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Spring Rain









Reina

Grief. There’s nothing on earth like it. My life was shattered, and there wasn’t enough sympathy in the world to fix it. A handsome stranger did something extremely kind. It touched my heart, and our missed connection was a constant thought. He was gone. There was no way to find him, not in a city this big. I had given up hope when he walked into Blue Notes Café. His gray eyes were the color I had been imagining. His voice was incredible, and his playful smile was kind of flirty. My life wasn’t set up for Levi. I was a struggling artist on the wrong side of heartache. My everything was put into working long shifts and hustling up more cash to keep my family home. Still, I was drawn to him. 


Levi

Reina was beautiful with big brown eyes framed by dark lashes and a smile that wouldn’t quit. Leaving her once, couldn’t be helped. The second time was an emergency. Reina wouldn’t be giving more chances. She was a calm Harlem beauty with fire in her eyes. My heart had taken a bruising, but I cared about Reina so damn much. Taking my time and wanting more were in direct conflict. 


-----


She's Passionate & He has a Bruised Heart 



Levi Knight’s life fell apart. He grieved and worked until he saw Reina. His heart wasn’t ready for her, but he couldn’t let her go. Reina Thomas was struggling after a loved one’s death. She was getting back to living, but she didn’t expect to see Levi at Blue Notes Café. The seasons change. Levi and Reina’s connection turns into something remarkable. This is their love story. 














  
  
Levi Knight




Emerson Hill, Staten Island, New York City


Dinner and quality time was all I needed. We were in the kitchen. Mia’s hair was tangled in my hand. She was trying not to give in, but we shared kiss after kiss. Things were getting hot and heavy when Mia put a stop to it. 

“Levi, we can’t have sex right now.”  

“Why not? Dinner is finished. We can eat afterward.”

“I like having you home.”  

“I love being home,” I kissed her again. 

“I would tell you to stop, but I like it, keep going,” Mia threw her arms around me. 

The phone chimed, but she yanked on my shirt. “This is the first night you’ve been home in weeks, and what happens? Your phone won’t stop ringing.” 

I wanted a kiss. Mia turned away. I gently kissed her neck, “What’s wrong? Why are you fussing?”   

“You know why. I want one night without someone wanting your attention. Is that too much to ask?” 

“No, it’s not,” I chuckled because she was cute. 

“I’m glad you think this is funny,” her eyes narrowed. “You work all night. Every single morning there’s texts from Joanie, Sloane, Chip and whoever else. Levi, I need more than sleeping in and sex before you leave for work.”      

“I like when we spend mornings in bed. It feels good. Sex doesn’t always happen, but I like to keep you satisfied. We’ll do whatever you want tonight, but that’s not my phone ringing.” 

Her eyes widened, “It’s mine. Oh damn it. I forgot to put it on silent.” 

Mia tried moving, but I kept my hands anchored. “I like the position you’re in and your attitude.” 

She laughed, “Stop. I’m turning off my phone.”  

I kissed her, “I’m spending quality time with you.”   

“Having you home every night is all I want. I keep saying it, hoping you’ll give in. Did you think about my Dad’s offer?”  

Talking about it would lead to an argument we didn’t need to have. I kissed her again, “I want an apology.”    

“For what? It’s your phone most of the time.” 

 “But it wasn’t this time,” my eyes locked on hers. It felt damn good to have off, but I waited for her to settle down. 

Mia sighed and offered a kiss. My shirt was ditched and her dress was tangled around her waist. We were back into it when her phone went off again. 

Mia released a frustrated groan. “I need to get it.”   

I helped her stand, and she hurried to leave the kitchen.

“You’re making this up to me,” I said loudly. 

The food was ready. I poured wine and waited. Mia  didn’t come back. I was about to head upstairs, but she was standing near the hall window. 

“Is everything okay?” My voice made her flinch. 

She tapped her screen, “Yeah. It was a friend.”  

“Who?” I was curious because Mia would usually say her friend’s name. 

She pushed wisps of hair back from her face. “Look, we needed to talk, that’s all.”   

“No problem. You still didn’t answer my question.”

Mia crossed her arms, “Why are you asking?” 

I studied her, “Because things didn’t look good from where I’m standing.” 

“Don’t do that,” Mia huffed. “Nothing’s going on. It was Yolanda. She’s having a rough night.” 

“Okay, come here,” I motioned for her. 

She pouted, “Are you done interrogating me?”

“Yes. I have something else in mind.”    

Mia was giving in when my phone went off. That set her off. She stormed past me and went into the hall bathroom. 

I sighed and then raised my voice, “Why are you mad?” 

“I’m not mad. Check your phone. It’s probably Joanie.”    

“Mia, come on, we’re about to have dinner.” 

She didn’t answer. Thunder rumbled, and lightning streaked through the hall, slashing it in electric silver. Minutes ticked by, but the door was still closed. 

“Mia, we can’t talk like this.” 

 “You’re right, so stop. Leave me alone.” 

That wasn’t an option. I tried the doorknob and sighed, “Can you explain why you’re upset?”  

“You know why,” Mia’s voice sounded closer. 

I waited to hear the low click that would happen once she unlocked the door. There was nothing. I slid to the floor and relaxed with my head against the wall. 

“Dinner is getting cold,” I reminded her. “Please come out. We can talk about whatever you want.” 

“Nothing will change. You’ll be that charming guy I fell in love with. I can’t take anymore lies.” 

“What lies? I don’t lie to you. Things have been different since I started working nights, but it’s better pay and the overtime cash comes in handy.” 

There was silence on her end again. I was about to try a different approach when my phone chimed in the living room. I didn’t leave to get it, but the sound worked Mia up. 

“This is what I mean! I hear your phone going off. It’s your friends. Answer it. The sound is driving me crazy.”   

The storm was louder and echoing through the bathroom. Mia couldn’t possibly hear my phone. The melody maybe, but I wouldn’t leave to get it because we would argue about that too.

 “I’m not worried about my phone. I’m waiting for you.”  

There was silence and then a series of thumps. 

 “Mia? Are you okay?”

 “I’m fine. I’m having the time of my life cleaning up,” she huffed more. “You know I’m frustrated. Why ask?” 

I relaxed against the wall. “I’ll ease your discomfort.” 

“You’ll do that thing.”  

I smiled, “And what would that be?” 

Mia didn’t answer, but she was right. I would spoil her the second she opened the door. “Hey, talk to me.” 

Mia groaned, “Why do you always do that?” 

“What? Care for you. Love you,” I moved closer to the door. “We need to work this out.”   

“Okay. Are you having an affair with Joanie?”  

“She’s my partner. There’s nothing between us.” 

 “You met her at the Police Academy. We didn’t start dating until months afterward. I know she’s your type.”

“Mia, you’ll be my type for the rest of my life.” 

“You didn’t answer the question!” 

“I’m not having an affair with Joanie or anyone else. I can’t admit to something I’m not doing. Joanie and Todd were married for years before we met. Mia, this is crazy.”

“I’m not crazy. Stop pretending I don’t have a reason,” she sobbed. “You two are more than partners.”

“We’re not,” my tone was level, but I was at my limit. 

Mia probably sensed it. She went back to scrubbing the bathroom. I stayed in the hall with sounds from the storm to keep me company. More time went by. 

“Mia, open the door.” 

She released a broken sob, “I want to, but you always say no. I want to hear something else. Do you love her?”  

“I love you. There’s no one but you. Open this damn door, or I will pull it off the hinges, and we’ll use it like a broken-down outhouse.” 

She groaned, “Don’t. It’s cherry oak.” 

“I don’t care about the quality. We’ll talk about your feelings or you can curse me out. I’m fine with however you want it to go, but I won’t say a ton of shit I’ll regret.” 

 “I don’t want to argue. It’s just,” Mia stopped. A loud thump happened. She groaned. There was noise. 

I tried the door. “What happened?” 

She sighed, “I hit my knee on the tub.”  

“Does it hurt? I can check it for you.” 

“You’re conning me into opening the door.”  

I smiled, “I’ll kiss it and make it better. Hell, I’ll clean the entire house tomorrow. Come out and talk to me.”   

Mia sighed, “I don’t want to be the kind of wife who turns a blind eye. You spend every waking moment with Joanie. She’s pretty, older, and likes the same things you do, but I’m your wife. I should always come first.” 

I slumped against the wall again, not ready to give up. All the long shifts were to pay off bills and put more cash into our savings. We lived in our dream home, and the mortgage would be finished in two years. Her parents said I couldn’t provide for her. I proved them wrong and worked hard to build the life we both wanted. Downtime would be good if I could get my wife out the bathroom. My phone chimed. Sound came from the bathroom.

 “Levi, are you still out there?” 

“Yeah. I’m waiting for you.”   

“Maybe I went too far with my questions. I don’t think you’re having an affair with Joanie, but Todd would kick your ass if he even thought you were flirting with his wife. Admit you thought about hooking up with her.”  

“I haven’t, so I won’t lie. Todd and I are cool, but there will never be a time where I’ll let him or anyone else kick my ass. I’ll wait until you’re ready to open the door.”   

“You say there’s nothing going on between you and Joanie, okay, prove it. My Dad wants you to work at his company. Your job is dangerous. Say yes.” 

