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      Officer Luciana "Lulu" Martinelli prefers to work alone. Who wouldn't, after falling in love with their partner, only to have him up and leave? Unfortunately, her captain, who's also her father, is determined to pair her with someone. His latest recruit, former Boston detective Dominic Delgado, is turning out to be harder to shake than the others. Dom's as talented at his job as he is gorgeous, and the worst part is...he knows it.

      Lulu can't understand why a big-city cop would want to work for a small Rhode Island police department—until he's brutally attacked after his first day on the job. Dom didn't exactly give up his old life by choice, and some pretty terrifying bad guys want him dead. Things only get stickier when Lulu's ex-boyfriend Rob resurfaces with a far-fetched explanation for leaving her, and an interesting connection to Dom.

      Forced to team up with the man who shattered her heart, her dangerously charming new partner, and even her bored teenage sister home on summer break, Lulu discovers her little town isn't as crime-free as she thought — and that maybe, just maybe, having a partner to watch her back isn't the worst thing in the world.
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      When asked to describe his music, instead of an adjective or two, Dave Austin just lets out a laugh.

      “It’s practically indescribable,” he shares with a grin. “People want to stick me in the Country category, but that’s not quite right. My songs can be folk-y, but a little rock and roll, too. And some of them have such a stripped-down indie feel. In case you can’t tell, I don’t like labels.”

      When pressed for one all-encompassing word, Austin finally takes the bait.

      “Unique,” he says. “Just completely, one-hundred-percent, uniquely me.”

      I continued typing up my story, eyes darting to reference my notes, even though local singer/songwriter Dave Austin’s interview reads nearly word for word as his peers’ I’ve covered recently.

      Just keep typing, Evie.

      I tried to banish any cynical thoughts from my head, reminding myself that I was fortunate to have this job — even if writing puff pieces about wannabe country music stars wasn’t my first choice. Or second choice. Or sixth choice.

      You’re lucky to be employed as a writer at all, I thought, more forcefully this time to get the message to stick. I always liked to look on the positive side, but when you write enough of these stories, you just sort of want to scream.

      “You okay? You’re making that face again.”

      I looked across my desk at my colleague and best friend, Grace Lee. She knew all too well how soul-crushing I found the Arts and Culture beat.

      “How can I be making a face when I’m writing about the unique Dave Austin?” I flashed her a grin.

      “I heard him at open mic night at The Ranch a few weeks ago,” Grace said. “He’s unique in the sense that he’s not that great, but still lands gigs.”

      “What are you working on? Something more exciting?”

      “Eh, the hardware store down the street got into the habit of not paying people overtime, and they just settled a pretty big lawsuit,” she said. “The details are boring, though.”

      “I’d kill to write about that,” I said, slumping in my chair. Grace covered the business beat, which had been my third choice—hypothetically, of course. I didn’t get a vote in my assigned beat. It was either Arts and Culture, or no job—and man, did I need a job.

      I opened my mouth to ask Grace if she wanted to procrastinate our assignments by grabbing an early lunch, but shouting from our editor’s office made both our heads snap towards it.

      “…is unbelievable,” Shelly yelled. She brought her voice down a tick, but I managed to catch an additional, “…should absolutely know better!”

      I looked back to Grace, eyes wide. “What’s that all about? Who’s in there?”

      Looking just as bewildered as me, she quickly surveyed the newsroom, noting whose desk was empty. “Jeff?”

      Grace’s suspicion was confirmed a few seconds later when Jeff Borelli burst out of Shelly’s office, swinging the door open with so much force it collided with the wall. Every reporter’s eyes followed his movements as he marched to his desk and began tossing various possessions inside the cardboard box he carried.

      “Whoa,” Grace murmured as we all continued to watch him. Another minute later, a security guard I didn’t even know we had wandered over to Jeff’s desk, hands on his hips, legs widened into an intimidating stance.

      “Seriously?” Jeff yelled over his shoulder towards Shelly’s office.

      “Sir, you need to leave,” the guard said, voice deep as the ocean. “You can’t take anything except personal effects.”

      “This is bullshit,” Jeff muttered not-so-quietly. He tossed two framed photos into his box, the surface of his desk cluttered with folders and legal pads he had to leave behind.

      “Well, show’s over, folks!” Jeff said, already halfway to the door.

      The security guard brought up the rear, disappearing with Jeff into the hallway.

      The hush amongst us all remained for a solid thirty seconds.

      “What just happened?” It had all gone down so quickly, I needed verbal confirmation everyone else had seen it too.

      “It’s about time,” Maggie shouted from across the office. “I never liked him.”

      “It’s gotta be porn,” Phil chimed in. “When that happens, it’s always porn.”

      “Did you hear what the guard said about not taking anything?” Alyssa asked. “Was Jeff stealing stuff from here?”

      “What’s there to steal?” Grace gave her monitor a hearty smack. “My nine-year-old nephew has a nicer computer than I do.”

      Murmurs of agreement filled the newsroom, and more people shouted out wild theories about what Jeff could’ve done.

      “Wait,” I said to Grace, tearing her attention away from the gossip. “Wasn’t Jeff working on an update on the serial rapist?”

      “I think he was.”

      “Well, who’s going to write it now?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Beats me. Something tells me this firing wasn’t planned.”

      I turned once more towards Shelly’s office, wondering if she’d thought this through yet. She couldn’t just not have someone covering the crime beat. Surely, she’d be reassigning it soon—and if I pounced now, I could throw my hat in the ring.

      I sprung out of my chair.

