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★☆★☆★

Miranda

I shook my head. “You’re crazy, you know that?”

“Why am I crazy? For wanting you? When am I gonna see you again?” Chris asked, staring intently at me.

I sighed and dropped my hand from his. “I don’t know. I have to be out of these dorms by the end of June. I’m planning to move back home, near my parents and sister.”

He looked confused. “All the way up in Frisco?”

I snorted, as I hated that nickname people used. “No, I don’t live in San Francisco. But yes, the Bay Area.”

The frown etched deeper between his eyes. He looked genuinely sad, almost distraught, that I was moving. But then again, he was always a good actor.

“How far is the drive?” he asked, his finger still brushing back and forth lightly over my knuckles.

I shrugged one shoulder. “About seven or eight hours, give or take.”

He looked contemplatively at me, trying to decide how to say what was already about to tumble out of his lips. “We’ll make it work.”

Both of my eyebrows lifted, probably all the way to my hairline. “Seriously? This can never work, Chris.”

Shock colored his face, and then sadness again. “But I want you, Miranda. All of you.”

A small tingle of anger began to creep up inside me. I tried to beat it down as I said, “But I can’t trust you. I want to, but I can’t.”

His light eyes gazed down at me, making me swallow back my own sadness. “What can I do to earn it back? Name it.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.” I turned my head and looked at the door that would take me into the dorms, then back at him. “I need to go.”

“I know.” He nodded. “I’m gonna call you tomorrow.”

I nodded. “I know you will.”

The following day, as I was packing up my UC San Diego dorm, which didn’t take very long since it was so small, I couldn’t stop thinking about Chris. How was this going to work? An eight-hour distance was a big deal. Some people might say it wasn’t, but it was. Something about my head wasn’t completely playing in tune with what was in my heart. There were underlying doubts that continued to cloud my brain that I could stay with Chris. I hated that so much logic always interrupted my daydreams and fantasies. In a perfect world, he’d get out of the military, follow me up to the Bay Area, marry me, and give me 2.5 beautiful blue-eyed children. But in reality, I knew he had a couple of more years of service left to give the Marine Corps, and after that, if and when he got out, he’d probably want to move back to Florida. And could I blame him? Not really. Not only was it home for him, but Florida was also just all-around awesome. 

I didn’t know what compelled me to do it, but I literally stopped packing mid-box and looked around my dinky dorm room for my keys. I found them next to my small purse on my bed and headed downstairs. Getting into my Civic, I was almost on autopilot as I drove to Chris’s house. It was two o’clock on a Friday. I had no idea if he was at work today, or what he was doing. The last time I’d heard from him was last night as he was getting off work, or duty, or whatever the hell they called it.

I parked on the street and left my purse in the car. Holding nothing but my keys and phone, I looked down and straightened my shorts and tank top. I hoped Chris was home. I wanted to surprise him. I wanted to see how he lived when he wasn’t expecting company. I wanted to talk to him about what we were going to do when I moved. I just didn’t see how we could last, but a part of me wanted to try. I saw his car and motorcycle parked in the driveway, along with another car I assumed was one of his roommates’. I didn’t know his new roommates. When I first met him over a year ago, the two he’d had either moved away or been deployed.

I knew the doorbell was broken from the other times I’d been here, so I pulled the screen door open knocked, but as I did, the door gave way and creaked open. It had obviously not been closed all the way. Confused, I pushed it slightly and went to call out his name, or at least announce my presence so I didn’t scare him or one of his roommates, when I heard giggling. Female giggling. I clamped my mouth shut with a click.

Crap! One of his roommates must have a girl over. I felt like a total dumbass for just walking in here. Instead of yelling out for him, I decided I’d just hightail it to Chris’s room so as to not interrupt anyone.

I turned the knob to his room with a big smile on my face. I was kind of hoping he’d be asleep so I could just strip my clothes off and slide in beside him. The house was mildly warm, but I could hear the air conditioning kick on as I pushed the door open.

A loud gasp I could not stop slipped out of my mouth at the sight before me. Chris was as naked as the day he was born, up on his knees on his bed, both hands gripping the very pale and round backside of a woman whose face I couldn’t see. His hips were rocking furiously, and at one point, he lifted one hand to smack her ass. The sound thundered throughout the quiet room. All I could smell was sex, and all I could see was red. It clouded my eyes until tears took over and threw me into rage-filled blindness.

“You fucking bastard!” I screamed as I stalked toward him. The woman, who had lifted her face out of Chris’s pillow—the one I’d fallen asleep on while inhaling his scent so many times— also gasped as I practically tackled Chris to the floor. No, it wasn’t ladylike, but I did get some good practice for kicking in doors and taking down suspects when I got my dream job with the FBI. Chris swore and quickly got back up, pushing me against the wall, grabbing my wrists, and pinning them against my chest.

“Let me go, you dick!” I squealed.

“Who the hell is this?” the girl asked, throwing on Chris’s USMC T-shirt, which only pissed me off more.

“I’m his girlfriend, you whore!” I snapped at her.

“Who are you calling a whore?” She pointed at me with a hand on her hip.

I ignored her and looked at Chris, who glanced at the girl and said, “Gina, just go.”

“Asshole,” she muttered. I watched as she pulled on her pants and grabbed her shirt and shoes in her hands, leaving in Chris’s tee.