My jaw tightened, “I won’t give up my career to please your parents.”

“It’s not about them. I’m tired of spending every night alone, wondering if you’ll make it home. I barely sleep.” 

Mia spent the past few weeks talking on the phone all night. She looked as tired as I felt in the mornings. Mia didn’t like being alone, but I needed to earn a living and didn’t need help from her old man. 

She sobbed more, “I don’t want to lose you.” 

“Please stop crying. I’m cautious.”  

“It’s not enough and you know it! Levi, I want you to take the job with my Dad!” 

“No. I earn a decent living. We don’t need handouts.”  

Mia was sobbing uncontrollably. My heart was aching. I gave her space and went into the living room to pour a drink. My plan was to skip overtime and swamp two shifts during the week. My paycheck would be less, but my wife’s feelings were important. 

My phone went off again. Todd was calling. I sipped my whiskey and answered, “Forget about giving me shit. My wife is barricaded in the bathroom. I’m trying to salvage this vacation.”

Todd released a strangled sound.

My heart thumped in my chest. “What is it?”  

He tried talking but cried in anguish. His words were lost in painful sobs. The storm echoed through the house and magnified the awful weight on my chest. I gripped the phone, willing him not to say what I felt. 

“Levi, she’s gone,” Todd sobbed. “Joanie was killed,” his pain flowed out in barely coherent sentences.

I couldn’t process what he was saying. Joanie couldn’t be dead. We talked a few hours ago. Sloane was with her. This couldn’t be true. I clutched the phone but still couldn’t focus on what Todd was telling me. I wasn’t sure when my arm went limp. I didn’t hear the glass break or feel the whiskey splash my feet. Joanie died. Todd was crying. My mind was spinning, “Is Josh and Talia there?”

 “They spent the night with their grandparents. I can’t tell them,” he cried. “I can’t fucking do it! Levi, why did they kill my Joanie? She was everything to me! I can’t do this without her!” 

Todd expressed his grief in-between gut-wrenching sobs. He voiced his anger and frustration until his words turned hollow. Todd was overwhelmed when the pain consumed him, but the cries for his wife broke my soul. 

I listened to the info Todd gave during his grief-filled ramblings. He ended the call. I dropped the phone and made it to the chair before my knees gave out. 

I felt lost until Mia’s voice broke into my pain. Her words mixed with the sounds from the storm, so it took time for everything to register in my mind. 

“Was that Joanie? Why is she calling this late? It’s only the third shift she has to work without you there,” Mia was complaining. I didn’t have the strength to argue.

 “Levi, you’re upset. Did something happen?”  

I took a deep breath, “Joanie was killed. Todd’s in bad shape,” my voice broke, but I kept talking. “Sloane was with her tonight. He’s in critical condition. They’re not sure if he’ll pull through. I need to be at the hospital.”  

 I stumbled into the hall. The steps were a struggle. I  took deep breaths while throwing on clothes, but the pain was clutching my chest. Keeping my feelings hidden was a different kind of pain. I struggled through it. Mia came in. Can’t say when, but she was on the bed, clutching her hands. “I shouldn’t have said those things about Joanie.”  

“You didn’t know. I need time to accept this.” 

Mia put her arms around me. “I’m sorry she died.

I broke her hold to pull on a sweatshirt. Words couldn’t express everything going on in my heart. I kissed her tenderly and left the room. Mia’s voice was somewhere behind me. My head was fucked up. I didn’t understand it. 

Joanie was gone. 

Sloane was in the ICU fighting for his life. 

I went down the steps and into the storm. Every step felt heavier. My chest hurt like hell, but I tried pushing through it until my knees buckled. I hit the ground. Rain was stinging my face and neck. 

“Levi!” Mia was screaming, but there was pain like never before. It crushed my chest and my body seized. The pain doubled when grief came. I couldn’t break free.

“Levi! Get up! Please! You have to get up!” Mia was crying and pleading. I struggled through to pull her close. Mia cried more. “I saw you fall. I thought you were dead.” 

I held her, “It’s all hitting me. Joanie’s gone,” my words were hollow. “I need to leave. I’ll be okay.” 

Mia kept sobbing, “You’re not okay! You just collapsed! Don’t drive like this. I’m scared! Don’t go!” 

I helped her stand. “Sloane’s not doing good,” I choked on the words. “I have to go. I need to be at the hospital.” 

“Don’t go alone. You’re upset. I’m so scared.”  

I held her as the storm raged around us. My pain was constant and all I could think about was Sloane dying. 

“Mia, I need to leave.”  

She kept pleading over the storm, “Okay. We can go together. I’ll take you. I can drive.” 

 I kissed her and then pulled her into an emotional hug. “I love you. I’m hurting. I need you to do this for me,” my voice broke apart. “Please. Do this for me.”    

Mia went back to the house. I didn’t leave until she was inside with the door shut.

 My thoughts were racing on the drive. I don’t remember walking into the hospital or stepping into the elevator. My head throbbed as the light moved past each floor. I took a deep breath when the doors slid open.

Officers and Detectives stood when I walked past. Prayers and condolences came in hushed whispers. My heart was heavier when Joanie’s badge number was said in respect. I turned away from everyone, not wanting them to see my pain. Emotion twisted in my gut, and I kept walking, but the grief wouldn’t let me be.

Chip fell into step next to me. Sadness weighed on us. Our silence was filled with regret. I shook my head.

He cleared his throat. “You’re gonna ask, so I’m telling you now. It was a domestic call. The woman was giving custody. Her ex wanted to get even. Sloane and Joanie were taking her statement when a window shattered.” 

Chip’s words were tangled with pain. “Joanie gave it her all. She went down near a hall closet. The grandmother, aunt, and kids were in there. Sloane covered Joanie and tried to protect everyone else. The guy came in after three rounds of nonstop gunfire. Sloane was shot in the back. He turned and they had it out. He fought like hell to get it done. The mom and grandfather died on the scene with three perps and Joanie. The guy was in critical condition, but he died en route. The uncle is expected to make it. Everyone else had minor injuries.” 

My mind was reeling. “Did the responders say this?” 

Chip didn’t want to tell me. Our footsteps kept echoing in the hall. We reached the room. I stood near the glass. Sloane was hooked up to all kinds of tubes and machines. Blood was seeping through some of the bandages. 

“He’s still bleeding,” I glanced at Chip, “Why aren’t they in there taking care of it?”

A voice was over my shoulder. “He just left surgery.” 

I turned to look at the doctor. His face didn’t give away anything. “You need to be immediate family.”   

“This is his brother,” Chip said. “He’s the only family Sloane has. We need to know what’s going on.”      

The doctor studied me for a second. I didn’t want to answer questions, but I wasn’t leaving either. 

“He suffered multiple gunshot wounds. We removed bullets from his torso, namely his abdomen, chest, and back. There is a bullet currently resting near his spine. Significant swelling is causing more damage. It is a major concern. There are fragments in his lower extremities and his left knee cap is shattered. The surgeries went well, but he will stay in a drug-induced coma for the duration. His brain is slightly inflamed. He is not diabetic, so the spinal cord trauma may have triggered it. We’re monitoring it closely. Do you have questions?”   

My eyes didn’t leave Sloane. “He’s bleeding.” 

“It’s common after surgery. Someone will change the bandages. Feel free to reach out if you have more questions. We need to know about his allergies and anything relating to his health history. Complete the information as soon as possible. There is a private lounge for family down the hall on your left.”   

“We appreciate it. I’ll get the forms from the desk,” Chip finished out the conversation. 

The doctor walked away. A trauma nurse came. He introduced himself and went into Sloane’s room. 

“We can’t go in there,” Chip reminded me. 

“When will the ballistic report be in?” I asked with my eyes still on Sloane. 

“No one said.”   

“How do you know what happened? Did the first responders talk with Joanie or Sloane?”  

“It happened like I told you.” 

The trauma nurse started changing Sloane’s bandages. Tears were stinging my eyes, but I didn’t look away. 

“I’ll grab the forms,” Chip turned to leave. 

“There’s something you’re not saying. Did anyone speak to them?” I stared at him. “I need the truth.” 

He turned with pain in his eyes. “Kid, I’m telling you the truth. It happened the way I said.”   

“How could you know? Did they call it in? Was one of them conscious? Did the witnesses give statements?”

“Stop,” his voice broke. “Knowing won’t change it.” 

“I’ll find out. I need to know.” my words came out with anguish. “You saw it. Someone was wearing a body cam.”

Chip confessed, “Joanie was wearing one.” 

I looked at him. “I want to see the footage.”  

He shook his head, “No, you don’t.”   

“I need to see it. Tell the Captain to come in here.”    

“No. You don’t want to see it,” Chip growled. “It’ll rip you the hell apart. I collapsed right there in a room full of people. It broke my fucking heart to hear Joanie taking her dying breath. It’ll do the same to you,” his voice shook with unfiltered emotion. “You can’t come back from that kind of pain. It’ll stay with you, Kid, trust me.”  

I lowered my head in shame. “I should’ve been there.” 

Chip gripped my shoulder. “To protect and serve. It was the oath we all took. Every single one. Sloane is a fighter. He’ll make it through, but he needs your help with this part. So, handle your pain, accept it, deal with it however you need to, but keep being here. That’s what he needs.”   

