
VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



Diamond Tiger Publishing

AN
INNOCENT

HEART

VIKKI MOUNT

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



An Innocent Heart

Copyright © 2023 by Vikki Louise Mount       

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form 

or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical 

methods, without the prior written permission of the author. For permission requests, 

contact info@vikkimount.com

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. 

No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is 

intended or should be inferred.

Book Cover by Vikki Louise Mount

ISBN 978-0-6459899-1-5

www.vikkimount.com

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



For my parents,

Sheila and Chas Mount.
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PREFACE

This book has been 15 years in the making, with countless hours 

of research and consideration. 

Although I am a proudly Australian author, I have used U.S. 

spelling in deference to the setting of this book—Houston, Texas.

This  story is  fictional,  but  some locations  and  businesses 

mentioned are real to add local flavor. 

The U.S. government and military, along with 27 states, still 

have the death penalty,  with Texas leading the nation in the 

number of executions. 

The Death Penalty Information Center states: - 

The death penalty carries the inherent risk of executing an 

innocent person. Since 1973, at least 190 people who had been 

wrongly convicted and sentenced to death in the U.S. have 

been exonerated.

That is an average of nearly four people yearly for the last 50 

years. And those are only the ones they have identified. There are 

probably many more. 

U.S. death row conditions are dire. Inmates typically spend 

twenty-three hours each day enduring solitary confinement in a 

small cell, denied any loving human contact as they await the 

inevitable, which, most times, is more than a decade. More than 

half  of all  prisoners currently sentenced to death in the U.S. 

have been on death row for over 18 years. Imagine suffering this 

psychological torture as an innocent person.
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OGen, inmates go insane from the isolation. Many turn to zod for 

salvation. Some want permission to donate their organs aGer the state 

executes them to make their death meaningful and perhaps, if guilty, 

to seek redemption. 

As not all my readers are U.S. citi(ens, I feel it is important to 

state that the death row donor RD.).D.B program and the execution 

device Rthe ’oltinatorB, first mentioned in chapter 12 of this book, are 

fictional. 

At the time of this bookqs creation, although no law specifically 

forbids death row inmates from donating organs postmortem, the 

states with the death penalty have denied all re<uests by death row 

inmates to donate their organs aGer execution. There are inmates on 

death row fighting for that right as you read this.   

Thus, my tale was born. 

This  story  is  for  those  innocents  on  death  row—past  and 

present—and for the people who loved them. 
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C 1�����	

DEVASTATING SENTENCE

J on Kingsley felt like he was drowning, and no one seemed 

willing to throw him a life ring. 

Judge McIntyre, a bespectacled, silver-haired woman in her 

sixties  clad  in  a  plain  black  robe,  turned  to  the  jury  box, 

which comprised seven men and five women. “Members of the 

jury panel, I realize what a lengthy process this has been. We 

appreciate the time you’ve taken to make this decision today. 

You’re now excused and are free to leave the courtroom.”

As the twelve departed, Jon swiveled around in his seat to watch 

them leave and wondered what sentence they had given him. He 

suspected it wouldn’t be good since no one seemed willing to make 

eye contact. 

Jon could see his wife, Sarah, wasn’t coping. Her long blond 

hair, usually a well-cared-for shining glory, hung in stringy clumps 

around her pale face and needed a wash. The weight had fallen off 

her from months of worry, making her appear fragile and childlike. 

Her cornflower blue eyes locked with his. She looked scared 

and on the verge of tears. 

Jon mouthed, “I love you.” 

Sarah’s lips trembled as she returned the silent endearment. 

The bailiff for the day, a burly, ginger-haired male police officer, 

stepped forward and spoke. “Eyes front for sentencing, and be 

quiet, please.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART2

Jon turned back around and found McIntyre staring at  him, 

grim-faced.  She  appeared  unimpressed  that  he  was  trying  to 

communicate with his wife right before the pronouncement.

Oh well, what more can you do to me? I guess I’m about to find out.

“Defendant, please rise,” she said.

His knees shaking, Jon stood alongside a slim young woman, his 

attorney, Cathy McGregor, who was just out of law school and doing 

her best to appear professional. She’d tied her light brown hair in 

a severe ponytail and wore an old-fashioned gray suit that seemed 

borrowed from a maiden aunt. They exchanged glances, and the 

corners of Cathy’s mouth flickered as she attempted to give him an 

encouraging smile but failed dismally. 

A gentle sobbing started up behind him. It sounded like Sarah, and 

Jon wasn’t surprised, but he couldn’t turn to her. Horror froze him, 

and his heart pounded so fast it was difficult to breathe.

“Ms. McGregor, do you have anything further to add before I 

pronounce this sentence?” the judge asked.

“No, Your Honor.”

“Thank  you.”  Judge  McIntyre  adjusted  her  glasses  and 

started reading.  “The State of  Texas versus Jonathan Raymond 

Kingsley—found guilty of the murders of Daniel Keith Bell, Gladys 

Joyce Phillips, and Ranjeet Singhe. The court sentences you to the 

death penalty, and—” 

A small gasp escaped Jon’s lips. It wasn’t unexpected, but hearing 

those dreaded words was still a shock. 

A gut-wrenching scream of despair that filled the courtroom 

interrupted McIntyre’s pronouncement. Heads turned toward the 

source. It was Sarah. 

“No, you can’t kill my Jon, you can’t! He didn’t do this! I know 

he didn’t!” Her body became wracked with uncontrollable sobbing. 

Mutterings and murmurings filled the room. 

The judge banged her gavel until she regained control. “Mrs. 

Kingsley, I understand you’re upset, and I sympathize. However, if you 

can’t control yourself and refrain from further outbursts, I will instruct 

the bailiff to remove you from this courtroom. Do you understand?” 
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DEVASTATING SENTENCE 3

Jon watched in misery as his mother-in-law, Rose, an attractive 

fair-haired woman in her mid-thirties, tried to console his wife. She 

enveloped Sarah in her arms, pulling her close against her shoulder as 

she tried to absorb the sound of her daughter’s noisy sobbing. 

Next  to  them,  and equally devastated,  was  an  immaculately 

dressed black couple. They were Jon’s foster parents, Gus and Winnie 

Whitmore. Smeared mascara circled Winnie’s eyes because of a 

constant dabbing with her handkerchief, and Gus had unchecked 

tears rolling down his cheeks.

It was heartbreaking that circumstances beyond his control caused 

his loved ones this emotional pain. Jon wished he could hug them all 

but was helpless.

McIntyre continued with the sentencing. “I remand you into the 

custody of the Harris County Sheriff, who will deliver you to the Texas 

Department of Criminal Justice. That concludes this hearing. I require 

everyone to stay seated until the defendant has le; the building.” 

It became too much. As the total weight of it all hit, blood rushed 

to Jon’s head, causing his knees to buckle, and he collapsed into his 

chair. It felt like he was going to pass out. 

The sheriff stepped forward, helped Jon to stand, handcuffed him, 

and then placed an authoritative hand on his shoulder, pushing him to 

walk. All Jon could comprehend at this point was the painful thudding 

of his heart and the sound of Sarah’s stifled sobs. 

The life he knew was now over, and he could do nothing about it.
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OUT OF WORK

S ix months  earlier,  Jon stood before  the  manager of  G.T. 

Transport with his cap in hand and eyes pleading. “You sure 

you’ve got nothing for me, Garry?” 

Garry Thompson was an overweight man with thinning gray 

hair. His cheeks were bright red, and his forehead dripped with 

sweat, thanks to the lack of air conditioning in his tiny, cluttered 

office. Dark, damp patches dominated his gray T-shirt emblazoned 

with the G.T. Transport logo. 

“I’m sorry, Jon. It’s the same thing I told you last week. There’s 

not enough work. Otherwise, I’d have you packing shelves for me 

right now.” 

“One job’s all I need to get enough money to cover this week’s 

rent. You know I’ve got a wife and kid to support. It’s at the point 

I’ll need to tell Sarah.” 

“You mean Sarah doesn’t know? Lord have mercy! I wouldn’t 

want to be you. But as I told you, that new transport company is 

killing my business.”

Garry walked to his office window and pointed at a billboard 

across the road. In giant letters were the words Speeditrans—We 

deliver, on an image of a green truck. In front of the truck stood 

a smiling man wearing the Speeditrans uniform handing a small 

parcel to a well-endowed, attractive young woman. 

“They had the cheek to put that sign right outside my business. 

How can I compete with that? We’re only a small, independent 
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OUT OF WORK 5

transport company, and they’re a franchise with locations all over 

Texas. 

“The church next door has offered to buy this building, and my 

wife wants me to accept. I hate the idea of early retirement, but I 

have no choice unless I can pick up new clients.”

“Well, that will be a sad day, Garry.”

“It is what it is. Did you take my advice and ask Speeditrans for 

a job?”

“Yes, I’ve tried. But they aren’t hiring packers right now—only 

experienced drivers. I’d need a commercial truck driving license 

to apply, and I can’t afford the training. I’d find a job just like that 

if I had one.” Jon clicked his fingers for emphasis. 

“I’m truly sorry. I promise I’ll call you if extra work comes in.” 

“My little girl’s hit the terrible twos. Sarah hasn’t been coping, 

and I didn’t want to worry her. How can I tell her we’ll probably 

have to move back home with her momma? I’m a lousy husband.” 

“Kid, stop giving yourself a hard time. You’re only eighteen. 

Most boys your age would have run away if they got a girl pregnant, 

but not you. I’m sure a good worker like you will find another job 

real soon.”

“Really?” Jon pulled a face. “I surely appreciate the compliment, 

but I’m a teenage daddy with a juvie record who never finished 

tenth grade. No one is lining up to hire me, and money’s getting 

tight.” He let out a loud sigh and shrugged. “I guess I could always 

rob me a bank.”

Garry’s laughter filled the office. “I hear you. If I keep losing 

business, I’ll drive your getaway car.” He then rested a sympathetic 

hand on Jon’s shoulder. “But seriously, next time you’re at an 

interview,  you get  them to  call  me,  and I’ll  give  you a great 

reference. It’s the least I can do.”

“Thanks. I know this isn’t your fault, and I’ve taken up enough 

of your time. Have a good day.”

“You, too. Please pass on my regards to Sarah and give that 

young’un of yours a big hug from Uncle Garry.”

“Will do.” 
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AN INNOCENT HEART6

As Jon walked outside, the sunlight temporarily blinded him. He 

put on his cap and adjusted the brim to shade his eyes. At least it was 

a pleasant day. 

He bought the daily paper from a local newspaper stand and 

bundled it under his arm. Then, he took a brisk walk across the park 

to his favorite café.

Within five minutes, he arrived. On the window, Anna’s in curly, 

pink letters, outlined in yellow and decorated with sunflowers, sat 

above an image of a frothy cappuccino. When Jon worked for Garry, 

the café was his daily lunch spot, but he hadn’t visited since his 

redundancy. 

I need a friendly face right now. 

Inside, the decor was 50s-style with red leather booths and chairs 

with white tables on a black and white checked tiled floor. Anna, the 

owner, greeted him with a huge grin. She was in her thirties, tall and 

curvy, with long brown curls tied back with a red bow. She wore a red 

full-skirt dress, a white apron, bobby socks trimmed with lace, and 

red sneakers. “Hi, darlin’! Where’ve you been? I haven’t seen you for 

over a week. Is everything okay?”

Jon shook his head, his face glum. “No, not really. My boss laid me 

off. I missed you, so I thought I’d drop in for lunch while I check out 

the job section.” He pulled the newspaper from under his arm and 

held it up for her inspection. 

“Oh, I’m very sorry to hear that.” She gestured toward an empty 

booth in the corner. “Your booth’s awaiting. The usual?”

“Thanks, Anna.” 

The only other customer in the café was a gangly, pimple-faced 

youth with oily, shoulder-length, dirty blond hair and pale blue eyes. 

He wore a black hoody paired with black jeans and sneakers. Jon 

smiled as he passed, but the youth glared back, averted his gaze, and 

stared out the window. 

It seems I’m not the only one having a bad day. 

Once seated at his booth, Jon reached into his pocket for his wallet. 

A quick inspection of the contents revealed his money situation was 

grim—not enough for lunch. He jumped out of his seat, ran to the 
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OUT OF WORK 7

counter to cancel his order, and saw that Anna had finished making 

his strawberry milkshake. 

She looked up at him, her eyes wide with surprise. “What can I do 

for you, darlin’?”

“I’m real sorry, Anna, but I’ve just realized I’m short on cash. On 

my way home, Sarah usually wants something from the store, so I have 

to keep some money aside. Truth be told, I’m down to my last ten 

dollars, so I’m wondering if it’s possible to put that milkshake on my 

tab. I promise to pay you when I get my next job.”

“Oh, you poor sweetie. Times are tough for you right now, aren’t 

they?”

Jon hung his head in embarrassment. “Yes, ma’am, they are. Do 

you need help around here? I could wash dishes, fix things, sweep the 

floors, or whatever you want.”

“Oh, darlin’, I’d love to give you work, but I only make enough 

money to keep myself going. I can’t afford to pay anyone else.”

“That’s okay. I was only hoping.”

Anna chewed her lip. “I’d hate you to go hungry. A growing boy like 

you needs more than just a milkshake.” 

She flicked her eyes toward the gangly youth nearby, still staring 

out the window, and then leaned across the counter. “Look, I don’t 

have any money to pay you, but I need some heavy boxes rearranged 

in my storeroom. In return, you get a free feed. How does that sound?”

“It’s better than any other offer I’ve had today. Want me to move 

those boxes for you now?” 

“No, that’ll be tomorrow’s job aFer I get my delivery. Cor today, 

your meal’s on me. Aonsider it a reward for your customer loyalty.”

“Oh, Anna, you’re the kindest, most generous—”

“Oh, shush, darlin’! You’ll make a girl blush. Now go read your paper 

and check those want ads. I’m sure there’s a job awaiting you in there.”

Ceeling more optimistic than he had done since Garry let him go, 

Jon returned to his booth, opened the paper, and began scanning. He 

started circling the unskilled labor jobs and couldn’t help but sigh. 

Only casual work was on offer. Having to support a wife and child 

meant he needed something more permanent.
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AN INNOCENT HEART8

Daydreaming, he recalled that fateful day Sarah told him she was 

pregnant. Images of her tear-stained face filled his mind.
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UNCONVENTIONAL LIFE

“I ’m late!” Sarah stared at Jon, her face stricken. “I’m never late!” 

“But we were so careful. Are you sure?” 

“Something must have gone wrong. I told you, I’m never late. Oh, 

sweet Jesus, Momma’s gonna kill me.” Her body became wracked with 

sobs.

Jon enveloped her in his arms. “Sweet Pea, I love you. No matter 

what, I’ll stick by you.” He gently placed his hand on her stomach. 

“If there’s a baby in your belly, it’s a giG from Wod. De’ll love it and 

cherish it, and we’ll make the best parents ever.”

Sarah wiped the tears from her eyes and gave him a weak smile. 

“xo you really mean that?”

“Of course! De talked about having a family one day. It may be 

sooner than we eTpected, but we can do this. firust me.” 

xespite sounding conKdent, Jon felt far from it. His foster parents, 

the Dhitmores, preached no seT before marriage. He hated the fact 

that he would disappoint them.

Before the Dhitmores took him in, Jon had never eTperienced 

everyday family life. His mother, -atherine, or -at to her friends, had 

been a seT worker at Massage Magic, a brothel in disguise. She’d been 

in high demand with her long blond hair, blue eyes, rubyflred lips, and 

Pawless porcelain skin. 

Dith her line of work and hectic schedule, -at had never factored 

motherhood into her plans. ffregnancy, therefore, came as a great 

surprise. Her doctor told her that the brand of antibiotics she took 
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AN INNOCENT HEART10

for a persistent kidney infection reduced the pill’s eCectiveness and, 

although a rare occurrence, this, along with a condom failure, was the 

most likely cause. -at wouldn’t consider an abortion because of her 

jatholic background, so she went ahead.

Dhen her son was born, his dark hair and skin made it apparent 

that his father was black. However, -at regularly serviced onefltimers 

and bucks parties, making it impossible to pinpoint the father. She, 

therefore, accepted that Jon’s paternal parentage would remain a 

mystery. 

-at had intended to put Jon up for adoption, but her dormant 

maternal urge kicked into overdrive when he opened his big brown 

eyes for the Krst time. An overwhelming love instantly Klled her heart. 

So she changed her mind and kept him.

Jon spent his Krst Kve years at -at’s apartment or Massage Magic. 

fihe brothel owner, Wina, allowed the boy to stay on site because his 

mother was very popular with the clientele.

fihe child’s presence also seemed good for morale. His sunny 

nature and everflpresent smile made everyone happy to be around 

him. All the girls adored him and treated him like a beloved pet. 

fiherefore, Jon was never short of a babysitter whenever -at was 

working.

His Massage Magic aunties enRoyed reading him picture books or 

the latest romance novel on hand. Dhen Jon wasn’t cuddling up to 

one cosmetically augmented bosom or another, he was playing with 

his toys or watching kiddy shows. 

xespite its unusualness, it was a happy life, and then Lodrigo 

Warcia came along. He was a short middleflaged Eatino who wore 

colorful bandannas over his shaven head. Wold rings adorned every 

Knger, and a fat gold chain was always around his neck, sporting a 

customflmade gold medallion engraved with the letter L encrusted 

with small diamonds.

Lodrigo was a man who usually got what he wanted. fihe second 

he saw -at, he wanted her and started showering her with eTpensive 

giGs and buying large blocks of her time. xuring every visit, he also 

spoiled Jon with toys and candy. 
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UNCONVENTIONAL LIFE 11

One day, he turned up with an engagement ring and proposed. -at 

saw a way out of her profession and thought her son needed a father 

Kgure, so she accepted Lodrigo’s proposal despite not Knding him 

attractive.

A few days later, the couple was married by an Vlvis impersonator 

in Eas Uegas, with Jon as their little ring bearer. qpon their return 

to fieTas, the mother and son moved into Lodrigo’s mansion. fihat’s 

where the fairytale ended. 

-at soon discovered her new husband was a drug lord, and all 

his riches came from his cocaine deals. He introduced her to the 

world of neverflending cocaine. As a kept woman, she Fuickly became 

bored having passionless seT with one man and developed a severe 

addiction. 

fiwo years later, -at accidentally overdosed. Lodrigo was out 

when his lieutenant, Vmilio, who found her unconscious on the living 

room Poor, called to ask what to do. fihe drug lord, furious that he 

even needed to issue an instruction, ordered Vmilio, under pain of 

death, to get -at to the hospital immediately. fihe lieutenant bundled 

her limp form into his car and drove at reckless speed to a nearby 

hospital emergency room. qnfortunately, the medical response team 

pronounced -at dead on arrival. éearing Lodrigo’s wrath for failing 

to ensure -at’s wellflbeing, Vmilio Ped the scene and the state, never 

to be seen again.  

It took over an hour for Lodrigo to learn that his wife had passed. 

Jon was seven years old and attending a local elementary school. fihe 

drug lord pulled the boy out of the classroom and took him to the 

nearest ice cream parlor. fihere, he broke the awful news as gently as 

a thug could over a bowl of cookies and cream. 

AGer a mutual sharing of tears, the drug lord held the boy close and 

said, “fioday, you need to become a man. I will look aGer you, my son, 

and teach you the family business.”

A month later,  Jon’s  initiation began.  He delivered preflpaid 

cocaine to Lodrigo’s customers in public areas such as train stations, 

parks, cafós, and restaurants. It was too easy. No one ever suspected 

a little boy with a kiddy backpack could be involved with such a 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



AN INNOCENT HEART12

nefarious activity. One of the Warcia gang members was always within 

eyeshot and at a safe distance, ensuring it all went according to plan. 

On some level, Jon knew what he was doing was wrong, but the 

drug lord, in his weird way, gave the boy love and made him feel safe, 

needed, and valued. xuring this time, he continued to attend school 

and learned to accept that his life diCered from the other kids in his 

class.

Jon lived this unconventional life for Kve years.  But that all 

changed when Lodrigo invited another local drug lord, Eouie Ezpe?, 

to dine at his favorite MeTican restaurant. fihe purpose of the dinner 

was to propose forming a cartel to eTpand their drug empires. It was 

a private gathering, and all gang members from both parties were 

present, including Jon. 

qnbeknownst to Lodrigo, an undercover fed called Sanche? had 

inKltrated his drug ring siT months earlier. He knew all about the plan 

and wore a wire for the occasion, knowing that the dinner presented 

the perfect opportunity to arrest all members of both gangs. It would 

be the ultimate coup. 

A federal unit parked in a white delivery van sat outside the 

restaurant, recording all cartel conversations. Dhen Sanche? knew 

they had gathered enough evidence, he eTcused himself from the 

table. He ensured the catering staC remained in the kitchen for their 

safety and then sent the allflclear signal to the team waiting outside 

through his wire.

fihe feds planned to catch both gangs by surprise in a contained 

environment to avoid civilian casualties. Dhen they burst in, Eouie 

and his Kve gang members were facing away from the entrance, so 

they had no chance to turn around. fihey, therefore, threw up their 

hands and surrendered immediately. 

However, Lodrigo and his new lieutenant, Manuel, surprised 

them all. Instead of also giving in, they overturned the table before 

them. Eouie and two gang members grunted in pain as the table 

bounced oC their knees and smashed onto their feet. Lodrigo and 

Manuel crouched behind the overturned table and pulled out their 

guns. 
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UNCONVENTIONAL LIFE 13

fihe other two members of the Warcia gang, jarlos and Josó, 

followed suit, inRuring the three remaining Ezpe? gang members 

across from them. All this happened in mere seconds.

Lodrigo grabbed Jon’s arm and pulled hard, causing the boy’s 

chair to crash onto its side and take Jon with it. Lodrigo kicked 

the chair away and pushed Jon’s head to the Poor. “Stay down!” he 

growled.

jarlos,  the hothead of  the group,  Kred the Krst  shot.  And 

then it was on. fihe sound of gunKre Klled the air as bullets Pew 

everywhere. All siT members of the Ezpe? gang scrambled to get 

out of the crossKre. 

Jon put his hands over his ears and curled himself into a fetal 

position. He watched Lodrigo transform from a loving fatherly 

Kgure into a cra?ed gunman with murderous intent in his eyes. 

jarlos received a bullet through the head when he popped it 

above the table in the ensuing mayhem. Josó then panicked and 

tried to make a run for it. A fed shot him in the shoulder before he 

got very far, and he fell, screaming and crying in pain.

Manuel and Lodrigo held their position well. fihey had Rust 

taken out one fed, and another was in their sights when Sanche? 

stepped in, deciding to blow his cover before they could shoot 

anyone else. He came in from behind and aimed his gun at them.

“ffolice! xon’t move!” Sanche? held up his badge, revealing he 

was with the feds. “xrop your weapons!” 

éor Lodrigo,  surrender was not an option.  He pushed Jon 

behind him, then turned to point his gun at Sanche?. “Lot in hell, 

you bastard!” 

Sanche? had no choice but to defend himself. So he pulled the 

trigger and shot Lodrigo, hitting him in the chest. 

fihe drug lord looked down at the bloody, wet patch spreading 

across his shirt with a gasp of surprise. He fell back into a crying 

Jon’s lap. Somehow, he found the strength to reach up and gently 

wipe the tears from the boy’s face. “xon’t cry, my son. Be brave. 

I love you.” His arm then dropped, and his eyes gla?ed over as he 

died.
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AN INNOCENT HEART14

Now reali?ing they had him surrounded, Manuel dropped his gun, 

threw up his hands in surrender, placed them behind his neck, and 

put his head on the Poor. Sanche? moved in and arrested him. 

By some miracle, Eouie and all his gang members had escaped the 

bullet storm relatively unscathed, apart from a few bruised knees and 

crushed toes. 

Dhen the feds could move in and make their arrests, they found 

Jon behind the table, his shirt covered in blood. He rocked back and 

forth in shock while clinging onto Lodrigo’s lifeless form. 

xespite his young age and the horrors he had Rust witnessed, the 

feds showed him little sympathy. Once they knew he was unwounded, 

they pulled him to his feet, threw him in handcuCs, and escorted him 

from the restaurant. 

fihey detained him in remand for a week until  he appeared 

in Ruvenile court. Sanche? tried to speak up for Jon, as he knew 

his circumstances. However, when the boy admitted to performing 

regular cocaine deliveries, the Rudge determined that a harsh life 

lesson was reFuired. He sentenced Jon to a year in Ruvenile detention. 

fihat  time passed slowly,  and siT months into the sentence, 

boredom led Jon to a service at the onsite chapel. He had never 

attended church before and found himself captivated by the sermons. 

It was there that he met ffastor fiim. 

fihe pastor, recogni?ing a child in need, reached out to him. Before 

long, he became a conKdant and friend as the boy poured out his 

grief about his feelings of loss. He reali?ed Jon needed a kind, patient 

jhristian family to set him on the right path when he reRoined society. 

fihis understanding led him to talk to his congregation to see if he 

could Knd the boy a stable and loving home. 

Wus and Dinnie  Dhitmore,  a middleflaged childless  couple, 

stepped up. Dhen they Krst met, the connection was instant. A few 

visits later, they made fostering plans, which resulted in the young 

man moving into their home at the end of his sentence. 

Once settled in, they enrolled him at a local high school. At 

thirteen, Jon had grown into a tall, handsome young man with a 

da??ling smile. On his very Krst day in the classroom, he met Sarah. 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



UNCONVENTIONAL LIFE 15

She had long blond hair, full red lips, and big, cornPower blue eyes, 

Rust like his beloved mother, whom he missed dearly. 

fihe young couple eTchanged furtive glances all day until their eyes 

met, at which point Sarah coyly tossed her golden locks and gave him 

a shy smile. It was love at Krst sight. 

fihree years later, this love led them to the birth of their baby girl.
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COST OF INDEPENDENCE

“H ere you go, darlin’.” Anna placed a milkshake and a burger 

with fries before Jon.

“Thank you so much. You have a heart the size of Texas.”

“We aims to please. Now stop your yapping and enjoy your food.”

Jon needed little encouragement, having not eaten all day, so he 

quickly demolished the meal. When finished, he pushed the plate 

away, fished into his pocket for his phone, and rang Sarah. 

On the sixth ring, she answered. “Hi, Sugar Pie!” 

“Hi  there,  Sweet Pea.  Just  on my way home.  Do you need 

anything from the store?”

Before she could reply, their little girl’s voice called out in the 

background. “Daaadaaaa! Daaaadaaaa!”

“Quiet, please, sweetie. Mommy’s trying to talk to Dada. Now, 

play with your dolly. There’s a good girl.” Sarah huffed loudly with 

frustration. “She’s been driving me demented all day. A few months 

ago, I couldn’t wait for her to learn to walk and speak. Now I 

wish she was still crawling and would just shut up for five whole 

minutes.” 

She let out an enormous sigh. “And those toys! If I roll my 

ankle on another darn doll, I’ll scream! Sometimes, I think leaving 

Momma’s was a big mistake. It was much easier when we were 

living with her. At least she gave me a break.”

Jon chuckled. Maybe telling Sarah his news wouldn’t be so bad 

a—er all. “You make me laugh, my gorgeous girl. We’ll talk about it 

when I get home. Now, do you need anything?”
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COST OF INDEPENDENCE 17

“Milk. We always need milk. And some headache pillsGpreferably 

Advil. I desperately need some of those.” 

“Sounds like it. I’ll see you in about half an hour.”

“Lreat! Then this little monster’s all yours.”

“Hush now! Don’t be talking about my precious Queenie that way. 

I can’t wait to see her and you real soon. Cove you.”

“I love you, too. Now hurry home. Bye.” Sarah hung up.

Jon stood and went to say goodbye to Anna. However, she was 

settling the bill with the other young man, so he returned to his booth 

to pick up his dirty dishes. As he headed back, the youth walked out 

the door.

“éatch ya later, Cucas,” Anna called a—er him. She then turned back 

to see Jon collecting the youth’s plate. The waitress walked over and 

stood before him, hands on hips. “What are you doing there, darlin’?” 

“Just picking up these dishes. Cet me wash these for you.”

Anna shook her head, took the crockery and cutlery from his 

hands, and placed them on the counter. “Don’t worry your young head 

about it. I have this marvelous machine called a dishwasher. And you 

can also forget those boxes of mine. I want you to spend tomorrow 

looking for a job.”

“But Anna, we had a deal, and I pay my dues.”

“And I lied. I don’t have anything that needs moving. My delivery 

guy puts the boxes wherever I  want them, and if  I  need things 

rearranged in my storeroom, he does it for me. It’s all part of the 

service.”

“So why did you say you needed my help?”

“Because I could see you needed mine, and I know how prideful, 

independent kids like you can sometimes be. I just wanted you to 

enjoy your meal with a clear conscience.”

Jon shook his head in disbelief and then walked over and hugged 

her. 

Anna turned red and pushed him off. “Away with you now. I’m 

almost old enough to be your momma. Want to make me happy? Then 

find yourself another job.” She strode to the door and opened it, then 

waved her hand. “Now begone, young man.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART18

“Thank you, Anna.” 

Jon le— the cafE and walked down the road, feeling good about life 

again. Rverything was going to be okay. It would upset Sarah to learn 

he’d lost his job and kept it from her, but it would be the excuse she 

needed to move back in with Momma. Deep down, he knew his young 

wife wanted this but was too stubborn to admit it. 

The irony was that he never wanted to leave Momma’s home. But 

unfortunately, she and Sarah clashed over the baby at every turn.

Momma, known as Fose, was a single parent who became a 

teenage mother at seventeen. Daryl, her high school sweetheart, was 

the father. Rven though she’d never been with anyone else, Daryl’s 

parents refused to believe their son was responsible. They denied 

him permission to take a paternity test. Instead, they sent him to a 

prestigious boarding school in Dallas to escape his responsibilities. 

Sadly, she never heard from him again.

-ortunately, her parents were very supportive and helped raise 

Sarah until a car accident took them five years later. The young 

mother and daughter inherited a mortgageflfree home and received 

a he—y life insurance sum, leaving them comfortable financially.

When Fose first met Jon, getting on board took her a minute. She 

didn’t consider herself racist but never pictured her daughter bringing 

home a boy of color. However, winning her over didn’t take long 

because he was a polite and Lodflfearing young man. He soon became 

a regular feature in their home at many a dinner. 

The day Sarah revealed she was pregnant, Fose’s heart sank. It 

appeared history was repeating itself. However, to her surprise, the 

teens told her they wanted to get married before the baby was born. 

Although there were concerns, she gave her blessing so her daughter 

could have the happy ending Fose never enjoyed. The Whitmores 

also agreed, believing it was the éhristian thing to do.

By Texan law, the young couple only needed parental consent if 

they waited until they were sixteen. The wedding, therefore, took 

place on Sarah’s sixteenth birthday, two weeks before the baby was 

due. The teens exchanged vows at their church before Pastor Tim. 

Cess than a week later, their Queenie was born.
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COST OF INDEPENDENCE 19

The Whitmores agreed that the young family would live with Fose 

because her house was big enough for all of them. The plan was for 

the teens to take time off school to adjust to parenthood and for Jon 

to get a job to cover expenses. 

However, no one foresaw the clash between Fose and Sarah about 

raising the baby. -rom the beginning, the loving grandmother kept 

overstepping. She constantly took on the mother’s role, and the 

ensuing fights were monumental.

Jon hated seeing Sarah unhappy and decided they needed a place 

of their own as soon as possible. He had already secured employment 

at L.T. Transport and planned to save every dollar he could. A year 

later, a fellow packer offered a sublet for a oneflbedroom >at that was 

only a short walk from work. When this opportunity arose, the teens 

jumped at it. 

It took little time for the young couple to discover the cost of 

independence. Jon’s minimum wage didn’t go far with the need to 

cover rent, utilities, food, fuel for the family car, and catering to 

the needs of a small child. All the money Jon saved while living at 

Momma’s went on setting up their new home. Now, the young family 

lived paycheck to paycheck.

Cack of money wasn’t the only issue. Over the past year, it had been 

a rollercoaster ride that Jon called the Sweet Pea Express because 

Sarah’s emotions were all over the place. His young wife discovered 

motherhood was hard work but was reluctant to admit that life was 

much easier when she had Fose’s help. 

Yes, moving back in with Momma was the best idea. With no 

money coming in, it seemed the obvious choice. 

Now, all he had to do was convince Sarah.
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WRONG WAY HOME

J on headed for the convenience store, lost in thought. Upon turning 

the corner, he collided with two men huddled together amid an 

intense conversation. 

One man was Lucas, the gangly youth Jon remembered from the 

café. The other was in his early thirties. He had short black hair shaved 

at the sides and a shamrock tattoo with a skull in the center on the le“ 

side of his neck. Like Lucas, he wore black clothing.

W”atch where yer going, boyo!I the older man said with a strong 

Srish accent. His beady, piercing green eyes glared at Jon.

W’orry, sir, S was daydreaming.I 

W”ell, fookinY daydream somewhere else.I 

Jon was naturally a gentle and sensitive soul. He learned young that 

a big smile, charm, and politeness made life much easier, and this 

wisdom had always served him well. 

He considered producing his trademark disarming grin but thought 

better of it. Snstead, he gave a solemn nod. WS will do that, sir. Aou have 

a good day.I ”ith downcast eyes, he sidestepped the angry Srishman. 

JonYs local convenience store, Singhe’s Supplies, loomed up less 

than a hundred yards  down the road.  ffi faded sign and graflti 

decorated the frontage, and posters for specials covered the windows. 

ffi red neon open sign Rickered on the doorYs glass panel.

ffis he entered, a bell chimed, announcing his arrival. 

ffi short, thin ’ri Lankan man behind the counter smiled and gave 

him a polite nod. 

WHi, jan?eet. How are youVI
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WRONG WAY HOME 21

W…ery good, thank you. ”hat can S be doing for you today, sirVI

WS need some milk D oh, and ffidvil for the missus. -o you have 

anyVI

WThat S do, sir. S keep a supply behind the counter for special 

customers like you. Just ask for them when you pay for the milk, 

okayVI

Jon gave jan?eet a nod, then headed to the fridge, where he 

found a wellfidressed woman in her x“ies. ’he stood with the door 

open, eFamining the contents, trying to decide what she needed. 

He patiently waited as she made a selection, then grabbed himself 

a carton of milk.

ffis he returned to the counter, a tanned, muscular man in his 

twenties who was trying on sunglasses stepped back to inspect 

himself in the mirror. He accidentally bumped into Jon as he was 

passing by. 

W’orry, mate,I he said in an ffiustralian accent. He was wearing 

a U.’. —lag TfishirtNobviously a tourist.

Wfflo problem. St was my fault.I 

The wellfidressed woman was ahead of him when Jon arrived at 

the counter. ’he was counting out nickels and dimes to pay for the 

small bottle of spring water she had selected earlier. 

jan?eet and Jon eFchanged amused eyefirolling glances. They 

could both see plenty of notes in the womanYs gaping purse, yet 

she insisted on oqoading her loose change.

ffis he stood there, Jon noticed an array of Rower bouffuets 

sitting in a bucket of water on the ground neFt to the counter. 

St was an eFtravagance he couldnYt a!ord right now, but it might 

mean he would cop less of an earful for taking over a week to tell 

his young wife heYd lost his ?ob. 

Just as he searched through his wallet and pockets to see if he 

could xnd any more change to buy ’arah a bunch, a sudden crash 

caused him to ?ump. He turned to see that someone had slammed 

the door to the shop open so hard that the neon sign had fallen 

o!. Two armed men, fully dressed in black and wearing balaclavas, 

had burst into the store. 
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AN INNOCENT HEART22

Wfflobody fookinY movezI the bigger man yelled in a recogniMable 

Srish accent as he brandished his gun. He gestured to the other 

man to lock the door. 

