finally tried to fight. The man warded off the attack and pushed Andrew to the ground. Then he ran. Andrew stayed behind to try to extinguish the flames and save the poor girl.
Julie used her walkie-talkie to call dispatch and request a chopper to bring her patient to the trauma center. The voice on the radio squawked back that there was a multi-car and multi-patient accident on the local highway, the chopper was already enroute to that scene and wasn’t available for their call, nor was there a second rig available to transport the patients separately. Matt, listening on his own talkie, motioned that they could transport the victims together since his patient, although burned, was stable.
They moved their patients to the ambulance with the surviving girl lying motionless on the gurney. Julie started a line to get some much-needed fluids into her patient. She kept her hands steady as she inserted the first of two large bore IV’s into the young girl’s arm and attached the saline drip. Matt was stepping into the truck as she was carefully inserting a tube down the throat to intubate the girl.
The broad shouldered officer followed Matt to the open rear doors of the rig as he transferred Andrew to the bench in the box rig. Matt made sure that his patient was seat belted in place, his arm had been wrapped in wet gauze. The cop watched quietly as Julie adjusted the rate of drips coming out of the hanging saline bag that fed into the young girl's arm. A bottle of sterile water was placed nearby to keep the burn patient's dressing wet enroute to the hospital.
Obviously there were questions to be asked, but the paramedics and EMT’s had important work to do and the officer discreetly tried to stay out of their way. Finally, as the cop saw Julie turn to jot something onto her clipboard, he stepped into the rig. Matt threw an annoyed territorial look in the direction of the officer at his invasion. The cop had to stoop to accommodate his large six-foot-plus frame. Stepping closer to Julie, he quietly asked her to stop in at the local police station upon her return to help fill in some patient information that he needed for his reports. Even though he worded the suggestion politely like a request, it wasn't really a question. He let her know he would be expecting her later.
Piercing tones squelched over the walkie talkies on the paramedics' belts and the ambulance radio. Matt left to answer the other call for help and left Julie and the two EMT’s in the back of the rig with the patients. He was needed elsewhere. Matt brushed past the man just as the officer backed out of the way and stepped down from the step at the big double doors. Julie reached for the grab bar on one of the doors and the policeman helped by swinging the doors closed. He mouthed the word "later" through the glass panes. The ambulance driver waited for Julie's word before he shifted the truck into gear.
The girl, Andrew had called her Holly, didn’t survive the thirty-five-minute trip to the hospital. Her heart stopped. One of the EMT's started CPR while the second hooked up the leads from the monitor. They shared a hopeful moment as they watched the screen show a normal sinus rhythm only to lose their optimism when CPR was briefly stopped to obtain a true reading. At the same time the EMT took pride in the competent CPR, he was disheartened that the young girl's heart could not maintain the rhythm on its own.
Julie injected epinephrine and sodium bicarb twice in an effort to restart her heart, but they couldn’t get her back. She had lost too much blood and had suffered too many traumas. It was almost as if she was surrendering to the peaceful cloak of death. It was a frustrating twenty-five minutes while the crew worked hard to save the young woman’s life.
Andrew sat quietly on the bench as the ambulance crew worked non-stop, his eyes were brimming with unshed tears.
Julie looked over her shoulder at him and felt sorry for the young man. He was so obviously in pain with his own injuries, but he sat quietly and tried to stay out of the way while they tried in vain to revive Holly. The code was called at the hospital, the doctors hadn't even bothered to transfer the poor girl from the gurney before they pronounced her.
Chapter One
On the way back from the hospital, Julie got banged out on another job. Tones had come across the airwaves to respond to a seven-year old female with an uncontrollable nosebleed. It was just a simple nosebleed caused by a persistent but common cold and aggravated by an overly worried mother. It would have been a waste of resources for Julie to ride this call in. The Emergency Medical Technicians on the rig were well equipped to handle this kind of emergency.
Julie never underestimated the value of the vollies that rode the local rigs. Even though they were unpaid, she had always been lucky to ride with some of the most professional people in the field. They were well trained and they took their commitments seriously. She had ridden as an Emergency Medical Technician for two years with a paid service before she made the decision to begin her Paramedic classes. Julie would never let herself forget who she was or where she came from and she resented those medics who treated the EMT's and other vollies poorly. Many of the ambulance corps members that rode with Julie appreciated the mutual respect between them. Often she had heard that she was specifically requested to cover some of the stations.
She handed patient care over to the BLS crew and continued on her way to the police station. Before she got there, Julie took the Motorola walkie-talkie from her belt and called to Matt for his location. He was on his way to one of the area hospitals aggressively treating a difficulty breathing case in the back of his rig. It would be a while before he finished up the required paperwork at the hospital. Anytime a paramedic had to use IV drugs the paperwork was lengthy and every detail had to be perfect. She told him over the radio that she’d catch up with him later.
The officer met her as soon as she entered the lobby of the police station, he had watched as she pulled up in the van-style medic fly-car on the closed circuit TV. Julie thought that the little lobby seemed even smaller with him in it; she hadn't remembered quite how broad his shoulders were and marveled that he had even been able to fit in the back of the ambulance. She noticed he also had the height to wear those broad shoulders very well. He was wearing a dark blue knit shirt and khaki pants that emphasized his tall, lean build. He was certainly an attractive man, she thought.
“Hi, I didn’t get to introduce myself before, I’m Deputy Sheriff Jacob Carlson. Please call me Jake.” He extended his hand to her in greeting. His hand fully enveloped hers in warmth and his touch sent a tingly pulse racing up her arm.
“Julie Jennings.” She returned his greeting with a slight nod of her head and her own extended hand. His lingering grip was firm and comfortably solid. Julie was struck by the feeling of comfort she had feeling her hand embraced by his. He held her hand just a moment longer than he had meant to.
“Why don’t we go sit inside?” He reminded himself to let go of her hand and motioned for her to walk down the narrow hallway. She couldn’t help but notice again, as she followed him down the corridor, how big a man he was. He looked powerful and muscular, the way he moved was fluid and strong. He moved with a confidence and, despite his large size, a grace few men seemed to radiate. This man was formidable, Julie thought, and was somehow comforted with the thought that he was upholding the law to make her world a little safer.
Stopping by a doorway, he let Julie pass him. “Let me just get the light,” he reached past her to flip the light switch on in the stark interview room. A bare bulb glared from the ceiling fixture. “Can I get you a cup of coffee or something?”
“No thanks.” Julie entered the small room and sat in one of the green padded chairs at the wooden table.
Julie had been at this police station before to check on the welfare of prisoners. She recognized this chamber as one of the interview rooms. Bare except for a small wooden table in ash blonde wood and three metal chairs with green padding, it normally gave her a chill. Somehow though the man who entered the room behind her seemed to warm up the temperature a few notches.
He stood next to her and apologetically picked up what had appeared to be a square plastic sheet from the table. "I need to ask you to let me get your shoeprints since you were at the scene. I'm going to have to call your partner for this, too." He waited for her to acknowledge his request before he crouched in front of her. "Unfortunately there was so much traffic in the cabin, we wanted to be able to isolate any shoeprints that might help us find the perp."
"No problem." Julie stood and stepped on the vinyl sheet he had put down on the floor for her to step on. She noticed he had put on a pair of latex gloves. "Is that it?"
He knelt in front of her and tried very hard not to focus on the delicate curve of her hips. "Yeah." When she stepped back, he carefully picked the sheet up by the corners and covered it with another clear plastic sheet before sliding it into a large manila envelope. He sealed the envelope, picked up a pen to write her name on it and placed it into a wire basket on the table. Julie sat back in the chair.
Jake settled in a chair on the other side of the table and pulled the tight gloves off of his hands. He flexed his fingers to get the circulation going again. Smiling, he looked at her, “I hate those things."
She nodded in complete commiseration.
“I’ve got the names and patient info here.” She pulled a folded paper from the pocket of her uniform shirt. “The girl didn’t make it.” His knit polo shirt was open at the collar just enough to reveal a generous dusting of dark curls. Julie noticed his corded neck muscles tense as she told him of the poor girl's tragic fate.
Jake exhaled loudly and muttered an expletive. “Did the guy…”, he looked down at the paperwork in front of him, “Andrew Larkin tell you anything?”
She shrugged. “Basically just what he told you and the other cops at the scene.” Julie took a moment to replay any conversation that had taken place during the trip to the hospital, being careful not to reveal any confidential patient information. She wanted to help as much as she could. “He did say that he had been the one to, well, he had been with Holly. The other guy, he called him John, at least that was one of the names he had used, had been with Beth. He didn’t know the girls’ last names.”
Jake sat at the opposite side of the table and made a few notes on a yellow pad of paper that was lying there. “It was a real mess.” He tipped his chair back, crossed his muscled arms and studied her.
She looked young. She was of average height and slender, although when he thought about it, nothing about her really was very average. It wasn’t easy to ignore that she definitely had all the right curves. Even with the starched white uniform shirt and shiny EMS badge, the unisex trousers and bulging pockets, she was definitely all-woman, he thought quietly. He silently tried to guess how tall she was, five-five or five-six? She certainly didn't weigh much. Appreciating her figure as only a man could, he admitted to himself that he wouldn't mind picking her up and trying to guess her weight.
Jake silently admonished himself. They were both professionals and he had to curb his male appreciation of her looks before he crossed any boundaries. His imagination had gone into overdrive though, and he found it hard to try not to imagine her out of her uniform. He found it even harder not imagining that he was helping her out of her uniform. When he watched her working so feverishly to try to save that poor girl's life, he couldn't help but think that she was just a kid herself. It was a shock to his normally reserved nature to realize, kid or not, she also was a very attractive woman. Jake thought about the crime scene and admonished himself, of all places to try to make a pick-up.
He continued to study her. “How do you stand it?” Jake was amazed that she seemed so untouched by the brutality they had witnessed. He resisted his natural inclination to offer comfort in his arms. She was so pretty he thought. Her eyes were so full of life and he thought of how many lives she must have seen die in her line of work. It must be nice to view life through the passionate eyes of her youth.
“I try not to think about it.” She began to wonder if he was nearly as hardened as she originally thought. “You know that they scheduled a CISD session in a couple of days, don’t you?" His composed expression gave nothing away. "Are you going to be there?” Her supervisor mandated all of the paramedics to attend critical incident stress debriefing sessions whenever one of their calls was deemed especially unnerving. Julie always went and participated fully; it did help her deal with brutal or tragic cases. The first time she had ever gone was after an entire family was wiped out in a fiery car accident, including kids. It had helped.
“No. They told us about it, but I’ve seen a lot worse. Besides, I’d rather not lose any time when I could be looking for evidence. I want to find the guy who did this. That's my way of coping.” He shrugged his broad shoulders as he looked directly into her eyes. His voice had taken on a steely edge.
“My partner, Matt, never thinks he needs them either.” She gently tried to coax him. “But they do help.”
He shook his head and looked down as he scribbled something on the pad in front of him. “Nah, if I needed it, I’d go. I’m really not trying to be any macho man.” He kept looking at the pad of paper. Julie was sure that if he had looked up, she would have seen the telltale dismay in his eyes that she had glimpsed earlier.
They were both silent for a few moments. “Well, is there anything else I can help you with?” Julie pushed her chair back and started to stand.
Jake quickly stood and came to his full height. He stammered for something to say to keep her there longer. He didn't want her to leave yet. She fascinated him. He didn't know why, but he needed to reach out to her. His eyes had lingered on her even at that bloody scene earlier. “How long have you been a paramedic?” He wondered how long the auburn hair she had braided into a bun was. The bun, he realized, was probably her choice of style not only for its utilitarian purposes but also because it might make her look older. Jake had to fight the urge to loosen the bun. The youthfulness she tried to disguise pulled at him in a primitive way.
“Two years.”
“So, that makes you… twenty-two?… twenty-three?” He looked at her full lips and surprised himself by wondering how they would taste. Oh man get a grip, he chastised himself silently. He tried telling himself once again that she was just a kid, she was much too young for the things he was thinking.
“I’m twenty-four.” She was thrown off balance by his personal questions.
He glanced at her left hand and was happy to see that there wasn’t any ring. “I’m thirty-seven”, thirteen years older than you, he thought to himself. I must be overtired because I’m finding it too easy to be distracted by her. Thirteen years, it isn't such a big deal, is it he wondered? Jake tried to think of something else to say, something that wouldn’t sound too inane.
Julie realized that she really didn’t mind spending time with him. He intrigued her enough to want to know more about him. But she still checked her watch discreetly; she couldn't stay there very long. “How long have you been a cop?”
“Fourteen years”
“Here?” She was surprised. She didn’t recognize him and she thought she had met most of the town cops at the various jobs she had responded to. Julie definitely would have remembered him, especially his very broad shoulders. They looked like strong shoulders. She chuckled quietly, she always did have a weakness for big men. His wavy chestnut brown hair barely brushed the back of his shirt collar and tempted her to touch it.
“No, I’m with the Sheriff’s department in B.C.I.” At her puzzled expression, he explained, “Bureau of Criminal Investigations. We go mostly to crime scenes, homicides, arsons, things like that.”
She chuckled out loud suddenly and he paused. “And you wondered how I handle it?”
Jake knew that she’d be insulted if he let her know he thought she looked too pretty to be caught up in such ugliness. He had been at enough accident and crime scenes to have a pretty good idea of the things Julie saw when she responded to an ambulance call and he marveled at her composure. At a loss of what to say, he merely shrugged and Julie could see the fabric of his knit shirt straining as the muscles in his upper arms flexed. She tried not to stare.
“In case I need any more information, can I have your phone number?” He pulled out a notepad from his shirt pocket and waited with his pen poised.
She stood. “You can always reach me through Town Hall. We’re in and out of the medic station so often, at least there you can leave a message and I’ll get back to you.”
“Well,” he took a step around the desk, “Can I have your phone number anyway?” He knew very well that he could reach her through the town. He also knew very well that he wanted her number for himself. The hell with propriety, he thought, the hell with age. He was a man and she was definitely a woman.
Julie looked into his dark brown eyes and was surprised to see a definite softening in them. He had a few fine creases at the corners of his eyes and Julie enviously noted how full his lashes were. Jake waited and smiled. He looked almost hopeful.
She didn't let him down.
He wondered why it had taken him so long to realize that she was the one. Usually he was able to tell with just a glance, but then he had been wrong before and had chosen women that had disappointed him terribly. It was so hard to suffer when they let him down.
It was only after he had thought about her while he watched another ambulance crew bring their patient in that he realized how gently she had tended to her patients, how light her touch had seemed, that he knew for sure. He knew that she had been sent to him for one purpose.
She really cared.
She was the one.
He entered the autopsy suite passing the heavy wooden sign next to the door. It said, “Hic locus est ubi mors gaudet succurrere vitae”. Once before when Jake had been here, he had asked for a translation of the Latin words and was told, “This is the place where death rejoices to teach those who live.” He was anxious to learn and he hoped Holly would be anxious to teach. He had high hopes that they could learn something, anything that would lead them to the murderer. Two men were waiting for him as he donned a surgical gown and protective eyewear.
Holly’s body was already lying on the shiny, aluminum dissection table. The table, a little more than waist high, was edged with an aluminum channel to allow blood and fluids to drain away from the body. The room was uncluttered and glaringly bright. It was a stark reminder of the lifelessness of the cadavers stored in the drawers along the wall. Soft music played from a radio on the counter in contrast to the harsh reality of the body lying motionless on the sterile looking table. Jake was always impressed with the clean up after an autopsy, the table always looked totally fresh and unused in time for the next patient. And there was always a next patient to fill the spot. That supply never seemed to end.
Dr. Ramos, the pathologist in charge of the lab, explained that one of his residents had already taken care of Beth, the charred corpse, early in the morning. He would complete his report and get it to Jake as promptly as possible. The first-year-resident assigned to assist Ramos with this autopsy was looking ever so proper in his starched white lab coat and was nervously readying a number of quart-sized jars for organ tissue samples to be sent to the lab for toxicology tests.