“Let me go,” I hissed through gritted teeth and teary vision.

He stared at me intently, then released me, grabbing his shorts and putting them on. I took the opportunity to run to the door, but he caught me.

I swiped away the all-too familiar tears and pushed him in the chest, as he held my arm. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you fucking touch me!”

“I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry,” he groveled.

I scoffed, “Seriously? That’s all you have to say for yourself? You have got to be kidding me...”

I turned around to leave again, but he slammed the door shut. “I really do love you.”

I whirled around and slapped him on his stubbly cheek with everything I had. “The hell you do. Fuck you, Chris. You don’t love anyone but yourself. I can’t believe I took you back after the last time you did this to me!” I swiped at the tears on my face. “I’m so fucking stupid.”

“You’re not—”

“Shut up!” I screamed and pointed an angry finger at him. “Don’t call me. Don’t text me. Unfriend me. Unfollow me. Forget me. I hate you.”

The hurt in his eyes was pathetic. The shock on his face and the tremble of his hand was unmistakable. I let him open the door and I stormed through it.

As I squealed away from the curb, yet again in a flurry of tears and sobs wrenching out of my chest, I couldn’t believe I was going through this again. I couldn’t believe I’d allowed myself to open my heart to him again. He was such a bastard. He was such a cheating piece of trash. I could never, ever trust him again. I would never trust any man again. I was wrecked, broken, and completely unraveled. I was ruined. 

I was done.
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★☆★☆★

Miranda

I ended the call and couldn’t hide the smile on my face, grinning like an idiot. A representative from the Federal Prison System in Washington DC had just informed me I was approved for a two-year internship I had completely forgotten I had even applied for. So when the call came, I was shocked. 

Sitting on the bed, I glanced around the little dorm room that had been my home for the past few years and wondered if I would miss it. My checkout was tomorrow, and after that, I had plans to drive back to Northern California and move in with my folks for a few weeks until I could find an apartment or a house to share with someone while I looked for work. Did I want to move to DC? That hadn’t been in the plans for me. The more I sat and thought about the internship opportunity, the more I realized I didn’t want it. I wished they would have called me earlier in the school year. One of the interns they had previously hired canceled, and I was next on the list. I had a whopping two days to decide and get back to them.

I looked down at the phone in my hand and twirled it around, wondering who I should call first. I wasn’t sure why I was even thinking about it, as this was a no-brainer. I scrolled through the contact list and hit the number for my dad. He always had the right answers.

“Hey, princess,” he answered, the smile evident in his voice.

“Hi, Dad.” 

“Let me guess, you need money?” he teased.

I rolled my eyes. I had not once in four years asked them for money. “No, Dad. I need some advice.”

He chuckled. “Well, that’s always free.”

I smiled. I loved my daddy so much. After he’d gotten out of the Air Force, he’d spent thirty years working as an airplane mechanic for a major airline and was sensible, smart, hard-working, and had a heart of gold.

“I’ve been offered an internship with the Federal Prison System.”

“That’s great, honey! Congratulations.”

I took a deep breath. “It’s in Washington DC.”

He paused for far too long, then said, “Well, your mother certainly isn’t going to like that.”

I grinned because that was my thought exactly. I knew my dad missed me, but my mother wanted me to move home just because that was what she wanted. She never gave my sister Vanessa and me, who had graduated two years prior from San Diego State and had moved back up to the Bay Area, any reason why. It was just her way or the highway.

“Well, would you be working in an actual prison there?” he asked.

“No, it’s in their offices, learning the administrative side.”

I could almost hear him nod. “That sounds great. I think you should go for it.”

“Go for what?” I heard my mother’s voice in the background.

“Miranda’s been offered an internship with the prison system,” he explained to her.

It went quiet for a few seconds, and I heard my dad say, “It’s in DC.”

I heard my mother snort. “No way.”

It wasn’t a happy or excited no way, it was a “the hell she’s moving to DC, I forbid it” no way.

And yeah, that was the end of that.

I called back the lady in DC and thanked her for the opportunity, but ultimately declined the position.

The more I thought about it, despite my mother’s controlling ways, I turned it down for myself. I was about to receive a degree in Criminal Justice. I wanted to be in the trenches. I wanted to fight crime. An internship with the Bureau of Prisons would have been interesting, but it wasn’t the FBI. That was my ultimate goal.

★☆★

My Civic was loaded down with all my worldly possessions. After graduation yesterday, I had said my goodbyes to my ride-or-die girls, Jayda and Stephanie, with promises to keep in touch via phone, text, and social media. Stephanie was moving back to Arizona to be near her family, and Jayda was from San Diego, so she was staying in the area. I knew I’d be back to visit, and we vowed we’d have reunions whenever we could.

As I sat in the driver’s seat with my fingers twitching over the keys to start the car, I heaved out a breath. I wasn’t ready to go, yet I had to. Tears again found my eyes as I looked back one more time at my dorm. With a heavy sigh, I started the car, and then my phone rang.

Jason. A guy I had briefly dated after Chris cheated on me and before my dumb ass took him back.