Jon froMe as he hated guns. He knew instantly who these men 

were, and they would likely recogniMe himNnot good.

WThis is a robbery,I the Srishman said. WEoney and ?ewelry. 

Hand it over right nowzI He then waved his gun in jan?eetYs face. 

WPmpty all the money from the till into a bag and make it ffuick.I

The other man approached the woman. ’he stood there with 

enormous eyes, unable to believe what was happening. W-idnYt 

you hear, ladyV Eoney and ?ewelry, we want itzI He pointed at 

the twoficarat emerald ring on her le“ hand. Wfflice rock you have 

there. Take it o! and give it to mezI 

Pyes still wide, the woman slowly shook her head. Wfflo. SYm 

afraid S canYt.I 

Jon noticed the womanYs cultured voice. ’he seemed a person 

more accustomed to giving orders than receiving them. 

WStYs a family heirloom.I The woman placed a protective right 

hand over the ring on her le“. WAou can take all my money, but not 

my ring.I

The man started stepping from foot to foot in agitation. WLady, 

S have a gun in your face. -onYt be dumber than a boF of rocks 

over a stupid fuckinY ring.I 

WHow dare you speak to me like thatzI Sn one ffuick, angry 

movement, the woman ripped o! his balaclava and dropped it to 

the Roor, instantly revealing the robberYs identity. ffis Jon eFpected, 

it was Lucas.

Cale blue eyes stared at the woman in shock. WAou fuckinY craMy 

bitchz ffire you fuckinY kidding mezI he said as he ducked down to 

pick up the balaclava.

Hearing the commotion, the Srishman turned from watching 

jan?eet empty the till. ’ighing in eFasperation, he calmly withdrew 

a silencer from his coat pocket and screwed it onto the barrel of his 

gun. He approached the woman and said, Wffih, ma dear, S regret to 

inform ye, but that was a fookinY dumb move.I He pointed the gun at 
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WRONG WAY HOME 23

her head and pulled the trigger, causing blood, brains, and bone to 

spray over JonYs face. 

The woman collapsed to the Roor, and Jon cringed in fright, 

traumatiMed as memories of jodrigo dying in his lap Rooded his mind. 

-uring the coldfiblooded shooting, jan?eet reached down and 

pulled out a baseball bat but didnYt have the chance to swing it. 

”ithout blinking, the Srishman turned and shot him right between 

the eyes. jan?eetYs head snapped back from the bulletYs force into his 

skull, and he then collapsed, disappearing behind the counter.

The ffiustralian tourist put his hands up and backed away as the gun 

turned to him. WEate D please D weYll do whatever you want. ThereYs 

no need toNI 

ffi bullet through the side of his neck, immediately shattering his 

carotid artery, stopped him midfisentence, and he made a strangled, 

gurgling sound as he fell back onto the Roor, blood spurting from his 

wound. St was a horrendous sight.

The Srishman had shot three people with the composure of 

someone swatting Ries. He waited a few seconds to ensure the young 

man wouldnYt ever be getting up again, then pointed his gun at Jon. 

W’ay goodbye, boyo.I 

Pyes wide with fear, JonYs legs buckled, and he sank to his knees. 

He was ffuite prepared to beg for his life. WClease D please D S have a 

young family. Clease donYt kill meNI

JonYs  desperate plea was uneFpectedly interrupted by Lucas 

bursting into tears, causing the Srishman to turn and glare at his young 

accomplice.

W”hat the fookV BanYt ye see SYm busy hereVI 

Lucas was beside himself. W”hat have you doneV The police will 

never stop hunting us. Aou know that, donYt youV ffind with all that 

forensic stu! they have these days, weYre fuckinY gone, manNtotally 

fuckedzI

WOh, for fookYs sake, boyoz -onYt go losing it on me now. Ae know 

this is all yer fault. Gut as usual, S have to clean up yer mess.I

WEy messV S didnYt shoot anyone. Gut it doesnYt matter. ”eYll both 

get the death penalty for sure.I Lucas began pacing back and forth 
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AN INNOCENT HEART24

as he imagined the worst. Wffirmed robbery is one thing. Eurder is 

another.I 

The Srishman sighed again, but the younger manYs words appeared 

to have a!ected him. ’uddenly, with no warning, he xred a shot at 

the counter and another at the Roor near LucasYs foot, causing him to 

?ump back in fright. 

W”hat the hell, manz Aou nearly shot my fuckinY foot o!zI

The Srishman rolled his eyes. W’top yer fookinY wailingz SYm working 

on an idea here.I He then walked over to Jon and pointed the gun at 

his head. WKet up, boyo.I 

Unable to believe he was still alive, with shaky knees, Jon instantly 

obeyed.

WS remember ye, boyo, and S know ye already know what S look like, 

so thereYs no point hiding ma face.I O! came the balaclava. W—or that 

reason alone, S should kill ye. Gut itYs yer lucky day. Ea mate here has 

given me a good reason to spare yer life.I 

Lucas looked confused. WS haveVI

WJust shut up and keep yer gun pointed at him.I The Srishman put 

his gun in his pocket and grabbed a dishtowel from a nearby stand. 

He then grabbed the bottle of spring water from the counter and 

opened it with his gloved hand. He tipped water all over the dishtowel, 

saturating it, and used it to wipe JonYs surprised face, ?ust as a mother 

would clean her child. 

The Srishman continued until he removed every drop of blood, 

every bit of brain matter, and bone fragment. He then pulled out his 

gun, vigorously wiped it, and put it on the counter. ”hen xnished, he 

wrapped the used dishtowel around the empty water bottle and put 

it in his coat pocket. 

He then stood back and inspected his work. WThatYs better.I He 

turned to Lucas. Wfflow, give me yer gun.I

W”hyV jun out of bullets, and you want to shoot me, tooVI

Wfflo, S havenYt run out of fookinY bullets, ye gobshite. S have one 

le“. ’o, if yer wanting to get the fook out of here and not worry about 

anyone coming a“er us, stop asking me stupid fookinY ffuestions and 

give me yer gun. -o ye want me to xF this or notVI
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WRONG WAY HOME 25

Lucas nodded, and the Srishman eFtended his hand, Ricking his 

xngers toward his palm impatiently in a beckoning gesture. ”arily, the 

younger man handed it over.

The Srishman then pointed the gun at Jon. Wfflow, boyo, open yer 

wallet. ’how me whatYs in there.I

Jon stared at his wallet in his hand. He obediently Ripped it open 

and held it up for inspection. Snside were his driverYs license, a family 

photo, and a few dollar bills.

The Srishman leaned in, sffuinting at the image in the walletYs 

display window. Wfflice looking missus and cute kid. Take out the 

photo and license, and hand them over.I

Jon frowned with confusion as he pulled them from his wallet and 

did as instructed. 

The Srishman inspected the address on the driverYs license. WS see 

ye live nearby. Thanks for the info, boyo.I He slipped the photo and 

the driverYs license into his top front pocket. Once both were inside, 

he gave a sinister smile. WS have a photo of yer family, and S know 

where they live now. ’o, S can track them down.I

Horrixed, Jon wondered where he was going with that. 

W’o, hereYs what S need ye to do.I The Srishmen gestured toward 

the woman on the Roor. WS want ye to shoot the bitch.I

WS D S D whatVI

The Srishman grabbed his gun from the counter and presented it 

to Jon, who stared at it, feeling confused.

Wffire ye retarded, boyoV Take ma gun and shoot the fookinY bitchzI 

He gave the woman a slight kick with the tip of his shoe for emphasis.

Pyes wide, Jon shook his head. He put his hands up and backed 

away in horror.

WTake the gun, boyo, and donYt be getting any ideas. Ea gun has 

one bullet le“, but this oneINhe strode over and pushed the muMMle 

of LucasYs gun hard into JonYs foreheadNWhas siF.I

’ick with fear, Jon took the SrishmanYs gun. WClease donYt make me 

do this.I 

WSf ye donYt do it, SYll not only shoot ye, but SYll take that bullet 

and shoot it right between those beautiful blue eyes of yer pretty 
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AN INNOCENT HEART26

wifeYs head.I  eeping the gun trained on Jon,Dthe Srishman ffuickly 

bent down and, with his free hand, pulled an evilfilooking knife from 

a sheath attached to his boot.DPngraved into the knifeYs red wooden 

handle was a skull on a shamrock, perfectly matching the tattoo on 

his neck.DWffind before S shoot yer wife, SYll make her watch me slit yer 

kidYs throat with ma old mate Reaper here.I He waved the knife blade 

around menacingly close to JonYsDface.DWffim S clear enough,DboyoVI 

There was no choice. Jon pointed the gun at the woman, closed 

his eyes, and pulled the trigger. He Rinched as the weapon made a 

suppressed crack sound that was instantly followed by a sickening 

thud as the bullet hit her body. …omit rose in his mouth.

Wfflice shot, boyo. jight through the heart. Sf the bitch wasnYt 

ffuite dead yet, she certainly is now.I The Srishman pulled Jon to him 

until their faces were only inches apart. WTake a long look, boyo. 

This face will haunt yer nightmares. SYll murder yer wife and child if 

S get even a whi! of anyone coming a“er me for this. ffind donYt think 

yeYll be safe if S get arrested. S have friends. Ae can run and hide, but 

ma people will xnd ye. StYs what they do. Kot itVI

WS wonYt talk. S promise,I Jon said, and he meant it. The lack of 

empathy in the SrishmanYs eyes made it clear he would carry out his 

threat. jodrigo had also made him very familiar with the unwritten 

criminal code of conduct about keeping oneYs mouth shut. 

WKood boy. fflow, keep holding that gun and get back on yer 

knees. Blose yer eyes and start praying. S want ye to wait here until 

the police arrive.I

WColiceVI 

WAes. Sf ye stay here until then with yer eyes closed, holding that 

gun and praying, then yer family gets to live.I 

Jon submissively dropped to his knees, bowed his head, closed 

his eyes, and started reciting the LordYs Crayer. 

The Srishman bent and put his mouth close to JonYs ear. W-onYt 

be moving now,I he said in a low voice. Wfflot one muscle. SYll be 

watching.I 

Jon stayed still as he heard them leave, keeping his eyes closed, too 

scared to move. He lost track of time until the shop door smashed 
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WRONG WAY HOME 27

open, and the awful words that frightened him siF years ago again 

resounded in his ears. 

WColicez -onYt movezI

He opened his eyes to see two police oflcersNone male and the 

other femaleNstanding above him, guns in hand, pointed at his head. 

More guns … so many guns.

W-rop your weaponzI The male oflcer leaned in, bringing his gun 

closer to JonYs face. Wfflowz -onYt make me ask you again.I 

Jon stared at the gun in his hand. He had been clinging to it as the 

Srishman had commanded him to, and suddenly, he understood the 

reason. Smmediately, he released his xngers. The weapon slipped out 

of his hand, tumbled to the Roor, and bounced away from him, making 

a brief metallic clacking noise before coming to rest.

ffis the police oflcers stepped forward to handcu! Jon and read 

him his rights, his traumatiMed brain couldnYt take it in. St was too 

much. 

His mind was screaming, I didn’t do this! I’m innocent!

Gut the words wouldnYt come out. 
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LIBBY

L ibby Davis  was  having  a  nightmare.  Horrific,  disturbing 

images made her thrash about so much that she fell out of 

bed and hit the floor with a thud, jolting her awake. Bemused and 

exhausted, she sat on the floor with her bed sheets tangled around 

her legs. 

It was that awful dream again for the third time this week. The 

visions were so graphic, so real. Why was this happening?

The intercom perched on the lamp table next to her bed came 

to life, making her jump. “Hon, are you all right? It sounded like 

you fell over. Do you need me to come up there?” 

Libby rolled over on the floor and reached for the talk button. 

“I’m fine, Mom. I, um …” She looked around the room to find a 

good excuse for the noise her mother had just heard. Her eyes 

alighted on the nearby desk chair. 

Perfect. 

“My … ah … my feet got caught in the sheets when I jumped out 

of bed. I just tripped a little and knocked over a chair. I’m not hurt. 

It’s all good.” 

Guilt made her bite her lip as soon as the words were out of her 

mouth. She hated lying but didn’t want to cause her overprotective 

mother any more anxiety. There had already been plenty to worry 

about over the past year, so keeping this nightmare issue to herself 

was imperative.

“You need to be more careful in your condition. When are you 

coming down? I’ll make you some breakfast.”
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LIBBY 29

“Thanks, Mom, but I’d like to soak in the bath first. Give me 

twenty minutes, okay?”

“All right, hon.”

With the mother-daughter intercom exchange now done, Libby 

extracted herself from the bed sheets, stood up, and sighed. She 

walked down the hallway to the bathroom and, aRer turning on 

the taps to the bath, grabbed her toothbrush and coated it with 

a generous supply of toothpaste. While vigorously brushing her 

teeth, she stared sleepy-eyed at herself in the mirror. 

ffeflected was a stunning curvy girl sporting a luxurious mane 

of long, wavy brown hair highlighted with streaks of gold. Large 

brown eyes framed by thick black lashes set in doll-like features 

stared back at her. She frowned at herself as a headache started 

coming on. These darn nightmares were taking their toll.

She pulled oO her nightgown and dropped it to the floor with 

a resigned shrug. qnce naked, Libby’s eyes couldn’t resist being 

drawn to the mirror again. Between her breasts was a long, thin 

scar. She gently ran her fingers up and down the entire length, 

almost in wonder. It was not pretty, but a small price for her new 

life, and her doctor said it would fade in time.

ARer completing her daily physical inspection, she stepped into 

the fast-filling bath. When the water reached her shoulders, she 

turned oO the taps and submerged her head, leaving only her nose 

and mouth above the water. Her hair fanned like a halo, swirling 

and making patterns as indulgent fingers found their way through 

the locks to massage away her headache. She luxuriated in the 

liEuid warmth encompassing her body.

Twenty minutes  flew by,  then  thirty,  then  forty,  until  the 

intercom in the bathroom sounded. The distortion eOect from the 

water covering Libby’s ears made her mother’s voice seem to call 

her from far away. “Hon, you’ve been in that bath a long time. You 

said you’d only be twenty minutes. Are you okay?”

Nver since the operation, her mother had wrapped her in cotton 

wool. It was a bad idea to agree to the bathroom’s intercom, given 
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AN INNOCENT HEART30

that the one in the bedroom was intrusive enough. zow, there was 

nowhere in the house to escape Big Smother, aka her mother.

With a groan of frustration, Libby sat up in the bath, gathered 

her locks, and sEuee—ed out the water. Nven more annoying, she 

discovered the intercom was just out of arm’s reach. 

Typical! They should have tested that during installation. 

Swearing, she hoisted herself to a standing position, stepped out 

of the bath, dripping wet, and grabbed her towel. An impatient press 

of the talk button followed. 

“I’m fine, Mother!I was enjoying my bath!emphasis on the was. 

I know you mean well, but could you please stop fussing?”

“‘Mother’ now, is it? Well, excuse me for caring about your safety. 

You could be unconscious or drowning up there, for all I knewC It’s 

not the first time you’ve collapsed in a bathroom, so I think I have a 

right to be concerned.” An indignant silence then followed.

That lecturing martyrish tone made Libby feel like a selfish and 

ungrateful child. Surrender was her best option. “I’m sorry, Mom. 

You’re right. zext time I plan to take an extra long bath, I’ll let you 

know, okay?”

“Thank you. You know I love you to the moon and back?”

“Yes, I know. I love you, too, Mom. Pan I dry oO and get dressed 

now, please? I’m getting water everywhere.”

“qkay, hon. See you soon.”

zot for the first time, Libby regretted the decision to move back 

home with her mother during her recovery aRer leaving the hospital. 

She should have foreseen full-blown smother mode. 

ARer vigorously rubbing moisture from her body, she tossed the 

wet towel into the laundry chute and reali—ed her nightgown was now 

a soggy mess because she had stepped all over it, so it shortly followed. 

Watching them disappear always made Libby smirk. When she was a 

kid, she believed the chute was a magical cave that you threw dirty 

things into, and a kind fairy returned them pressed and folded on her 

bed. Her mother fed her that tale to ensure little Libby didn’t pull oO 

her dirty clothes and leave them where they lay. It worked a treat.

Thank you, kind fairy.
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qnce she had blow-dried her hair, still naked, Libby strolled 

back down the hallway to her bedroom to get dressed. It gave her 

a secret thrill as she imagined her prudish mother’s face if she 

caught her. The thought amused Libby every single time, but it 

was unlikely to happen. Her mother hurt her knee from a fall at 

tennis some months ago, which was taking a long time to heal and 

probably needed surgery, so she avoided coming up the stairs like 

the plague. Apart from fears for Libby’s safety, it was one of the 

main reasons she insisted on installing the intercoms. 

ARer throwing on underwear and a T-shirt, Libby grabbed a 

pair of jeans she hadn’t worn since returning home from the 

hospital.  While pulling them on, she could feel something in 

the back pocket. She shoved her hand inside and discovered a 

crumpled business card for Dr. David Fhillips. 

The hospital doctor had warned that there might be some 

psychological hurdles to overcome. He organi—ed a referral for 

Libby to  see Dr.  Fhillips,  a clinical  psychologist  speciali—ing 

in organ transplant recipients.  She had promised to make an 

appointment, but it slipped her mind. Ferhaps the universe was 

trying to tell her something, so she picked up her phone and 

punched in the number from the card. 

An upbeat and professional  voice answered.  “Phillips and 

Associates Psychology, Plaire speaking. How may I help you?”

“Hi, Plaire. I’m wondering if I could see Dr. Fhillips today?”

“Do you have a referral?”

“Yes, I believe I do. Dr. Langston told me he’d send you one. It 

would be for Nli—abeth Davis and sent around late zovember to 

early December last year.”

“qne moment,  please.” qn-hold music  played until  Plaire 

returned a minute later. “Yes, Dr. Langston has emailed through 

a referral for you, so that’s fine. You’re in luck. A spot opened up 

for ten thirty this morning. Does that leave you enough time to get 

here? qtherwise, there’s nothing available for two weeks.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART32

Libby inspected her phone and saw it was nearly ten o’clock. The 

clinic wasn’t far away, so half an hour was plenty of time. “Yes, thanks. 

That’d be perfect. I’ll head out now and see you soon.” 

ARer disconnecting the call, she glanced at the silver necklace 

hanging from her dresser mirror.  It  sported an ornately edged, 

eye-catching red crystal heart pendant. 

I mustn’t forget you.

Libby grabbed it, and aRer she had pulled the chain over her head 

and adjusted the clasp to sit behind her neck, she stared into the 

mirror at her pendant and smiled. She remembered her mother giving 

it to her the day aRer her transplant and saying, “When you wear this, 

it will remind you to be thankful to that special person whose precious 

giR gave you back your life.” 

zot that Libby needed any prompting to feel grateful. 

Now, what excuse can I give to get out of the house?

Telling her mother about the psychologist would undoubtedly end 

up in an interrogation session. She could imagine all the Euestions. 

Why do you need to see someone when you can talk to me?

What’s wrong with you?

Is it anything to do with me?

It had been six months since the operation, and the doctors 

had told her she could start  driving again months ago,  but her 

mother wouldn’t have it. She insisted on playing the chauOeur and 

driving Libby anywhere she needed to go. It was ridiculous that she’d 

allowed her mother this much control but had no strength to fight 

it during recovery. It was sweet at first, but now it was suOocating. A 

twenty-two-year-old woman should be free to go outside without her 

mother’s permission. 

zightmares aside, Libby was in excellent shape and felt close to 

normal, thanks to daily workouts in their home gym. It was time to 

reclaim her independence, and her mother would have to learn to 

deal with it. 

With her phone set to silent, she grabbed her car keys, walked 

down the stairs, and headed straight for the front door with grim 

determination. 
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“I’m heading out for a couple of hours, Mom. Don’t worry about 

breakfast. I’ll have something while I’m out.”

“Hon, waitC” her mother called aRer her. “Where are you going? 

You’re not driving, are you? WAITC” 

The runaway daughter jumped in her car and took oO. Glancing 

in  the  rearview mirror,  she  saw her mother standing  on  the 

front doorstep, looking confused. Libby opened the driver’s side 

window, stuck her arm out of the car, and gave a cheerful wave 

goodbye. She knew she’d cop an earful on her return, but it was 

worth it. Jreedom at lastC

While driving along, the morning sun warming her face through 

the windscreen, she became flooded by an overwhelming feeling 

of happiness to be alive. She shuddered in delight. It was a far cry 

from lying in a hospital bed, hovering at death’s door.

Uust over a year before, Libby was an energetic, independent 

young woman enjoying a successful career as a travel agent. Back 

then, she was renting a house with three other young women and 

was on top of the world, having finally saved enough money for 

her dream vacation!a hiking and trekking tour of Africa.

However, a strange illness struck her when she returned home 

from her trip, leaving her listless and weak. Her family doctor 

dismissed her lethargy as the flu or prolonged jet lag,  so she 

soldiered on. She took various over-the-counter medications that 

did nothing to ease her symptoms. 

Then,  one  morning,  she  collapsed  in  the  bathroom while 

preparing for work. She remembered her knees suddenly giving 

way, falling back against the wall, and slowly sliding down until her 

bottom hit the cold, hard tiles. And there she remained, propped 

up against the wall like a rag doll, unable to move, feeling di——y 

and confused. 

Jortunately for Libby, she was coming out of the bathroom 

when it happened and had just unbolted the door. She was even 

more fortunate that all her housemates were home. Given the 

bathroom was a premium territory in the morning, it wasn’t long 

until one of them found her.
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AN INNOCENT HEART34

As Libby sat there with her eyes closed, barely holding onto 

consciousness, she vaguely remembered their panicked discussions 

about whether to call an ambulance. 

Libby heard one ask,  “Does  anyone know if  she has  health 

insurance? It’ll cost her a fortune if she doesn’t.” 

They argued back and forth until they agreed the best option was 

to carry her to the nearest car and drive her to the hospital. qn arrival, 

the emergency department staO took one look at Libby’s unhealthy 

pallor and admitted her immediately, concerned she was at risk of a 

heart attack. 

The housemates gave them her mother’s contact details, and she 

was at Libby’s side within the hour of being notified. 

ARer many tests, the doctor looking aRer Libby discovered, as 

suspected, the problem was her heart. He told her she had a condition 

known as idiopathic viral cardiomyopathy. 

“But what does idiopathic mean?” her mother had asked.

The doctor explained that it was a medical term when the exact 

cause was unknown. He surmised Libby contracted a virus during her 

African trek, which resulted in severe and irreversible heart damage. 

The doctor revealed that Libby would only have months to live 

without a heart transplant. It was horrific news.

The wait for a donor was then on. Six months passed, and as she 

lay in her hospital bed, growing weaker each day, suOering end-stage 

heart failure, a compatible heart became available just in time. Her 

mother couldn’t stop crying. 

All Libby could think about when first receiving the news was 

because some poor person had died, she could live. It was a happy 

and sad time all at once. It was surreal to imagine someone else’s heart 

would soon beat inside her. 

 pon recalling that memorable day, she put a hand to her chest to 

feel the thud of her donor’s heart and said a silent prayer of gratitude. 

Some ama—ing stranger’s generous decision to be an organ donor 

saved her life. 

Still lost in her thoughts, Libby drove past the clinic ten minutes 

later.?A couple of blocks went by until she reali—ed she had missed 
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it.?Swearing Euietly under her breath, she continued until she could 

find a place to turn back around.

The oversight proved lucky, as a car spot freed up out front of 

the clinic just as she?arrived.?Hoping this was a sign that her therapy 

session would go well, Libby grabbed the park and headed?inside.
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DISTURBING DREAMS

“H ello, may I help you?” A cheerful young woman with freckles 

and short, curly red hair, dressed in a white uniform, greeted 

Libby as soon as she entered the clinic. She immediately recognized 

her voice and glanced at the name badge to confirm it. 

“Hi Claire, it’s me, Elizabeth Davis. We spoke on the phone half an 

hour ago. Thanks for squeezing me in at such short notice.”

“Think nothing of it. It was good timing on your part. I received 

the cancellation just before your call, so you were doing us all a favor 

by filling the spot.” Claire slid an electronic tablet with an attached 

stylus pen across the counter toward her. “Please fill in your patient 

information, and don’t forget to sign at the end.”

Axer completing the questionnaire, Libby sat in the nearest chair 

and checked her phone messages while waiting. It had been vibrating 

madly, so as e-pected, she found that her mother had sent multiple 

te-t messages.

Why   d   yio uorh ios tdlk shesa

?uk yio eAnuy gdsh wka Whes hemk v   iAka

vIw riuuy ʼiu timdAn yio sii woʼ’hf

ctkerk ʼ’ett wk .eʼ’lf 

v timk yiof
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DISTURBING DREAMS 37

Libby bit  her  lower  lip  as  she  read  them.  She  wanted  to 

rejoin the world and make her own decisions again. Sitting her 

beloved mother down for a heartNtoNheart adult conversation 

about boundaries was well past due. 

Heart to heart! How appropriate! 

Yot for the first time, she wondered about her donor. She had 

a dear wish to meet the donor’s family and have the opportunity 

to thank them for their generosity, so she wrote them a letter of 

gratitude from her hospital bed. 

Dear wonderful, generous donor family,

I’m so sorry that you lost someone you loved. (ou must miss 

them every day. 

I’m writing to thank you for the gix of life you’ve given me. 

I received your loved one’s heart.

During a very upsetting time for you, you had the goodness 

of  spirit  to  put  someone else’s  needs above your own by 

donating the organs of your loved one to those in need.

I want you to know I will cherish this beautiful heart and 

promise to fill it with kindness, generosity, and love. 

It would be fantastic if we could meet faceNtoNface so I can 

give you my thanks )and big hugs— in person.

Please get in touch with our transplant coordinator if you 

would like this to happen. Yo pressure, as I realize this must 

be a sad time for you. 

Whatever you decide, you will have my eternal gratitude.

Lots of love and hugs,

Libby Davis

When finished, Libby gave it to the transplant coordinator 

to pass on to the donor’s family. While waiting for a reply, she 

imagined who they might  be  and what  she would say.  Libby 

e-pected tears, perhaps laughter, plenty of hugging, and maybe 

they’d want to place a hand on her chest to feel the heart of their 

loved one beating within her. And, of course, she would let them.
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AN INNOCENT HEART38

She had built the thought up so much that it seemed a foregone 

conclusion that they would want to meet her. Libby e-pected to 

wait a few weeks for them to reply. Therefore, she was surprised 

when a wellNtyped response letter decorated with hearts arrived 

shortly axer.

Dear Libby,

Thank you for your very kind letter. I cried when I read 

itMhappy tears.

The heart you received was from my husband. He was a 

loving Christian family man, taken too soon. It’s a blessing that 

someone as sweet as you received his heart.

Please understand that this has been a tough time for the 

family. We’re not ready to meet with you at this stage. If that 

changes in the future, we will reach out as you suggested.

All I ask of you is to become the best version of yourself 

and go for all your dreams because life can be so short, and 

you don’t want to waste a precious second.

Lots of love and hugs right back to you.

(our donor family

Although Libby felt disappointed, she was glad they took the 

time to write back. At least she learned that her new heart came 

from a good, kind person. There was always the chance the donor 

family could change their mind about meeting her later. 

She placed the letter in a silver frame embossed with tiny hearts 

and hung it on her bedroom wall to honor their memory. This small 

tribute reminded her daily about how wonderful and generous 

people can be. 

“ffis. Davies, Dr. Phillips is ready to see you now,” Claire said, 

breaking through her reverie. “His room is number four at the end 

of the corridor on the lex.”

“Thank you, Claire.” 

The door was slightly ajar when Libby arrived at Dr. Phillips’s 

oOce. She could see the doctor sitting at his desk, waiting for her. 

He looked up and beckoned her inside.
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“Yice  to  meet  you,  Elizabeth.”  He  gestured  toward  a 

comfortableNlooking leather chair across from him. 

…nce Libby had sat down, the doctor leaned in, clutching a 

tablet and a stylus pen. He was a tall, grayNhaired, imposing man 

with hornNrimmed glasses perched on the end of his nose. He 

quickly scanned her medical information on his tablet. “Hmm, I 

read here that you had a heart transplant about si- months ago. 

So, what brings you here today?” 

“Yightmares,  recurring  nightmares,”  Libby  responded 

promptly.

“I see.” Dr. Phillips gestured e-pansively. “Please elaborate.”

“It’s pretty horrificMguns and violence. The thing is, I don’t 

understand why I’m having these dreams. I’m a real pacifist, so ff” 

Her words trailed o‘, and she shrugged helplessly.

“Elizabeth,  this  is  a  safe  place  with  no  judgment.  There’s 

nothing you can say that I haven’t heard before. Please continue. 

I want to hear all about your dreams.”

Libby nodded. “…kay, so here it is ff” She closed her eyes, took 

a deep breath, and then her words came out in a rush. “I was in 

this convenience store when two robbers wearing balaclavas burst 

in. Suddenly, their masks are o‘, and the bigger one shoots three 

people. He frames me for it, and the police take me away. The 

end.”

Her brown eyes opened wide. “And I’ve lost count of how many 

times I’ve had this dream.” 

“That’s very interesting.” Dr. Phillips scribbled some notes 

on his tablet. “However, I have the impression you’re holding 

something back.”

“Yo, I’d rather not. It’s too awful.”

Dr. Phillips regarded her over the top of his glasses with one 

raised eyebrow. It was clear he wouldn’t take !no’ for an answer.

“…h, all rightG I admit I skipped a bit. The guy who shot those 

poor people forced me to take his gun, and ff” Libby closed her 

eyes as the horror of the vivid memory invaded her mind.

“And?”
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AN INNOCENT HEART40

“He made me shoot one victim. It was this wellNdressed older lady.” 

Built overcame her, and she averted her eyes. It still felt so real and 

so wrong. “Jut she was already dead, and I didn’t do it. It was him.”

“!Him?’ I thought we were talking about you.”

“…h yes, I guess I should have mentioned that. I thought it was me 

at first. Jut as I’m reaching out to take the gun, I can see the hands. 

They’re not mine.”

“Whose hands do you think they are?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know. The skin is much darker, and the hands 

are bigger than mine. They’re man’s hands.” Libby held her hands 

before her face and stared at them as she recalled her nightmare.

“Have you watched any violent movies lately? The subconscious 

sometimes locks images away and brings them out in your dreams.”

“Yo. I’m a romNcom movie girl. Scary movies are not my thing, and 

certainly nothing as graphic as this horrible dream.” She shuddered. 

“I want them to stop and wish I understood why they’re happening.”

The doctor cocked his head to one side, seeming to assess whether 

to reveal his thoughts.

Libby noticed his hesitation and frowned. “Why are you looking at 

me like that? Fust hit me with it. Am I going crazy?”

Dr. Phillips pressed his fingers together. “…kay, I have a theory 

about this. I plan to write a paper on it one day. However, these things 

are tough to prove, and I’m concerned you may find it disturbing.”

Libby rolled her eyes. “I’ve recently had my heart ripped out and 

replaced with another. There’s nothing much more disturbing than 

that. So go ahead. (ou have my permission.” 

“…kay ff well,  there is  this  school  of  thought  about cellular 

memory.”

“Cellular memory?”

“(es. ffiost academics in the organ transplant community consider 

it a pseudoscience, as we haven’t gathered enough evidence to 

support the theory.”

“Jut what does it mean?”

“Cellular memory e-plores the possibility that memories don’t just 

live in the brain andM”
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Libby put her hands to her mouth. “…h, I don’t like where this 

is heading.” 

Dr.  Phillips  leaned  back in  his  chair.  “I’m  sorry.  It’s  very 

unprofessional of me. éorget it.”

“Are you kidding? Don’t you dare stopG I’ll shut up, I promise. 

Please continue.”

“Well,  okay then. As you know, I’m a specialist  in treating 

organ transplant recipients. As a result, I’ve been privy to some 

interesting stories.”

“Such as?”

“Some people find that their tastes are changing and enjoy 

things they didn’t like before their operation. It could be food, 

drink, music, or sports. Some have even shown new talents. Déjà 

vu is also common.”

“!DàjA vu?’”

“There is a sense of familiarity about certain situations, places, 

and, sometimes, even people. Like they’ve been there and done 

that. And, of course, sometimes they have strange dreams.”

“Dreams like mine?”

Dr. Phillips adjusted his glasses. “I’ve encountered nothing 

as graphic as yours. I have, however, counseled patients who’ve 

dreamed they’re in someone else’s body and having e-periences 

that are not their own.”

Libby hugged herself protectively. “Creepy.”

“(es. Agreed. Jy any chance, did you find out who your donor 

was?”

“Yo, unfortunately, not really. All I know is what the wife told 

me in a letter. According to her, he was a loving, Christian man 

devoted to his family.”

Dr. Phillips shrugged. “Look, it’s just a theory. Don’t worry 

about it. These dreams will disappear eventually, and, in time, 

you’ll forget you even had them.”

“I hope so.” 

“Have you shared these dreams with your family or friends?”
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“Yo, and I definitely wouldn’t tell my mother. She’s been worrying 

and smothering me enough already since the operation. I don’t need 

to give her another cause for concern.” 

The doctor nodded. “I could prescribe some tablets to help you 

sleep better, but I believe that would mask the problem. There’s 

also a risk that they might interfere with your immunosuppressant 

medications. I’m therefore going to suggest another form of therapy.” 

Dr. Phillips quickly did something on his tablet, and Libby’s phone 

vibrated. “I’ve just sent you a te-t about a support group for heart and 

lung transplant recipients. Sharing and listening to others will help 

you heal. Yightmares are common axer your body has been through 

such an e-perience. (ou’re not alone.” 

“Thank  you.  It  would  help  to  meet  other  people  like  me. 

Sometimes, it’s hard to realize that I’m not the only person with a 

heart transplant.” 

“I’m here for you, Elizabeth, if you ever need me. Honestly, though, 

you seem to be a very wellNadjusted young lady. I’m confident that a 

sharing group like this would be the best therapy.” 

“Thank you, doctor.” 

Libby lex  the  oOce  feeling  lighter  axer  finally  sharing  her 

secret  with  someone.  When she returned to  her car,  she read 

the information on her phone. The ne-t meeting was on Saturday 

morning, and she couldn’t wait. 

It  was  time  to  make  some  new friends  and  sort  out  these 

nightmares. Jut first things first. She had to work out what to tell her 

mother. 			
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JAKE

J ake Masters stared at the gun in his hand and struggled to 

breathe. “Please don’t make me do this—” 

Suddenly, a loud knocking caused him to wake with a start. 

Disorientated, he sat up on the couch. 

Keys rattled as someone unlocked his front door. Before he 

could react, his twin sister, Goosy, an attractive, leggy young 

woman with a multicolored bob, clipped short on one side, burst 

in. Her leff hand held two takeaway coflees in a cardboard cup 

holder tray, balancing a brown paper bag on top, and keys were in 

her right. 

She deposited the tray on the coflee table beside Jake, grabbed 

the brown paper bag, and threw it at his head. He deffly caught it 

with a defensive hand Fick before it hit him in the face. Urom the 

smell of it, it was a freshly baked croissant.

“!p and at ’em, little broY” Goosy strode to the nearest window 

and pulled open the curtains. “xou’re burning daylight.” 

Jake, clad in only checked boTer shorts and a black -?shirt, 

Finched as the sudden bright light streaming through the window 

assaulted his sleepy eyes. “Morning, Goosy.” He ran his hand 

through his  hair and stiFed a smile at  the accurate imitation 

of their dearly departed mother. “-hanks for the nice wake?up 

greeting. Have you ever heard of a phoneL” 

Goosy was two minutes older and never let him forget it. Her real 

name was fiucy, but Jake started calling her Goosy when she was Cve. 

She liked the name, so it stuck, and she became Goosy to everyone 
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ever since. “Iheck your messages. A’ve tried calling you three times 

already. -hought A’d better come over to check you weren’t dead.” 

