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      The fuck you want to be, boy?

      The drill sergeant’s voice rang in Edward Petrosky’s head, though it had been two years since he’d left the army, and six years since he’d had the question barked at him. Back then, the answer had been different. Even a year ago, he would have said “a cop,” but that was more because it felt like an escape from the military, just like the Gulf War had been an escape from the loaded silence of his parents’ house. But the urge to escape had passed. Now he would have said “Happy, sir,” without a trace of irony. The future was shaping up to be good; better than the early nineties or the eighties, that was for damn sure.

      Because of her.

      Ed had met Heather six months before, in the spring before his twenty-fifth birthday, when the air in Ash Park still smelled like earthen death. Now he rolled over on the purple sheets she’d called “plum” and wrapped an arm over her shoulders, his gaze on the popcorn ceiling. A tiny half-smile played on her face with a strange twitch at one corner, almost a spasm, like her lips weren’t sure whether to smile or frown. But the corners of her still-closed eyes were crinkled—definitely a smile. Screw going out running. The night he met her, she’d smiled like that. Barely forty degrees outside and she’d been taking off her leather coat, and by the time he rolled to a stop, she’d had the jacket wrapped around the homeless woman sitting on the walk. His last girlfriend used to stuff extra garlic bread in her purse when they went out to eat but refused to give even a quarter to the hungry, citing the degenerates’ “lack of willpower.” As if anyone would choose to starve.

      Heather would never say something like that. Her breath was hot against his shoulder. Would his parents like her? He imagined driving the thirty minutes to Grosse Pointe for Thanksgiving next week, imagined sitting at their antique dining table, the one with the lace tablecloth that covered all the scars. “This is Heather,” he’d say, and his father would nod, impassive, while his mother stiffly offered coffee, her steel-blue eyes silently judging, her lips pressed into a tight, bloodless line. His parents would ask thinly veiled questions, hoping Heather came from money—she didn’t—hoping she’d make a good housewife or that she had dreams of becoming a teacher; of course, only until she bore his children. Dark ages shit. His parents didn’t even like Hendrix, and that was saying something. You could get a read on anyone by asking their opinion on Jimi.

      Ed planned to tell his folks Heather was self-employed and leave it at that. He’d not mention that he met her during a prostitution sting, or that the first bracelet he put on her wrist was made of steel. Some might argue that the start of a great love story couldn’t possibly involve prostitution and near-hypothermia, but they’d be wrong.

      Besides, if he hadn’t put Heather in his squad car, one of the other units would have. Another time, another girl, he might have responded differently, but she’d been sniffling, crying so hard he could hear her teeth chattering. “You okay?” he had asked. “Do you need a drink of water or a tissue?” But when he glanced in the rearview of the squad car, her cheeks had been wet, her hands frantically rubbing her arms, and he’d realized her shaking was more from the cold.

      Heather stretched now with a noise that was half groan, half meow, and snuggled farther under the covers. Ed smiled, letting his gaze drift past her shoulder and to his uniform on the chair in the corner. He still couldn’t believe he’d uncuffed her in the supercenter parking lot and then left her sitting in the heated car while he headed into the store alone. When he came back with a thick yellow coat, her eyes had filled, and she’d smiled at him again in a way that made his heart feel four sizes bigger, made him feel taller like he was a hero and not the man who’d just tried to arrest her. They’d talked for hours after that, her whispering at first and looking out the windows like she could get in trouble just for speaking. She hadn’t told him then that she hated yellow—he’d found out later. Not like there’d been a ton of options at that off-the-freeway supercenter anyway.

      Ed let his vision relax, his black uniform blurring against the chair. Heather had told him she’d never talked to anyone that way before, so open, so easily, like they’d known each other forever. Then again, she’d also said it was the first time she’d ever walked the streets; the odds of that were slim, but Ed didn’t care. If a person’s past defined them, then he was a murderer; killing someone during wartime didn’t make them any less dead. He and Heather were both starting over.

      Heather moaned gently again and shifted closer to him, her light eyes hooded in the dimness. He brushed away the single mahogany tendril plastered to her forehead, accidentally snagging his calloused finger on the corner of the notebook under her pillow—she must have stayed up writing notes about the wedding again.