Why was he calling me? Should I answer? Why on earth was his number still programmed into my phone? I must be a glutton for punishment. It wasn’t like I hadn’t thought about him since my recent breakup with Chris. I wondered if I should have called Jason again, apologized for dumping him for stupid-ass Chris, begged for his forgiveness, and for him to give me another chance. He was cute, and I was attracted to him, but in the end, I ultimately decided he deserved better. Better than someone like me. I was ruined, used, and thrown away. He should have someone pretty, shiny, and untainted. He should have someone perfect. Not me.

I hit decline on the call and put my car into gear. I hoped Jason would forget about me. 

Eight hours later, I pulled up to my parents’ house.

“Welcome home, princess!” my dad said, wrapping me in a hug. 

I smiled. “Hi, Dad.”

My mom hugged me next. “So happy you’re home.”

I nodded and dragged my suitcase to my old room, sort of bummed out that I had to live with my parents again, even if it was just temporary. My friend Shayla and I had been talking about getting a place together once I moved back, but I had to find a job first.

After my dad unloaded my car and brought the rest of my stuff into my room, I opened my laptop and went immediately to the federal government’s website for jobs. I didn’t see any openings with the FBI, and as disappointment started to rain over me, I suddenly smiled. How stupid was I? There was no way they were going to hire a twenty-three-year-old fresh out of college. Plus, I was pretty sure you needed to know someone to get a job with them. Maybe I needed some experience under my belt.

I typed federal prison into the search, and a job announcement for a corrections officer position came up for the women’s prison that was only about five miles away. I groaned internally. Did I really want to work around criminals all day? My dad’s words echoed in my ears: You have to start somewhere.

He was right. Everyone had to start somewhere. I didn’t think I had too much to lose by applying, and the pay was decent enough, so I hit the apply button and filled out all the necessary forms. I had to get out of my parents’ house, and this would be a good way for me to get my foot in the door to federal law enforcement.

While I waited to see how that would pan out, as I knew government jobs took a long time to get, I decided I might as well go wait tables somewhere to have some sort of income. 

★☆★

“Welcome to Baxter’s,” I said with a smile.

I led the couple to a table and handed them menus. They placed a drink order immediately, and when I went back to the wait station to input them into the computer, Shayla walked up. 

“Having a good day?” she asked with her usual cheery attitude.

“It’s okay,” I said dryly.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, pulling a wad of bills from her apron and briefly counting them.

I shrugged and looked down at her short frame. “Dunno. Just waiting to hear about a couple of government jobs.”

She shoved the money back into her apron and readjusted the clip she had her long dark brown hair pinned back with. “Oh yeah? Nothing yet?”

“Nope. I mean, this job isn’t bad, it’s just not what I would rather be doing.”

She snorted. “Yeah, me either. But I got a kid to support, and the bills don’t pay themselves.”

Shayla had gotten pregnant right after we had graduated high school, and her son’s dad was nowhere in the picture. She was totally on her own, but she always kept a positive attitude and I admired her for remaining strong for her young boy. She dated a lot, but I didn’t blame her. It had to be tough to be in her shoes.

“It’s been, what, a month since you applied for those jobs? Can you call them or something?”

I nodded, pushing buttons on the touchscreen of the little computer, trying to remember those people’s drink orders. “I could, I guess, but the website is pretty good at telling me the status of the application. So, I’ll wait.”

“You still want to be my roommate?” she asked.

“Do you need a roommate?” I shot back with a smile.

She shook her head. “Nah, not really. I think we’ll be okay, but if you need a place to crash, you know my door is always open.”

I grinned at the authenticity of her offer. “Thanks. My sister mentioned getting a place together, but I don’t know. I might just buy something after I get a solid job. My mom’s a realtor, you know. She’s always offering to help me get a place.”

Shayla whistled through her teeth. “In this area? Wow, how generous of her.”

I laughed. “She knows where all the foreclosures are.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but we heard the bartender yell her name. “Oh, crap, my order’s up. Talk to you later.”

She was off, and I just shook my head and smiled. 
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★☆★☆★

Miranda

I looked down and removed a microscopic piece of lint from the pants of my dark-blue pantsuit as I waited nervously in the prison’s human resource department’s waiting room. It had taken a couple of months, but I had finally received the call I was waiting for, and the excitement was bubbling in my belly.

“Miranda Cates.”

I looked up to see a tall, thin man wearing slacks and a dress shirt with a tie standing in the doorway to an office. When I stood, he smiled and motioned for me to follow him. Once inside his small office, he shook my hand and introduced himself.

“I’m Garrett Smith. Nice to meet you.”

I shook it firmly and smiled. “Miranda Cates.”

After asking me a few generic questions and going over my college degree and transcripts, he led me to another room where four other people, all dressed in suits and ties, were sitting around a large conference table. I gulped down more anxiety and flashed my most charming smile as Garrett introduced me to the people in the room. 

After taking a seat, the panel members proceeded to fire off a bunch of interview questions, a few of them I had to swallow down a smile as they were asked, but I answered them all to the best of my ability. One of the questions even involved asking me if I could shoot and kill an inmate who took a hostage. I said yes because I felt this was what they wanted to hear.

Oh, sure, as if I could ever do that.

The interview lasted about thirty minutes, and when I left, I had a very good feeling. 

★☆★

“I got the job!” I squealed as I burst through the front door of my parents’ house two weeks later.

I practically tossed my purse and apron onto the sofa as I made my way to the kitchen, where my parents were playing cards at the dining room table. I had just finished my shift at Baxter’s and was on the way home when the prison official had called to offer me the job.