Wn inspection of his phone conCrmed three missed calls, but the 

bell icon had a line through it. “Sorry. A forgot to take it ofl silent.” 

“So you should be.” Goosy pulled the two coflees out of their 

tray and handed him one. She then stood there, hand on hip, slowly 

sipping her drink, regarding him, her brow furrowed with concern. 

“xou look like crap.”

“qell, thank you kindly, ma’am.” Jake’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

Goosy noted the pillow and crumpled zuilt neTt to him. “A see 

you’ve been sleeping on the couch again.” She pointed toward the 

bedroom door across the hallway. “xou realiVe there’s a perfectly good 

king?siVe bed in thereL” 

“A fell asleep watching -N. So sue me.”

“xeah, rightY A’ll bet you haven’t slept in that bed once since you 

came home.” 

Jake grinned. “A won’t be taking that bet.” 

Goosy pointed an accusing Cnger at him. “A knew itY” -here was 

a piVVa boT sitting on the coflee table. She casually bent down, 

Fipped open the lid, and her nose wrinkled in disgust as she found 

two remaining stale pieces of piVVa. “A see you’ve been eating well. 

A’m sure your doctor would love to know that you’ve been looking 

affer yourself. Maybe A should have brought you a salad instead of a 

croissant.” 

“xou’re not my mother.” 

His sister rolled her eyes. “Iould you imagine me being anyone’s 

motherL -hat poor kid. Jokes aside, are you really going to work 

todayL” 

“Sure am. -he captain asked me to come in to see her. A can’t wait 

to tell her that my doctor has given me the all?clear. Af A get my way, 

A’ll start back today.” 

Goosy threw herself down on an armchair and continued drinking 

her coflee. “Suit yourself, but A don’t think you’re ready. A mean it. xou 

look like crap. -hose stupid nightmares againL” 

“xep.”
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“xou know A could access some eTcellent drugs to CT that.” 

Jake stuck his Cngers in his ears. “A don’t want to hear about it. 

xou need to remember what A do for a living.” 

“xou know my opinion about that. A think you should have sued 

the bastards and taken early retirement.”

“jot a chanceY xou know how much A love my ffiob. Wnyway, this 

was all on me. A was the idiot who turned up without a vest. A’m 

lucky the captain didn’t ask me to hand in my badge.” 

“She wouldn’t dareY xou saved a child’s life, for God’s sake. 

xou’re a darned hero who got nothing for his trouble but a chest 

full of scars and a new set of lungs. -hey couldn’t be that cruel.” 

Jake frowned and put his  hand protectively up against  his 

chest. He never enffioyed being reminded that multiple scars lurked 

beneath his -?shirt, and his short?term memory loss meant he 

couldn’t recall how he got them. 

-he  last  thing  he  remembered  was  purchasing  strong 

medication from the pharmacy for a virulent strain of coronavirus 

that refused to go away. Uive days later, he awoke in a hospital bed 

on a ventilator, with tubes and wires everywhere. 

Jake  received  the  grim  news  that  when  he  attempted  to 

negotiate during a domestic hostage situation, the perpetrator 

shot him. He was on his phone updating fellow detective and 

friend Barney about when he would return to work when the call 

came in.

-he area was nearby, so Jake, despite feeling eTtremely unwell, 

headed there to help. -he police respondents surrounding the 

house told him a man had shot his wife dead and was using his 

crying young daughter as a human shield as he made demands. 

Jake took over as the highest?ranking oRcer on the scene and 

tried to talk the man down. !narmed, he walked over, hands in 

the air, oflering to eTchange himself as a hostage replacement for 

the man’s child. -he man accepted, but during the eTchange, more 

police cars arrived, sirens blaring, and spooked him. 

He pointed the gun at his child, threatening to pull the trigger, 

forcing Jake to tackle him. -he man panicked and shot Jake three 
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times in the chest at close range before being taken out by another 

oRcer. 

Uortunately, all three bullets hit the right side of Jake’s chest 

and missed his heart. He was also lucky the weapon that delivered 

them was a low?caliber semi?automatic. Oegardless, his inffiuries were 

life?threatening as the bullets shredded his right lung, and blood 

poured from his wounds.

Ws the onsite ambulance rushed him to the hospital, Jake babbled 

incessantly and Firted with the female paramedic looking affer him. 

Ws she did her best to staunch the blood Fow, he kept saying he 

was Cne and even tried to get her number. Wt least this was Barney’s 

version of events, who arrived shortly affer the shooting and insisted 

on accompanying his friend in the ambulance. Jake remembered none 

of this, but it sounded like something he would do.

-he surgeons rushed him to the operating theater when they 

arrived. !pon opening him up, they discovered his right lung was 

beyond repair, so they removed it. 

Jake’s timing of contracting a nasty coronavirus variant couldn’t 

have been worse, as the virus had ravaged his remaining lung. -hings 

were looking grim.

Miraculously, a compatible set of lungs became available. Goosy 

was Jake’s medical proTy, so the surgeons gave her a choice. -hey told 

her they could try to save Jake’s leff lung and perform a single lung 

transplant. However, the risk was high that the virus?damaged lung 

would never work as well as it once did, and if it failed altogether, it 

would cause signiCcant health issues down the track. …r they could 

replace both. 

-he surgeons advised if successful, a double lung transplant would 

provide a better long?term outcome for Jake. 

Goosy made the Cnal decision based on the medical prognosis 

and chose the latter. So Jake bypassed the waitlist and received both 

lungs. 

-he moment of reFection and vulnerability did not escape his 

sister’s attention. Her face soffened. “A’m sorry. -he whole situation 

makes me emotional.” She shrugged. “-hat time of the month and all.” 
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Jake gave her a lopsided grin. “OeallyL WgainL qasn’t that your 

eTcuse last weekL” 

Goosy laughed and threw a cushion at his head, which he deFected 

easily. 

“qould you like me to drive you to workL” 

“-hanks, but A’m Cne with driving myself.” 

“Wre you sure you’re ready for thisL” His sister’s face showed 

genuine concern.

“-rust me. A’m more than ready. My captain will probably put me 

on light desk duties until A settle back in, so A don’t eTpect to be doing 

anything too physical.” 

“Good to know, little bro. So A guess A should”—Goosy gestured 

toward the front door—“go.” 

“xeah, do me a favor and leave me alone so A can put on some 

clothes. xou’ll make me late.” 

Blowing a kiss, his sister smiled, spun on her heels, and walked out 

the door without a backward glance. 

Peace at last!

Jake sat before his old desk an hour later, feeling like he’d never leff. 

He lost count of everyone who came over to shake his hand. -wo 

female oRcers hugged him, contravening oRce protocol, but no one 

cared. 

He had barely settled in when his captain, Sandra Bennett, walked 

past his desk. She was middle?aged with short, wavy blond hair and 

wore a tailored navy blue skirt suit. “Don’t get too comfortable, 

Masters. A need to see you in my oRce. jow, please.”

Jake’s eyes widened in surprise. At wasn’t the welcome back he had 

eTpected. He thought the captain had asked him to come in to discuss 

returning to work, but now he wasn’t so sure. Anstead, it seemed he 

was about to cop it for something, but whatL 

He Cgured it couldn’t be about his failure to wear a vest during 

the hostage situation because the captain had issued that reprimand 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY
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months ago when he was still  in his hospital  bed recovering. 

Besides, Jake had already paid a high price for that oversight. 

Maybe  she  saw the  hugs,  and  he  imagined  a  lecture  about 

inappropriate oRce behavior. 

!pon entering Iaptain Bennett’s oRce, Jake groaned as he 

realiVed it was an ambush. 

Oh, hell, no!

Dr. Helen Murphy, the department psychologist, was also there. 

He warily took the chair beside her. 

-he captain produced a tight smile that didn’t zuite reach her 

eyes. “At’s great to see you, Masters. Wnd we’re all thrilled you 

appear to be recovering so well. However, A’ve got a bone to pick 

with you. qe had an agreement you’d see Helen here at least once 

a week, and—”

“xes, A know, but—”

Bennett patiently raised her hand to silence him. “Please don’t 

interrupt me when A’m talking.” She paused for eflect with stern 

eyes CTed upon him. 

qhen sure Jake would remain silent, the captain continued. “A 

hear you haven’t even turned up for one session. As there a reason 

for thatL” She performed a rolling hands gesture when she saw him 

hesitate, unsure if he could now speak. “xou have the Foor.” 

Jake grinned sheepishly and shrugged. “A guess A E er E A guess 

A didn’t see a need. A don’t remember what happened, so what’s 

there to discussL” 

“Masters, you’ve been through life?threatening surgery and 

nearly died. xou’re fortunate to be breathing. Af we didn’t break 

countless protocols and overlook waiting lists to put a new set of 

lungs into you, you zuite literally wouldn’t be.” 

“xes, A realiVe that, and A’m very grateful, but A’m doing Cne.”

Bennett stared hard at him, one eyebrow skeptically raised. 

Wn uncomfortable silence followed until Jake felt compelled 

to continue speaking. “…h, all rightY A admit A’ve had a few bad 

dreams, but A think it’s something A’ve conffiured up to deal with 

the fact that A can’t remember the shooting. -hat’s about it.” 
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“jightmares are offen the mind’s way of coping with traumatic 

events,” Helen said.

Jake gave his captain a triumphant look. “-here you go. So it’s all 

good. My brain’s sorting stufl out all by itself. -here’s no need for 

therapy.” 

-he psychologist shook her head. “A didn’t say that. A know you 

may not remember the shooting and think you don’t need my help. 

However, A recommend you talk to someone about your dreams and 

how you feel about your organ transplant.” 

“But whyL A told you before that A’m Cne. A admit the physical 

recovery was diRcult, but that’s all.” 

Bennett folded her arms in frustration. “Because it’s protocol, 

that’s why, and we must follow the correct procedures when one of 

our people goes through a traumatic event.” 

“Wnd if A disagree, then what happensL” 

“Simple. Af you don’t let Helen or someone else properly assess 

your mental state, protocol demands that we send you back home 

until you’re ready to comply. At is, of course, ultimately your choice.” 

“So now you’re blackmailing meY qell, that’s ffiust awesomeY” 

Helen shook her head. “jo, Jake, we’re not blackmailing you. At’s 

ffiust procedure, and A’m sorry you’re feeling pushed into a corner. 

qe’re ffiust trying to help you, not hurt you.” 

Jake folded his arms, mirroring the captain. He didn’t like feeling 

coerced into submission.

“!ntil you feel ready to speak to me, A have something else A’d 

urge you to consider.” Helen reached into her bag, pulled out a card, 

and oflered it to Jake. “-his is for a heart and lung transplant support 

group. At’s only about Cffeen to twenty minutes north of here. A know 

the psychologist who runs it.” 

“GreatY At still sounds like a head?shrinking session,” Jake said as 

the psychologist put the card on the desk and pushed it toward him. 

He ignored it.

“Anough, MastersY” -he captain’s patience appeared spent. “A’ve 

been cutting you some slack because of what you’ve been through, 

but A have my limits. A suggest you shut up and listen to Dr. Murphy.” 
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Jake glared at them, did a Vipping of his lips together gesture, and 

then resumed folding his arms.

Helen tapped the business card on the desk with a manicured 

Cngernail. “-his group will help you to open up, and you’ll get the 

chance to listen to other people’s stories.” 

“As that itL” Jake asked. “At’s all touchy?feely, and A ffiust turn up and 

listenL” 

“jo, not that simple. At’s a sharing group. -hey want you to tell 

them about your transplant eTperience, any problems you’ve had, and 

how you feel. …nce you’ve done that to my colleague’s satisfaction, 

we can consider signing ofl on your therapy.” 

“Oight now, A’m feeling very annoyed. Wnd it’s nothing to do with 

being shot. …ne visitL As that itL” 

-he psychologist stared at him with a pained eTpression. “Possibly. 

Share well, and we’ll see.” 

Bennett smiled at Helen. “Sounds reasonable.” She then turned 

to Jake. “At’s this, or you consider retiring from the police force 

altogether. qhat’ll it be, MastersL” 

Jake’s shoulders dropped in defeat. “At seems that A don’t have 

much of a choice. qhen’s the neTt sessionL” 

“-hey meet on the Crst and third Saturday of every month, so 

there’s one this coming Saturday morning at ten o’clock.” Helen 

pushed the business card on the desk closer.

qith a deep sigh, Jake picked it up and slipped it into his shirt 

pocket. “…kay, A’ll give it a go. So is that itL IaptainL DoctorL May A 

be eTcusedL” 

“xes, that will be all.” Bennett Ficked her hand dismissively. “xou 

can go home for now. qe’ll reassess the situation in a week or two.” 

“Bless your hearts.” 

Af inclined, one could easily interpret Jake’s departing comment as 

fuck you. He pushed his chair back from the table, stood, and strode 

out of the oRce. 

Saturday couldn’t come fast enough for him. 

It’s time to put this issue to bed once and for all.
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SHARE WITH CARE

J ake sat in his car across the road from the church hall, regarding 

it warily. It looked harmless enough. Now, he just needed to 

reveal his innermost thoughts to strangers. What a waste of his 

time! However, he’d agreed to do it, so there was no choice but to 

ruin his Saturday morning in group therapy.

Various people of all shapes and sizes walked into the hall. One 

young man was so thin and pale that Jake figured he had come 

straight from the hospital. Otherwise, it seemed a typical selection 

of people you would find at the nearest shopping mall. 

And then she arrived—curves in all the right places and long, 

wavy brown hair with golden highlights that caught the morning 

sunlight, creating an angelic halo effect around her head. She 

wore a red, fully buttoned-up top decorated by a long necklace 

and a heart-shaped pendant. Her jeans appeared sprayed on, and 

he couldn’t help but admire her full, rounded butt. She was the 

most stunning young woman he’d ever seen. Maybe this meeting 

wouldn’t be too bad afler all.

Jake watched her go inside, then jumped out of his car, strode 

across the road, and into the building. He was barely through the 

door when a friendly, overweight woman in her forties greeted 

him. She had shoulder-length straight black hair, a tad too much 

makeup, and wore a multicolored “oral dress that looked one size 

too small. 

TWelcome to our little group. My name’s ”rish.P ”he woman 

ushered him in and pointed to a table at the back. Txlease grab a drink 
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and a cookie and join the sharing circle. ”he session will start in 

a few minutes.P

T”hank you, ”rish. ”he name’s Jake, and I look forward to it.P

She gave him a warm smile and then turned to the neRt person 

who entered the room.

When Jake arrived at the drinks table, the attractive young 

woman was already there, pouring herself a glass of water. 

T?easonable turnout.P Jake grabbed a cup and placed it under 

the tap of the coffee machine. 

TIs itE I wouldn’t know.P

TAh, so you’re a first-timer like meEP

She nodded and took a sip of her water.

THeart or lungsEP

TGRcuse meEP

TIt’s lungs for me,P Jake banged a fist against his chest. TI’ve been 

breaking in this set for a few months now. I’m not sure if I’ll keep 

them.P He gave a short, self-appreciative laugh. 

However, the young woman’s pained eRpression suggested 

that  his  attempts at  light humor were falling “at.  She placed 

a protective hand on her lefl breast and walked away without 

responding.

Way to go, Jake! What a stellar first impression.

A tinkling sound interrupted his thoughts. 

”rish  was  walking  around the  room while  ringing  a  small 

hand-held silver bell. TOkay, everyone, the meeting’s about to 

begin.P She gestured toward the circle of chairs where a few people 

had already taken seats. xerched on one chair was a big teddy bear 

with a red heart embroidered on its chest. Txlease take a free seat 

anywhere in the sharing circle. Just leave the chair with the bear. 

”hat’s mine.P

Jake notices that the young woman deliberately chooses a spare 

seat between two people. It seems she is making sure he can’t sit 

neRt to her. 

Great! Okay, lady, I can play hard to get as well!

He selected the chair that was furthest from her. 
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Once everyone had joined the circle, ”rish walked over to the 

teddy bear, picked it up, and tenderly placed it on her lap afler she 

took its chair. Once sure she had the group’s attention, she began.

TWelcome, everyone. Allow me to introduce myself to those who 

don’t already know me. My name is xatricia qoldstein, but you can all 

call me ”rish. I’m a fully Lualified psychologist. My younger brother 

had a heart and lung transplant five years ago, but his body rejected 

the donor organs. He died shortly afler the operation.P 

She paused and waited for the usual reaction. As eRpected, there 

were sympathetic eRpressions all around. T”o honor the memory of 

my brother, I started the Farry qoldstein Heart and Fung Support 

qroup for organ transplant recipients of a heart, lungs, or both, and 

for the people who support them.P

A middle-aged man in the circle applauded. ”he others politely 

followed suit.

T”hank you all for coming along, and to those familiar faces, 

welcome back. I see we have four new people this morning. Dor 

their benefit, I’d like to go around the circle and get you all  to 

introduce yourself by your first name. If you’re an organ recipient, 

please also state what kind of transplant you had and how long ago. 

Dor support people, please tell us which person you support and what 

your relationship is with them.P 

”rish turned to the slim, pale, effeminate, twenty-something man 

on her lefl. His platinum blond hair was mainly buzz cut, apart from a 

long strip at the front, which now “opped over one of his eyes. TFet’s 

start with you, Camien.P

”he young man pushed the hair from his eye and waved at the 

group. TAs ”rish said, my name is Camien. As most of you know, I’m 

here to support my boyfriend, Uhris.P He reached for Uhris’s hand.

Jake smirked inside as he realized, from his earlier observation on 

arrival, that he thought Camien was an organ transplant recipient. His 

slight frame, pale skin, and deep dark circles under his eyes suggested 

he needed a decent feed and a good night’s sleep.

Uhris, who appeared to be in his early thirties, had short black hair, 

a muscular build, and broad shoulders. His attempt at a polite smile 
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toward the group appeared more of  a grimace as  he Luickly 

eRtracted his hand, much to Camien’s dismay. THi, I’m Uhris. I had 

a heart and lungs transplanted a year ago.P 

NeRt to him was a girl dressed emo-style who sported tattooed 

arms, a ring through her nose, and blue dreadlocks with black 

roots. She nodded at the group and, in a monotonous, emotionless 

voice, said, TSkye—heart—eight months.P 

With her share over, Skye turned to the young man neRt to 

her. He was also emo and heavily tattooed. He took Skye’s lead 

and introduced himself brie“y, TMick—Skye’s boyfriend—support 

person.P 

NeRt to Mick was the attractive young woman. Her huge brown 

eyes circled the group as she gave them all a warm smile. THi, 

everyone. It’s nice to meet you all. My name’s Fibby and I had a 

heart transplant siR months ago.P 

Jake couldn’t have been less interested from thereon. As three 

more women and two men brie“y introduced themselves, he 

became lost in thoughts about the mysterious Fibby. She only 

looked to be in her early twenties, and nothing was adorning her 

ring finger, which he hoped meant she was single. His thoughts 

drifled to wondering what it  would be like to be in a serious 

relationship with someone like her and—

What the hell are you thinking, Jake? He mentally berated 

himself as he cut off the unfamiliar romantic notions “ooding his 

head. This is not like you at all! 

ffintil the day of the shooting, Jake led the life of a playboy. 

His line of work meant unusually long and irregular hours, making 

social planning diBcult. It was, therefore, not surprising that this 

lifestyle didn’t suit most women. 

Garly in his career, he decided casual relationships were his 

best  option.  A few friends  with  benefits,  he  could  call  at  a 

moment’s notice, satisfied any carnal desires, with no emotional 

attachments being part of the deal. It was all very upfront, so the 

ladies knew where they stood. Gveryone was on board and had a 

good time.
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However, not having a partner to love and care for him hit home 

during the transplant recovery process. Yoth his parents had already 

passed away. Dirst was his mother, who had pancreatic cancer and 

died only a month afler his nineteenth birthday, just over eight years 

ago. His father pined over the loss of his wife so much that he 

committed suicide by overdosing on sleeping pills siR months later. 

Sure, his twin sister was there, but she took the loss of their 

parents very hard. Her grief over her mother’s death turned to anger 

when their father took his own life. qoosy had always been a daddy’s 

girl and couldn’t understand how her father could leave her like this. 

As a result, she shut down emotionally, determined that no one 

would hurt her like that again. ”he sweet and cuddly sister, who 

threw herself at him and clung on while smothering him with kisses 

when they were kids, had disappeared entirely. A wise-cracking, 

tough little smartass took her place.

”hese days, qoosy’s version of caring was rough, with zero 

physical affection. Jake craved a hug while he fought to regain 

strength afler the operation. However, all his sister could do during 

that time was continually berate him and repetitively punch him in 

the arm. She was furious that he had almost lefl her alone in the 

world. 

qoosy’s anger was understandable. Not wearing a vest when 

putting himself in mortal danger was reckless. Yarney nicknamed 

him Maverick years ago, as this behavior was not unusual. Yut his 

luck ran out this time, and he paid a life-changing price. 

Of course, the ladies who casually freLuented his bed were 

nowhere to be seen during his recovery. ”hey were suddenly way 

too busy to make time for him. It made him realize just how empty 

his life had become. 

Jake became so lost in thought that he almost didn’t notice the 

person neRt to him tapping on his shoulder. He turned in surprise to 

face a slightly overweight, middle-aged man with a bad comb-over 

and ruddy compleRion. TWhatEP

”he man nodded toward the group. TIt’s your turn to introduce 

yourself.P
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Suddenly  realizing  all  eyes  were  on  him,  he  gave  an 

embarrassed grin. TSorry. My name’s Jake. I had a double lung 

transplant siR months ago.P

One more woman introduced herself, and it was then back to 

”rish. ”he bear still perched on her lap like a small child. She 

smiled and, using the teddy’s arm, waved it at everyone, causing a 

couple of people to giggle. 

TDor those who don’t know, this is my furry friend, Uherie.P

Jake dropped his head and rolled his eyes inwardly. This day 

keeps getting better and better!

TUherie is our group mascot and our resident share bear. She 

has a special place in my heart because I gave her to my brother 

when he was in the hospital.P A moment of pain “ickered through 

”rish’s eyes. TWe’ll pass her to you when you’re ready to share. 

Whoever’s holding Uherie controls the conversation, and the rest 

of us must listen without speaking or interrupting them. ”he only 

person who can break this rule is me. I might ask Luestions to 

assist you with your sharing.

TI also realize that some of you might find it tough to share, so 

we won’t judge you if you want to hug Uherie. She loves cuddles 

and received many from me afler my brother died. So, who’d like 

to be the first to share todayEP

Gveryone in the circle looked at each other, willing someone 

else to volunteer. Dinally, Camien slowly raised his hand.

TI knew I could rely on you, Camien,P ”rish said with a smile as 

she passed him the bear.

”he young man clutched Uherie to his chest and dropped his 

chin on her furry head. TI want to talk about how sometimes, since 

his operation, I feel Uhris is pushing me away—P

TOh, here we go again!P Uhris put his head in his hands and 

groaned.

T”he bear!P Camien admonished.  TI  have the bear.  ?ou’re 

supposed to listen to me. ”hat’s the rule.P

Uhris looked up at him and rolled his eyes in frustration. 
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Camien pointed at him accusingly. TSee how he treats me! I get 

this all the time. He always shuts me out like this whenever I try to 

tell him how I feel. And I’m sure you all saw what happened when 

we introduced ourselves. I tried to hold his hand, and he rejected 

me.P He dramatically tossed the hair off his eye and turned to his 

partner. T”hat hurt, Uhris, and you embarrassed me when I was 

just trying to show everyone how much I love you and want to be 

here for you.P

Camien’s over-the-top behavior was very comical. Not wanting 

to appear an insensitive jerk, Jake had to bite his lip to suppress 

the urge to laugh. 

Uhris suddenly sat up straight and snatched Uherie. TGnough. 

It’s my turn to speak now.P He looked at ”rish for permission. She 

shrugged and waved her hand for him to continue.

TCo you know why I don’t want to hear about your feelingsE It’s 

because I’m the one who almost died! I’m the one who had the 

operation! I’ve had to deal with someone else’s heart and lungs in 

my chest. ?et somehow, you have made this all about you! And I’m 

sick of it.P

Camien looked stricken. A tear rolled down his cheek. TOh, 

baby, I’m so sorry! I didn’t know I was making you feel this way. 

What a selfish bitch I’ve been! I’ve just been so worried about you. 

I’m truly sorry.P

Uhris’s face soflened. He dropped the bear and pulled Camien 

to him for a hug. TSorry, too. I know I’ve been distant while dealing 

with my transplant, which has been hard on you. I promise to let 

you in more. OkayEP 

Camien nodded, and his cheeks “ushed pink, finally giving 

color to his pale face. He bent down, retrieved Uherie from the 

“oor, and passed her back, smiling apologetically.

TWell, that’s what I call a good share,P ”rish said. TIt was full 

of emotion and honesty. ”hese boys have shown that there’s no 

holding back here. Now, we need to hear from one of our new 

people.P She looked around the circle, and her eyes settled on 

Skye. THow about you, SkyeEP 
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”rish offered Uherie, but the young emo “opped back in her chair 

with folded arms, shook her head, dropped her chin to her chest, and 

closed her eyes. 

TAh, okay. I see Skye is not ready to share today.P She turned to 

Fibby with a hopeful look. 

T”hanks, ”rish, but I’d like to listen to some other people a bit more 

first.P 

Jake looked around at the reluctant group. Most people rated 

public speaking as their number one fear, and he always wondered 

why. It just seemed to come naturally to him. xrobably because being 

the twin of a sister with high-intensity energy, like qoosy, who was the 

ultimate charmer and possessed the singing voice of an angel, forced 

him to step up and compete to get his parents’ attention when he was 

younger. His communication skills made him a good interrogator and 

negotiator, so his career advanced Luickly in the police force despite 

only being twenty-seven years old.

Helen told him he needed to share to get ”rish to sign him off as fit 

for duty. He, therefore, would give them a sharing eRperience they’d 

never forget. Jake put his arms out for Uherie when ”rish looked his 

way.

THit me, ”rish. I’m ready to bare all.P He appreciated the scattered 

laughter as some people got his play on words.

TOh, wonderful. I was hoping we’d hear from you today.P ”rish gave 

the bear to the woman beside her, who passed it on.

Once Uherie was in his lap, Jake mimicked ”rish’s teddy bear wave 

with Uherie’s arm. ”he entire group laughed this time. 

Sharing’s going to be fun. 

TAs I told you guys before, the name’s Jake. I’m a detective with the 

police force. I’m here because my boss won’t let me return to work 

until I share my eRperience. So, here’s me, sharing, and I hope ”rish 

will sign me off aflerward.P He turned to ”rish. TOkay, ”rishEP

Fooking unsure, she shrugged and gestured for him to continue. 

TAnyway, as I mentioned earlier, I had a double lung transplant. I 

needed one because I got shot in the line of duty.P 

A murmur of shock ran around the group. 
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TCon’t worry. I don’t remember a thing. One minute, I was driving 

to work, and the neRt, I woke up in the hospital with someone else’s 

lungs inside me. Sure, recovery was tough, but I’m good now.P Jake 

turned to ”rish. TAll I need, doc, is for you to sign me off so I can return 

to what I do best.P He held Uherie out, offering her back. T”here you 

go. How was thatEP

”rish put up her hand, rejecting Uherie. T?es, Helen told me to 

eRpect you. I’m very interested in hearing what you have to say. 

However, I believe you’re holding back.P

TIn what wayEP 

TShe mentioned something was troubling you, but I can’t say what 

without breaching confidentiality. If you understand what I mean, 

would you care to elaborateEP

Jake thought for a second, then realized what ”rish was asking him. 

TAre you referring to the nightmaresEP

”rish smiled and nodded. 

TOkay, well, there’s nothing much worth mentioning. I’ve just been 

having this recurrent dream. I’m sure it has something to do with the 

shooting. It’s all good, I promise you.P 

Once again, Jake held out the bear, trying to make ”rish take it 

back, but she ignored him.

TI’m sure the group would love to hear more about these dreams. 

We find it’s always good to share them. ”hey oflen hold the key to our 

innermost thoughts and feelings.P

He sighed in frustration. ”rish wasn’t making this easy for him. TIt’s 

nothing really, I’m sure.P 

She stared at him with a fiRed, benign eRpression on her face. It 

was apparent she wouldn’t budge on this and wanted more. 

With a sigh of resignation, Jake knew he couldn’t escape sharing 

his nightmare. TOkay, if you must know, I dreamed about these two 

guys in balaclavas, holding guns, who tried to rob this convenience 

store.P

”here was a loud gasp. It was Fibby, and everyone turned to look 

at her. She blushed, dropped her head, and gestured toward him to 

go on. 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



AN INNOCENT HEART60

TOkay, well, the older one shoots three people. ”hen he gives me 

his gun and threatens me to make me shoot this dead woman on the 

ground, and—P

Suddenly, Fibby jumped out of her chair and ran from the room. 

Gveryone looked surprised as they watched her leave.

THmm, I think I’d better hand back the bear before I clear the 

room with my horror stories,P Jake said, hoping to lighten the mood. It 

worked because some group members tittered as he held Uherie out 

to ”rish again. 

”his time, the psychologist accepted the bear, then stood up and 

placed it in her seat. Txlease, chat amongst yourselves, everyone. I 

need to go afler Fibby and check she’s okay.P

As ”rish lefl the room, Jake frowned. 

Well, that was a train wreck! I can’t seem to put a foot right with 

that girl!

It was a shame. Although Jake felt he had made a lousy first 

impression on Fibby, something was magnetically compelling about 

her beyond her stunning good looks. 

He couldn’t help but wonder what it was. 
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L ibby sat inside the church hall  toilet cubicle,  head down 

with elbows resting on knees, as her heart raced wildly. She 

couldn’t believe it. Jake’s dreams were the same as hers. How was 

this possible? 

Deep  down,  she  knew the  answer.  The  handsome  young 

detective must have had the same donor. If her psychologist’s 

theories were correct, it would make perfect sense. 

As soon as she laid eyes on Jake, Libby could sense something 

drawing her to him apart from his obvious good looks. However, 

when he first came near her, her heart started beating so fast it was 

almost painful. It may have appeared dismissive, but she had to get 

away to collect herself.

It  was  unfortunate  because  she  had  to  admit  he  was  her 

type—tall and muscular, with light brown hair, a clean-shaven 

square jawline, deep blue eyes, and a playful, crooked smile. He was 

also cheeky yet charming, making him seem even more attractive. 

Before she became sick, had they met at a party, given half a 

chance, she would have probably made out with him. Not likely 

now. She made a great first impression by snubbing him at the 

drinks table and running out of the room in the middle of his share. 

The sound of someone gently tapping on the cubicle door broke 

into her thoughts. 

“Libby, are you okay?” Trish called through the door.

“Yes, Trish. Please, don’t worry about me.”

“It’s just that you rushed out so suddenly.” 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



AN INNOCENT HEART62

“Sorry, but I felt unwell and didn’t want to throw up on anyone.” 

She opened the cubicle door, gave Trish a weak smile, and walked to 

the basin. “It seems it was a false alarm. I’m okay now. It’s all just a bit 

embarrassing.” 

“Nothing to be embarrassed about, my dear.” Trish waited for Libby 

to finish washing her hands and offered the crook of her arm. “Let me 

walk you back in,” she said. 

Returning to the meeting room, they noticed the group had moved 

to the drinks table to chat. A couple of people saw them enter and 

greeted Libby with sympathetic smiles.

Trish clapped her hands to get the attention of the rest of the 

group. “It looks like we’ve broken into the social part of the meeting 

earlier than I’d intended, but that’s okay. So carry on, unless someone 

else wants to share today?” No one raised their hand, so she nodded 

and joined the discussion. 

Libby  spotted  Jake  standing  at  the  back  of  the  group.  His 

concerned eyes met hers, and she realized they needed to talk. Today 

might be her only chance, so she plastered on a smile and strode over. 

“Hi there. I must apologize for running out in the middle of your 

share.” 

He waved her off. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. It was my story that 

upset you. I should’ve kept my big mouth shut. I hope you’re okay.”

“Yes, I’m fine, thanks. Nothing to worry about.” Her heart was now 

beating normally around Jake, which was a relief. She shixed from 

foot to foot. “Actually, I’d be very interested in chatting about what 

you said during your share. Do you want to ditch this meeting and go 

for a coffee somewhere?”

Jake’s face lit up. “Sure. I’d love to”—he held up a finger—“but just 

give me one minute, as I need to do something first.” 

She watched as he walked over to Trish, pulled a folded paper from 

his back pocket, and offered it to her. The psychologist shook her 

head, took his arm, and led him to the room’s corner for a private 

chat. 

There was an eWchange between the two that Libby couldn’t 

hear above the group chatter. She saw Jake speaking and gesturing 
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NOT JOKING 63

energetically, appearing unhappy with what he was hearing. Trish 

calmly faced his annoyance with a resolute eWpression, her arms 

folded. 

Ghen the conversation finished, Trish held out her hand. Looking 

disappointed and defeated, Jake reluctantly shook it. He then shoved 

the paper back into his pocket and returned to Libby.

“Is everything okay?” she asked.

“No, not really. I feel like someone sold me a bill of goods. Anyway, 

I’ll tell you later. I’m ready to blow this joint. I’ve had enough share 

bears for one day to last me a lifetime.”

She nodded, and the two of them went outside.

“So, where’d you like to go?” Jake asked. 

Libby pulled her phone from her bag and spoke to it. “Hey, éoogle, 

show me the nearest cafF.” A map with pin drops and cafF names came 

up in response to her question. “There’s a cafF on the other side of 

the park. Oancy a short walk?” 

“Sounds good to me.” Jake gestured for Libby to lead the way. 

As they slowly strolled side by side down the street and across the 

park, she gave him a curious sideward glance. “So, what happened 

with Trish that upset you so much?”

“ffih, yeah, that. Trish thinks I’m suppressing my emotions about 

the shooting, and they’re coming out in those disturbing dreams. She 

said she would recommend to my captain that I have another month 

off work while I sort out my issues.”

“A bit more time off to relaW surely isn’t that bad.” 

“I get most people would think that, but I want to return to work. 

I’m over being stuck at home. The worst bit is that Trish said I need 

regular private therapy sessions with the o!ce shrink. I came to the 

group session to avoid those, but it sounds like they will happen, 

anyway.” He frowned. “Darn itC I wish I’d never mentioned those 

stupid dreams. Like I said earlier—stitched upC” 

Libby shrugged. “Sounds like they care about you. I wouldn’t take 

it too hard. Anyway, I may know why you’re having those dreams.”

Jake’s  eyebrows  shot  up  with  surprise.  “Really?  flolor  me 

intrigued.”
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She gave an enigmatic smile. “I have some theories to share with 

you over a drink. Stay tuned.” 

A short stroll later, they arrived at the cafF. Libby stared at the 

image of the frothy cappuccino and Mowery writing on the window. 

It seemed super familiar, causing her to wonder if she’d been there 

before. But that was unlikely,  as this wasn’t  a part of town she 

frequented. They walked inside. 

A well-preserved woman in her fixies waved at them and walked 

over. She wore a red, short-sleeved top paired with black pants, and 

the name Anna was on her badge. Like the cafF, she also seemed 

familiar, but not to the same degree—something seemed different. 

But Libby could have sworn she had seen those kind eyes before.

“Howdy, guysC” Anna gestured toward a nearby table for two. “éo 

take a seat, and I’ll be right over.”

“Do you mind if we have the corner booth?” Jake asked. “I’d prefer 

it, and it seems to be free.”

“éo for it.” 

Libby also felt ineWplicably drawn to the corner booth. How 

strange. She shook the thought from her head and followed Jake.

They had barely sat down when Anna came over to serve them. 

“Howdy, folks. The specials of the day are on the board.” She pointed 

to the chalkboard on the wall. “Do you need more time, or are you 

ready to order?”