The doctor donned clean gloves before adjusting his goggles. “Pretty messy scene last night, huh?” Ramos spoke with ease, almost as if he was chatting with a familiar friend over a card game. Well into his sixties, the study of body parts and what they could tell you about how a person lived and died had always fascinated the doctor. He was well accomplished in his field and his word was highly respected in all the circles of investigation and trial. The doctor lived by the words on the door and truly believed that the dead rejoiced in communicating with him.
Although it was Ramos’ responsibility as Medical Examiner to pen all final autopsy reports, in recent years he had often allowed younger pathologists and first and second year residents to perform the more mundane procedures. He was personally overseeing this autopsy on Holly as a favor to Jake and to help speed along the findings and bring closure to his investigation. Dr. Ramos had the utmost respect for Jake Carlson, he had always been a man of his word who always sought the truth and justice for the victims. Ramos also got a special kick out of Jake’s interest in the autopsies and his own regard for listening to what the dead had to say.
It was a shame, mused Ramos that Jake hadn’t chosen medicine as his career, but then again, he was very good at what he did. If he weren't so good, he never would have made it to the rank of Commander, especially as early as he did. Carlson had certainly been a few years younger than his two most recent predecessors had been when they earned their titles. In the good doctor's opinion, if that old goat sitting in the Chief's chair ever decided to retire, Jacob Carlson would probably find himself heading up his department.
Jake sighed. “Yeah. Unfortunately, with all the people who responded, all the trampling through the place, I can’t shake the gut feeling that we missed something.”
A crime scene should remain undisturbed, victim’s bodies should remain where they’re found, there shouldn’t be any bloody footprints belonging to rescuers. While so many of the EMS and fire personnel were careful not to disturb any more of the scene than they needed to, it had been impossible to maintain the complete integrity of the scene. Too many shoeprints to get anything clean, too many clothing fibers left by responding police and rescue workers, and the fire department destroyed evidence as it put out the fire.
It made Jake feel more than a little guilty and certainly sinister that he would have preferred no survivors that had to be removed from the cabin. Of course he wanted survivors, he corrected his thoughts silently, he just wished they had all been outside of the cabin when they were found. "Now we'll have to waste time getting shoeprints and all from everyone who was there."
“I’ve already begun my external examination. We’ve recorded the height and weight, her clothing and the general appearance.” The girl had been dressed in a torn, gauzy white shroud similar in shape to a judge’s robe, or graduation gown, and it had emphasized her youth.
The gray-haired doctor motioned that he was once again turning on the tape recorder to dictate his findings. “We have multiple lacerations and avulsions of both breasts, while there was profuse bleeding, no arteries or veins were compromised. This appears to be a non-fatal injury. There are also severe contusions and rope burns circling both wrists and ankles, these appear to be consistent with a struggle. There was no evidence of tissue samples under the victim’s nails. Some light bruising around the mouth and laterally on both cheeks are in conformity with the type of gag the police report described.”
“The pattern of the lacerations and the tearing of the breasts seem to have been done with a common variety garden tool. We are comparing the markings to some of the hand tools found at the scene.” The abandoned tool shed was located at the perimeter of an old farm that had been sold to a developer for new housing. Like most of the suburbs, active farms and open land was giving way to an increased population.
Dr. Ramos removed the thin white sheet that had covered the young girl’s body. “I noted the absence of any body hair on the trunk, including the pubic area. She seems to have been freshly shaved. There also appears to have been vaginal bleeding.” He gently inserted a speculum into the cadaver’s vagina and adjusted the light behind him. Jake was impressed with the respect Dr. Ramos showed in his handling of the young victim’s remains.
“There appears to be several lacerations and contusions along the inner membranes. My impression is that a hard object penetrated the victim, possibly something jagged. I am going to swab the vaginal canal for any evidence of fluids.” If any semen was present, then the DNA would be run through the computers.
Remembering that Julie had told him about Andrew Larkin telling her he had sex with Holly, Jake made a mental note to have Larkin called in for a DNA sample for comparison. He watched as several swabs were bagged and labeled for the lab. He spotted a small amount of a white chalky substance on the side of Holly’s knee. “Doc, what’s this?” Jake pointed making sure not to touch and contaminate the body.
“I don’t know." Ramos walked around the table to Jake’s side. “Only one way to find out.” The doctor scraped the white substance with a cotton swab and dropped it into another plastic specimen bag to send to the lab.
Dr. Ramos finished his examination of the outer body. Then he picked up a shiny knife and cut a large Y-shaped incision into the girl’s chest with a sharp, long blade and separated the fractured ribs that were not uncommon after CPR compressions. Since dead people didn't bleed, there was only minimal oozing along the incision.
After cutting the cartilage that held the remaining ribs to the sternum, Ramos folded back the skin to expose Holly’s heart and lungs. “This girl was a heavy smoker.” He directed Jake’s attention to the less than pink lung tissue he had just sliced into. “Her heart is somewhat enlarged and shows some signs of cardiomyopathy,” he looked up at Jake to explain, “that’s a muscle weakness."
"After the heart is weighed, I’m going to have some tissue samples sent to histology. Since the police report indicated that there had been cocaine use reported, I’ll ask them to look for some amounts of Benzoylecgonine in her body.” Benzoylecgonine was a telltale and lasting ingredient found in cocaine, an element that sometimes could be found up to a few weeks after its use in a person’s bladder.
The examination continued with an ongoing litany for the tape recorder. Ramos indicated that, since the girl’s stomach was nearly empty, death had been several hours following her last meal, possibly a full day or more. The information bothered Jake, but he wasn’t sure how important it was or not. Larkin had indicated meeting the girls in a bar, Jake figured they’d have ingested at least drinks, pretzels or popcorn. If she had been a frequent cocaine user, that could explain why she hadn’t eaten recently.
"She appears to have a small needle puncture in her antecubital fossa," the doctor pointed towards the crook of the girl's right elbow. "But there are no track marks or other visible punctures to suggest any illicit needle drug use."
A little bit more than two hours after Jake had entered the room Dr. Ramos and the resident had returned the bulk of the organs to Holly’s body cavity and the resident was busy sewing up the Y-incision. Various samples of tissue were packaged and on their way to the lab for study. “Based on my initial examination, the apparent cause of death was cardiac arrest. Contributing factors would include an enlarged and weakened heart and severe blood loss.”
Dr. Ramos let the resident finish sewing the cadaver closed and preparing the body for release while he went to wash up. “So Jake, are you up joining me for lunch?”
The morning had been emotionally brutal for Julie. She attended the CISD session that her supervisor had scheduled. She was very affected by the poignant words of one of the volunteers who had witnessed the horrible carnage. He haltingly told the group and the counselor leading it about the recurring and terrifying nightmares he had when he closed his eyes to sleep. He alternately envisioned each of the women in his family as a mutilated victim, including his lovely teen-age daughter. It was heart-rending to hear him retelling his terror as he woke to check on the safety of his wife and daughter in his home. Empathy was often such an enemy for emergency workers who saw things you only imagined in gory horror movies.
Each of the participants started out by replaying the scenes that were the most prominent in their minds. The counselors had called it a mental videotape. When this man started to talk, you could hear the catch in his voice.
Julie, like so many of the other participants, found herself at a loss for the right words to reassure the man. Even though it wasn’t her role to comfort him during that session, it was frustrating to Julie whenever someone was in pain. There were times when Julie needed to console herself because she couldn’t heal everyone whether physically or emotionally.
In some ways, Julie knew that had been her underlying reason for becoming a paramedic, so she wouldn’t feel so frustrated by a child’s crying or an adult’s anguish. Since her brothers were much older than her, she had only been a teen-ager when the first nieces and nephews were born. It was always a struggle not to go pick up a crying baby at the first whimper, and she was always chided by one of her sister-in-laws for giving in to the infants too easily. And those were just simple tears. Matt always warned her that her altruistic nature would eventually do her more harm than good. She ignored his criticism and complained about his cynicism in dealing with the tragedies they came across.
She was in a hurry when she got home to take a quick shower before changing into her work clothes and reporting for her four-to-midnight shift. Her skin was still uncomfortably damp as she pulled her EMS trousers on. The shrill ring of the phone startled her as she buttoned a freshly starched uniform shirt. She balanced the receiver on her shoulder as she continued to pin her paramedic badge in place.
Her curt hello was greeted by a deep baritone voice. She really hadn't expected to hear that voice again.
Jake invited her to join him for coffee at a local diner that night. After a brief hesitation, she agreed to meet him at the all-night diner for coffee after her shift. Julie noted with some amusement that he hadn’t even been put off by her blunt greeting. It was as if he was so determined to ask her out for coffee that he hadn’t taken the time to listen for anything else. Despite the fact that they had only just met, Julie felt an odd but pleasant anticipation about seeing him again.
Matt and she were busy during their entire tour. They got banged out on a variety of calls ranging from a possible fractured ankle to the beginnings of an AMI, Acute Myocardial Infarction more commonly referred to as a heart attack. Most of the calls they responded to went as ALS ride-a-longs and she and Matt took turns responding with the BLS crews.
It had worked out conveniently that Julie wound up taking the juvenile with the broken arm while Matt dealt with the angry subject of a bar fight. While both Matt and Julie felt perfectly competent to handle any kinds of cases that came their way, they agreed the patient usually received it better when Julie handled pediatrics and females. Even though Julie could handle herself with a feisty patient, Matt's larger size usually proved to be a deterrent from any unexpected outbursts.
They responded to a spousal abuse case. The husband had beaten the wife and she was terrified of the man Understandably she didn't look comfortable with any of the men that responded to the emergency either. Although she had come to, she had lost consciousness during the beating – it was a definite call for an ALS ride-a-long. Julie took the ride.
Tempting though it was, Julie bit her tongue when the patient tearfully asked her for advice during the ride. The only thing Julie would say to her was to take advantage of the social workers that could point out her list of options.
Treating without prejudice was one of the harder things to learn when Julie first started riding an ambulance even before she became a paramedic. There were times she found herself treating an apparently guilty party of an assault, the drunk driver responsible for a fatal crash, the self-destructive overdose patient or the spouse that kept on returning to the abuse. While not having to recite the well-known doctors' Hippocratic Oath, EMT's and Paramedics had to remain professional and treat to the best of their ability and training.
As was common in many of the smaller towns, BLS crews consisting of well-trained Emergency Medical Technicians and Certified First Responders were mostly volunteers. The local towns had contracted with Paramedic Services to provide Advanced Life Support care where more advanced skills like IV drugs and intubations were necessary. When ALS was needed on a call, a paramedic would ride in the vollies’ ambulance and administer care.
Julie thought it would be a bad idea to talk about Jake in front of Matt. As the night wore on and they got summoned on yet another late call near the end of their shift, she was sure that Matt sensed her anxiety building. Even when he began to pry she refused to say anything; she knew that Matt wouldn't approve. When they finally returned to base after their last call, she briefly greeted the new team on duty and excused herself claiming a terrible headache. She left Matt to re-stock most of the medications and equipment after reminding him that she had done the same for him many times before.
She was late getting there. Jake was sitting in the booth nursing a cup of coffee while he waited. He checked his watch again as the waitress smiled in his direction. The diner was simple but met the needs of night owls and graveyard shift workers with its twenty-four hour convenience. Reminiscent of a fifties diner, it was complete with jukebox and neon lights. Jake dropped a few coins into the mini-jukebox at the booth and chose some quiet melodies that weren’t too brash for the late hour. Feeling nervous, he hoped she wasn't going to stand him up.
Chapter Two
When Jake looked up to see Julie enter the diner, his eyes lit up and he smiled broadly. She had changed out of her uniform into faded jeans and a striped Yankees baseball jersey with the number 21 on the back. He couldn’t help but appreciate the gentle sway of her hips as she walked towards him. Her jeans revealed so much more of her curves than the unisex style EMS pants she wore on duty. He stood as she reached the table and waited for her to sit before he sat back down.
“I’m sorry I’m late.” Julie slid into the booth and thanked the waitress when she appeared with a fresh cup and a steaming pot of coffee.
The waitress stopped by to freshen Jake’s coffee. “Hungry?” Jake asked before the waitress had a chance to retreat.
Julie shrugged. “A cheese danish would be nice.” She took a moment to put her head back and closed her eyes briefly.
Jake added a roast beef sandwich order for himself and the waitress left the table. Julie opened her eyes and apologized for her lateness again.
He smiled for her benefit and tried to sound casual. “In my line of work, I’m used to dealing with last minute emergencies. I figured you just got hung up at work.” Jake sounded a lot more cavalier than he felt just a few minutes before. He didn’t understand why the thought of her backing out of meeting him was so disturbing. All day since dialing her number he had hoped that he hadn’t misread her willingness to give it to him. It had been a challenge not to call her as soon as he woke up that morning, but he didn’t want to lose the opportunity all together.
“Busy day?” Jake watched her eyes, he could see that she was tired. He watched as she politely stifled a yawn. For some inexplicable reason he felt very content just to look at her. Although he was sure he had seen prettier women in his lifetime, none of them were ever emblazoned in his mind the way this lady was. Even at that gruesome scene in the shed, her image, her face, her tender hands… she stood out. Somehow she comforted everyone with just her mere presence and compassion. Ever since she left the police station last night, he missed her. It certainly wasn’t often that Jake was so taken by a female that he couldn’t forget her for even an hour.
“Yeah, but thank goodness nothing like that horror scene straight out of Freddy Kruger.” She rolled her eyes and shook slightly as if to emphasize her relief. She thought about her patients, especially the wife that had been abused. Chuckling lightly, she mentioned just the highlight of a few of her calls. "Toddler broke his arm leaning out of the open window of a pick-up truck, thankfully it was parked in the driveway. A woman angered her bully of a husband. A drunk found a reason to punch out another bar patron. Simple stuff."
He noticed that her eyes seemed to flash as she thought about her day. Her eyes were green. His ex-wife’s eyes were green, but not like this, there was no comparison at all. No, she was infinitely more beautiful, he mused.
“I guess you never know what you'll find when you're dispatched.” Jake told Julie a little bit about the investigation, whatever he was at liberty to say anyway. He hadn’t meant to talk about the case, but suddenly his throat felt dry. He didn’t know what else to say. It wasn’t usual for him to feel so tongue-tied with a woman. "Tell me the one thing you like the most about being a paramedic."
She laughed. "One thing, huh? Okay, I like the fact that people know you're there to help them." She fiddled with her napkin. "I mean, even when you lose a patient, they know they weren't alone. Somebody was trying to help them. I like to think that's a comfort." She let her eyes rest on his strong jaw line and the open V of his shirt.
"I never thought of it that way." He admired her for her answer. Jake usually tended to be cynical and figured that most times someone said something good about their job, it was usually just so much well-rehearsed wordiness. Somehow he could tell that Julie was totally sincere. "Okay, is there something you don't like?"
Julie thought silently for a few moments. She smiled at him. "Actually, it's not so much that I dislike responding to a call with a real young kid, it's just more difficult. You know, I can get to a scene where a baby is sick and I have to waste time trying to get a hold of the kid to treat."
"What do you mean?"
"Parents don't like to pass care for their kid off to someone else, you usually have to convince them that it's best for the child. I once responded to a call for a baby who stopped breathing…"
"Damn. That's got to be tough."
"It's the kind of call you don't waste time getting to. Anyway, by the time the first cop and I hit the door we heard the sweetest sound of the baby crying. The poor thing was all congested and mom kind of panicked about the baby not being able to catch her breath."
"That's understandable, I guess."
"Oh yeah. I would have probably freaked out if it were my kid. Anyway, I get in to the house and all the adults there were really upset. They were literally running around carrying the kid and passing her off to each other. I had to chase the kid down and finally asked the cop to help me get a hold of her." She chuckled. "It actually would've been pretty funny if it were just a scene in some comedy show."
He nodded understandingly. "Sometimes family members are so upset at scenes I go to, they get in the way and they don't realize they are only making it worse." Jake took a sip of his coffee. "So, tell me more about you?"
She looked at him thoughtfully and smiled. "I guess the one thing I can tell you about me right now is that I'd like to know more about you."