      “Shelly?”

      Lingering outside her office, I gently knocked on her half-open door. She held a phone receiver to her ear, but when she noticed me, she whispered something quickly and hung up.

      “Evie, now’s not a good time,” she said. “I have to meet with HR in a few minutes. I’ll answer your questions about Jeff as soon as I can.”

      “Well, I actually wanted to ask about Jeff’s story.” I dared to step inside. “His piece on the serial rapist.”

      “Oh, shit.” Shelly closed her eyes and massaged her temples. “That was supposed to run tomorrow.”

      “I know.” I took a breath. “I was going to offer to finish it up.”

      Shelly stared at me like I’d spoken a different language. “But you have your own assignments already.”

      “I’m almost done the Austin piece,” I said, even though I’d only just started. “I could spend the rest of the afternoon on Jeff’s story.”

      “Hmm.” Shelly drummed her fingers on her desk.

      “You know,” I settled into the seat across from her desk, “I have experience covering the crime beat. I did that in D.C. for two years. I would love to do it again.”

      I held my breath as Shelly considered this. My kind but tough editor had a really good poker face, and it was impossible to tell which way she was leaning.

      “Evie, you know I think you’re a very capable writer, but, if I remember correctly, you had some…issues on the crime beat?”

      I tried not to sigh. The “issues” she was referring to were a series of ethical missteps that had cost me my job at the Post and my professional reputation. The backlash had been so severe I’d had to move six hours away to Podunk, Virginia to find a paper that would take me. Shelly didn’t know the details of my slip-up, but my lack of a reference from my previous editor spoke volumes.

      I was grateful for this job, but I couldn’t help but feel a sense of ownership when it came to the crime beat. It was what I was supposed to do. And now that the opportunity was hanging right in front of me, I couldn’t not reach out and grab it.

      “That’s right, I did have a bit of trouble back there,” I said. “But I promise you, I’ve learned my lesson. I always do everything completely by the book now. You’ve never had one complaint about my work.”

      Shelly’s mouth quirked to the side. “It’s just, with what happened with Jeff, we can’t afford to have any more scandals—especially with our crime reporter. It’s an important section to get right.”

      Even more curiosity gnawed at me about what scandalous thing Jeff had done, but I forced myself to focus on the task at hand.

      “Absolutely.” I paused before continuing. “Why don’t you let me just try this one story? And if you’re satisfied with it, maybe I could take on the beat on a more permanent basis?”

      “Okay.” She gave me a weak smile. “I’m in a bind here, so if you deliver on this, we can talk.”

      “Thank you,” I said, leaping out of my chair. “Don’t worry. I’m on it.”

      Shelly had already turned back to her phone, too distracted to bask in my victory with me.

      I hustled to my desk. “Grace! Shelly says I can do Jeff’s story.”

      “That’s great,” she said. “But what about Dave Austin?”

      “Oh, who cares about Dave Austin!”

      Fifteen minutes later, I’d swiped every notepad from Jeff’s desk and started poring over his scribblings. The man had atrocious handwriting, but I finally found what I was looking for.

      Four attacks now, same M.O., no suspects announced by PD. Call Delaney for quote and update.

      My heart slowly began to sink. This wasn’t much to go on. I’d been following the story of the serial rapist, of course—what woman in town wouldn’t be? But based on previous articles, it appeared little was known about him, and Jeff seemingly had planned to write an entire story based off information from this Delaney person.

      A quick Google search brought me to the Bristol PD’s website, gifting me Detective Tom Delaney’s extension. I eagerly dialed.

      “Delaney,” a gruff voice answered after three rings.

      “Hi,” I said, tone chipper. “This is Evie Hartley from Bristol Daily News. I was hoping I could talk to you for a few minutes about the serial rapist.”

      There was a long pause. “What happened to Jeff? I normally talk to him.”

      “Jeff is…no longer with the paper,” I said. “But I’m taking over for him. So would you be able to give me a quick update on the investigation?”

      “Look, lady. I don’t know you, and I sure as hell don’t have time to chat. I’ve got a case to solve.”

      With that, Delaney hung up on me. I stared at my receiver for a moment, a little stunned by his shortness. It was true that cops didn’t love talking with reporters, but Delaney seemed to be punishing me for the simple crime of not being Jeff.

      “Okay…” I refused to let myself get discouraged. I’d been out of the crime game for a bit. I’d forgotten how tough it could be to get sources to spill. Budding country music singers aren’t as tight-lipped as cops working a serial rapist case.

      Scrolling through Bristol PD’s list of officers, I learned our tiny town only had three bona fide detectives, counting Delaney. Two chances left.

      I called Nicole Zimmerman next. A female detective would be all too familiar with handling sexism at work—she might throw me a bone.

      “Detective Zimmerman.”

      “Hi, this is Evie Hartley from Bristol Daily News. I—”

      A loud click cut off my spiel. Again, I was surprised. How was she ruder than Delaney? What happened to girl power?

      Starting to panic now, I dialed number three on the list, Marcus Pennington. The call went straight to voicemail, and I didn’t bother with a message. I wondered if he wasn’t there, or if his colleagues had warned him not to answer. Didn’t really matter, either way.

      “Everything okay?” Grace asked as she sat, having returned from a fast-food run.

      I threw down my pen. “The cops aren’t talking, and Jeff left me nothing.” I threw down my pen.

      She offered me sympathy fries, and I took a few. “Sorry. It’s tough coming into it last minute like this. You might need to get creative.”