Jake  looked  her  up  and  down  quizzically.  “Have  we  met 

somewhere before?”

“Darlin’, I pride myself on never forgetting a face. I rarely see 

good-looking men like you around these parts. If we’d met, I would 

for sure remember you.”

Libby cut in. “You’ll never believe this, but I was about to ask you 

the same thing.”

Anna blushed and seemed Mustered. “Gell, you’re a pretty young 

lady and equally unforgettable. But no, I haven’t met you either.” She 

put her hands on her hips. “Oolks, this is very Mattering, and I don’t 

want to seem rude, but I’ve other customers to serve. So, may I take 

your orders, please?” 
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Jake nodded. “Sorry. I’ll have a cappuccino, thanks. No, wait. 

Scratch that. …ake mine a strawberry milkshake. And whatever the 

young lady wants.”

floincidentally, Libby also craved a strawberry milkshake, which 

was unusual, as she preferred chocolate. “Ditto, please.”

They made polite small talk until Anna came back with their 

milkshakes. As she walked away, they both leaned in to sip them.

Their eyes met as Libby watched Jake suck hard on his straw, 

emptying the brain-chilling liquid from the glass in one go. 

Impressive. 

“It’s strange, but I could have sworn I met that woman before,” 

she said between dainty sips. “And all this”—she waved her hand at 

their surroundings—“seems familiar, too. Gere you feeling the same, 

by any chance?”

Jake  sat  back,  licked  his  lips,  and  shrugged.  “It’s  just  some 

strange coincidence, I’m sure. There’s always a rational eWplanation. 

flhanging the subject, I have to say, you asking me out was a surprise. 

It didn’t seem like I’d made a great first impression.”

“Ounnily enough, I thought the same.”

He smirked. “Thanks for agreeing that I didn’t make a good first 

impression.”

“No, I meant—” Libby cut herself off as she realized he was making 

a joke. “ffih, okay. Hilarious. Perhaps we should start over.” 

“éreat idea.” He leaned across the table, his hand eWtended. “…y 

name’s Jake. Pleased to meet you.”

Libby smiled, happy to play his game. “Nice to meet you, Jake. I’m 

Libby,” she said, raising her hand to meet his. However, the second 

they touched, she felt an incredible connection Mow like energy to 

her soul. Gas he feeling this, too? She noticed Jake’s eyes were wide, 

probably mirroring hers, and he seemed equally entranced. 

Time stood still. Their handshake seemed to go on forever until, 

with an awkward laugh, they released simultaneously.

Self-consciously, Libby twiddled with the heart pendant on her 

necklace. Her donor was never far from her mind, and, in particular, 

not now. The reason she and Jake felt so connected seemed all too 
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clear. All she needed was verification that this wasn’t just in her head. 

It was time to launch right into it. “So, you said you had a double lung 

transplant siW months ago?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Gell, that’s what I need to talk about.”

“You mean you haven’t invited me here for my considerable 

charm? I’m shattered.”

As much as she enjoyed the banter, there were better times for 

Mirting. “I need you to tell me eWactly when and where you had your 

transplant. Trust me, it’s important.”

“So much for formalities. It was at …emorial Hermann Hospital 

last November if you really must know.”

“Last November 1 er 1 was it on the 8Kth?”

“ffikay, yeah, it was on the 8Kth. How did you know that?”

Libby closed her eyes. “I knew itC”

“Anew what eWactly?”

“I had my transplant at the same place on the same day.” She 

leaned across the table and looked deep into Jake’s eyes. “I believe 

your lungs and my heart have come from the same donor.”

“Really? I’ll admit it’s a coincidence. But—”

Libby Micked her hand, dismissing his objections. “I need to talk 

to you about your dreams.”

“…ore like nightmares, really, and annoyingly persistent. I wish I 

knew why I keep having them.”

“I think I know.” She paused for dramatic effect. “I believe they’re 

memories from our donor.”

Jake frowned. “Alleged same donor. And what makes you say that?”

“Because I’m having the same horrible dreams, so it seems pretty 

obvious that—”

“Hang on a minute. Are you serious? The same dreams? How’s that 

possible?”

“…y psychologist  told  me  about  this  theory called  cellular 

memory, which means storing memories in organs other than the 

brain. So, I think we’re eWperiencing our donor’s memories through 

our dreams.”
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A range of emotions crossed Jake’s face as he processed what she 

said. He then shook his head. “ffih, come on. Do you eWpect me to buy 

into this nonsense?”

“Gell, how else do you eWplain it?”

“ffih, I don’t know. You could be some loony girl who frequents 

these support programs trying to pick up strange men. You listen to 

their shares and tell them crazy stories to convince them that there’s 

this way-out connection.” 

Orom Jake’s skeptical eWpression, Libby could see he didn’t believe 

her. 

“ffikay, I’ll prove it to you. Ask me about anything from the dream 

that only you and I could know.”

“Hmm, this could prove interesting.” His eyes raised to the ceiling 

as he tried to recall something. “ffikay, I’ve got it. Ghat’s special about 

the guy who does the shooting? It’s something about the way he 

speaks.”

“ffih, you mean the Irish accent?” She enjoyed his look of surprise.

“ffikay, that was a lucky guess. …aybe I mentioned that during my 

share.”

“You didn’t.” 

“Nope. I’m not sure now. Let’s try something else.” 

Again, Jake paused as he thought of something to test her. He then 

clicked his fingers. “ffikay, I have a tricky one for you that will seal the 

deal. So, what nickname did the Irishman have for his knife?” 

“That’s easy. It was Reaper.” 

Jake dropped his head to his hands. “This is crazy.”

“Yeah, I know, right? So, do you believe me now?”

He leaned across the table, hands under his chin. His eyes locked 

on hers, and she could see he was struggling to accept what she 

was telling him. Seconds later, a slow smile spread across his face. 

“Dammit, I’ve got it. I’m such a moronC I’ve just worked it out. éoosy 

put you up to this, didn’t she?”

“Pardon? Gho?”

“Don’t play coy with me, young lady. You must be a friend of my 

sister, éoosy, and this is one of her jokes. …y sister knows all about 
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AN INNOCENT HEART68

my dreams in every detail. I also told her I’d be at this meeting today. 

ffih, come on, show me your phone. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’s 

listening in on this conversation and is laughing her ass off.” Jake 

leaned in and spoke to Libby’s bag perched on the side of their table. 

“If you’re still listening, éoosy, you got me, but good.”

Libby pulled her phone from her bag, unlocked it, and handed 

it over for inspection to show that no one was listening. “flheck my 

contacts. You’ll see éoosy isn’t in there.”

Jake wasted no time taking up her offer. His inspection went on 

for over a minute. Libby worried he had found some compromising 

photos she’d forgotten to delete. As a bit of a wild child before the 

heart condition took over her life, her photo gallery had plenty of 

pouty selfies showing cleavage for the benefit of boys not worthy of 

her time.

She held her breath until he finally handed it back. 

“All right. I may have come up empty, but this proves nothing. 

éoosy would have told you I’m a cop, so for all I know, you could have 

deleted part of your call history and her number from your contacts, 

and offering your phone was part of an elaborate ruse to convince 

me.”

Seriously? 

“I swear I don’t know your sister. flall her if you must, and you’ll 

see I’m telling the truth.”

“I’ll do just that.” Jake pulled out his phone. “Hey, éoogle, call 

éoosy.”

The call was on speaker, and the answering service kicked in axer 

four rings. “Hey thereC It sucks that you’ve missed me. You know what 

to do. Leave a message axer the beeeeepC” 

“éoosyC I know you’ve been messing with me. flall me back as 

soon as you get this message.” Jake punched the hang-up icon with 

his finger to disconnect the call and threw it on the table. He stared 

at Libby. “You got lucky.”

Oh, for the love of God! 

“Jake, I’m not joking here. You need to listen. I think these dreams 

will keep haunting us until we find out who our donor was.”
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NOT JOKING 69

“ffikay, let’s play. Assuming I even consider going along with your 

fairy story, what do you want me to do about it?” 

Is this man deliberately being obtuse? 

“Gell, aren’t you supposed to be a police detective? Shouldn’t you 

be able to access this information somehow? I can’t eWplain it, but I 

feel this is important.”

Jake’s skeptical eWpression showed he remained unconvinced. 

“Just give me your phone, and I’ll put my number in it,” she said. 

“ffir give me your number, and I’ll prank call you so you can save it.”

“No way, lady.” Jake placed a protective hand over it. “You’re not 

going anywhere near my phone, and I’m not giving you my number. 

Sorry.”

Libby gritted her teeth, trying not to lose her temper. She snatched 

a pen from her handbag,  pulled a pink paper napkin from the 

dispenser, wrote down her contact details, then folded and placed it 

on Jake’s phone. “Here’s my name, number, and email address. Please 

talk to your sister. You’ll see I’m telling you the truth.” 

“ffih, I’ll be talking to my sister all right. You can count on that. Now, 

I need to take off and be literally anywhere else but here. I’ve had 

enough crazy for one day. I’m happy to walk you back to your car, but 

that’s it. Are you coming?” 

Libby stared at her half-finished milkshake with downcast eyes, 

holding back tears, and shook her head. “No, thanks. I’m going to sit 

right here and finish my drink.”

“ffikay, well, thanks for the chat. It’s been entertaining, at the very 

least.” Jake picked up his phone and the napkin from the table. He 

also snatched up the check Anna had lex with their milkshakes. 

“But I invited you out, so I should be the one who—”

He ignored her and headed to the counter. Libby watched him 

banter full charm mode with Anna as he tapped his phone against the 

éoogle Pay device she held toward him. He then shoved the phone 

and napkin into his jacket pocket and turned back to Libby. “See ya.” 

Libby chewed her lower lip and fought back the tears she could 

feel welling up inside her. Not trusting that her voice wouldn’t crack, 

she gave him a nod of farewell.
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AN INNOCENT HEART70

Jake presented the most charming, cheeky grin, a polite wave 

goodbye, and then walked out the door.

How can someone so gorgeous be so stupid? 

Ghy was their connection not clear to him? 

Jake’s police background was making him overthink this. Ghen 

he learns this wasn’t a joke from his sister, perhaps his curiosity will 

compel him to investigate, and then he will call her. At least, she 

hoped so.

Now, all she could do was wait.
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LAST GASP?

J ake glanced over his shoulder at Libby sitting in the window 

of Anna’s café as he walked away. She looked dejected as she 

watched him leave, and he felt guilty. 

What a gentleman you are! Not even waiting for the lady to 

finish her milkshake. 

He had to admit it had been a very entertaining morning. First, 

he witnessed a gay couple having a soap opera-style spat. Next, 

he cuddled an enormous share bear while he spilled his guts to 

complete and utter strangers, and then there was the lovely Libby. 

What kind of girl would let Goosy talk her into playing a practical 

joke on a man with a double lung transplant? She would have to 

be a bit on the crazy side.

However, he noticed that his breathing became difficult as they 

talked about the dreams and their supposed donor. What was up 

with that? It had to be psychological. What other explanation 

could there be? This girl almost messed with his head until he 

realized it was a stupid joke!

A beep from his  phone alerted him to a text.  He stopped 

walking and pulled it from his pocket to read the message. It was 

from Goosy. She had sent an edited photo of Jake with a shrunken 

head on a normal-sized body. He smirked, now sure his sister was 

behind the Libby joke. 

Nice one, Goosy. Oh, you’re gonna cop it when I catch up with 

you!
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AN INNOCENT HEART72

His phone returned to his pocket, and he continued walking, 

trying to think of a witty response. Only a few steps later, he found 

his breathing become labored. 

No! 

The doctors had warned him his lungs might fail, but that was in 

the early days and shouldn’t be happening now. It was like breathing 

through a tiny straw while submerged underwater—horrible! 

As his head spun and his knees buckled, Jake lurched toward a 

nearby tree, reached for support, and sank to the ground. 

This is it! I’m going to die! 

He fought to breathe, and red spots floated before his eyes. 

He didn’t notice the sudden gust of wind until something papery 

and pink fluttered toward him and plastered itself against his leg. 

It looked familiar, and Jake reached out to grab it despite his 

breathing distress. To his surprise, the second his fingers enclosed 

it, he found his lungs started working again. 

As he sucked in long, grateful breaths, he turned it over to see 

Libby’s name, number, and email address scrawled in large letters. 

He frowned. It was the pink napkin she had given him at the café. 

It must have fallen out of his pocket when he retrieved his phone. 

Annoyed, he screwed it into a tight ball and threw it away from 

himself.

To his horror, straight away, his lungs started failing him again. 

Nooooo! 

His head spun from the second assault of oxygen deprivation. 

He grabbed his chest, choking for air, until another gust of wind 

caused the pink paper ball to bounce and skip back into his lap. 

He snatched it in frustration, ready to toss it away when his lungs 

began working again.

Jake propped the napkin ball  on the tips of his thumb and 

forefinger, staring at it as if it were magical. 

What’s going on? This is nuts!

He then carefully placed it beside him on the ground and waited. 

Nothing happened, and he felt fine. 

Yep! Definitely losing my mind. 
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LAST GASP? 73

He decided he wouldn’t let this stupid napkin make him its 

bitch. Jake grabbed it, stood up, drop-kicked the pink paper ball, 

and watched it arc until it landed, bounced along, and settled 

twenty feet away. He then stood waiting—still nothing.

He walked over, picked it up, and looked at it. 

Who is this crazy Libby girl? She should move to Hollywood 

with those acting skills. She looks way too healthy for a person 

who’s had a heart transplant, with that gorgeous honey-colored 

skin of hers and that long, shiny brown hair with those golden 

flecks, that kick-ass body, and—

He needed to cut those thoughts off, as he didn’t like where they 

were heading. A bin was nearby. With his mouth set in a determined 

line, he launched the ball of paper basketball-style, then gave a 

Mexican celebratory wave when it dropped dead center in the bin. 

Decision made—time to forget this girl and focus on returning 

to work. I will fight those darned shrinks and get my old life back! 

Jake rolled on his heels and turned, planning to head off to his 

car. And then it happened. He felt the wind knocked out of him 

like a punch to the stomach. 

What the hell? Not again! 

He fell to his knees, gasping, feeling worse than before. Now, he 

couldn’t breathe at all. 

Nooooo! Jake’s eyes turned toward the bin. Could it be? 

With only seconds  before  losing  consciousness,  he  pulled 

himself to his feet. Making an awful, desperate gurgling noise that 

sounded foreign to his ears, he lurched toward the bin and threw 

himself into it headfirst. Jake tossed rubbish everywhere as he 

sought the balled napkin. All was turning dark when he wrapped 

his fingers around it. As soon as the paper ball was in his hand, 

his constricted lungs released, allowing him to suck in the air he 

needed.

“Fuuuuuuck!” As soon as the profanity was out of his mouth, Jake 

looked around. Guilt riddled him as he half expected the ghost of his 

dead mother to come and slap the back of his head. Until his mother 

became bedridden at the end stages of her cancer, she’d drag the 
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AN INNOCENT HEART74

family to church every Sunday. She was very religious and frowned 

upon any form of swearing—particularly the f-bomb. 

Aqer their mother died, the family spiraled, as their father couldn’t 

cope with the death of his wife. He was agnostic, so attending church 

was no longer a Sunday reDuirement. When he killed himself, the 

twins ditched religion altogether, deciding God had let them down. 

…espite this, they agreed never to utter the forbidden word out of 

respect for their mother’s passing. Sometimes, however, a horrible 

situation makes it seem impossible not to do so. 

Jake glared at the napkin ball. Something supernatural was messing 

with him, informing him of Libby’s importance. 

As he stood there, catching his breath again, his phone rang. He 

pulled it from his pocket to look. It was Goosy. 

“Hi, sis. I tried calling you earlier.”

“Like, duh! Why do you think I’m phoning you back? As usual, you 

must have called when I was in the shower—every single time, dude 

B like every time. I’m sure you have hidden cameras in my place, so 

you can do it to bug me. 

“I haven’t been up long, to be honest. The gig at our new venue 

last night ran super late.” A loud yawn followed. “Cest night ever! 

The crowd loved us, and management has booked us up for the next 

month. Pan you imagine—your big sis is finally becoming a rock star! 

A few more regular gigs like this and no more bartending for me! 

“Cy the way, did you see the pic I sent? Yretty funny, right?”

Typical Goosy—chatting nonstop at high speed. 

“Eeah, that was some nice editing. And congrats on the gig, but 

I need to ask you something important since you obviously haven’t 

bothered to listen to my message.”

“So, what have I missed? Eou sound weird. Is something wrong?”

“Eou tell me. Now listen. We’ve played some pretty good practical 

jokes on each other over the years—”

“Eeah, like when you pinned toilet paper to the back of my first 

prom dress when we were thirteen and let me walk around like that 

all night, and no one had the decency to let me know. That was just 

hilarious!”
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“And you took all the ants from our ant farm and filled my bed with 

them the same night. I didn’t realize until the next morning when I 

woke up covered in ant bites. So yeah, fun times.” 

“‘ven funnier to discover your allergy to formic acid and see your 

face puff up like a balloon.”

Jake smirked as he remembered that empathy was not one of his 

sister’s strong suits. “Eeah. The joke you pulled today was funnier than 

anything you have ever done to me. Nice one, sis. Eou had me going 

there. All I want to know is, how did you talk Libby into it?”

“Who? What are you talking about?” Goosy sounded confused.

“Eou know, the Libby joke you played on me today. Admit that 

you’re the puppet master. It’s the only rational explanation. I need 

you to be honest with me.”

“Little bro, have you been drinking? I know you’ve been through a 

lot. So why would I torture you with some stupid practical joke right 

now? …ang it, I almost lost you! I’m not that big of a jerk.” 

So, this wasn’t Goosy aAer all. What the hell is going on? 

Jake frowned as the uncomfortable realization hit that Libby may 

have told him the truth. 

“I’m sorry, sis. Something strange happened today, and I thought 

you were responsible. I’m not mad or anything. Seriously, it’s all good.”

“Well, if someone’s messing with you, they mess with me, little bro. 

Eou know that, don’t you? So, who’s this Libby person? Say the word, 

and I’ll take care of her for you. What else are big sisters for?”

“Eou’re a crack-up! Look, I’m going now. …on’t worry about me. I 

can take care of myself.”

“Eou’re my little bro, and you know I’ll always be there for you. Pall 

any time if you need me, okay?”

“Thanks. Will do. Cye.” With that, he hung up.

Jake stared hard at the balled napkin, wondering what to do next, 

and an idea occurred to him.

Time to try something new.

He unfurled it, punched Libby’s contact details into his phone, and 

saved them.

xnd now, for effperiment number three. 
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AN INNOCENT HEART76

He wrapped the napkin around a rock, placed it on the ground, 

and cautiously backed away. He then sat on a nearby park bench 

with his eyes locked on it for five minutes. Jake wasn’t taking any 

chances. This time, nothing happened. 

What a relief ! 

The curse of the pink napkin appeared to be behind him. It was 

now time to take things a little further.

Jake brought his phone to his mouth. “Hey, Google, call Libby.”

Taylor Swiq’s @Shake it oK!’ happened to his right. He turned in 

surprise to find Libby walking toward him, fishing in her handbag 

for her phone, until she spotted him sitting there. 

He grinned, pressed the call-end button, and gave her a silly 

wave. “…on’t bother trying to answer that. It’s just me. Hello again.”

“What are you still doing here? I thought you’d be long gone.”

“Eeah, about that—it’s a story for another day. Instead, I’d 

rather tell you some good news.” He patted the seat beside him 

and gestured for Libby to sit down. She complied, and he turned to 

face her. “Let’s just say I plan to investigate our respective donors 

to see if they’re the same person. However, could I ask you to do 

one thing first? Of course, you can say no, but it would help.” 

“Anything. What do you need?”

“Eour scar from the transplant—could you show me just the top 

of it? I need to know I’m not going crazy, and what you’re telling 

me is true.”

With a nod, Libby stood up, stepped back, unbuttoned her red 

blouse, and pulled it open, revealing a black, lacy bra and the long 

scar between her breasts. There was nothing more beautiful yet 

sad all at the same time. 

Jake  hadn’t  expected  this,  thinking  she  would  protest. 

…eep  in  her  eyes,  he  saw  her  pain.  This  was 

no  joke.  Somewhere  in  the  recesses  of  his  mind, 

he  always  knew  it.  His  practical, prove-it-to-me,  and 

there-must-be-a-rational-effplanation-for-this nature had tried 

to blind him. Cut now he could see, and a lump rose in his throat. 

It was mortifying to have put her through this indignity. 
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LAST GASP? 77

He stood and, with gentle hands, reached out to close her blouse. 

“Sorry. I’ve been a real idiot and a jerk. I believe you.”

A single tear rolled down her cheek. “Eou do?”

He nodded. Sensing Libby’s need, he opened his arms, and she fell 

into them. He rested his head on top of hers as they held each other. 

Libby buried her face in his chest, and the floodgates opened. “I felt 

so alone,” she said between sobs. “I thought no one would understand 

what I was going through.” 

Jake took a deep breath. Although it made him uncomfortable 

when a woman cried, having this girl in his arms felt right. It was like 

Libby’s energy was becoming one with his, and something within told 

him he could trust her. It was emotional, and he didn’t want to let her 

go. “Me, too,” he said, his voice sounding choked.

Oh my God! Jeep it together, 3ake!

Seconds felt like minutes until finally, by silent, mutual consent, 

they parted and regarded each other in slight embarrassment as they 

tried to regain control. Jake couldn’t remember coming this close to 

losing it in years, not since his parents died. This girl was amazing. 

To think he wanted to toss her away until his lungs persuaded him 

otherwise.

He offered her his hand. She took it, and they walked back to her 

car. Their connection was tangible. They didn’t even have to say a 

word. Why hadn’t he noticed this before?

Jake knew what he needed to do. He had to employ all his detective 

skills to investigate the heck out of this situation, and then maybe they 

could both get a good night’s sleep.
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FLOWER POWER

L ater that  anero,,oJ  kase dt,,b feT,re ierc  k,hod,oJ  the 

gharue  ovrde  ,T  coteodcMe  gare  at  mel,rcaH  yerlaooJ 

e.efaHHcou her co Trvdtratc,o“ Swcoge .,v reTvde t, teHH le Ihat p 

oeeb t, so,IJ p Iaot t, dDeas t, B,gt,r ”,vrse“’

ierc  dh,,s her heab“  Sihe b,gt,r cd  co dvruer. rcuht  o,IJ 

fvt eMeo cT he IereojtJ he I,vHb fivdt da. the dale thcou“ B,o,r 

coT,rlatc,o cd g,ozbeotcaHJ eMeo t, the D,HcgeJ d, b,ojt Iadte .,vr 

tcle“’

Sp g,vHb ,ruaocOe a Iarraot“’ 

S?o Ihat ur,vobdY’ ierc DHaoteb her haobd ,o her hcDd“ SA,v 

Iere Mer. T,rtvoate t, regecMe dvgh a zoe det ,T Hvoud“ w,le lcuht 

da. .,v dh,vHb fe urateTvH aob HeaMe ct at that“’ 

fld the. dD,seJ kase fegale bcdtragteb f. a dh,rtJ fH,ob I,lao 

co her zncedJ aHH breddeb co DcosJ fvdtHcou ar,vob ad dhe arraoueb 

x,Ierd co a Harue Made at the ovrdedj dtatc,o fehcob ierc“ ihe 

I,lao Iad dtarcou at kase aob deeleb uHab he o,tcgeb her“ whe 

Icoseb aob Dredeoteb hcl Icth a ghees. urco“ ye dlcHeb co retvroJ 

reaHcOcou ct Iad flHcgeJ the M,Hvoteer x,Ier Hab. Ih, ,neo D,DDeb 

cot, hcd r,,l T,r a ghat bvrcou hcd reg,Mer. co the h,dDctaH dc- 

l,othd au,“ BedDcte flHcge fecou tIcge hcd aue aob a larrceb 

I,lao ,T tIeot. .eard dtaobcouJ the. eofi,.eb ao ,Mer!the!t,D 

xcrtatc,vd reHatc,odhcD“

ihe gharue ovrde T,HH,Ieb kasejd uaOe aob tvroeb t, Tage the 

x,Ier Hab. Icth a uHare ,T bcdaDDr,MaH“ Sflre .,v rcuht thereY p 

th,vuht .,v hab aHreab. arraoueb th,de x,Ierd t,ba.“’ 
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Sw,rr.J ierc“ ptjd fivdt that ctjd kaseJ aob p Iaoteb t, da. heHH,“’ flHcge 

tvroeb her atteotc,o t, kase“ Sw, I,oberTvH t, dee .,v“ yaobd,le ad 

eMer“ A,v H,,s ureatW’

SA,vJ t,,W yaMe .,v b,oe d,lethcou Icth .,vr hacrY A,vjre eMeo 

l,re raMcdhcou thao p relelfer“ A,vr hvdfaob hab fetter treat .,v 

rcuhtJ ,r p lcuht haMe t, dteaH .,v aIa. T,r l.deHT“’

flHcge fatteb her e.eHadhedJ Datteb her u,Hbeo gvrHdJ aob uaMe a 

ucrHcdh ucuuHe“

ierc r,HHeb her e.ed aob dteDDeb fetIeeo thelJ Tagcou kase“ Sflre 

Ie b,oe hereJ detectiveY’

kasejd dh,vHberd dHvlDeb co beTeat“ Sp uvedd d,“ ihaosd T,r H,,scou 

aner le IhcHe p Iad hereJ ao.Ia.“’

SA,vjre IeHg,le“ flob pjl uHab .,vjre H,,scou d, IeHH“ ptjd aHIa.d 

ocge t, regecMe Mcdctd Tr,l Dadt Datceotd aob dee h,I the.jre b,cou“ pjl 

d,rr. p gaojt heHD .,vJ fvtJ fecou a betegtcMeJ .,v I,vHb voberdtaob 

that Ie oeeb t, lacotaco g,ozbeotcaHct.“’

Sp b,“ ihaosd ao.Ia.“’ 

Ncth thatJ he tvroeb ,o hcd heeHd aob dtr,be aIa. b,Io the 

h,dDctaH g,rrcb,rJ g,otelDHatcou hcd oe-t l,MeJ votcH a M,cge gaHHeb 

hcl“ 

SkaseJ DHeade Iact T,r leW’ 

kase tvroeb t, dee flHcge ghadcou hcl b,IoJ her hcuh heeHd gHagscou 

,o the x,,r ad dhe aDDr,agheb“ —, H,ouer co the l,,b T,r xcrt. 

faoterJ he g,odcbereb H.cou that he g,vHbojt dt,D ad he hab t, uet 

t, ao,ther aDD,cotleotJ fvt theo hcd g,odgceoge scgseb coJ teHHcou 

hcl the scob!hearteb x,Ier Hab. bederMeb fetter“ w,J redcuoebH.J he 

Iacteb T,r her t, gatgh vD“ 

flHcge arrcMeb at hcd dcbeJ dHcuhtH. freathHedd“ SA,v l,Me Tadt Icth 

th,de H,ou Heud ,T .,vrdW’ whe theo H,,seb Hen aob rcuht aob H,Iereb 

her M,cge t, a IhcdDer“ Sp ,Merhearb .,vr g,oMerdatc,o Icth ierc 

aobq’

kase Tr,Ioeb“ SflHcgeJ that Iad dvDD,deb t, fe DrcMate“’

S?sa.J pjl d,rr.J fvt p haMe d,le coT,rlatc,o that lcuht heHD .,v“’

SyeHD leY Ncth IhatY’

SNcth .,vr b,o,rJ ,T g,vrde“’ 
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AN INNOCENT HEART80

Sflre .,v derc,vdY’

Swvre al“ ma.fe Ie g,vHbq’

kase Dvt a dcHeogcou zouer t, her HcDd aob dGvcreb her t, the oearf. 

Mcdct,r r,,l Ihere he aob ffi,,d. hab dDeot lao. h,vrd ghattcou 

bvrcou hcd reg,Mer.“ pt Iad a reHceT t, zob ct elDt.“ ye DvHHeb ,vt a 

ghacr at a oearf. tafHe aob uedtvreb T,r flHcge t, dctJ Ihcgh dhe bcb“ 

ye DH,DDeb hcldeHT co the ghacr ,DD,dcte aob Heaoeb t,Iarb her 

agr,dd the tafHe“ S?sa.J teHH le Ihat .,v so,I af,vt l. b,o,r“’ 

flHcgejd I,rrceb e.ed H,,seb t,Iarb the b,,r“ Sp th,vuht .,v lcuht 

tase le ,vt T,r a brcos ,r d,lethcou“ pjl o,t dvre cT thcd cd the 

fedt DHage“  fld ao voDacb M,HvoteerJ  o, ,oe adseb le t, dcuo a 

g,ozbeotcaHct. aureeleot“ ihat dacbJ p H,Me Mcdctcou Icth the Datceotd 

aob I,vHb hate t, H,de the DrcMcHeue fegavde ,T dharcou gHaddczeb 

coT,rlatc,o“’

kase  T,HH,Ieb  her  uaOe  aob  o,tcgeb  the  b,,r  bcbojt  haMe  a 

H,gsqDr,fafH. fegavde ,T daTet. read,od“ ycd e.ed theo br,DDeb t, 

the ghacr oe-t t, hcl“

I’ll sort this out.

Ncth,vt hedctatc,oJ he dt,,b vDJ brauueb the ghacr t, the b,,rJ aob 

Dr,DDeb ct vober the haobHe d, o, ,oe ,vtdcbe g,vHb ,Deo ct Icth,vt 

d,le bcffgvHt.“ ye theo Dr,lDtH. retvroeb t, hcd ghacr“ S?sa.“ pjMe 

f,vuht vd d,le DrcMag. T,r o,I“ w,J dDcHHW’

BeHcuhtcou co hcd T,gvdeb atteotc,oJ flHcge Ieot cot, TvHH!fH,Io 

u,ddcD l,be“ SA,v lcuht o,t reaHcOe thcdJ fvt ad a M,HvoteerJ the 

lebcgaH dtaP ,neo treat le Hcse IaHHDaDer aob T,ruet pjl ar,vob“ w,J 

d,letcledJ the. IcHH taHs af,vt DrcMate Datceot latterd that d,le,oe 

co l. D,dctc,o dh,vHbojt hear“ Lcse t,ba.J T,r codtaoge“’

kase o,bbeb aob dtarteb r,HHcou hcd haobd clDatceotH.“ SwDeeb ct vDJ 

flHcge“ B, .,v so,I the oale ,T l. b,o,rY’

flHcge T,Hbeb her arld aob racdeb a bcdaDDr,Mcou e.efr,IJ Dvrdcou 

her HcDd cot, a DetvHaot D,vt“ ye g,vHb dee dhe bcbojt Hcse hcd t,oe aob 

fecou coterrvDteb“ 

kase TeHt Hcse dhe Iad ghaooeHcou hcd bearH. beDarteb l,ther“ ihe 

fedt ,Dtc,o Iad t, ,Io ct“ Sw,rr.“ pt Iad rvbe ,T le t, gvt .,v ,P Hcse 

that“ p aDDregcate .,vr Iaotcou t, heHD“ FHeade u, ,o“’
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FLOWER POWER 81

Sihaos .,v“’ flHcge uaMe hcl a gvrt o,b“ S?sa.J IeHHJ p so,I what 

the Derd,o IadJ fvt o,t e-agtH. who the. Iere“’

SNhat b, .,v leaoY’

S?sa.J  IeHHJ  here ct  cd“  Rr,l Ihat p  hearbJ  .,vr Hvoud gale 

Tr,l’qihe x,Ier Hab.jd e.ed H,gseb Icth hcdJ aob dhe Heaoeb co T,r 

bralatcg ePegtqSa D.R.D.”

kasejd e.ed Icbeoeb ad the TvHH clDHcgatc,o ,T thcd coT,rlatc,o daos 

co“ 

pt hab feeo tI, .eard dcoge ie-ad hab HeucdHateb that beath r,I 

colated g,vHb b,oate thecr ,ruaod“ ihe dvffiegt ,T the death row 

donorJ so,Io ad a B“8“B“J fegale abbctc,oaH coT,rlatc,o t, Hearo ad 

Dart ,T ,ou,cou D,Hcge tracocou“ 

pt habojt feeo ead. t, uet thcd HeucdHatc,o thr,vuh“ ihere Iad aHd, a 

Dr,fHel Icth the ie-ao e-egvtc,o leth,bqHethaH cofiegtc,oqIhcgh 

balaueb  the  ,ruaodJ  reobercou  thel  voMcafHe“  flo  aHteroatcMe 

aDDr,agh IadJ thereT,reJ reGvcreb“

yarMedtcou vober aoedthedca deeleb H,ucgaHJ ad rel,Mcou ao. MctaH 

,ruao I,vHb gavde beath“ y,IeMerJ lebcgaH abMcd,rd dtateb that thcd 

leth,b g,otraMeoeb the ycDD,gratcg ?ath aob reGvcreb a hvlaoe 

fraco beath ,T the B“8“B“ zrdt“ 

ihe bcdgvddc,o DaoeH x,ateb aob refiegteb lao. l,re cbead votcH 

d,le,oe fi,seb the. dh,vHb treat a beath r,I b,o,r Hcse a g,I T,r 

dHavuhter f. Dvttcou a f,Ht thr,vuh the fraco“ flo aoclateb bcdgvddc,o 

eodveb al,oudt the lebcgaH abMcd,rdJ Ih, dtateb that ct g,vHb fe the 

aodIer cT d,le,oe g,vHb bedcuo a hcuh!Dregcdc,o beMcge l,re dvctafHe 

T,r hvlaod“

weMeraH leghaocgaH eoucoeerd aDDHceb T,r the tads aob beHcMereb 

lao. Dr,t,t.Ded T,r g,odcberatc,o“ kase relelfereb reabcou that the 

eoucoeer Ih, greateb the Icoocou Dr,t,t.De H,Meb the cg,ocg j0Ed zHl 

The Terminator, aob he oaleb hcd coMeotc,o the Boltinator co h,laue 

t, hcd TaM,rcte l,Mce“ 

i, TagcHctate the ”,Htcoat,r e-egvtc,o leth,bJ Hater so,Io ad 

”“…“m“ T,r dh,rtJ Iad zrdt t, redtracoJ aoedthetcOeJ aob Dvt the beath 

r,I b,o,r ,o a MeotcHat,r“ ihe lebcgaH teal I,vHb theo HeaMe the 

r,,l“ —e-tJ the e-egvtc,oer I,vHb IheeH co the ”,Htcoat,r“ 
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AN INNOCENT HEART82

ihe e-egvtc,oer I,vHb DHage a heHlet ,o the b,o,rjd heabJ 

bedcuoeb  Icth  a  h,He  co  f,th  dcbed  t,  Hcoe  vD  the  r,bd  ,T  the 

”,Htcoat,r“ ?oge det co DHageJ ,oe fvtt,o Dvdh I,vHb beHcMer tI, 

hcuh!telDeratvreJ raO,r!dharDJ h,HH,I f,Htd that I,vHb leet aob 

gH,de ,P co the lcbbHe ,T the fraco dtel co lcHHcdeg,obdJ gavdcou 

codtaotaoe,vd fraco beath“ 

Bvrcou the Dr,fiegtcHe Dr,geddJ the f,Htd I,vHb uather aob g,otaco 

co thecr g,re aHH f,oe aob fraco latter co thecr Dath“ ihe eHegtrcg 

gvrreot heatcou thel I,vHb gavtercOe the I,vobJ aob theo the 

”,Htcoat,rjd hcuh!D,Iereb dvgtc,o voct I,vHb rel,Me eMer.thcou 

g,HHegteb co the h,HH,Id ,T the f,Htd“ 

ihe abMaotaue ,T the ”,Htcoat,r e-egvtc,o leth,b Iad that ct Iad 

DregcdeJ GvcgsJ aob gHeao“ kase relelfereb hearcou thatJ aner the 

f,Ht e-tragtc,oJ cT .,v Hcoeb vD .,vr e.e Icth ,oe ,T the heHlet h,HedJ 

.,v g,vHb dee dtracuht thr,vuh the b,o,rjd heab“ pt d,vobeb urved,le 

bedDcte the Hags ,T fH,,b“

?oge a lebcgaH Dragtctc,oer g,ozrleb fraco beathJ a dvrucgaH teal 

I,vHb eoter the r,,l t, harMedt the b,o,rjd ,ruaod aob Dags thel T,r 

traodD,rtatc,o“ 

po the earH. ba.dJ  beath r,I b,o,rd Iere hvue co the oeIdJ 

aob  lao. befateb  the  ethcgd  ,T  the  Dragtcge“  fl TeI fHeebcou 

heartd Dr,tedteb auacodt ct“ y,IeMerJ ,oge the u,Meroleot Daddeb 

HeucdHatc,oJ l,dt De,DHe H,dt coteredt aob l,Meb ,o t, ,ther dvffiegtd 

,T bcdgvddc,o“

kase relelfereb hearcou that Iheo the ,ruao b,oatc,o ,Dtc,o 

fegale aMacHafHeJ lao. Drcd,oerd ,o beath r,I br,DDeb thecr aDDeaHd 

aob M,Hvoteereb T,r e-egvtc,o“ yaMcou eobvreb g,votHedd .eard fecou 

H,gseb aIa.J beM,cb ,T H,Mcou hvlao g,otagtJ lao. IeHg,leb the 

cbea ,T a leaocouTvH beathqDartcgvHarH. th,de Ih, hab T,vob ffi,b“ 

ihe l,re beM,vt ,T the Hatter feHceMeb ,ruao b,oatc,o t, fe ao 

,DD,rtvoct. t, lase aleobd T,r thecr Ir,oub,coud aob h,Deb thcd 

deHT!dagrczge I,vHb fe eo,vuh t, regecMe daHMatc,o“ 

kase Tr,Ioeb ad he trceb t, Dvdh the h,He!co!the!heab clauer. 

