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        To my husband.

        No matter how long we’re married,

        there are always new things to learn,

        and new ways to love each other.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE – FOUR MONTHS EARLIER

          

        

      

    

    
      JOANNA

      I hurried across the concrete toward the train, dragging my suitcase behind me. The cold air stung my cheeks and burned in my lungs as I gasped for breath. 

      I was running late. 

      I was never late.

      But then, I wasn’t usually blocked by a truck parked across the road or stopped by security either. 

      I glanced at the electronic clock above the screen of departure times, and within the two seconds I was distracted, somebody stepped into my path. I bowled into the man head-on. He stumbled backward, his arms windmilling as he tried to catch himself. 

      My palms landed on his firm, muscular chest, which I might have enjoyed if not for the fact my suitcase hit my calves and I tripped, nearly taking him down with me. 

      With difficulty, we righted ourselves. I sprang away from him, my cheeks hot. 

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, meeting his sparkling green eyes. “Are you okay?”

      One side of his mouth hitched up—and oh, was that a dimple?

      “It’s all right.” His voice was deep but gentle, well-suited to a teacher or a doctor, and his accent gave away the fact he was American like me, rather than Canadian. Another tourist, perhaps. “No harm done.”

      “Are you sure?” I’d hit him with a lot of force. 

      His smile widened. “Completely certain.”

      I released a sigh of relief. “Thank God. Everything is going wrong this morning. I swear I’m not usually such a disaster.”

      “I’m sorry to hear you’ve been having bad luck, but my day has definitely taken a turn for the better.” He reached behind himself and grabbed the handle of his suitcase. “Are you on the trip through the Rockies?”

      “I am.” My heart fluttered. Was he flirting with me? It happened so rarely that I couldn’t be sure. As a female detective, I was used to most men outside of the police force being intimidated by me, and my colleagues were firmly off-limits.

      “Excellent. Me too.” He offered his hand. “I’m Westley Gallo, but you can call me West. Can I help you with your things?”

      “I’m Joanna.” I glanced down at my suitcase. “I’m fine with it.”

      He winked. “I know you don’t need the help. I can tell you’re the type of person who’s always on top of everything, but maybe, let me pretend for my ego’s sake?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Why do I get the feeling your ego is perfectly fine?”

      “Because you’re an insightful woman.”

      “Okay, then.” I passed him my suitcase. Yes, perhaps chivalry was old-fashioned, and maybe he was laying the charm on a bit thick, but the closet romantic hiding deep inside me thought it might be nice to have someone take care of me for once, even if only for a few minutes.

      Side by side, we strode toward the waiting train. Somehow, West’s mere presence made me forget why I’d been in such a panic. This train was a luxury experience, one I hadn’t paid for since I’d won the trip in a giveaway, but nonetheless, I doubted they’d leave without all their passengers on board.

      We reached the door and showed the attendant our tickets. He scanned them, handed them back, and gestured for us to enter. West hefted my suitcase up alongside his without even mentioning the weight. I wasn’t a light packer; I liked to be prepared for all situations. 

      Inside, we were greeted by another attendant in a stylish maroon and gold uniform. They escorted me down the corridor to a room on the left. 

      “This is where you will sleep, Madam,” the attendant said. 

      My mouth fell open. The cabin was even more gorgeous than I’d imagined, with a bed along the wall nearest to me, a comfortable padded bench seat along the opposite wall beneath the window, and a small, dark wooden desk with an antique chair at the far end.

      “It’s beautiful,” I breathed. 

      The decor was upscale but not ultramodern and made me feel like I could curl up in the corner with a book and a glass of tea and be right at home.

      “I’m glad you like it.” The attendant stepped sideways. “Sir, you are in this cabin.”

      I glanced back to find them gesturing at the room beside mine. 

      West grinned. “What a happy coincidence.” He nodded to the attendant. “Thank you for your assistance.” 

      The attendant bowed and excused themself. West vanished into his cabin, leaving my suitcase in the corridor outside mine. I pulled it inside and tucked it away beneath the desk.

      I released a breath. Finally. I was here, I had everything I could possibly need in my suitcase, and there was no reason to worry. I could let everything go.

      “Would you like to get a drink?”

      I flinched and spun around. West stood in the doorway, resting one of his hands against the frame. For a big guy, he moved quietly. 

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” He flashed that dimple again. “So, a drink?”

      I considered his offer. I’d planned to stay in my cabin for a while, but then I hadn’t expected to meet a handsome stranger, and my māma had made me promise to relax and go with the flow. She may have also dropped a few hints about finding a nice, rich husband, but that was hardly a surprise. She wanted me settled. 

