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Chapter One

Nicole Burke wiped her sweaty palms on her uniform pants and studied her reflection in the mirror. Her short red hair looked neat and tidy, but she pulled a comb out of her pocket and combed through it again for good measure. Satisfied with her hair, she turned sideways, checked her uniform for wrinkles, and nodded her approval. She was as ready as she'd ever be. 

The first day on a new job was always hard, and she couldn’t help being nervous. Leaving the department in Hastings to work in Presson meant more than just a shorter commute. After months of working second shift, she had to adjust her body clock to third shift, as well as integrating with a whole new group of officers. She had met a few the day before when she'd been given a tour of the station, and that night she would meet the officer she'd be riding with for the next six weeks. 

Nicole glanced at her watch and took a deep breath. She couldn't hide in the bathroom forever. It was time to report for roll call. She picked up her hat, tucked it under her arm, and squared her shoulders. “Okay, Nicole,” she said under her breath. “Let's show 'em what you've got.” 

“All right, let's settle down,” the watch commander, Lieutenant Danko, said. He looked at Nicole. “Some of you may have already met her, but for those who haven't, meet Officer Nicole Burke.”

 Nicole nodded and tried to control the blush she felt creeping up her neck from. As her eyes swept the room an officer to her left caught her attention. She was the only other woman in the room, and sat ramrod straight, her face expressionless. Her short cropped hair looked as if it were chiseled from stone. Nicole looked down at the hot sheet and read over it as the lieutenant passed out assignments. She found it hard to concentrate and kept sneaking peeks at the other woman.

Roll call ended, and through the process of elimination, Nicole concluded the lone remaining officer was her new assignment. The imposing woman walked over and extended her hand in greeting. 

“Officer Burke, I'm Sergeant Laurel Waxman, your new partner. But I guess you've already surmised as much,” she said, gesturing to the empty room. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nicole, please. Nice to meet you, as well,” Nicole said, admiring the rich tone of her new partner's voice. 

“Come on, we won't catch any criminals standing around here.” Sergeant Waxman handed Nicole the keys to the cruiser. “Let's go, Rookie.” 

“Right,” Nicole said, moving to keep pace with Sergeant Waxman. They exited into the cruiser parking zone. She listened carefully as Sergeant Waxman explained the importance of doing a routine safety check of the vehicle at the beginning of each shift and made certain once they were in the cruiser that her seat belt was fastened before putting the key in the ignition. As she pulled onto the street, Nicole said, “I hope the heater works better than the unit I had in Hastings. I hate being cold.”

“No worries.” Laurel flipped the heater on high. “Here, we look after our equipment. Speaking of which, what are you carrying for backup?”

“I'm not.”

“You should,” Laurel said. “I can recommend some good models.” 

“I suppose a backup wouldn't hurt. but I don't really think I'd need one.”

“Until the day when you actually do. Highway Patrol cop four counties over had her gun jam during a shootout with a perp at a traffic stop. She wasn't carrying. Must have been thinking just like you. Policewoman Monthly ran an article about it a while back. She carries one now.”

Nicole mouthed a silent “oh.”

“Lots of back issues in the break room. You should read 'em. Might pick up a tip or two that can save your life—”

“Unit 105 and S109: Intersection Adams and Willow, disabled vehicle blocking traffic.” 

“Unit 105 and S109 en route Adams and Willow,” Laurel responded to the call.

“105 and S109 clear 2237.” 

Nicole stepped on the gas. 

“Hey, easy there,” Laurel said. “This is Presson, not the Indianapolis Speedway. If it was an accident with injuries, they would've told us. Needn't cause one getting there.”

 “Sorry. My FTO in Hastings said we should get there as quickly as possible.” Nicole slowed the patrol car to just a few miles over the limit.

“A police car isn't a license to drive recklessly. Think about your actions. You know people run stop signs on these side streets. You were driving too fast to stop if one did. That's a nice big lawsuit waiting to happen.”

Nicole gripped the steering wheel tight as she turned the corner onto Adams Street. Two disabled vehicles were blocking the intersection ahead. “At least it didn't happen in the middle of rush hour.”