Chip left. The trauma nurse quietly followed, and I was alone with my pain. I stared at the machines putting in work to keep Sloane breathing and his heart beating.

Chip came back with a clipboard, forms, and coffee. “Cruz is in the waiting room.” 

I glanced at him. “Did you tell him?”  

“No. I texted you and came here. Did Mia call him?”

I accepted the coffee and clipboard, not wanting to tell Chip my thoughts. “Tell Cruz I’ll be out in a bit.” 

“Take your time. None of us are going anywhere.” Chip left again. I went to the private lounge to fill out the paperwork. Mia texted a few minutes later. I called her. 

“Levi, are you okay? I was sitting here, going crazy.”    

“I’ll be staying until Sloane is stable. I’m handling his paperwork right now.” 

Mia sighed, “Okay. Do you want me there?” 

“No, it’s not much we can do at this point. You should rest. It’s been a rough night.”   

“Okay. Will you be home tomorrow?” 

“Yeah, for a change of clothes.” 

“I can bring an overnight bag and food to you.”  

“Thanks, appreciate it,” I could’ve let the situation go, but it was tearing at my gut. The decision was made in a split second. “Chip said Cruz is here.” 

“Oh good,” her voice sounded strained. “He’s probably there to check on you.” 

“Did you call him?”  

“Do you think I did?” Mia didn’t answer my question. 

I picked up on it but replied. “Chip didn’t call. No one at the precinct would think to tell him.”  

“He could’ve seen someone in passing.”  

“Maybe, but you called. Why are you lying?” 

Mia groaned, “I’m sorry. I don’t want you thinking something else.” 

“I’m not following. What are you saying?”

“You two had words at the last party we went to. Cruz was joking around, you know how he is, but you were hard on him.” Mia sighed, “Never mind. I was worried after you collapsed in the driveway. He was the first one I thought to call. Cruz is looking after you. Don’t treat me like this. I’m telling the truth.” 

Her voice rose and made it worse. I couldn’t let it go. 

“Mia, who were you on the phone with earlier?”  

“What? I called Cruz after you left.” 

“I’m asking something else. I’ve been working late shifts. You mentioned talking on the phone most nights.” 

“I don’t sleep well when you’re not around. I say it time and time again. You lost Joanie and Sloane’s not doing well. Don’t accuse me. There’s enough going on.” 

My jaw tightened. I was pissed and emotionally raw from holding it all in. A terrible feeling kept twisting at my gut. My wife was my lifeline. She should be my peace. 

I took a breath, “I don’t want to argue.” 

“I don’t either. This night has been awful, and to think you might lose Sloane too,” Mia sighed, “He’ll make it.”   

“I hope so. When did Cruz give you his new number?”   

“What are you talking about?” Mia’s voice cracked. “He didn’t give it to me. I don’t remember.” 

“Cruz changed his number last month. He switched phone carriers. I didn’t give it to you. Are you still saying you don’t remember? How did you get it?” 

“Oh. Cruz came by. He probably left it for you.”  

Mia was lying. Cruz texted his number the day he made the change. He didn’t need to leave it with Mia. 

 “I should finish this paperwork.”  

“Right. I’ll see you in the morning.”  

“Yeah. I’ll see you then.”  

Mia pleaded right before the call ended. “Wait!” 

“What’s up?” 

Her voice shook, “I love you.” 

“Yeah, same. I’ll talk to you later,” I ended the call. 

“What was that about?” Chip sat in a chair. “Did you ask Mia about Cruz?”

“She called him.”  

“Yeah. So? What’s wrong?” 

I glanced at Chip, “I didn’t give her his new number.” 

He shook his head, “Don’t even think it.”   

“Mia said Cruz stopped by when I wasn’t there. He left his number except he texted the day it changed.” 

“You’re all over the place. Calm down.”  

“I’m calm,” I gave him the clipboard and stood up. 

Chip was on his feet. “Look, your head is fucked up, and your heart is bleeding.”   

“Mia’s been giving me grief about overtime and working nights. I took it all in stride. Chip, I hope I’m wrong.” 

“Things are rough at home. I get that, but don’t do this.” Chip stepped in my way. “You need to be here for Sloane, and you can’t be if they kick you out.”  

“Understood,” I went down the hall. 

Cruz was waiting. He shook my hand and pulled me into a hug, “I’m sorry about Joanie. How’s Sloane?” 

“He’s hanging in there.” 

“Good. Are you doing okay?”  

“I’m trying to make sense of everything.”   

“Yeah. I hear that. Let me know if you need anything.”

“How did you know I was here?”  

“Come on. This is bad news. It traveled pretty fast.”   

“Did it? Mia said you called the house.”  

“Oh, yeah. I did. She told me, so I came down.”  

“That would make sense if it were true.”   

Cruz looked confused. “What do you mean?”   

“You didn’t call the house. Mia said she called you.”   

“Right. She was upset and crying after you fell in the driveway. I came to check on you, so she wouldn’t worry.”   

Chip stepped closer, “Knight, are you going to finish these forms or what?”  

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I told him but didn’t break eye contact with Cruz. “When did you get Mia’s number?” 

“She called from home tonight.”   

“That’s not what she said.” 

Cruz laughed nervously, “Levi, what’s up with you?”  

“Mia didn’t have your number. How did she call?”

“Man, this night is confusing,” Cruz said. “Maybe she got it from your phone.” 

“Are you talking to my wife while I’m working?”

Cruz shrugged off my question, “No, that’s crazy.” 

I wasn’t convinced. 

“Levi, I’m not talking to Mia. I’m here to check on things,” his phone started vibrating in his pocket. 

“Do you need to get it?” I asked.

“Nah, it can wait. Where is all this coming from?” Cruz asked. “You’re pissed off about your friends. Hell, I would be too, but coming at me about Mia is damn crazy.” 

I didn’t like his tone. 

Chip pushed the clipboard against my chest. “They need this. Sloane is heading back to surgery in an hour.”  

 Cruz wanted to reason with me. 

My eyes locked on his, “We’ll talk later.”  

“Alright. I’ll be around,” Cruz replied. 

I took the clipboard and walked away. 

Chip fell into step again, “That could’ve went sideways.” 

“I gave my word it wouldn’t.” 

“Yeah. Do you think Cruz will stick around?” 

“No. You saw the same thing I did. He was lying.” 

Chip cursed under his breath. “No fucking way.”  

“Yeah, maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s just conversation with him and Mia, but it shouldn’t be anything at all.”   

Chip cursed more, “A man’s wife is sacred. I don’t have Cruz down for it, but I’ve been wrong a time or two.” 

“God help him if he is,” I went back to filling out forms. 

Chip was silent for a full five minutes. He stood up, “I’ll go make sure things are calm in the waiting room.”   

“You don’t have to. Cruz is gone.”    

“I’ll check anyway. How about that?” 

“Go ahead,” I was doing alright with the paperwork. 

Chip came back, “How’s it going?”  

“We need Sloane’s wallet. His insurance card should be in there. Is Cruz still out there?” 

“No. He left,” Chip didn’t say more. 

Sloane was being prepped for surgery. My life was put on hold while my best friend was fighting for his. 
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Rehabilitation Center, Van Loon Street, Queens


March started with dark gray skies. Life changed when Joanie died. It had been ten months since, and we had our regrets, but Sloane was fighting like hell to get back on his feet. Making the trip to Queens wasn’t a problem. I turned up my collar, rounded the building, and braced against harsh wind to push through the doors. Tess was at the waiting room desk. “Hey, you made it.” 

“Yeah. How’s it going?”  

“Great. Congratulations. I’m told you have a daughter.”  

The greatest feeling happened whenever Jasmine was mentioned. She was my heart. “Thanks, I’m exhausted.” 

“Sounds about right,” Tess laughed and then offered the sign-in clipboard. “Hopefully, you’ll get rest after the two-month mark. Every baby is different.” 

I groaned, “I’ll collapse before then. How’s he doing?” 

“Sloane’s working hard. He’ll be mad after seeing you.” 

I chuckled, “I like giving him motivation.” 

Tess laughed again, “He’s in room four.” 

“Thanks,” I went down the hall and made a left. Sloane didn’t like being out in the open where people could see him struggling. I quietly stepped in the room and nodded at Mary. She smiled and motioned to Khalif. He was working with Sloane by moving his leg and providing support to his knee. Sloane was having a rough go of it. He didn’t groan but a thin layer of sweat formed on his face. Khalif and Mary were monitoring his every move. 

“Nice,” Khalif told him. “Take time to breathe. Okay, cool. We’re doing the other side. Are you ready?” 

“Hell no but go ahead,” Sloane inwardly groaned again while Khalif went through the exercises. They were finished fifteen minutes later. Mary got into position to help. “I can do it,” Sloane told them. 

“We know,” Mary said, “We don’t want your injuries getting worse. It has to be done properly.”  

“Right,” Sloane agreed and took the help. He didn’t argue with people who wanted the best for him, well, only me, but I dealt with it. 

They went through cool down exercises. A series of stretches happened. Mary smiled at Sloane, “Soon, you’ll be doing this on your own.”   