Tr,l hcd lcob“ 

It’s a quick, humane death, but stillq

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



FLOWER POWER 83

flHcge reagheb ,Mer aob Datteb hcd haob“ S?hJ pjl d,rr.“ ma.fe p 

dh,vHbojt haMe t,Hb .,v“ pT p Iere co .,vr dh,edJ p I,vHbojt fe haDD. 

t, zob ,vt p hab a scHHerjd ,ruaod codcbe my f,b.“’

ye dh,,s hcd heab ad the leaocou fehcob hcd regvrrcou breald 

fegale aHH t,, gHear“ SB,ojt fe d, dvre af,vt that“’

Sw,rr.Y’

S—,thcou“’ kase DvHHeb her co T,r a fear hvu aob theo DHaoteb a fcu 

scdd ,o her ghees“ SL,,sJ flHcgeJ pjMe u,t t, u, o,IJ fvt thaosd“ A,vjMe 

feeo ao eo,rl,vd heHD“’

?oge reHeadebJ dhe Iad frcuht reb aob freathHedd“ SA,vjre l,dt 

IeHg,le“ kvdt ,oe thcou“ A,v haMeojt t,Hb le Ih. .,v Iaoteb t, 

so,I“’

Sw,rr.J fvt thatjd g,ozbeotcaH“’

flHcge Dvt her haobd ,o her hcDdJ ierc dt.He“ S—, Ia.W flre .,v 

scbbcou leY’

kase dh,,s hcd heab“ Spt lvdt fe that Ia.J T,r o,IJ pjl aTracb“ ?oe 

ba.J pjHH reMeaH aHHJ fvt zrdtJ p haMe d,le coMedtcuatcou t, b, ?’ 
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REVELATIONS

T he following morning, Jake sat perched on the edge of his 

couch, wearing baggy sweatpants and an old, faded T-shirt. 

In his right hand was a piece of cold levozer piHHa. ffe took a bite 

of the latter and slowly chewed as he contemplated the closed 

laptop on the co’ee table. ffe was stalling, and he knew it. 

It wasnAt his fault. ffe planned to inzestigate GliceAs death row 

donor claims the second he got home, but xoosy had sent a teSt 

message demanding to catch up with her little bro and to hear all 

about the shrink fest. jhe also wanted to know ezerything about 

the Libby person.

G xoosy interrogation session was unappealing. JakeAs twin 

connection with his sister made it nearly impossible to lie to 

her. ffer ability to see straight through him was unnerzing. jhe 

was territorial and ozerbearing toward any women he was seeing, 

which nezer mattered to him until now. 

Why now? 

Jake knew the answer but wasnAt ready to admit it to himself. 

jo, he suggested they see a mozie. They met Oust before it 

started, and he took o’ straight averward, claiming to be tired. 

xoosy wasnAt thrilled but let him go. Interrogation azerted.

fince his front door swung shut behind him, Jake knew he 

would nezer get to sleep if he Yred up his laptop and zentured 

down a potential rabbit hole of information. Instead, he ordered a 

late-night piHHa and, as usual, fell asleep in front of the telezision.
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REVELATIONS 85

Det again, the conzenience store robbery haunted his dreams, 

and they were ezen more graphic than usual. Gs soon as Jake awoke, 

he knew he had to end these nightmares. The Yrst step was to 

conYrm his donor was a R.W.R. 

Time to do this! No more procrastinating.

flith a resigned sigh, he shozed the rest of the piHHa slice in his 

mouth and qipped the laptop lid open. 

Gs  soon  as  it  powered  up,  he  opened  his  browser,  typed 

executions U.S.A. into xoogle, clicked the web address link, and 

looked up the information for the prezious year. jezenteen names 

popped up. G 1uick scan showed that only one eSecution occurred 

on the 8Nth of Uozember in the entire Knited jtates of a man 

called Jonathan Fingsley. Gll he needed to do now was to see if the 

information matched up.

State,  Texas,  check.  Method,  B.E.M.,  check.  D.R.D.,  check. 

Bingo! 

If GliceAs information was correct, this man was his donor. ffe Oust 

had to xoogle Jonathan Fingsley to see if the history panned out. 

Hmm, not so easy. 

There were 1uite a few people called Jonathan Fingsley on 

the internet. To reYne the search, he typed Jonathan Kingsley 

murderer. Instantly, a link courtesy of Murderpedia popped up in the 

number one spot. Jake was familiar with the crowdsourced database 

website, hazing used it in other police inzestigations. 

9eeling slightly sick inside, he clicked the link to JonathanAs story, 

and the haunted brown eyes of a handsome young black man staring 

at him from the web page greeted him, instantly searing his soul with 

pain. It was a mug shot, most likely taken around the time the police 

arrested him. 

Geez, he was only a kid back then! 

Jake scanned the basic information summary to conYrm he had 

the right person.

Let’s  see—convenience  store  shooting,  three  victims  and 

executed on the 18th of November. Yep, it looks like our guy. 

ffis eyes then dropped to read the details of the crime.
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AN INNOCENT HEART86

Gn anonymous female witness alerted the police to a shooting 

at jingheAs jupplies conzenience store zia the ;88 emergency 

response team. 

Kpon arrizing at the scene, the police discozered three zictims 

with fatal gunshot wounds. They were WanOeet jinghe, the store 

ownerP  xladys Bhillips,  a local  womanP  and Raniel  Mell,  an 

Gustralian tourist. Bolice found Fingsley with a gun in his hand, 

kneeling and praying neSt to the body of (s. Bhillips.

flhen  brought  in  for  1uestioning,  Fingsley  proclaimed 

innocence,  stating  the  murders  were  the  actions  of  two 

mysterious men in balaclazas, who instructed him to kneel at the 

body of (s. Bhillips until the police arrized.

9orensic ballistics conYrmed the gun found in FingsleyAs 

possession was the murder weapon, and gunshot residue on his 

right hand rezealed he had Yred it. flhen presented with the latter 

ezidence, Fingsley claimed one man forced him to shoot (s. 

Bhillips. Bolice dismissed this story as a wild fabrication. 

Inzestigations  rezealed  that  x.T.  Transport  retrenched 

Fingsley the week before the murders. ffis former boss, xarry 

Thompson, testiYed on the witness stand that Fingsley had zisited 

him earlier that day of the shootings, begging for work and said he 

felt he needed to rob a bank. Thompson stated he beliezed it was 

a Ooke, but the prosecution thought it spoke to FingsleyAs state of 

mind. 

Gver sentencing and incarceration, Fingsley spent nearly 

twenty years Yghting the death penalty and proclaiming his 

innocence until  he dropped his appeals and zolunteered to 

become a death row donor )R.W.R.C.

PRIOR CRIMINAL HISTORY

Knder TeSas law, the rules of ezidence prezent prior criminal 

acts from being presented to a Oury during the guilt-innocence 

phase of the trial. ffowezer, once a Oury Ynds a defendant guilty, 

they receize information about the defendantAs prior criminal 

conduct during the second phase of the trial to help determine 

the defendantAs punishment.     
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REVELATIONS 87

The court learned that FingsleyAs mother was a seS worker 

who ozerdosed two years aver marrying notorious (eSican 

drug lord Wodrigo xarcia. Fingsley was sezen at that time. 

xarcia  groomed  Fingsley  to  be  a  drug  dealer.  This 

association ended during a police shootout in which xarcia, 

a  gang  member,  and  a  federal  policeman lost  their  lizes. 

Gverward, Fingsley,  then twelze,  spent a year in Ouzenile 

detention. 

This  past  criminal  history caused the  Oury to  consider 

Fingsley a  damaged  and  dangerous  young  man  who  was 

beyond  repair  and  unsuitable  for  rehabilitation.  They, 

therefore, sentenced him to death.

There  were  copies  of  court  transcripts  from  FingsleyAs 

sentencing, his appeals, and photos Oust before his eSecution. 

ffe still looked so young, apart from some streaks of premature 

graying at the temples. Uot surprising aver what he had endured. 

Jake dropped his head, unable to look at his donorAs sad face 

any longer. Reep down in his soul, he knew that this poor man 

was innocent and had spent more than half his life on death row 

waiting to die for a crime he didnAt commit. G lump rose in his 

throat, and he felt a pang of guilt. 

flhen Jake was a young ffihristian, he was against the death 

penalty, beliezing ezeryone deserzed a chance for redemption. 

ffowezer, aver a few years as a police o—cer dealing with the scum 

of the earth, he hardened up and changed his ziew. Mut now, the 

realiHation hit himLhe had it right the Yrst time and wondered 

how many innocent people TeSas had eSecuted by mistake. 

flith a few more xoogle searches, photos of all three zictims 

and details  about them came up.  (emories from his  dreams 

qooded his mind, shattering any remaining concern that he and 

“ibby were eSperiencing a shared delusion. 

Jake wanted to call and tell her but felt it best to delizer this 

information in person. ffe picked up his phone, which was sitting 

neSt to his laptop. 

”ffey, xoogle, call “ibby.? 
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AN INNOCENT HEART88

G few seconds later, “ibby answered. ”ffi, Jake. xreat to hear from 

you. ffowAs the inzestigation going! Ro you haze any news on our 

donor!?

”jure haze.? 

”Weally!  ThatAs  fantastic.  flell,  donAt  hold  back.  Tell  me 

ezerything.?

”I will, but IAd rather do it face to face.?

”fih, come onV Dou canAt keep me in suspenseV? “ibby sounded 

disappointed. 

”IAm sorry, but IAm uncomfortable talking about this ozer the 

phone. ffow about I take you to dinner tonight if youAre free, and IAll 

tell you then! IAm ezen happy to drop by and pick you up.?

”fikay, great. I lize in Uorthside Eillage. IAll teSt you the address.?

”ThatAs perfect. ItAs only about ten minutes from my place. ffow 

about  we aim for dinner at  eight,  and  IAll  pick you up  around 

sezen-thirty!?

”jounds like a plan. jee you then.?

Gs soon as Jake hung up, he sent the web page image to his printer. 

flhen the Oob Ynished, he snatched the paper from the print tray, 

folded it, and placed it neSt to his phone to remind him to take it to 

“ibbyAs later. 

Uow, there was nothing more to do than relaS until it was time to 

pick up “ibby. Jake looked forward to seeing her again but wondered 

how she would handle the news about their donor. ffe hoped it 

wouldnAt be too much of a shock for her. ffe felt responsible for 

making her cry the day they met, and he wasnAt in a hurry to make 

that happen again.

Jake shrugged o’ the uncomfortable thought, reached for another 

cold piHHa slice, qung himself back on the couch, and Ynished eating.
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A DATE WITH FATE

L ibby’s bedroom looked like a bomb had hit it, as clothes were 

everywhere. She pulled on a black, figure-hugging dress, stood 

before the mirror, and sighed. It was a favorite because it was simple 

and elegant, showing off her ample cleavage. But, unfortunately, it 

now also displayed her scar. 

She tilted her head to one side. It was frustrating. It seemed all 

her favorite dresses now paraded the scar like a badge of honor. She 

didn’t feel ready to endure all the sympathetic looks people would 

undoubtedly give her. 

Oh, well—a great excuse to buy new clothes—

The noise from a car pulling up outside broke into her thoughts. 

She ran to her window and saw an old black Mustang parked in their 

driveway. Seconds later, she watched Jake jump out of it and head for 

their front door. Libby grabbed her phone to look at the time—right 

on seven-thirty. 

Crap! Why did he have to be so punctual? 

The next thing she knew, the doorbell sounded. A mental count 

of ten followed, and right on cue, her mom’s voice rang out from the 

intercom.

“Hon, just letting you know your date’s arrived.”

Date? Why did she have to say that? It’s so embarrassing! 

Libby bent down and pressed the talk button. “Okay, Mom. Could 

you make him a drink or something, please? I need a few more 

minutes.”

“Okay, hon, I’ll take care of him until you’re ready. See you soon.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART90

“Thanks, Mom.” She then turned back to the task at hand. 

What to wear, what to wear? 

Libby noticed Jake’s casual dress of jeans and a T-shirt, so it 

seemed pointless to glam up. 

Stop overthinking this!

Decisively, she threw off the dress, dragged on her trusty jeans, and 

was about to don her favorite red blouse when she realized this was 

the same top she had worn for the group therapy session. 

That would never do!

She quickly discarded it in favor of a black V-neck, which she put 

on. However, she soon realized it was yet another cleavage top. 

How annoying! 

Changing yet again would take too long. Instead, Libby rushed to 

the cupboard and pulled out a bright, multi-colored scarf to tie around 

her neck. It hid her scar beautifully. 

That’ll work! 

On went her favorite boots and her heart necklace. Then, full of 

anticipation, she headed downstairs to meet Jake. She found him 

sitting on the couch in the living room, waiting for her. He was in the 

middle of reading something on his phone. 

“Hi, Jake.”

He looked up and presented her with a broad grin, and she felt a 

sudden rush of happiness to see him again. 

God, he’s handsome! 

She tried to stay composed and sat on the couch next to him. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting. Where’s Mom? She was supposed to be 

looking a!er you.”

“She is looking a!er me. Coffee is coming. My instructions were 

to wait here and make myself at home. I have to say that your mother 

is a stunning woman and so youngU Yntil she told me who she was, I 

thought she must be your sister.”

Libby’s smile froze on her face. 

Great! And the Most Beautiful Mother award goes to …

It wasn’t the first compliment she’d heard about her mom. It was a 

prime reason she didn’t bring boys home when she first started dating. 
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A DATE WITH FATE 91

“Thanks. It might have been better to meet at the restaurant. 

Ynfortunately, you’ll have to run the Mom gauntlet before we leave. I 

apologize for all the personal questions she’ll probably ask you.”

“Pou’re making her sound awful when she seems like a real 

sweetheart.” 

“Appearances can be deceiving.  My mother is  a very caring 

woman, but since the operation, she has treated me like a porcelain 

doll that’ll break if she doesn’t control every aspect of my life.”

“That sounds excellent. I wish I still had a mom who cared that 

much—or a dad, for that matter. They both died years ago.” 

Libby instinctively put a comforting hand on top of his. “I’m so 

sorry to hear you lost your parents so young.” 

He shrugged. “Garents are supposed to go before the kids. I only 

wish mine hung around for longer.”

“I remember you mentioned you had a sister. Are you close?”

“Pes, very. Roosy’s not exactly the nurturing type. But she loves me 

when she’s not giving me a hard time.”

“It must be nice having a sibling.”

“Ah, so you’re an only child, then?”

“Pes, I admit it. I’m spoiled rotten and the center of my mother’s 

universe.”

“And your father?”

“He was a soldier who went missing in action, presumed dead in 

Afghanistan when I was a small child. I vaguely remember sitting on 

his knee as he read me bedtime stories. But that’s about it. I fantasized 

for years that he was still alive and would come home one day, but he 

never did.”

“Oh man, and here I am going on like I’m the only person in the 

world who knows what it’s like to lose a parent.”

Libby cocked her head to one side. “It is what it is. Anyway, enough 

of our sad tales of woe about the past. Let’s talk about the present. 

What did you find out about our donor?”

“I don’t think you’ll like what I’m about to tell you, but, anyway, 

here goes—do you remember hearing about the D.F.D. program? It 

was on the news a couple of years ago.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART92

“Sorry, no. The what?”

“Okay, well, in a nutshell, the D.F.D. program allowed people on 

death row to donate their organs a!er being put to death, and—”

Libby reached out and gripped Jake’s arm hard. “So, you’re 

saying my heart and your lungs came from an executed person?” 

Her eyes widened with shock. “Oh, my lordU That’s horribleU I had 

no clue that was even a possibility. So, how did you find all this out?”

“flrom a private source. A!erward, it was simply a matter of 

doing an internet search and finding a death row inmate executed 

around the same day we received our organs. It was a little too easy, 

truth be told.”

Libby felt her heart beating wildly. “Sorry, but this will take a bit 

for me to process. I guess I’ll have to learn to deal with it. So, do 

you have a name? A photo?”

Jake nodded, pulled the page he had printed earlier out of his 

pocket, and handed it to her. 

She unfolded it, then frowned. “This is terribleU I can barely read 

it, and the photo’s just a blob. Haven’t you anything better than 

this?”

He grabbed the page back and looked at it. “Sorry. I just printed 

it  off and folded it  without checking. My printer can be Kaky 

sometimes. It looks like it needs a realignment. Hang on. I’ll bring 

the web page up on my phone.” Jake did a quick internet search and 

presented it to her. 

Libby reached for the phone to inspect the image. This was itU 

She was finally going to see the face of her donor for the very first 

time. 

She enlarged the photo with an expansive thumb and index 

finger sweep. To her surprise, someone familiar was staring at her 

with big brown eyes. 

What the? 

“Hang  on  a  minute.”  Libby  stood  and  hurried  to  her 

mother’s nearby bedroom. Within seconds, she returned with a 

father-daughter photo in an ornate silver frame taken on her 

second birthday. 
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A DATE WITH FATE 93

“Am I going crazy?”—her eyes fixed on Jake as she presented him 

with the framed photo and the image on his phone side by side—“or 

does our organ donor, Jonathan =ingsley, look exactly like my father?”

At that precise moment, an enormous crash caused them both to 

jump. Libby’s mother had entered the room and dropped a tray of 

tea, coffee, and biscuits. She was now standing there with her big, 

cornKower-blue eyes transfixed in shock. 

It was Sarah.
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GIFT OF LOVE

S ix months earlier, Sarah glared at Jon through the small window 

of the prison communication booth. 

Cathy McGregor was sitting beside her, telephone handset to her 

ear. The young, slim attorney who represented Jon nearly twenty 

years ago was now a slightly overweight married woman in her 

early forties with three kids. Believing in Jon’s innocence, she had 

supported him pro bono since then, launching appeal a“er appeal to 

keep him alive. Texas would have probably executed Jon years ago if 

it weren’t for her. 

N!oI ” won’t allow itIA Sarah threw her handset on the bench before 

her, in disgust, unwilling to listen anymore. 

q nearby guard admonished her. NMa’am, if you don’t respect the 

eWuipment, ”’ll have to ask you to leave.A

NSorry about that, sir. ”t won’t happen again.A Cathy’s concerned 

eyes turned to Sarah. N?ill itffA

Sarah folded her arms. N”’m not making any promises.A

The attorney sighed deeply, picked up the discarded handset, and 

oHered it back. NJon’s trying to talk to you. ”t would be best if you 

listened to him. ”t’s important.A

Sarah locked eyes with her husband. …e looked distraught as he 

pointed at the handset and gestured for her to take it, but she shook 

her head, folded her arms, and turned to Cathy. N?hose idea was thisff 

” swear if this was you, ”’ll fi ”’ll fiA

N!o, it  wasn’t me. Jon made this decision all  by himself.  ?e 

wouldn’t be having this conversation if it weren’t for the blood type.A 
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GIFT OF LOVE 95

NBlood typeffA

Cathy spoke into her handset to Jon. NTell your wife what you told 

me about the blood type.A She then pressed the other handset to 

Sarah’s ear, forcing her to accept it, which she Onally did, snatching 

it from her hand.

qngry eyes turned to Jon. NYh, all rightI Speak if you must, but it’ll 

change nothing.A

N”’m so sorry. ” know this is a lot, but ” need you to listen. Qou 

know our -ueenie has Y—negative blood andPA 

NYf course, ” know thatI ”’m her motherIA

N?ell, the doctor would have told you that even though -ueenie 

can be a universal donor to everyone else, she can only receive 

organs from other Y blood type people. Therefore, the waiting list is 

much longer for her, and you know our -ueenie can’t aHord to wait.A

Sarah shook her head in confusion. NSo, what does that have to 

do with youffA

N…ere’s something you probably won’t know about me because ” 

only recently learned this myselfPapparently, ”’m also Y—negative.A

Jon waited for this information to sink in and then continued. 

NBecause they knew ” was the right blood type, they ran other tests 

to be sure ” was compatible, and the results showed ” was a perfect 

match. ”’m sorry, Sweet Dea, but ” see this decision to become a 

death row donor as the only way to save our girl.A 

Nzon’t ‘Sweet Pea’ me, JonI !ow is not the time. …ow could you go 

ahead with this without consulting meffA Sarah pressed the handset 

mouthpiece against her breast and turned to Cathy. NSweet Jesus, 

why didn’t you tell me he was planning thisff ?hat kind of attorney 

are youffA 

N”’m sorry, but attorney—client privilege prevents me from doing 

so.  ”f  my client  has instructions for me,  particularly regarding 

becoming a death row donor, then there are rigorous protocols that 

” must follow.A

Sarah felt her emotions overwhelming her, so she took a deep, 

controlled breath. She couldn’t bear to lose Jon, but her beautiful 

daughter’s heart was failing, and with each passing day, it seemed less 
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AN INNOCENT HEART96

and less likely they would Ond a suitable donor in time. That said, they 

couldn’t seriously consider this as the solution. 

No! No! It was too much.

She shook her head vehemently and vocaliRed her thoughts. N!oI 

?e can’tI ”t’s not rightI ” couldn’t live with thisIA She put the handset 

on the bench and desperately grabbed Cathy’s hands. N?e have to 

stop him. ?e can’t let him do this. ” love my daughter and want to 

save her, but Jon’s an innocent man. …e can’t die this way.A

NSorry, but ” represent your husband and not you, and he’s called 

me in as his facilitator to represent him in the z.E.z. process. ” have 

to abide by his wishes.A She gestured toward Jon. N!ow, please listen 

so he can help you understand. Yur visiting time is nearly over, and 

he has something important to tell you.A

Sarah reluctantly put the handset to her ear once again. She felt 

determined that nothing would make her change her mind.

Nqre you okayffA Jon’s eyes were full of concern. N”’m so sorry ” 

sprang my decision on you like this. Maybe ” should’ve written you a 

letter to explain it better.A

NFxplain how you want to be the ultimate hero and sacriOce your 

life for our child. Qep, that would have made a great letter. Qou realiRe 

” might end up losing you both, rightffA

NQou can’t think like that. ?ithout a donor’s heart, our -ueenie 

will surely die.A

Nzon’t you think ” understand thatffIA Tears of frustration rolled 

down Sarah’s face. NShe’s on the donor list, and we’ll Ond one. ”t 

doesn’t have to be youI Sweet Jesus, JonI ” wish ”’d never told you 

about her condition.A

N?ell, ” thank God that you did. ”’ve prayed every day for -ueenie 

to Ond a heart. But she’s been waiting for nearly six months, and her 

time’s running out. ” want my beautiful girl to live. This way, ”’ll be 

with her forever. ”’ll never escape this living hell, but my heart can. 

Can’t you see thatff ” want this, and ”’m ready to go.A 

NHellff ” thought you had a fairly good life here. ” thought they were 

treating you well.A

…e dropped his head. NKorget it. zon’t worry about it.A
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GIFT OF LOVE 97

NJonathan Eaymond ‘ingsleyI Qou look me in the eye right nowI 

?hat do you mean by jhellff’A

NSorry, ” should’ve told you sooner, but ” was trying to protect you. 

qll this was hard enough on you, and ” didn’t want you to worry about 

this, too. Dlease Ond it in your heart to forgive me for lying to you all 

these years. ” meant well. ” truly did.A

Sarah put her hand up to the glass. NJon, you’re scaring me. ?hat 

is itff ?hat have you been lying aboutffA

N”t’s a living hell in here. ” spend most of the day locked in my cell. 

”t’s a tiny cell with only a single bed, a Oxed stool with a small table, and 

a toilet with a sink. They shove my meals through a hole in the door. ” 

only get out when they take me for a shower or to the exercise facility, 

and that’s only for an hour each day. Fven then, ” don’t get to talk to 

anyone because the guards segregate me from the other prisoners. 

N?hen ”’m in my cell, ” hear other inmates yelling as they try to talk 

to each other, which is nearly impossible. Then some scream and cry 

as they go slowly insane from the isolation.A 

Jon’s eyes Olled with tears, and he knuckled them away. NThe 

only thing that’s kept me from losing my mind in this place is you, 

my darlingPyou and all your beautiful letters and weekly visits with 

stories about -ueenie.A 

Sarah felt confused. NBut what about your Lob in the library, where 

you said you got to read books all day and chat with other prisonersff 

qnd that cooking class where you learned to make scones that would 

rival mineff qnd then there’s that basketball team you played in every 

week. Qou made this place sound like a health resort.A 

N?ell, the reading part is true. ”’ve consumed thousands of books, 

but only within the conOnes of my cell. My little radio is all ” have 

to keep me in touch with the world. But the rest of it fiA Jon looked 

stricken. N”’m so sorry, but ”’ve been lying to you all this time. ”’ve told 

you about what ” wished it was like here. But, in reality fiA 

Shrugging helplessly, Jon unconsciously pulled hairs out from the 

right side of his head behind his ear. qs he temporarily turned his 

face away, a large bald patch became visible, showing that he’d been 

plucking hairs for Wuite some time. 
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”t was a familiar condition. Dulling hair out was a habit Jon 

developed during stressful times. …owever, Sarah hadn’t seen him 

do this since she told him she was pregnant with flibby and then 

again during the trial. 

Sarah thought he was on top of things and wasn’t doing it 

anymore. But, then again, they were always so lost in each other’s 

eyes during visiting time, and he was careful never to turn his head 

away like this. …e would back away from the glass, forming a love 

heart with his Ongers and blowing kisses when saying goodbye. 

!ow she understood why.

NYh, Jon, you should’ve told me. ”nstead of prattling on about 

my stupid life, ” would’ve fought for you against these inhumane 

conditions. ” can’t believe you’ve been living like this and keeping 

Wuiet about it all these years fi Lust to protect me.A 

Grief—stricken, she placed her hand on the glass, and Jon did 

the same. They hadn’t touched each other once during those long 

years since they unfairly took him from her. ”t was the closest 

they ever got. Sarah lost count of how o“en she wished she had 

a sledgehammer to smash through the grimy plexiglass between 

them. She shook her head, choking back tears as the true horror 

of her husband’s suHerings became apparent to her. NYh, my poor, 

poor Sugar Die.A

Jon hung his head. NThere’s more, but ”’ll let Cathy tell you.A

NMoreffA Sarah’s Wuestioning eyes Vicked to Cathy.

The attorney shi“ed uncomfortably in her chair and pressed 

her hands down as she readLusted her gray pinstriped skirt. NQes, 

”’m afraid there’s more ” need to tell you.A She glanced at Jon to 

ensure she had his permission to go on. 

…e nodded his assent. 

N?ell, as you’re aware, ”’ve exhausted every avenue trying to 

prove Jon’s innocence, and we all know it would only be a matter 

of time before Texas will want to move forward again with setting 

an execution date. 

NThe thing is, Sarah, there are only so many appeals the state will 

allow. Aery few death row inmates make it beyond twenty years. The 
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GIFT OF LOVE 99

chances are high that they’ll overturn our next appeal, and Jon gets 

executed anyway, soPA

NSo, ” want my death to be meaningful,A Jon said, interrupting her. 

N?e know they will execute me eventually. But if ” choose to go 

voluntarily, our beautiful daughter gets the heart she needs, and ” can 

leave this world on my terms.A

Sarah felt overwhelmed with anguish. NBut it’s so unfair. Qou’re 

innocent. Qou don’t deserve this.A

N” have prayed on it a lot, and God spoke to me. ” believe …is plan 

for me all along was to die so our daughter could live. qll thisAPJon 

gestured around the tiny communication roomPNall our suHering 

was, for one reasonPto save our -ueenie. ”f ” weren’t in here, ” 

wouldn’t have been able to give her my heart. So, ” wouldn’t change 

a thing. qnd a“er it’s over, …e will take me to …eaven to wait for you 

until it’s your time. ” know it.A

NBut Jon, what if our daughter wants to know her donorff ?hat am 

” supposed to say to herffA

N” can answer that,A Cathy interLected. Nzonor families have the 

right to conOdentiality. The hospital staH will tell her that, anyway. 

They’re even more tight—lipped about death row donors. flibby won’t 

be able to Ond out where her heart came from unless you decide to 

tell her.A

N” want this, my darling.A Tears formed in Jon’s eyes. NThere’s no 

need for -ueenie to know that it’s my heart beating inside her. qll ” 

want is for her to live and enLoy her life. The policy states that we can 

donate our organs to relatives who need them, and if ” choose, ” can 

allow the state to donate whatever is le“. Yf course, ” want to help 

others. ”t would give my death even more purpose.A

Sarah could see that her husband had decided. She could do 

nothing to stop him short of telling flibby, which would be like 

opening Dandora’s Box. Given her daughter’s fragile state, shocking 

news like this could be dangerous. 

N” disagree with this, Jon, and ”’ll never give you my blessing 

because ” love you too much. ”t’s unfair of you to make me choose 

between you and flibby. So, ” won’t do it.A 
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AN INNOCENT HEART100

N” love you, too. But the thing is, it’s not your choice. ”’d never do 

that to you. qs much as ”’d like you to support my decision, ” don’t 

need your blessing. Cathy and ” have been working on this for some 

time now. The wheels are already in motion, and they’ve set the date. 

” Lust wanted to help you understand my decision, give you a chance 

to prepare yourself, and say goodbye.A

N?ha—whatff They’ve set a dateI ?henffA

NYne week from today.A

Sarah heard no more. ”nstead, she felt herself swaying. Then, 

Onally, her limbs became loose, and the handset tumbled out of her 

hand as she fainted in shock.
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UNCOMFORTABLE TRUTH

S arah fell to her knees and started picking up the broken crockery 

from the floor to put onto the tray. “Oh, my goodness,” she said 

with a nervous laugh. “Excuse my butterfingers. What a terrible mess!”

Libby dumped Jake’s phone and the photograph on the coffee 

table. She walked over and bent down to her shaking mother, trying 

to still her frantically busy hands. “Mom? Please stand up and talk to 

me.”

Sarah pulled her hands away and put them to her face. “No … 

no … you weren’t supposed to find out. I told him you’d work it out 

somehow. You’re a clever girl … such a clever girl. But ‘No,’ he said. 

‘Be strong, Sweet Pea. Smile and be happy about your daughter’s 

new heart.’ Be happy? Like I would ever be happy again!” She was 

becoming hysterical.

Oh God, she’s losing it. 

“It’s okay, Mom. Let me help you up. I’ll make you a nice fresh 

cup of tea.” Libby gestured toward Jake. “Help me—help me with her, 

please.” 

Jake,  who’d  been  quietly  watching  this  little  drama  unfold, 

immediately jumped up from the couch, assisted Sarah to stand and 

supported her to a nearby dining chair.

Libby dropped to her knees before her mother and held her hands. 

“Mom, look at me.”

Sarah tried to turn her head away, her eyes tightly shut, and tears 

rolled down her beautiful face. “I can’t! I can’t!”

“Mom, you need to look at me. Mom! Mom! MOTHER!”
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Sarah’s eyes flicked open as if Libby had slapped her. “I hate it 

when you call me Mother.”

It was a deflection, and Libby knew it. She looked up at Jake. “Pass 

me the photo and your phone, please.”

Jake retrieved them from the coffee table and deposited them into 

her outstretched hands. 

Although Libby was only two years old when she lost her father, 

her grief was profound. So, Sarah printed two copies of her favorite 

father/daughter photo to soothe her little girl and put them in identical 

silver frames, one for each bedside table. 

“He’s watching over you, hon, and still loves you,” Sarah said as she 

presented the photograph. “Talk to him whenever you like, and he’ll 

hear you. I promise.”

Libby spent much time with that photo, staring into her father’s 

loving eyes and having countless imaginary conversations.

Comparing the images once again confirmed her fears. Those 

eyes staring at her from both photographs—the resemblance was 

unmistakable. Her father and Jonathan Kingsley were either identical 

twins or …

It was too horrible to contemplate. Feeling sick inside, as if trapped 

in a nightmare, Libby held the phone before Sarah’s face. “Mom, why 

does this man, Jonathan Kingsley, look like my father?” 

Her mother stared at the image on Jake’s phone. Tears formed in 

her eyes, and she turned away. “No! Y-you’ll h-hate me. You’ll n-never 

forgive me.”

Libby could feel  her heart  beating  wildly,  and she placed a 

protective hand on her chest. “You need to tell me the truth right now, 

Mom. If you force me to find out myself, and it turns out to be what I’m 

thinking, I swear to God, I’ll walk out of this house, and you’ll never 

see me again. Do you hear me? Never!” 

She stood and was about to walk away when her mother grabbed 

her hand. 

“I’m so sorry. Please let me explain.”

Jake rested a supportive hand on Libby’s shoulder. “Your mom’s in 

shock. Be gentle with her.” 
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“Gentle with her? If what I suspect is true, I want to throttle her 

right now. Okay, Mother, go ahead. Explain.”

Sarah  dropped her head  in  defeat  and  nodded.  “It’s  true. 

Jonathan Kingsley was your father.”

Libby’s  eyes  widened in  shock.  She’d asked for the truth, 

and there it was. “But you told me my father went missing in 

Afghanistan. You told me he was a hero, and we were to pray every 

day that they would find him and bring him home again. I was 

right there on my knees beside you when we prayed—for years! 

I can’t believe you lied to me. What kind of mother does that?” 

Tears began falling down Libby’s face. “I need to hear you say it. 

Do I have my father’s heart inside of me?”

Sarah blinked rapidly, then dropped her head in her hands, 

unable to maintain eye contact with her daughter. When she 

spoke, her voice was barely audible. “Yes … yes—sweet Jesus, 

forgive me—it’s your father’s heart.”

Bile rose in Libby’s throat, but she pushed it back down. She 

wanted to be wrong and for this to be some crazy coincidence. 

She prayed for any other explanation than this.

Sarah’s eyes were pleading. “We were trying to protect you. 

Do you understand? It wasn’t my choice. I was against it,  but 

your father insisted, and he went ahead with the death row donor 

process without my blessing.”

