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Blood is Thicker



Part I


Chapter I

“Mr. Young, as we’ve told you many, many times, the noise ordnance isn’t in effect until eleven p.m. so there is nothing we can do at the moment.”

“Officer, this is insane. I can’t even think.”

Officer Charlotte Hayes listened to the low rumble of the band beneath them and was impressed that Mr. Young’s hearing was still strong enough to make it out.

“Sir, you knew about the bar when you moved here,” Officer Kent Lowe said. Charlotte gave Kent a smirk and tried not to laugh. At six two and strong, he towered over Mr. Young’s hunched and withered form and he ran a hand over his short blonde hair. This was the fourth time they had been called to Mr. Young’s apartment this month and they waged the same argument each time.

“Have you ever thought about going down and checking out the band?” she suggested.

Mr. Young looked up from his recliner, his eyes widened and his jaw dropped. When he recovered, he said, “Why on God’s green earth would I do that?”

“You only live once Mr. Young, maybe you’d like it. Enjoy your evening.” With a nod, they exited the apartment and trotted down the stairs back to the cruiser.

“Where did that idea come from?” Kent asked. She shrugged at him over the roof before they both jumped in the cruiser.

“Maybe he’d actually like it if he tried, who knows.” She threw her hands up as they pulled away from the curb. She grabbed her now cold coffee from the cup holder and forced it down. They were only two hours into their shift and she had a feeling it was going to be a long night.

“How’s Liam?” he asked.

“Okay. He hates physical therapy, but it seems to be working. I don’t know if he’ll be able to fight again, though.” She sighed, leaning her head back. When Liam was shot a few months earlier, the bullet damaged a nerve and he had been working up to being able to pour from a gallon of milk. Boxing seemed like an impossible feat. She wasn’t hopeful.

“Ever?”

“Ever,” she said.

Kent let out a low whistle that pierced her heart.

Even though she was grateful to have gotten the kids out before any of them got hurt, Liam’s injury and the dead FBI agent weighed heavy on her. Despite her therapist’s attempts to convince her it wasn’t her fault, she knew none of it would have happened if it wasn’t for her. Memories and regrets ran through her brain like a slideshow and she rolled her shoulders trying to release the building pressure.

“You’re headed out for Jen’s wedding soon, aren’t you?” he asked and she chewed the inside of her cheek.

“Yeah.”

“Still plotting to foil the whole thing?” His voice was light hearted but they both knew it was a serious question.

“Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know. I need Mia to come up with more dirt. Everything she’s dug up, I already knew.” She’d enlisted her ‘previous archenemy turned friend’ in a research project against her sister’s fiancé, Ron. She couldn’t bear the thought of Jen marrying him, at least not without all the facts.

“You crack me up. You have hated Mia since the dawn of time...”

“Yeah, well, she’s useful now.” Charlotte shrugged, looking out the window. She hated to admit it, but Mia wasn’t all bad. And she was useful, no matter how low it made her feel to use someone like that. “Maybe if you had been a little more charming, Jen would have left him for you,” she said, winking at him.

“Right. Thanks for that. Anyway... any word from the Feds on your application yet?”

Kent was one of the few who knew she had gone through with her application for the FBI and was waiting on the results of her polygraph, background investigation, and medical exam.

“Not yet. But the whole thing can take forever, so I’m not worried.”

The days leading up to the polygraph test left her petrified of what they were going to ask given her history. If she hadn’t had Special Agent McKinney drilling her with practice questions, she would have been a complete basket case. As it was, she had never been so stressed in her life.

She scanned the passing scenery smiling at the thought of those practice sessions.

“Don’t be so anxious. It’ll raise your heart rate.”

“You’re telling me to answer yes to a federal agent asking me about illegal drug use? My heart rate is the least of my worries,” she said and he laughed.

“They just want you to tell the truth. You think any of us is perfect? And trust me, they already know everything, anyway.”

“Oh, really? How’s that? You give them a full report?”

“Miss Hayes, my lips are sealed.”

Kent flipped on the sirens and took off after an erratic driver, jolting her out of the memories. The car pulled over quickly and Charlotte stayed in the squad car, waiting for Kent to wave her out if he decided to do a field sobriety test.

After a few moments, he came back to the car, red faced and laughing.

“What was that?” she asked, looking back and forth between him and the disappearing tail lights.

“Uh... I can’t...” The laughter continued to roll out of him.

“Officer Lowe, get it together. What just happened?” she asked.

He took a deep breath and tried to look serious. “Amy is back in town,” he said and cracked up again.

She tilted her head. “That wasn’t her car...”

“New... friend....” Kent rested his head on the steering wheel, his body shaking with laughter.

“Oh, Jesus.” Her eyes went wide and she took out her phone.

Charlotte: This is how I find out you’re home?

Amy: OMG, I cannot believe that just happened.