“I do sometimes at home.”   

“Good. Don’t overdo it,” she warned him. “We need you all in one piece for your next visit. You got me?” 

“Yes Ma’am,” Sloane replied. 

Khalif shook his hand, “It’s always good working with you. Rest up. Be ready in two days. We’re going to push some limits.” 

“That sounds like a nightmare,” Sloane sat up straight on the mat platform. He didn’t want anyone around during his recovery. I ignored his attitude and kept checking on him. Sloane warned me to back off. I didn’t. We argued. He figured out I wasn’t going anywhere. Sloane told the doctors and therapists I was his support person or something of the sort. However it went. I was still privy to everything. It was tough seeing him in pain day in and day out, but I wasn’t leaving him on his own.

 I listened to their conversation until Khalif and Mary left the room. Sloane was staring at me. I ignored the frown on his face and relaxed in a chair. “You look good.”  

“Yeah. What are you doing here?” 

“I’m cleared to participate in therapy.” 

“They’re supposed to call you for medical emergencies.”   

“I’m on the list. Don’t remove my name.” 

“I should because you’re damn hard headed,” Sloane groaned but reached for his sweatshirt. “You need to be home with your family.” 

“Mom is at the house making dinner.”  

Sloane struggled with his shirt. I wanted to help, but he shot a dirty look in my direction. “How’s the wife?” 

“Tired. She’s healing from the C-section, but it’s hard on her.” 

“Right. They stapled her up. It’s good she’s resting. It’ll heal faster. Did you show Tess pictures of baby girl?” 

I chuckled, “No. Are you bragging already?”

“Yeah. Say when her christening is. Jasmine can have more godparents. I should be her godfather.”   

“That’s true, and you will be,” I gave Sloane my word. 

He relaxed, “Okay. I didn’t want you fighting me on it.” 

“We’re closer than blood brothers. Why would I say no?” 

“You’re a pain in my ass,” Sloane stressed each word. “But I gotta get better in case something happens to you.”  

“We need you well, but you’ll look after my family if it came down to it. I trust you with my life.” 

Something flickered in Sloane’s eyes. “Maybe you shouldn’t. Did you talk to the trauma counselors at the job? They had this kind way of dealing with it. Everybody kept saying it wasn’t my fault. It is.” 

“It’s not. Someone should kick your ass to remind you.” 

“I was there when Joanie died.”  

“I’ll trade places with you or her in a heartbeat.” 

“Don’t talk like that,” Sloane glared at me. “You got more to live for than me.”  

“It’s hard on you. Whatever’s on your mind, bad thoughts, random shit, whatever, I don’t care, talk to me. You got people who love you. Don’t quit.” 

“It feels bad. I’m working through it. Some days are tough. Guess I’m living with it though.” Sloane fixed his sweatpants, but he struggled to put on his shoes. 

“They know you’re in pain,” I told him. “It’s not hard to see even when you’re lying about it. Khalif and Mary will write it in your chart.”  

“I’ve been through life-altering shit. I can hurt.” 

“But you won’t talk to the Pain Management Doctor.”  

“Nope. Don’t plan on doing it either. Look, my days are packed with appointments. I’m not taking drugs.” 

I didn’t speak more on it. Sloane had his reasons. 

“Do you need help?” I asked but stayed in my seat, not wanting to hurt his pride. 

Sloane cleared his throat. “Yeah. This mat’s too low.” 

I was by his side, keeping him balanced until he got the walker. “Man, you got cool wheels on this thing.”

“Are you crazy? It’s a device to help me walk.” 

“It’s great. What happens when you hit the pavement?” 

Sloane shook his head, “It rolls. What the hell is wrong with you?” 

“This is new. You were in the wheelchair last time.”  

“Yeah. I like this better. You’re not supposed to be here.”  

“Don’t start it up,” I told him. “I spent three weeks at home. I have three more weeks of paternity leave.” 

“Jasmine is a newborn. She needs her Dad.”  

“I’m up for nighttime feedings and everything else. Calm down.” 

“I am calm. You’re wasting time with me.” 

“Shut up. Where’s your coat?” 

“On the hook over there. I should’ve put it on before getting up.” 

“Nah. We’ll get it on you,” I said while straightening things out. 

We left the building and went to my truck. Sloane moved at a slower pace. The wind was working against him, but we made it. Sloane hoisted himself into the passenger seat. “It’s damn cold.”  

“It is. How did you plan on getting home?” 

“I got people who can transport me to and from appointments. They did it all the time with my wheelchair. They can do it now.” 

“Why didn’t you call them?”

Sloane was being stubborn. “It’s only five blocks.” 

I shook my head, “You’re nowhere near one hundred percent. You need to tell them about every appointment. I’m serious. Don’t keep doing this.” 

“Alright. I won’t,” Sloane grumbled. “Close the door.” 

“No. Feel the cold air and think about it for next time.”  

I folded up his walker. Sloane tried giving me a hard time on the drive, but he needed transportation to and from his doctor appointments. It wasn’t up for discussion. 

Sloane struggled to leave the truck. We went into his building. “I’m not taking the steps,” I hit the elevator button. “I haven’t had a night’s sleep in almost a month.” 

Sloane didn’t complain. He probably figured it was for his benefit. We walked into his place minutes later.

“Settle in. Do you have food in here? I’m checking.”  

“Knight, stop prying into my damn life,” Sloane said from the living room. He was comfortable and wouldn’t get up unless he needed to. 

“I’m making sure you’re living right,” I corrected him. “Answer your door for deliveries.” 

“I can grab stuff from the corner store.” 

“But you’re not carrying much with the walker. Answer when the groceries get here. The time is still seven-thirty.”  

“On Wednesdays. I know. Thanks for doing it.”  

It bothered Sloane to ask for help. He didn’t like relying on people. 

“No problem. I want to make sure you eat.”  

“I can make mostly everything. I order takeout too.” 

“You should with all the extra cash you’re saving.”  

“I’m putting it aside for Jasmine,” Sloane told me. “I’m giving Chip money for Josh and Talia too.”  

I went back to the living room with a beer, “I’m still doing the same. Chip stops by every week.” 

Sloane sighed, “I can’t go around them looking like this. I might hold off altogether. I don’t want them hating me.”   

“They don’t. Josh remembers you. Give it time.”   

“It won’t change anything. Their Mom is dead.” 

“They’ll know she wasn’t alone at the end.”   

Sloane’s voice was ragged with emotion, “Go home to your family.”  

“I am, but you’re family too. I’m texting to check on you. Answer when it happens.” I popped the cap off the beer and offered it to him. 

“Thanks. I’ll text. Don’t be annoying and call.” 

“I’ll do it to get on your nerves,” I locked the door behind me. 

The trip back to Staten Island took almost an hour, but Mom was patiently waiting for Dad. I kissed her cheek, “Thanks for everything.”  

“Stop. I’m happy to do it. Jasmine is my entire world,” Mom smiled, “And she’s always a little angel for me.” 

I chuckled, “You’re a pro at parenting. We’re still trying.”  

“It takes time,” Mom stopped talking when Jasmine started making noise. “Oh no, she’s up from her nap.” 

“I’ll take care of her,” I hung up my coat, washed my hands, and draped a blanket over my shoulder. 

Jasmine was in the bassinet, squirming this way and that. The first order of business was to make sure she didn’t need a diaper change. That was taken care of. 

I lifted her up. She curled up with her legs folded like she was still relaxing in the womb. I kissed her forehead and cradled her in my arms. Jasmine had tufts of midnight black hair. Mom said the bald spots would grow in. I carefully avoided her soft spot. Jasmine calm down when I started rocking her.

“Don’t fuss. It’s okay. Daddy’s here.” 

Mom smiled, “You’re so good with her.”  

“I’ve been practicing and taking classes.” 

“We didn’t have those back in the day.” 

Jasmine started grunting and rubbing her mouth against my shirt. “Don’t fuss. It’s okay. Daddy’s has you. Mom, she’s rooting. I need to make a bottle.”  

Mom laughed, “You’re like a walking book with all the words. Stop worrying. I made one. It’s on the table.”   

“Thanks,” I carefully went for the bottle, tested it on my arm, and gave it to Jasmine. “She won’t drink more than two ounces at a time.” 

“That’s normal. She’ll start drinking more in another week or two.” 

“Okay. I want to ask the pediatrician about it.” 

“You should if it’ll put your mind at ease, but she’s healthy.” 

“I’m grateful,” I kissed Jasmine’s forehead again. This time she slowly opened her eyes. My heart filled with so much love looking at my daughter. She was perfect.

I talked to Mom, fed Jasmine, and tried getting her to burp. I kept patting and rubbing her back for a bit. Dad came in to see Jasmine. Mom was at her limit with cooking for the night, so they were going out to eat. They had reservations but still didn’t want to leave. I finally got them on their way. I checked to make sure Jasmine didn’t need a diaper change and put her down for a bit. She didn’t fuss that much and was content to relax alone. 

Mia came downstairs in knit pants and a long sleeve shirt, “Did your parents leave? I was doing my best.”  

“Don’t worry. They understand,” I motioned for Mia and thought about all the changes. I was grieving, working, and loving her through the pain. Some issues weren’t talked about, but we were close during her pregnancy. I made every appointment and stayed with her when she was sick or had trouble sleeping. 