“Without your blessing? What about all those years that I’ve 

been without a father? He was alive in jail all this time. I could 

have visited him and gotten to know him. What the hell, Mom!”

“You were only two years old when they took your father away. 

Neither of us wanted you growing up worrying about him rotting 

in jail and facing execution.”

“So, you thought lying to me by telling me he was missing in 

action was better?”

Tears were now flowing freely down Sarah’s face. “He was such a 

good, kind man, and I wanted you to think of him as a hero, so I came 

up with a story to give us hope he may return home one day. I kept 
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praying for a miracle that someone would come forward and prove 

him innocent. But no one ever did.”

“Explain one thing. Why isn’t my surname Kingsley?”

“Your father had terrible press back then, and the victims’ families 

were so angry. He was worried about a backlash against us and was 

fearful for our safety. He insisted I change our family name, so we 

took my father’s surname. We thought it was a safe option because he 

was never part of my life. Your father wanted it, and your grandparents 

agreed it was in your best interests.”

Libby had never felt angrier in her entire life. Her voice was low 

and cold. “Did any of you consider what I would have wanted? You, of 

all people, knew how much I missed my father. How do you expect me 

to forgive you for this?” She pulled her hands away from her mother’s 

and turned away.

“Please don’t hate me.” Sarah started wailing, and she fell to the 

floor. “You’re my world. You have always been and always will be the 

most important person in my life. I only agreed to keep this from you 

because I love you so much.”

As Libby turned back and stared at the shattered woman crawling 

on the floor toward her, many things became apparent. It now made 

sense why she oUen caught Sarah quietly crying more times than she 

could count for a month aUer the transplant. 

Libby remembered thinking her mother’s behavior was strange 

and how she never seemed truly happy for her. She had put it down 

to anxiety and concerns about organ rejection. Sarah’s smothering 

behavior and the endless lectures about protecting her new heart, 

Libby now realized, was not only grief for losing her husband but a 

need to preserve Jon’s precious giU to his daughter.   

“So, how oUen did you see him?”

“Hon, I went to see him every visiting day, every single one. They 

only let him have one personal visit each week, and I never missed a 

session. I would go when you were at school or leave you with Granny 

Rose or Meemaw and Pop and pretend to go shopping. 

“And in that last week leading up to his execution, they let me see 

him every day. It’s a courtesy they afford D.R.D. volunteers. But I have 
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UNCOMFORTABLE TRUTH 105

to say that was the most horrible week of my life, Libby. All I wanted 

to do was curl up in a ball and cry myself sick, but I had to keep it 

together for his sake and yours, as I was also visiting you in the hospital 

during that time. 

“Just know that I loved your father just as much as I love you. He 

was my only love. Why do you think I never remarried or even had a 

boyfriend?”

“And here I was, always pushing you to get out and meet someone. 

I get you protecting me when I was a little kid, but I’m an adult now. 

When you knew he was planning to be a death row donor and give me 

his heart, why didn’t you say something then? We could have stopped 

him.”

Sarah sadly shook her head. “He’d put the wheels in motion 

without my knowledge. By the time he told me his plan, they’d set 

the execution date. It would have been pointless and cruel when you 

couldn’t do anything about it. 

“I also feared you might reject his heart if you knew where it came 

from. As much as I hated it, at least this way, his death had meaning. 

You’d live, and we both keep a piece of him forever. I didn’t want you 

to find out, and I prayed every day that you never would. I’m so sorry.”

Libby’s knees buckled, and she joined her mother on the ground. 

Sarah pulled her into her arms, and they both lost control of their 

emotions. Mutual tears fell in torrents as they held onto each other. 

Jake stood by, looking acutely uncomfortable and helpless, but 

Libby didn’t care. This revelation was too much, and she needed to 

process it. 

AUer they’d cried it out, mother and daughter slowly parted and 

stared at each other. It was weird. Libby had never felt closer to Sarah, 

yet so distant. Who was this woman who’d raised her? What a dark 

secret to hold in for so long. It must have been hell.

AUer an awkward silence, Jake stepped forward with a helping 

hand, and soon, both ladies stood. 

Although not wanting the answer,  Libby still  had to ask the 

question. “So, Mom, what did they accuse Dad of doing?”

Sarah shook her head. “I don’t think you’d want to know.”
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“Yes, I do. It’s important.”

Jake interjected, “You don’t need your mom to tell you. They 

accused your father of murdering three people during a convenience 

store robbery and convicted him of the crime. I’ll send you the link. 

It’s all there.”

Their eyes locked. “All of it?” Libby asked.

“Ah-huh. Yep. Do you understand? Everything’s there.” 

She nodded, realizing he was talking about their shared dreams.

“Don’t believe it, hon.” Sarah ran the back of her hand across her 

eyes. “What your father went through was traumatic, and he never 

wanted to talk about it other than to say he didn’t do it. But deep down 

in my soul, I already knew he was innocent. Your father hated guns 

and would never own one. He didn’t have it in him to hurt anyone.”

Jake and Libby exchanged knowing glances, and Sarah noticed. 

She fixed her eyes on Jake. “I’m sorry, but who are you? I thought you 

were just some guy Libby had met on one of those dating apps, but you 

turned up at our home with a photo of my Jon. So why do you have 

this information about my husband? What’s it all to you, anyway?”

Before Jake had the chance to speak, Libby quickly jumped in. 

“Okay, Mom, you got us. Jake and I met at a heart and lung transplant 

support group yesterday. I didn’t want you to worry, so I told you I was 

catching up with a friend. 

“Anyway, Jake had received a double lung transplant. We had this 

instant connection when we met and discovered we had received 

our  transplants  on  the  same  day.  I  was  curious  to  find  out  if 

we had the same donor. Jake—being a detective with the police 

force—investigated and, well, here we are.”

Her mother put her hand to her mouth, and fresh tears formed in 

her eyes. “So, my Jon is a part of you as well?”

Jake nodded. “It’s certainly looking that way.”

“Jon said he would help others with his sacrifice, and he was right.” 

Sarah pulled a startled Jake into her arms for a hug and buried her 

face in his chest. When she pulled away, she looked up at him. “Don’t 

believe the lies you’ve read about him. They’re not true.” 

“We know he’s innocent, Mom, and—” Libby cut herself off. 
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Shut up, Libby! Just shut up! She’s not ready for the entire story.

Sarah frowned in confusion. “How could you?” 

Libby thought quickly. “We can feel it, Mom. I can’t explain it. We 

just know.”

This answer seemed to satisfy Sarah, and she nodded sadly. “I 

understand. Your father’s a part of you now. You’d have to feel his 

goodness. He was such a kind man.” She then turned to Jake for 

confirmation that it was the same for him.

“Yep,” was all that he could manage.

Libby breathed deeply, knowing she couldn’t leave Sarah and 

needed to learn more about her father. She turned to Jake. “I’m very 

sorry about our dinner plans, but I need to spend some time alone 

with my mother. There’s a lot to discuss. I’m sure you understand.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll leave you both to it, and we can chat again 

tomorrow if that’s okay?”

Libby nodded in agreement.

As Jake turned to leave, Sarah reached out and grabbed his hand. 

“You need to prove my husband was innocent. You must find out who 

killed those people because it wasn’t my Jon.”

“That’s the plan.”

Libby walked him to the door. With sad eyes, they shared a long 

hug. 

“We both know what the killer looks like,” Jake whispered in her 

ear. “I’ll make it my mission to find this guy, and he’ll pay for what he’s 

done. I promise you that.”

“Thank you,” she whispered back.

Libby saw him out and then returned to Sarah. Her mother’s eyes 

were bright with sorrow. 

It was going to be a long night.
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FREAKY COINCIDENCES

J ake was sitting on the couch drinking coffee when his phone rang. 

He grabbed it from the side table and saw it was Libby. He smiled 

and wasted no time in answering. “Well, hi there. I was thinking about 

calling, but you beat me to it. So, how are you? Is your mom okay?” 

“Much better than she was last night. We were up talking until two 

in the morning. As you would imagine, I had a lot of questions.”

“And what about you? The news about your dad must have been 

an enormous shock.”

“That’s an understatement. I’m still trying to wrap my head around 

everything—so surreal. I don’t know how Mom could hide this from 

me for so long.”

“Did you tell her about our dreams?”

“No. I don’t think Mom could handle it. She’s worried enough 

about me. I decided months ago I should keep that to myself.”

“I tried to keep my dreams from Goosy, but my sister always knows 

whenever something’s up with me. She kept bugging me until I told 

her all about them. 

“Anyway, I have some good news. Because my captain won’t let me 

return to work right now, I have plenty of time to investigate. My only 

problem is that I can’t access the police databases. My friend Barney 

is looking into it. He’s putting together some files for me and—”

A knocking interrupted the conversation. Jake went to his front 

door and looked through the peephole. A bald, slightly overweight 

black man in his mid-thirties, dressed in a dark blue suit and a white 

shirt with a blue and black striped tie, stood waiting. It was Barney.
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Jake took his phone off speaker mode and put it to his ear. “Sorry, 

Libby, I’ve got to go. Barney’s here. I’ll call you back with an update 

soon.” 

AUer hanging up, he opened the door to his friend and waved him 

inside. “Thanks for coming over, Barn. What have you got for me?”

Barney pulled a flSB Kash drive from his pocket and handed it 

over. “Here’s all that info you wanted.” He then strode to the couch 

and plopped himself down. “I copied everything I could find on our 

database. So, who’s this Jonathan Yingsley to you, anyway?”

“I’m pretty sure that he’s my donor.” 

flnconsciously, Barney rubbed his hand across his chest. “Rou 

mean?”

Jake nodded. “Rep. I believe it’s thanks to this man”—he held up 

the Kash drive—“that I’m standing here breathing and talking to you.”

“Shoot! There’ll be a record of me accessing this data. I could be 

in some serious trouble here. If this guy is your donor, you’re not 

supposed to know. D.‘.D. protocols are in place for a good reason.”

“Rep, I’m well aware of the death row donor rules. I’m sorry for not 

telling you, but all my investigations point to this guy being my donor, 

and I want to learn as much about him as possible. It’s a history lesson 

for my future children. It’d be cool to say to them, OGuess what, kids, 

my lungs came from a guy accused of murder, so don’t mess with your 

old man.’”

“Reah, great! I wouldn’t be so happy about it if it were me.” Barney 

grimaced. “What makes you so sure he’s your donor? Where did you 

source your info?” 

Jake shook his head. “Sorry, Barn, I can’t tell you that. My source 

is confidential and needs to stay that way for their sake.” 

“Reah, yeah, I get it. Well, keep it to yourself that I gave you this. 

Ftherwise, we’ll both be up to our necks in it with the captain.”

“No problem. I sure appreciate you doing this for me. ffieel like 

staying for a coffee?”

“I’d like to, but I have work to do back at the precinct.” Barney 

reluctantly stood and started heading for the door. 

Jake saw Barney out. “Thanks again.”
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“No worries. ffieel better soon, Maverick. I sure miss you. The 

captain’s got me training this rookie detective. I’ll be ditching him as 

soon as you’re back.”

The second Barney was gone, Jake ran to his laptop, inserted the 

Kash drive into a port, and Kipped open the lid. He swore under his 

breath as it took forever to get out of sleep mode. His laptop was 

sorely overdue for a reboot and probably a rebuild, but he could never 

get motivated enough to dedicate the time to it, and certainly not right 

now.

ffiinally, the screen lit up, and he navigated to the Kash drive. 

There were four folders entitled OAppeals,’ OAudio,’ OD.‘.D.,’ and OLegal,’ 

respectively.

The legal folder caught his attention first. There, he found a report 

from one of the attending police oCcers on the scene, a copy of Jon’s 

original statement, a revised statement, and documents of the Eourt 

Transcripts for the trial and sentencing. 

Jake had read the Eourt  Transcripts  on Murderpedia,  so he 

skipped to the original statement, as the latter was unavailable online. 

While reading it, the nightmares replayed in his mind. 

xverything was consistent with what he remembered, but he 

noticed Jon claimed he couldn’t identify the true culprits of the crime 

because they wore balaclavas. Jake didn’t find this surprising. Jon was 

likely too frightened to describe them because of the threats to his 

family. 

In his initial statement, there was no mention that the murderer 

forced him to take his gun to shoot Gladys. That information came 

later when forensics found gunpowder residue on his hands. 

Jake shook his head. It sounded too far-fetched to be believed. 

Jon’s past criminal history and the evidence damned him.

The  Appeals  folder  contained  copies  of  multiple  stays  of 

ePecution. Libby’s father had been living on borrowed time. 

The Audio folder contained code-numbered M3( files and many 

subfolders—probably documents and transcripts from the trial and 

Jon’s interrogations. Jake figured he would get to those in time. ffior 

now, he only required the essential information. 
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FREAKY COINCIDENCES 111

He wanted to see inside the D.‘.D. folder the most. When he 

opened it, there were only three documents—the application, the 

declaration, and the organ recipient list.

The organ recipient list was the most critical file. He pointed the 

cursor at the document. His indeP finger tentatively hovered above 

the leU mouse button, knowing one click would open it and reveal 

all. 

All good things come to those who wait.

Instead, Jake right-clicked the document and selected the print 

option. He had serviced his printer the night before when he had 

nothing better to do aUer Libby sidelined their dinner plans to spend 

time with her mother, and he needed to test that it was now working 

correctly. Besides, seeing the information in print seemed more 

fitting. And he knew Libby would want a copy. 

This investigation was their baby, and looking at the recipient list 

to confirm everything they believed they knew without Libby sharing 

the moment seemed a tad wrong. 

While the file was printing, he distracted himself by reading the 

declaration. 

I, Jonathan ‘aymond Yingsley, being of sound mind and body, 

declare that I consent to be ePecuted by the State of TePas via 

the Boltinator ePecution method )B.x.M.*z to facilitate becoming 

a death row donor )D.‘.D.*.

My heart is to go to my daughter, xlijabeth ‘ose Yingsley, also 

known as xlijabeth ‘ose Davis. I agree to donate all remaining 

organs and tissues for transplant only. 

Jake groaned. Darn it! Spoiler! He knew he shouldn’t have read it. 

The declaration !ust confirmed that Libby had Jon’s heart inside of 

her.

The document was full of legal !argon, ending with a graphic 

description nePt to an asterisk concerning the Boltinator ePecution 

method in tiny print. Jake winced as it leU jero mystery about how 

the donor would die. ‘egardless, Jon had signed and dated the 

declaration. 
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AN INNOCENT HEART112

Imagine facing that voluntarily! Talk about fatherly love and 

sacrifice.

Jake’s eyes Kicked to the printer. The organ recipient list sat on 

the output tray. It looked like it printed okay, and he felt tempted to 

snatch it up to read it but refrained. 

Jake turned to his phone, which was on the charger dock. “Hey, 

Google, video call Libby.” 

Within seconds, Libby’s confused face appeared on the small 

screen. “Why the video chat?”

“Because of this.” Jake walked over to the printer, grabbed the 

document from the output tray, and held it up in front of the phone, 

facing Libby. 

“How do you ePpect me to read that? It’s too small. No, wait a 

minute. I can make out the heading. Fh, my lordé Is that the organ 

recipient list in your hand?”

“Res, ma’am, it certainly is.”

“So, what does it say?”

 Jake nodded, Kipped the document around, and quickly scanned 

the list. xverything was there—all donated organs, the recipients, 

and their contact details listed alphabetically by organ. As ePpected, 

Libby’s name and details were nePt to the heart, and Jake’s name was 

further down the list for the lungs. They had confirmation—Jonathan 

Yingsley was their donor. There was little doubt, but it was good to 

see it in writing.

“Rep, it’s oCcial. Rour dad’s our donor—both yours and mine.” He 

immediately regretted his enthusiasm and bluntness as he saw tears 

forming in Libby’s eyes. 

“Fh, I’m sorry. That was insensitive. I’m such an idioté”

‘apidly wiping the tears from her eyes, she shook her head. “That’s 

okay. I’m not surprised, anyway. All that bit of paper does is make it 

more real. Rou and I need to find that man who killed those people. 

We have to clear my father’s name.”

“We will. I’ll not rest until we see that darn Irishman behind bars. I 

thought it might be worth going to the scene of the crime. Something 

might !olt our memories to help us.”
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FREAKY COINCIDENCES 113

“Where’s that?”

“It’s a convenience store called Singhe’s Supplies. I’ll look it up. 

Hopefully, it’s still in business and not too far away.” 

Jake punched the business name into Google on his laptop, and 

a link to the location popped up. His eyebrows shot up in surprise 

when he clicked on it and joomed in. “I don’t believe ité”

“What’s the matter?”

“Just a crajy coincidenceé Rou remember that cafE we went to aUer 

our support meeting?”

“Rou mean Anna’s? Res. I remember we both found the manager 

and that place very familiar.”

“Reah, well, Singhe’s Supplies is only around the corner.” 

“Rou don’t mean—”

“Rep. It’s pretty likely your dad frequented that cafE. Hang on. 

Let me look up something else. According to what I read, your dad 

worked for a transport company before he got laid off and went to see 

his old boss on the day of the shootings. Maybe that’s somewhere in 

the area.”

Jake punched G.T. Transport into Google. His eyes widened in 

shock as he scanned the information that popped up. “Fh, seriouslyé 

This whole thing is becoming freakier and freakier.” 

“What is?”

“Rou know that church hall where we met for the support group?”

“Res.”

“Well, it wasn’t always a church hall. It was once a small warehouse. 

The church nePt door bought it to convert into a community hall 

nearly twenty years ago. Try to guess the previous owner.”

“I wouldn’t have a clue. But I suppose you’re going to tell me.”

“G.T. Transport. That’s the place where your dad used to work 

before they had to let him go. They shut down the business less than 

a year aUer they put your dad in !ail.”

“Fh, my Godé The odds on that would be—”

“Reah, it’s way too big to calculate. I think you and I need to check 

out that convenience store. Ean you be ready in twenty minutes?”

“I certainly can.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART114

“Fkay, greaté I’ll see you soon.” Jake disconnected the call and 

grabbed his !acket. 

We’re coming for you, you stinking Irishman!

And with that thought, he was out the door.
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LIVING NIGHTMARE

A s they stood at the entrance of Singhe’s Supplies, Jake turned to 

Libby. “Are you ready for this?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Okay, here goes.” Jake strode forward, pushed open the door, and 

ushered her through. “Ladies, first.”

“Thank you.”

Everything  in  the  store  seemed very familiar,  yet  somehow 

different. It only took three steps when suddenly, Jake found breathing 

challenging. 

Oh no! Not this again! 

He groaned and put his hand on his chest. “Man, I’m not feeling 

too good.” 

“Yeah, I’m not feeling so great myself.” Libby’s face was ashen. 

“Can I help you guys?”

The two turned their heads in surprise, and what they both saw 

immediately distracted them from their physical discomfort. Behind 

the counter stood a man like the shopkeeper from their dreams. 

What the? But it can’t be! 

“Ranjeet? Ranjeet Singhe?” Jake asked without thinking.

The man nodded. “Yes. That’s me. Who’s asking?”

Jake frowned with confusion and then mentally kicked himself. If 

this were the same man, he would be much older. He remembered 

from the transcripts that Ranjeet leq behind a wife and son. The latter 

wearing the same uniform his father wore twenty years ago made the 

similarity remarkable and !uite unnerving. 
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AN INNOCENT HEART116

Libby had no such insight. The shock seemed to cause rational 

thought to escape her because she blurted out, “But, Mr. Singhe, 

I thought you died twenty years agoD” 

Jake felt his eyes bugging out of his head.

Oh, hell no! 

The shopkeeper glared at her. “Is that a joke, young lady? That 

was my father. Pid the local kids put you up to this? If so, you can 

kindly leave my store now.”

Libby went bright red. “Apologies, Mr. Singhe. My mistake. It’s 

just that you look like your father.”

“But how could you have met him? You could have only been a 

small child when he died. So, I need to repeat, is this a cruel joke?”

Jake knew he had to step in.

Time to shut this down.

“xlease eflcuse my associate. She’s just a little confused. Allow 

me to introduce myself. I’m Petective Masters with the Houston 

xolice.” Jake produced his badge and —ashed it. It proved handy 

in situations like this, and he was glad his captain didn’t make him 

hand it in along with his gun while recovering from the transplant.

Ranjeet inspected the badge. “Okay, detective, but that doesn’t 

eflplain why you’re in my store. Or why your associate mistook me 

for my father.”

“We”…Jake gestured toward Libby…“are reinvestigating the 

details of the robbery that took place here in your store twenty 

years ago when your father lost his life. As for my associate, she z 

ah z saw photos of your father, and your resemblance to him was 

a bit of a surprise. It was for both of us, I admit. Blame it on a very 

late night with little sleep. We apologiNe for upsetting you.”

“Once again, I’m very sorry, sir,” Libby said. “Ko disrespect 

intended.”

The shopkeeper, with a curt nod, accepted their apologies. “I’ll 

never forget the day my father died, and we still miss him, even today. 

It was a horrible time for my mother and me. At fiqeen, I had to drop 

out of school to keep the store going. We heard they eflecuted the 
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LIVING NIGHTMARE 117

man responsible for my father’s murder last year. Shouldn’t the case 

be closed?”

“Yes, it was, sir,” Jake said, “but we reopened it because additional 

evidence has presented itself, leading us to believe the state eflecuted 

the wrong man.”

“You mean -ingsley wasn’t responsible for my father’s death? How 

could that be? They found the murder weapon in his hand, and he’d 

fired it. At least, that’s what the police told my mother and me.”

Jake, realiNing he had said too much, eflchanged glances with 

Libby. “Sorry, sir. It’s classified information at this point. We’ve just 

returned to the crime scene to check your store’s layout to ensure 

certain things align with -ingsley’s statement. So, Mr. Singhe, is the 

layout different from back then?” Jake already knew the answer but 

had to play the game.

Ranjeet shook his head. “Ko. It’s the same as my father leq it. It 

was the optimum setup, so my mother and I saw no need to change 

it.”

“Thank you, sir. Po you mind if we take a wander through your 

store?”

“xlease go ahead. If -ingsley didn’t kill my father, my mother and 

I want to know who did.”

“We’re still investigating, sir, but we will certainly be in touch 

when we catch the real perpetrator.” Jake gave Ranjeet a curt nod 

and gestured to Libby to accompany him.

When they walked over to the fridge, something uneflpected 

happened. Jake’s vision blurred, and he blinked rapidly. When it 

cleared, the middleFaged, wellFdressed woman from his dreams 

stood in front of the milk section with the door open…so real she 

seemed tangible. He started hyperventilating and closed his eyes 

hard for a couple of seconds. When he reopened them, she was gone, 

and the fridge door was now closed. 

Am I going crazy?

Jake swung around to Libby. “Pid you see that?” 

Libby, whose attention was elsewhere, turned in surprise. “What?”

Jake shook his head. Yep, I’m losing it. “Poesn’t matter.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART118

“Okay. Well, I don’t !uite see the point of all this. I missed my 

morning coffee, so I’m going to order one. ffiancy a cup? My treat.”

“Ko, but you go ahead. I want to look around a little more.”

Libby nodded and headed back to the front counter.

While Jake wandered through the store, deliberately retracing 

Jonathan  -ingsley’s  steps  as  he  remembered  them  from  his 

dreams, he felt a sense of impending doom. His breathing became 

increasingly diUcult. He ignored it, sure his mind was playing 

tricks on him, and kept going. 

Now, where was it that the police found Kingsley?

Jake  walked  to  the  center  of  the  store  when  suddenly 

everything started spinning. It was disconcerting, so he closed his 

eyes hard. It worked last time, and he hoped it would work again. 

Gnfortunately, when his eyes reopened, the Irishman stood before 

him, pushing a gun muNNle into his forehead. 

Somewhere in the recesses of his confused mind, Jake realiNed 

he was standing in the eflact spot where Jonathan -ingsley stood, 

terrified all that time ago. Reluctantly, his eyes dropped to the 

—oor before him, and he —inched. The wellFdressed woman was 

lying face up, vacantly staring into space. A bullet hole sat above 

her leq eyebrow, and a pool of blood surrounded her head. 

What’s going on? Is this really happening? 

Jake stared into the beady green eyes of the Irishman…evil 

incarnate…and  unwillingly  reached  out  to  take  the  murder 

weapon. Its weight rested heavily in his hand. 

He wanted more than anything to shoot his tormentor. It would 

be so easy if he had some control over his body. However, he felt 

little more than a puppet.

A knife blade waved in his face as the threats he had heard many 

times before in his nightmares offended his ears. Jake helplessly 

pointed the gun at the dead woman on the ground and pulled 

the trigger. Aqerward, as the Irishman ordered, he dropped to 

his knees, shut his eyes, and started reciting the Lord’s xrayer, 

something he hadn’t uttered since his mother’s funeral.
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LIVING NIGHTMARE 119

“Our ffiather, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy 

kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. @ive us 

this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive 

those who trespass against us. And lead us not into temptation, but 

deliver us from evil z”

As Jake kneeled, praying on the —oor, he could hear someone 

calling him. The voice seemed to come from the other end of a tunnel, 

but he couldn’t move, and his eyes refused to open. He felt trapped 

inside his mind until a hard slap across the face suddenly brought him 

back to reality. 

Libby was kneeling in front of him, her eyes wide with concern. 

Ranjeet was standing above them, looking agitated. “What’s the 

matter with him?” 

“Sorry, sir. I think he needs his medication. Petective, have you 

taken your insulin today? It’s been a long time since breakfast.”

Jake stared at her in confusion. “Breakfast?”

“You know…being a diabetic and all.”

The charade became apparent, and he gave them an embarrassed 

grin. “Yeah, my insulin. Right.”

With Libby and Ranjeet’s help, Jake staggered to his feet. Once 

upright, the shopkeeper backed off, but Libby noticed Jake was 

struggling and continued to support him.

“Sorry for the inconvenience, sir,” she said. “I’m just going to take 

my partner back to the car. We have some insulin there. Thanks for 

your cooperation.”

Jake’s legs were like jelly. Being forced to lean on Libby was 

embarrassing, but her ability to keep him standing was impressive.

You’re a strong one, Ms. Davis! 

Ranjeet rushed ahead to open the door as the two leq. “Are you 

sure you don’t want me to call an ambulance?”

Libby shook her head. “Ko. Petective Masters will be fine. I’ve 

seen this before. All he needs is a shot of insulin. Sorry about the 

coffee. I’ll have to leave it, I’m afraid. I have my hands full here, as 

you can see.”

“Of course. Pon’t worry about it.” 
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AN INNOCENT HEART120

The pair staggered outside, and Jake couldn’t help but notice the 

shopkeeper’s eflpression of relief that they were out of his store as he 

shut the door behind them. 
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BREACH OF 
CONFIDENTIALITY

O nce outside, Jake felt better with every step he took from 

the store. He rubbed his eyes a few times to ensure the 

hallucination had passed. 

What the hell just happened?

As they headed toward the corner, Libby realized Jake had 

recovered but continued to hold his arm to maintain the charade 

in case Ranjeet was still watching. She leaned over and murmured 

in his ear, “What’s going on with you?”

“I wish I could tell you, but I don’t know myself. It was bizarre. 

I could hardly breathe at first, and then I was stuck inside our 

nightmare, except I was awake. Everything was so real that I felt 

the gun in my hand and even the breath of that evil Irishman.”

“Hmm, I may not have had those visions, but I must admit my 

heart was beating painfully fast when I first walked in. Then I 

saw Ranjeet and became so distracted that my heartbeat became 

normal. I was fine aMer that until you went all weird.”

“Well, I seem to be okay now. I want to go for a walk to clear 

my head. Is that all right with you?”

“Sure. Where to?”

“How about the park across the road?”

“Okay.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART122

Yinutes later, the two walked past the tree where Jake had 

collapsed two days earlier. He shuddered. 

“What’s the matter?”

Jake shook his head and led her to the park bench. AMer both 

had sat  down,  he turned to her and said,  “I  need to tell  you 

something, but I don’t want to worry you.”

“Like what?”

“Well,  this  isn’t  the  first  time  that  something  strange  has 

happened to me, apart from our dreams.”

“Okay.”

“éou remember that day we first met?” 

“Of course.”

“Well, aMer I leM you in the cafF, something freaky happened 

with that napkin you gave me with your number on it.”

“Breaky?”

“éeah. Every time I tried to get rid of it, I couldn’t breathe. Like, 

I truly thought I was going to die. Uut as soon as I punched your 

number into my phone, my breathing returned to normal. …ntil 

today, of course.”

“Bunny you should say that. At the support meeting in the 

church  hall,  I  found  my heart  rate  was  uncomfortably high, 

particularly when I met you. I put it down to nerves or something 

like that. Uut then it happened again back at the cafF just aMer 

you leM. I came good again as soon as I walked outside and started 

heading toward you.”

Suddenly, Libby’s eyes widened. “éou know what I think?”

“What?”

“It’s almost like our organs are — haunted”flLibby’s eyes Nicked 

leM and rightfl“by the ghost of my dad.”

“éeah, well, I didn’t want to say, but I’ve been thinking along the 

same lines since the park incident. That’s crazy, right?”

“qot really. Yy dad spent nearly twenty years on death row. He 

had nothing else to do but replay what had happened in his mind. 

Remember me telling you about cellular memory back in the cafF? 

It wouldn’t surprise me if this memory about the convenience store 
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BREACH OF CONFIDENTIALITY 123

murders embedded itself in every cell of his body. So, here’s another 

thoughtfl” 

Jake’s brows shot up -uizzically. “éeah, what?”

“What if the other organ recipients are experiencing the same 

nightmares?”

“Well, if you asked me six months ago before all this, I would’ve 

recommended they put you in a looney bin.  We have psychics 

who work with the police, but I’ve always considered clairvoyance 

hocusGpocus  mumboGjumbo.  Uut  now,  I  suppose,  anything  is 

possible.”

Suddenly, Jake’s mouth broke into a grin as he realized something. 

“Want to find out?”

“How do you propose we do that?”

Still smiling, Jake reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a folded 

piece of paper, and presented it.

“What’s that?”

“It’s the recipient list of our death row donor. I brought it to show 

you because I knew you couldn’t see it properly on your phone.”

Like an impatient child, Libby snatched the list from Jake’s hand 

and read it. “Oh, my !odD ‘ad donated so much to so many. They 

took the corneas, intestines, kidneys, liver, and pancreas apart from 

the heart and lungs. There would hardly be anything leM of ‘ad by 

the time they finished with him.”

“qo, I guess not.” Jake could sense Libby’s sadness and placed a 

comforting hand on hers. “It was very generous of him to help others. 

I wouldn’t be here if he didn’t.”

A single tear trickled down Libby’s cheek. She -uickly knuckled 

it away, nodded, and smiled at him. “And I’m grateful you’re here. It 

would be so hard dealing with this on my own.” 

Their eyes locked. Jake wanted to kiss her and sensed she felt the 

same, but he knew this wasn’t the right time.

Libby blushed, looked away first, and, appearing slightly Nustered, 

returned her attention to the list. “I noticed they’ve even got addresses 

and contact numbers next to all the names. So, are you proposing that 

we call these people?”
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Jake shook his head. “qo. That would be way too intrusive. Uesides, 

I’ve Nashed my badge once in this investigation, so I must tread 

carefully. I hope Ranjeet forgets my name because I could be in 

serious trouble here if he reports me to the police and my captain 

hears about it.”

“I didn’t think of that. How was that conversation going to go, 

anyway? Something like, 1Hi there, I’m just wondering if you had a 

transplant last year on the 8Cth of qovember. Oh, and by the way, 

have you had any scary dreams lately?’ I remember how well that 

information went down with you.”

“éeah, my thoughts exactly. It might be better to do this as a text 

message and allow them to respond. The only thing is, we would 

probably have to do it on your phone. I need a low profile in this 

investigation for obvious reasons. As a regular citizen, you have a little 

more leeway.”

Libby ran her finger down to the first name on the recipient list. 

“How about we start with Plaudine Yc‘onald, our cornea lady?”

“Okay, let’s go.”

Libby immediately opened her handbag, pulled out her phone, and 

typed in Plaudine’s number. She stared at the blank message screen, 

then her eyes Nicked to Jake. “‘o you have any ideas of how to phrase 

this?”

Jake shrugged. “Just keep it friendly and casual.”

Libby screwed up her mouth and thought for a second. “Right, I’ve 

got itD The perfect message.” She then clicked the microphone on the 

phone’s keyboard and used talkGtoGtext to create it. “Hi there. éou 

don’t know me. I’m reaching out because you had a transplant last 

year on or around the 8Cth of qovember. We had the same donor. To 

celebrate his life, I would love to meet with you. fflease call me back 

if this idea interests you. Uest regards. Libby.” She turned to Jake for 

his approval. “How does that sound?”

“fferfect.”

Libby nodded, -uickly checked the transcribed text, and then 

oQered Jake her phone. “Want to do the honors? It’s ready to go. éou 

only need to hit that send arrow.”
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Jake  nodded and was  about  to  do  so  when concerns  about 

breaching confidentiality Nooded his mind. If this got back to his 

captain, his career would be over. 

Texas legislated to keep ‘.R.‘. information confidential because 

people receiving these organs go through enough trauma. Yost 

wouldn’t  handle knowing they have the organs of  an executed 

death row inmate inside them. Bor that reason, the protocol strictly 

prohibited this information from being disclosed.

The more Jake thought about that, the more he realized this was a 

bad idea. He shook his head. “qo, I’ve changed my mind. It could be 

psychologically damaging, not to mention breaking the law.”

He roughly handed the phone back as if he were holding a weapon. 

However, Libby hadn’t -uite grasped it when he let it go. The phone 

bounced from hand to hand as they both tried to catch it. They failed, 

but Libby stuck her foot out in one last desperate attempt. She winced 

as it bounced oQ her instep onto the ground.

“Oh, darnD” she said and bent to pick it up. AMer a brief examination 

for damage, her eyebrows suddenly shot up. “…hGohD”

“What do you mean, 1uhGoh?’ Is it broken? ‘on’t worry. I’ll buy you 

a new one. It was my fault.”

Libby shook her head. “Yuch worse than that. Something must 

have happened when we dropped it.” She held the phone in front of 

Jake’s face. “Look, the message is now showing up as sent. One of us 

must have accidentally hit the send button when we tried to catch it.”

He grabbed it from her hand, scrolled through the messages, and 

his eyes widened.

No! No, no, no, no! Oh, crap! This can’t be happening! 

Jake thrust it at Libby. “Cuick, unsend it before she reads it.”

The second she snatched back the phone, the 1Shake it  oQ’ 

ringtone sounded, causing them both to jump. Libby stared at the 

incoming call number on the screen, and her eyes widened. “Oh, my 

lordD I think it’s her.”

“The cornea lady?”

A rapid scan of the details on the recipient list confirmed it. “ées,” 

she said. “What do we do? Should we answer it?”
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Jake felt conNicted. On the one hand, this was a disaster waiting to 

happen, but on the other, his curiosity was well and truly pi-ued.

“Oh, screw itD” Ignoring the horrified look on Jake’s face, Libby 

took the call. She put it on speaker. “Hello? It’s Libby ‘avis speaking.”

A bubbly, highGpitched voice greeted her. “Well, hello thereD It’s 

Plaudine Yc‘onald here. I got your text, and it was great to hear from 

you. I’ve been trying to find out who my donor was for months. How 

did you get that information? Also, how did you get mine?”

“I — um — I — er —”

Seeing Libby struggle, Jake felt forced to lean in and speak up. 

“Hello there, ma’am. Apologies for contacting you out of the blue.”

“Who are you?” Plaudine sounded confused. “I thought I was 

talking to Libby.”

“ées, you were, ma’am. Uut I’m here with her. I’m ‘etective 

Yasters with the Houston police, and Ys. ‘avis is — uh — assisting 

me with some investigations regarding your donor. We are calling to 

find out if you’ve been experiencing any strange symptoms since your 

transplant.”