      “I’d love to. Hold on a second.” The key was on the desk, so I grabbed it and my purse and used the key to lock the cabin behind me. I may be on vacation, but I was still a cop and wary of leaving my things unattended. “Do you know where the bar is?”

      “I looked at a map of the train online before we boarded. It’s this way.” He gestured farther along the corridor. 

      Be still my heart. Good-looking, polite, and organized. Māma would be beside herself. 

      “Lead the way.” I followed him through two doors, past another series of private cabins, through another two doors, to an elegantly appointed space with half a dozen sofas, several bar tables, and a bar tucked into the corner. Classical music played softly over the speakers. 

      We approached the bar, and the woman behind it smiled. 

      “What can I get for you?” she asked.

      I bit my lip. Usually, I’d drink something nonalcoholic at this time of day, but I was on vacation. I could afford to be a little naughty. “I’ll have a sauvignon blanc, please.”

      She turned to West. “And you, sir?”

      “The same.”

      “What cabin should I charge them to?” 

      I started to give my cabin number, but West beat me to it. 

      “My treat,” he murmured as she poured the drinks. “I invited you, after all.”

      My stomach flipped over. When he looked at me like that, it was easy to forget we weren’t alone, and that I hardly knew this man. 

      He took our drinks. “Would you prefer a sofa or a table?”

      “Table.” That way, I could gaze into his eyes. 

      We chose a table beside the window, halfway along the carriage. He set my drink in front of me and raised his glass. I chinked mine against it in a toast, then sipped. I couldn’t help but notice the way his lean throat bobbled as he swallowed. 

      “This may sound silly,” he began, placing the glass down and leaning on his forearms, “but I’m really glad you ran into me.”

      My heart slammed against my ribcage. “Me too.” So, my attraction to him might not be one-sided. Aware I knew nothing about him other than his name, I added, “Tell me about yourself.”

      As we talked, I found myself shifting closer to him, erasing the distance between us until my side was pressed against his. My heart was light, my head somewhere in the clouds. 

      West told me he was from Chicago, like me, and had recently changed jobs. He worked as a bartender, and he’d also won this trip in a contest. Perhaps that’s why our carriages were beside each other. 

      My insides fluttered with the excitement of a new infatuation; I couldn’t stop smiling.

      He seemed so perfect. Too good to be true. 

      As it turned out, that assessment was more accurate than I ever could have imagined.
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      JOANNA

      I checked my phone, but there was still no reply from West. It was unlike him to go so long without responding. Then again, his shift at Henry’s, a bar frequented by Chicago’s finest, had begun thirty minutes ago, so it was possible he was busy.

      “Everything okay?” Hanson asked from behind his computer. Our desks fronted onto each other, but I hadn’t realized he’d been paying me any attention. 

      “Just waiting for a message,” I told him, not keen to disclose that I was hoping to hear from my husband. 

      Hanson and I were too different to be friends, but we’d always treated each other politely. Something in our interactions had changed since I’d married West. It was as if he approved of me finally behaving like a woman “ought to” by getting a husband. 

      While he meant well, it made me feel a little icky. There was nothing wrong with being a single career woman.

      My phone rang, and I answered without looking, hoping it might be West. 

      “Lee,” the voice on the other end said.

      I deflated. It was my boss.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “I want you and Hanson to report to my office immediately.”

      “We’ll be there in a minute, sir.” I ended the call and turned to Hanson. “Thackery wants us in his office.”

      Hanson grunted, and his bulldog-like face scrunched with displeasure. I got it. We were supposed to be half an hour from the end of our shift. Getting called in to talk to the boss now couldn’t be good. Unfortunately, that was just how policing rolled. Criminals didn’t wait for the most convenient times to commit crimes.

      I stood, pocketed my phone and grabbed a notebook. Hanson shot the notebook a glare. He was a decent cop, but he was part of the old guard and believed that the police wasted too much time writing reports and covering our asses when we should have boots on the ground. 

      He liked to skirt the rules. I was known for being by-the-book. We weren’t exactly a partnership made in heaven.

      We strode down the corridor that separated the Homicide Department from Missing Persons. The captain’s office was halfway along, on the right. The door was ajar, so I knocked and opened it. 

      “Sir?”

      “Come in.”

      I entered and stepped aside so Hanson could join me. Captain Thackery didn’t motion for us to sit. Instead, he tapped a few keys on the computer before raising his gray-flecked head. 

      “I need you to report to a crime scene near the lakefront. There’s been a woman found murdered in her apartment.”

      I frowned. “You wouldn’t rather Neal take the lead?”

      Detective Neal, who would be arriving anytime now to start his shift, had made it clear he liked taking on the cases in that area, and he could get nasty if other detectives encroached on his territory. 