I was stressed on another level when Mia went into labor and didn’t know if she and our daughter would survive. Everything became life or death. I couldn’t lose another person. I stood in the operating room, terrified, and not wanting to take my eyes off them for a second.

They were out of danger minutes later. 

I saw Jasmine for the first time while her Mom was being taken care of. Every argument in the past stayed there. Everything was about my family. 

Mia took my hand and moved closer.

 I kissed her, “You look good.” 

She sighed, “Don’t lie. I slept a little.” 

I pulled her in for a kiss. “Good. How are you feeling?” 

“Okay. I’ll make a bottle for Jasmine.” 

“It’s all taken care of. She’s fed and has a clean diaper.”  

Mia smiled, “You’re very good at this.” 

“I’m her Dad. I have to be. Relax. I’ll bring dinner.”

“No. I’ll do it. Your Mom was nice enough to cook,” Mia headed to the kitchen. “How’s Sloane doing?” 

“He’s making progress and not using the wheelchair.” 

“That’s great. He’ll be back to work in no time.”  

“I’m not sure if he’ll take the desk job. I’ll talk to him.” 

“You should because his pension will be decent either way. He’s not the type to sit around and do nothing.”  

“Yeah. He’ll be pissed.”

“You’ll say something to keep him that way,” Mia said and started piling food on the plates. “Everything looks so good. I’m starving.” 

“Food and sleep is all I want.” 

“Is it,” Mia teased me. “There was a time when all you wanted was sex. Did it finally change?”   

“No, but we can’t do anything for a few months. I want to make sure you’re comfortable and up to it. We’re married. I have my entire life to get more of what’s mine.”  

Mia sighed, “I got so lucky with you.” 

“I’ll remind you the next time you’re pissed at me.”  

“I can be unreasonable at times.”  

“I waited for so long to hear those words.”

Mia blushed, “Hush. I’ve been worried about you.” 

“Don’t be. I’m learning to accept things for what they are. Nothing will come before you and our daughter.” 

We relaxed in the living room to eat and watch Jasmine. All she did was sleep, cry, and soil diapers, but getting downtime was a challenge. Sometimes she was fussy and we would take turns rocking her all night. We dealt with exhausted days and sleepless nights together. 

Mia stopped eating to wipe her mouth with a napkin, “Did you tell Sloane about the Detective’s Exam?”  

“No. I didn’t want to upset him.”  

Mia sighed, “Are you changing your mind?” 

I put aside my plate, “I studied for the test. I’m ready, but we all agreed to do it together. Now, it’s only me.”  

“You miss Joanie, and I can’t imagine how Sloane is feeling, but you promised no more night shifts.”   

“Detective work will be long hours.” 

“I know, but you’ll have more time home and won’t have to spend every waking moment at the precinct.”

I smiled, not wanting to ruin her moment. 

“I’ll try to be home more.” 

“Good because we need you.”  

I promised her with a kiss. Mia would get riled up if we talked about it more. There was no convincing her that work was safe. Nights on patrol weren’t the same either. Maybe I needed a change of pace. Switching departments might help. My life needed to be different, and I couldn’t go back to how things were.

“What are you thinking about?”  

“You,” I kissed her again. “Maybe it’s time for a career change.”  

Mia sighed, “You won’t be happy working for my dad.” 

“I’ll take the Detective’s Exam and stay on if I pass.” 

She stared at me, “Are you saying you’ll leave if you don’t make Detective?”  

“Yep. I can still make a difference with community work a few times a month or doing something in the outreach programs hosted by the department. That should fill the void of not being on duty.” 

Mia wanted to scream but looked at the bassinet. “Levi, you made me the happiest woman in the world. I want you to pass, but I don’t want it at the same time.” 

I chuckled, “I get it.” 

“Really? I don’t want to be selfish. Your salary would be more working for my Dad. You’ll get to make your own hours. It’s safer too.” 

“The last two are good reasons. I want to be home.” 

Mia’s eyes sparkled, “This will be so good for us.”

“Let’s eat and relax. I need this. It’s the only affection I’m getting.”

“Aww,” Mia teased. “I’ll make it up to you.” 

“Don’t tease me with a good time.” 

“I can’t. I’m so exhausted,” She sighed and then kissed me again. I enjoyed our downtime until Mia took Jasmine upstairs. We were getting her on a sleep schedule, but it wasn’t working yet. I needed a nap and then I would be good with staying up all night. 

It didn’t take long to put away the food and straighten up the kitchen. I was on my way upstairs when somebody knocked on the door. That was odd since everyone knew to ring the bell. It happened again. I opened the door to Cruz standing there, looking confused.

 He rushed to explain, “Levi, I came to talk.”   

“We didn’t talk since the night Joanie died.”   

“I would’ve been around, but you weren’t thinking straight. Things could’ve went sideways. Are we going to stand here in the cold?” 

“Say what you need to.” 

Cruz looked around, “I didn’t see your truck.” 

 I parked down the street a ways, so Dad could pull up in the driveway next to Mia’s car. A terrible feeling settled in my stomach. “You didn’t expect me to be here.” 

“Yeah. I was hoping not to argue,” Cruz said with all the courage he could. “I’m here to see Mia.” 

I stepped outside and closed the door. Cruz backed off, but he kept talking, “There’s no easy way to say this. Mia wants a divorce.” 

His words hung in the cold air. Cruz grabbed the railing like he knew it would take seconds to close the gap. 

The front door opened, “Levi, was someone knocking? Why are you out here?” Mia stopped talking.

I didn’t turn around, “He says you want a divorce.”  

“That’s not true. He keeps calling. He won’t stop.” 

“You don’t have to keep lying. He knows,” Cruz told her. “We should’ve told him last year and saved the trouble.”

My mind sped through everything. Mia was cheating on me. I didn’t pick up on it until Sloane was at the hospital. Even afterward I tried giving my wife the benefit of the doubt. How long was the affair happening? My mind was overloaded with random fucking thoughts. 

“You can leave with him,” I told Mia. “You want Cruz. That’s fine. Our daughter is staying here.”  

Mia was hysterical, “Are you going to believe him? Cruz flirted with me all the time. You know that.”  

“How long have you been fucking him?” I said not caring about her feelings. “Don’t lie to me.”  

“Everything, all of it was a huge mistake,” she stumbled over her words but didn’t answer the question. 

Cruz spoke up, “It started two years ago.” 

“Shut up!” Mia warned him. “I was having problems in my marriage. I came to you as a friend.” 

“He was never a friend of yours,” I corrected Mia. “Get your things.”  

“I’m not leaving with him. Levi, don’t do this.” 

My heart was damn breaking. My wife wasn’t mine and the fall out that happened afterward would change our daughter’s life. 

Mia was screaming at Cruz, “I told you no. You didn’t stop. You wouldn’t stop ever. Even after I said no time and time again.”

“Mia. It’s over. He knows,” Cruz reminded her. “Don’t say I took advantage of you or did worse. You invited me over. You asked for sex and complained because he was never around to give it to you.”

Mia tried denying it. That didn’t work. She gave up and tried hurling herself down the steps at Cruz. I kept it from happening, “Mia, start packing.” 

“I just gave birth to our daughter. I’m still in pain. How can I leave?” 

“He’ll help you out,” I glanced at Cruz.

He shoved his hands in his pockets, “I didn’t want it to go down like this. Mia wanted to wait, but I love her.”  

“That’ll get you punched in the mouth. Wait for her or don’t. She’ll be leaving tonight,” I said already finished with the conversation. 

“Levi, we’re not in love. He’s crazy. He’s blackmailing me.” Mia was lying. She couldn’t tell the truth even with Cruz on our doorstep. 

They kept arguing about details and missed the way my jaw tightened. They didn’t see my fist clench in silent rage. 

Cruz was explaining something about how or when it happened. Mia was denying it and telling me to come inside. It was fucking ridiculous to be standing on my steps in the cold dealing with something that shouldn’t have been a problem. 

“Mia, I asked you,” my voice sounded calmer than I felt. “I told you to be honest. We’re through.”  

She was crying, but tears couldn’t get her out of this.

“Cruz, wait near your car,” my eyes locked on his. Everything would go sideways soon. 

Mia released a gut-wrenching sob, “Levi, can we talk? Please? Don’t do this. I never meant to hurt you. I was selfish. Oh God, I can’t do this without you. Please.” 

“Why are you begging him?” Cruz asked. “You wanted this. You talked about him not being home. You said he loved Joanie more than you. I was there when you were lonely. I looked after you.”  

“Cruz, you were a mistake. I love Levi. I always have,” Mia touched my arm. “We’re a family. I love you.” 

“You said to wait until Jasmine was born,” Cruz reminded her. “We went too far to change any of it.” 

“Get out of here!” Mia screamed at him. 

“Stop yelling,” I calmly warned her. “Go inside. We’ll talk, but I don’t see us fixing this. You crossed the line.” 

Maybe it was something in my tone. Maybe she knew there was no coming back from it. Mia listened without saying a word for the first time in years. My head was throbbing, and there was a moment when everything was going to shit. A terrible pain clutched my chest and wouldn’t let up. Mia went inside and closed the door.