My dad stood up and hugged me. “That’s great, I’m so happy for you!”

My mom smiled weakly at me as I sat in a vacant chair. “So, you’ll be working with prisoners then?” 

I nodded. “Yes, women prisoners.”

“And you’ll be a guard?” Mom asked, her brown eyes still scrutinizing me, and I could tell she was trying hard to hide her usual scowl.

“Yep. Well, the title is correctional officer.”

My mother just nodded.

“When do you start?” Dad asked.

“In two weeks.”

He hugged me again. “Well, I’m happy for you. I know you’ll do a great job. And be sure to come home and tell us stories. Like in the movies,” he mocked, elbowing me good-naturedly.

I laughed. “I’m sure it’s nothing like that.”

Little did I know, it was so like that. 

A couple of weeks later, it was my third day on the job—after two weeks of classroom-type training—and I was in disbelief.

Holy mother of crap. This is prison?

“Okay, just calm down, Solis,” I said, staring incredulously at the inmate standing before me, her eyes wet with tears that were now streaming down her cheeks. 

She swiped them away with the back of her hand. “You don’t understand, Ms. Cates. There has to be a letter in there somewhere. He promised he’d write me!” She was bordering on hysteria.

I bit my lip and looked through the remaining six or seven unclaimed letters I had sitting on the desk inside the officer’s station in the housing unit I was working. “There’s nothing here for you. I... uh, I’m sorry. Maybe you should check your e-mail...”

She jerked out a wail similar to a wounded animal and turned on the heel of her white sneakers. She slinked off toward her room—her cell—probably to go whine to her fellow “cellies” that I was a bitch who wasn’t giving her her mail. Sigh. 

He doesn’t want to write you, idiot! He’s probably banging everything with a vagina while you’re locked up!

I wished I could say that to her and every other one who whined about not receiving mail. But it was 200 against one on the evening watch shift in this housing unit, and I couldn’t afford to take a beating. So, I clamped my mouth shut.

After mail-call, I went to my backpack and yanked out a bottle of water and the envelope I’d pulled out of my mailbox in the Lieutenant’s office. I sipped the water as I ripped it open and studied the letter inside. There were orders to report to the Law Enforcement Training Academy in about four weeks. I grinned a little. I may be female, but something told me the majority of people at this place would be male—a bunch of hot, male aspiring cops. 

Sounds like fun.

★☆★

A couple of months later, they had finally sent me to the academy in Georgia.

I deplaned with a girl I’d met during our first week of training, Toni, and we made our way to baggage claim.

I heard my phone ring and looked at the screen. It was Jason again. What the hell! Why did he keep calling me? I ignored the call, yet again. This was probably the third one I’d gotten since I’d moved home.

“This is going to be awesome,” Toni said, distracting me from the phone, a glint in her dark eyes.

I bit back a smile. “I know. Three weeks of fun.”

Her smile wavered a little and she chewed her lip. “I hope the tests aren’t too hard.”

I rolled my eyes. “Girl, please. They’ve already thrown us to the wolves. We’ve been working around those convicts for, what, two months now? I’m sure we know everything there is to know about inmates, the system, and self-defense.”

She nodded, chomping on gum. Her dark-brown hair was pulled into a loose clip and her eyes were glittering with excitement. “You’re probably right. I hope there are bars there. And I don’t mean the kind we see in prison.”

I giggled as I spotted my pink and black zebra-patterned suitcase and yanked it from the carousel. Soon after, Toni grabbed her suitcase and we wheeled them to the waiting shuttle that would take us to the law enforcement academy that would be our home for the next three weeks.

★☆★

I looked down at my phone. It was a text from Chris. Was he freaking kidding me? Why did I even still have his number in my phone? Because I was an idiot, that’s why.

Chris: I’m out of the Corps, baby. Moved back to Florida. What have you been up to?

I sighed. Before moving back home, he’d called and texted incessantly, apologizing, and begging me to call him back. I had stupidly given in a couple of times with returning texts, telling him it was over and to stop contacting me, but obviously that was all he needed to know that I was reading them. I should have changed my damn number.

I grunted and looked down at the phone. I was in Georgia, and I was busy. It wasn’t like I had time for this, but since the stupid part of my brain wouldn’t allow me to ignore him, I replied: I’m in Georgia in training. Enjoy Florida.

He immediately replied: What city?

I waited a few minutes, staring down at my phone. I finally gave in and gave him the name of the city.

His reply was quick: That will take me less than 6 hours to drive to. I want to see u. I need to see u baby.

I closed my eyes and blew out a breath. I still hated him for what he’d done, my heart clenching painfully as it was still knitting itself back together every time I thought about him. There was no way I could see him, or should see him for that matter. So why was I tempted?

This situation with him was becoming more and more impossible. He’d moved back to Florida to be near family, to go back to the life he’d had before joining the military. And I lived in California. This was a ridiculous notion I’d just as soon put behind me.

Besides, he was a cheater. I didn’t need or want that in my life. I was better than that and better than him. But then memories of his hands and tongue exploring my body, combined with all the things he’d said to me during our time together, came flooding back into my brain, as if someone had released the latch on a rickety old gate and let it fly, allowing wind, water, and debris to flood in. My brain was overwhelmed, but my body responded immediately to the thought of seeing Chris again.