      I shoved the fries into my mouth and tried not to panic. Back in D.C. I’d started from scratch as a crime reporter once, with no connections. Sure, I was a little crunched for time this go around, but I could do it again.

      Opening a new tab, I brought up Facebook and searched for Delaney, since he was the only one who’d actually talked to me. I easily found his profile and was pleased to see he posted a lot. If I could bump into him somewhere, it’d be harder for him to blow me off.

      Scrolling through his page, I looked for any usual haunts. A few weeks ago, he “checked into” Last Call, a local dive bar so seedy looking, I’d never set foot inside. I read the comments, an exchange between Delaney and someone named Paul—the owner.

      Thanks for stopping by tonight, Tom. Come back soon!

      Those wings are KILLER. Glad Marcus dragged me along.

      Haha, he should be our poster boy for wing night. Can’t remember the last time he missed one.

      Marcus. Could that be detective number three, Marcus Pennington? It would make sense. Excitement rushed through me as I realized it was Wing Wednesday. Would Pennington be there tonight? The owner’s comment made me think yes.

      I did a quick search for Pennington. He had a Facebook page, but his privacy settings were on. All I could see was a thumbnail of his profile picture, which told me two vague things: brown hair, youngish. Showing up at Last Call in the hopes he’d be there was hit or miss, but if I couldn’t get in contact with a source soon, it’d be my only option.

      I spent the rest of the afternoon alternating between writing more about Dave Austin’s unique music and trying Bristol’s elusive detectives again, getting nothing but voicemails.

      Grace was right—it was time to get creative.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I pulled into Last Call’s parking lot just after seven, snagging a spot right in front of the establishment. Car idling, I dug through my purse with shaky hands. After locating the lipstick I was after, I held my frozen fingers in front of the vents and let the blasting heat defrost them a bit before attempting makeup. It was only early October, but the day had been chilly and damp. A few stray drops from an earlier storm plopped onto my windshield from the bar’s awning.

      I yanked down the visor and slid open the mirror, cringing a bit. Some serious touch-ups were in order. I’d been up since seven a.m. and looked it.

      Before tackling the makeup situation, a moment of uncertainty made me pause. What I was about to do was a slippery slope, putting me in danger of falling back into old, bad habits—but, God, did I want this. I couldn’t just give up and walk back to Shelly a failure, without having tried my hardest. So I pushed the doubt from my mind. No use worrying about it now.

      Fingers no longer icicles, I applied a dark rose lipstick (aptly named Dangerous Liaisons) then unleashed my wavy, dirty blonde hair from my signature ponytail. I ran a comb through it and attempted to fluff it up a little, hoping it looked intentionally wild instead of like it hadn’t been washed this morning. After reapplying some deodorant and perfume, I examined myself in the tiny mirror again. Better. I’d flirt with me. I turned off the car and sat for another minute, mustering up my courage.

      Finally, after deciding at the last minute to undo one more button on my blouse, I got out of the car and hustled into Last Call.

      The inside of the bar matched the parking lot—deserted. Not surprising for a dive bar in a small town on a Wednesday night. But I didn’t need a lot of people to be here. Just one.

      I took a few steps inside, trying to act like I belonged, but my professional blouse and cigarette pants might as well have been a Halloween costume. A couple of beefy guys playing pool shot me some weird looks. Not leers, exactly—more like that cliché question “What’s a girl like her doing in a place like this?” had popped into their heads.

      Rock music played softly over the speakers, and the two TVs at either end of the bar were tuned in to the same baseball game. A man across the room gave a robust “hoot,” and I jumped—but he’d just been celebrating hitting the bullseye on the dartboard. His companion rolled his eyes and dug some cash out of his pocket. There wasn’t another woman in this place.

      Relax, Evie, I told myself as I approached the bar. As a journalist, I’d learned to be bold and annoyingly pushy—but tonight was different. Even though reporters pulled this kind of shit all the time, I hadn’t done something like this since my old life. I’d sworn to myself I’d never do it again, and I’d managed to keep that promise while covering the arts.

      Unfortunately, due to aforementioned reasons, this questionable, unethical move was necessary.

      Here’s to hoping I don’t get burned this time.

      I saw him right away—or who I assumed was him. He was the only guy wearing a tie, and he had the dark hair I knew to look for. I also spied an empty red basket near him, which presumably once contained hot wings. God bless creatures of habit. First major hurdle, cleared. Now all I had to do was get something out of him. Easier said than done.

      I headed in Marcus Pennington's direction and took a seat, leaving one barstool between us. Resting my arms on the sticky bar top, I tried to appear as casual as possible.

      “What can I get ya, hon?” A big bearded man asked me.

      “I’m so tired I can’t even think of what I want,” I said with a loud giggle, rubbing my face for effect. I turned to look at my target on my left. “I’ll have whatever he’s having.”

      Pennington finished the dregs of his glass in one gulp. “Make that two,” he told the bartender with a slight southern twang. He snuck a peek at me, and I offered him a small, friendly smile. He didn’t smile back, but he turned to the bartender and said, “You can put hers on my tab.”

      “Thanks,” I told him.

      He gave me a nod. “I’ve already wracked up quite the bill tonight. What’s one more?”

      So he’d been here a while, drowning his sorrows. That didn’t bode well.

      The bartender returned and set a clear drink in front of both of us. I picked it up and took a big sip, which I immediately regretted.

      “Holy crap,” I choked out, coughing a few times. “What the hell is this?”

      “Double shot of gin, with just a splash of tonic.” A slight smile curved Pennington’s lips.