Charlotte: You’re lucky Lowe didn’t ticket that guy for distracted driving.

Kent was still shaking with laughter next to her.

Amy: Thank him for me?

Charlotte: Who is this guy anyway?

Amy: Just moved to town. Hot as fuck.

She laughed and put her phone away, clearing her throat.

“Are you done?” She looked at Kent who was just leaning his head against the steering wheel, trying to catch his breath.

“Yeah.” He sat up and coughed to clear his throat before pulling the cruiser back on the road.

“Shit, Charlotte, you should have seen the guy’s face, especially when Amy was all ‘Is there a problem Officer Lowe?’ batting her eyelashes at me.”

“God bless her, she’s always keeping things interesting,” Charlotte said and grinned. Amy had been her best friend since just about forever. Just as she took another sip of the cold coffee, her phone lit up and she looked down at a message from an unknown number.

Can’t wait to see you. I told you I wasn’t done.

She swallowed the sip of coffee hard and the cold liquid slipped down her throat sending a chill through her body. She stared at the message until the sirens jerked her out of it.

“Jesus, people never learn around here,” Kent mumbled. They were on a stretch of road that was thirty-five miles per hour, but people regularly broke fifty on it. “You want it?” he asked and she nodded, leaving her phone on the seat.

She collected the license and registration and smiled at the out of state plates. She sat back in the car and pulled the monitor over.

“Love it when they’re from Mass. Stupid state,” she mumbled as she typed up the ticket.

“Yeah...” Kent said quietly and she looked over at him.

“What the hell are you doing?” she asked and snatched her phone out of his hands.

“Did you see this?” He pointed at the open message on her phone.

“Yeah. I did. And it’s none of your business.” She shoved her phone in her pocket and finished printing the ticket before heading back to scold the young driver. After delivering the ticket and her usual cautions, she stomped back to the cruiser and slammed the door as she settled into the passenger seat. “Don’t go through my shit.”

“What is that about?”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said with a sigh.

“Is this about that mysterious situation you won’t tell me about?” he asked.

She stared straight ahead, grating her teeth. “Maybe.”

“John still has nightmares, you know. I’ve gotten more calls with my mom in tears than I can count. He won’t talk to her about it, but he tells me. And he told me what he heard that day.”

She closed her eyes against his voice. Kent was close to his brother, his dad left them when John was young and he filled the role, helping his mom out whenever he could. She wished every day that she had been able to get the kids out of the gym, or at least out of earshot, before Frank detailed the disgusting things he planned to do to her.

“Two nights ago he woke up trembling because you were dead in a pool of blood. The week before that he watched someone rip your clothes off and...” He trailed off. “The kid is twelve. I hadn’t even had the sex talk with him yet before that. He shouldn’t even know what rape is, never mind have dreams about it.”

“Kent, I can’t change what happened. I wish I could every day, but I can’t,” she said, trying to keep the tears behind her eyes.

He sighed. “I don’t blame you for it, Charlotte. God knows you didn’t want any of that to happen. I just... I wish you would tell me what happened so I would be better prepared to handle his questions. I’m your partner, for god’s sake.” He maneuvered the car into a pull off and turned to face her. “If anything happens to you, I don’t think he could handle it, not after what he witnessed. Hell, I’m not sure I couldn’t handle it, either. So, tell me what the fuck is going on.” 

Kent was a few years older than she was, and even when they were younger, he watched out for her like a big brother. Since she joined the police department and they’d been paired together, they had gotten even closer.

“If I knew, I’d tell you. I assume that message is from... this guy Hank. He’s the one who attacked me. The guy from the gym was just one of his... lackeys.” She stared at him as he absorbed the information. “Jen’s fiancé has been hanging out with him, too. God only knows why. He told Jen it had to do with an investigation, but I don’t buy it. The FBI has the case, so I don’t know what his stupid little Podunk PD is going to do.”

“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with Podunk PDs.” He gave her a half-hearted smile and she smiled back.

“Right. Well, I don’t know, the whole thing is fishy. And apparently Hank is planning a welcome back party.” She stared down at her phone.

“You can’t go back there.” He shook his head.

“I have to go. If there’s a chance I can stop the wedding and keep my sister from marrying a drug-dealing, dirty cop, I have to go. And even if I can’t, she’s my sister. I have to be there.” She looked up at him.

“Then I’m going with you.”

A laugh escaped before she could stop it. “No. You most certainly are not.”

“Why not?” he asked.

“Because, your family has already been through enough because of me. Plus, someone needs to stay here and protect Podunk.”

“You need to tell that FBI guy then.”

She nodded. He was going to be her first call as soon as her shift was over.

* * * *

“McKinney.”

His voice had become a welcomed sound over the last few months, though she still didn’t have a face to go with it. He still pissed her off with his formality at times, but he was pulling for her with her FBI application and seemed to have a faith in her no one else did.