Worrying my lip, I eventually typed out: Maybe. We’ll see.

What the hell is wrong with me!

I immediately regretted it. I should have just told him to go fuck himself. There was no way I could just use him for sex and let him go. He was still in my heart, and I had a feeling he wouldn’t be leaving any time soon.

I felt dizzy, like I was watching a tennis match, with the ball going back and forth, except instead of a tennis ball flying over the net, it was my heart, being tossed back and forth for him to play with.

God, I’m such an idiot.

★☆★

After a long day of training, the shower definitely felt good. My body was sore from all the running, and I felt like I could use a little fun tonight.

The on-site bar was nothing but dudes. There was literally nothing to do but shoot pool and watch UFC fights on the TV. Yawn! On a positive note, I was surrounded by guys. As I pretended I knew what I was doing at the pool table, a really tall guy with a dark-brown buzz cut and sharp features was eyeing me. Since I’d had about three screwdrivers, and was now nursing a beer, my confidence level was high, and I strolled right up to him. It was nice to have to lift my face to gaze into his, since I was about five-foot-eight and sometimes men didn’t seem that much taller than me when I had a small heel on. I knew I chose to work in law enforcement, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want a big, strong guy to make me feel safe and protected.

“Hi. I’m Miranda,” I said with more confidence than I felt. 

A smile found his perfect lips, and he said, “I’m Matt.”

I took a long pull from the Coors Light bottle and said, “So, what agency brought you here?”

I could tell he was biting back a smile, and it was a sexy smirk. He was trying to play tough and coy, but I could tell he was flirting. “ATF – Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms.”

I threw my head back and laughed, my long hair hitting against my ass. I placed a hand on my hip and pointed at him with the pool stick. “Alcohol, tobacco, and firearms should be a convenience store, not a government agency, Matt.”

He broke out in a full-blown smile, his perfectly straight teeth on display behind his full lips. “That’s one I’ve never heard before, Miranda.”

I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I said, “Do you like playing pool?” I waved the pool stick over the green felt of the table with a flourish like a game show hostess.

He laughed. “Sure.”

“So what agency are you with?” he asked as he prepared his cue stick with chalk.

“Prison system.”

He bit back a smile. “Nice.”

“What does that mean?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. You’re only here for three weeks then?”

I nodded. “Yes. You?”

“We spend about sixteen weeks here. I’ve got seven left, but who’s counting?”

I made a face. “That really blows.”

He nodded and we began a few rounds of pool. Toni had gone back to her room to study (whatever!) and I played pool with Matt until we were both completely wasted on screwdrivers and beer. He walked me back to my room. The training center had rooms similar to college-style dorms they dubbed “barracks”, and each student had their own room.

“Thanks for the... uh, pool.” I grinned up at him.

Matt smirked a little at me, then looked both ways down the outdoor concrete hallway that lined the outside of the rooms. He leaned down and kissed me, and I groaned in the back of my throat. His hand slithered into my hair and pulled at the scalp so he could access my neck. Matt began running kisses up and down my neck and to my shoulder. When he finally lifted his head, he looked at me and panted, “Do you have your key?”

I stared up into his dark eyes and expectant face. It had been a while since I’d been with anyone. Did I want to go down this road? Wasn’t I meant to turn over a new leaf once I moved back home? I really wanted to invite Matt into my room. I wanted to rock his world while he made me feel beautiful and helped me forget about the jerks of my past.

Even as tipsy as I was, I knew I just couldn’t.

I fished the key from my pocket and laid a hand on his very impressive chest. “Goodnight, Matt.”

He looked confused, then a flash of disappointment passed over his features quickly before it was replaced with an incredulous look. He just shook his head and walked away. 

Once inside, with my back against the door, I evened out my breathing and wondered how I would get any sleep with Matt’s scent all over me. I could still feel his roaming hands.
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CHAPTER 3
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★☆★☆★

Miranda

The academy was a breeze. I passed both the physical and written tests with no studying or really any effort. In fact, it was so easy that I was a little concerned. I mean, I was around convicts all day. Shouldn’t they have taught us... I don’t know... more? My favorite part was the firearms. We got to shoot an assortment of handguns and rifles. My dad didn’t have any sons, and my older sister Vanessa was way too prissy to entertain my dad when he wanted to go fishing and hunting, so I would go. He taught me to shoot his .38 Special, and it was fun. So I was comfortable around firearms.

This usually surprised people. Sure, I looked like a high-maintenance girl... I loved my hair long, and my nails and toes manicured, but that didn’t mean I didn’t like to get down and dirty. I didn’t choose to be in law enforcement for the pay. I had thought about becoming a lawyer at first... getting a Law degree, then taking the BAR, but no. That would be boring, and I knew it. So yeah, I liked to shoot guns; I had to admit it made me feel powerful and kind of sexy. 

“Miss Cates! I need some pads.”

An inmate broke me out of my memories of training. I looked into her eyes until what she had just asked me registered. I shook my head and pulled out some maxi-pads from the desk drawer of my officer’s station. I handed her a small packet of five, and she grumbled her thanks and walked off.

Over the past five months of working here, I learned that these inmates didn’t exactly use these pads for their intended purpose. They had all sorts of uses for them, and I vowed one day I would write a book titled: 101 Ways to Use a Maxi-Pad and make a million dollars. The uses were endless—and comical. They definitely scored points for creativity. I’d give them that.