“You can’t put this all on us,” Cruz started talking recklessly. “You had to know she wasn’t happy.”

“We shouldn’t have any run-ins after this. I don’t want to see you around. Keep your conversations with Mia to yourself. Respect our marriage until this ends.” 

It wasn’t in my nature to let it go, but my daughter was in the house. I turned away, willing to leave it alone. 

“She’s not yours,” Cruz’s words cut deep. 

“You don’t want to take this route. This is your warning. This is all you’ll get.” 

“It’s true. Ask Mia. You didn’t have sex with her around the time she got pregnant. Jasmine is my daughter.” 

My hand was on the knob when Cruz crashed into me. He landed two hard jabs to my side. I lost my breath but elbowed him. He took it and tried getting a better hold. We tussled, crashed down the steps, and hit the pavement. Pain ripped through me. 

We wrestled and threw punches. That ended. We were on our feet and locking it up when something broke. My reasoning skills weren’t there. I blocked his next blow, punched him in the face and started working on him, breaking him down, and making him understand.

Cruz staggered back. He wanted to stop what was happening. It fueled my anger. Cruz countered a few times, but it wasn’t enough. He groaned and threw up his hands to block blows he couldn’t handle. My next punch lifted him. I don’t remember him hitting the concrete. I don’t remember sitting on the curb, but it happened because Cruz was unconscious with his face beat in.

 Mia was calling my name. It sounded annoying in a way that caused bile to rise in my throat. Red and blue lights flashed in the distance. I sat in the cold with blood dripping from my hands.
















  
  

When It’s Over 


Levi





We were taught de-escalation techniques and were equipped to handle all kinds of scenarios including the one at my house. They came with guns drawn, yelling commands, and a few things that didn’t make sense. The one on the right looked new to the job. He was a little green around the edges like the scene was too much. The other officer could’ve had five or six years under his belt. I kept my non-threatening posture, but Cruz unconscious and bleeding wasn’t the ideal way to build trust. 

Mia was somewhere in the background talking. It was called in. They needed an ambulance. Maybe Mia told them her version of what happened. Couldn’t say I cared, but I did the safest thing by lying face down on the ground with my hands behind my head.

 I was cuffed and lifted. They struggled to the cruiser. My shoulder hit the hood hard, but I didn’t resist. My rights were told in standard form. I was coherent and nodded. They tried shoving me into the backseat. That happened with minimal damage. 

I sat up on my own but didn’t bother to look around. Not one thought about guilt happened. I didn’t see a point in regret. Mia was talking to the officers and sobbing. There was no point to that either. 

Paramedics came for Cruz. I declined medical treatment and then I was put into a holding cell at a nearby precinct. There was no extra details. I didn’t justify what happened. I gave the facts and left it at that. 

There was a deep chill in my bones. I didn’t ask for comforts. My daughter was tucked away in the house, safe and sound. Hopefully, Mia would call her parents to help out. Chip’s voice broke through the fog in my mind, “What kind of charges is he looking at?”  

“Can’t say. The woman at the house identified herself as his wife. She gave the officers his full name and badge number. Her lover came to the house. He attacked the husband and got more than he bargained for. He went in for emergency surgery. Not sure if the state will press charges. The wife said her husband was being threatened. Domestic disputes are complicated.” 

“I’ll talk to him,” Chip said something else. Their voices lowered. A clanging sound echoed when the cell door opened. Chip leaned against it, “You didn’t call.” 

“It’s not your problem. I’ll wait until the judge is in.”    

“They said you cleaned your hands off with wipes, won’t eat, didn’t sleep, and you look like shit. You’ve been in holding for nineteen hours. It’s not the time to stand before a judge in your condition. They’ll come and get you if charges are filed. Maybe it’ll happen. Maybe it won’t. Either way, it’s not a good idea to wait here.”    

“Cruz was with Mia for years.”  

“Can’t imagine how fucked up it feels, but you gotta know this will get worse. Not saying you’re wrong, but it’s a raw deal for everybody. Your parents are here.” 

Mom couldn’t take the heartache. I stood up, knowing my old man would come in the station if I didn’t walk out.

“I disrespected them with this.”  

“You’re unhinged. We’ll get you back on track.” We left holding. Chip pointed to the bathroom, “Get decent.”  

I went into the restroom, used generic soap, and brown paper towels to clean up. The gash on my head wasn’t bad. My arm had a deep scrape. I took soap and water to it and then checked out my side. My ribs were bruised from tumbling down the steps. Landing on the pavement caused bruises in other places. My hair was caked up with blood and dirt. Time was put into fixing my appearance. 

Chip was waiting, “You look better. It’s still a far cry but not like before. I don’t want this sprung on you.” He cleared his throat, “Mia filed an emergency protection order. It was granted this morning. They’ll serve you.” 

“I won’t hurt her or my daughter. I told her to leave.” 

“Yeah. The argument ended with Cruz in the hospital. Mia feels like she’s not safe. Admitting to the affair is one thing, you being under the same roof with her is another.” 

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll sign the papers.”  

“Okay. Take it in stride. You’ll get a chance to fix this.”  

We went up front. I filled out the paperwork. They explained what the Protection of Abuse Order was for. Mia felt threatened, under the circumstances, it was granted due to the nature of events. I signed, knowing I couldn’t go home or anywhere near Mia or Jasmine. 

“You know what’s coming,” Chip said as we left the building. Dealing with my parents was next. 

We walked into the cold. 

Mom was crying, “Levi, I can’t believe this.” 

I hugged her. “I’m sorry for your pain.” 

“I’m scared for everyone involved. Mia said you can’t come back to the house. She didn’t explain anything, but your father said to stop calling. I went to the hospital. They didn’t let me see Cruz.” Mom sobbed more with her face pressed against my chest. “Son, this feels like a bad dream.” 

I kissed her forehead, “Mom, you’re upset. Go relax in the car.” 

“No. Where are you going? You don’t have a coat.” 

Dad interrupted, “Kathey, he’s coming home with us. Give him space to sort things out with Chip.” 

“I’ll get in where it’s warm soon,” I promised her. 

Mom backed away and hurried to the car. I waited until she was inside to talk. “Dad, what happened?”  

“They were treating your Mom like she was the problem I won’t have anyone talk to my wife like that. A man’s wife is sacred. Cruz was out of line. I don’t need to know more than what I do, but his old man got himself a split lip for yelling at your Mom. I would’ve been in a holding cell next to yours.”

I shook my head, “Cruz came at me. I should’ve let up at the end.” 

“You can’t change that,” Chip spoke up. “You’ll have to get in front of this. Report to your Superior. Call your Rep and be willing to talk honestly about what went down. You’ll come out of this banged up but all in one piece. You might even get to take the Detective’s Exam.” 

“I’ll meet with them and follow protocol. I’m finished.”  

Chip sighed, “Kid, this isn’t the way to go.” 

“My behavior proved I can’t be trusted to uphold the law without my emotions coming into play. Don’t do harm. Protect the communities. Serve the people,” I repeated the phrases Chip said all the time. He didn’t want the young police officers getting mixed up in risky situations. Chip didn’t tolerate ignorance, prejudice, or disrespect. He believed in the law and living right.

My old man spoke up, “My son was law enforcement in its truest form. If he can’t go on with how things are, it is what it is. We need to respect his decision.” 

Chip was always in my corner. It was hurting him to know my career was ending. His eyes brimmed with tears but he cleared his throat, “Follow procedure on your way out. You won’t get your pension, but it didn’t happen on the job. You can forfeit your future benefits and get a refund for contributions. That’ll be a nice sum of cash.” 

“Son, we need to get in the car,” Dad reminded me. “Your Mom will have a fit if you catch cold.”  

“I’m right behind you,” I replied and glanced at Chip. “You’re disappointed in me, but I need a favor.” 

“Aww Kid, this shit is life. I never wanted you to experience this kind of pain. I’m not pissed at your choices just that you had to make them. What do you need?” 

“Can you pick up my wallet, phone, and a duffle?”

“Yeah, I’m taking Lorna with me. The wife will talk with Mia better. You know, kind of not make it all worse.” 

I chuckled in spite of the situation, “Thank her for me.” 

“Yep. We’ll look in on Jasmine for you too.” 

“Thanks. I appreciate that,” I turned to walk away before Chip could see the tears in my eyes. Jasmine was my everything. I couldn’t cope with being away from her. 

I got in the car. The ride to the house was quiet. My parents didn’t want to overwhelm me. I didn’t want to burden them. 

Chip came by hours later. I was grateful for his help. Mom asked him and Lorna to stay for dinner. I showered, changed my clothes, and fell into an exhausted sleep. My life wouldn’t be the same. 

It took a week or so to get used to a routine that didn’t involve waking up for bottle feedings and diaper changes. My life felt empty, but I started the process of leaving my job. Letting everyone down weighed on my heart, but the alternative would’ve been much worse. 

Mia called two weeks later. It was days after the permanent order was in place. My common sense should’ve kicked in. I answered the phone, thinking it was about Jasmine. 

“Levi, how are you?” 

“I miss Jasmine. Are your parents helping?” 