“It’s Charlotte... Hayes,” she said, as she flipped on the lamp on her nightstand.

“Yes, I’m aware, Miss Hayes. There’s this little thing they have now, maybe you’ve heard of it, fucking caller ID?”

She laughed out loud as he quoted her from a few months ago.

“You aren’t so bad when you don’t have a stick up your ass, you know that?”

He stifled a laugh. “Well, when I’m sitting in a room with the Director of the FBI, it behooves me to keep that stick in place.”

“Behooves?” She rolled her eyes. “So I presume you are not in a meeting now?”

“Ah, no. It’s one in the morning. I’m on my couch with a beer.”

She tried to picture what he might look like and her mind started to wander, but she shook her head to refocus.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of your late night call?”

The reason for calling crashed her back down and she sighed. “I got a message.”

“Like a voicemail, a letter, or a head in a box kind of message?” He seemed to perk up and put on his FBI voice.

“A text message.”

“Forward it to me.”

“Okay. You know I’m going to Minnesota in two weeks, right?”

“Yes, you mentioned that. Send along your itinerary and any other details when you can. We’ll want to keep close to you.”

“Great,” she mumbled.

“It’s for your own protection. And in hopes of finally getting the fucker.”

“Mhm.” Her eyelids drooped with exhaustion.

“Go to bed, Miss Hayes.”

“Yes, sir,” she said and smiled into the phone.

“Anything on your application?”

“Not yet. Can’t you pull some strings and speed it up?” she asked.

“Doing what I can, Charlotte.”

She smiled when he said her name. He almost exclusively called her Miss Hayes, despite her attempts to correct him to say Officer Hayes. But the few times he had used her first name felt different, more intimate.

“Okay, you’re putting me to sleep, McKinney. Good night.”

“Take care of yourself, Miss Hayes.”

* * * *

“Hey,” Charlotte said with a smile. Liam opened the door for her and she stepped inside. His light brown hair hadn’t been cut in weeks, maybe months, and the scruff on his face was at least a few days old. “Nice place.”

“Thanks,” he mumbled. He had been working at the gym full-time since graduation a few months earlier and finally sprang for his own apartment. The room was dark and she moved to the windows to open the shades and let the sunlight in.

“How’s the arm?” she asked, trying to avoid looking at it. The rest and recovery his arm required had taken its toll on his muscles and she couldn’t recall ever seeing him look so small. The bags under his eyes told her it was taking a toll on him mentally as well.

“I made my own cereal this morning.” He gave her a weak smile with half his mouth.

“That’s a start.” She pulled out the exercise bands and set up to help him with the exercises required for his physical therapy.

“You know I hate this,” he grumbled as he pulled against the band, wincing.

“I know. But you’re never going to get better if you don’t do it.” She had been coming by every chance she got to help him recover. It was the least she could do.

“I’ve been doing this for months Charlotte and hardly anything has changed. I’m never going to be able to fight again, anyway.” He looked back at the television, the news acting as background noise.

“You don’t know that,” she said.

“You and I both know that,” he said.

She sighed as they switched exercises. “How are things at the gym?” She tried to change the subject.

“Fine. Hard to teach right now, but I think that’ll get easier. The kids like to check out my scar. They think it’s badass.” They smiled at each other. “You haven’t been in much.”

“Yeah... been working a lot. And using the gym at the station.”

“We finally got the glass to the office replaced.” He looked at her, and she knew he was hopeful the last reminder being gone might bring her back. The glass had shattered from return fire when she shot the man holding them hostage in the leg.

“That’s good.”

“You ready for your trip?” He grimaced against the stretch she forced his arm into.

The text message flashed in her memory and she put on a brave face. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Did Mia come up with anything?”

“Not a damn thing.” She helped him lower his arm and sat back on the couch. “I know something isn’t right. But his record is spotless.”

“You know it’s not your problem to solve, right?” He turned to her.

“Yeah, but she’s my sister. I need her to see what she’s getting deeper into... I mean, once they’re married... I don’t know. Nothing about the situation sits right.” She stood. 

“I don’t want you to go. You told me yourself he’s still out there. What if he comes after you when you go back?” he asked. She’d been asking herself the same thing.

“He won’t. I have the Feds watching me,” she said.

“What if he follows you back here? I had a nightmare last week that it happened all over again. Except this time his shot hit me square in the chest. And then I laid there while he carried out all that nasty shit he said to you. And then I watched you die.” His eyes didn’t leave hers. She opened her mouth and closed it several times, trying to pull together something to assure him it would be okay.

“I had that one, too,” she said finally. Her lip trembled as her vision blurred but she knew his eyes were welling up too. They’d been discussing their nightmares for months, someone ending up dead in every scenario.

“I gotta get to work.”