“éou mean symptoms such as horrible dreams?”

Libby jumped back in. “éesD Awful dreams.”

Jake put his finger to his lips, begging her with his eyes to remain 

silent. “Ya’am, is there any possibility that we can come and interview 

you?”

“Oh, lordy, yesD” Plaudine sounded excited. “I’d love itD I’ve been 

going crazy with these dreams over the last few months, and it would 

be great to talk to someone about them.”

“Thank you, ma’am. We have your address listed here in the suburb 

of Independence Heights. Are you still there?”

“ées. Same place for the last fiMeen years.”

“What time could you see us for the interview? We could come 

today if that’s convenient for you?”

“ées, that’s fine. I’m an artist, so I work from home. éou’re welcome 

to come over now if that suits you both.”

“Thanks, ma’am. That’d be great. We’ll be on our way to see you 

shortly. Expect us in about twenty minutes.”
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“I’ll put the kettle on. ‘o you like tea?”

“Tea would be lovely,” Libby said, butting in again.

“See you soon, ma’am.” Jake then ended the call and handed it 

back. “So, it seems your hunch was right. We’re not the only ones 

having these bad dreams. Ready for another road trip?”

Libby nodded.

Jake held out the crook of his arm. “Shall we?”

With a smile, she took it. “We shall.”

The two laughed and walked back to the car.
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T wenty minutes later, Jake and Libby stood outside a quaint 

red brick cottage with a white picket fence, a beautifully 

manicured garden, and a cute postbox replicating the house. It 

looked like something straight out of a children’s picture book. 

As they approached the front gate, two little dogs ran toward 

them, barking madly. One was completely black, and the other was 

black and white. 

“Oh, cute!” Libby seemed delighted.

“Humph!” Jake stared at them with disdain. “Rat dogs, the pair 

of them. I’m not a fan. Give me a real dog any day, like a German 

Shepherd or at least a Labrador, if you prefer cute and cuddly.” 

Libby rolled her eyes.

The front door opened as the two stood on the other side of 

the gate, pondering the best way to get past man’s best friend. A 

petite, curvy woman in her early fi-ies with long, straight red hair 

stepped out. She wore stylish glasses with a pinkyflpurple rim and 

a Dowing, multicolored ka-an.

“Onyx! Indigo! Heel!” The woman extended her hand as she 

opened  the  gate  for  them.  “Metective  ?asters  and  Libby,  I 

presumeC Hi there, I’m Plaudine.” She gestured toward the door. 

“Mo please come in. Oh, wait a minute. Just let me put the dogs 

around the back.” She whistled, and the two dogs obediently 

followed as she led them away. Plaudine returned via the front 

door a minute later and beckoned them inside. 
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As Jake and Libby entered, they noted the eclectic furniture. 

Mespite nothing matching, the selection was aesthetically pleasing. 

“fflease, take a seat.” Plaudine pointed toward the Doral couch, 

and the pair sat. She pushed toward them the tray of tea and biscuits 

perched on the coWee table. “fflease help yourself.” She then sat 

down in a green chair opposite them and leaned forward. “I’m quite 

excited to have you here.” 

Plaudine’s eyes Dicked toward Libby. “So, your text said we share 

the same donor. Bhy would you put such a lie in your message if 

you are only involved in an investigationC I don’t understand.”

jefore Libby could answer, Jake —umped in. As a detective with 

undercover experience, lying came quickly to him. “Sorry for the 

deception, ma’am. Be didn’t want to raise any personal concerns 

with the text. It seemed better to go with a gentle approach, so 

weY”

“I think we should tell her,” Libby butted in.

Jake gently elbowed her in the ribs and turned to her with 

pleading eyes, willing her to shut up, but she ignored him.

Plaudine frowned. “Tell me whatC”

“That we both received organs from your donor. I got the heart, 

and he”YLibby nodded toward JakeY“got the lungs.”

Jake shook his head and sighed. 

Good one, Libby! No chance of remaining professional now!

Plaudine’s eyes were wide with surprise. “Oh! I didn’t expect 

that! I thought the two of you were here because some of our 

donor recipients had been experiencing strange symptoms since 

their transplant. So you’re not a detectiveC”

Jake had to take charge and somehow salvage this situation. 

“Once again, apologies, ma’am, for confusing you.” He produced 

his badge. “ffies, I’m a detective. Be truly are here to investigate 

any symptoms associated with this  donor.  ffiou said you were 

experiencing strange dreams. Bould you care to elaborateC”

Plaudine nodded. “It’s dizcult to talk about this with my friends 

because it’s so out there. I was thinking I was losing my mind.”

“So, what exactly have you been dreamingC” Jake asked.
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“They’re more like nightmares about this robbery where three 

people get killed. It’s —ust awful!”

Libby couldn’t help but nod enthusiastically. 

Jake gave her a look, willing her to calm down, and then returned 

his attention to Plaudine. “fflease go on, ?s. ?cMonald. Pould you 

give us a few more detailsC”

“Okay.  Bell,  there’s  this  Irishman and a  skinny young  man. 

They’ve come into this store to rob the place. Things become out of 

control, and the Irishman shoots three people. And then the worst 

bit happens.” Plaudine’s nose wrinkled with disgust. “That awful 

Irishman makes me shoot this poor woman he’s already killed.” 

Plaudine stared at the pair with a horrified look in her eyes. It was 

clear she was replaying the images in her mind. “I know it sounds 

craFy, and I wish I could get some therapy, but I can’t aWord it since 

the government cut oW my disability benefits thanks to the success of 

my cornea transplants. I’ve also developed an obsession preventing 

me from returning to my profession.”

Jake raised a curious brow. “Bhat kind of obsessionC”

“Bell, before my sight started failing from corneal dystrophy, I was 

a professional portrait artist. However, since the transplant, I only 

want to paint images of the evil men from my dreams. I’ve been pulling 

them from my head onto the canvas, trying to stop these nightmares, 

but it hasn’t worked so far.”

“ffiou mean you have portraits of these menC”

“Oh, yes. Heaps of them. Bould you like me to show youC”

Jake —umped to his feet. “ffies, that would be very helpful. fflease 

lead the way.”

Plaudine stood up. “They’re in my studio out the back. …ollow me.”

They all walked down a long corridor, which ended in a large annex 

with Doorfltoflceiling windows. Through one window, they could see 

the two little dogs. The pair —umped up, paws and noses against the 

glass, tails wagging, clearly wanting to be let inside. Plaudine ignored 

them.

A painting on a nearby easel made them stop in their tracks. 

Libby nudged Jake hard in the ribs, and he nodded. It was a large 
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headshot portrait of the Irishman who haunted their dreams. They 

stood transfixed as the beady, green eyes burned into their souls.

“He’s an evilfllooking S.O.j., isn’t heC” Plaudine pulled a face. “I 

don’t think people will line up to buy this painting. It’s frustrating 

because this strange compulsion to paint him and his skinny little 

friend stops me from relaunching my business for paid portrait work.”

Plaudine walked over to a nearby room and came back with 

another painting. The gangly youth from their dreams stared out at 

them from the canvas. 

“ffiou’re some artist, ma’am,” Jake said.

“Oh, thank you!” Plaudine looked pleased. “I do my best. Anyway, 

I’ve given you all that I’ve got. How about something in returnC I want 

to know more about my donor.”

Libby locked eyes with Jake. It was clear she wanted him to reveal 

more. He knew if he didn’t say something, she probably would. 

“Okay, ma’am, well N I don’t know if I really should tell you this, 

but it seems unfair if I don’t. Our donor is a M.R.M.”

“A M.R.M.C”

“A M.R.M. is what’s known as a death row donor.”

“Oh,  I  remember hearing about  that  on the news when the 

legislation came in. Lord have mercy! Are you telling me I have the 

corneas of a killerC”

Libby could not contain herself. “He’s not a killer! Surely your 

dream showed you that! ffiou’ve seen the truth through his eyes, a-er 

all!”

Plaudine turned to Libby in surprise. “How do you know thatC I 

thought the Irishman might have been my donor. So it’s someone 

elseC”

“ffies. ffiour dreams are through the eyes of our donor. And our 

donor is my father!”

Jake closed his eyes in frustration. He knew bringing Libby along 

for this investigation was a mistake.

Plaudine’s mouth dropped open. “ffiour fatherC Oh, my lord!” 

She turned to Jake. “And youC Have you been experiencing these 

nightmares as wellC”
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“ffies, ma’am. Okay, we’ve established we’re all experiencing these 

dreams. As a detective, I felt it was my duty to reopen this case.”

“So, what I’m seeing is through my donor’s eyesC Bell, that makes 

much more sense, I guess. Silly me. I should’ve realiFed.” Plaudine 

turned, grabbed Libby’s hands, and patted them. “I’m so sorry for 

your loss, Libby, but this is amaFing! ffiour dad is trying to reach out 

to us.”

“I thought you’d be quite shocked.”

Plaudine shook her head. “Ko, not at all. I’ve always believed in 

life a-er death. I used to do tarot card readings years ago before my 

portrait business took oW. So, let’s say the spirit realm is very familiar 

to me. ffiou should let me do a free reading for you sometime.”

“Bell, our goal here, ma’am, is to prove our donor’s innocence,” 

Jake inter—ected.  “I  wish I  could tell  you more about him,  but 

other than revealing that he’s a M.R.M.,  I  feel  I  have breached 

confidentiality quite enough for today.”

Plaudine nodded. “I understand.” She rubbed her hands together 

with excitement. “I can’t believe these dreams have meaning, and 

I’m not going craFy. So what can I do to help youC”

Jake indicated the paintings. “Bell, ma’am, you’re helping us 

enormously right here. Be don’t have the artistic skills to bring these 

visions to life. Kot like you’ve —ust done.”

Plaudine blushed. “Bell, thank you, kind sir.”

“Be want to prove our donor’s innocence and find the actual 

killer.” Jake pointed at the Irishman. “This man.” He then nodded 

toward the portrait of the gangly youth. “And this is his accomplice. 

I’d like to photograph your paintings if that’s okay. Be can then put 

them through the police database and, hopefully, track them down.”

Plaudine put her hands to her mouth. “Oh, wow! Pan my paintings 

do thatC How amaFing!” She stood aside. “fflease take as many photos 

as you like. I have a lot more paintings of them here.” Plaudine ran 

to a nearby room and brought back ten more portraits. There were 

six more of the Irishman and four of the young accomplice.

Jake carefully photographed every single one with his phone, 

closely followed by Libby, who did the same with hers.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



IMAGES OF EVIL 133

Ten minutes later, a-er exchanging pleasantries, the pair took 

their leave. 

“Thank you, ma’am, for your cooperation. ffiou don’t know how 

helpful you’ve been,” Jake said.

“It’s my pleasure. I hope you catch that evil Irishman and his 

accomplice. ffiou must lock them up for what they did, particularly 

that Irishman.”

Shortly a-er, Jake and Libby sat silently in the car, pondering 

what they had learned. It had been a big day. 

…inally, Libby said, “So, what nowC”

“I’ll  send the portraits to jarney to run through our police 

database.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

As soon as Jake had dropped Libby home, he called his friend.

“Bell, hello there, ?av. Have you opened that little present I 

gave you this morningC”

Jake realiFed jarney must have other police ozcers nearby and 

couldn’t speak freely. “ffieah, I’ve opened it, thanks. Kow I —ust 

need another favor.”

“?an, you’re milking this almost dying thing. Bell, I’m at your 

service. Bhat can I do for you nowC”

“I have a few images I’m sending to your phone. I want you to 

run them through the police database.”

“SeriouslyC ffiou know the station monitors all police checks!”

“I wouldn’t ask you to do this if it wasn’t important.”

jarney made a grumbling noise.  “Oh, all  right!  Send them 

through, but if the captain finds out and sacks me, I’ll come over 

to sleep on your couch and live oW your pension, assuming they 

don’t cut you oW for this!”

Jake couldn’t help but laugh. “Meal. How soon can you do itC”
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“Give me half an hour, and I’ll call you back. Oh, I see you’ve sent 

the images through already. I guess you weren’t planning on me saying 

no.”

“Of course not. I know I can always depend on you.”

“?ore like take me for granted, but yeah, okay. Phat to you in half 

an hour.”

“Thanks, jarney.”

Jake headed home, and as he waited for jarney to call back, he 

reread >ingsley’s case details. He found it hard to concentrate as his 

mind dri-ed back to Libby. 

Maybe when all this was over, they could—

His phone rang, interrupting his thoughts. It was jarney. “fflease 

tell me you have some good news.”

“Sorry, but I got nada.”

“Kothing at allC”

“The database produced hits of men with similar characteristics, 

but none matched what you sent me. It’s —ust too hard to narrow down. 

So how old are these images, anywayC”

“About twenty years old.”

“Bell, I’d say that no one has arrested your guys in that time frame, 

so, unfortunately, I think this cold case of yours has to remain cold.”

“That’s disappointing, but thanks anyway, jarn. ffiou did your best. 

Patch ya later.”

Jake Dung his phone down on the couch beside him and sighed 

with frustration. If ever he wanted to utter the fflbomb, it was now. He 

knew Libby was probably expecting him to call with some news, but 

no, he decided. Let her have one more night of hope. 

Bith that thought, he headed oW to bed. An early night was —ust 

what he needed. He would start afresh tomorrow.
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NAME AND SHAME

J ake was dreaming again, but instead of about the convenience 

store, he was inside Anna’s café, where he and Libby had their 

milkshakes the first day they met. 

In front of him was a waitress whose name badge said she was Anna 

but looked very different. Now, she wore a red and white ’50s-style 

outfit and appeared much younger than he remembered. She pointed, 

and he started walking toward the corner booth. It was the same one 

he and Libby had sat in when they were there.

On the way,  he turned his  head.  The gangly youth from his 

nightmares sat at a window table, glaring at him. 

Suddenly, the dream jumped slightly into the future, and Jake 

wandered around, picking up dirty plates. He noticed the youth 

walking out the door.

“Catch ya later, Lucas,” Anna said, waving goodbye.

Jake awoke and sat bolt upright in bed. 

Well, that was different. 

He realized that the accomplice frequented Anna’s café o!en 

enough that she knew him by name. He had a leadW 

Thanks, Mr. Kingsley!

His phone rang as he sat there, recovering from his dream and 

wondering whether to call Libby. Yithout looking, he picked it up 

and answered. “?eahG”

“Yell, hello to you, tooW Yhat a delightful greeting.” 

Immediately recognizing Libby’s voice, Jake blinked rapidly, trying 

to dispel the sleepiness from his eyes. “Sorry, ma’am.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART136

“Could you please stop calling me thatG I’m only twenty-two years 

old, for ‘od’s sake. I’m far too young for anyone to call me Fma’am.’”

“Sorry. Borce of habit.”

“Okay, I understand. I just wanted to call you because I had 

a strange dream about that café we visited a!er the meeting.  I 

discovered the accomplice’s name, and that waitress also seems to 

know him.”

“YowW So you had the same dreamG Yhy am I not surprisedG ?our 

dad is sending us another message, and I may have worked out why.”

“Yhy do you thinkG”

“I got my friend to run the images Claudine gave us through the 

criminal databases, and nothing came up for either. It seems they 

avoided getting arrested in the last twenty years, so there’s little hope 

of identifying them. —ut now we have another way to find them. Ye 

need to make a trip back to Anna’s café.”

“?ou’re reading my mind.”

“How soon can you be readyG”

“‘ive me half an hour.”

“Okay, I’ll pick you up then.”

Borty-five minutes later, a familiar café window loomed up. 

Yalking inside, they were happy to see Anna behind the counter. 

They  suspected  Jonathan  frequented  this  café  and  knew this 

womanEtheir dreams confirmed it. One by one, the puzzle pieces 

were coming together to form a picture.

Anna smiled and waved at them. “Yell, howdy. Nice to see you 

folks again.”

“?ou have an amazing memory,” Jake said.

“I remember all my customers, and it was hard to forget you two, 

especially since you both claimed to have met me before, but I knew 

you hadn’t. I pride myself on never forgetting a face.” 

“Oh, that’s right. ?ou mentioned that when we were last here.” Jake 

casually leaned on the counter. “So, I’m curious. xKactly how far back 
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NAME AND SHAME 137

does this impressive memory for faces goG Could it go back as far as, 

say, twenty yearsG”

The waitress raised an eyebrow. “I’m good, but I’m not sure I’m 

that good. Bor me to recall them a!er twenty years, they’d need to be 

pretty special.”

“Just wondering if you remember Jonathan …ingsleyG”

“Hmm  U  that’s  strange  U  I have  heard  that  name  before 

somewhere, but I can’t seem to put a face to it.”

“Okay. Yell, does this photo jog your memoryG” Jake produced the 

image he had of Jon on his phone.

Anna squinted at the photo. “Oh, my lordW That’s Jon. I never knew 

his full name. He was just Jon to me and used to be a regular customer 

of mine back in the day.”

“So, what do you remember about himG”

“Yell, even though that was a long time ago, I do recall Jon was 

a lovely, polite young man with a smile that would light up a room. 

Qnfortunately, he was down on his luck when I last saw him. The poor 

love had lost his job, so I gave him a free meal.”

“Anything elseG”

“Let me think. I recall Jon having a wife and child. I remember him 

showing me a photo of them in his wallet. Jon used to talk about his 

little girl all the time. He was so eKcited about everything she didEher 

first steps, her first words, and that kind of stuff. He was such a proud 

father. Now, what was the nickname he had for herG” 

Anna frowned as she searched her memory, then her eyes lit up, 

and she snapped her fingers. “‘ot itW He called her Pueenie because 

they gave her the same name as that xnglish queen on the throne back 

then. ?ou know. Elizabeth.”

“I go by Libby these days.” Tears filled Libby’s eyes. 

“Oh, my goodnessW I can’t believe it’s Jon’s little Pueenie all grown 

upW Time goes way too fast. So, how’s your father these daysG”

“If you can remember Jon,” Jake interjected, “can you recall hearing 

about a robbery at the nearby convenience store back thenG”

“Oh my lord, yes. That was Singhe’s, which is just around the 

corner. I don’t read the papers or watch much televisionEnever seem 
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AN INNOCENT HEART138

to have the timeEbut I remember the police visiting and telling me 

about it.” Anna gestured toward a security camera mounted above 

the counter. “All the shops in the area got video surveillance a!er 

that. Roor Danjeet. His son took over the store when he was only 

a kid. I heard they caught the man who did it.”

“No, they didn’tW” Libby said. “The killer set my father up.”

Anna stared at her in confusion. “SorryG”

Jake gave a loud cough and stared hard at Libby, directing her 

with his eyes to stop talking, but she ignored him.

“They arrested my father for the crime. —ut he didn’t do it. He 

was innocent.”

“YaitW I remember now,” Anna said. “The police told me that 

Jonathan …ingsley was the name of the shooter. No wonder that 

name was so familiar.  I  just  didn’t  put  it  together.” Her eyes 

widened in shock and disbelief. “NoW That can’t beW That’s not the 

Jon I remember.”

Libby was suddenly angry. “?ou’re not listening to what I just 

saidW I’m telling you, he didn’t shoot anyone. Ye’re here because 

we’re trying to track down the real killer.”

Jake shook his head and sighed deeply. Talk about laying all 

their cards on the table yet again. This investigation was the most 

unprofessional he had ever conducted. His breakdown at the 

convenience store was awful enough. Then there was the fl.D.fl. 

confidentiality breach with Claudine, and now this. If anyone 

reported him to his captain, he would be toast. She would never 

let him back on the force. It was time to take back control of the 

narrative. 

“Sorry, ma’am, for not eKplaining the situation better. Yhat 

Libby is trying to say is that we’ve reopened the investigation into 

the murders at Singhe’s Supplies.” Jake Mashed his badge. “Ye 

believe there were two other men responsible. Ye suspect one 

or both may have frequented your café that day.” He pulled out 

his phone and Micked through his photo gallery. He found what 

he was seeking and offered it to Anna. “This picture is of one of 

those men. Yould you mind looking at itG”
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NAME AND SHAME 139

Anna nodded and took the phone. “Certainly. Anything to help 

Jon.”

Jake could see Libby was about to speak, and he knew she 

would reveal to the waitress that the state had already eKecuted 

Jon for the crime, but that would only waste more time. He quelled 

her with a stern look.

The first image displayed was of the Irishman. 

Anna screwed up her nose. “I can’t say this one’s familiar. I’m 

sure I’d remember that face if he ever came into my café.”

Jake took back his phone, found an image of Lucas, and held it 

up to show Anna. “Okay. Yell, how about this oneG” 

Tilting her head to one side, she nodded. “?es, I know him. 

That’s Lucas. He’s one of my regulars. He looks a little different. 

Daybe younger, but definitely him.” Her eyes became huge again. 

“Oh, my goodnessW Are you saying he was the murdererG That 

would be hard to believe. He’s always struck me as skittish.”

“No, not the killer, but the accomplice. Yould you know his 

surnameG” 

“I’m  good  at  first  names  and  faces  but  not  so  great  at 

remembering  surnames,  but  hang  on  a  minute.  I  might  have 

something for you.” Anna ducked behind the counter and popped 

up, holding a battered-looking electronic tablet. “I’m positive 

Lucas signed up for my loyalty program.”

As Anna hit the power button on the tablet and waited for it to 

start up, she continued chatting. “Lucas was a bit of a momma’s 

boy. He was always short on cash and could never seem to hold 

down a job, so he lived with his mother until she diedEsuch a 

lovely lady who thought the sun shone out of him. The two used 

to have lunch here regularly until she became sick. Lucas told me 

he inherited her house when she passed.” 

Anna returned her gaze to the tablet. “Let me search.” A few 

clicks later,  she gave a triumphant smile.  “Here he is.  Lucky 

for you, I’ve only got one Lucas in the programELucas floyle.” 

She turned the tablet around and presented the detailsEname, 

address, and number. 
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AN INNOCENT HEART140

Jake took a photo with his phone. “Thank you, ma’am. ?ou’ve been 

a tremendous help.” 

“I must admit, I thought Lucas had some drug problems. He 

seemed to get skinnier and skinnier over the years and always had 

a strung-out look. I suspected he was on heroin or some such drug. 

Reople do all kinds of evil things for money when addicted.”

“?eah, they do, unfortunately. Yell, we’ll be going now. Thanks 

again, ma’am.”

Once they had returned to the car, Jake commanded his phone to 

show him the way to Lucas floyle’s address. ‘oogle Daps popped up, 

giving directions. 

That’s only two blocks from here. How convenient. 

“So, what nowG” Libby asked.

“Yell, since we’re in the neighborhood, we could head to floyle’s 

place, hoping to catch him at home. —ut perhaps I should leave you 

here at the café.” 

“Are you kiddingG There’s no way you’re leaving me behind. I’m 

coming with you.”

Boy, this girl is stubborn!

“Oh, all right. ?ou can come. —ut this time, you must stay in the car. 

OkayG”

“No problem. flealW”

Yith a nod of agreement, Jake started the engine and headed off.
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SPECIAL DELIVERY

F ive minutes later, the pair drove past Lucas Doyle’s home. The 

house had a mint green clapboard exterior, its frontage spoiled 

by the overgrown garden and the pile of used auto parts decorating 

the middle of the front lawn. In the driveway sat an old white Ford 

pickup. Jake wished he had easy access to the police database to 

confirm Lucas was the owner and, therefore, still lived there—only 

one way to find out. 

He parked the car a few houses away to avoid the risk of Lucas 

taking down his number plate and to keep Libby at a safe distance. 

“Okay, stay here!” Jake jumped out of the car. 

Libby saluted. “Yes, sir, Detective Masters, sir!” 

“I mean it!” 

“Okay, don’t have a cow! Understood!” 

Satisfied, Jake went to the boot and pulled out a cardboard box. 

He kept it there to organize his groceries affer shopping, but it would 

serve another purpose today. He planned to catch Lucas o? guard and 

hoped it would work.

Jake strode to the front door, acting more confident than he felt. 

He mentally steeled himself to prepare for anything and hoped Lucas 

was unarmed. 

Such a typical dumb Maverick move! Oh well, here goes! 

He knocked loudly, and while waiting, he noticed someone peek 

through the blinds of the front window.

“HelloA” Jake called out, holding up the cardboard box. “I have a 

delivery for a Lucas Doyle.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART142

C familiar male voice responded. “I don’t remember ordering 

anything. Just leave it out front and fuck o?. Thanks!”

Charming!

“Yes, sir. Nertainly, sir.” Jake placed the box far away from the 

door and pretended to walk away. Instead, he stepped to the side, hid 

behind a nearby bush, and waited.

The front door cracked open a minute later. C man’s head with 

long, stringy blond hair popped out and looked around to ensure Jake 

had gone. He then walked out to retrieve the box. 

qow was his chance! Cs soon as the man bent down, Jake sprang 

from the bush, lurched forward, and ran at him. 

The man cried with fright and dropped the empty box. He ran back 

into the house and tried to slam the door shut. C fluick thrust of Jake’s 

foot in the doorjamb thwarted the plan.

The man panicked and tried to run for it, realizing he couldn’t keep 

him out. Jake chased him up the hallway and tackled him. The man 

fell facedown to the ground. Still trying to get away, his arms Pailed 

everywhere, and he rolled over onto his back but fluickly found his 

shoulders pinned to the Poor. 

Gale blue, very recognizable eyes, wide with fright, locked with 

Jake’s. Clthough the man was twenty years older than the one in his 

dreams, there was no mistaking that this was Lucas Doyle. 

“Wet the fuck o? me, man! ffihat do you wantA I told Joey he’d get 

his money next week. There’s no need to get heavy.”

Jake pulled the scared man to his feet and threw him into a nearby 

chair. It seemed Lucas had money issues and thought that this Joey 

person, probably some loan shark or drug dealer he owed money to, 

had sent a thug around to rough him up. 

Jake planned to reveal he was a police oBcer but realized he could 

use this mistaken identity to his advantage. 

Time to bluff.

“Joey’s not happy, Lucas. He wants his money, or some kneecaps 

will get broken. Do you feel meA”

Lucas nodded, his eyes wide with fear. “I’ll get Joey his money. I 

promise. C couple more jobs will do it, and I’ll have the cash.”
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SPECIAL DELIVERY 143

“Joey’s not a patient man.” Jake put a threatening fist up to Lucas’s 

face. He then stood up with his hand to his chin, pretending to 

contemplate something. “…ut there might be a way that I can buy you 

a bit more time.”

“Yeah, man, yeah! Cnything you want. ffihat can I do for youA”

“ffie’re looking for your Irish friend.” Jake pulled up the image of 

the Irishman on his phone and displayed it to Lucas. “ffie know you 

hang around with him.”

Lucas frowned as he stared hard at the image. “Man, where did you 

get thatA Is that a painting or one of those arty appsA It must be fuckin’ 

old because Sean looks nothing like that anymore.”

Jake fought hard to suppress a smile, as Lucas had unwittingly given 

him enough essential information to take a calculated risk. He folded 

his arms and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I’m aware of that. Sean looked like 

this when he murdered those people at Singhe’s Supplies with you as 

his accomplice. Cbout twenty years ago now, wasn’t itA”

“How could you know thatA” Lucas asked, his eyes bugging out. 

“Sean swore me to secrecy, and I’ve fuckin’ told no one. ffihy would 

he tell youA”

Jackpot! 

In a conspiratorial manner, Jake tapped the side of his nose. “I have 

my ways. Cnyway, Joey knows Sean’s good with guns and threatening 

people. He wants to have a little chat with your Irish friend about it. 

ffie might have a job for him.”

“Yeah, okay, man, okay. So, what do you want from meA”

“I want you to tell me where we can find him.”

Lucas’s eyes started darting everywhere, and his brow furrowed 

with worry. “Oh, man, I wouldn’t know. I < uh < haven’t seen him for 

a while now, so < uh <”

Jake knew he was lying. He learned from years of police training 

how to spot all the signs. He grabbed Lucas by his collar and pulled 

his face close to his. “Don’t lie to me, Doyle. Do you want me to come 

back with JoeyA You can imagine how that will go.”

“qo! There’s no need to do that. Okay, okay. I used to catch up with 

Sean for a beer at Molly’s—you know, that Irish pub down on Main.”
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“Yeah, I’m familiar with the place. Cnd when is Sean likely to be 

thereA”

“ffiell, they have a happy hour every Friday night. During those 

years we hung out together, he never missed it.”

“Okay, Doyle. Thanks for the info. Cnd there’s just one other 

thing”—Jake pulled Lucas  in  even closer so  they were nose to 

nose—“This discussion is strictly confidential. I better not hear about 

you telling Sean we’re looking for him. If I do, you can expect another 

visit where I’ll break some things, and I’m not talking about household 

items. Wot itA”

Lucas nodded emphatically. “Wot it, man. ffie’re cool. Seriously, I 

won’t tell him.”

“You’d better not!” 

Cnd with that, Jake released Lucas and strode out of the house, 

feeling very pleased with himself. He fluickly jumped in the car with 

Libby and drove away. 

“So, how did it goA” she asked. 

“Much better than expected. I got some info on the Irishman.”

“SeriouslyA”

“Yep. The Irishman’s name is Sean, and he hangs out at Molly’s 

Irish Gub on Main every Friday night. So I guess that’s where I’ll be 

this Friday.”

“Cnd me!”

“Oh, no way! You know how dangerous this man is and what he’s 

capable of. You’re not coming along, and that’s final.”

“Oh, reallyA ffiell, let’s see you try to stop me!”
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BEER BAIT

F riday night had arrived, and Jake was arguing with Libby at 

Molly’s entrance. 

The pub’s name was everywhere—in green neon with a shamrock 

underneath on the two windows on either side of the door, green 

writing on a white background on the hanging walkway sign, and gold 

curly writing above the entrance. It was also on the glass of the two 

swinging entry doors, in case you were still wondering if you had the 

right place. 

Raucous laughter and the roar of chatter from those inside filtered 

out onto the street. A few patrons sat at the outside tables, watching 

them with amused interest.

“I said no, Libby!”

 Libby folded her arms, refusing to budge. “Don’t tell me what to 

do! I told you I was coming along. This is a public place, so you can’t 

stop me from going in!”

“I’ve told you why I don’t want you here.” Jake could feel his 

frustration rising. “Stop being so difficult!”

A female voice with a broad Irish accent broke into their argument. 

“Excuse me, there, folks. Would you both be kind enough to move it 

along, please? You two fighting out the front of our pub is no good for 

business.”

The pair turned to find a young woman with pale, freckled skin 

and shoulder-length, wavy red hair, dressed in a dark green top with 

Molly’s logo and a long black skirt. She stood there, holding empty 

pint glasses, and although the smile was polite, Jake could tell she 
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AN INNOCENT HEART146

was forcing it. The last thing he wanted was for her to ban them 

from entering the pub for the night. 

“Very sorry, ma’am. We’ll take it down the street.” Jake reached 

out and grabbed Libby by the arm. 

“Let me go! How dare you!” She angrily slapped his hand as he 

dragged her away. 

As soon as they turned the corner, Jake released her. “I’m 

sorry, but I don’t want you in there. The Irishman is dangerous, 

and I can’t, with good conscience, take you into a potentially 

life-threatening situation.”

 “Stop treating me like some porcelain doll! My life’s been in 

danger before. I’ve had a heart transplant, remember!”

“It’s not the same thing, and you know it.”

With her hands on her hips,  Libby glared at  him, refusing 

to move. “We go in together, or I’ll  go alone. It’s your choice, 

detective.”

“Damn you, woman. I’ll  bet there are mules out there less 

stubborn than you!” 

“You’d better believe it!”

Jake sighed in defeat. “Oh, all right! We’ll go in together. But 

you stay close to me, okay?”

“Fine!”

Jake gestured for Libby to lead the way, and together, they 

walked back to the pub.

One of the older men sitting outside drinking smiled at them. 

“So, you’re back. Is everything okay?”

“Just a silly lover’s spat. You know women.” Jake gave the man 

a wink. “We’re all good now.”

Not appreciating the blatant male chauvinism, Libby frowned 

and elbowed him hard in the ribs, causing Jake to flinch. Even 

though he was playing a part, Jake realized he deserved that. He 

gave the man a friendly nod to end the interaction, and they 

walked inside. 

The pub’s décor presented a warm, old-world feel—dark wood 

everywhere, including wooden stools and tables. 
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BEER BAIT 147

Jake tapped Libby on her shoulder and pointed to an empty table 

for two in the corner. “Let’s sit over there while we scope the place 

out,” he said. 

“What?”

The pub noise made it hard to be heard, so he raised his voice and 

continued pointing. “Over there. Let’s sit over there.”

Jake dragged the stool out from under the table and gallantly 

gestured toward it when they arrived. However, Libby ignored the 

offering, chose the one on the opposite side, slid it out, and sat down.

 So much for trying to be a gentleman.

Jake plopped himself down on the stool he’d just pulled out. “Look, 

I’m sorry, Libby. I’m not trying to be difficult here. I’m a police 

detective, so I’m more used to dealing with shady sorts like this. All 

I’m doing is looking out for you.”

“I  appreciate  that,  but  I’m not  a child.  I  can make my own 

decisions.”

“Duly noted. Let’s start again. We could be in for a long night, so 

how about we try to make it a bit more pleasant? Okay?”

“Agreed.” Libby assessed the pub’s clientele. “Hardly any women 

in here.”

“Yeah, the ladies turn up later to these places. Most don’t care 

about the happy hour, as the men usually buy their drinks. That’s 

probably yet another reason I shouldn’t have brought you here. You’re 

drawing too much attention. A pretty young lady like you stands out.” 

Libby fluttered her lashes at him in a deliberately over-the-top, 

flirtatious manner. “So you think I’m ‘pretty,’ detective?”

Jake rolled his eyes. “Focus, woman. We’re here on a mission. But 

first things first. What’ll you have?”

“Sorry?”

“We’re in an Irish pub. If we’re not drinking, it’ll look suspicious. 

So I repeat, what would you like to drink?”

“I’m not fussed. Surprise me.”

“You okay with beer?”

“Yeah, fine.”

“Okay, well, you stay here. I mean it. Don’t move.”
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Libby stared off into space, pretending not to be listening.

God, this girl is frustrating! If only she weren’t so darn cute. 

The young woman who had told them off earlier was bartending. 

“Hello again, sir. I hope you sorted everything out with your lady 

friend. What can I get you?”

“Some beer, I guess. What do you have on offer?”

“Well, we have a lot of excellent beers to choose from.” She rattled 

them off. “Apart from our famous Irish Guinness, we have Murphy’s 

Irish Stout, O’Hara’s Irish Wheat, Smithwick’s Irish Ale, and Kilkenny 

Irish Cream, just to name a few.”

“So, what do you recommend?”

“If you can’t decide, we have a happy hour special for the Guinness. 

I’m a Guinness girl myself. You really can’t be going wrong there.”

“Okay. Sounds good. Well, a couple of those then, thanks.” 

“Be right with you, sir.”

When Jake finally returned to their table with the drinks, he was 

annoyed to discover that Libby wasn’t there. He had told her to stay 

put. 

Where is she? 

He scanned the pub and almost thought she had leq when a crowd 

of young men blocking his view parted, and he spotted her. She was 

talking to a man with long gray hair and a beard seated at a table near 

the far end of the bar. Although nothing like the man in his dreams, 

as soon as Jake set eyes on him, his lungs constricted severely, and he 

started hyperventilating, making him realize it was Sean. 

Libby laughed and carried on, and then, to Jake’s horror, she 

casually reached out and pushed the hair off the side of Sean’s face as 

if it was the most natural thing to do in the world. 

For the love of God! What is she thinking? 

He slammed the beers down on the nearest table and angrily 

started striding toward them. 

Libby noticed and cautioned him to stop with wide eyes and a 

slight headshake. 