“They know what I did. I’m not sure how they found out. Mom has questions. Dad is criticizing me. Jasmine is fine. I’m sorry for getting the abuse order on you, but Cruz is hurt. I don’t want to be next.” 

“I wouldn’t put my hands on you or Jasmine.” 

“You were kicking me out,” Mia snapped at me. She quickly tried fixing her tone. “I won’t make excuses, but I don’t love him. I love you. I can’t be alone. I won’t.” 

Jasmine started crying. My heart was broken. Mia betrayed my trust. I wasn’t sure if I would’ve forgiven her if it was a random guy. My pride would’ve been bruised for sure, but her and Cruz was the worst kind of pain.

 I changed the subject, “Jasmine is getting ready for a good cry. She needs you.”  

Mia sighed, “Don’t break up our family.” 

I didn’t have to remind Mia how it was all set in motion, but I needed to say what couldn’t happen, “You already know the protection order was extended two days ago.” 

“How can they do that? You weren’t present.” 

“You were there. That’s all that mattered, but I still can’t be around you or our daughter. My Mom can help out. Dad can drop her off so there won’t be problems.” 

“Why would it be a problem? Do you hate me?”

“Mia, I could go to jail. Cruz might press charges.” 

“He can’t do that. It’s my fault he confronted you.”  

I didn’t accuse her. That would lead to another argument. “Jasmine is still crying. Don’t waste time with me. Get her and call my Mom. She’ll help with whatever you need. I put more money in our joint account. Use it to pay your bills, food, or whatever. I’ll keep putting money in,” I stopped talking when Jasmine got quiet. 

“I’m holding her,” Mia explained. “Can’t I just tell them we’re working things out? I need you here with us.”  

“It doesn’t work that way,” I told her, knowing it was a half-truth. There was no telling when the situation would be resolved with Cruz. All I wanted was joint custody. Mia didn’t want a divorce. It was too much to unpack in a phone conversation we weren’t legally allowed to have.

“Mia, we shouldn’t be talking. Remember to call my Mom. She’ll help you out. I have to go.” 

Mia’s voice rose, “Why? Are you seeing someone?”

Jasmine started fussing. 

“We’re married. I won’t cheat on you.” 

The words came out without thinking. Mia was upset after that. I tried calming her down for Jasmine’s sake. She called me every name under the sun and then she accused me of being cold-hearted and wanting her to fail at being a mother. I don’t know where that came from, but I let Mia take her frustrations out on me because I wanted a chance to see Jasmine. 

Mia finally burst into tears. She confessed to being overwhelmed and needing help. Mia ended the call after running out of words. I didn’t mind if she kept blaming me. Maybe that would help get her through it. 

I dialed my lawyer. Danica Kingsley came highly recommended. She was direct and had a professional reputation of dealing with difficult family cases. She answered on the third ring. Five minutes was spent explaining what happened with Mia. I didn’t try to spin it. “I answered her call to hear about Jasmine.”

“Okay, there’s no harm in that. She called you. Next time let it go to voicemail. Any recordings could work in your favor. I’ll note you offered to have your Mom help with child care to keep Mia from feeling overwhelmed. Post-partum depression is very serious.” 

“I figured it was best not to argue with her.”  

Danica agreed, “Absolutely. It’s good you’re keeping money in the accounts. It shows you’re not withdrawing support in any way. Keep me in the know with how things are with your Mom helping out. Of course, you can’t be there. It was good to mention that to your wife. There should be no more contact by phone or otherwise. Did you start Anger Management Class?”  

“Yes. Three times a week. I’ll be working at McGregor Security. My friend Chip put in a word.” 

“Spell his name. I want to make sure it’s correct.” 

I did and then explained more, “My resignation noted personal reasons. I was talking with a grief counselor on and off for almost a year.”  

“And that was mainly about your partner’s death?” 

“Yeah. Guilt and how I’m being there for my friend.” 

“He’s still recovering. Right?” 

“Yes. We haven’t been in touch these past few weeks.” 

“You have things happening in your life. Reach out.”  

“I planned on doing that soon.”  

“Good. When was your last session with the Grief Counselor?” 

“About two weeks ago. It was the day before everything happened at my house. Is that a problem?”

“Not that I can see, but you should make every effort with class. Are you considering marriage counseling?” 

“No. I want joint custody.” 

“There wasn’t a prenuptial agreement. Are you willing to pay spousal support? It’s normally for half the time you were married.” 

“Mia’s not working right now, so I’m open to that.” 

“I’ll note it for consideration during mediation. Anything else?”  

I gave myself time to say it, “I need a paternity test.”  

“Mister Knight, you were married to your wife. Any children born to her during this time is considered yours by law. It is not your responsibility to require proof, so the other party would have to absorb all costs and court fees including paternity testing to prove he is the biological father, but given all the events leading up to this, yes, it will be in your best interest to know without any doubt, she is your daughter. I’ll put in the request right after this conversation.”

“Thanks. I’ll send my character references to you.”   

“I have them. I do due diligence before taking a client.”

I thanked Danica again even if she didn’t need it. I was feeling somewhat better after our call. It would be an uphill battle with the divorce, but joint-custody and raising Jasmine was worth anything that would come my way. Mia took my advice. Mom would be helping her with Jasmine. My heart felt ten times lighter. 

The weeks following were tough. I went from being happily married with a newborn baby girl to separated and staying with my parents. McGregor Security happened. I took assignment after assignment. 

My finances were straightened out. My emergency account turned into my primary, but money was put in our joint account every week without fail. 


















  
  

Moving On 


Levi





St. George, Staten Island


Spring came. I didn’t celebrate my birthday or the move. There wasn’t much to unpack, but I called it quits and stood near the glass panes. Dark clouds were forming above the water. I wanted to throw steaks on the grill but cleaning again wasn’t the best choice. Pizza would work. I was putting in my order when somebody knocked on the door. I opened it without checking. Sloane was standing with help from a cane. He grinned, “You’re all moved in.” 

The guy was still waiting on the phone. I repeated my order with Sloane saying to double it and add soda. I went back to the living room. Sloane followed me, “What’s the problem? We can’t have pizza without soda.” He looked around, “Nice place, but it needs more furniture.”  

Sloane was referring to my beach chairs and a wooden chest being used as a coffee table. I grabbed my beer, “I needed a place to live. Did my parents tell you I moved?” 

“I used to be a cop, same as you. I lost my physical ability, not my instinct. Your old man said the building and floor,” Sloane studied me. “What’s up with you?”  

“Nothing.” I sat in a chair, “Why didn’t you take the desk job?”  

“I’m not the kind of guy who enjoys pushing paper,” Sloane replied. “How’s private security going?” 

“No complaints. The pay is good.” 

“So, you’ll keep taking assignments for these high-profile people? You had drinks thrown at you because some jackass pissed off the wrong person. A glass shard nicked your face. A wealthy business man’s wife tried to kill him. She threatened to cut him, you, and whoever else got in her way. There was a crash with three vehicles, you’re lucky none of them were yours, and a slew of other shit, but there’s one thing I can’t figure out,” Sloane glanced at me. “How did you get into a fight with another security firm?” 

“They were roughing up my client. I was hired to keep him in one piece. No laws were broken on my end.” 

“Your bones will be broken if you keep taking jobs like the last six you had. A different client every week is too damn risky.” 

“My skill set is what it is. I don’t have a criminal record, but my reputation is shit. I need the work.”

“Yeah. You got Cruz to thank for ruining your career.” 

“No. I went too far and lost everything,” my voice shook with anger. It wasn’t the time to talk about my life falling apart. I pushed down the emotion and glanced at Sloane. “There’s beer in the fridge if you want to stay or take the pizza to go. That’ll work too.” 

“You’re attitude is piss-poor, but I’m staying.”  

“Whatever. How’s rehab going?” 

He sighed, “Fucking terrible. I’m still in pain.” 

I glanced at him, “Sloane, you won’t be an addict because your parents were. You don’t have to suffer.” 

“I’m not taking a bunch of pills. I’m not an addict, and I won’t be one either. How are you dealing with your pain?”  

I didn’t want to talk about it. Sloane grabbed a beer and eased into a beach chair. He stretched his legs and then grunted. “Guess you haven’t talked to anyone.”  

“I finished my Anger Management classes.” 

“Don’t be a smart-ass. Anyone would’ve reacted the way you did. Granted, a few punches would’ve done the trick, but Cruz had luck on his side.” 

I finished my beer, “The law sided with him after that.” 

“Not necessarily. It was extenuating circumstances, like they said. He spent time in the hospital. Why didn’t you go to counseling?” 

“Why didn’t you?”

“Don’t be a jackass. I have a shitload of therapy appointments to talk about my feelings. I’m not a fucking hypocrite. I’m trying, and I’ll be walking without this soon,” Sloane tapped the cane to emphasize his point. 

I smiled, “You’re wobbling around like an old man.” 

“Haha hell,” Sloane growled. “You’ll be like me if you keep taking dangerous assignments. What’s up with you?” 

I had a waterfront condo with a million-dollar view and couldn’t find a damn thing to be happy about, but I put my shit aside. Sloane didn’t need my problems. I kept it simple. “I stayed at my parents, bought this place, and moved in. I haven’t been around, but I’ll figure it out.” 