She kissed his head and as she started to walk away, he wrapped his arms around her waist, burying his head in her stomach. She ran her fingers through his hair with a sigh. She blinked, trying to hurry the tears out of her eyes. With a hard swallow she grabbed his face, placing a quick, innocent kiss on his lips. “Call me if you need anything.”


Chapter 2

“This is stupid.” She swung her legs, letting her feet hit the bumper of the cruiser.

“Yeah, well, the Captain is sick of kids messing around out here, and after the Smith’s kid got hurt...” Kent took a sip of his coffee. They sat staring into the woods, perched on the trunk of the car waiting for a group of teenagers to emerge.

“Cause he was an idiot. Everyone knows that side is shallow.” She pointed down the path to the left, shrugging. “Come on, we both went cliff jumping out here when we were teenagers, which wasn’t all the long ago.”

“Maybe for you. I’m getting damn old, Charlotte, I can feel it.” He rubbed his back dramatically and she rolled her eyes, elbowing him. Laughter echoed off the trees and they snapped their heads up in unison. Flashlights bounced down the trail. Three boys and two girls emerged and when they spotted Kent and Charlotte their faces dropped. “Good evening,” Kent said as he slid off the trunk and walked up to them. She sighed, putting down her coffee and following him.

“Evening... o-o-officers,” one of the boys stuttered.

She recognized them all but could only place one face with a name. “What are you guys up to?” she asked, crossing her arms loosely.

“Uh, just out for a hike...” one of the girls mumbled.

Charlotte smiled. “Did it rain?”

They all looked back and forth between each other before their eyes landed back on Charlotte and Kent.

“Um, no ma’am.”

Charlotte looked at Kent. “Officer Lowe, if it didn’t rain, how do you think the girls got their hair so wet?” She chewed her lip, trying not to laugh.

“You know, Officer Hayes, I’m not sure. Maybe they’re just really sweaty.”

She laughed at his pathetic attempt to hide his smile.

“Listen guys, we know what you were up to. We were your age once, too. You’ve gotta stay outta here, it’s not safe. I don’t want to be pulling your bodies out of there next time when you hit a rock on the way down.” She let her hands land on her hips.

“We weren’t–”

She held up her hand stopping the girl she recognized. “Save it.” She pulled out a notebook, “Names.” They all sighed and the lower lip of one of the girls started to tremble.

“Patrol 3-1, we’ve got a 10-51 down at Henry’s. Can you take the call?” Dispatch’s voice came over the radio.

“Anyone else around that could take it? We’re up at the quarry,” Kent radioed back.

“Uh, I think Officer Hayes needs to get down here for this one. Now.”

Her heart jumped and a million scenarios ran through her head. Who is drunk that they need me for? She pointed her pen at the five kids in front of her. “You got lucky this time. We catch you up here again and we won’t just be taking names, we’ll be bringing you in. Got it?” She narrowed her eyes at them.

“Got it.” They said in unison.

She jumped in the driver’s seat and saw the guys’ high-five in the rearview and the girls hug each other. “They’ll be back. I would be.” She flipped on the lights and tore down the dirt road back to town. A few minutes later she pulled up to the bar and saw two men sitting on the curb with the bartender standing between them. The blue lights created startling shadows on Liam’s face. “God dammit.”

She pushed open the door and they stood in front of the bartender. She had her hands on her hips and looked between Liam and the other guy. When the lights hit his face so did the recognition–Mike, the teacher’s assistant. Fuck.

“What happened, Benny?” she asked. He had been the bartender there since long before she could walk, never mind drink. He was pushing sixty and his years behind the bar had made him hard, he had no patience for unruly patrons.

“That one,” he said pointing to Liam, “punched that one in the face. And then that one fought back. Then Liam threatened to kill him.”

“Awesome. We’ve got it from here,” she said. Benny shrugged and walked back in the bar. Kent grabbed Mike and they walked down the sidewalk a ways so he could get a statement. She sighed and took a seat next to Liam. “You actually got a punch off, huh?” She ducked her head trying to get in his line of vision.

“Fucking hurt, too.” He looked at her sideways and she gave him a small smile.

“Ya drunk, bud?”

He barked out a laugh. “Fucking shitfaced.”

“Why’d you hit him?”

“He called you a dirty slut.” He looked blankly across the street. She sat back, her arms propping her up. “He sat down and started shooting his mouth off about you. I told him to shut the fuck up.”

“L...”

“He started bragging about you fucking him in a classroom or some shit. I told him again, to shut the fuck up. Then he told me to get over it, stop trying to defend you, and accept that you’re a dirty slut and always will be.” He hung his head. She tried to rub his back but he shrugged her off.

“I’ll be right back.” She stood slowly, the images flooding back of the things she’d done with Mike over a year ago. Kent was scribbling on a notepad and met her halfway.