      My chest burned and my eyes watered, but I acted like I could drink liquor like this. I took a very small second sip, but still had to stifle a cough.

      “You hate it.” He cracked a true smile. “We can get you something else.”

      “No, no,” I said, waving my hand. “I played Russian roulette with my drink order and lost. I can accept that.”

      Pennington shook his head and smiled again. “You mind?” He gestured towards the stool between us.

      “Not at all.” My heart rate kicked up. It somehow made me queasy that this was going exactly as planned so far—like I was back to my old tricks without ever having skipped a beat.

      He got up and reseated himself on the barstool beside me. “I was going to ask if you come here often, even though I know you don’t, since I’m here all the time.”

      “First time. I tend to do most of my drinking at home alone, but that gets kind of depressing after a while.”

      “Ah,” he said. “Drinking at home alone. I know it well.” Pennington took an easy sip of his drink, having no trouble downing the gin.

      “I wanted to try something different tonight,” I went on, “but this might’ve been a little too different. I feel like I stick out like a sore thumb here.” I glanced over my shoulder at the men playing pool, who were still staring at me.

      “Not a lot of women who look like you come around. Especially now with the…with everything going on.”

      Hallelujah! The perfect segue.

      “Oh,” I said. “Right, the rapes. What is it, three now?”

      “Four,” he corrected me, as I knew he would. “Four in the past six weeks, all random attacks. This guy is sick. You should be careful, especially coming places like this alone.”

      “Oh, it’s okay. I’ve got my pepper spray.” I pulled out my keys to show him the tiny pink tube on the keychain.

      “Cute.” His tone was unimpressed. He took another sip of his drink. “I’d be happy to walk you to your car when you’re ready to leave.”

      There was a hint of flirtation mixed in with his concern, and my heart rate picked up for a reason other than nerves. Based on his tiny profile picture, I’d guessed he wasn’t hideous, but life-sized and in person, he was handsome. “Youngish” had been accurate—I pegged him for thirty-five. He had a strong jaw, and his thick head of dark hair was messy in rugged sort of way. There was a permanent crease between his brows, which led me to believe he did a lot of scowling, but he somehow pulled off this bristly, unfriendly demeanor. He looked tired in the dim bar, but I had the feeling in the bright light of day, Pennington was a hottie.

      “That’s a nice offer.” I risked a flirty smile, leaned in close and lowered my voice to a dramatic whisper. “But how do I know you’re not the rapist? That could be the exact line he feeds his victims, pretending to be all gentlemanly and concerned for their safety.”

      Pennington cocked his head, considering my reasoning. Then, without saying anything else, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He flicked it open and showed me his police shield.

      “Wow,” I said, trying to react as if I hadn’t already known this. “I feel safer already.” I reached out and touched the metal, ensuring my fingers brushed his. After taking another sip of the horrendous drink, I added, “Although, that doesn’t exactly prove you’re not the guy.”

      “Fair point. That’s smart, really—not to be too trusting. Badge could be fake for all you know.”

      “Well, that makes me feel better,” I said dryly.

      He extended his hand. “Marcus Pennington.”  His accent made it sound more like Pinnington. “You can look me up if you want. I’m legit.”

      Oh, buddy, if only you knew how much I’ve already looked you up.

      I shook his big hand, which enveloped mine. “Evie.” Hopefully, his colleagues hadn’t mentioned the pesky reporter who’d called them earlier. Couldn’t risk recognition at this stage.

      “Based on the tie, I’m going to guess you’re a detective?” I widened my eyes. “Perhaps on these rape cases?”

      “Are you sure you’re not a detective?”

      “A writer.” The nervous sweat was back as I waited for him to figure out I was a journalist trying to manipulate confidential case information out of him.

      “A writer,” Pennington repeated, taking another swig of his drink. “What do you write?”

      “I do reviews.” I attempted to maintain normal eye contact. “Movies and books, mostly.” I held my breath, waiting to see if he bought it. This wasn’t technically a lie. After my old editor and I decided it’d be mutually beneficial if I left the Post, I did some freelancing for online magazines for a few months. That little stint was enough to attract Shelly’s attention, who thought I’d be perfect for her Arts and Culture opening.

      “Huh,” Pennington said. “That sounds fun.”

      There was a lag in the conversation, and I decided to go for it.

      “So how concerned should I really be about this rapist?” I swiveled in my stool so my knee bumped his under the bar ever so gently. I decided to stay like that, leg pressed against his, and Pennington didn’t move away.

      “Well…” He finished his drink. “You didn’t hear this from me, but we’ve got nothing. No solid leads or suspects. The attacks are random, with no obvious connection between the victims, which means he doesn’t have a particular type. So, yeah, you should be careful.”

      I considered this with a thoughtful nod as the headline formed in my head: Bristol PD gives update on serial rape cases: “We’ve got nothing.”

      “Surely, you’ve got something,” I pushed on. “DNA, at least? Unless this guy is a considerate rapist who uses a condom?”

      Pennington smirked. “Yeah, we’ve got DNA.” He gave me a nudge with his knee. “Doesn’t do much good if you don’t have any suspects to check it against.”

      DNA doesn’t do much good if you don’t have any suspects to check it against. I couldn’t have written it better myself. Between the “we’ve got nothing” headline and this quote, I had a tantalizing new angle about how no woman in Bristol, Virginia—or maybe even in our twin city of Bristol, Tennessee right across the border—should feel safe.