That made Jake nervous and he didn’t understand why. Then he realized that it was important to him that she like him.
"This may sound dumb, but I have always pictured a Sheriff to be like Marshal Dillon from Gunsmoke." She chuckled. "I mean, you are kind of James Arness-y, you know, tall and broad shouldered."
"Do you want to be Miss Kitty?" He joked back.
She glanced at him and ignored his attempt at humor. "Explain to me, what are you doing in New York instead of some old Western town, Mr. Sheriff?"
"First of all, it's Deputy Sheriff. The Sheriff is an elected position, really a politician. We're responsible for law enforcement, civil and criminal investigations, and corrections. We also cover areas where no local police have jurisdiction since we operate by county instead of town." He was very serious while explaining the duties. "Did you know that the Sheriffs’ Departments are the oldest law enforcement agencies in the country?"
"What do you like about working for the Sheriff's Department?"
He shrugged. "I like finding answers. I like giving people closure."
"That must be tough."
"What do you mean?"
"Isn't giving people closure really just another way of saying, yeah, we found the body?" She wanted to take the sting out of her words. "I mean, it's necessary and I realize it means they can move on. But it's still got to be tough to end someone's hopes."
"You can say that. But what I do is more than just finding bodies." Jake knew he'd hate going to work each day if that were all it was about. "If it's a homicide, it's also about finding the killer. Or answering a family's questions about how something happened. Like if it was a freak accident that really couldn't be helped, knowing what really happened might relieve somebody's guilty feelings."
"So, do you always," Julie made a funny face, "ta-da-da… get your man?"
"We always get our clues. There is no such thing as a perfect crime anymore. Our work starts with the body. They talk to us in a way." He was enthusiastic about his work.
Julie listened to him tell her about fingerprints and police sketch artists, she was pleasantly surprised to be so interested in what he had to say. Jake spoke about his work with passion and she noticed how animated he was when he explained the steps they had to take to ensure the sanctity of the evidence. He was using the ketchup bottle and salt shakers to build an imaginary crime scene and Julie watched as his muscles flexed each time that he reached across the table. He mentioned how each office contributed to the case.
"I'm a little confused," she interrupted him. "What does your office do that the Medical Examiner doesn't? I mean, you said you work with the Coroner." She was enjoying the deep timbre of his voice.
"Yeah, I guess it gets confusing. It's really just the bureaucracy of it all. Not everyplace has a Coroner, a criminal investigation team and a Medical Examiner. I think they wanted as many appointees on the payroll as possible. I don't know, maybe when it was all set up, somebody wanted jobs for all their relatives and friends." He explained that his office investigated all sorts of crimes and collected evidence. "I get to work with some really great people, people who really know their stuff. There's Sally Marin in the Coroner's Office and Doc Ramos is the ME. And my department deals with more than just homicides." The Sheriff's office had countywide jurisdiction and worked in cooperation with the local police departments to enforce the laws.
Julie could see the admiration Jake had for Sally, the Chief Investigator from the Coroner's office. Even though Sally did have an extensive medical background, her position was not as a doctor. She had to go to scenes where bodies were found and pronounce if necessary. Then she would oversee the collection of forensic evidence that would help tell about the events leading up to the person's death. A lot of what she did was to take in the entire scene and consider the contributing factors.
The Medical Examiner was a forensic pathologist who performed autopsies in the morgue and was able to prepare detailed legal records that could be used in court cases. The legal-medical autopsy that the pathologist was responsible for often involved toxicology reports and the condition of the body, both internal and external, and the contributing factors to the death.
Julie liked listening to the way that Jake spoke about his work and the abilities of those he worked with. He seemed to have a clear understanding of everyone's job and even a lot of knowledge beyond his own responsibilities. She imagined that he was very capable in his job, and thorough. Absently, she couldn't help wondering how thorough he would be in other ways.
Julie felt the tension of work ebbing out of her as she listened to the deep melody of his voice. She felt his warm tones soothing her and enveloping her in comfort. She wondered if his broad shoulders were as solid as they looked to be, she wondered how it would feel to rest her head on his shoulder. She took a deep breath in as she imagined personally checking out how broad and muscled his shoulders really were. Julie was sure that she was just reacting to how tired she was feeling.
It was a surprise when he had asked her for her phone number at the police station and even more of a surprise when he called her today, a very pleasant surprise. He was handsome in a very rugged kind of way. He had a few telltale age lines around the eyes and a couple of random gray hairs among the dark waves. There was more than a hint of five-o'clock shadow at this late hour, too. But he sure wasn’t hard on the eyes she thought to herself. Julie admitted silently that she could get used to seeing his chiseled features a lot more often.
The waitress returned with their orders and they both looked away from each other. Both of them felt caught by their innocent, and some not-so-innocent, musings. Julie didn’t understand why it annoyed her when the waitress gave Jake an appreciative smile before leaving the two of them alone at the table. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the flicker of a frown on her face when that waitress smiled, and he enjoyed it. They both turned their attention to their plates, the food gave them something to distract themselves with.
Julie watched as Jake bit into his sandwich, she enjoyed the way that he hungrily devoured the mouthful. She watched his strong jaw-line as he chewed his food. He was a big man and the unexpected thought crossed her mind as to how big an appetite he had for… everything.
Julie realized it wasn’t just the breadth of his shoulders and his height that were impressive, his well defined arm muscles and lean hips were testimony to how well toned he was. As a paramedic she was no stranger to the human anatomy and subconsciously she found herself picturing him without a shirt on. She was imagining how he would look with his broad shoulders, muscled arms, flat stomach and matted chest hair. She had to force herself to listen to his explanations of the evidence he was gathering. Julie found herself staring at Jake's lips.
He swallowed and then continued telling her about the case. “The artist met with Larkin today and got enough of a description to make a crude sketch of the other guy. We also got a list of the bars they went to, but Larkin claims he can’t remember which one they picked the girls up at. Right now we’re just trying to fit a lot of pieces together. This is the tedious, boring part of the work.” Jake watched as Julie bit into the sweet confection and then innocently licked some of the icing from the danish off of her upper lip. He felt an embarrassing tightening in his groin and took a gulp of his coffee.
She noticed his sudden discomfort. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” His voice sounded a little gruff. “Julie, do you… uh, are you seeing anyone? Anyone special, I mean.”
“No one special.” Her dates lately were few and far between. Not that Julie hadn’t had recent offers, she just was working very long hours and didn’t feel like wasting her precious free time just for the sake of saying she had a date. She and Matt spent some free time together now and then, just as friends. It was more than enough just to have someone you could pal around with and feel comfortable with. Working together so closely, trying to save lives, losing some, and backing each other up in the field helped them to form a special bond, but they were still just good friends.
“So if a guy asked you out on a date, you’d be free to accept?”
“Are you asking me out, Jake?” She realized that she was hoping he was.
He bit his lower lip. “Yeah. I’d like to.”
“Well?” She smiled at him and it was almost his undoing.
Jake took a moment to appreciate her smile. “When is your next day off?”
They made plans to have dinner and see a movie.
He really was trying to be helpful, thought Jake. Still, something was bothering him about the information the guy was handing them. It was almost like he was trying to be too helpful.
Jake berated himself for thinking poorly about Larkin, after all, with everything he had witnessed that night, it was no wonder that he wanted the bastard caught. At least that was what he had told the detectives. He had even come in voluntarily to answer questions, they didn’t have to ask him to be there.
He let the other team members ask the questions while he quietly made notes. But when Larkin couldn’t, or wouldn’t, get specific enough about which bar he and the mysterious John had picked the girls up in, Jake voiced his dissatisfaction with an impatient sigh and a snort. And he got a disapproving look from his superior for that.
“I don’t remember, we went to several nightspots, I don’t remember which one we were in when we met Holly and Beth. All I know it was somewhere in Westchester.” He whined. Larkin fixed his watery eyes on Jake. “I am so sorry, I really wish I could remember.”
Jake excused himself from the room, he’d get the notes from the rest of the interview from one of the detectives.
Larkin had worked with a police artist and now Jake had a sketch of the perp. He also had a photo of Holly and an artist’s sketch based on a reconstruction of Beth’s face. He sent those pictures over the wire to the local Westchester police along with a list of the clubs Andrew had named. Now if only someone would recognize the missing man and give them some clue as to his whereabouts.
Meanwhile he had pulled several missing persons files on descriptions matching the two girls; sometimes the victim’s identity was an important lead as to who the murderer was. There were a few files that came close, but so far nothing had matched. Jake was suspicious by nature, and in this business it was best to check out everything, so he ran any information he had on Andrew Larkin through the computers as well. The man came up squeaky clean.
It irritated Jake that Larkin didn't have even a traffic violation on his record. Something about Larkin bothered Jake and he was hoping to find something out about him that would justify his dislike of the other man. He just couldn't figure it out.
The forensics team had found evidence that the car found at the scene was the same vehicle that had carried the two girls and Larkin. There were inconclusive signs of a fourth person. Only Larkin’s prints were on the steering wheel but that only confirmed the story that he had related to them. The carpeted floor mats were filthy and it seemed impossible to get a clean copy of any shoe prints. The well-worn cloth-covered seats didn’t give up much evidence either.
The team was thorough about collecting any evidence from the car in the hopes that they might get some leads on the identities of the other three occupants. The tires were well worn but scrapings were made from the treads to see if there was any telltale substance that might lead them to a garage, industrial parking lot, construction site or anywhere that Larkin might not have remembered driving to that night.
The lab techs collected shoeprints and fingerprints from all the responding emergency service workers and had diligently weeded those out of the prints found in the cabin. It was time consuming but necessary. Still, although they were able to pick up another man's shoe prints, they had nothing else to go on.
Curiously neither of the girls seemed to have carried a purse with them, at least they didn’t have one at the crime scene. Both female victims had been dressed in similar gauzy robes with no underwear or footwear. What should have been their normal street clothes were missing and Jake wondered if the absent man had taken those items with him as some sort of perverted souvenir. It wasn’t unusual for the police to find a victim’s personal effects among a killer’s treasured possessions, a trophy collection of sorts.
Without any hard evidence, the trail was already feeling cold. Jake was frustrated at the lack of clues. The crime was definitely one of the more heinous he had ever encountered, he rarely felt as jolted as he did now. He couldn't explain the strange foreboding he had about this case or the frantic need to solve it immediately.
She was leaving the station, it was later than usual but she had taken the last call of the evening. Matt had been anxious to get out of there, he said he had plans, so when the call came in just ten minutes before the end of their shift, Julie wasn’t cruel enough to tell him to take it. She wasn’t surprised when Matt didn’t argue with her and even wondered a little suspiciously if he was just getting back at her for running out so quickly the night before.
Both of the medics who came in on the next shift were already out on emergency calls. There was a heavy feeling in the air and it brought with it a rash of difficulty breathing calls in addition to the usual list of ailments they normally responded to.
It was a chore to finish up that last patient care report even though it was routine to list her findings and treatment. It seemed to take forever until she finished her reports of drugs used during the shift. Julie felt overtired and was impatient to get home and put her feet up. She grabbed her pocketbook and street clothes from her locker and decided to wear her uniform home.
It was dark, the nearby street lamp had burnt out. Julie was concentrating on just getting home and she yawned broadly. She wasn’t expecting to have anyone come up to her as she walked to her car in the lot. Jumping when Andrew Larkin said hello, she dropped her purse as she took a defensive position from a class at the local-Y she had taken a few years before.
He stepped back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He extended his hand and thrust a bouquet of carnations at her. “I just wanted to say thank you for what you did for me.”
It took Julie only seconds to recognize the burn victim from the other night. She could see that his other arm, the one without the flowers, was bandaged heavily. He was only about five-foot nine or ten and had stringy blonde hair. Julie noted that his eyes were deep-set and haunting. She had noticed his eyes looked haunted the other night and thought it was what he had witnessed.
He was dressed casually in a pair of dark slacks and a short sleeve shirt that didn’t encumber the dressings on his arm. “No, that’s okay. I just wasn’t expecting anyone.” She still sounded a little breathless from the fright he had given her as she bent to pick up her purse from the ground.
“I came by earlier, twice, but I guess you’ve been busy.” He approached with the flowers. It was a carefully arranged combination of yellow daisies and red carnations. “These are for you.”
Taking the bunch of flowers, Julie smiled and sniffed the fragrant bouquet. She had regained her composure. “Thank you, that was very sweet of you.” She smiled as she looked at him. “How are you doing?” Julie always enjoyed a chance to follow-up on her patients’ recoveries.
“I’m healing, physically anyway. I imagine I’ll have all sorts of nightmares for a long time to come.” He sighed loudly. “I can’t help but think how lucky I was, especially when I remember those poor girls. I wonder if they caught the bastard yet.” He seemed embarrassed by his crude language. “Sorry.”
She shrugged. “The description fits. I haven’t heard anything new.”
Andrew looked around. “You know, it’s really not safe for you to be out here alone, it’s awfully dark back here.” He looked around the small lot. There were three vehicles, Julie’s and two cars belonging to the current crew. The parking area, hidden from the street and behind the building, only had enough room for about half a dozen vehicles.
“It happens all the time, it’s nothing. Once they fix the street light, it won’t be so bad.” She fidgeted in her pocketbook for her keys not finding them in the side pocket where she normally kept them. “I’m rarely by myself anyway and I usually have my keys ready.” She found that they had slipped to bottom of her bag as if to contradict what she had just told Larkin. She chuckled quietly. “I guess I’m more tired than usual.”
He stepped in a little closer. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’ll just wait until you get into your car. Lock the door behind you.” Larkin looked over his shoulder. “I would feel better if I knew they had caught that guy.”
“Thank you.” Julie smiled at him as she put the key into the driver’s door. “You really are a gentleman.” She never felt very comfortable being fussed over and protected by a man. Her brothers had always admonished her for her feelings of invincibility and that was why she had taken the course in self-defense, to appease them.
“You can’t be too safe these days. Will you be okay getting to your apartment?” He held the car door for her. “If you don’t mind my asking, do you have somebody waiting for you there?”
“No, but it’s just a short walk and my neighbors are usually home.” She smiled at him. “Thanks for your concern, I’ll be okay.” And you can leave, Julie thought to herself. "I'm okay."
He pushed the door closed after she sat inside and adjusted her seatbelt. “Safe home.”
He watched her as she drove off and disappeared down the dark street.
He almost walked back out again when he saw Lorna Ines in the office. Unfortunately she spotted him a little too quickly.
Jake was fuming. It was bad enough that it was an election year and the District Attorney's office was on his back for immediate answers, but then that nosy reporter had to come around looking for news. It was obvious that she had cornered one of the newer deputies and was pumping him for information when Jake walked in. The deputy looked chagrined and introduced Jake as the senior investigator.
Lorna was a crime beat reporter for the local daily paper and her reputation for getting answers for her articles was far from sterling. She was known for her abrasive and intruding questions. She had a way of twisting words however she wanted to and Jake was sure that more than once she had even fabricated responses just to sell a story. Unfortunately she was just what the local city desk editor wanted on his staff, she sold papers and so far, the paper hadn’t lost any lawsuits.
She turned on Jake and began to fire off a barrage of assumed facts she had already gathered, all she wanted was his confirmation. When Jake replied with his well-practiced, stock answer of no comment, Laura informed him coolly that she already had the Chief’s permission to speak with the investigating team. She was sure, she informed him that meant she was to expect full cooperation from all of his officers.
Jake asked when she had spoken to the Chief; he knew the man was out of town for a few days attending a conference. The Chief had left Jake in charge of the office and any cases that came up during his absence. Lorna finally told Jake that the Chief had earlier given her permission to question members of the BCI office during another investigation. Jake knew that if any such conversation had ever taken place, it surely didn’t mean she had blanket permissions and he abruptly lost his cool. He ushered the woman out of his office. The Chief wasn’t going to be too happy with that but public relations and the media were never Jake’s forte.