“He says Liam attacked him out of nowhere.”

“That’s bullshit,” she said. Kent nodded.

“Yeah, I know. What’s Liam’s story?”

“Mike provoked him,” she said, looking past Kent at a streetlight.

“How?”

“He said a bunch of shit about me.” She squeezed her tongue between her teeth.

“Bad shit?”

“Yeah.”

“True shit?” he asked. She nodded.

“Give me a minute with him,” she said and nodded towards Mike. Kent went to sit with Liam and she walked up to Mike. “Are you pressing charges?”

“Fuck, yes, I am. That lunatic attacked me.” Mike rubbed the side of his face.

“And you did nothing to provoke that?” She crossed her arms, the streetlight casting a dim glow around them.

“Whatever, it was all true, and you know it.” He smirked, looking her up and down. “You look good in that uniform, bet you’re itching to use those cuffs off duty.”

“Wipe the smile off your face and stop being a dick. I’m not going to ask you not to press charges as a favor to me, because that would be tampering with a victim or some shit like that. But I’m going to ask you again, are you pressing charges?”

He rubbed his face again and sighed. “No.”

“Okay. Then we’re done here. Go home.” She turned to go but looked back. “Thank you.”

Liam was standing with Kent, his head down and she could see the embarrassment in his stance. She could also see the drunkenness as he swayed slowly back and forth.

“All right. He’s not pressing charges. So get in, I’m taking you home.”

He looked up at her and started to walk away. “No thanks. I’ll walk.”

She sighed and threw her head to the side in exasperation and looked at Kent, who just shrugged. She turned on her heel and followed after him.

“Liam, please. Let us drive you home.” She grabbed his good arm and he spun around facing her.

“I’m fine.” He pulled away and stumbled over a raised brick in the sidewalk. “Fucking A.” He plopped himself on a bench in front of one of the shops. She stood with her hands on her hips for a moment before she sat down next to him. “I don’t really want to be near you right now, Charlotte.”

“Fine. Then let Kent drive you home.” She put her hands on her knees and started to stand.

“The shit that guy said...” He ran a hand down his face. “It’s disgusting, what you did.”

“You’ve mentioned that before.” She shifted her eyes, looking up and down the road. “Thought we had gotten past all that.”

“Yeah, well you don’t just get to make people call you by a different name and have everything erased, Charlie.” He spat out her old nickname with such disgust she thought he might throw up.

“Yup, you’re right. It all happened. I’ve never denied that or pretended like it didn’t. I’m sorry you had to listen to that jackass, but I’m not sure what else you want me to do about it at this point. It’s been a year and a half, Liam.” She ran a hand through her hair and turned to him. He was staring at her intently and suddenly grabbed her face.

His lips covered hers and his tongue shoved its way into her mouth. She tried to pull away but his hands held her head in place. Giving in, she let him kiss her roughly and began to kiss him back until he pushed her face away just as abruptly as he had grabbed it.

“You ruined my fucking life, Charlotte Hayes.” He stood and walked back towards Kent, who was standing awkwardly, looking everywhere but in their direction.

She sat, stunned. The blue lights to her left stopped flashing and the engine of the cruiser grew louder as it pulled up in front of her.

“I’m going to drop him home and I’ll be right back for you, okay?”

She nodded and Kent pulled away.

You ruined my fucking life, Charlotte Hayes.

The words echoed in her ears and the dull ache in her chest she walked around with daily turned into a searing stab. A few drops of rain hit her cheeks and she let her head fall back, grateful they’d hide the tears.

* * * *

“Do you have enough guys in place for this?” O’Connell asked, looking over the plan.

“Yes, I’m confident we’ll be able to handle whatever they throw at us,” McKinney said.

“What about Ward?” O’Connell asked and McKinney sat down slowly with a shrug.

“Haven’t heard from him in two months.”

O’Connell snapped his head up. “Fuck. He’s in too deep. We need to get him out.”

“I would have a long time ago if he’d actually responded. This is our best shot to get a bead on him and Philips.”

“Our best shot is a small town cop you have some unhealthy obsession with? That, let me remind you, you watched be raped before you decided to risk your career to save her,” O’Connell said, his arms crossed.

“Uh, yes.” McKinney set his jaw, working to push the memories his boss’s words conjured up away.

“And what makes you think that?”

“She’ll tell us what we need to know. I’ll make sure of it. And she’s going to Ward’s fucking wedding, boss. At the very least, I’ll get her on GPS. But I guarantee she’ll spill whatever she gets to me.”

“And how do you guarantee that?” O’Connell asked.

“I just do. I know her. She will, she trusts me,” he said, looking his boss straight in the eye.

“This girl is either going to win you a medal or get you fired. Just keep her alive dammit.”