“Oh, no? See that big building on the corner? In about twenty minutes, six hundred moonlight-madness bingo players are gonna spill out, and where do you think half of them will be headed?”

“That's not good,” Nicole said, imagining what a scene like that would be. She pulled over to the side of the road behind the accident while Laurel called in for a wrecker.

“What are you waiting for? It's your show, Officer Burke.”

They exited the cruiser, and Nicole's nervousness at having a sergeant watching her faded as she took charge of the situation. A routine fender bender with no injuries, it took only a few minutes for her to calm down the rattled teenager of the fault vehicle and get information exchanged between the drivers. Only one car required a tow; the other was released from the scene. While Laurel cleared the remaining vehicles held at the intersection behind the accident, Nicole made her way back to the cruiser and breathed a sigh of relief. This one was in the books, and there wasn't a single thing Sergeant Waxman could criticize. 

Turning one last time to survey the intersection, Nicole felt her feet slip from under her. What had looked like a simple puddle was water on top of an ice patch. She went down, soaking her hip and thigh with ice cold water.

“Hey, you all right?” Laurel called, walking the few feet back to meet her fallen partner.

“I can't believe I did that.” Nicole took Laurel's extended hand and stood up. “Great,” she mumbled, wiping her hands on the dry side of her pants.

Laurel smirked. “Nice job. What do you do for an encore? Take a dip in Lincoln Lake?”

Nicole shoved her hands into her jacket pockets. “Nah, the toxic sludge would keep me from sinking.”

“That's true. You're okay, then?”

“Yeah, just soaked and cold.”

“Guess that beats just being cold, huh?”

“Oh, yeah. Wet polyester in December . . . so much fun. Don't suppose there's any chance I can get changed? I have another pair in my locker, or I live about twelve blocks from here.”

Laurel looked at her watch, then at her shivering partner. “It's as good a time as any to call for dinner break. If you're brown bagging it, we can eat on the way and call us out at your place. It's closer than the station.”

“Great.”

“There's some plastic sheeting in the trunk. Let's put it down, so you're not stuck with a wet ass all shift.”

“Good idea.”

Laurel grinned. “That's why I am the sergeant.”

They rode in silence until they reached Nicole's house. Unlike the other 1950s split-level ranches that lined the street, her home lacked festive decorations and bright Christmas lights.

“Want to come in?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Nicole caught her partner's disdainful look at the unshoveled path from the driveway to the house.

“You know in Presson, we write tickets for this. Twenty-four-hour rule.”

Nicole flinched.

“Relax,” Laurel said with an easy laugh. “I'm kidding. It's your driveway.”

Laurel confused Nicole. She prided herself on her ability to read people. It's what made her such a good saleswoman at the mall, and it was a skill she knew came in handy in police work. Yet halfway through the shift, she couldn't get a sense of her partner. The rich timbre of Laurel's voice left Nicole even more off-balanced.

“I'll just be a minute,” Nicole said as she entered the house. “Make yourself comfortable. The bathroom is down the hall on the right. Back in a flash.” She ran up the stairs, ignoring the muffled barking coming from her brother's room. Grabbing a new pair of pants, she stripped down, sat on the bed, and wondered at her bad luck, certain Sergeant Waxman thought she was inept as hell.

Nicole dressed quickly and started down the hall, stopping at her brother's room. She raised her hand to knock when his door opened.

“What're you doing home?” Jim asked, using his bare leg to keep the struggling dog from barging past him. 

“Sorry I woke you," she said. "I fell and got my pants wet, so I had to stop home and change. “Can you put them in the dryer for me? Sergeant Waxman is waiting downstairs, I gotta go. See you in the morning.”

“Yeah, okay,” he said. He went to shut the door when one hundred thirty pounds of mutt came flying out and dashed down the stairs.

“Gomer!” Nicole yelled as she rushed after him. She reached the bottom step in time to see the large dog tackle Laurel and knock her to the floor.

“Oh, no! Gomer, get off her,” Nicole said, tugging the dog's collar. Laurel struggled and tried to protect her mouth from Gomer's licks. “Jim, come help me!”