My eight-hour shift dragged on. I was on the four to midnight shift, and since we weren’t allowed to bring our cell phones into the prison, it made for a boring eight hours. I had to keep telling myself that this was just temporary. I would do a few years here, then apply to the FBI to be an agent. My mother be damned, I’d go work for them and move away from here. I had been doing some research and learned that new agents never got “stationed” where they lived or grew up. They were always put in areas of the country they had never lived before, since they did a lot of undercover work. That thought both excited and scared me. I was a California girl through and through. Could I live in Minnesota where it reached double digits below zero, and was humid in the summer? Could I live in Montana where there were more cows than people? I smiled a little. I would deal. I would find a way. It would make me a well-rounded individual. I sighed and looked down at my cargo pants and polo shirt with the prison logo on the chest. I would be glad when I didn’t have to wear this crap anymore.

Once my shift was over, I went to my car to see I had a missed call from my sister and four texts. One was from my college friend Jayda telling me she’d finally gotten the job at the pharmaceutical company her uncle owned (big shock there). Another was from Chris. Seriously? Delete. One from my sister telling me to call her. The last was from my mom reminding me that she was having a July Fourth barbeque at their house.

Yes, I was still living with them. It sucked. However, I was able to save most of my paychecks, and I figured by the end of the year, I’d have enough for a down payment on a house or condo, and that was a pretty big motivation. 

★☆★

I was standing in line at the grocery store with a cart full of hot dogs, hamburgers, buns, chips, condiments, and everything else we would need for a Fourth of July barbeque. Mom had sent me with a list as she was busy cleaning and decorating, and I was anxious to get away from her barking orders, so I had happily snatched the list out of her hand and raced to the store. I was thinking about how lucky I was that I didn’t have to work today. I had worked all of the holidays since I’d gotten the prison job. July fourth just happened to fall on a Tuesday this year, and my regular days off were Monday and Tuesday, so I just got lucky. I was totally lost in my thoughts when a familiar voice broke me out of them.

“You gonna eat all that?”

I turned around to see Jason pointing at my cart full of food. His brown eyes twinkled with amusement and a smile twitched on his lips.

My eyes went big, and I leaned in for a hug. “Oh, my God. Jason! What are you doing here?”

I was happy to see him, but I was also very confused.

“I got out of the Marines and moved up here. I’ve called you a few times to let you know. To see what you’ve been up to, to see if maybe you’d want to do something. But you never returned my calls or even texted.”

He had mischief and amusement in his chocolate gaze, his impressive arms folded over his chest, but I felt bad. “Oh, well, I had no idea.”

“It’s okay. You look beautiful, Miranda.” He smiled at me. “I’ve missed you.”

“Seriously? I’m surprised you’re happy to see me, after...”

He nodded. “It’s okay. Even though you never gave me any reason for the breakup, that didn’t mean I didn’t still miss you.”

I could think of nothing constructive to say to that, so I just said, “What made you move here?”

“I got a job with a big internet company in Silicon Valley. I’m doing security there.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Really?”

He laughed. “Yes, really. They pay really well, too.”

“What about your family? Aren’t they in So-Cal?”

He nodded. “Yes, but it’s not like I never see them. I drive down occasionally.”

“That’s great,” I said. I looked at the check-stand, and the lady in front of me was already paying, so I began loading my groceries onto the belt.

“So, what are you doing for the Fourth?” Jason asked.

I lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “Just a cookout at my parents’ house. I’m lucky to have the day off.”

“Yeah?” he asked, helping me load. It was then I noticed he had a cart of food himself, a lot of frozen things, and some beer and other liquor.

I nodded. I briefly contemplated asking if he wanted to come to my parents’ party, but that would give my family the wrong idea. They knew about Jason, and they knew we had broken up. They would just think we were back together. I would never hear the end of it from my mother. I looked into his sweet face and kind brown eyes, and decided it wasn’t a good idea.

“What are you doing?” I asked, hoping he had plans.

He helped me load the last of my food onto the belt, put a little plastic divider up, and began piling his things on. “Just going to my buddy’s house.”

I smiled. “That’s great. I hope you have fun.”

He laid a tanned hand on my freckled arm and looked into my eyes. “Would you consider going out with me again?”

Would I? I mean, really... would that be wise? I thought about my recent dry spell. Sure, a few guys from work had asked me out, and Shayla and I had gone out a few times, but it was nothing like the wild times I’d had in San Diego. I had calmed down a lot... and I felt good about that. I had whored it up way too much in college, and while I was trying to be more mature, I would admit to some loneliness. I hadn’t contacted Chris again after he’d texted and even called a couple of times while I was in training in Georgia. And I was proud of myself. Chris was bad for me. But Jason? He wasn’t bad. He was sweet and nice.

I nodded at his expectant face. “Sure, just call or text. We’ll have dinner or something.”

That seemed to make him very happy. I paid for my groceries, or rather, my mother’s party food, and drove back home, wondering if I’d made a big mistake. I hoped not.

★☆★

I stood up, smoothed out my uniform pants and shirt, and walked to the front of the large room with a smile on my face. They were having the yearly award ceremonies with all of the staff, and I’d just learned I’d been awarded “Rookie of the Year.” I was in disbelief but was very proud.