Lorna must have used her cell phone as soon as she reached her car to call the DA’s office and complain about Jake’s brusqueness. The Assistant DA had Jake on the phone within minutes and proceeded to lecture him on the finesse needed to deal with the media. To Jake it was all just a useless waste of time, time that he could have spent making phone calls and comparing notes while he tried to scare up any leads. He silently counted to ten, and then to twenty, as he ground his teeth in anger. He knew Lorna was on her way back to his office as he hung up the phone. The phone jangled again just as Lorna appeared in the doorway, Jake grimaced as he reached for it.
One of the bartenders that had been interviewed thought he might have recognized Beth but was sure that she had come in to the bar alone. And he hadn't remembered seeing her for a few days anyway, so his memory wasn't as sharp as Jake would have liked. He provided some names of college students who frequented the bar that he thought might have known her.
Jake had followed up on this possibility and had been waiting for a call back. That was why, when the District Attorney's secretary had called, he had picked the phone up so quickly and was totally frustrated during the reprimand.
Turning his back to the door, Jake hoped his voice wasn’t loud enough for a nosy reporter to overhear. He made another phone call to the local police where the bar was located and was informed that they found out that Beth had come to their town to visit her boyfriend, but an argument had cut the stay short. Friends thought she had returned to her own campus and so had never realized she was missing. Her roommate thought she was still visiting her boyfriend and wasn’t alarmed by her absence. The boyfriend had told some friends he was taking off for a few days to do some thinking; they didn’t know where he went.
Finally Jake thought that they might have a lead.
It had been a mundane tour and Julie actually felt as if the night had dragged. They responded to a frequent flyer, a patient who called for the ambulance regularly for both imagined and real emergencies. Most of the calls were B.L.S. and they hadn't been kept busy with ride-a-longs. She didn't mind a tour every now and then that proved uneventful, but Matt had been on edge and ragged on her every chance he got.
He had been very tightlipped about the evening before and Julie assumed it had been a date that had sent him hurrying off after their shift. He wasn’t very communicative though and that was unlike him. During the nearly two years of riding together, Julie and Matt had developed a really close friendship where they were able to talk about almost anything. But every time she asked Matt what was bothering him during the tour he snapped at her and refused to open up.
Even more uncharacteristic for him, he had been impatient with her when she tried to talk to him about Jake. Matt was angry and she didn’t have any clue why.
Julie found herself thinking about the broad shouldered sheriff much more than she wanted to. It was a new feeling for her to be so preoccupied with a man that she had only just met. She really was looking for some of Matt’s logic to help her sort out her new feelings.
Between Matt's caustic mood and the repetitive simplicity of the calls they had been sent to, the shift seemed endless. She was exhausted as she climbed into her car in the parking lot.
Her shoes were still squishing from standing in the water tonight at the only call that had even seemed interesting. They had responded to a motor vehicle accident with injuries, only to find the vehicle stuck in the mud in a pond, the occupants holding onto the roof rack and screaming for help. They were too drunk to realize they were in shallow water and they could easily have walked to dry land. The local fire department had also been summoned and together they coaxed the young couple off of the car and into the waiting ambulance.
Luckily there weren’t any serious injuries, but there was going to be a long night in jail for the driver whose breath reeked of beers and whiskey. The driver had been so drunk that he took a swing at Julie, when she ducked he connected with Matt. The intoxicated young man slid off the top of the car to land in the cold pond and immediately sobered from the shock. Meanwhile, both Matt and Julie stood ankle deep in the wet, sucking mud. The glancing blow to his jaw didn’t make Matt’s mood any more pleasant.
She had taken a quick shower and changed her uniform pants back at the station, and she thought she had managed to dry her boots enough to finish her tour. By the time she was driving home, she realized she had been mistaken. Julie was glad to park her car in her assigned spot outside of her garden apartment building. She couldn’t shake the chill from her body from being wet in the night air. She heard every squish as the water seemed to swell in her insoles. She cringed every time she stepped down.
Julie turned the key in the door and opened it to a pitch-black living room. She cursed at herself; she must have forgotten to turn the light on when she left earlier. She hated coming home to a dark apartment. Julie normally remembered to leave the kitchen light on. She swore she left it on when she left that morning. It added to her annoyance when the lamp near the front door wouldn’t go on, obviously the bulb must have burnt out. Why hadn’t she noticed that, she wondered, and then tried to remember the last time she had used that lamp?
She never noticed that the lamp had been unplugged.
Chapter Three
Exasperated, tired and put out by Matt’s rotten mood, she sat down in the doorway of her apartment and removed her shoes by the outside hallway light. She rolled off the damp socks and curled her toes in the pile of her carpeting before standing and gathering up her wet stuff. At least with the shoes off, she wouldn’t track mud across her living room carpet. Closing the door quietly behind her, as a courtesy to her neighbors and the late hour, she let her eyes adjust to the darkness and pulled her Mini-Mag flashlight from her belt to find her way to the kitchen door and the welcoming light-switch.
The apartment had come with the pale tan-colored wall-to-wall carpeting that complemented the pale beige wall coloring. The living room was sparsely, but very comfortably, furnished. Many nights were spent curled on her sofa watching TV. The sofa was her prized possession; it was really the only piece of new furniture she had treated herself to when she first moved in. With three bulky seat cushions, well-padded armrests and a comfortable high back, the pullout queen size sleeper sofa also proved an excellent value whenever her family visited overnight. On her salary, Julie had hoped to save for pieces of furniture and accessories little by little. You didn't choose to be a paramedic to get rich.
The carpeting even though bland in color, was in good condition and Julie was thrilled to be able to curl her toes in it at the end of a long day. But she just wasn't a "beige" person, so she chose the sofa for its vivid colors and patterns. The overstuffed yellow throw pillows were a perfect complement to the bright green and floral upholstery.
She indulged her tendency to nostalgia in her bedroom, more out of economy than choice though. Her grandmother had given her a beautiful walnut wood Cheval oval mirror which Julie had standing prominently in the room. Her bed also came from the farmhouse. Originally it had also been her grandparents’ bed, bought just a short time before her grandfather passed away. After he died, Nanny didn't want to sleep in the queen-size bed by herself and so it became the guest room bed in her folks’ place. When Julie moved downstate and her parents retired, they gave her the queen-sized bed with a painted metal grillwork headboard. Julie indulged and purchased a floral print comforter to complement the ornate bed.
The fact that she had found an apartment with reasonably sized rooms, a decent kitchen and windows that overlooked more than just the complex's parking lot was a big bonus for her. The apartment complex was comprised of privately owned condominiums complete with clubhouse facilities and a summertime swimming pool. She had been lucky enough to find a unit for rent. She worried that the owner might decide to sell, she didn't think she'd be able to afford the necessary down payment to keep the apartment for herself.
Stripping out of her uniform was a long-awaited act of liberation and she didn't even bother to put the soiled uniform in the hamper as she walked naked through the apartment. A leisurely, warm shower and a glass of warm milk finally seemed to chase the chill of the pond from her body. Leaning against the tile in the bathroom shower stall, Julie enjoyed the warmth of the water as it splashed against her skin. She towel dried herself briskly in front of the steamy bathroom mirror and she used a hand towel to wipe a spot clear to see herself as she ran a brush through her long hair. Warming her glass of milk in the microwave was just the quick fix she needed. She didn’t waste any time getting her weary self to bed.
Not bothering with bedclothes, sleeping in the raw as her brothers used to call it, she enjoyed the feel of the crisp sheets against her skin. Julie snuggled comfortably under the blankets of her bed and sipped the warm milk. She finally stretched and closed her eyes to unwittingly dream of a pair of broad shoulders, dark eyes and chestnut brown, curly hair.
The cell phone had rung while he was driving into the office, so he simply changed direction. The park was bustling with unnatural activity as he drove down the pebbled lane and parked on the grass. He took a moment to survey the area before he stepped out onto the dew-moistened foliage. Jake walked up the incline from the trail as he donned a pair of nude-colored latex gloves. The officers already on scene had cordoned off the crime scene with yellow tape and had begun collecting evidence. He was careful not to walk into the small taped-off area or trample over any impressions that might later turn out to be vital clues. Jake stepped carefully as he watched the ground beneath him.
The senior forensic investigator from the Coroner's office, Sally Marin, was kneeling over a naked and partially decomposed body that had been found in the woods. The daughter of a successful oncologist, she had once thought about a career in medicine. She had even been a first year medical student before switching to the study of forensics and crime scene interpretation.
About ten years Jake's senior, Sally always seemed to be working on some case. She loved the challenge of fitting puzzles together. Invariably, someone at the office Christmas parties would remember her with some complicated and large jigsaw puzzle thinking that the challenge might amuse her. Jake wondered what kind of life she had outside of her work and if she ever gave herself any time off from solving mysteries.
“It’s been here a few days. A hiker discovered it today. White male, probably in his late twenties, five-eleven, looks like he kept himself fit.” Sally motioned him closer. “We’ve already gotten castings in here.” Plaster of Paris castings of the ground were made to preserve any impressions of shoes. "There were only footprints, no tire tracks." She looked up at Jake as he approached. “Hope your stomach is strong.”
He exhaled. “I’ve probably seen worse.” As he got a good look at the remains, he silently agreed that it was a gruesome sight. The nude male was marked with scores of open wounds resembling bite marks. The body reminded him, disgustingly, of raw chopped meat. Bits of bone were exposed where the flesh had been torn off completely.
“These aren't human bites, more like canine. The animals, probably wolves or some wild dogs, got to it. Also looks like there was some mutilation.” She moved to the side as she pointed to a view that she wanted the crime lab photographer to shoot.
Jake took out his notebook. “What kind of mutilation?”
“He was castrated.”
“Ouch…” Jake looked down at the body. “Could an animal have bit it off?”
“Oh, I doubt it. This injury was definitely inflicted by a human being.” She used a cross finger technique to open the victim’s mouth. “The penis was shoved into his throat. It probably helped suffocate him. You can see it for yourself if you'd like to.” She taunted him with her grin.
"You know Sally, no man would ever be that casual about something like that." Even at grim crime scenes, a light, friendly banter made the work a little more bearable.
Chunks of flesh had been eaten away and what was left was crawling with maggots. The stench from the body was nearly overpowering and Jake made sure to stand away from the wind’s direction. He would never admit it out loud, but the one whiff he did manage to catch was nauseating. The decomposed corpse would have sent most observers running just as it did the poor woman who found it. Jake found himself once again admiring Sally’s composure.
Sally scribbled notes on a small pad of paper that she pulled from her medical bag. “We’re going to need an insectology report to help narrow down the time of death. Too bad it wasn't found sooner.”
“We’ll also have to get an artist to draw up a reconstruction of his face. In the meanwhile, we’ll check the missing persons file.” It would all be standard procedure until they got some kind of identity. “No clothing or other personal effects?” Jake knew the answer before he asked, it would have been too easy a case if they had anything to trace.
Sally laughed sarcastically. “Right… I don’t think whoever did this wants to make it that convenient. He was covered with a sheet, either the animals or the wind blew it off of him. A corner of it was stuck under one of the feet. Who knows, maybe we'll pick something up off of that. It’s already been bagged.”
“Any possibility of fingerprints?” Jake wasn’t sure if exposure to the elements had destroyed any latent prints on the body.
“The only thing I managed to get off of him looks like the perpetrator was wearing rubber gloves, standard kitchen variety. Most of the body was exposed to the wind and the animals and a lot of the evidence has been destroyed." Sally checked off another item on a little memo pad checklist she carried with her. "I saved the impressions anyway.” She stopped to initial an evidence bag before handing it to one of the technicians. “There were a few shoeprints but animals, the wind or the rain last night helped to obscure what might have been some cleaner ones. I don’t know how much we’ll be able to get from the castings we took.”
At least the weather was kinder to their fact finding than it could have been. The fall's moderate temperatures hadn't hastened the decomposition any. If it had still been the late, hot dog days of August, much more of the evidence might have already been destroyed. At the same time, if it had been the freezing days of winter, the body could have lain there a lot longer before being discovered.
Jake looked over at the collection of police and unmarked cars sitting at the bottom of the hill. “Do you think he was killed here or maybe somebody just dumped him here?” He could see that Sally had already thought of that possibility and he was sure that they had already taken castings of any tire tracks in the vicinity. Tire tracks often narrowed down their search for a particular vehicle or make of car, or at the very least, helped them to rule out some.
“If I’m right and he was asphyxiated, he was definitely killed here. We bagged enough soil samples to grow our own garden, I’m pretty sure the bloodstains will match his DNA. It’s hard to tell after all the exposure, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he was very much alive when he was castrated.” Sally spoke very matter of fact. "I can't imagine he was conscious when he was dropped here, even if he was still alive. Or maybe he knew his victim and came here with him or her and then was taken by surprise. There doesn't seem to be any visible signs of a struggle."
The surrounding soil would be tested for blood both that of the victim’s and possibly even the attacker’s just in case there had been any struggle. Not only would the soil be tested for evidence of blood, but soil samples were also taken from measured distances to help determine if the victim was dead or alive. If he had been alive when he was castrated, the heart would still have been pumping and the blood would have spurted rather than merely seeped into the ground. They would also study the photographs of the scene that were taken before any investigators even entered the scene to check for any nuances that might have gotten altered accidentally.
“It looks like he might have been dragged here, see the broken branches over there?” She pointed to an area of branches and wet grass that seemed to have been pulled into the same direction. "I’m not sure he was totally conscious when his manhood was being cut off.” She looked up at Jake with a devilish smirk. “That should be a comfort to most of the men here.”
Jake smiled as he shook his head at Sally’s warped sense of humor. He admired the woman greatly. Even though she was well into middle age, she kept herself fit and always ready to scour a crime scene. He enjoyed knowing they were on the same team. She had been widowed several years earlier after a car accident with a drunk driver. Her husband had been killed instantly and Jake had heard it was months before she was really recovered herself. She was really much too young to bury a husband and Jake sometimes wondered if that was why she threw herself so completely into her work.
He left Sally and her technicians to finish up with the body while he collected notes from the team scouring the area. While they were looking for any remnants of physical evidence or personal effects he reminded them to be careful and not disturb the landscape any more than necessary, not that they really needed any reminders.
The police team was moving in a tight line and keeping their eyes fixed to the ground and brush before them, any time a possible piece of evidence was discovered, the line was stopped and the evidence photographed, bagged or a casting was taken. Depending on the route the perp had taken telltale footprints or even tire tracks could be anywhere. It was an exhausting and time consuming activity, but the results could make or break the case.
Investigating a scene was definitely a team approach and needed the full cooperation of all parties. Sally was the head of the crime scene investigation unit and was ultimately responsible for the collection and bagging of evidence, but she could never do it all by herself. The forensic photographer had to be first on the scene once the crime, or suggestion of it, was established. Once the other forensic techs got on scene, no matter how careful everyone was, other trace evidence was admitted onto the site. All of the evidence collected had to be properly identified and carefully transported to the lab under police custody.
Jake and the other Deputy Sheriffs were responsible for interviewing witnesses, helped to ensure the smooth processing of the scene, protecting the scene and above all, protecting the forensic specialists so they could effectively do their jobs. The Sheriff's department usually took custody of the evidence and saw that it was safely delivered to the forensic laboratory and Medical Examiner's office. There was always evidence at any potential crime scene and that evidence always gave them the chance to solve their cases. Every successful investigation always started at the primary crime scene.
Turning away from Sally and her team, Jake began his trek down the hillside towards the witness who had found the body. Approaching one of the patrol cars, he could see the young woman dabbing at her eyes.
She had gone for her usual early morning jog thinking of nothing more important than the large cup of latte that she was going to treat herself to this morning. She decided to cross the brush to go rest for a few moments on a bench and had inadvertently stumbled over the partially hidden body. After a stunned moment, she got herself back on her feet and began to brush herself off when she glanced back to see what had tripped her. She screamed hysterically for a few moments before running away from the body and down towards the parking lot. The jogger had used her cell phone to call her husband. He made the phone call to the police about his wife’s grisly discovery.