      “That’s rough,” I said. “Can’t be easy on you. I’m sure there’s a lot of pressure to catch this guy.”

      “You have no idea.” Pennington twirled the melting ice around in his empty glass. “Why do you think I’ve had three of these?”

      “Impressive. I could only manage three sips.”

      “That does it. We’re getting you something else.” Pennington grabbed my drink and slid it in front of himself, then waved over the bartender.

      “What’s your drink?” he asked.

      “Rum and coke.”

      The bartender fixed it and set it in front of me, and I took a few sips. “Much better.”

      “I don’t know why you just didn’t order that from the beginning,” he said.

      “I needed a way to get your attention.” I smiled. “And look, it worked.”

      Pennington cocked his eyebrow and gave me a bemused smile that made my heart flutter a bit. Why was I still flirting with him? I’d somehow managed to get what I needed. I should’ve been focusing on finishing this drink and making an excuse to get out of there before he got the wrong idea. I felt bad about ditching him so soon after using him for the story. It had nothing to do with his nice face or that adorable hint of a southern accent.

      “Trust me,” he said. “I would’ve noticed you.”

      I took a sip of my drink, not knowing what to say. My heart was still doing its mini gymnastics routine in my chest.

      “You’re not from around here, are you?” he asked. “You sound like a northerner.”

      “Born and raised in Richmond, went to college in D.C. After I graduated, I stayed in the city for a few years, but…things didn’t work out there,” I said. “I thought I’d try something different and move down to the country. Been here almost two years now.”

      Pennington nodded.

      “You must be a local though, right?”

      “What gave it away?” he drawled, leaning into his accent.

      I laughed, and we finished our drinks.

      “Listen…” He lowered his voice. “It’s been nice talking to you, but I’m kind of ready to get out of here. Would you maybe want to come back to my place? Have another drink there?”

      Whoops. My plan had gone a little too well, it seemed.

      “Oh. Uh, it’s a tempting offer, but I have to work early tomorrow, and…”

      “Oh, God,” he mumbled, putting his face in his hands. “I’m sorry. Forget I said anything. I—”

      “No, no, it’s okay,” I said, feeling just as embarrassed as he looked. Way to torture this perfectly nice man, Evie. “You didn’t offend me. I really do have to get up early, and—”

      “I seriously never do this,” he said. “I just got divorced, and apparently I’ve completely forgotten how to speak to women, and…”

      “Hey.” I put my hand on his arm, and Pennington finally made eye contact again. “Seriously, it’s okay.”

      An awkward silence settled over us, so I pulled out my phone.

      “Why don’t you give me your number,” I said. “And we can get together again some other time.”

      He stared at my phone. “You’re just asking to make me feel better.”

      Kind of. But also, I wouldn’t mind having the personal contact information of a Bristol detective.

      “Put it in,” I insisted. Pennington grumbled but nevertheless entered his number into my phone.

      “I should get going,” I said, sliding off the barstool. “Thanks for the drink.”

      “I am going to insist on walking you to your car, though,” Pennington said. “That pepper spray looks like a toy.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t mind prolonging our time together a little more. Pennington closed out his tab and got to his feet, stumbling a bit.

      “Well, this is me.” I pointed to my ancient Honda Civic that was only ten feet from the door. I looked at Pennington, who swayed on his feet.

      “Do you want a ride home?” It was the least I could do. “You probably shouldn’t drive.”

      “Oh, I’ll just call a cab or something,” he said. “I don’t want to put you out.”

      “Where do you live?”

      “Green Street.”

      “That’s like two miles from me,” I said. “It’s no trouble.”

      Pennington considered this before shrugging. “Okay. Thanks.” We settled into my car.

      “I guess I didn’t freak you out that much if you’re giving me a ride,” Pennington said when I pulled out of Last Call’s lot.

      “I told you, it’s really okay. Another night I probably would’ve said yes.”

      This wasn’t that big of a lie. His offer was pretty tempting. I’d been single for so long I was starting to forget what the touch of a man felt like, but I’d learned my lesson back in D.C.  the hard way. No more mixing business and pleasure. If I screwed things up in a tiny town like this, I’d really have nowhere else to go.

      Not to mention, chances were good that by tomorrow, Pennington would despise me, so it was probably best to keep sex out of the mix.

      “I shouldn’t have talked so much about the rape investigation,” he said. “Nothing kills the mood quite like that.”

      “Well, true,” I said. “But I’m not too squeamish about that kind of stuff. I’m a bit of a crime junkie, actually. I think it’s all fascinating.”

      “Uh oh. I’m starting to wonder who I got into a car with.”

      “Too late now.” I flashed him a devilish grin and hit the locks on the doors.

      He burst out laughing before settling deeper into his seat. “At least if you kill me, I won’t have to worry about the investigation anymore.”

      We rode in silence for the rest of the way, and when I peeked over at my drunk detective, his eyes were closed. I wasn’t sure how I’d been expecting tonight to go, but definitely not like this.

      When I turned onto Green Street, I gave him a little nudge. “Which one’s yours?”

      “Right there on the corner.”  He pointed to a white ranch-style house with blue shutters.

      I pulled into the driveway.

      “Well, thanks, Ellie.” Pennington fumbled with his seatbelt until he got it unbuckled.

      “Evie,” I reminded him automatically, even though it’d be better if he forgot me altogether.

      He winced and let out a curse under his breath. “Good thing I’m home now so I can stop putting my foot in my mouth.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. You’ve got a lot on your mind.”