      Thackery shook his head. “Neal won’t be in tonight. Bad prawns, apparently.”

      Hanson and I both grimaced. Even though I didn’t like Neal, I wouldn’t wish a bout of food poisoning on anyone. 

      “We’ll drive over now,” I told him. “Who’s already at the scene?”

      “The medical examiner is on the way, as are a team of crime scene techs. There’s a pair of beat cops keeping lookie-loos away until reinforcements arrive.”

      Hanson and I took our leave. Hanson muttered under his breath as we packed our bags and hastened to the car. 

      “Deborah will have my head,” he said as he climbed behind the wheel—because God forbid he should allow a woman to drive. “She’s been cooking all afternoon. She’s testing a new recipe.”

      “She’ll understand.” After more than thirty years married to a cop, Deborah Hanson undoubtedly understood the demands of the job more than most. 

      “I’m sure you had plans with your man too,” Hanson said, pulling out of the parking garage and onto the street.

      “I’m supposed to bring him dinner at Henry’s,” I admitted, taking my phone out to send West a quick message explaining that I’d be late.

      We didn’t speak much as Hanson navigated the city streets. That was all right with me. I wasn’t much of a talker. We drove past the apartment building that Thackery had directed us to, but there were no parking spots available, so we had to park a block away and walk back.

      As we passed a coffee shop, I glanced inside, and my heart nearly stopped. 

      I jolted to a halt, nearly tripping over my feet. 

      No. 

      No, no, no. It couldn’t be. 

      A chill stole over me and my chest squeezed painfully. Seated in a booth at the coffee shop, holding hands with a beautiful blond woman, was my husband.  

      My stomach lurched. I shut my eyes and opened them again, praying I’d been mistaken and that the man in the coffee shop only resembled West. But no, it was definitely him. 

      A wave of nausea washed over me, and I clapped my hand to my mouth, unable to tear my gaze from them. The blonde was leaning toward West, her hair spilling over her shoulders, framing cleavage that a Playboy bunny would be proud of. She was all curves and creamy skin, the complete opposite of me with my slim build, dark hair, and olive complexion. 

      “Why’d you stop?” Hanson asked, jolting me out of my reverie. He followed my gaze through the window, and his eyebrows inched up his forehead. “That’s your man, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. It is.” I jerked into motion, forcing my legs to carry me past the coffee shop, toward the crime scene that awaited us. 

      I couldn’t handle it if West saw me here. I needed time to get my thoughts straight before I faced him. A little quiet, so I could piece together what I’d seen. 

      “Slow down, Lee,” Hanson wheezed, struggling to keep up. “Maybe it wasn’t how it looked.”

      “You’re probably right.” My voice seemed to come from somewhere outside of myself. I felt like I was hovering above my body, watching everything from a distance. 

      You’re detaching, my brain helpfully supplied. It often happens to victims of crime or—

      Nope. Not going there. 

      Perhaps Hanson was right and there was a reasonable explanation. God, I hoped there was. My throat ached and I blinked back tears as we turned into the apartment building. Hanson pressed the button for the elevator. 

      Don’t fall apart now. 

      I drew in a shuddering breath. Hanson glanced at me, but I ignored him. I was strong. I was practical. I wouldn’t leap to conclusions or let my personal life interfere with the job. Right now, I had to focus. A woman was depending on me to figure out what happened to her. I couldn’t afford to break down.

      We took the elevator to the third floor. There were four apartments on the floor, and it was immediately obvious which one we were here for because of the young male officer stationed at the door. 

      He nodded to us deferentially. “Detectives.”

      “Officer Jackson, what do we have?” I asked. 

      Hanson always lets me liaise with the younger officers, probably because he never bothered to learn their names. 

      Jackson cleared his throat. “The victim appears to be a Miss Sasha Sloane. At least, I’m assuming as much because this is Miss Sloane’s apartment and the building manager described her as a brunette in her late twenties, which fits with what I’ve seen of the vic. Dr. Kelly is there now, along with a crime scene team. I’m sure they can tell you more.”

      “Thank you, Officer Jackson.”

      “No problem, ma’am.” He smiled, his teeth bright against his darker skin. He moved out of the way so we could enter the apartment. Almost immediately, the sickly-sweet scent of death filled my nostrils. 

      Breathing through my mouth to avoid the worst of it, I looked around. Miss Sloane’s apartment had a spacious living area, a kitchen tucked away in the corner, and a view of the water through the window. There was a vase of real flowers on the coffee table and very little in the way of clutter.