      “Thanks for going with me yesterday,” she whispered, her voice husky with sleep.

      “No problem.” They’d taken her father, Donald, to the grocery store, Donald’s gnarled fingers shaking every time Ed looked down at the wheelchair. Congestive heart failure, arthritis—the man was a mess, hadn’t been able to walk more than a few feet for over a decade, and by all accounts, shouldn’t be alive now; usually, congestive heart failure took out its victims within five years. One more reason to get out of the house and enjoy each day, Heather always said. And they’d tried, even taken her father to the dog park, where the old man’s miniature Doberman pinscher had yapped and run around Ed’s ankles until Ed picked him up and scratched his fuzzy head.

      He lowered himself to the pillow beside her, and she trailed her fingers over the hard muscles of his arm and across his chest, then nestled her head into his neck. Her hair still smelled like incense from church last night: spicy and sweet with the bitter hint of char over the gardenia shampoo she used. The church services and Donald’s weekly bingo game were the only outings that Petrosky begged off. Something about that church bothered Ed. His own family wasn’t particularly religious, but he didn’t think that was the problem; maybe it was how the pope wore fancy hats and golden briefs, while less fortunate folks starved. At least Father Norman, Heather’s priest, gave as well as he got. Two weeks before, Petrosky and Heather had taken three garbage bags of clothes and shoes the father had collected to the homeless shelter where Heather volunteered. Then they’d made love in the newly empty back seat of his car. What woman could resist an old Grand Am with squealing brakes and an interior that stank of exhaust?

      Heather kissed his neck just below his ear and sighed. “Daddy loves you, you know,” she said. Her voice had the same raspy quality as the frigid autumn air that rustled the branches outside.

      “Eh, he just thinks I’m a good guy because I volunteer at the shelter.” Which Ed didn’t. But weeks before Ed met the man, Heather told her dad that she and Ed worked at the shelter together, and even after he and Donald were introduced, she hadn’t told her father they were dating. He could understand that though—the man was strict, especially about his only daughter, another parent from the “spare the rod, spoil the child” era. Like Ed’s own father.

      A curl fell into her eye, and she blew it away. “He thinks you guys have a lot in common.”

      Donald and Ed spent most of their time together talking about their posts in Vietnam and Kuwait, respectively, but they’d never discussed exactly what they’d done. Ed assumed this was another reason Donald liked Father Norman; the priest had been a soldier before he joined up with the church, and nothing turned men into brothers like the horrors of the battlefield. “I like your father too. And the offer is still open: if he needs a place to stay, we can take care of him here.”

      She shifted her weight, and gardenia and incense wafted into his nostrils again. “I know, and you’re sweet for offering, but we don’t need to do that.”

      But they would, eventually. Unease prickled deep in the back of Ed’s brain, a little icicle of frost that spread down into the marrow of his spine. Donald had worked at the post office after the war, through Heather’s early childhood, and through his wife’s suicide, but his heart had put him out of commission when Heather was a teenager. The man had squirreled some money away, but if Heather had been desperate enough to sell her body, Donald’s carefully laid nest egg must have been running out. “Heather, we might⁠—”

      “He’ll be fine. I’ve been saving since my mom died, just in case. He has more than enough to support him until he…goes.”

      If she has all this money, why go out on the street? “But⁠—”

      She covered his mouth with hers, and he put his hand on her lower back and pulled her tighter against him. Was living in his own place her father’s way to maintain independence? Or was it Heather’s? Either way, intuition told him not to push it, and the military had taught him to listen to his gut. Her father was one subject Heather rarely broached. Probably why Ed hadn’t known his relationship with Heather was a secret…until he’d let it slip. And the next day, he’d come home from work, and Heather’s things were in his bedroom. It’s perfect for us, Ed. Can I stay?

      Forever, he’d said. Forever.

      Were they moving too fast? He wasn't complaining, didn’t want some long, drawn-out courtship, but it had only been six months, and he never wanted Heather to give him the same look his mother always gave his father: God, why are you still alive? Go ahead and die already so I can have a few happy years alone before I kick off.

      “Are you happy here?” he asked her. “With me?” Maybe they should slow things down just a little. But Heather smiled in that twitchy, spastic way of hers, and his chest warmed, the icicle in his spine melting. He was sure. His gut said, “For god’s sake, marry her already.”