      “You’re too kind. You know, you’re the first woman I’ve tried to talk to since my wife,” he went on, which sent a fresh jolt of guilt through me. “I wasn’t a total disaster, was I?”

      I shook my head. “I’d give the attempt a solid B. There were a few stumbles, I’m not gonna lie, but they sort of made me like you more.”

      And that, unfortunately for the both of us, was the absolute truth. Why’d he have to be so handsome? I’d dealt with a lot of sources over the years, and none had looked like him.

      “I’m really glad you wandered in tonight, Evie,” Pennington said, putting extra emphasis on my name to show me he remembered. He reached for the door handle. “I hope I hear from you again.”

      I leaned across the center console and planted a kiss on his stubbled cheek. I figured it was partly a preemptive apology for what was to come, and partly because I wanted to.

      “You will,” I said. Pennington gave me a lopsided grin before stumbling out of the car and slowly making his way to his front door, dropping his keys once as he tried to stick them in the lock.

      Most likely though, I’d be hearing from him—and he would be livid.
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      It took approximately twelve hours for Pennington to track me down. I knew it wouldn’t be hard for him to find me, but I figured a detective trying to capture a serial rapist might not have time to yell at a staff writer from the Bristol Daily News.

      The worst part was, my day had started off so well. Shelly had flipped when she’d read the article I’d finished the night before with the information Pennington had unknowingly given me.

      “Oh, I just knew you could do it, Evie!” she’d said with a giant smile. I didn’t bother pointing out she’d been extremely hesitant to give me the assignment. Bygones!

      Shelly begged me to name the “Bristol detective very close to the investigation,” which would add even more credibility to the piece, but I couldn’t. I did have at least a shred or two of journalistic ethics left. Putting Pennington’s name to this quote could get him in some serious trouble and make me the shitty reporter I refused to believe I was.

      “I’m fine with the occasional anonymous source,” she said, “as long as you promise it’s legit.” Shelly leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Jeff was let go for, and I believe the technical term is, making shit up.”

      “Whoa.” Nervous, I cleared my throat. “But uh, don’t worry. My stuff is completely accurate.”

      It was my methods that were a little dicey.

      “Wonderful,” Shelly said with a big nod. “Well, you earned it, Evie. I’ll give you a shot at the crime beat. Why don’t you cover it for the next month, and we’ll reevaluate then. If all goes well, it’s yours permanently.”

      Goodbye, Dave Austin! Goodbye, next up-and-coming generic local singer—it was nice knowing you!

      Back at my desk, the giant, goofy smile I’d had all morning widened as I got a text from my dad:

      Nice story, Pumpkin. Glad to see you back on crime!

      It’s good to be back, I replied, adding a smiley face. It melted my heart that my dad still read every single story I wrote, suffering through years of the cheesy singer profiles without complaint. He was the best.

      “Evie, this article is great.” Grace scanned her computer screen, finger scrolling the wheel on the mouse. “‘With the police no closer to making an arrest six long weeks after the first attack, all Bristol residents can do is stay vigilant and pray this violent criminal doesn’t strike again.’”

      “I thought that line was a bit much, but Shelly loved it.”

      “No, it’s perfect,” Grace said. “It’s scaring the shit out of people. You should see all these comments. Your article already has the most hits of the week, and it only went live a few hours ago.”

      I reclined in my desk chair and folded my arms behind my head, basking in my slam dunk of a story. That rush I hadn’t felt since my Washington Post days came flooding back, thanks to all the clicks and Grace’s praise.

      When I’d washed up in Bristol not so long ago, she’d been one of the only good things. Grace had taken me under her wing, bringing me back to life with gossip-filled lunches and embarrassing karaoke happy hours. I’d deemed her the perfect role model for New Evie. Grace was the epitome of a hard-working, dedicated, ethical journalist. She filed her stories hours before deadline. She had normal, healthy relationships with sources. She came into work every day, her black hair perfectly straight and shiny, her round, tortoiseshell glasses stylish and smudge-free. This kick-ass story marked me getting one step closer to Grace status.

      I couldn’t help feeling impressed with myself, considering that before speaking with Pennington at Last Call, I’d been envisioning my epic failure.

      “So who’s this detective you quoted?” Grace asked. “Yesterday you were panicking because no one would talk.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, but was drowned out by a loud, furious bellow that came from across the room.

      “Hartley!”

      I tensed in my chair. My back was to the office door, but I didn’t have to turn around to know who it was.

      “Um, Evie,” Grace said, her eyes glued to the person storming to our desks. “Who is that sexy, angry man, and why does he look like he wants to kill you?”

      “Oh, man.” I winced. Part of me had been expecting this, but not so soon. I wanted to revel in my victory for a little bit longer before Pennington ruined it. I hadn’t thought he’d scream at me in front of the entire paper. The man I met last night seemed more soft-spoken.

      “Should I call the police?” Grace asked in a hushed tone, her hand hovering over her phone.

      “Don’t bother. He is the police.”

      “What the hell is this?” Pennington asked, thrusting today’s edition on my desk in front of me. Plain as day, there was my dramatic headline on a front-page sidebar: Bristol PD gives update on serial rape cases: “We’ve got nothing.”

      “Good morning, Detective.” I forced a smile. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Pennington crossed his arms, the crease between his brows extra prominent as he glared at me. “What the hell is this?”

      “Let’s just calm down for a second,” I said, and shot a nervous glance towards Shelly’s office. I snatched up the paper and grabbed Pennington’s arm, leading him into a nearby empty conference room. Grace watched us the whole time, her hand still poised to pick up the phone and call for help.