      The victim, possibly Miss Sloane, lay on her back in front of the windows, as if she’d been gazing out of them when she’d been attacked. Her eyes were wide and as green as West’s—nope, not thinking of him. Dark, lush curls fanned over the floor around her head, and her lips were parted, as if in surprise. 

      A woman in coveralls knelt over the victim, studying the slash across her neck, stretching from ear to ear. 

      “Cause of death?” I asked.

      “Most likely exsanguination caused by sharp force trauma,” Dr. Kelly said, straightening and turning toward us. Her expression softened slightly as we made eye contact. Perhaps she was relieved not to have to deal with Detective Neal. The man was a worse misogynist than Hanson and always treated her as if she were incapable.

      Hanson snorted. “No surprise there.” 

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “As for time of death, we won’t know for sure until I’ve done the autopsy, but I would estimate it to be between twelve and twenty-four hours because she’s in full rigor.” 

      “So, she was probably killed sometime between yesterday evening and this morning,” I mused. Perhaps she’d had a fight with a lover. Although the lack of disturbance to her surroundings didn’t bear that out. If she’d been in an altercation, I would expect things to be knocked over or broken, but nothing seemed amiss.

      “Perhaps a boyfriend or husband did it,” Hanson said, his mind traveling down the same road as mine. 

      Dr. Kelly huffed. “That’s for you to determine. I’ll be sure to confirm whether she had intercourse prior to her death.”

      “Of course. Thank you,” I said, then scanned the victim again, noting what I hadn’t before. She wore a black silk robe that was cinched tightly at her waist. Her makeup was perfectly done, her lips painted red, and she had a fresh manicure. A quick glance at her feet revealed a matching pedicure. “By the looks of it, she indeed might have been meeting a lover.”

      I’d only dress like this if I wanted to impress someone, but it was possible she’d just wanted to feel nice, and it had nothing to do with romance. Not everyone was as mission-oriented as me. 

      We spent an hour looking around the apartment but found no obvious leads as to who may have killed her, or why, so we headed back to the station. I should have been mulling over the case, but instead, all I could think about was the way West had held that woman’s hand in the coffee shop. 

      “I can hear your gears grinding,” Hanson said reluctantly, as if he’d rather not have this conversation but didn’t think he could avoid it.  

      I looked out the window, so I wouldn’t have to see his facial expression. “If I’m to believe that West wasn’t doing anything wrong, then what else do you think could have been happening?”

      “Maybe she was an old friend, or someone he knows who is having a bad day. Holding someone’s hand doesn’t always mean you’re screwing them,” Hanson said.

      A puff of breath escaped me. “I know, but it doesn’t sit well with me.”

      West wasn’t the type of guy to hide a female friend from me. At least, I hadn’t thought he was. But then, I also hadn’t thought I’d see him holding some woman’s hand in a coffee shop when he was supposed to be at work, so maybe I didn’t know my husband as well as I’d thought. 

      “Talk to him about it before you do something crazy,” Hanson grumbled, lacking tact as usual. I was sure that, in his eyes, having any kind of emotional response to a man’s bad behavior made a woman “crazy.” 

      Okay, maybe that wasn’t fair. He wasn’t a bad person, he just had some old-fashioned perspectives.

      When I didn’t respond, he continued with, “Want me to notify the next of kin?”

      I straightened and turned to him. “No, we should do that together.”

      It wasn’t fair of me to dump that job on him just because I was wallowing in hurt and confusion. 

      He scoffed. “Your heart won’t be in it. What kind of message will it send the family if the detectives who deliver the news are distracted?”

      I deflated. He had a good point. “Okay. Thank you, Denny.”

      “You’re welcome, kid.”

      That almost made me smile. We’d been partners for three years and he still called me that. But I suppose when you’ve been on the force as long as him, anyone younger than forty could be considered a “kid.”

      My phone vibrated and I checked the screen. Immediately, my gut tightened. 

      West: Order anything you like. I’m not feeling choosy.

      Hanson glanced at me. “Is that him?”

      I swallowed. “Yeah.”

      “Did he say anything about… you know?”

      “No.” I pursed my lips. “Nothing.”

      Somehow, the silence felt significant.

      I sent back a message. 

      Joanna: I’ll bring sushi to the bar?

      A reply arrived less than a minute later.

      West: Sounds good. 

      Huh. So, whatever he’d been up to, he really was at work now. 

      We arrived at the police station, and I went inside to finish up a few things, then walked to Henry’s, stopping by a sushi place on the way. 

      When I arrived with a chicken roll for him and an avocado roll for me, West was behind the bar, looking for all the world as if he’d been there for hours. I knew better though. 