He nodded and when the door shut he let his head fall to the desk. The interrogation with Frank had gotten them a few solid leads, but Special Agent Ron Ward going off the map was not accounted for. Charlotte Hayes was the best way to get to him without raising any flags. He just hoped it wouldn’t get her killed.

* * * *

Liam opened the door shortly after she knocked and walked away without looking at her. The shades were pulled again and she opened them to let some light in after placing the coffees and bagels on the table. He slouched on the couch in sweatpants and a wife beater, avoiding eye contact.

“Thought I’d bring you something to eat. Bagels are good for hangovers.” She spread cream cheese on a half and handed it to him. He took a bite and eventually sat up, taking a sip of coffee.

“I’m sorry, about last night,” he said.

“I’m not the one you punched in the face,” she shrugged. I’m just the one you stabbed in the heart.

“Well that fuck deserved it,” he said, finally looking at her.

She picked up her coffee and clinked it with his. “Cheers to that.”

“I didn’t mean what I said.”

“Which part? Me being disgusting, trying to pretend things didn’t happen, or ruining your life?” She tilted her head to the side.

“All of it.” His apologetic eyes always pulled at her.

“No, it’s fine. It’s all true anyway,” she scoffed. She leaned back on the couch and looked at the bare walls. He’d only hung one picture, which she figured was pretty typical for a bachelor. She stood and examined it, smiling when she recognized the sunset from her mom’s cabin.

“No, it’s not. And especially that last part. You didn’t ruin my life.” He ran a hand through his disheveled hair and stood, walking to her.

“If it wasn’t for me you’d still be fighting.”

He took her chin in his hand and turned her towards him. “No. If it wasn’t for that fucking rapist I’d still be fighting.” They held eye contact as she chewed on her lip. The look in his eyes told her he was going to kiss her in a moment and she moved away and took a seat back on the couch.

“I’m going to get him you know. I don’t know how, but I am.” She took a swig of coffee. He sighed, taking a seat next to her.

“Let the Feds do their job. I don’t want to see you hurt again,” he said.

She gritted her teeth and nodded. “I’m worried about you L,” she blurted out.

“Uh, why? I’m not the one with a guy trying to kill me.”

“Debatable,” she mumbled to herself. He was very clearly slipping into depression and she wasn’t sure how to fix it. “You’re not sleeping, you’re not taking care of yourself, you’re completely withdrawn, you’re sleeping around.” She avoided his eyes as she spoke.

“I’m really not sure you’re the person to talk to me about this, Charlotte. Rewind a bit and that was you,” he said, his lips tight.

“Yeah, and that’s why I’m the exact right person to talk to you about it.”

“Cause you’re just magically fixed now?”

“Not in the least, Liam. I don’t sleep and when I do I have nightmares. I replaced cocaine and sex with coffee and a busy schedule that makes me feel important. But you, you’re better than this L,” she said, finally letting her eyes meet his. “I don’t know how to help you except to say, don’t wait as long as I did to ask for help.”

He let out a sigh and looked away from her for a moment before letting their eyes reconnect. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“While I’m getting things off my chest to your hung-over ass, what are we doing?” she asked.

His eyes shifted around the room. “Um, having breakfast?” he offered.

She shook her head. “No. What are we doing? There is no physical relationship here. I’m not in a place for that and you’re... all set on that front. But emotionally... why are we doing this to ourselves? What are we holding onto?” She looked at him out of the corner of her eye and he was staring at the ceiling, rolling the question around in his head.

“Charlotte...” Her phone buzzed and she glanced at the caller ID.

“Shit, I’m sorry. It’s my Captain.” She stood and walked to the window. “Hayes.”

“Officer Hayes, its Captain Sullivan. I apologize for calling on your day off, but we have a situation.” Another situation only the miraculous Officer Hayes can handle?

“Okay...”

“We have a suspected rape, but she’s refusing to talk to any of the guys. I was hoping you might be able to swing by the hospital and see if you could get a statement out of her?” She sighed, closing her eyes and running a hand through her hair.

“Of course, I’ll be there in twenty.” She tapped end and turned back to Liam. “I’m sorry...”

“But you need to go,” he said, finishing her sentence.

She looked down, the inside of her cheek between her teeth. “Yeah. But, we need to finish this conversation.” She pointed at him.

“We do.” He rose and wrapped his arms around her so tightly she struggled to breathe for a moment. He loosened his grasp and whispered in her ear, “I’m always going to love you.”

She pecked his cheek quickly and ducked out of the apartment. The thoughts swirled in her head, jumping from Liam, to the poor girl she was about to talk to, and landing back on Ron, Hank, and her upcoming trip. She cursed both their names, wishing they could stay out of her head.

She pulled into the hospital parking lot and trudged through the lobby to the elevators, punching the three button that would bring her to the trauma floor. The doors slid open and she looked at Kent, surprised.