The husband arrived on the scene before the first police car entered the park. He was concerned about his wife and did his best to calm her as he sought to satisfy his own curiosity about the body. He walked to the crime scene and added his own footprints to the area. He claimed he didn't touch the body. The first officer on the scene had to talk him away from the area and then protect it from being disturbed further. Between the woman’s still agitated state and the husband’s resentment when he was asked for his shoeprints and fingerprints, neither individual was really being cooperative during the interview.
Dinner and a movie never materialized.
Last minute shift changes seemed to conspire against them and made it impossible for Julie and Jake to find the time to get together. He called her several times on the phone and they chatted, but he worked most days and Julie worked most nights. It was often when one of them was getting ready to climb into bed for some well-deserved rest that they made time to exchange a few words. Julie wouldn’t admit it, but she enjoyed hearing his voice just before she drifted off to sleep.
Julie called him when another last minute schedule change gave her a few empty hours. Thanks to a new trainee they had coming on board at the medic station, she was assigned to dispatch while Matt showed the new guy the ropes, and the dispatch schedule was in eight-hour shifts instead of twelve. They agreed to meet at the mall to grab a quick bite in the food court and take in a movie at the multiplex cinema.
They met in the food court right by the Italian sub place. Jake couldn’t resist kissing her when he saw her. He surprised himself by how much he had missed her. After a chaste kiss on her lips, he restrained himself from going back for more.
They stood on line together, he chose a double cheeseburger with fries and a large lemonade and Julie decided on a fish fry on a bun and small diet cola. Jake carried the tray of food back to a table near a young family with a toddler and an infant in a stroller. The toddler, a little girl, made eye contact with Jake and smiled. He smiled back and waved, the little girl giggled.
“Hey, so this is the way it is. I break one date with you and you have the competition lined up?” Julie said laughingly. Something about the way the big man in front of her showed a tender streak towards the little girl made her admire him even more. “You like kids I guess.”
Jake took a quick bite of his hamburger before he replied. “Uh, yeah. They’re cute.”
“You’d probably make a great dad.”
Julie couldn’t understand what she saw in his eyes but something flashed briefly before it was gone.
He shrugged. “Thanks.”
“Actually,” she sipped her soda, “I’m surprised you’re not married with a family.”
“I’m divorced.” He was blunt when he said it, but he watched her eyes for her reaction. “Does that bother you?”
"No. Should it?" She hid her surprise well. “It makes sense though.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you’re in your thirties. You’re a good looking man.”
“Thank you.” He was quick to catch her praise.
Julie laughed at how quickly he snapped up the compliment. “It’s a lot easier to understand than if you were single and still living at home with your mother.”
Jake chuckled. “And why don’t you think I’m living with mom?”
She stopped for a moment hoping that she hadn’t spoken too soon and then she realized he was teasing her. “There’s been no one else answering your phone when I call you.”
It seemed they spent a lot of time on the phone lately. They enjoyed talking to each other. They had already grown surprisingly close in just a very short time.
He grinned. “Okay. Besides, Mom and Dad live in Florida in one of those retirement places. Down in Boca Raton.”
“Really? My folks are in Kissimee. They like Disney.” Julie rolled her eyes. She actually was amused by her parents’ fascination with Mickey Mouse. They had toiled a good many years to raise her and her brothers on an upstate New York farm and she was happy that they had decided to indulge themselves in their golden years. “I think it’s their second childhood.”
They spent the rest of their meal talking about their childhood and their parents. Julie had been a late life baby and the only girl, born more than twelve years after her second brother. Both of her brothers still lived upstate, the older one tending to the family farm and the other one was a veterinarian. Although she knew she was loved greatly by both big brothers, and they spoiled her when she was younger, she felt so far removed from their lifestyles, including families and kids, that she was more comfortable with the distance between them. She also appreciated the lack of interference in her life, they didn't always approve of her choices.
Jake was also the younger child, he had an older sister, by two years, who lived in California. He had grown up in the area having gone to nearby schools. His ex-wife had been his high school sweetheart, but he didn’t say much more about her. Something about the way he quickly changed the topic made Julie too uncomfortable to pry.
His father had been in banking up until his retirement and he figured he had been a major disappointment to his folks when he decided on law enforcement rather than accounting as they had planned for him. Jake always thought his father looked tired, and bored, and even if things had turned out differently for him, he never once thought of following in his father’s footsteps. His mother always ruled the house and his dad just never had the energy to argue.
They talked while they ate and they joked about being the baby in their families. Julie had been a rebel in school, always had to have her parents called to school, and she amused Jake with several stories.
Laughing, Jake managed to feed Julie a greasy fry dipped in ketchup. Then he used his thumb to wipe the ketchup from her lip. She parted her lips slightly and he let his thumb linger while he watched her eyes. He had no doubts how much he wanted her, but he was still surprised because he had only known her a time.
“Guess we’d better go see about that movie.” He cleared his throat and dropped his hand.
She exhaled softly. “Yeah, that’s a good idea.” Julie avoided looking at the other diners not wanting to see if anyone else had noticed the heightened tension. They quickly gathered up the wrappers and empty cups and threw them out. Jake extended his hand to her, she took it.
They held hands like two giddy teen-agers. Julie and Jake were both surprised by the connection they felt between them and how right it felt. On the way to the theatre, he stopped just to look at her. Jake finally satisfied his curiosity and found out exactly how delightful her lips tasted. Julie enjoyed kissing him back. The kiss seemed all too short for both of them. They continued on their way to the cinema.
Even though they had just eaten, Jake still bought a large, buttered popcorn to munch on during the movie. He insisted that it always made the movie better. They sat in the stadium style seats and waited for the movie to begin.
As the theatre slowly grew dimmer, several previews danced across the screen. One of them featured cops and robbers and it made Jake think once again about the investigation he had left behind in his office. Usually when he worked on a case, he didn’t let anything distract him and this diversion was so unlike his nature. But he also couldn’t get his mind off of this beautiful young woman he had met just a few nights before.
With an arm thrown gently around Julie’s shoulders, Jake let his mind wander over the facts of the case. Julie munched on a handful of his popcorn and was so absorbed in the previews that she never realized his thoughts were anywhere else.
Nobody was able to find the mysterious man who had caused so much misery and the positive identification of the two young girls seemed even slower. Jake found himself sickened by the findings of Holly’s autopsy. He thought of the horror the poor girl had gone through. With her breasts and genitals mutilated, he had to entertain the idea that this was a sexual attack. But there were too many inconsistencies with that theory, there had been no semen in or on the body, just the vicious object rape.
The lead he thought he had about Beth’s boyfriend hadn’t panned out. The young man had truly been distraught by the argument he had with her and taken a few days to himself to set his priorities in order. He had returned back to the campus with the thought of asking Beth to marry him. After speaking with the local police department, he had agreed to come and try to identify her body. Jake felt sorry for the guy. He thought how sad it was to finally realize you had found the woman you love just to loose her to a senseless murder.
The theatre darkened and the opening credits rolled across the screen. Without realizing it, his arm tightened around Julie’s shoulders as they sat in the large auditorium. She looked away from the movie screen and whispered, “You okay?”
He nodded. Jake wanted to protect the woman seated next to him. He thought about her nearly every moment since they first met. His obsession with her surprised him. At first he thought he was just craved her in a physical sense, but it was becoming clear to him that he was attracted to who she was. He liked being with her. Even though she was young, he kept reminding himself of her youth, she was definitely all flesh and blood woman.
It scared him that there was a monster out there that could be a danger to young women and he worried about Julie’s usually late hours. It scared him that he didn’t know enough about the bastard that they were looking for to be able to keep a young woman safe. It scared him that some crazed maniac might ever hurt Julie. And he wondered why he was suddenly feeling all these things for this woman.
He couldn’t help himself as he leaned down to kiss her; he just needed to taste her again, to feel her breath, to know that she was there. It had been years since he made out in the darkened cover of a movie house. Julie tempted him in ways he barely remembered from his carefree teen-age years. Jake gently touched her lips with his own and enjoyed the sweet taste. Her lips parted and he explored her mouth with his tongue. It was easy to imagine making love to her as his tongue mated with hers. She welcomed him into the warm recesses of her mouth.
He needed to feel her heartbeat and his fingers moved from her chin and down to the hollow of her neck. Julie didn’t push him away, she was as mesmerized by the kiss as he was. She put her hand on his thigh and even though it wasn’t high on his leg at all, they were both very well aware when every muscle in his lower body instantly tightened.
He dragged his mouth away from hers and reluctantly let go of the pulse he felt above her heart. Kissing each finger in turn, he gently took her hand from his thigh. “I think I’d better watch the movie for a while.” His quiet voice was shaky.
Julie smiled nervously and agreed. She also had to calm down. She couldn’t believe how close she had come to forgetting they were in a very public place. They found each other’s fingers and held hands. They both knew they could no longer deny the attraction that was quickly growing between them.
The man watching them several rows back in the darkened stadium style movie house approved when he saw the couple stop themselves from going any further. He was still so disappointed that she was even out with that cop.
Chapter Four
“I don’t think he’s right for you.” Matt had been in a rotten mood ever since they first met at the medic station that morning. He was using Julie's infatuation with Jake as a reason to vent some steam. “You can do a lot better than a cop. They’ve got worse hours than we do and he’ll always be distracted by the demands of his job.” He paused. "Besides, do you really think you could be happy living by some anal rule book? That's how they live, you know." Was that anger she heard in his voice?
Julie was sorry she had ever said anything to Matt about Jake. “The truth is, Matt, you’ve never approved of any guy I’ve told you about.” She refused to raise her voice to match his.
She tore open the packet of mayonnaise with her teeth and spread it over the tuna fish sandwich she had bought for her lunch. Matt threw her an insulted look before he stuffed his mouth with a bite of an overstuffed burrito.
“You treat me like a baby sister that you’ve got to take care of.” She really did appreciate his concern, but she balked at his lectures.
"So, then why bother me with your exploits if you don't want to hear my take on it?"
At one point in their friendship, Julie had been worried that he might be jealous of her relationships with other guys, but then she realized, he was just being over-protective of her. He was only two years older than Julie, younger than her own brothers, but he was much more protective. Julie usually felt much more comfortable confiding things to Matt and telling him things she would never dare tell her real brothers.
They had shared a major part of their lives for the last two years as partners on the ambulance. When you responded to all kinds of life and death emergencies you got to be pretty close. There were hours of just the two of you sitting side by side in the medic rig. You shared things with one another, sometimes very private things. You learned to depend on one another and to trust each other, completely. Friendships were often forged on far less foundation.
Julie knew that Matt had told her things about himself that he never let anyone else know… like the fact that he hated his father and worried that if he ever had kids, he might let them down the same way. He had said that his father was a mean man who never had time for his family, never put them first in his life and never stuck around long enough to be a father to him. Julie remembered the day of Matt's father's funeral, it had been the only day she had ever seen him truly lose control. He couldn't understand why his mother cried over a man that had abandoned her with a small child to raise. He said that there was no way he could forgive her for forgiving the man who had made their lives a hell.
And when he actually broke down and cried for all that he had never had, he was angered when his mother tried to comfort him. If Julie hadn't run after him, she really thought he might have done himself harm, perhaps not intentionally, but out of anger and frustration. She swallowed all her nervousness and tightened her seat belt as far as it would go when he sped along a lonely mountain road.
The two of them often spoke about romances and family relationships. While they waited between jobs, they chatted and relaxed comfortably with each other. They shared their dreams for the future. They supported each other when things got rough and were happy together when things went well. Matt and Julie confided in each other, teased and laughed, and gave each other encouragement whenever it was needed. He was, simply put, her very best friend.
So it had seemed natural for Julie to mention Jake to Matt. It was confusing for Julie to be so absorbed in the man so soon after meeting him. She really just wanted the opportunity to think out loud and maybe even get a man's perspective on her flustered emotions.
She just didn’t need him to lecture her on poor choices. “Well, I’m seeing him tonight. I really do like the guy, Matt.” Julie was put out at having to defend her choices, she had expected her best friend to understand. She thought he knew her better than anyone else. "Try and be happy for me that I found someone who interests me so much."
He harrumphed and then finally looked her way. “I just don’t want to see you getting hurt. And I'm telling you, sure as shit, it will happen." He took a few more bites of his burrito and chewed determinedly. "Cops always think they’re better than anyone else, they just don’t care who they wind up hurting. Everything to them is just a bunch of rules." Nostrils flaring, he took a deep breath. "They forget that they are dealing with people, not objects out of some textbook. Julie, you and I deal with people… living, breathing people. You'll be unhappy. He won't understand what's important to you. Do yourself a favor, run away from him now and don't look back."
"What are you mad about, Matt?" It seemed obvious to Julie that he wasn't really talking about Jake.
"Nothing." He looked like he wanted to say something else and then thought better of it. "Just do whatever the hell you want to do. Just don't come crying to me."
Tones sounded over the radio before Julie could respond.
Matt balled up his half-eaten meal in the wrapper and tossed it into the bag. "Shit! No wonder I get heartburn all the time." He turned the key in the ignition and the engine rumbled. "You think maybe, just once, we could get through a meal without having to respond to some hypochondriac! You know that this is just going to be another bullshit call."
Julie re-wrapped her sandwich and took another sip of soda as he backed the rig into the parking lot. She couldn't figure out what was bothering Matt, but she knew it had nothing to do with her and Jake. But he was angry, uncharacteristically so.
Julie knew that Matt was totally committed to his patients. He was the one medic that never complained about responding to calls that proved to be non-emergencies even in the middle of the night. He was hurting about something and striking out. That worried Julie more than anything.
The call had gone out for the ambulance and medics to respond for a female with a heart condition. They heard the BLS crew sign in as they headed to the scene with their lights flashing and siren wailing.
They were nearing the address they had been dispatched to. Matt deftly avoided traffic as they came down the road. As they turned the corner, they saw what appeared to be a middle aged well dressed woman standing and arguing with a town police officer. The cop looked exasperated and even embarrassed as he saw the rig pull up.
“If that’s our patient, she seems feisty enough.” Julie said as an aside to Matt as he parked the rig next to the arguing couple. They could hear the siren of the volunteer crew’s ambulance behind them.
“You brought your paddles?" The woman strode purposely over to Matt before he even stepped out of the truck.
Julie got out on her side and came around the truck. “Where’s the patient, ma’am?" She looked around the scene and saw no one else.
"I am! I called for you." The lady was impatient.
"We got a call that someone was having a heart attack?" The woman didn't appear to be having any serious problems.
"I never said I was having a heart attack!" She yelled angrily. "I told those stupid jerks at nine-one-one that I needed someone to bring those defib-erator things! The things with the electric paddles. Come on, get them out."
“Why do we need the paddles?" Julie asked her. Patients were only defibrillated when the heart was beating so rapidly, weakly and irregularly that it was almost not beating at all. This woman's heart was certainly beating, Julie noted.
The BLS ambulance had come to a stop behind the Medics truck. The first EMT out of the truck stopped and listened to the woman's tirade. She glanced at the police officer standing by and was satisfied that despite the woman's volume, the scene was safe. Then she went to help her partner at the back of the truck.
The irate woman turned to Julie and put her hands on her hips with an exasperated and dramatic sigh. “Because I need to get to the hospital!" She enunciated each word slowly as if she were dealing with an unruly, young child.
“Okay," Julie kept her voice calm. She refused to feed into this woman's anxiety. "We can take you. Can you tell us what’s wrong?” Julie noticed the woman back away from her as she approached. She stopped.
"We just need those damn paddle things."
Matt stepped down from his side of the rig, he was holding a blood-pressure cuff and had taken his scope from around his neck. The woman faced him angrily.
She was possibly in her forties or fifties and her hair was done nicely as if she had spent time in a beauty parlor recently. Her coat, although a little heavy for the actual temperature, was clean and her shoes looked like they were in good condition. She was loud and argumentative and even a little unsteady on her feet. Alarms started going off in Julie's mind.
He showed her the scope and cuff in his hands. “Ma’am, it would help if we could just get a couple of vitals.” He tried to explain.
"Don't you people bother to listen? I don't need you to take anything of mine!"
The vollies had already gotten the gurney from their ambulance and were wheeling it over to the woman.
The ambulance driver, a young man, looked to his partner for guidance while approaching this volatile sounding patient.