“I don't have any pants on,” he yelled from upstairs. “Gomer! Come on, boy. Get up here. Just pull harder, Nickie. Gomer, get up here.”

“You stupid dog, you're going to the pound if you don't move. I mean right now,” Nicole said as Jim arrived and they tugged the large slobbering canine off Laurel. 

Nicole offered her hand to the woman on the floor. “I’m so sorry,” she said, mortified. “Gomer's too friendly for his own good.”

“What is that thing, a moose?” Laurel asked as Nicole helped her up.

“Almost. He's Saint Bernard, Chow, husky, and who knows what else. I'm really, really very sorry about this.”

“No harm, Burke." Laurel looked at Jim and smiled. "Thanks for helping rescue me."

Nicole noticed the smile and breathed a sigh of relief that the sergeant didn't seem to be angry. "Sergeant Waxman, this is my brother Jim. 

“Sorry,” he said, displaying a sheepish grin.

Laurel brushed off her uniform and shrugged. "A little slobber won't kill me."

Jim nodded and pulled the overly friendly dog toward the stairs. “Come on, Gomer. Nice meeting you, Sergeant Waxman. See ya in the morning, Nickie.” 
Let me clean up, and we'll get going,” Laurel said as she stepped into the bathroom. “Oh, by the way, nice artwork.”

Nicole saw where Laurel was looking and blushed. In the hallway was a framed print of a woman dressed in tight pants and a shirt buttoned only halfway up, allowing full cleavage to show. “Uh, um, it's not mine. I mean, it's Jim's,” Nicole stammered. 

Laurel shrugged. “Sure, whatever.”

“Really,” Nicole said, as Laurel stepped out of the bathroom. “Jim won it at the fair last year.”

“Yeah. That's why it's in the common hallway, not his room.” Laurel pursed her lips. “That's where I'd put it if I was him”

Without making eye contact, Nicole said, “We'd better get going, right?”

Laurel looked at her watch. “Unless you're trying to set a new record for dinner break.”

“Um, no, I'm ready.” She donned her jacket, and they were about to leave when a rather vocal yowl stopped her. “Puddy, I don't have time right now.”

“Puddy? Your cat's name is Puddy?”

Nicole shrugged and let go of the door handle. “Short for Puddy Tat. She wants her evening snack. I guess Jim forgot to give it to her. It'll just take a sec.”

“How could he forget something with a yowl like that?” Laurel asked while following Nicole into the kitchen. A large cat sat on the counter looking very put out and meowing loudly at being forced to wait so long for attention, and more importantly, treats.

Nicole rubbed either side of the tortoise shell cat's cheeks. “Now, Puddy, you don't have to yell. You're not starving.”

“Mrow?”

“You're spoiled rotten, you know that?” Nicole pulled out a bag of soft treats from the cupboard above the counter. “You be good, and Mommy will be home in the morning, okay?” She scratched under Puddy's chin until the cat began to purr, then put several treats down on the counter. “Good girl.” She gave the cat a final pat on the head and turned to her partner. “I'm ready to go.”

Laurel crossed her arms and looked at her watch. “Are you sure there's not a ferret here someplace that needs its litter changed? No fish to feed?”

Nicole glanced in the general direction of the framed print. “Nah, just a few skeletons in the closet.”

“Isn't that the truth?” Laurel said as they readied to leave.

 Nicole opened the door, and they stepped out into the cool December night. “Brr, feels like it dropped ten degrees since we got here.”

“And winter is just beginning,” Laurel said. “Come February, you'll think this is bikini weather.”

Nicole laughed. “When pigs sprout wings and fly.” 

“No pig jokes. We're cops.”

“So I guess we don't bring home the bacon, either?”

“Depends on who at the station asks you out.”

“I thought you said no pig jokes.”

“I did. Now let's get back to work.”

The two officers patrolled the deserted streets in relative silence. Nicole glanced at the radio, then at Laurel. “Is it always this quiet in Presson?”

“Hardly.” Laurel snorted. “Crime rises and falls with the temperature, and people aren't used to this arctic cold. Yet. Give them time to find their hats and gloves, and you'll be sorry you said that.” 