“Double shift.” He shrugged and walked her to the room. “She came in pretty beat up and the rape kit confirmed intercourse. We’ve been trying to get a statement out of her since early this morning, but no dice. She won’t even make eye contact with me.” He scratched his head and she patted his shoulder.

“Don’t take it personally.” She peeked through the window quickly. “Shit, that’s one of the girls from the quarry last night.”

“Yeah.” He looked down and she saw the guilt cross his face. She grabbed his head and jerked it up.

“Hey, we were only there to bust them for cliff jumping, we couldn’t have stopped it anyway,” she said confidently, as her insides twisted against the words.

“Right,” he mumbled and opened the door for her, before taking a seat in the chair outside her room.

The girl didn’t turn, but her body jerked at the sound of the door. She closed the door gently and walked up to the hospital bed, pulling the chair close to the bed. She waited a few moments and eventually the young girl rolled over to look at her. It was clear she’d been crying from her bloodshot eyes and crusted stains down her face.

“Hi, Abby.” She was the only one Charlotte had been able to place the night before. She started working at the diner right before Charlotte left for the police department. “I’m Officer Hayes, but you can just call me Charlotte, okay?” She nodded slowly. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I got hit by a bus,” Abby mumbled.

“And then had your heart and soul ripped out of your chest?” she asked, tilting her head. Abby’s eyes met hers and through the well of tears she saw recognition.

“It sucks.” A tear slipped out and she wiped at it quickly, pulling the blankets tighter around her.

“No,” Charlotte shook her head, “it fucking sucks.” She gave her a tight smile and Abby’s shoulders relaxed, her hands unclenching around the sheets. Abby studied her for a moment.

“Have you...”

“Yup.” She answered before the question passed Abby’s lips. She looked down, staring at her hands for a moment. She sat back in the chair. “I need to get a statement, Abby. And I’m okay with talking about whatever you want for as long as you want–how men are assholes, the weather, or why the hell this town doesn’t have a Dunkin Donuts–but eventually we’re going to need to discuss what happened, okay?”

“I really like Coolattas,” she sniffled and tried to smile. Charlotte reached out and grabbed her hand.

“Yeah, they’re pretty good. I usually work second shift and I’m up real late most nights, so I’m partial to whatever has the most caffeine.” She scrunched her nose and gave her a wink.

“Why’d you become a cop?” Abby sat up a little in the bed and Charlotte shrugged.

“Bad guys suck?” Abby laughed, and it reached her eyes before her face dropped again.

“I thought he loved me,” Abby said. Charlotte discreetly pulled out a notebook and pen. “We were out at the quarry last night—actually, was it you that caught us?” She furrowed her brow as color rushed to her pale cheeks.

“Guilty,” Charlotte smiled.

“Well, after that, the guys were amped up that we didn’t get in trouble. And Lewis whipped out this flask, and they started drinking from it. I took a sip but it tasted horrible. Eventually, we dropped everyone else off, and I thought he was going to bring me home. But instead he pulled onto this dirt road right outside of town, by the old mill.” She looked around the room, embarrassed.

“It’s okay, Abby.”

She nodded and continued, “We got in the backseat, because, sometimes we’ll mess around back there and stuff.”

“As most teenagers do,” she pointed out, hoping to assure her that she hadn’t done anything wrong.

“He got really into it... which was cool, but then he took his pants off, and we’ve, we’ve never had sex before. I got really nervous and told him I wasn’t ready. But he said something like ‘You sure feel like you’re ready’. I tried to push him away but he hit me and grabbed my hands... and there wasn’t a lot of room back there and I had nowhere to go.” The tears were falling freely from her eyes, but her voice remained steady.

Charlotte put down her notebook and took one of her hands in both of hers. “It’s not your fault, Abby.”

“But–”

“No buts. It’s not your fault. Nothing you say will convince me otherwise. You told him to stop and he didn’t. End of story,” Charlotte said and Abby nodded as the tears hit the sheets.

The knots in Charlotte’s stomach tightened and she wanted to take away the memories of him for her. She jumped when the door flung open and her parents came running in, her mom in tears and arms ready to hold her daughter.

“Who are you?” the father asked angrily.

“Officer Hayes. I was just taking her statement. Abby, I have everything I need okay? But if you think of anything else you want to tell me, or just want to talk, here’s my number.” She scribbled it on a scrap of paper and handed it to her.

“You talked to her without us here? You can’t do that!” he yelled.

“Actually, sir, she’s the victim, not the suspect. So yes, we can. I suggest you attend to your daughter and let us worry about dealing with the situation.” She nodded her head and walked out, closing the door behind her. She leaned against it for a moment with her eyes closed.

“Nice job,” Kent piped up from his seat and she opened her eyes to look at him.

“That sucked.” He stood and followed her back to the elevators.