The warden, an older man probably pushing fifty with no hair at all, but looking very nice in his three-piece suit, began: “Miranda Cates, you have shown professionalism and commitment to correctional excellence by finding and reporting numerous instances of contraband and being involved in a massive search that involved the discovery of three weapons, which probably saved lives. I’m happy to present this award to you...”

It was true. I’d found three homemade knives—“shanks”—and two cell phones during my searches. My night shift, or “evening watch” as they called it, was so damn boring that I had nothing to do but kick inmates out of their cells and search them. It was part of my job anyway, but when I found stuff they weren’t supposed to have, it made my night. What it didn’t make me was very popular among the inmate population. 

Not that I gave a shit.

★☆★

The choppy San Francisco water sloshed against the side of the boat. The white lights strung along the bow of the boat were reflecting off Jason’s face, and he was smiling at me around the lip of his beer bottle.

I sipped my warm red wine and smiled back at him. When Jason asked me to dinner, I expected a chain restaurant or something. He’d picked me up in his new truck and didn’t tell me where we were going. Once we’d hit the freeway, then headed toward the Bay Bridge, I had to say, my curiosity was definitely piqued.

I admit while I wasn’t super high-maintenance, I did love a classy date. Not that a date at a chain restaurant would have bothered me, but the fact that Jason had not only taken me to the city, he’d arranged a nighttime dinner cruise impressed me even more.

The wine was going to my head. Jason was being funny and flirty, and I had to wonder why I’d ever broken up with him. Oh yeah! Because I was hung up on Chris-fucking-Ferguson, the cheating piece of crap who had ruined my faith in all men. And here it was, almost a year later, and I hadn’t been with anyone. I had almost come full circle.

Jason was sweet. Did I have a deep, down longing to get back with him and give him another chance? I really didn’t think so. But after the sweet dinner cruise, we’d ended up back at his place, and that was when things got a little... heated.

I had to confess I was a little nervous on the drive back to his apartment. I had no idea why I’d agreed to go there, except that it had been so long since I’d been with a man that I was just happy to be out. The wine may have had a say in the matter, too. I should have told him goodnight on the docks of Pier 39 and asked him to drive me home, but I didn’t. That was because I was the queen of bad decisions, and it wasn’t like moving back home and becoming an adult with a grown-up job and responsibilities would change that. He’d paid for the cruise, dinner, and everything. He was charming, and he knew it. I was, of course, a sucker for a charmer. Hadn’t I proved that to myself time and time again?

I sat on the black leather sofa in Jason’s neatly furnished apartment and glanced around. I looked up to see him handing me another glass of wine.

I took the glass and looked into his face. “You keep wine here?”

He laughed. “Yes, ma’am.”

I looked at his bottle of beer. “What are you drinking?”

“Corona, of course.”

I snorted. “Of course. You So-Cal boys and your Corona.” A little waitress joke I hope he’d get. I took a sip of my wine. He was studying me, and I could tell he wanted to say something. I chewed the side of my lip and looked into his warm eyes. “What?”

Jason took the glass from my fingers and set it on his coffee table, which had some sort of weird, colored rock formation as its top. He placed his Corona next to it.

He scooted closer to me so our thighs were touching. He had on a pair of jeans that fit him well and a black polo shirt that was almost the same color as his hair. I was in a white skirt and a flowy red chiffon shirt, and as he scooted closer to me, his left hand traveled up my thigh. It sent a wave of tingles into my core. When his right hand cupped my cheek, I was pretty sure I sighed audibly.

“Thank you for going out with me. God, Miranda...” His eyes flicked between mine, and I could tell he was measuring his words carefully. “You fucking shattered me when you left me. I never understood why you broke up with me in San Diego, but I’m not holding it against you. I just want you. That’s all. Is that enough?”

I really wasn’t comfortable with this conversation because it made me think of Chris, so I said nothing. I just crushed my lips to his. 

He gave me no opposition at all. He wrapped both arms around me and began running gentle circles with his fingers on the bare skin of my back. It felt so good, my whole body erupted in goosebumps. I moaned and kissed him harder. His tongue slithered into my mouth and then mine met his.

He broke the kiss and stood up. Staring into my eyes, he led me to his bedroom. God, it had been so long... so very long since I’d had a man touch me, love on me, say nice things to me... add alcohol to that, it was no wonder I was so easy to lead to bed. Jason was familiar and I was still attracted to him, and when he laid me down and made love to me, it was awesome. He was good at what he did, and after it was over, he cuddled me and said sweet things in my ear. He held me all night until the first glints of the morning light sliced into his room and interrupted our sleep. Once we’d woken up, we went another round, exhausting me all over again until I felt like I couldn’t move or walk.

Why had I broken up with him again?
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CHAPTER 4
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★☆★☆★

Miranda

A month had passed since my date with Jason. The sex was great. It was mind-blowing. Why didn’t I want that again? I knew why. Because it meant more to Jason than it had meant to me. I had not set out that night with the intentions to use Jason for sex, or even sleep with him for that matter. I really was lonely and hoping I could feel something for him that I hadn’t felt before. Sure, we had dated for quite a few months while I was in college. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized I had better get real with myself. He had been gone so many times on those missions, or whatever they called them, that I wasn’t sure I’d even gotten to know him, really. Should I give him a chance? Wasn’t there supposed to be some hot, sparky chemistry crackling between people when they met that told them they were soulmates? That they were meant to spend eternity together?