Nicole clenched the steering wheel. Even the most benign comment earned her a rebuke from the sergeant, but being knocked down and slobbered on by Gomer didn't seem to faze her. As Nicole tried to make sense of Laurel's confusing behavior, she watched the car in front of her roll through a flashing red traffic light. “I don't believe this. Doesn't he realize we're right behind him?”

“You'd be amazed how brain-dead some people are. I'll call it in.” Nicole kept her eyes on the occupants of the car while she listened to Laurel talk into the radio. “S109 at Polk and Maple. White Ford Contour, Adam-Robert-Adam, four-six-three. Two occupants.”

“S109 clear 2354.”

Once the car came to a stop, Nicole turned on the spotlight and aimed it at the driver's rearview mirror. Adrenaline made her heart pound faster. It was far from her first traffic stop, but it was the first with Sergeant Waxman watching. She didn't know why it was so important to make a good impression on her new partner, but it was. 

Nicole cautiously moved toward the car. She glanced back, waiting until Laurel took backup position near the vehicle's right rear tire. When she approached the window, the driver lowered it. “Good evening,” she said. “Driver's license, registration, and proof of insurance, please.”

The driver handed over her license immediately while the female passenger rummaged through the open glove compartment.

“They're in here somewhere,” she said, her head bobbing. “Where is it?”

“Move. I'll get it,” the driver said, leaning over and taking the jumble of papers from the passenger's hands. She removed the registration and insurance card and handed them to Nicole.

Nicole took the documents and aimed her light on them. “You’re not the registered owner of this car?”

“It’s my car,” the passenger said, fumbling in her pocket. “And here's my license.”

Nicole compared the second identification against the registration. Satisfied she didn't have a stolen car, she looked back to the driver. “You know you failed to stop at a flashing red light back there.”

The driver looked mortified. “I didn’t see it. I swear I didn’t see it.”

Nicole caught the faint smell of alcohol and used her flashlight to scan the inside of the car, checking for any open containers. “Where are you ladies coming from?” she asked, glancing again at the documents.

The passenger piped up. “Bowl-l-ling. We were bowling.”

The driver gave Nicole an apologetic look. “It's her birthday, and we stayed late. Everybody was buying her drinks.”

“Yup,” the passenger added. “I'm one hunner…one hundred percent drunk.” She held up her finger. “But I'm not driving.”

“I'm the designated driver tonight.”

“She didn't have anything, offishur.”

“Will you shut up?”

“Well, she did have some root beer, but that's it. She ain't shit-faced like me.”

“Will you please shut up?” The driver looked up at Nicole and sighed. “She was singing to the radio. Loudly. I only took my eyes off the road for a moment to turn the radio off.”

Nicole fought to keep a smirk off her face. “Well, Miss Thompson, wait right here.” 

Nicole walked to the rear of the car to confer with Laurel. Through the open window, an off-key rendition of Copacabana assaulted her ears.

“What'cha got?” Laurel asked.

“The driver appears to be sober. Her passenger, who is the registered owner, is completely inebriated.” She glanced at the driver's licenses and the registration again. “They live at the same address. The safety inspection is expired by about three weeks.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Well, I could give the driver a ticket for running the light and for the expired inspection.”

“You could. But?”

“But I'd rather give her a warning if her record comes back clean.”

Laurel nodded. “I would. Go run your check.”

Nicole returned to the stopped vehicle and issued a stern warning to the driver. “You were lucky the streets were deserted tonight. I should be writing you up for running that light and for the expired inspection. I'm cutting you slack because you and your girlfriend were responsible enough to designate a sober driver. Have a pleasant evening, ladies.”

The remainder of the shift was without incident, though Nicole knew such nights would be rare. Laurel took them through the patrol area so many times that by the end of the shift, Nicole had memorized the neighborhoods and every potential trouble spot.

Nicole sat nervously in the squad room as her partner read over her report. 

 “Are you comfortable with everything in here?” Laurel asked.

 “Yes.”