      I shut the door and turned to him. “Okay.” I put my hands up. “I get why you’re mad. I do. But you never would’ve talked to me if I’d been up front about who I was.”

      “No,” Pennington growled, “I wouldn’t have.” He grabbed the paper again and waved it in front of my face. “Do you realize how bad this makes the department look?”

      “I’ll admit, it doesn’t look great for you guys. But it’s the truth. Residents have the right to know what’s going on. It’s a public safety issue.”

      Pennington scoffed. “You and I both know that most residents are idiots, Evelyn.”

      Using my full byline name. Ouch. We were a far cry from the flirty, friendly strangers we’d been in that bar last night. Twelve hours ago, I was just Evie (and briefly, Ellie)—but now, I was Evelyn Hartley: seedy, manipulative journalist.

      “People panic. They’ll start calling us over every noise they hear at night. They’ll start buying guns they don’t know how to use. Do you have any idea how many gun accidents happen in the home?” He balled up the newspaper. “I should slap you with a libel suit.”

      I crossed my arms, my heart beating out of my chest. If he talked to Shelly, I was done for.

      “On what grounds? I didn’t print anything that wasn’t true. I also didn’t name you without your permission,” I said.

      “Ha!” He smoothed out the paper and referenced it again. “‘Bristol detective very close to the investigation.’ Newsflash, there’s only three of us. It won’t be hard at all for my captain to figure out it was me.”

      “Well, I’m sorry if this gets you in trouble,” I said, actually feeling bad. Right now, history was a little too close to repeating itself for my liking. “But maybe you shouldn’t have been blabbing about the case to some random woman you met in a bar.”

      He shook his head again. “I should’ve known. I should’ve known you were one of them.”

      “Them?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, them,” he spat. “A journalist. A leech. A manipulator who does whatever it takes to get the goddamn story.”

      That wasn’t exactly fair. All I did was flirt a little. I wouldn’t do anything like he implied. Well, not anymore at least. That was Old Evie. Either way, I had the feeling that Pennington might have a more personal reason for disliking us “leeches” so much.

      “Look, Pennington, I’m sorry I misled you. I didn’t mean for us to get off on the wrong foot. I just got assigned the crime beat, and I’d really like for us to be able to have a professional relationship.”

      Strictly, one-hundred-percent professional, I reminded myself.

      He let out a loud bark of humorless laughter. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      “Come on.” I risked a smile. “You could be my police point man. Tell me stuff off the record if you want. I promise, no more deception. I won’t print anything without your permission.”

      “You’re funny,” he said. “I plan on never speaking to you again.”

      “You seemed to feel differently last night.”

      This reminder was apparently a mistake. His expression darkened, and I could tell he was hurt. Embarrassed. Now I really felt bad. I’d been his first foray back into the dating scene, and I’d managed to humiliate him both personally and professionally. I had the urge to clarify that I hadn’t completely led him on. I had enjoyed talking with him, and the little kiss had been spur-of-the-moment and not maliciously plotted ahead of time—but I couldn’t figure out how to phrase it.

      “Goodbye, Evelyn,” he said gruffly, reaching for the doorknob.

      “You can’t get rid of me that easily,” I called after him. “I’ve got your number and I know where you live!”

      Pennington continued to storm out of the newsroom, every reporter’s gaze tracking him, then turning to stare at me.

      “Evie,” Grace said as I sunk back into my chair. “Who was that?”

      “My anonymous Bristol detective.” I gave her a weak smile. “I might need to find a new source.”
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      The high from my article wore off pretty quickly after that, and not just because of Pennington’s outburst.

      The rapist had struck again.

      That made five attacks now, and everyone was, understandably, on edge. After dark, Bristol resembled a ghost town, no one wanting to be victim number six. As Pennington predicted, gun purchases went up, and local shops sold out of ammo. Comments flooded our site, demanding an update. I’d written a quick piece announcing the fifth attack, but people craved information I simply didn’t have.

      If there was no action on this case soon, I was screwed. For the past few weeks, I’d been stuck writing dull pieces about hooligans slashing car tires, and one small burglary in which the homeowners weren’t even present. The site received fewer and fewer clicks with each passing day, and more importantly, I had the feeling Shelly wouldn’t follow through with her promise if I didn’t dig something up.

      “Evie, I really need another story from you about this rapist,” Shelly said after calling me into her office one afternoon. Her Halloween decorations acted as a stark reminder that my trial month on the crime beat was almost up.

      “I’d love to give you a piece about it,” I told her earnestly. “But there have been no updates. No suspects, no arrests.”

      “Do you know that for sure? The police might have things they aren’t releasing to the public yet. Any chance you can get your department contact to give you anything?”

      I wanted to laugh out loud. Ever since our confrontation last month, Pennington had followed through on his threat and hadn’t said one word to me. I’d tirelessly attempted to contact him, my strategy ranging from joking to sincere to desperate. He hadn’t returned a single phone call, and he’d only typed three words in response to my weeks-long barrage of texts.

      STOP TEXTING ME.

      “I can try him again, but I think he would’ve told me if anything new was going on,” I lied.

      “Do that,” Shelly said with a firm nod, making my stomach lurch. “Even the smallest tidbit we could turn into a story, like a potential lead or old evidence they’re reexamining. People want an update on this, Evie. We need to show our readers we aren’t leaving them hanging.”