      I sidled up to the end of the bar and waited for him to finish serving a couple of rookie cops. When they had their drinks, he sauntered over, leaned across the bar and kissed me. I turned my face at the last moment, so his lips landed on my cheek rather than my mouth. I just couldn’t kiss him when I didn’t yet know whether he’d been betraying me.

      His eyebrows drew together, but then he smiled so quickly, I might have imagined it. He took the paper bag from me and slid out the chicken roll, knowing it was for him. 

      “How was your day?” I asked as he opened the container and doused his sushi with soy sauce. “Do anything interesting?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary.” He smeared wasabi onto a piece of sushi and raised it to his lips. “How about you?”

      “We got a new case,” I said. He didn’t ask for details. He knew that I wouldn’t share them here, where anyone could overhear. 

      “Open and shut?” He ate the sushi in two bites. 

      I tore open a soy sauce packet and spread it across my own sushi roll, even though I wasn’t really hungry anymore. “I doubt it. So, you spent today at home?”

      He shrugged and nodded to a customer to indicate he’d be with them in a moment. “Home, the gym, and here.”

      Liar. 

      I watched as he wiped his fingers on a napkin and took the customer’s drink order. Another pair of rookie cops formed a line behind them, keeping him busy for several minutes. I ate as much as I could stomach and tucked the rest of my meal inside the paper bag, so West wouldn’t notice I had no appetite. 

      The line for drinks only grew longer. 

      “I’m going to go home,” I called to West. “Want me to put your sushi in the fridge so you can finish it later?”

      “Yes, thanks, Jo.”

      I packed his meal into the small refrigerator in the back room and left through the rear exit so I wouldn’t have to see him again. I walked home, grateful for the extra time to work through everything that was going on inside my head. When I arrived at our apartment building, I took the stairs, delaying my arrival for as long as possible. 

      I needed to clear my mind, but I also didn’t want to be alone with my thoughts. It was a bad combination. 

      I let myself in and locked the door behind me. Once inside, I went to the bathroom, stripped out of my clothes, and showered. I always felt the need to clean myself after attending the scene of a homicide. The stench of death clung to me otherwise. 

      I dried, dressed in sweatpants and a hoodie, and put on a load of laundry. 

      Then I paced. 

      How were you supposed to confirm whether your husband was cheating on you? Some people might recommend asking him to his face, but I didn’t want to confront him with any doubts if they were unfounded. 

      What would I do if this was one of my cases?

      I’d search for evidence. 

      Guilt churning inside me, I padded into our bedroom and halted in front of his nightstand. I reached for the drawer but then stopped. I shouldn’t. It would be wrong of me to break West’s trust by going through his belongings. 

      He lied to you.

      Okay, so that was true. But maybe there was a good reason for it. 

      Damn it. 

      I opened the drawer. Nothing looked out of place. I quickly checked through the items inside and then searched the two drawers beneath. Glancing over my shoulder to make sure I was still alone, I went to the dresser and sifted through his clothing. Except for the wad of emergency money I already knew he kept in a sock, everything was in order.

      I sat on the bed and wracked my mind. If I were unfaithful, what evidence might I leave behind? The financial trail would be obvious, but we didn’t share a bank account. What else? A second phone, perhaps? Had I ever seen him with one? I didn’t think so. But perhaps he’d just hidden it well. 

      I sighed and allowed myself to consider a more important question: What would I do if he had been unfaithful?

      Divorce him? 

      The idea left a sour taste in my mouth, but it was the only option. If he was running around behind my back with another woman, I couldn’t get over that. Maybe it wouldn’t be a big deal to some people, but I’d been raised on fairy tales and happily-ever-afters. I wouldn’t bounce back from a betrayal like that. 

      But what if Hanson was right and I’d read too much into what I’d seen?

      I buried my face in my hands. There was no way around it. If I wanted to keep myself from losing my mind, I’d have to ask him about it. 

      Decision made, I went to pour myself another glass of wine and settle in to wait for him to return home. His shift ended at midnight, so I put a true crime documentary on the TV and half-watched it while I counted down the minutes. 

      Finally, a little before one in the morning, a key scraped in the lock and the door swung open. West stepped inside and shut the door behind himself. When he turned and saw me sitting on the couch, his forehead furrowed with concern. 

      “What’s wrong?”
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      WEST

      Joanna was clearly upset about something. She’d been behaving strangely earlier, and now here she was, waiting for me to get home. I moved toward her, eager to take her into my arms and comfort her, but she held up her hands as if to ward me off.

      “Don’t,” she snapped. “Stay right there.”

      My heart almost stopped. “What? Why?”

      Why wouldn’t she let me touch her? I couldn’t just stand over here and let her hurt without doing anything about it.