      “Happier than I’ve ever been,” she said.

      Ed kissed the top of her head, and as she arched against him, he smiled in the subtle gray of the dawn. Everything smelled sweeter when you were twenty-five and done with active duty in the sand, when every path was still yours for the taking. He’d seen some shit, god knew he had, and it still came to him at night: the horror of comrades shot dead beside him, the burning smog of gunpowder in the air, the tang of blood. But all that seemed so damn far away these days, as if coming home had turned him into someone else, someone who’d never been a soldier at all—all that military shit was someone else’s baggage.

      He traced the gentle curve of Heather’s spine and let the porcelain sheen of her skin in the dusky morning erase the last remnants of memory. Even with the streets covered in slush that froze your toes the moment you stepped outside, her smile—that quirky little smile—always warmed him up.

      Yes, this year was going to be the best of Ed’s life. He could feel it.
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      Ed lit a cigarette and blew smoke out the frosty window, cracked open though it was colder than a yeti’s balls. Patrick O’Malley frowned at him anyway, black brows drawn together in the center of his flat forehead. Ed had always thought Irish people were gingers, but this one came with hair and eyes darker than the Italians.

      “You going to bitch at me about the smoke again?” Ed muttered.

      “Not today,” Patrick told the windshield, scratching his temple where the tiniest peppering of gray streaked the hair near the brim of his department-issued hat. “I’ll wait until tomorrow to tell ye how you’re like to die of lung cancer.”

      “The doctors told my mom to smoke when she was pregnant because it was good for her.” Ed inhaled more deeply on the cig. Something about keeping her weight down, though his mother had still proclaimed her distaste for his smoking, and unlike Patrick, she’d said it in a way that made Ed feel guilty instead of defensive. Mothers were good at guilt without even trying—how could you ever repay a woman for squeezing your fat, squalling ass into existence?

      “Healthy smoking is rare as hen’s teeth.”

      Fucking Irishman. But Ed was all muscle beneath his policeman’s uniform, and he ran an hour almost every morning without losing his air—until he stopped being able to do that, he’d pass on rethinking his tobacco habit. “I’ll show you hen’s teeth.” He blew a lungful of smoke into Patrick’s face, and the man squinted, frowned, and rolled down his window.

      “You can kill yerself all ye like, but don’t take me with ye!” Patrick sniffed hard and wiped the tiny smudge of white powder from beneath one nostril. Ed looked away. Blow had never stopped Patrick from doing his job, and half the soldiers stationed with Ed overseas wouldn’t have been able to cope if they hadn’t been riding a needle at night.

      “You’ll be fine, Paddy.”

      “It’s not about me. Your new coat’s going to smell like shite, and ye spent a fuckin’ hour picking it out.”

      Ed glanced at the bag on the empty back seat behind him—he’d wanted to bring the jacket to lunch with them this afternoon. And in his head, he could hear Heather’s father: “Where’d you get that coat anyway? I thought you hated yellow.”

      She’d blushed enough that Ed had known it must be true. But purple…she loved purple. He wasn’t sure about style, but a coat was a coat, right? Maybe she cried when you gave her the first one because it was just that fucking bad. She’d called it her “favorite lemon” after he’d found out about her hatred of the color. Now Ed always ordered lemons in his water, just to make her lip twitch.

      “The coat’ll be fine too.” He faced front again and stared out the window, looking left then right for broken taillights and speeders, but saw only the snow mounded against the curbs and one lone mitten lying frozen on the walk. How did Patrick do this year after year? The man had been on the beat when Ed was still in middle school. But ol’ Paddy might be sick of it too; at the station, they called him “Stone Balls” after the name of some cannon—a loose cannon—though the Irishman was still friendly enough with the brass to get away with lost paperwork or perps who whined Paddy’d cuffed them too tight. Ed sighed a tobacco-laden cloud into the chill air and closed the window just as the tires kicked up slush from the gutter, spattering stained snow against the window. Nasty day. And it was about to get nastier. Maybe.

      Ed cleared his throat. “We’re going to that greasy spoon on Gratiot later,” he said, and Patrick frowned until Ed finished: “Heather will be there.”