“I hadn’t been able to get so much as a word out of her for hours and you got a whole fucking statement,” he said, shaking his head. She shrugged.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself Officer Lowe. I’ve got the whole rape victim, bad ass cop thing going on.” She winked at him as the doors slid shut. Once she was alone she let herself fall back against the wall of the elevator and the tears explode from her eyes. We could have stopped it.

* * * *

“Hi, Mom,” she said as she picked up the buzzing phone.

“Hi, sweetie.” She’d been driving around since talking to Abby at the hospital, trying to organize her thoughts into compartments. Everything was overlapping and muddling progress on any one of the self-imposed issues she had going on.

“What’s up?” She squinted behind her sunglasses as she took a familiar turn.

“Were you still coming up to the cabin with me tonight?” She smacked her forehead.

“Yes. I totally spaced it, sorry. How long are you staying?”

“Through the fifth.”

“Okay, well I’ll take my own car. I have to be back to work the fireworks on the fourth. I’ll be up by dinner tonight, okay?”

“I’ll see you then, honey, love you.”

“Love you, too, Mom.” She threw the phone back on the seat and swore when it immediately started buzzing again. Special Agent McKinney.

“Hayes.”

“We’ve got nothing.” He sounded exhausted and irritated. “Couldn’t get anything from that text.”

“Well I think we both know who it is, sir.” She wasn’t going to test him when his voice indicated the pressure he was under.

“I was hoping we could track the location and pull any other messages to and from that number, but it’s a disposable and we’re coming up empty.”

“Thanks for the update.” She started to pull the phone away and hang up, but his voice stopped her.

“Charlotte... this isn’t exactly standard procedure. And I’m probably going to get in an ass ton of trouble for it. But I give you full permission to take him into custody if you can get a hold of him.”

“Alive?” she asked. He sighed.

“It’s in your best interest not to tell me you have any intention of killing him. And in mine. If one of my cases has a victim turned murderer... that’s not awesome for my career. And killing someone, even someone you hate, isn’t as easy as you’re making it sound.” She chewed her lip and played out scenarios in her head, trying to determine what she’d actually do if given the chance.

“Fine. It’s not like I’ll have a gun out there anyway.”

“Yeah. Well, I’m going to fix that. This is what could get me fired... there’s a gun shop called Riley’s right outside of town where your sister lives. Go in there and tell them you’d like the Tuesday night special from Minneapolis.”

“Uh... what’s the Tuesday night special?” she asked. He barked out a laugh.

“It’s a stupid code name I came up with so they give you a gun and know you’re legit.”

“Oh. Right.” 

“So, I’m a local cop and catch you with it. What do you tell me?” he asked and she furrowed her brow.

“That I got it from Riley’s?”

“Try again.”

“That it’s a need to know basis?” She smiled a little as he laughed loudly into the phone.

“Good one. Try again.” She rolled her eyes.

“That some mysterious FBI agent I’ve never met but who calls me all the time and is sometimes a dick, but sometimes flirts with me, planted it so I can protect myself against my rapist?” He was silent and she cursed herself for taking for it too far.

“You found it and were on your way to police station to drop it off.”

“Okay,” she said softly.

“Take care of yourself, Miss Hayes.” She pulled into her driveway with a sigh, noticing her mom had already left. She threw some clothes in a bag and got ready to head north for a few days and her eyes darted to her phone as it lit up with a message.

McKinney: I don’t flirt.

Charlotte: Right. And I wasn’t raped.


Chapter 3

Her toes dipped into the water as she sat on the edge of the dock watching the setting sun paint the sky. Her skin was hot and she knew she’d be paying later for the hours she spent reading on the beach that day. She watched the ripples spread as fish surfaced, grabbing their dinner. She took a sip from her water bottle and pulled off her shirt. Standing she let her shorts drop to the dock and after a mental count of one, two, three, she dove into the water.

It was always the same. The initial moment of shock as the water hit every inch of her body and then the comfort that came with familiar, smooth movements through it. She surfaced and took a moment to revel in the relief it brought to her burned skin, before kicking herself into a freestyle stroke out to the raft.

The sun had started to dip below the horizon and her mind was clear for the first time since she could remember. She’d spent the day talking with her mom, reading, swimming, and napping, and the simplicity of it gave her a break from the reality she’d created for herself. She sat with her knees bent, her arms behind her holding her up and let her body move with the raft as a wake from a far out boat washed by.

“Charlotte?” She heard her mom call from the beach and turned her head.

“Yeah?”

“You have a phone call. It sounds... official? They called a few times so I thought I should answer.” She covered the receiver and waved Charlotte’s cell phone in the air.

“Okay, thanks.” She dove off the raft and swam to shore, holding onto those last few moments of relaxation that were sure to end with whatever this phone call held. She grabbed a towel off a chair and squeezed some water out of her hair before wrapping it around her.
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