      “Just don’t.” Her shoulders hunched inward, but then she released a shuddering breath and forced them back.

      I frowned. What the hell had happened?

      I knew she had a new case today. Perhaps it was a particularly gruesome one, or something about it had struck too close to home.

      “Talk to me, Joanna,” I urged. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      She crossed her legs and raised her chin. “I want to know something.”

      “What? I’ll tell you anything.” At least, anything I could.

      “Is our marriage exclusive?”

      My jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”

      She stood, holding herself rigidly. “You heard me.”

      Yeah, but I didn’t understand the question.

      “If you’re asking me whether I think it’s acceptable to see other people while married to each other, then the answer is no.” I had no idea why she’d even ask that. I adored her, and as far as I was aware, the feeling was mutual. 

      Even if I was still just keeping up a ruse and didn’t love her, I wouldn’t disrespect her by being with another woman, and I hated the very idea that she might want to touch another man. 

      She was mine.

      Her chin jutted out. “I saw you with a blond woman today. Holding hands.” She gritted the words through clenched teeth. “You looked… cozy.”

      Oh, no. Fuck. I was in trouble. 

      “You didn’t mention it earlier, when I asked about your day,” she continued. “Why not?” 

      She prowled toward me, and my eyes wandered to her hip. Thankfully, I couldn’t see the outline of her service weapon there. At least she was giving me a chance to come up with a valid explanation rather than shooting first and asking questions later. Considering how fiery she could be, I had to give her credit for that.

      “It wasn’t what it looked like.” I thought quickly. I couldn’t tell her the truth. That wasn’t an option. But I didn’t want her to believe I’d been unfaithful either. That would kill her—and me. Especially when she’d been strong enough to come straight out and ask me for the truth. 

      She was an incredible woman, and I was a lying sack of shit.

      Joanna propped one of her hands on her hip. “What was it, then? Was she an old friend? If so, I’d love to meet her. I’ve met so few of your friends.”

      Because the only friends I could introduce her to were part of my cover. Everything about my life was a lie, except for the way I felt about my wife.

      “There’s no reason for you to meet her,” I said firmly. “There’s nothing between us. She’s someone I used to work with, and she was having a bad day, so I was trying to comfort her.”

      That wasn’t a complete lie. It was about as truthful as I could be. 

      Unfortunately, Joanna’s expression said she didn’t believe me. 

      “She worked in the bar you were at before you started at Henry’s?” she asked. 

      “Yeah.” I cupped her face, gazing into her dark eyes, my gut tightening at the fear and hurt shining in them. “I love you, Jo. You’re the only woman for me. I would never do anything to betray your trust.”

      The words tasted like sawdust. I wished they were true, but one day, she’d learn who I really was, and then she’d discover the many ways in which I’d let her down. But none of them were like this. I’d never betray her with another woman.

      It did the trick though. Her gaze softened and she turned her face into my palm, brushing a kiss over the sensitive skin. 

      “I’m sorry for doubting you,” she whispered, the last of her suspicions fading away. “I was scared, and I didn’t want to get hurt or be made a fool of. My parents and friends have already asked why we got married so quickly. I don’t want to prove them right in thinking I’m a naive romantic.”

      Guilt thickened my tongue, making it impossible to speak. The fact is, I had taken advantage of her romantic nature. I needed access to her colleagues and romancing her was the easiest way to get it. When she realized that, she’d feel like a fool. But there was nothing wrong with her. I was the asshole.

      “I love you,” I told her again, because that, at least, was true. “You’re entitled to feel anything you want, but believe me when I say that you don’t have to worry about me cheating on you. I want you and only you.”

      Whether she’d still want me a few months from now remained to be seen. 

      I couldn’t think of anything else I could say that wouldn’t either reveal too much or be a lie, so I stepped closer, trying to bring her into the shelter of my arms, so I could comfort her the only way I knew how: by worshiping her body. 

      She relaxed into my embrace and rested her head on my shoulder. I was tall, but so was she. For a woman, at least. Tall and lean, with an athletic figure and compact curves. A core of steel with a hint of softness overlaying it. 

      Absolute perfection.

      I lowered my lips to hers, but after the first brush, she buried her face against the side of my neck. I frowned. It was almost as though she didn’t want to kiss me. 

      My chest constricted. Did she still not trust me? Had my reassurances not been enough?

      I couldn’t lose her. Not just because of my job but because she meant more to me than any woman ever had. 

      “Jo?” I murmured against her hair. 

      She released a shuddering breath. “Just… not tonight.”

      Nausea churned in my gut. The implication was clear. She was holding onto a thread of doubt. Part of her believed I might have been with someone else. A large enough part of her to stop her from making herself vulnerable with me. 