Looking at them incredulously, she raised her voice. “Put that thing away! You don’t need that. Just get me what I need, listen to me for a change.”
The crew stopped. The EMT looked towards Julie and Matt for some direction.
"If you would just let these nice folks help you…" The police officer tried to help but it was obvious that he only made the woman angrier.
She turned to him. "Don't you dare patronize me! I pay my taxes, you're just my employee. You better show me some respect."
Julie could see the flush creeping over the young officer's collar as he held his temper in check. "They are just trying to help you."
"Then they should just do what I'm telling them to do."
Julie stepped in. "What is it exactly you want us to do ma'am? Why did you call nine-one-one?"
"I need you to start my car." At Julie's puzzled expression, the woman continued yelling. "With those defibbing things you carry. My car won't start."
"Then you shouldn't have called us, you should have called Triple-A or something." Matt sounded annoyed.
Julie cast a quick glance at her partner. Even though there were times he was impatient, his unfettered display of annoyance was so unlike him. Usually he could charm their patient right into the ambulance.
"Damn you!" The woman rushed at Matt but the police officer stopped her before she could strike him. "I have to get to the hospital! Why won't you help me?"
"We're trying to help you, ma'am." The cop tried to help again.
"Don't you ma'am me! I am not your ma'am. Do you think I'm some kind of…" She spat at the officer. "I am not some kind of madam!"
The cop started to throw his hands up in the air out of frustration but chose instead to just back off. He decided it wasn't worth getting her spittle and whatever germs she might be carrying on him. That's what the medical people were there for! He just looked at Matt, shook his head and let out an exasperated sigh.
Julie noticed the woman put her hand to her chest. She spoke calmly. “Are you having chest pains? Or any difficulty breathing?”
“No, I am not having chest pains or difficulty breathing!” The woman responded angrily. “I just need to get to the hospital. Something is wrong. I'm telling you, I haven’t felt right all day.”
“And just what is wrong?” Julie tried to find out what, if any, medical problem there was. And if it was just some kind of emotional crisis, she needed to be able to treat that, too. Julie's attitude had always been that a call for help was exactly that.
“It’s just… wrong. I can feel when something isn’t right.” The woman was adamant. “My body is telling me that something isn’t right.”
Maybe now they could get somewhere. Maybe this woman could actually let them know what was wrong. “Can you tell me what exactly is bothering you?” Julie waited through the silence. "What is your body telling you isn't right?"
“In here.” The woman put her hand under her breasts.
“Do you have any pain or pressure?”
“No.” The woman's voice started to quiver.
"Then what are you feeling?" Julie wasn't sure the woman could comprehend what she was feeling. "Can you compare it to anything?"
“Why don’t you just sit down on the stretcher and let us take your vitals?” Matt still sounded impatient. Julie looked at him, she was concerned because he usually was a lot more even tempered. She looked back at the patient, now that she was finally getting her calmed down, she didn't want Matt to set her off again.
“No, I don’t need to sit on the stretcher.” She looked miffed with Matt and turned back to Julie. She relaxed with Julie. “My stomach hurts, too.”
The police officer picked up the woman's purse from the seat of her car. He motioned to the others there that he was going to check for an I.D.
“Can you tell me what you mean when you say it hurts?” Julie was still trying to ascertain what the problem was. At least now the woman was trying to cooperate even if she still wasn't very clear about her problem.
“It doesn’t really hurt. It feels funny.” Her voice lowered.
“How?”
The woman leaned towards Julie to whisper near her ear. “I think I was poisoned.” When she backed away again, a tear rolled down her cheek.
Julie raised her eyebrows. “Why do you think you were poisoned?”
“I feel funny.” She put her hand on Julie's arm as if seeking comfort.
“Like you ate bad food?”
“No, I was poisoned.” She lowered her voice and whispered to Julie. "It was on purpose."
Matt stood close by but allowed Julie to talk with the patient. “When do you think you were poisoned?”
“At lunch. Yes, it was at lunch."
“Where did you eat lunch?” Julie calmly asked her, but the woman’s limited answers were frustrating her. "Where you in a restaurant?"
“I ate at home.”
“What did you eat?”
“A sandwich.”
“Did you buy the sandwich from outside?”
“No. I made it myself. I made a tuna fish sandwich.”
"And you opened the can and everything yourself?" Julie paused for just a moment. “Was anybody else there when you made your sandwich?”
The woman hesitated and in a quivering voice told Julie about her suspicions. “My cat.”
Julie paused. "Do you live with anyone else?"
"Just my cat. I live with my cat." Now she started crying and she hung on Julie for support. "Why would she do that to me? Why?"
The police officer came back to them and quietly mentioned to Matt that he found an emergency contact for the woman and had the desk contact her. He had received word that a sister was on the way down.
Matt shook his head. He decided she was just some nutcase. He was happy that Julie had the patience to deal with her, he had no patience for this kind of crap. Damn it, he thought, he was a goddamn paramedic and he wasn't being paid enough to be a shrink. She should be classified an Emotionally Disturbed Person, an EDP, and sent to a local psychiatric facility for evaluation. It was a waste of his time. Julie's too, but she seemed willing to humor the old biddy.
“She? You think your cat tried to poison you?” Julie continued as non-judgmentally as possible.
“Oh, it was my cat.”
Julie cleared her throat. “Your cat?”
“It has to be.”
“And why would your cat want to poison you?”
“She’s just that way.”
Matt took a deep breath and came to the woman’s side. “Ma’am, uh, miss, maybe you’ll let me take some of your vitals now? Just so we have a good idea of… what kind of poison we’re dealing with?” This was more of the nature Julie usually saw with Matt.
“But I just need my car started. I want to drive myself to the hospital.”
“Maybe you should let us take you in by ambulance.” The young EMT spoke up.
“I don’t need you to take me by ambulance.” She looked at Julie and was exasperated. "I thought we were really getting somewhere?"
Julie tried to comfort the woman. "Okay, how about we just take a record of how you're doing, just so we know what kind of poison we might be looking at. I think I heard the officer saying that somebody from your family is going to come down."
“Look, my car won’t start. I just need someone to jump the battery. Now if you could just use your paddles to give the battery a boost.”
"We really can't do that." The woman looked angry. "Hey, I'd lose my job." Matt was finally acting more like himself and Julie was relieved. "I think Julie's right, you know, let us take some vitals. We can stay right here and wait for your sister. Then if you still don't want to go with us, I won't make you."
She looked back at Julie for confirmation. "I don't have to go?"
"That's what the man said." Julie nodded.
"Well, okay." The woman walked regally over to the gurney and sat before anyone could even suggest it. She shrugged her coat off of one arm and automatically rolled her sleeve up. "I know the routine. They did this to me yesterday, too"
Julie looked up in surprise. "Yesterday?"
"Yes. I was at the hospital yesterday. But they didn't do anything for me."
Julie had pulled the glucometer from her bag. She had thought to check the woman's blood sugar, sometimes that caused altered mental status if it was too high or too low. She saw Matt was getting the pulse-oximeter out to check for her blood oxygen level. The EMT had come over and was taking the woman's blood pressure. Except for some minor hypo tension, a low blood pressure, the woman seemed fine.
"Miss, uh?"
"My name is Carol, dear." The woman was quite friendly as she answered Julie.
Julie smiled. "Carol, do you take any medications or have any medical conditions you can tell us about?"
"Oh, yes, I take, I can't remember the name, um, I think have it in my purse." She extended an arm to the police officer that had picked her purse up. He handed it to her and she quickly looked through it. "Here it is, Amy-Tripped-A-Line." She pulled out a prescription bottle.
"Amy-Tripped? May I see that bottle?" Carol handed Julie the prescription. "Amitriptyline." Julie looked up at Matt. They both recognized the mood elevant drug often used for depression. Reading the prescription label, Julie turned to the patient. "When did you take this last?"
Carol giggled suddenly. "At lunch. I am so bad, I forgot to take my medication yesterday and I know my doctor will be so upset with me."
"So?" Julie had a bad idea of what was coming next.
"I took three pills with my lunch. So he won't yell at me for missing my doses."
Just then a cream colored T-Bird pulled alongside them and an almost identical woman stepped out of the car. "Carol!"
"Omigosh, Bea, what are you doing here?" Carol looked surprised.
"You're the sister?" The lady nodded and Julie went to speak to her.
Julie explained that Carol had taken her daily dose of three pills all at once instead of spaced out through the day. She had overdosed on her medication and the confusion she had suffered was probably a result of that.
The sister turned towards the woman sitting on the cot. "Carol, you do this all the time!" She shook her head and then turned to Julie. "Do you have something for me to sign? I already called her doctor."
Carol started whining. "I don’t want to go to the hospital." She turned to Matt. "You said I don't have to go to the hospital."
"We are going to Dr. Lacy!"
"Oh." Carol looked at her sister and suddenly seemed very meek. "Okay."
Julie made that Bea was going to take Carol to the doctor immediately for treatment. The sister signed the necessary R.M.A., refused medical treatment, forms for her sister and just to be safe, Julie had the police officer sign as a witness. Both crews were now able to leave although Julie wanted to wait until Carol was actually on her way.
The two women drove off in the T-Bird. Bea told the officer that she’d have Carol’s car picked up later. Matt and Julie packed up their gear and shared a few pleasantries with the cop before pulling back out onto the road.
Matt looked at Julie in the rig and grinned. "Her cat poisoned her? I kind of liked that theory." Then he shrugged. "Okay, you were right, she did have something wrong with her. She wasn't just a nutcase. I just don't want to hear any I-told-you-so's." He started the ignition and turned away from her.
Julie smiled to herself. At least it had broken the tension between her and Matt.
He was really impressed with her. She just wouldn't give up on that old bat.
But then he knew how kind she was and how she cared about her patients. An angel. She was an angel and he loved her for it.
He looked so forward to the time when he would tell her, when it was just them alone, how special she was. And he would show her how special she was. When it was just the two of them, when he would finally spill his seed into her.
Julie. Even her name sounded like an angel's. His angel. His.
Julie had just gotten out of the shower when the doorbell rang, she glanced at the VCR clock as she tied her terry cloth robe closed and continued towel drying her hair. It was too early for Jake to show up, their plans weren’t for another hour at least. Just as she put her hand on the doorknob, she decided she was going to be royally pissed if Matt had decided to harangue her some more for going out with Jake.
Her mouth was open ready to tell Matt off when she opened the door to see Jake. “Hi? I must have gotten my times confused.”
“No.” He couldn’t help but look at her legs sticking out from under the thigh length terry robe. Jake noticed how Julie’s skin still glistened with dampness and he swallowed. “I’m afraid I have to break our date for tonight.” His voice was laced with regret.
The disappointment she felt was much greater than she would have expected. “Something come up with work?” She stepped aside to let him enter the apartment.
“I wish, I think I would have found a way to blow that off.” He had a sudden urge to help her towel dry her hair; he stuck his hands in his jeans pockets instead. He knew he wouldn't stop with just her hair. “It’s, uh, my son…”
“Your son?” She wrapped the towel like a turban around her head.
Jake didn’t miss the surprise in her voice.
“Yeah.”
“I didn’t know you had a son.”
“I was going to tell you.” He didn’t think a young woman like Julie would be especially attracted to a man with an almost teen-age son and child support payments. “I just… didn’t get around to it, yet.”
Julie paused for only the briefest of moments. It bothered her that he hadn’t told her about his son up front, but she could see how concerned he seemed to be. And, after all, they had only seen each other casually and it had just been for a few days. He hadn’t been under any obligation to tell her his life story.
“Come in. If you want to?” She gestured to the couch. “Is your son okay?”
“School trouble.” He was touched by her concern and surprised by her interest.
"Like?" She waited for him to continue.
Jake sighed, “He seems to get into a lot of fights in school, a lot. And with all this school violence the counselors aren’t taking any chances. Actually, I agree it’s safer this way.” It was a unique experience for Jake to be able to share his concerns for his son with anyone.
“Do you have time to sit?”
“Just for a few minutes.” Jake sat on the sofa and pushed away one of the overstuffed pillows to make room for him.
Chapter Five
He looked around the living room and noted how comfortably everything seemed to fit. There were no fancy or expensive looking pieces but it felt like a home and was filled with warmth. There were a few photographs on the walls, he figured the subjects were relatives, probably her brothers and their families. A few handcrafted items probably were the products of some of the kids in the photos. He thought that the photo of an older couple might be her parents, especially when he noticed the resemblance between Julie and the woman.
Her living room was so unlike his. It was hers and it resonated with her personality. She had made it warm and comfortable with little personal touches like the photographs and knick-knacks. He noticed a set of bookends and paperback novels. A television channel guide lay open on the coffee table. She had a small collection of old videotaped movies and some CD's on the bottom of the TV stand. It looked comfortable. She had made the room into something more than just a place to store her things.
His own living room was void of pictures except for one, his son. He had bought his boy a Play-Station. Aside from that, the TV and VCR, Jake never felt like he needed to outfit his place with entertainment. It just wasn't the kind of place you could curl up and relax. His own apartment was just a place to store his stuff and sleep.
Julie made sure to hold her robe closed as she sat a cushion away. “Does he live with his mother?”
He nodded. “My ex.”
She didn’t want to ask if his ex-wife would be there or not. “How old is he? What’s his name?”
“Brian is twelve and a half.”
“How long ago did you and your wife split?” She had a right to know that much at least. Even though he had said he was divorced, he hadn't told her much else.
“Thirteen years ago.”
The math didn’t take Julie long. "You left your wife when she was pregnant?” She realized immediately how disapproving she sounded, “I’m sorry, I had no right to say that.”
Her apology helped to take some of the sting out. “That’s okay. It does sound kind of selfish.” Jake reigned in his hurt, what his wife had done to him was probably one of the worst things a woman could do to a man. “Actually I didn’t know she was pregnant until the divorce papers were signed. And then, she told me that the baby wasn’t mine. She was already remarried when Brian was born. He’s even named for her second husband.”
“But he is your child?” Julie was confused.
“Oh yeah. At first I believed her when she said she had been with someone else, the man she eventually married, and was carrying his child. But then she was bragging about this big medical tour that her new husband had gone on. He had been gone for over three weeks when Brian was conceived. I got a court order for a DNA test.” Jake paused and tried to gauge Julie’s reaction.
He had been naďve and hopeful when he was married. He had also been Julie's age. “I had taken her away for a weekend, it was a last ditch effort to save our marriage. I didn’t know she had already found someone else and I thought there might be a chance to salvage our, well, whatever it was we had by then. I guess that’s where Brian was conceived.”
Julie frowned, it was obvious that Jake had been very badly hurt. “Did she really think the baby was his?”
“No.” No matter how much he wanted to believe that his ex-wife couldn't be that cruel, he knew better.
“Then why did she say he was?” Julie couldn't fathom such a lie.
“I guess she wanted me out of her life completely. Once I had proof that he was mine, I claimed him and I got parental and visitation rights. The courts acknowledge me as the father and that gives me some say about how she raises him. I pay child support even though she thought that would deter me. I never minded that. It really bugs her that I have any input at all." He paused briefly. "It isn't about control, even though she accuses that's all I want. I want a connection with my son. I want him to know his father loves him."
“Are you sure she knew? Did her husband know he wasn't the father?” Julie couldn’t help wondering if Jake had only used his son as an excuse to stay involved with his ex-wife.
“She admitted it. He knew too. At first I made excuses for her and believed her lies, but some years ago, they got a chance to move to Europe, with Brian, and I blocked it. There would have been no way for me to have any real contact with my son. She and her fancy husband were really mad. That’s when she told me she had never wanted me to know he was mine in the first place.”
"Jake?" Julie shrugged. "I'm confused. Had she really been unfaithful to you?"
"Oh yeah." He snorted. "I found out later that not only had she been sleeping around during our marriage with her current husband, but it seems she also spent lots of time with a few of my college buddies. I was in night school worried about my test scores and doing well while she was just scoring. I was pretty blind to it all. I was stupid and naďve."