      Now Ed’s partner raised an eyebrow. “I finally get to meet yer girl, eh?”

      Ed nodded instead of answering—his mouth had gone too dry to speak. We should wait. He hadn’t even bought a ring yet, but Donald had stared at him so hard the night they told him she was moving out that Ed had proposed the moment they were alone again. Guy was probably pissed as hell they’d moved in together without saying their vows first under God, but Donald, of all people, knew good love stories weren’t perfect at the beginning…or the end. Heather’s biggest fear was winding up like her mother, with a gun in her hand and a bullet in her brain. But this story wouldn’t end that way.

      Patrick smiled, a lopsided grin Ed thought of as Irish smug. “’Bout damn time I get to meet the woman you’ve been hiding.”

      Ed’s stomach soured. I should have told him about Heather before, come clean about the streetwalking thing. No, there was no point in embarrassing her unnecessarily, and she had no criminal record—Patrick would have no idea of her history. She said she’d only walked the streets once, anyhow. But would that make a difference to his partner? Or the fact that Heather had been on her high school track team, that she’d been a straight-A student, that she volunteered hours of her time every week at the shelter? Every woman Patrick picked up during that sting had ended up in a cell—Patrick’s holier than thou Irish-Catholic ass would have something to say about the fact that Heather’d been a⁠—

      The radio squawked; ten-fifty-six. Intoxicated pedestrian. Patrick stopped at a light—this call too lame even to necessitate the siren—and Ed watched an abandoned plastic bag whirl through the cold gray air and land on a snowdrift. He sighed again. “If you could be anything…” Heather had asked him the night they met, her eyes gleaming in the brilliant white light from the supercenter parking lot. “I mean…do you think you’ll be a cop forever?”

      No, he didn’t, but he had never said that out loud before—to anyone. “I’m a pretty good shot,” he’d told her. “Maybe the academy will let me teach one day.” And after a pause, he’d asked her, too: “What do you want to do with the rest of your life?”

      “I’ve always loved animals. Maybe I’ll be a vet. Or run a zoo. Breed doves.” And he could see it, the doves, see her sitting on a park bench grinning that twitchy little smile while the birds flocked around her. Like Mary freaking Poppins, but cuter.

      Ed crossed his arms against his washboard stomach, watching the slush through the passenger window. Shit, he should become one of those fitness trainers instead—pancakes every morning was how his grandmother went out. Heart attack at fifty-five. Damn shame. At fifty-five, he’d be drinking coffee in his dining room in some good-for-kids neighborhood, Heather’s lip twitching up at him over a table without a lace tablecloth or any other covering because they’d accept things for what they were, scars and all. Maybe he and Heather would be grilling their own son’s new girlfriend about what she wanted to be when she grew up. Ed liked to think he and Heather would just offer their child’s love interest a drink and not be dicks about it, but he’d definitely ask whether she liked Hendrix. Sometimes the answer to one question was all you needed.
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      Patrick yanked at the door handle, and a blast of stale heat from inside the restaurant slapped Ed in the face along with the delightful stink of frying bacon fat. He kept his eyes forward and not on his partner. And squared his shoulders. If Patrick did recognize her…well, it wasn’t illegal to marry a woman with a sketchy past, and that’s just what he’d say if anyone tried to give him shit.

      “So, where is she?”

      Ed glanced around. A pair of truckers sat in the back, one staring out the window smoking a cigarette, the other hunched over his plate in the protective way of an ex-con as he shoveled chili fries into his mouth. Two older women sat in the other booth, each boasting tight curls with a bluish tint—must have come straight from the salon.

      Ed gestured to the closest blue-haired woman. “There she is, the one on the right,” he said, then waved when the women glanced in his direction.

      Patrick snorted. “Ye scoundrel.”

      Ed turned to the other side of the restaurant—there. She was at the table in the far corner, her bright yellow back to him and Patrick, her shoulders slumped. The coat was a little gaudy, now that he really looked at it. He gripped the department store bag tighter.