      My breath caught. I wanted to scream at the unfairness of it. Of all the things she could have accused me of, infidelity was the only sin I hadn’t committed. I belonged to Joanna, heart and soul. Perhaps I couldn’t explain away what she’d seen as well as I’d have liked to, but it hurt to know she thought me capable of such a betrayal. 

      “Can I hold you?” I asked quietly. 

      She nodded. 

      I took her hand, relieved when she let me clasp it without protest, and led her to the bedroom. With gentle touches and careful movements, I removed her clothes one item at a time. My spirit reveled in every section of skin that appeared, because even if she didn’t want to make love, she at least trusted me enough to be naked with me.

      Once she stood before me, her arms wrapped around her waist, her dusky nipples peaked from the cool air, I got to work on my own clothes. First, the T-shirt came off, then I unzipped my jeans with clumsy fingers. I pushed them down, stepped out of them, tossed the shirt in the hamper and bent to fold my jeans. They went on top of the dresser.

      I kept my underwear on, not wanting to make her uncomfortable. I took off my socks and tossed them in the laundry hamper, then went to my nightstand to switch on the lamp. The top drawer wasn’t quite closed all the way. I didn’t mention it, but I was almost certain she’d rifled through it when I wasn’t home.

      Fair enough.

      I didn’t like it, but if I’d seen her holding hands with another man, I’d have been a whole lot less calm about it than she was. I’d have marched straight in there and demanded to know why the hell he thought he could lay his hands on my wife.

      All things considered, she was being quite reasonable. I was grateful for that and hated it at the same time. Grateful, because selfishly I didn’t want to lose her. But I hated it because she deserved better. She should rant and shout at me and demand to know the truth.

      Once again, she was showing all the ways in which she was too good for me.

      “I’ll be back in a moment,” I said, debating whether I really needed to shower. But at least one patron had spilled some of their drink on me, and I didn’t want to join her in bed while sticky and smelling of booze. 

      “Okay.” She didn’t tell me not to take too long or to come back to her soon, as she usually would. Nor did she offer to join me. She barely even acknowledged me. 

      I hurried through the fastest shower of my life, my heart racing. I strained my ears to hear any movement from the bedroom above the rush of the water, half-afraid I’d return to an empty bedroom. 

      As soon as the soap had been rinsed from my body, I shut off the water and toweled dry. I gave my teeth a cursory brush and opened the door to the bedroom. My shoulders relaxed. Even in the dim light, the lump beneath the blankets was obvious. She was still here. 

      I switched off the light and made my way carefully across the dark room. I eased under the covers and drew Joanna into my arms. 

      “I love you.” I nuzzled into her hair. “You’re the best part of my life.”

      Her sleepy murmur went straight to my heart. I ran my hand down her side, and she allowed me to snuggle her. I listened as her breathing gradually deepened, until I was almost certain she was asleep. 

      It would be a long time until I calmed down enough to sleep too. I clutched her more tightly, fear clawing at me, as if I subconsciously believed she would disappear the instant I stopped touching her.

      My phone buzzed. Not my day-to-day phone, but the other one. 

      I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to release her for even a second, but the message could be urgent. Gently, I disengaged myself from Joanna and reached for it. The display’s brightness was turned all the way down, so the light shouldn’t disturb her.

      A: How did the meeting with Portia go?
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      JOANNA

      The rich scent of coffee greeted me as I opened my eyes, and I smiled instinctively, but my smile vanished as memories from yesterday returned. No matter how sweet West might be to make sure I was caffeinated as soon as I woke, he was keeping secrets from me.

      An image flashed into my mind. West’s big, strong hand wrapped around the dainty hand of the pretty blonde who’d been at the coffee shop with him. I couldn’t help wondering whether, if I’d stayed around longer, I’d have seen him kiss her. 

      Suddenly, the coffee didn’t smell so appealing. 

      With a sigh, I dragged myself out of bed. I padded across the carpet on soft feet, hoping not to alert West to the fact I was up and about. I chose a pair of long, dark pants from the closet, paired them with a navy blouse and a black blazer and dug out a set of underwear and socks from a drawer. 

      I shut myself in the attached bathroom and locked the door. When we’d moved in together, we’d asked why anyone would put a lock on a private bathroom, but now I was grateful for it, because it meant West couldn’t catch me unawares. 

      I showered, dressed, and took my time moisturizing my face and applying a little mascara—not something I’d normally do, but it delayed my inevitable encounter with West and had the added benefit of making me feel prettier. Perhaps if I made an effort more often, my husband wouldn’t be out holding hands with other women. 