Julie moved closer to Jake and the movement rode the terry cloth robe a little further up her thigh. He glanced down and couldn’t help but wonder if she was wearing anything under it. “She was very cruel to you.” She took his hand in hers. “Do you still care about her?”
“No. No way.” He was very vehement in his response. Jake met her eyes and thought once again how beautifully green they were. “The whole marriage was a mistake and a sham. We were too young, too rushed. She wasn’t totally to blame, I’m sure, but it was wrong for both of us.” There wasn't a day that went by that Jake hadn't wondered how he failed to keep his wife happy and faithful.
“You don’t have to talk about it.”
He smiled at her compassion. “Let’s just say that except for Brian, it’s not exactly one of my favorite times.” They had moved in together right after their high school graduation and got married soon after. Things had seemed okay when they were going to Junior College together, but then she resented him when he continued on towards his Bachelor's degree. He shrugged. "But it's over. She's happily married to someone else and I've moved on as well."
Julie realized she was feeling a little jealous, not really about his ex-wife, just about the bond they had because of a child. “So, what happened tonight?”
“Brian got into another fight, just fists, but the kid packs a punch. The school wanted to meet with the parents. Her charming husband will be there too.” The distaste he felt was evident. “Dear Dr. Gormley…”
“Wait a minute, Dr. Brian Gormley?”
“You know him?” Jake was surprised by her familiarity with the name.
“He’s a surgeon at the hospital. He helps out in the ER sometimes.” Julie always had gotten a nice impression of the man. “He's really nice. He’s shown me the picture he carries of his three sons…”
“Brian is mine.” Jake’s response was defiant.
Julie sat back suddenly and pulled her hand away. “I didn’t mean anything by that.” She bit her tongue. Considering what Jake had just told her, Julie was annoyed that she had been so tactless.
He missed the touch of her hand. “I’m sorry, I know you didn’t.” He sounded contrite. “It’s just a very raw topic.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “I actually have to get going.” He looked at her hopefully. “I would really like to… reschedule tonight. Would you?”
She nodded.
“Thank you.” He felt relieved as he stood. He really was disappointed that he wouldn’t be spending the evening with her. Julie stood with him and he leaned down to give her a quick kiss on her full lips. “Julie, uh, I have to ask…” His curiosity had gotten the better of him. He took a deep breath in while she waited. “Are you wearing anything under that robe?”
She chuckled. “No.” His obvious interest in her kindled a spark inside. Julie defied the impulse to untie the sash of her robe and persuade him not to leave. It was so tempting to keep him there. But he had his responsibilities and she couldn't interfere with that.
Jake swallowed and resisted the temptation to slip the robe off of her shoulders. He settled for removing the towel from her hair and running his fingers through the wet, silky strands. “I really do have to get going, or…”
Julie laid her hand on his arm. “Call me tonight, Let me know how things went.” Her concern was sincere.
“Okay.” He looked down at her and could no longer fight the need to take her in his arms. He kissed her and held the length of her against him.
It was obvious to Julie that he was very much aroused and she stepped in closer. She wished that he didn’t have to go. His hands slid down to her hips, hips that he was aware were only covered by the terry cloth. He held her tightly against him.
With a big gulp of air, Jake broke their kiss. “I wish I didn’t have to leave.” He rested his chin on her head. Her hair smelled like strawberries and it stirred his hunger for her.
Julie’s voice was quieter than usual. “Go. Do what you have to do.” She stepped back and looked up at his handsome features. “There will be a next time, Jake.” She raised her eyes to meet his and the meaning was very clear.
The promise was there. He left while he still could.
Of course they had both blamed him for Brian’s misbehavior and Gormley threw in yet another reminder that Jake had denied his son all the opportunities of a fine European education. The school counselor lectured them on the pressure the boy was obviously feeling in dividing his loyalties between two father figures. She reminded both Jake and Brian Gormley that they needed to find a way to provide only the best for the child. She kept mentioning the doctor's connections and financial abilities.
It was enough to make Jake wonder if he had been too selfish, if his need to claim his child had really been in the boy’s worst interests. Frustrated because he knew his love for the boy was genuine, he had always felt stymied in any efforts he had ever made to be a real father. Brian called him dad, but he also called Gormley by the same name and it twisted Jake’s gut every time.
Jake didn't believe in bribing his son's affections, his salary wouldn't compare to what the surgeon made anyway, but Helen didn't mind trying to minimize anything he did do for Brian. He bought the Play-Station so that Brian had something of his own to amuse himself when he visited. Helen responded by sending Brian to visit with his brand new laptop computer and that was in addition to the new desktop network at the Gormley home. He knew that his ex was constantly comparing him to the doctor in front of the boy and it bothered him. He suspected that Brian had learned to take advantage of the situation. No matter how hard Jake tried, he worried that Brian would never think of him as highly as he regarded the doctor.
He pulled his Dakota pick-up truck into the driveway of the house he rented an apartment un and listened to the FM radio for a few minutes before moving. The DJ had a sexy, smoky voice, she was asking for callers to call in their favorite love songs and dedications. She had been playing sentimental love songs for the past half-hour and talked about romantic evenings filled with happy couples. Jake hadn't really been listening to her words, it was just that the sound of the music was soothing.
He didn’t feel enough energy or desire to make the two-story climb to his empty and dark apartment. He didn't feel any welcoming pull from the place he called home. Pulling his cell phone from his shirt pocket, he dialed Julie’s number. He almost hung up by the time she answered after the fourth ring.
“Hi… it’s me… Jake…” His voice was quiet. He wasn't sure what he expected at that moment.
“How did everything go?”
“It… went.”
“You sound really depressed.” Her voice sounded so refreshing to him. “So, do you want to tell me what happened tonight?”
“I don’t know," He was amazed that she extended herself to him without hesitation. "Brian is on a three-day suspension. Maybe my ex and her husband are right, maybe I don’t have a clue how to be a father. Maybe I'm just not the right father for him. I don’t know what to do anymore.”
Julie was quiet while she listened to the dismay in his voice. “What can I do to help you, Jake?”
“I just wanted to hear your voice.” He didn’t understand how hearing her voice would make any difference, but it did. “I hope you don’t mind that I called you now, like this. I hope it's not too late.” He still wasn't sure he should have called her, but it felt so right.
“Why don’t you come over?”
Like a bolt, his desire to see her surged through him. But he thought about it. He did a quick calculation about how long it would take to get to her apartment first, not long at all. “That might not be the greatest idea right now.”
“Why not?”
Jake hesitated. “Because… I’m feeling kind of sorry for myself right now.” He inhaled deeply feeling embarrassed by what he was about to admit. “I really want to see you, but I don’t know if I can think about someone else’s needs and, Julie, I’m afraid.”
Julie’s voice was seductively taunting. “What are you afraid of?”
Jake decided to be honest. “Ever since our kiss earlier, I’ve wanted you, really wanted you. I want to hold you and be held by you, and I don’t think I could stand any rejection right now.” He was afraid of pushing her too fast. “If I came over there now, I probably wouldn’t want to leave. If I came over there now, it might lead to… I would want to… I just couldn’t leave."
Julie understood. “Jake, come over.”
"Julie, I, uh, want to make love to you." There, he said it. He wanted to make sure he was clear.
"I'll be waiting."
He hadn't felt that self-conscious since he was a hormonal teen-age boy. He stopped at a local all night pharmacy to buy a pack of condoms. The gum-chewing young girl behind the counter was probably a few years younger than Julie was. It didn't help when she smiled as she rang up his purchase.
He wasn’t about to add more complications to his life, or Julie's. Jake felt nervous as he entered the garden apartment complex where Julie lived and he hoped they hadn’t misread each other. She had heard him when he told her he wanted to make love with her and she still invited him over. He hoped she had really been listening.
He knew he was being selfish. He really needed to feel a woman's warmth right now, he needed to feel Julie's warmth. He needed to feel needed and instinctively he knew Julie was the one to make him feel that way. Maybe it was the vivid green of her eyes, but ever since the first time he had seen her, her image stayed with him every time he closed his eyes. He wanted to take her in his arms and hold her. He needed to.
Jake had barely rapped on the door when Julie opened it. He stood there expectantly and unsure of himself. Julie smiled at him. She gently took his hand and led him into the apartment without a word. He looked at her in wonderment.
She had changed into her tight and bleached jeans and a well-worn faded flannel shirt. The jeans hugged her curves and Jake found it easy to remember the vision of the glistening, damp skin he glimpsed earlier. Hiding his disappointment that she wasn’t still wearing her terry cloth robe, he bent down to kiss her.
“Thank you for letting me come over.” At first his kiss was gentle but as she stepped against him and leaned into him, his kiss became needy. He wrapped his arms around her tightly. Her lips opened to him and he plundered the recesses of her mouth without thinking. Briefly breaking the sweet contact, he spoke into her hair, “Are you sure this is okay?”
“Uh-huh.” She pulled him back to her for another kiss and ran her hands along his back. She had no intentions of being subtle. This time it was Julie who allowed her tongue to probe deeply. “I can feel how tense you are. Come here.”
Julie led him to the couch and coaxed him to lie face down. She pushed several of the plush pillows to the floor to make room for him. Then she straddled his hips and began to gently knead his tight back muscles.
At first, the contact made him tense, then he allowed himself to go pliant under her touch. He sighed deeply. “Oh Sweetheart, that feels so good." Jake let himself enjoy the feel of her hands as she massaged the ache from his back. She shifted slightly as she rested across his buttocks. It was such sweet torture to feel her pressed against him so intimately. Jake wondered if it was just his wishful thinking or if he really was being seduced. And if this sweet young thing was seducing him, oh it was so delightful.
Julie was enjoying the feel of his muscles under her fingers. She brushed her palms against the solid contours of his back. There wasn’t an ounce of flab, just firm, hard muscle. It was obvious that he spent time working out. His muscles rippled under her touch as the tension drained away. She innocently wiggled her hips as she pulled his shirt from his pants and worked her hands under it to massage his bare skin. It was an exercise in discipline for Julie, his skin was smooth and firm and warm. Julie stretched across him as she reached for his shoulders and could feel the heat rising from his body.
She savored the woodsy, citrus smell of his cologne. She pressed her lips to his spine and marked him with tiny butterfly kisses. He shivered when she tasted his skin with her tongue. She forced herself to sit up again and massaged his lower back as she felt the stress ebbing from his body.
It was a different kind of tension that Jake was feeling. As much as he was enjoying the massage, he wanted to be closer to Julie, as close as possible. Without warning he twisted himself to lie on his back, catching her so she was still straddling his hips. Jake held her around the waist and watched her face as he pressed his bulging maleness against her. He watched Julie's eyes as she settled herself against him. The breath caught somewhere in his chest as he felt the heat from between her legs.
If this was seduction, he was more than willing to oblige.
“Can you feel what you do to me?” Jake’s normally deep voice was even more baritone than usual. “Julie, I need to know now if you are all right with this before I can’t stop anymore. I need to be sure.” He honestly couldn’t swear it would be easy to stop now if she said no. He couldn't remember ever wanting a woman as much as he wanted her. "I really hope that you want this as much as I do."
She pressed herself against his arousal and smiled. “Jake, I want this, I want you.” Julie leaned down and kissed him. “I’ve wanted to be with you ever since that night in the diner.” Her own admission surprised her. She sat back up and put her hands to the buttons of his shirt. "I want to feel you in me. If that's too brazen, I'm sorry. But that's how you make me feel."
Jake wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly. “I worried that I might be rushing you.” He held her arms along her sides and stilled her attempts to disrobe him.
“No. You're not rushing anything. Your timing is perfect.”
“Can we go into your bedroom?” He smiled. “A woman’s bedroom is always so personal. I want to be as close and as intimate as possible with you.” It wasn’t just any bedroom, it was Julie’s bedroom he wanted to be in. He wanted to learn everything about her, to see the bed she slept in, the colors of her room. He wanted to know her in every way.
Nodding, Julie slipped off of Jake and the couch to stand beside him, her hand outstretched. She missed the heated throbbing she had felt when she was straddling him and she was impatient. Jake could see the desire in her eyes and it affected him that she really wanted him as much as he wanted her. He gave her his hand and felt a jolt run through him as she raised it to her lips and kissed his palm. She led him into her room.
He looked around and saw the full-length mirror on the wall facing the foot of her queen-size bed. He imagined a captivating romantic fantasy and he wanted Julie to experience it with him. Jake gently persuaded Julie to stand facing the mirror, her back to his chest. “Just feel… and watch…” He stood behind her and nuzzled her neck. “Watch us in the mirror.” He wanted to watch the vision of them together and see if it matched the erotic dreams that he had been having ever since he first met Julie.
Jake reached around her and began to slowly unbutton the shirt she wore. He let his hands roam over her flesh as he exposed her. Julie leaned her head back against his chest and watched in the mirror just as he told her to. When he dipped his fingertips under the lacy top of her bra to seek the hardened nubs, a tremor went through her.
Watching the couple in the mirror and feeling Jake’s hungry touch excited Julie. It was like watching a highly sensual dream come to life. It was breathtaking to spy on this couple before her. It was deepening her arousal and pleasure to know that she was watching the two of them. Earlier in the evening, Julie had decided she wanted to be with Jake. She wanted to make love with him. Despite her earlier attempt at seduction, she was now the one being seduced. She was completely captivated by his touch and his amorous whispers.
He electrified her senses. Jake slid the open shirt off her shoulders and used one hand to unfasten her bra. Julie stood before him as he undressed her, never making any attempts to cover up. She was comfortable with her body, comfortable with her nakedness. She liked the way he looked at her. Her absolute confidence stirred him deep in his groin.
His big hands supported the fullness of her breasts and he teased her nipples until they were erect and jutting. “You are so extraordinarily beautiful.” Jake barely whispered the words. He was also watching them in the mirror, indulging in this sexual fantasy. Her beauty mesmerized him.
Julie reached behind her to run her hands along his hips and pressed herself even tighter against the jutting hardness at his groin. Her voice was just a whisper, “Jake, I want to make love with you.” She thought she was going to die with wanting him.
“We will… in time.” Watching her rising excitement only made him want her more. “I want this night to last forever.” He nipped her bare shoulder and let one hand slip over her flat abdomen to the snap of her jeans. “I want to take time making love to you.” He seemed to take forever as he opened her jeans to reveal the dainty pink bikini panties she wore.
Maybe it was watching what he was doing in the mirror, but Julie swore she had never reached this height before. He was only just beginning. “Jake…” She felt his fingers slip beneath the fabric as Jake touched her intimately. “Oh, Jake.” He teased the most sensitive parts of her. Julie reached above and behind her and held onto his shoulders and neck as she felt the tremor building deep within her womanhood. She felt his fingers parting her, investigating her. Jake slipped a finger deep inside her and enjoyed the sound of her gasp. He used his thumb to continue stroking her.
She arched her back and pressed herself against his hand. Julie began to move passionately against his fingers as she watched in the mirror. He continued to caress her breasts with his other hand as he kissed the sides of her neck. She felt herself losing control. He was relentless. She stiffened against him and her breath caught as she felt herself reaching the precipice and falling against his strong chest.
At long last, Jake’s fingers stilled and he held Julie tightly against him. He smiled and asked quietly, “Are you okay?” His breath danced against her ear. He soothed the tremors he felt under the soft curls. He loved the silky moistness he felt on his fingertips.
She took a moment to catch her breath. “That wasn’t supposed to happen like that.”
“Why not?” He smiled at hearing her delighted surprise.
She turned to face him. “Because you were supposed to be in me.”
“And I will be. Soon.” Jake bent down and kissed her. “There was the most incredible emerald fire in your eyes just now. Do you have any idea what a turn-on that was for me?” He loved knowing that he had put that glazed look in her eyes. He looked forward to seeing that wild and passionate glow again.
Julie looked up at him. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like you before.”
“I sure hope not.” Jake took a step back and turned her to him. He tenderly finished undressing her. “I know I’ve never met anyone like you before. I never knew anyone could be so beautiful.” The look of hunger in his eyes as he gazed at her nakedness touched Julie in a way only a man can touch a woman. She was more than beautiful to him, he wanted to memorize her body, explore her curves and taste her skin. Jake wanted to feel himself melting into Julie.