      I nodded, already knowing all of this. Shelly dismissed me and I headed back to my desk to run through my limited options. Pennington wouldn’t take my calls, so I’d have to corner him somewhere to get him to talk to me. I couldn’t see that going well, but I doubted I’d have better luck with Delaney or Zimmerman. They didn’t know me at all. At least I sort of had a relationship with Pennington, however strained it may be.

      I’d made him like me once. I could do it again.

      Leaving the newsroom around five, I drove down Green Street, passing Pennington’s house. No car in the driveway—he must still be at work. I headed to the police station and parked across the street, watching the lot. Sure enough, about fifteen minutes later, he exited the building and got into his car. Not caring I was going into full-creeper mode, I followed.

      Our journey wasn’t very long. He pulled into Food City right down the road. Perfect. This was much less weird than making a house call. People ran into each other all the time at the grocery store.

      I entered the store, hyperaware of my surroundings, not wanting him to see me before I saw him. No sign of Pennington in the produce section. I slowly began making my way through the store, peeking down each aisle.

      Finally, I spotted him in the personal care aisle, studying the selection of shaving cream, shopping basket in the crook of his arm. Taking a deep breath, I walked toward him, gently brushing my shoulder against his as I passed.

      “Oh, excuse me,” I said, grasping his arm as if I’d wounded him.

      Pennington turned, his facial expression changing from neutral to furious.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “Oh, hi!” I put on a big smile. “Wow, what a coincidence. I guess that’s a small town for you.”

      “Yeah, a coincidence,” Pennington said flatly. “Stalking is a crime, you know. I could arrest you.”

      “If you arrested little old me as your stalker, you’d be the laughingstock of the police department. Besides, I’m not stalking you. I’m just doing my shopping.”

      “I’m sure you needed something from this aisle,” he said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

      I looked around. We were surrounded by men’s hygiene products, not a pink or flower-scented thing in sight.

      “Actually, I did,” I sassed. I reached out and grabbed the nearest thing off the shelf—Black Spruce deodorant.

      “You needed men’s deodorant?”

      “Yep. Reporting can be sweaty work.”

      It hit me a second too late that I could’ve made up a boyfriend instead of implying I had excessive body odor. Either way, I was losing Pennington. He threw the shaving cream into his basket and strode down the aisle.

      I hustled to catch up to him, still clutching the deodorant.

      “Look, I really am sorry,” I said. “Like I said before, I won’t pull any crap again. I just need some info for a story. I’d be grateful for the smallest thing.”

      “Nope.” He stopped to snag a loaf of bread from an end cap.

      I sighed and tried to sound miserable. “My career is on the line, here. My editor will demote me if I don’t get another story on the rapist.”

      “So I’d never have you bugging me again?” Pennington asked. “Sounds like a win.”

      Did I set him up for that one, or what? I was off my game. I decided to blame it on Pennington’s rolled-up sleeves, which exposed his muscular forearms.

      He paused once again to examine the ground beef and selected two packages.

      “You shouldn’t eat that much red meat,” I couldn’t help pointing out. “You should put one back and get chicken instead.”

      That got a laugh out of him, but Pennington didn’t take my suggestion. He looked me right in the eye, grabbed a flank steak to add to his dead cow haul, then led us towards the dairy section.

      “Look, I have a pretty good mind for this type of stuff. Obviously, you guys are stumped, or you would’ve caught this sicko by now. Maybe we can talk it out together, shake something loose. It could be a mutually beneficial thing.”

      After putting a carton of soy milk into his basket, Pennington faced me.

      “Evie, we’ve got our entire police force working this case nonstop. Why on earth do you think you’d be the one to figure it out?”

      I frowned, trying not to take offense. “I didn’t say I could figure it out. I’m just saying I could offer an outside perspective—a non-cop, female perspective.”

      Pennington exhaled, shook his head, then headed for the self-checkout. I was running out of time.

      “Did you know that three out of four rapes aren’t even reported?” I asked as he rang up his purchases.

      “And these ones were. What’s your point?”

      “My point is that women don’t want to talk to the police about this. Even the ones who report it,” I said. “It’s uncomfortable and traumatic. There could be stuff the victims are leaving out.”

      “There’s not.” Pennington pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and took out a credit card. “They walked us through the entire thing. No one seemed evasive. They included as much detail as they could.”

      “What kind of details?” I asked innocently.

      Pennington opened his mouth, about to respond, but then he laughed instead. “You almost got me there. You’re trouble.” Finished paying, he collected his bags and headed for the door.

      “Pennington, let me buy you a drink or something,” I said, desperate now.

      “You really think I’d be dumb enough to fall for that again?”

      “We don’t even have to talk about the case.” I took a few tentative steps towards him and smiled demurely. “It can be an apology drink. I owe you for last time.”

      If I could just get him to sit down with me again, I was positive I’d be able to reignite that spark from night one. Pennington considered my offer for three seconds before he shook his head.

      “Will you give it a rest? I’ve got enough problems at work right now. I don’t need any more from you. You want a quote? Here: We’re confident we’ll catch this criminal soon. Write that.”

      The automatic doors slid open and Pennington moved through them.

      “Wait! If you could just—”

      “This woman is trying to shoplift,” he said loudly, pointing at me. Two nearby cashiers froze and looked at me, then at the deodorant I still had in my hand. Damn it!

      “Ma’am, you need to pay for that,” a manager demanded as he power-walked towards me.

      “I don’t even want this!” Frustrated, I tossed the deodorant onto a nearby conveyor belt and bolted.

      I scanned the lot for Pennington, but he was already gone, leaving me, once again, source-less and story-less.
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