“Good.” Laurel handed the report back to her to sign. “Very thorough. I'm pleased to see you place more emphasis on getting it done right, rather than just racing through it so you can go home.”

Nicole signed her name to the bottom of the report. “I'll be quicker next time.”

“Not at the expense of being accurate,” Laurel said. “Don't worry so much about how long it takes to do the paperwork. Now make your copies, punch out, and go get some sleep.”

“Copies?” Nicole opened and closed her mouth while she frantically tried to figure out what her partner meant. “I'm, uh…I don't think I've ever made copies of my reports. No one in Hastings ever mentioned it.”

“It's another cover your ass thing,” Laurel said. “Just like some cops like to use blue ink so they know when they see the report later that it's the original. Let's say you made a DUI bust tonight. Do you think you're going to remember all the details four months down the road if the case goes to trial? What are you going to do if the paperwork gets lost or misfiled? It shouldn't, but trust me, it happens. It's happened to me, so now I keep copies.”

“I'll go make my copy.” 

“You don't have to take every one of my suggestions, you know,” Laurel said.

“I know. But it makes sense. I appreciate any tips that help. Thanks.” Nicole saw another officer enter the room and frowned. “Oh, great.”

“What?”

“See that guy there?”

“Who? Officer Smythe?”

“Yeah. He's the bacon I definitely don't want to bring home. He asked me out in the parking lot before shift.”

“Threaten to turn him in for sexual harassment, and he'll leave you alone,” Laurel said with a laugh.

“Does that really work?”

“No, but it's always worth a try.”

“I told him no. Besides, I've had enough with dating people from work.” She tapped the report in her hand. “I'd better get this copied and turned in. See you tonight.”

After Nicole left, Laurel realized how late it was and decided to wait around and visit with her sister. She picked up two coffees from the break room and headed upstairs. Balancing the cups in one hand, she knocked on the door labeled Lt. S. Waxman, then entered. 

“Hey, Sandy. I come bearing gifts from the sludge machine.” Laurel sat down across from her older sibling and handed one over.

“Oh, thank God. How'd you know I didn't get a chance to stop for coffee?”

“I didn't, but I figured I'd try to butter you up before you hear about the time sheets.”

“I should have known you had an ulterior motive. What's on it?”

“It took Nicole a half hour longer than I thought it would to get the paperwork done. I'll arrange to bring her in earlier tonight.”

“You'd better. The captain's already on us about extraneous overtime charges.” Sandy took a sip of coffee. “This is horrid, but it's better than nothing. Did she need the extra time, or did your stable fees go up?”

Laurel scratched her cheek with her middle finger. “Leave my horse out of it. At least I get to ride alone with Cheyenne.”

“Whiner. So other than watching paint dry while Officer Burke filled out reports, how did your first night of babysitting go?”

“Well, she drives like she's from New York. She's clumsy as all hell, and aside from the moose she calls a dog and the ugliest cat I ever saw, there's a twenty percent chance one of us will be alive at the end of the six weeks.”

“What was her dog doing in your cruiser?”

Laurel smirked at her sister's puzzled look. “It wasn't. The moose was at her house.”

“Oh? Care to explain?”

“It was lunch. She was wet—don't even. I stayed downstairs while she changed.”

Sandy put her hands up. “I didn't say anything. You're the one who went to her house the first night you met her.”

“Because she slipped and fell into a slush puddle, and we are so not having this conversation.”

Sandy shrugged. “Whatever. Hey, I almost forgot, the itinerary came in the mail yesterday. Here, have a look.” She pushed the colorful folder across the desk.

Laurel smiled and shook her head. “I can't believe you're going on a singles’ cruise.”

Sandy gave a Cheshire cat grin. “Mmm-hmm. Six days and five nights of horny single men looking for horny single women. They make them for lesbians, too, you know.”

Laurel blushed. “I'd never be able to go on one of those.”

“Prude.”

“Slut.”

 “Maybe,” Sandy said. “But at least I get it once in a while.”

 “Hey, Sis?” Laurel scratched her cheek with her middle finger again. “Right there.”

“No thanks, I'll wait for the cruise.”