“Look, you don’t have to support me. Rehab works without you. I appreciate you sending the food deliveries. That’s the most important part since it’s still kind of hard getting back and forth at certain times. I’ll say this and be finished with it. You’ve been working around the clock for years. First, it was nonstop shifts on duty. Now, it’s looking out for rich people. Working is your drug.”  

“Being financially stable was the goal from the start.”  

“Yeah. I get it, but your attitude is still piss.” 

“Yours is worse than mine. “  

Sloane ignored my statement. “I was in Dougherty’s the other night. Theresa was there.” 

I shrugged again, “Why are you telling me? I don’t know her.” 

“You sure? Bex is her brother. She’s cute, brown skin, curvy, bedroom eyes, her hair is tapered or something. I think it’s called a pixie cut. Damn, you don’t know her.” 

I sipped my beer, “No. I’m still married too.” 

“You’re separated. Theresa asked about you. What will you do? Ignore every woman that looks your way?” 

“Yeah. I’m not dating until my divorce is final.”  

Sloane shook his head, “You’re a better man than me.”  

“We’re the same from where I’m sitting.” 

“Nah. No one wants a man that can barely damn move.”  

“Date a doctor. She’ll take care of you.”  

Sloane chuckled, “I should do that or maybe hook up with a trauma nurse. She’ll straighten me out.” 

I laughed, “Either one won’t put up with your shit. How many numbers have you tossed out?” 

“None. I’m keeping them for when I feel up to it.”  

I chuckled, “That’s the Nick Sloane I know.” 

“Whatever. This place is cool with the view and all. I’m taking a tour,” Sloane groaned. He leaned on the cane for support. Pain flashed across his face, but he stood up. 

The buzzer went off. 

“Push the button to let the person in,” I told him. 

“No,” Sloane limped away, but it wasn’t in the direction of the door. 

“What the hell? Sloane, you’re already standing.” 

“Is that what you’re calling it. I’m using a damn cane or didn’t you notice? How can I carry the pizza boxes?” 

“Make it work,” I told him. 

“Cut the shit, Knight. It’s your place, answer it.” 

I left my chair. “How did you get up here without checking in?”

“Maybe I asked politely. You ever think of that?”  

“Nope. Give me some cash.” 

“You’re making money hand over fist. You got it.” 

I shook my head, “You wanted a double order, so my dangerous assignments are good for something.”  

“Yeah, pizza,” Sloane replied and wandered off. 

I chuckled because he wasn’t worried about my bad mood. It didn’t take long to pay and set things up outside. A downpour was on the way, so the wind was picking up. 

 “Only you would buy a place with a glass balcony,” Sloane said from inside the living room. He cautiously stepped out. “This expensive place is a death trap.” 

“I didn’t know you were afraid of heights.”  

He shot me a dirty look, “I’m not but there’s glass where the railings should be. Don’t drink out here.” 

“I already am,” I held up my beer. “The glass is double paned to give a clear view of the ships and dock.” 

“Yeah,” Sloane settled into a chair and reached for his pizza box. “I could get use to this.”  

I chuckled. “You changed your mind fast.” 

“It’s nice out. Why didn’t you fire up the grill?”

“I wasn’t in the mood for it.”  

“Are you sick? Since when are you not in the mood to barbecue?”   

“I want to enjoy my day off. I’m not cleaning up.”  

“I’ll clean. Problem solved.” 

“We have pizza,” I bit into a slice. 

“This balcony has a roof, so rain’s not a problem. Your fridge is packed. We got steak and whatever else to put on that high-tech grill. Where do you keep the charcoal?” 

I slumped in my chair, “You’re terrible company.” 

“Good to know, but I’m staying,” Sloane munched on a pizza slice. “How’s the court thing going?”  

“I’m having a rough week,” I admitted. “The order was extended.” 

“Again? Why? First it was an emergency one. I get that because shit got kind of crazy at your house. Mia gets a sixty day one, ten days later. Right. So, that’s not even up yet. Wait. It is and then another one was given to her right after that. What did you do?” 

“Papers are on the table.”   

“Yeah, that’s not answering my question. How am I supposed to reach that stack of whatever you got? Oh wait, let me jump up and grab those.”  

I chuckled but left my seat, “Stop being dramatic. I’ll get it.” 

“I’m not thanking you for something you could’ve offered. Did you do something or not?”  

I silently gave him the papers. Sloane took his time reading it. Emotion flashed across his face. He shook his head, “She got one this time. You’re taking care of all the bills. All you want is to see Jasmine.”  

“It’ll make sense on the next page.” 

Sloane shuffled pages and read what had caused so much grief and sleepless nights. He tried making sense of it but couldn’t. “What are you going to do?” 

“I filed for divorce. Mia can keep the house, her car, and our joint bank account. I want the papers signed.” 

“Will she drop the protection order?”  

“I didn’t ask. Her lawyer said it would be in her best interest to have one.” 

“It sounds like bullshit. You won’t hurt her or Jasmine.”   

“Maybe they think I’ll have another lapse in judgement,” I shook my head. “I should’ve kept my attitude in check.” 

“We lost Joanie. Your career is over. There’s no getting it back,” Sloane’s voice was gruff. “You got everybody at Dougherty’s worried. Don’t go losing your shit anymore.” 

“I don’t have my daughter. It’s hurting my damn heart,” I stopped talking because words wouldn’t change it. 

Sloane spoke up. “Maybe Mia will let you see Jasmine.”   

“The protection order will keep it from happening. Mia was acting out when I came to get my belongings. It was supervised. They had to escort her out of the house.” 

Sloane cursed under his breath. “Damn, you should get to deal with this shit in peace.” 

I motioned to our surroundings. “This is as peaceful as it gets, but it’s not the life I wanted.” 

“Yeah, mine went to shit too, but we gotta deal with it,” Sloane put aside his pizza. Where did you say the charcoal was?” 

I chuckled, “I didn’t, so sit there with your pizza.” 

“Nah,” he leaned on his cane. “I’ll find everything.”  

“I’m not working the grill or anything else.” 

“Eat, sip your beer, and shut the hell up.”   

“The charcoal is in the bin. Right there, “I pointed. “Don’t complain about cleaning. I told you not to do it.”  

“I’ll take care of it. You’ll help set things up.”  

“But you said I get to sip beer, eat, and shut the hell up,” I laughed because Sloane was glaring at me. 

“Smart ass, I’m using a cane. I have one hand.”   

“Right. Sit down and eat your pizza.”  

“No, we’re barbecuing. Come in when I holler for you.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” I said to give him grief. 

Sloane went to get things started. I sipped my beer and relaxed. The grill was on when raindrops started falling. 

Sloane had a slice of pizza in his mouth and a grilling fork in his hand. “These steaks are prime cuts. Nice.”  

“You’re cooking a week’s worth of food.” 

“You’ll have leftovers. I’ll take half home.” 

“I’ll have to go to the market again.”  

“It won’t hurt you to get out. All you do is work.” 

I reached for another beer. “Work keeps me centered.”  

I didn’t say more about it because the success didn’t mean anything compared to what I lost. Maybe the place would feel like home if I tried making it comfortable. 

The wind intensified when the storm hit the shore. Sloane was complaining about the glass railings, grilling, and checking out the view. He was enjoying it. 

We had too many bad days. Sloane had his own shit to deal with. He didn’t need my guilt. I ditched my attitude. Our night went on with rain, beers, and barbecue.














  
  

On the Job 


Levi





Park Avenue, Manhattan


June started with a new assignment. They were usually chaotic, but this one was a normal black-tie event. The pay was good, so I wasn’t complaining, but Chip was checking in anyway. 

“How are you holding up?” his voice sounded gruff over noise and laughter at Dougherty’s. 

I glanced at the time, “I can’t complain.”

He chuckled, “Yeah, you could but won’t. McGregor mentioned your last assignment.” 

“I can’t talk about it,” I reminded him. “I appreciate you vouching for me. I make good money working for him. I won’t mess up by talking about our client list.” 

“He came in for drinks. Sloane already knows most of it, same as me. I’m sure he gave you grief already.” 

“Yeah, but I didn’t tell him anything he didn’t know.” 

“Hell, your contract didn’t say nothing about having to be discreet. I read it before McGregor gave it to you.” 

I teased him, “Thanks, Pops.” 

“Don’t start that up,” he growled. “I’ll kick your ass.” Chip was pissed off after my comment about his age. 

“Okay, settle down. You’re right. Everything got out of hand.” 

Chip chuckled, “The wife wanted to seduce you. Her husband wanted to kick your ass.”  

I groaned, “Bennington was too drunk to fight. I had him settled, but he jumped up again, hellbent on teaching his wife a lesson. She was screaming and carrying on. Everything unfolded how it did. Mr. Bennington was in a drunken heap when I left the study. My shift was ending, but I called for someone to take my place. His wife needs constant supervision. Things would’ve went sideways if she decided on company.” 

Chip roared with laughter, “That’s how I heard it.”  

I shook my head, “You won’t let this go. Will you?”  

“Man, do I got a pain in my side,” Chip laughed more. “You didn’t mention Bennington throwing furniture. McGregor said it looked like an antique yard sale.” 
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