“Now you…” Julie reached up to unbutton his shirt and expose the light dusting of hair across his broad chest. She slowly trailed her fingers over the line of hair as it tapered to a point under his belt buckle. He felt himself shiver as her nails gently coursed down his body. He wanted it to last and at the same time he wanted her to hurry.
Impatiently, Jake helped by undoing his own pants. It wasn’t long before he stood naked before her as well, fully aroused and wanting her. She took her time as she allowed her eyes to travel over his bronze nakedness. He had a tiny little scar, probably from an appendectomy she thought, low on his groin and she lightly touched it with her fingertips. Jake drew in a deep breath between clenched teeth. She softly traced the underside of his jutting manhood with a finger as she delicately licked her upper lip.
When she looked back up to meet his eyes, her look was full of a woman’s appreciation. “I always knew you were a big man, Deputy.”
He preened at her compliment. “Why thank you ma’am.” Jake effortlessly picked Julie up in his arms and carried her to the bed. He pulled the covers back and gently laid her against the cool sheets.
Then without another word, he touched his lips to the delicate triangle of curls at the apex of her thighs. He spoke against her body between his seductive kisses and told her how beautiful she was to him. His heated breath and the delicate nips of his teeth were almost more than Julie could bear. She felt his tongue as he tasted her in the most erotic of ways. It felt like Jake sent an electric bolt through her body when he gently lathed her woman's parts. Julie clutched at his shoulders as she once again found herself climbing.
Just when Julie thought she was about to explode, Jake positioned himself over her and very, very slowly entered her. Jake knew that if he buried himself inside her too quickly, he would lose all control and it would be over much too soon. So he was slow, and his strokes were long and deliberate until he felt Julie’s legs wrap snuggly around his hips… and then he lost it.
Every muscle in his body clenched as he heard Julie’s cry of delight. His own cry of satisfaction was lost as he shuddered inside her. Both of them clung to each other unable to speak.
“Jake…” Julie was still out of breath. “I am so glad that you came over here tonight.”
He moved to his side and held onto her. It took a moment to find the breath he needed to reply. “So am I.” He pulled the covers over them both. Jake marveled at the power of their lovemaking and by how completely it had enthralled him. This woman had met his desire with an eagerness and passion unlike any he had ever experienced.
Long ago after his ex-wife's damning condemnation of him as a lover, Jake had made it a point to learn how to satisfy his partner before meeting his own needs. Too embarrassed to speak to friends about his failure as a husband and a lover, Jake secretly read a bunch of erotic romances and then tried the techniques one by one. That was why he originally sought to satisfy Julie in front of the mirror. The fire in her eyes mesmerized him and the need to see that fire over and over again became singularly important.
She rested her head on his shoulder and they fell asleep together. During the night, Jake woke her by planting delicate kisses along her spine. He watched as the flame kindled in her eyes and they made love again. Afterwards, when they held each other closely, they could hear the combined beating of their hearts as if it were a well-rehearsed melody lulling them once again to sleep.
And when they made love yet again in the morning light, Jake realized that his thirst for her seemed unquenchable.
Jake was buttoning his pants as he came into the kitchen. Julie had her back to him and didn’t hear his barefooted approach. He found it hard to accept that someone could be so beautiful, but she was.
“Hi.” He nuzzled her neck and surprised her. Jake slipped his hand inside her terry robe and gently caressed a breast. “I wish I didn’t have to go to work.”
Julie chuckled and turned in his arms. Her robe fell open. “But you do… and I have to go to work later as well.” She pressed her breasts against his shower-damp and hair-roughened chest. “But, oh, you are making it seem so tempting.”
Jake inhaled deeply. “Keep doing that and it will be your fault if I go in late. Or if I have the energy to go in at all.” It amazed him, it hadn’t been that long since he had been with a woman and yet his desire for Julie had yet to be assuaged. He bent to suckle a breast.
“Your coffee is going to get cold.” Julie was already breathless.
She had come into the kitchen to make him coffee and toast while he showered. He still had to stop at his place for a change of clothes before going into work. Neither of them had expected to want each other again so soon.
“You are anything but cold, my love. And you are much more desirable than a cup of coffee right now.” He drew a nipple deeply between his lips while he gently kneaded her other breast with his palm.
“Oh Jake, I never knew a man could be so… thorough.” She thought of all the sensations he was making her feel again. Julie had been completely sated by him so many times during the night and now she only knew how much she wanted to feel him moving inside her once again. Just one night and she already felt addicted.
She bit the inside of her lip and tried to maintain some composure. "You know Deputy, I think you might have," She gasped as he teased her nipple with his teeth. "…broken a few archaic laws in some books somewhere. You certainly seemed to be very inventive during the night."
"You didn't seem to mind aiding and abetting. I seem to remember you doing a bit of experimenting yourself." He traced a line with his tongue between her breasts. He smiled against her chest. "Remind me to bring the handcuffs next time. After all, if we're going to be breaking the law…" Jake heard Julie's breath catch.
"Somehow I don't think my grandma had your methods in mind when she gave me that mirror."
"You never know." He slid his hand to the apex of her thighs. "It would have been such a waste."
She laughed. "You're terrible." Julie held her breath as she felt him probe her feminine core. "No, you're not terrible."
He kissed the hollow of her neck before he stood to face her and smile. “I love to watch a woman’s pleasure. I love to watch your face, your eyes, just as you begin to lose control. Those eyes give away everything you're feeling.” He would be content to be consumed by the fire in her eyes whenever she was aroused.
“I know for sure that I’ve never met anyone like you before.” She ran her hands along the well-defined muscles of his arms.
“I’m very glad about that.” Jake caressed her bottom as he picked her up and gently sat her on the counter. He bent to her other breast when there was a knock at the door.
Chapter Six
They both shuddered at the intrusion. There was another persistent knock. Though he tried to ignore it, Jake forced himself to take a step back. He gazed longingly at her naked beauty before he helped her off the counter and closed her robe for her.
Julie’s eyes were full of regret. “I’m sorry.”
It was a rueful smile. “I don’t like whoever is at your door.” There was another knock. "What do you think the possibility is of getting rid of whoever that is?"
She shrugged.
Julie left the kitchen to answer the door, she double-knotted the sash of her robe along the way. Jake stayed behind. He heard her turn the lock.
“Hey Jules, I’m glad you’re awake.” Matt’s voice carried into the kitchen. “We’ve got to get these forms to Don before our shift.” He explained that a lawyer had subpoenaed records from a recent motor vehicle case. “Is that fresh coffee I smell?”
“Matt…” Julie tried to stop him.
Matt appeared at the kitchen doorway and stopped short when he saw Jake. He noted Jake’s half-undressed state and Julie’s swollen lips as she came up beside him.
“Good morning, Matt.” Jake faced him calmly and was aware of the derision in the younger man’s eyes as he correctly assessed the scene.
Matt answered him gruffly. “Good morning officer.” He had told her he didn’t like the guy. Matt couldn’t help it, Julie was like a sister to him and he didn’t like it when he saw the predatory look of hunger in Jake’s eyes.
Julie went to Jake’s side. “Matt has some paperwork we have to fill out.”
“Yeah, I heard.” His voice was tender as he looked down at her. “I’ll go finish getting dressed now.” He bent to place a quick kiss on her lips.
As Jake passed Matt, both men’s eyes met with a matching hostility. Julie couldn’t ignore the tension between them.
Matt went to the cabinet for a coffee cup. “So, he got you in the sack after all.”
“Don’t make it sound like something sordid, Matt.”
“Hey Jules, the man has a son whose age is closer to yours than you are to him.” Julie had told Matt about the broken date when he called on the phone last night. "You know, a few years ago you could even have been babysitting for the boy. He's like some pervert who would've seduced the teen-age babysitter."
"I'm not exactly a teen-ager Matt."
Matt sounded disgusted. "So what are you doing, huh? Figure when he's too old to pop you, the son will be the right age?" He cringed as soon as he said it.
"You are a pig!" Her voice was filled with hurt.
"I'm sorry Jules." Matt was contrite. "I wasn't thinking. That was stupid."
She ignored his apology.
"I just meant that I think he's too old for you."
“Age has nothing to do with it, Matt. Jake is a really nice guy.” And a fantastic lover, Julie thought quietly.
“He talked you into bed right after he left his ex-wife. How nice is that? For him, maybe. But he used you.”
"I asked him to come over and I was very clear that I knew what was going to happen. I wanted to go to bed with him.” Julie sounded annoyed. “So just mind your business, Matt. You may be my best friend and I know you mean well, but butt out about this. I can make my own decisions in this area.”
Both were silent as Julie got two more coffee cups from the cabinet. She closed the door a little more forcefully than she meant to. Matt sat at the table and watched quietly as she buttered a couple of slices of toast. She was putting milk and sugar to the table when Matt finally broke the silence.
“So, how are you feeling this morning?” His concern sounded genuine. He was sure she had made a mistake, but he would never want Julie to have regrets. But he was sure that the last thing she needed in her life was this cop.
Julie heard the concern in his voice and she instantly forgave him. “I feel great. I really do. You don't have to worry about me.” She poured coffee into the three cups and put the plate with toast at one of the empty seats. “Can I get you anything?”
“No thanks.” He waited a moment before continuing. “It took you a while to answer the door, I thought maybe you were still sleeping. I almost used my key.”
“You have your own key?” Neither of them had seen Jake at the kitchen door.
Julie sighed. It was obvious that Jake didn’t understand the kind of friendship that she and Matt shared. “Matt and I have keys to each other’s apartments for emergencies.” She saw that Jake was fully dressed in the clothes he had worn over to her apartment the night before. “Your coffee and toast are ready.”
It was a unique relationship that fostered between paramedic partners. They worked together to save lives and were there to console each other when they couldn't save someone. No matter how much someone else tried to feel compassion, you couldn't possibly understand the emotions unless you were there yourself. Jake was a cop and he had a pretty good idea of what she faced on a daily basis, but he didn't work by her side the way that Matt did. Julie wondered if she could even try to make Jake understand the depth of her friendship with Matt.
“Thanks, Sweetheart.” His tone was possessive. As he came to the table, Jake gave a pointed look at her legs and then at Matt. “Don’t you want to get dressed?”
Julie was exasperated. “I’ll get dressed later.”
Matt watched as Jake lowered himself onto the chair. There was that predatory look again and he didn't like it. "Maybe you should get some clothes on now, Jules.” He needed a few minutes to set some ground rules here.
She looked at them both angrily and shook her head. The two of them were impossible! Matt was, as usual, being over-protective. And after just one night together, Jake was acting too possessive for her comfort.
“Fine!” As she left the room, she mumbled to herself, “I hope you kill each other.”
Jake took a sip of his coffee as he watched her leave. “So Matt, why don’t you tell me what you have going on with Julie?”
Matt sat up straighter. “She’s my best friend.”
“Is that all?”
“I love her.” Matt watched as Jake’s shoulders squared. “I love Jules as a friend. And if you hurt her in any way, if you think you can just use her as a convenient diversion, I’m coming after you.”
Jake nodded. “Fair enough.”
“So, what are your intentions?”
Jake resisted chuckling at the question. It had been a long time since he had been asked if he intended to be honorable or not. “I’m not planning any one-night-stands if that’s what you’re worried about. I like her.”
“I guess that’s good for now.” Matt realized that meant Jake would be hanging around Julie. He promised himself he’d keep a sharp eye on the guy. No matter what Jules said, he thought she was a little too trusting for her own good.
“So, any bloodshed yet?” Julie had dressed hurriedly in a pair of her jeans and a Yankees jersey and returned to the kitchen.
Both men answered in unison. “No.” Neither of them took their eyes off of the other. As Julie came closer, Jake looked up at her and smiled.
He remembered the enchanting picture she had made walking towards him that night at the diner wearing a Yankees jersey and jeans. One of these days, he mused, he was going to have to tell her he was a Mets fan.
Jake took a gulp of his coffee and a few bites of toast before standing. “Walk me to the door, please?” He put his arm possessively around her.
After a quick look back at Matt, Julie nodded and left the kitchen with Jake. They stopped at the front door.
“When can I see you again?” Jake took her in his arms and kissed her before she had a chance to answer. “How about this weekend?”
She ran her hands up his arms to his shoulders. “I’ve got plans this weekend.”
“The whole weekend?”
“We’re going away.”
“You and Matt?” He sounded harsh.
“Jake, it’s an EMS conference.”’ Julie was frustrated. “It’s totally innocent.” She was angry at herself for defending her plans.
He remained silent. He knew he didn’t have the right to tell her not to go, but he didn’t like the idea of her going away with the other man.
“It’s easier and cheaper for us both to go.”
“Matt said you two are just friends.”
Her eyes widened. “You asked him if we had a relationship!” Julie stepped back from him. “Jake, you and I slept together one night. We had sex, great sex, but that doesn’t mean you own me.”
He gazed at her in silence for a moment. “Obviously I am not as casual about sex as you are. I thought we made love. And I was hoping that it meant something to you.” Jake sounded perturbed. "I thought that was why you invited me into your bed."
"It just happened." She couldn't explain why. "It wasn't some kind of conquest. We both wanted what happened last night. When you called, you sounded so lost…”
"So you felt sorry for me?” He sounded angry. "I am not some damned charity case."
He startled her with his bitter retort. She forced a sarcastic laugh. “Yeah, well, you're acting like one now.” Julie let her own anger talk for her and regretted it immediately when she saw the hurt in his eyes.
"You know, I worried last night that I might have misunderstood your invitation to come over. And I guess I did." He stared at her.
"What do you mean by that?"
"Well, you tell me, why were you so quick to jump into bed with me?" He realized that he had been just as eager to be with her. "Most women I know at least offer some kind of challenge to a guy."
"Excuse me. I am sorry if I was too easy for you. But you sure seemed to enjoy it so why complain?" While she certainly hadn't been a virgin, Julie normally did take a lot more time before getting that close to a man. "As I remember it, you sure seemed to be quite turned on by my eagerness."
She usually took the time to get to know the guy and build some kind of relationship before she wound up in bed with him. There had been other lovers, but Julie never really considered herself loose. She couldn't help it, she thought, she enjoyed sex, especially when her partner was so very attractive. More importantly, she had wanted Jake and she knew he had wanted her.
Guilty as charged. He had been bewitched by her lack of guile, she had made it very well known what she wanted. His voice quieted. "Was it just a one night stand, Julie?" Jake couldn't explain why he felt so used. Did his ex-wife really leave him with so many insecurities that he needed a woman to make a commitment that quickly?
The question stung her. "Is that what you want?" She didn't wait for an answer. She wasn't going to give him a chance to wound her again. His suggestion that she had been easy had hurt more than she wanted to admit. Julie figured that he was suggesting it and she'd be damned if she was going to beg. "Sure."
Her answer shocked him. He nodded gruffly. Then he left before he gave away any sign that he was hurting.
After Julie closed the door she noticed Matt standing in the kitchen doorway. It was obvious he had heard a good part of the argument but to his credit he didn't say anything. Even though Julie could see he was aggravated by what he had heard, he had the good sense not to mention Jake for the rest of the day.
She forced a smile and buried herself in every possible task around. If she didn't keep busy, Julie knew she would have to talk about Jake.
Jake had been slamming doors behind him ever since he left Julie's apartment and even the guys at work could see that he was in a rotten mood. It had all happened too fast for him. Ever since his ex-wife's betrayal, he had made a point of taking his time whenever he went out with a woman. While he certainly hadn't been celibate since his divorce, he never went diving in quite so quickly before.
When he had met Julie, the attraction he felt for her was so much more than he was prepared for. She wasn't the only one who was "easy" last night and he knew he couldn't blame her alone for how fast they had moved. The truth was that he had felt lost when he called her and he had needed her passion. It unnerved him that his needs had been so transparent. But it still didn't mean he just needed, or only wanted, sex. He had wanted to be with Julie. He thought she had wanted to be with him. He couldn't stand the thought that she might have just been doing him a favor.
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