Yes, there was a sexual attraction to Jason; I’d had it since the first day we’d met in that tiny hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant in San Diego. But could that be enough? I didn’t think it could be. I had been doing a lot of reading in my spare time, spending time holed up in my room in my parents’ house, trying to be a good girl and read books and watch TV and not go out and party in the clubs. All my friends I had gone to high school with had either moved away or had gotten married and/or had kids so I was on my own. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing, but in the long run, I’d determined it was a good thing. Because really... the party girl in me was trying to claw her way out of my body. She was screaming at me that she wanted—no, needed—to get out and go dance it up with some hot dudes at a club and then go home and get down and dirty with them.

What was wrong with me? I was almost twenty-five years old. Shouldn’t I be thinking about settling down by now?

Jason was calling and texting constantly. I just didn’t want to lead him on, but hadn’t I done that already? We had gone on one more date after that, which, surprisingly did not end in sex. So technically, I had only slept with him once since moving back. I wondered if his moving here was some sort of karma. Like it was meant to be that we get back together. After all, what did either of us have going on right now? Nothing, really. 

I chewed the side of my fingernail as the shrilly ring of the government phone set on the desk of my officer’s station broke me out of my contemplation about Jason.

“Echo Unit, Officer Cates speaking,” I answered into the phone.

“You’re being relieved,” a male voice said into the receiver. “Ortiz is headed down there to relieve you. I need you for a hospital trip.”

I rolled my eyes, thankful the lieutenant on the other end couldn’t see it. “Yes, sir.”

I gathered my backpack and water bottle from my desk drawer and waited for my relief. I really disliked working a housing unit and was looking forward to going on a hospital trip to get out of the prison.

Once I handed Officer Ortiz my equipment, I reported to the prison’s infirmary and gasped at the inmate standing in one of the medical rooms. She looked to be about a thousand months pregnant and was doubled over with her hands on her knees, her prison khaki uniform still in place. However, she had a giant wet spot between her legs. I glanced at the physician assistant who was on duty, a look of confusion and probably horror on my face.

He was a small Asian man who spoke with a strong accent. He was writing on a clipboard and looked at me with complete disinterest. “Her waters have broken. She needs to be transported to an outside hospital.”

“Uh, okay.” I waited for him to say something else, but he just kept writing.

The PA handed me some paperwork and I read over it, making sure this particular inmate had no history of violence or escape, and walked over to her.

She spoke very little English. She looked in my eyes, her face a mask of pain, and gasped one word: “Twins.”

I was sure my eyes got as big as saucers. I looked back at the PA. “She’s having twins?”

He nodded, still writing. “Yes. They’ll probably give her a cesarean section, but”—he paused, flipping through paperwork—“this is her fourth pregnancy, so her babies may arrive quickly.”

I swallowed some anxiety and led her to the receiving and discharge department, having to stop twice so she could breathe through a contraction. It gave me a small bit of comfort that this wasn’t her first baby, or babies, because I sure as hell didn’t know anything about babies or childbirth.

I had to strip-search the girl, put her in a separate set of clothing, handcuff her in the front, and place her in a white unmarked government van. I had another officer with me, a guy I’d worked with before, Sean Anderson, who was carrying a pistol on his belt. I hadn’t been issued a gun, and that was fine. I had read on the paperwork this particular inmate was low security.

When we got to the hospital, Officer Anderson parked the van and we walked to the entrance, having to stop again so the inmate could breathe through her contractions. I hoped those babies wouldn’t drop right out of her as we walked. The hospital staff led us to a back elevator and rode with us up to Labor and Delivery. Anderson rolled his eyes a few times at her cries of pain, and I wanted to smack him.

“Remove these handcuffs!” a short nurse in pink scrubs said to Anderson. She narrowed her eyes at him as she pointed with a perfectly manicured fingernail at the inmate’s handcuffs.

I could tell he wanted to fire off a smartass retort to her, but he held his tongue. Instead, he removed one handcuff and secured it to the railing of the bed the inmate was now lying on. The nurse glared at him but said nothing. At that point, the inmate gripped the railing and let out a scream that made even me jump. Anderson stood against the back wall of the room behind us and folded his arms over his chest. I stood by as she wailed some more. 

“Baby here!” the inmate screamed.

I frantically looked around and only saw the short nurse. She yanked the inmate’s pants and underwear off and threw a sheet over her. Then her eyes got big as she looked between her legs.

“Oh no, honey, don’t push yet. The doctor will be here very soon.”

The inmate screamed again. The nurse shook her head as if annoyed and pulled on some rubber gloves from the pants pocket of her scrubs. She then reached between the inmate’s legs and pulled while the inmate continued to scream. A squealing, squirming baby covered in all sorts of disgusting goo was now in her arms. A team of other medical people came rushing in, and thankfully one had one of those portable baby cribs with the lights on it, and the nurse set the baby in it.

The inmate cried out again.

I looked down at her to see her sweating profusely and her head was thrown back. I supposed I should have gone over and stood next to Anderson who, by the way, also had a slight sheen of sweat covering his pale face and looked as though he may pass out—but I couldn’t. I was utterly fascinated by this process, and like a car wreck, I couldn’t look away.
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