      Heather turned as they approached, and Ed stiffened even as he leaned in to kiss her, trying to sense whether Patrick recognized her in her jeans and a sweater, a gold cross at her clavicle—a far cry from the skirt and heels he’d picked her up in, though the outfit hadn’t even been that trashy, really. Maybe he’d have believed she was going to a club or to dinner if it hadn’t been a Tuesday night—and if they hadn’t been doing a prostitution sting two streets over. If she’d just denied it, given him some other excuse for why she was strolling down a known hooker hangout in the middle of the night, he’d never have picked her up at all. But she hadn’t denied it, not for a moment. Hadn’t really said anything…until later.

      He held out the bag. “Oh, so…I got you something.”

      She peered inside, one eyebrow raised, the corner of her mouth twitching. But when she met his gaze again, she was laughing outright. “You didn’t have to, Ed. My dad just says things⁠—”

      “I hope you like it.” Did she hate this one just as much? But—good news—she was already sliding out of that yellow monstrosity and shrugging into the new purple jacket, her favorite color, though not her favorite shade, something she called “lilac.” This coat was purple like a bruise. Was that bad? Or did bruise-purple have a better name he didn’t know?

      Patrick cleared his throat, and Ed’s shoulders tensed again; he’d almost forgotten his partner was there. “Heather, Patrick. Patrick, Heather.”

      “Hey there,” Patrick said, sliding into a seat across from Heather, who flushed but only nodded. She seemed to have lost her voice. “Sounds like you’ve taken my partner here for one hell of a fast ride.”

      Ed glanced over as he sat down beside her, and there was a twinkle of recognition in Patrick’s eye, wasn’t there? Or was Ed imagining it? Heather blushed and lowered her gray eyes to her lap, and Ed covered her hand with his. Still so anxious. How had she made it through school? But she’d told him: avoiding bullies and boys by keeping her mouth shut and her head in the books. She’d once joked that if her lips had been sewn together, no one would have even noticed.

      “I guess things went a little quick,” she said to the table, her voice shaking. She does know him. But maybe not—how much of this was anxiety and how much…meant something?

      “Hey, I’m not judging.” A damn lie. Patrick’s face was a mask: still and watchful, the same look as when he caught someone speeding, or jaywalking, or slapping their girlfriend around.

      The waitress arrived, but Ed scarcely looked at the woman as he ordered—though he remembered to ask for water with lemon, just to make Heather’s lip twitch up. Patrick was on his third marriage. He had no room to judge. What am I even worried about? Not like Patrick was going to walk into the chief’s office and tattle on Ed with blow right there under his nostrils.

      After the waitress left, Heather caught Ed’s eye—Can we leave now? Patrick didn’t seem to notice because he said, “So what’re ye doing tonight while I drag your fiancé around in the comin’ storm?”

      Heather shrugged and kept her gaze on the table in front of them. Donald had told him that when she was a kid, she ran from people who said hello to her. Weird that she thought she’d be okay out there on the street even once—shit, had it really only been once? He should have asked more questions up front, at least asked her why she did it, but it was too late to spring it on her now. If he really cared, he should have asked months ago.

      Patrick narrowed his eyes at her, then at Ed, and Ed’s lungs seized—this is it—but Heather cleared her throat, and Patrick’s expression softened.

      “Just running some errands for my dad,” she said. “Then, I have a meeting.”

      A meeting. She was always trying to find good deals on wedding favors and cake and even napkins, though they were just having a party for the other shelter volunteers and the church folks—for her father, really, more than them. Ed would’ve been happy to head over to the courthouse in his uniform. Would she make him wear a tux?

      “Tell your dad I said hi,” Ed said. Ed glanced down at her boots, her tiny feet, one heel hooked around her chair leg. Bouncing. Still nervous. He touched her arm, but she didn’t respond. Had she stopped breathing?

      “Heather?”

      She finally turned her gaze back to him. “I love the coat.”

      “Oh…good.” But she’d have said that even if she hated it. He gestured to the waitress. “Can I get some more lemon for my water?”

      This time, Heather didn’t smile.
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      The evening passed slow as molasses, tagging broken taillights, pulling over speeders, answering “suspicious character” calls over people just walking home from their jobs—apparently, everyone looked suspicious in a parka.

      At nine thirty, the radio squawked over the incessant patter of the Irishman’s fingers on the steering wheel, and the thunk, thunk, thunk of wipers against the icy snow. “Ten-thirty-eight, black Ford truck, corner of Mack and Emmerson.”
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