      I snorted at myself in disgust. As if I could be in any way responsible for his being unfaithful. If another woman had made a comment along those lines to me, I’d have told her the only one to blame for a cheating husband was the cheat himself. Not the other woman. Not the wife. Only him. 

      Somehow, it was hard to remember that when faced with the reality. But West knew who I was when he married me. He knew I don’t wear dresses, do my makeup, or get around in high heels. He’d claimed to love me just the way I am, and until yesterday, I’d had no reason to doubt him.

      So why was I doubting him now?

      He’d told me there was nothing between him and that other woman. Why was I having such a difficult time believing him? Perhaps because his excuse had been flimsy. I’d been trained to detect lies, and something in his expression, or his tone, had given him away. 

      I stood in front of the mirror and scanned my reflection as steam billowed around me, my mind once again wandering to the curvaceous blonde. I was as different from her as night and day. My hips were narrow, my breasts barely a B cup, my hair long, straight, and black. I’d always liked it, but many men preferred blondes. Was West one of them?

      Or maybe it wasn’t my appearance that caused him to stray, but my work hours and obsession with the job. Between my long shifts and his unusual bartending hours, we didn’t see each other as much as I’d like. 

      No. None of that was a valid excuse for unfaithfulness. 

      Assuming he’d been unfaithful in the first place. 

      Stop jumping to conclusions, I told myself. It gets you nowhere. Now, pull yourself together and face him. 

      I turned away from the mirror to unlock and open the bathroom door. I grabbed my bag and put my service weapon inside, then carried it out to the living area. West was sitting at the table, eating from a bowl, a cup of coffee to his right. Another bowl and coffee were stationed on the opposite side of the table. 

      His gaze warmed as it landed on me, and the corners of his eyes crinkled. “Good morning. Sleep well?”

      Not at all. 

      I forced my lips to curve upward, so he wouldn’t suspect. “Yes, thank you. Have you been cooking?”

      He nodded. “I made fried noodles the way your mama does. Hope you’re hungry. I might have overdone it a bit.”

      I moved closer. “It looks great.”

      I pulled out the other chair and sat. The noodles honestly did look delicious. West was a great cook. But I still had no appetite.  

      I sipped the coffee instead, closing my eyes to savor the rich, bitter taste. I’d grown up drinking more tea than coffee, but caffeine quickly became a staple for all detectives.

      “You’re up early.” I looked across at him. There was a note of accusation in my voice, and I hoped he didn’t hear it. He usually woke later than me since he worked later into the night. Was this breakfast a peace offering because he had a guilty conscience?

      He shrugged. “I woke up around five and couldn’t get back to sleep.”

      I studied him more closely. Shadows darkened the skin beneath his eyes, so perhaps he was telling the truth. “Sorry. I hope I wasn’t snoring or anything.”

      “No.” He gave me a thin-lipped smile. “My mind was busy, and it wouldn’t quiet.”

      I was tempted to ask what had been keeping it busy but decided not to. If I wanted him to think I’d believed him last night, then I couldn’t question him too much. 

      I settled for saying, “If there’s anything you need to talk about, I’m here.”

      “Thanks.” His expression said he wouldn’t be taking me up on the offer. He gestured toward my bowl of noodles. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “Oh.” I’d forgotten I was supposed to be eating. I dug my fork in, twirled it, and loaded the noodles into my mouth. The delicious flavors of onion, soy sauce, and sesame hit my tongue. My stomach rumbled in response, apparently deciding I could eat after all. I chewed and swallowed. 

       “Very tasty, as usual.” I helped myself to more, but stopped when it began to feel heavy in my stomach. 

      “Would you like me to pack leftovers for your lunch?” he asked, setting his fork down and pushing his bowl away from himself. 

      “I can do it.”

      He drained his coffee and stood. “Let me.” 

      I narrowed my eyes as he carried his dishes to the kitchen. Was it just me, or was he being a little too solicitous? 

      He returned with a plastic container full of fried noodles and placed it to the side of me. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks.”

      I finished my coffee and stood. “I’d better get going. Hanson and I have a lot to do for our new case.”

      “Anything you’d like to talk over?” he asked. He often provided a willing set of ears to listen to my theories and for me to bounce ideas off, but for some reason, I didn’t feel able to do that right now. Perhaps because letting him in on my cases required a level of trust I was having difficulty maintaining. 

      “Maybe later.” 

      I packed the noodles into my bag and left, making sure to kiss his cheek on the way out, in an attempt to smooth over any awkwardness from breakfast. We certainly hadn’t been as easy with each other as usual, and I wondered whether he knew I still wasn’t convinced he’d been truthful with me yesterday.
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