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To my readers, always


 

CHAPTER 1

 

Vera McGee was wearing her favorite plum Louboutin heels with a form-fitting dress of the same color. She had a white bag to pop against her purple outfit and a gorgeous set of medium-sized pearls around her neck. She opened the door to The Velvet Note. It was a popular jazz lounge where people loved to go on dates. Vera was meeting a man she’d chatted with online. She didn’t know much about him except for his name, Jack.

She greeted the host and walked with confidence and ease as they made their way to the table where her date was waiting. She was feeling on top of the world until they got a little closer to the table, her relaxed state shattering when she saw who was waiting for her. Jack was a cop, and he’d put her into handcuffs a time or two for walking the streets in the wee hours of the morning.

“Here you are,” the host said to Vera.

Vera kept a smile plastered to her face, hoping Jack didn’t recognize who she was in her luxurious outfit in this atmosphere. She hadn’t worked the corner in over a year, instead serving tables at one of Ironwood’s busiest restaurants. She also made money reselling clothes online, among other things. Vera kept a small list of clients she went out with for dinner and dates, but her work never took her to the bedroom. She stopped sleeping with clients years ago, but there was a chance Jack would remember her for indecent acts.

“Hello!” Vera said brightly when she got to the table, praying she could get through the evening without him recognizing her. If things got awkward, she could always excuse herself to the restroom and never return. “You must be Jack!”

“I am,” he said, towering a head and a half above her. “You must be Vera. It’s nice to meet you.”

He shook her hand, not seeming to recognize her. It was a relief beyond words. “Thank you for meeting me here. It’s not far from where I live,” Vera said as she slid into the chair. Jack pushed it in for her before returning to his side of the table.

“Not far for me either.” Jack studied her face for a long moment, recognition seemingly flashing through his eyes. “Why do you look so familiar to me?”

Vera cursed in her head. If she had known it was Jack, she would not have shown up, but he refused to show his face on the dating site where they met. He talked about never being with a trans woman before but how it’d always been a fantasy of his. Vera had pictures of herself online, so she figured he would have said something if he knew her, but she was honestly a bit of a chameleon. Some people said she looked like a different person in every single one of her pictures.

“Everyone says I look familiar. It’s the hair,” Vera said off the top of her head, pushing a hand through her hair playfully. “What do you do for a living?”

“Like I told you during our chats, I’m a cop. What do you do?”

“I’m working as a server among other things.”

“What other things?”

“I resell clothes online, but it’s hard when the thrift stores keep getting more and more expensive.”

Jack flashed an understanding smile. “I’ve heard they are. That sounds like a demanding job. Do you ever find deals?”

“I do,” she said. “Nothing gives me more of a rush than finding that needle in a haystack.”

“I bet,” Jack said, smiling, but he was still assessing her with his gaze, determining how he knew her. He was a cop who’d worked as a detective. It was only in his nature to dig a little deeper than what was presented at the surface. “You still look very familiar.”

Vera was beginning to squirm, wondering how long it would take Jack to put together that he’d put her into the back of his cruiser on a couple of occasions. Years had passed since they last crossed paths, but she could tell it wouldn’t be long before he figured it out.

“People really do tell me that all the time.”

Jack shook his head. “Don’t tell me I arrested you.”

“Are you crazy?” Vera said, trying to feign laughter, but nothing she did would fool Jack. He was too observative. Too quick.

“Have you ever been arrested?”

Vera’s first instinct was to lie, but then she met his gaze. He wanted the truth, regardless of how colorful it might be, and she wanted this date to go well. “I plead the fifth. I prefer not to talk about my past if you don’t mind.”

“Hm,” he said, shifting in his seat. He glanced at the door, but Vera got the feeling that he wasn’t about to leave. Not without digging a little deeper. “Why did I arrest you?” Jack was raking his eyes over her, sifting through his memory box. “It wasn’t drugs.”

“Nope.”

“Were you working the streets?”

Vera looked coy. “Like I said, I prefer not to discuss my past. I’m leading a better life now and earning a more honest living.”

“That’s good of you,” Jack said with a nod. “The streets are no place for a beautiful girl like yourself.”

“I had to learn that the hard way.” Vera picked up her water glass and took a sip, not wanting her thoughts to linger on her darkest of days. There were plenty of nights she would care to forget, but they haunted her when nobody was around to keep her company. “I much prefer waiting tables.”

“I’m sure you’re wonderful at it.”

“What are you implying?”

Jack lifted an eyebrow. “Just trying to be friendly, but you do look like a girl who’d get repeat customers. Maybe a stalker or two.”
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