Jake halted in his tracks, grinding his teeth. It took everything in his 

power to resist the urge to go there and grab Sean by the throat. The 
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thought of Libby being anywhere near that evil man made his skin 

crawl, but he knew he needed to trust her judgment. Besides, he was 

only a few feet away and could rescue her if need be.

He watched the pair converse for a couple more minutes until 

Libby said goodbye to Sean. She then walked back to him with a smug 

smile on her face. 

Grabbing her by the arm, Jake furiously s…uired her away from 

Sean’s sight. “What the hell do you think you were doing?” 

“I found him—the bastard who set up my dad.”

“I know! How could you tell?”

Her eyes flicked in Sean’s direction. “While I was waiting for you, 

he walked right by me, and out of nowhere, my heart started racing 

so fast it was painful. It started racing even more when I looked up 

at him, and although he looked so different from our dreams, I could 

feel it was him. But I had to get a closer look.”

“Dammit, you should have waited for me! The man’s a murderer, 

for God’s sake.”

“Oh, come on! What can he do? We’re in a public place. He doesn’t 

know me. As far as he’s concerned, I’m just some girl flirting with him.”

“Yeah, I noticed the flirting, all right. And the playing with the hair. 

How could you bear to touch the bastard, knowing what he’s done? 

What’s up with that?”

“Well, he’s aged a lot, and now he has that beard and the long hair, 

but I knew there was one thing that wouldn’t have changed U”

“Like what?”

“That ugly tattoo on his neck—the shamrock, with the skull. That 

would have to be the same. Pnless he had it removed, of course. I had 

to move his hair to check.”

Jake’s eyes were wide. This girl had the makings of a detective, 

aBer all. “And?”

“To be sure, to be sure,” Libby said the well-known Irish phrase in 

an Irish accent with a coy smile. “It was right there on his neck.”

“Hate to say it because I’m still so pissed at you, but well done. I 

knew it was the Irishman because I could barely breathe when I set 

my eyes on him.”
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“Glad I came along now?”

Jake shrugged. “I suppose. You did a good job. And now, you 

need to go home.”

“What? No! Why?”

“Because I’m going to call Barney to help me arrest him, and I 

want you safe and far from here when that happens. I don’t know 

what Sean’s likely to do when cornered. He may have a weapon.” 

Jake rested his hand on top of Libby’s. “Clease. If I’m worried about 

you, I can’t do my job properly because U”

“Because?”

Embarrassed, he dropped his eyes. “Because I like you, okay—a 

lot. The thought of you potentially getting hurt in any way tears me 

apart. So, please, do this for me.”

Myriad emotions crossed Libby’s face. Finally, she agreed. “Oh, 

all right.” 

“Thank you.” Jake was relieved she saw sense. 

He  …uickly  escorted  her  out  of  the  building  to  her  car. 

Fortunately, she had parked near the pub’s door, so Sean had no 

chance of exiting Molly’s without being seen.

Once Libby was inside her car, she started it and rolled down 

the window. “Cromise you’ll text me, at least, with an update.”

“Yes, I will, as soon as I can. Now, get going. I need to call Barney 

for some backup. The Irishman could leave anytime, and I can’t let 

him escape.”

As soon as Libby drove away, Jake rang Barney. 

On the fourth ring, he answered. “Hey, Mav. What’s up?”

“Are you working?”

“Yeah. For now. I’m just finishing up for the day. Why?”

“Because I need you to help me arrest someone.”

“Always the cop. What’s going down?”

“I don’t have the time right now to explain. Do you trust me?”

“Always, buddy.”

“Did you bring civvies into work today?”

“You should know me. I always have some in the car.”
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BEER BAIT 151

“Great! Get them on and get down to Molly’s on Main! How 

soon can you get here?”

“You’ll need to give me at least ten minutes.” 

“Okay. Text me when you’re here. We’ll go with the dealer angle 

and the ‘meet-me-out-front’ trick. I’m going back into Molly’s. I’ll 

get the man outside either by tricking him or, failing that, arresting 

him. Whatever happens, I need you to be ready to help me with the 

arrest. Keep your eyes on the front door of the pub. You’ll know 

the play when we come out.” 

“Yeah, yeah, no problem. Dealer angle. Got it! See you soon.”

Jake hung up and set his phone to vibrate to feel the text come 

in. He was ready to go.

He walked back inside the pub and over to the table where he 

had dumped his and Libby’s Guinness. Miraculously, no one had 

grabbed them for themselves, and the bar staff hadn’t taken them 

away. To allow time for Barney to prepare, he sat down and sipped 

his beer while his eyes remained locked on Sean. 

A few minutes later, Jake grabbed the two glasses and, feigning 

the stagger of a drunk man, meandered over to the table where 

Sean was sitting. He flopped down on the stool beside him and 

crashed the Guinness onto the table. Some spilled out, and a few 

drops splattered on Sean’s leg.

“Watch it, boyo!” The Irishman angrily swiped the beer from 

his black jeans with his hand. “Don’t be sloshing yer fookin’ beer 

on me!” 

As soon as those mean green eyes locked on him, it felt surreal 

to be physically in the presence of the evil man who had haunted 

his dreams for months. Jake’s lungs contracted painfully, but he 

fought through it and gave Sean a drunken smile. “I see she blew 

you off as well.” 

“Who be that?”

“That pretty girl I saw you with earlier. I bought her a drink, and 

she disappeared. I’m guessing Guinness wasn’t her thing. Women!”

Sean nodded. “Fookin’ bitches be bitches. They’re just here for 

free drinks, for sure. I know their angle. They never fool me.”
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“Well, I have an extra beer if you want it. I hate drinking alone.” 

Jake pushed a beer glass toward Sean.

The Irishman eyed it suspiciously. “Why don’t ye drink it yerself?”

“What, you think I’ve spiked it or something to have my wicked 

way with you?” Jake picked up the beer and sipped it. He placed it back 

on the table and pushed it toward Sean again. “See, there’s nothing 

wrong with it. I feel close to the edge and won’t find my way home if 

I have both.”

Sean shrugged and nodded. “Well, if ye insist. Who am I to knock 

back a free drink?”

“Exactly.” Jake extended his hand. “Frankie fiutler, at your service.” 

The latter was a favorite pseudonym when incognito. His father’s 

name was Frank, and his mother’s maiden name was Butler.

“Sean Nolan’s the name. Drinking beer’s ma game.”

As soon as their hands touched, Jake suppressed a shudder as the 

breath seemed to leave his body. Regardless, he had the bastard. The 

stupid Irishman even gave him his full name. 

A vibration in his pocket alerted him to Barney’s arrival as they sat 

side by side, drinking their Guinness. It was now or never—get Sean 

out of this bar or create a scene with a public arrest. He preferred to 

go the former route rather than the latter, if possible.

He pulled his phone from his pocket and read the text. It was 

perfect—just what he ordered. He deliberately read it out loud in front 

of Sean. “I’m here. Meet me out front.”

Sean raised a curious brow. “Who’s here?”

Jake leaned his head toward Sean in a drunken, conspiratorial way. 

“Can you keep a secret?”

“Maybe. What secret?”

“My dealer’s  out  front.”  He  then  put  up  a  finger  and  used 

talk-to-text to create his message. “I’ll be with you in a minute.” With 

a wink at Sean, he added, “Mind if I bring a friend?” 

It’s not the first time they have tricked a subject out into the open 

this way. Hopefully, Barney remembered the correct reply.

A return text came promptly. Again, Jake read it out for Sean. “Sure, 

if you think you can trust him.” 
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Well done, fiarney.

The Irishman appeared intrigued. “What ye be setting up there, 

boyo?”

Jake leaned in close again. “Just the best blow ever! It gives you 

a high you’ll never forget.” 

He flicked open his wallet and displayed what looked like a wad 

of cash. It was only a one-hundred-dollar note sitting on a stack of 

one-dollar bills. Jake had pre-prepared the ruse at home in case 

he needed it. He had applied this trick in many sting operations 

and figured if an offer of cocaine didn’t tempt Sean outside, an 

opportunity to rob someone might. It seemed to work, as the 

Irishman’s eyes widened as they locked onto it immediately. 

“I came into a major win at a poker game tonight and feel 

generous.” Jake gestured expansively. “Come with me if you want 

to score some white stuff for free. Snort it tonight, or take it away 

for later. I don’t give a crap. Just want to share the love.”

“Free, ye say?” The Irishman grinned and stood up. “Now, how 

can I refuse such a generous offer?”

“Well, I frickin’ wouldn’t. It’s some good stuff.”

Jake  put  his  arm  over  Sean’s  shoulders  as  they stood  up, 

pretending  he  felt  too drunk to  stand unassisted.  They then 

staggered out of the pub together.

Out front, leaning against the wall near the corner, wearing a 

black shirt and jeans, was Barney. 

Good boy!

“There’s my dealer. Let’s take this around the corner. We don’t 

want anyone from the pub to hear us,” Jake said. 

“Yeah, yeah, boyo. That’s fookin’ understandable.”

It’s like shooting %sh in a barrel.

Jake staggered along with Sean and Barney.

Immediately upon turning the corner, the Irishman noticed the 

police car. “Hang on! What the fook?”

Jake dropped, pivoted, and, in one smooth movement, grabbed 

Sean’s right arm, then twisted it behind his back. With a smile, 
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Barney walked over and produced handcuffs from his pocket. They 

synchronized perfectly, having done this many times before.

Sean soon found his hands together behind his back in cuffs, with 

Jake reading him his rights. 

“Sean Nolan, I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murder of 

Ranjeet Singhe, Gladys Chillips, and Daniel Bell at Singhe’s Supplies 

convenience store. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you 

say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the 

right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be 

appointed to you U”

The Irishman’s small eyes became enormous with shock as Jake 

finished reading his rights. Barney also looked very surprised but went 

with it. Their shared history meant they trusted each other implicitly.

As they escorted him to the police car, Sean resisted and protested. 

“Ye got the wrong fookin’ man! Let me go, ye fookers!”

Ignoring the Irishman’s tirade, Barney opened the back door, and 

Jake pushed him inside. Five minutes later, they were standing outside 

of the Houston Colice Station. 

Now they had the Irish bastard, and it was time for the hard part.
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IRISH TEMPER

S ean Nolan had an unpleasant end to an otherwise enjoyable 

evening. One minute, there he was, downing a pint at his favorite 

Irish pub, and the next, he was being arrested and hauled down to the 

police station. 

Ye wouldn’t read about it! 

To  say  he  was  unhappy  about  this  turn  of  events  was  an 

understatement.

“I told ye, I don’t know what the fook yer talking about.” Sean 

glared belligerently at Jake and Barney, who stood before him. “I know 

fook all about a convenience store robbery, and as far as murdering 

three people? How can ye be accusing me of such a thing? I be a kind 

man who wouldn’t hurt a fookin’ fly.” 

Jake smashed his fist on the table, causing Sean to jump. “Admit it! 

You did it! We have evidence.”

“Oh, do ye now, boyo? So, what kind of evidence would that be? 

Because from where I’m sitting, ye got nothing on me.” Sean held his 

gaze without blinking until Jake turned away. The Irishman smirked. 

He could outstare anyone when he set his mind to it. 

Sean could see Barney was uncomfortable, so he worked on him. 

“Are ye on board with all this, lad? I can see by yer face that yer not. 

Who be the one in charge? I want to see yer supervisor because ye 

have nothing to hold me here.”

The two cops  turned their backs.  “Are  you sure  you’ve  got 

something on him?” Barney asked, just loud enough to be audible. 

“We’ve just taken him in without an arrest warrant.”

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



AN INNOCENT HEART156

“Probable cause!” Jake locked eyes with his partner and nodded 

toward the interrogation exit. 

Barney understood, and the two stepped out of the room. 

Fierce whispering ensued, sounding a lot like an argument. Sean 

couldn’t understand what they were saying, but he felt confident 

he had them worried. 

There’s no way either of them had any evidence against him. 

How could  they know what  he had done?  Suddenly,  a  name 

jumped into his mind. 

Doyle! That fookin’ little bastard! He’s the only one who could 

have ratted me out. Dammit! I should have dealt with that loose 

end years ago! If they ever let me go, I’ll—

Before Sean could ponder the subject further, the door banged 

open. 

Jake folded his arms. “I think a night in lockup might make you 

realize it’s in your best interests to confess to what you’ve done.”

“You’re holding me on what grounds?”

“As I told you—on suspicion of murdering three people.”

The two cops exchanged a tacit agreement and pulled Sean out 

of the chair. They led him through the door and down the hallway. 

He deliberately dragged his feet, causing Jake to give him a firm 

shove in the small of his back. The Irishman wasn’t happy about 

being pushed around, but there was little he could do about it, 

being handcuffed. 

“Easy does it, boyo! No need to get so physical.”

“Stop stalling and keep walking!” Jake said.

“I am walking! I’m not a young man, so I can’t walk as fast as 

you. Give me a break. What be yer name, boyo? Yer supposed to 

identify yourself when I ask. I know ma rights.”

“Detective Jake Masters,” Jake responded, giving him another 

firm push in the back. 

“So not Frankie Butler, then? I didn’t think so.” Sean turned his 

head toward Barney. “So, what’s yer name?”

Barney raised a supercilious eyebrow. “Detective Cotter. Now, 

just shut up and keep walking.”

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



IRISH TEMPER 157

Before long, they arrived at a holding cell. Barney unlocked it. Jake 

then uncuffed Sean and shoved him inside.

He spun around to face them immediately and angrily rubbed 

his sore wrists. “I demand an attorney! Ye offered me one when ye 

arrested me. So where is he, then? I’ll be mentioning that to yer 

supervisor first thing when I see him.”

Barney shook his head. “No public defenders were available 

tonight, so we must hold you until morning unless you know an 

attorney we could call. If you do, tell us now.”

“Do I be looking like a man who can afford to have an attorney on 

tap? Ye bastards can provide me with one on yer dime since yer so 

keen to keep me here.”

“I’ll organize a public defender to see you first thing tomorrow,” 

Barney said.

“Yes, ye fookin’ well will.”

Sean  noted  the  looks  exchanged  between  the  two  officers, 

and Barney appeared unhappy about the situation. The cell door 

slammed, and Sean ran to it, putting his face against the bars to watch 

them walk away. 

As soon as they were gone, he turned around to inspect the tiny 

jail cell. The walls were light cream. In the leR corner sat a single bed 

with a sheet, blanket, and pillow stacked on a gray mattress, and on 

the right was a stainless steel toilet with a hand basin above. 

Fook ye, coppers! 

Sean angrily swiped the linen onto the floor and plopped himself 

on the bare mattress. -ealizing he wanted the pillow aRer all, he 

rescued it from the floor and secured it behind his head upon lying 

down. 

For the next few hours, Sean lay there staring at the ceiling, 

plotting revenge against everyone involved in this process. He got very 

creative until finally falling into an uneasy sleep.

Early the following morning, a loud voice broke the silence of the 

prison cell. “Breakfast!”

Sean rubbed his tired eyes and sat up. He found that someone had 

pushed a food tray through the slot at the bottom of the cell door. He 
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was starving and keen to see what was on offer, but his nose wrinkled 

with disgust upon inspecting the contents.

Fookin’ porridge! Fookin’ mushy, awful stuff!

Angrily, he snatched up the bowl and flung it at the wall as hard 

as he could, cracking the plastic and splattering the gooey contents 

everywhere before it fell to the floor. Sean smirked with satisfaction 

at the mess he made.

An hour later, Barney and a young female officer stared at him 

through the cell door bars. Barney, noticing the porridgeLstained wall 

and overturned bowl, rolled his eyes, shook his head, and frowned at 

Sean. “Stand up, Nolan, and put your face against the back wall.”

Grumbling to himself, the Irishman stood up and complied. He 

heard the cell door slam open, then felt himself being grabbed and 

handcuffed. The two officers spun him around, and with a firm hold 

on each side, they escorted him back to the interrogation room. 

When they arrived, Barney dragged a chair out from under the 

table, led Sean to it, and placed an authoritative hand on his shoulder, 

pushing down to force him to sit. “Wait here.”

“‘ike I have a fookin’ choice, mate!”

A few minutes later, the door opened. A blond woman dressed in 

a blue suit stepped into the room. “Sean Nolan?” 

“That be me, beautiful. What can I be doing for ye, ma darlin’?”

The woman frowned and flattened down her jacket with her 

hands. “My name’s Captain Bennett. It’s come to my attention that 

two of my officers arrested you last night, and I don’t believe there’s 

been enough probable cause to hold you.” Bennett turned to Barney. 

“Officer, uncuff this man.”

‘ooking none too happy, Barney complied with her order, then 

stepped back and hung his head. 

“Oo, I love a powerful woman who knows how to take charge.” 

Sean rubbed his wrists and treated the captain to a salacious wink. 

He received an icy stare in response. “Now this woman knows what’s 

what. What she said is precisely what I was fookin’ saying last night.” 

Bennett seemed unimpressed with the Irishman’s attempts to 

flatter her. “The station apologizes for any inconvenience this has 
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IRISH TEMPER 159

caused you. If you wish to file a formal complaint regarding the 

officers involved, please go to our website to fill one out online, or 

you can get a paper copy from our front desk.” She turned to Barney 

again. “Please escort the gentleman out, Cotter. And then I’d like you 

to call Masters and tell him to get him in here. We need to discuss this 

matter further.”

“Yes, ma’am. -ight away, ma’am.” He then grabbed Sean’s arm, 

helping him to his feet.

“Get yer fookin’ hands off me.” The Irishman snatched his arm 

away with a snarl.

“Apologies, sir.” Barney gestured toward the door. “Walk with me, 

please.”

“Oh, it’s ‘please’ and qsir’ now, is it? We were pretty short on the 

word qplease’ last night when yer good self and yer young mate were 

manhandling me.” 

As Sean walked out the door, he turned to Bennett. “And ye can be 

sure I’ll be putting in that complaint. Ye need to put a leash on these 

officers of yers.”

Minutes later, Sean and Barney stepped outside into the sunshine. 

The Irishman s>uinted in annoyance, wishing he had some sunglasses.

“You’re free to go, sir.” Barney pointed down the street. “It’s only a 

short walk back to the pub unless you prefer me to give you a liR.”

“Oh, that would be just fookin’ lovely. Another ride in yer pretty 

cop car. Well, ye can shove that grand offer right up yer fookin’ arse 

with a red hot poker.”

Barney’s eyebrows shot up at the verbal assault, but the Irishman 

knew he could do nothing about it. No witnesses. 

My fookin’ word against yers, copper! 

“Well, toodleLoo, Constable Plod. I’ll be off now.” ‘oudly muttering 

about the Houston Police Department’s incompetence, Sean turned 

and headed down the street. 

My Baby better be okay, or someone’s gonna pay! 

Baby was a classic HarleyLDavidson won in a poker game three 

years ago. The Irishman >uickly fell in love with her and the whole 

biker vibe. He even ditched his short hair and cleanLshaven face to 
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AN INNOCENT HEART160

adopt the retro biker persona of long hair and a beard. He found the 

updated look attracted the ladies and saved a fortune on hairdressing.

Sean was relieved to discover that Baby was fine. No one had 

messed with her as he feared. With a smile, he unlocked his helmet, 

shoved it on his head, then jumped on Baby and started her motor. 

Within seconds, she was purring like a kitten. That sound never got 

old. 

The smile turned into a massive grin as he gave her a few loud revs, 

alerting everyone in the neighborhood that Baby was ready to roll. 

The Irishman’s eyes then narrowed. He knew who was likely 

responsible for his uncomfortable night in the holding cell, and 

something needed to be done about it. 

Time to pay Doyle a little visit. It’s well overdue, and I have no 

more time to waste.
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RAT TRAP

T wenty minutes later, Sean was standing in front of Lucas’s 

house. He didn’t want to alert anyone about his arrival, so he 

parked his Harley a block away and walked. Baby may be beautiful, 

but she made a grand and noisy entrance. 

Sean had taken great pains to keep tabs on Lucas’s whereabouts. 

For years aMer the murders, he ensured they met weekly for beers 

at -olly’s. He liked to remind his accomplice how important it was 

to keep his mouth shut. However, as time passed, these catchWups 

became further and further apart. zhen Baby came into his life, 

they eventually stopped altogether as Sean embraced his new biker 

persona, and it wasn’t a good look to associate with the likes of 

Lucas. He realifled that becoming too comfortable trusting the 

young man would never talk was a big mistake. zell, that was about 

to change.

Sean stepped up to the front door and knocked hard. His keen 

hearing detected movement from the inside as boots walked across 

wooden Ioorboards. He noted that someone peeked through the 

blinds, but the door didn’t open. The man may be a Iake, but he 

wasn’t stupid.

Fookin’ little shit!

Then, something occurred to Sean. He remembered Lucas kept a 

spare front door key under a Iowerpot around the side of the house. 

qn the early years aMer the murders, the qrishman gave Lucas a liM 

to and from -olly’s for their regular Friday night catchWup before the 

young man bought himself a car. zhen dropping Lucas home, Sean 
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AN INNOCENT HEART162

noticed that Lucas fre“uently forgot his house key and would fetch 

the spare. 

ffzell, q guess ma old mate isn’t home. zhat a shame. q’ll be o” 

now,A Sean said out loud as he walked away. 

!Mer waiting a few minutes, he doubled back to the side of the 

house. The cracked old Iowerpot sat there in the same place. ! “uick 

Iip on the side revealed that the key was still under it. 

Old habits die hard. 

Sean returned to the front  door.  !s “uietly as  he could,  he 

unlocked it and turned the handle. !s the door opened, it gave a loud 

creak. He grimaced and cocked his head to one side. There seemed 

to be the sound of pots and pans, which told him that Lucas was now 

in the kitchen.

Can’t wait to see Doyle’s face. Bet the little shit soils himself. 

Sean found him standing in front of the stove. ffzell, hello there, 

Lucas, ma old mate. Long time no see.A

Lucas turned in shock, almost knocking the frying pan o” the 

stovetop. He caught it, placed it on the kitchen bench, and turned o” 

the burner. There was terror in his eyes, but somehow, he forced a 

smile. ffSean? Fuck, what a surprise. How did you get infiA

The qrishman held up the front door key and smirked. ffzith this, 

boyo. q can’t believe you still keep this out the front under that pot. q 

knocked on the front door, but ye didn’t answer, and q was about to 

head o”. But then q remembered the key and xgured q would wait for 

ye to come home. But here ye are.A

Lucas’s eyes darted everywhere, and Sean realifled he was scoping 

the eYits. There was nowhere for him to go. He had him cornered.

ffSorry. q didn’t hear you knocking. Oou must have caught me in the 

middle of washing up.A He gestured toward the dishes in the sink. ffqt 

gets noisy. Oou understand.A

ffNf course, boyo, of course. Oe would never deliberately ignore yer 

old mate. Jot aMer all we’ve been through together.A

ffJo, q would never disrespect you like that.A

ffNf course, ye wouldn’t, boyo.A Sean sat himself down at the 

kitchen table. ffBut we need to have a wee chat.A
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RAT TRAP 163

Lucas became even more s“uirrely. ff!bout whatfiA

ffHas anyone been asking “uestions about mefiA

The color drained from the younger man’s already pale face, and 

he looked so terrixed he couldn’t speak.

Time for a less threatening tactic.

ffLook, lad, ye been doing me a favor. So, it’s all right. ‘ust tell me.A

Lucas continued to look uncertain but answered, ffNkay, well, 

yeah. This dude came around a few days ago asking aMer you.A

ffNh, well, did he nowfi So, tell me, what did this …dude’ look likefiA

Lucas frowned as he recalled. ffHe was a tall young guy with light 

brown hair. He was the type that chicks would drool over.A

Sounds like that cop, Masters!

ff!nd what would ye be telling this young manfiA

ffq didn’t tell him anything about the you-know-what, q promise 

you. But he seemed to know all about it. So, q xgured you told him.A

ffJow then, boyo. zhat did he seem to knowfiA

ffOou know,A Lucas lowered his head and mumbled, ffabout the 

convenience store jA

ff!bout the what nowfiA Sean had heard but wanted to torture 

Lucas a little. 

ffHe knew you shot those people. Oou must have told him.A

ffq did no such thing, boyo.A

Lucas looked confused. ffBut you must have said something to 

someone. He seemed to know all about it.A

ffNkay. qnteresting. !nd what did ye do thenfiA

ffzell, he seemed to know you and said you were handy with a 

gun. He asked me where you hang out because he wanted to chat 

with you. He said something about having a Dob for you. So q j er j 

q told him.A

ffSo ye told him.A

ffzell, yeah. Sorry. q didn’t think the guy meant you any harm.A 

ffRidn’t mean me any harm,A Sean repeated dully. 

Stupid boy! 

qt was time for a “uick change of subDect. The qrishman nodded 

toward the frying pan. ffq see ye had some bacon and eggs going there. 

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY
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Jow, that’s what q call a proper breakfast. How about ye cook up 

some of that for mefiA

ffSure. Jo problem. q can do that. Oou can have these if you like.A 

ffJah. q prefer my eggs scrambled. Oou can have those. ‘ust cook 

some more the way q like them. There’s a good lad.A

Lucas nodded. He poured the cooked bacon and eggs onto a 

plate. He then headed to the refrigerator to get some more. 

!s soon as the younger man opened the door and bent down to 

get what he needed, Sean “uickly pulled up the leg of his Deans, 

revealing —eaper, his trusty knife retrieved earlier from Baby’s 

storage compartment, attached to his boot. Sean pulled —eaper 

from the sheath and moved it to the inside pocket of his coat. 

Smirking, he leaned back in his chair.

Soon, the new batch of bacon and eggs was crackling away on 

the stovetop.

ffThat smells good, boyo. Let’s sit down so we can enDoy a nice 

breakfast together. ze can chew the fat. qt’s been too long.A

-inutes later, the men had bacon and eggs in front of them. 

They tucked in.

zhen they xnished, Sean sat back in his chair, patting his full 

belly. ffNh, boyo, that’s the best bacon and eggs q’ve had for a long 

time.A

ffThanks. -om used to cook them for me.A

ffSo, what’s the story with yer mafi q remember ye telling she was 

sick the last time we spoke. qs she still with usfiA 

Lucas shook his head. ffLung cancer took her a few months ago. 

q think it was due to all those years of smokingGsuch a nasty habit. 

!nyway, q inherited the house when she died. q don’t eYactly have 

the woman’s touchGcertainly not with the garden. -om used to 

love gardening until she got sick. qt’s not “uite the same without 

her here. q miss her even though she used to drive me crafly.A

Sean reached forward and patted Lucas on his hand. ff!h, boyo. 

That’s the sad thing about parents, ay. Oer gonna lose ’em someday, 

Pod willing. -uch sadder when a parent loses a child.A

ffOeah, q suppose so.A 
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RAT TRAP 165

ffzell, she certainly taught you how to cook. That breakfast was 

a tribute to yer dear old ma.A

ffThank you.A

ffOe know what would go down well right nowfiA

ffzhatfiA

ffq need a bit of the hair of the dog.A

ffThe hair of the dogfiA

ffq need a beer, boyo. Ro ye have some in the fridgefiA

ffq think so.A

ffzell, would ye be a kind lad and get me onefiA

ffNkay.A 

!s Lucas turned around to walk to the refrigerator, Sean “uietly 

stood, pulled —eaper from his coat pocket, crept up, and grabbed 

him from behind. !s the qrishman dragged the blade across the 

younger man’s throat, he put his mouth close to his ear. ffSo, ye 

miss yer ma, ye rat bastard. zell, ye’ll be seeing her soon enough.A 

There was no chance to scream.

Nnce released, Lucas turned around, eyes wide with horror. He 

clutched his bleeding throat with one hand, and with the other, 

he desperately reached out and grabbed Sean by his leM arm as 

he collapsed against him. Jails dug in, tearing Iesh, and the pair 

engaged in a horror dance, nose to nose, as Lucas grimly clutched 

on and Sean tried to escape his grasp. 

ffLet go of me, ye fooker?A The qrishman still had —eaper in his 

right hand, so he stabbed Lucas multiple times to force him to 

release the death grip. 

!Mer what felt like an eternity but, in reality, would have been 

a few seconds, Lucas submitted, his knees giving way, and he sank 

to the Ioor, leaving a blood trail down Sean’s body and scratching 

his arm as he went.

ffNh,  for  fook’s  sake?A  The  qrishman  glared  down  at  his 

bloodWsoaked coat, shirt, and Deans as he kicked free his legs from the 

dying man’s grasp. ffLook at the fookin’ mess ye made of me. This visit 

was supposed to be a “uick one. But out of the kindness of ma heart, q 
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wanted to let ye have a nice last meal and a chat. !nd look what ye’ve 

gone and done, ye little gobshite. Oe fooked it all up.A

Sean stared with dispassionate eyes as Lucas drew his last breath. 

ffJow q’m truly sorry, boyo. Oer not a bad lad, and we shared some 

good times. q’ll cherish that. But this is what ye get for being a dirty 

little rat bastard.A He gave Lucas a heMy last kick for good measure. 

ffLet this be a lesson to ye, boyo. Jo one, q repeat, no one crosses Sean 

Jolan.A

He wiped —eaper’s blade on the side of his bloodstained Deans and 

returned it to the sheath attached to his boot. ffJow, q can’t leave your 

fookin’ house and get on my Baby looking like this. Oou don’t mind if 

q use your facilitiesfiA He cocked a hand to his ear, pretending to be 

waiting for a response. ! manic grin followed. ffJo, q didn’t think so.A

zhistling, Sean headed to the laundry, stripped naked, and put 

his bloodWsoaked clothes in the washing machine. He inspected the 

brand of the laundry powder and grimaced.

Cheap, nasty, fookin’ stuff! You were always such a tight arse, 

Doyle. 

He put the clothes through the washing cycle.

zhile in the laundry, Sean found a bottle of bleach and a rag and 

took them to the kitchen. He grabbed the dishwashing gloves neYt 

to the sink, and while still whistling cheerfully, he carefully started 

cleaning all the surfaces he had touchedGcups, plates, utensils, 

chairs, table, and all doorknobs. 

Finally, he came to Lucas. Sean pushed him over onto his back to 

ensure he was dead and found his victim’s eyes and mouth xYed wide 

open with horror. 

Yep! Most definitely fooked. 

Sean tipped bleach all over the front of the body, then rolled it face 

down and poured more on the back. 

zhen xnished, the naked qrishman stood back and inspected his 

work. The bleach should have destroyed his RJ! on the body and 

anywhere near it in the kitchen. However, he couldn’t be sure and 

decided the most intelligent move was to burn the entire house down 

before he leM. 
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But xrst, it was time to get clean. Sean headed into the bathroom. 

He took a long, hot shower, ensuring he had removed every speck 

of blood.

!Merward, with a towel wrapped around his hips, he strolled from 

the bathroom to the laundry and saw that the washing machine had 

xnished its spin cycle. Jow, it was time to put his clothes in the 

dryer. 

The load was small and completed in thirty minutes. Sean pulled 

out the clothes. ‘ust as he xnished doing up his Deans, there was a 

loud rapping on the front door.

ffNpen up, Royle? q can see your car in the driveway. q know you’re 

here,A a male voice yelled.

Oh, for fook’s sake! Who the fook is that?

The qrishman “uickly pulled on his  boots,  ensuring —eaper 

remained attached. He grabbed the wet towel from the Ioor and 

pushed it to the bottom of the laundry basket under a pile of dirty 

clothes. He then peeked around the corner of the door. Suddenly, a 

face appeared at the side kitchen window. qt was ‘ake.

Not that cop again! 

Sean “uickly pulled his head back into the laundry. The cop 

would have seen Lucas on the Ioor for sure. 

Fook! Should’ve moved that fookin’ body out of sight!

Suddenly, he heard broken glass. 

Fook! The copper’s seen the body and is breaking in! Fook! Fook! 

fook! 

The laundry had an eYit door to the backyard. Sean waited until 

‘ake started climbing in, then headed for the door as “uietly as 

possible. !s he slowly opened it, a noisy creak assaulted his ears, and 

he frofle, holding his breath. —unning feet were now coming for him.

Fook! 

There was no point being “uiet now. Sean Iung the door open, 

slammed it shut as he leM, sprinted toward the back fence, and was 

about to Dump over it when the words, all criminals dread, rent the 

air. 

ffEolice? Ron’t move?A
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Sean turned his head and saw ‘ake standing on the laundry step. 

Their eyes locked. 

Fook! He’s seen me, and he knows who I am. Who is this fookin’ 

cop? 

!ccording to Lucas, ‘ake -asters somehow knew Sean was the 

convenience store murderer. !nd now, he could pin another murder 

on him. He needed to xnd out more about this copper.

‘ake didn’t appear to be holding a gun, so Sean ignored him and 

Dumped the back fence. qt would be easy to lose the cop if he gave 

chase. éver since he was a teen, the qrishman had heavily been into 

Earkour. qt was a handy skill for breaking into houses and getting away. 

qt was the main reason the cops never caught him. 

éven though he was in his early xMies, he still practiced the art and 

was xtter than most men half his ageGfar from the feeble old man act 

he pulled at the police station. !Mer Dumping multiple fences in and 

out of several backyards, he emerged two streets away and angrily 

strode back to Baby. This cop was a big problem he needed to xY. 

Sean pulled on his helmet and then rode Baby down the road to 

observe the Royle residence from a distance. He noticed the cop 

sitting on the front veranda’s steps, and a young woman was beside 

him. Something was very familiar about her, and then it hit him. qt was 

the girl who chatted him up at the bar last night. She must have been 

working with the cop.

—ealifling he needed to be careful to ensure the pair didn’t spot 

him, Sean noticed a nearby set of units. He rolled his bike down the 

driveway and used the visitor parking at the back. He returned to the 

road and hid in a nearby bush to observe the scene. 

zhen the police xnally arrived, his instincts screamed at him to 

run to Baby and ride away, but he resisted the selfWpreservation Iight 

urge, needing to learn more about that cop. He continued watching 

until ‘ake and the girl returned to a -ustang. 

Sean  decided  he  needed  to  eliminate  themGthat  cop,  in 

particular. qt wouldn’t do to have a witness on the loose. He ran down 

the driveway, Dumped on Baby, and arrived Dust as the -ustang pulled 

away. 
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The qrishman tailed them discretely, as far back as he could 

without losing them, until the police station loomed up. The pair 

parked out front and walked inside.

Oh, fook!

Sitting and waiting for them outside on Baby would be very 

conspicuous. Sean noticed a cafV was across the road. 

Perfect. 

He parked Baby down a side street, returned to the cafV, walked 

inside, and found a booth. 

! young waitress who looked barely out of high school approached 

him. ffzhat can q get you, sirfiA

Sean picked up the menu. ffq’ll have the endless cup of co”ee and a 

piece of that custard cream pie, ma darlin’, that q spotted in yer display 

cabinet on the way in.A He then pointed at the TC screen in the corner. 

ff!lso, could ye be a love and put it on the sports channelfi q might be 

here a while if that’s okay. q’m waiting for someone.A

The young waitress nodded. ffKertainly, sir. Stay as long as you 

want. ze’re not busy right now.A She pulled a remote from her pocket, 

pointed it at the screen, and put it on FoY Sports.

Five hours and countless co”ees later, the cop and the girl xnally 

walked out and headed to the -ustang.

About fookin’ time!

Sean threw some money on the counter. ffffieep the change,A he 

called as he ran out the door back to Baby. Before long, he was tailing 

the -ustang again. qt was now rush hour, so the traBc was slow, 

making blending in and keeping a couple of cars between them a lot 

easier. 

He followed them to a house on Khapman Street. He watched ‘ake 

park the car, and they both went inside. 

Sean glanced down at his boot. 

Reaper, ma good mate, I think we need to pay this pretty pair a 

late-night visit. We’ve got some more loose ends we need to tie off.
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GRUESOME DISCOVERY

E arlier that day, Jake and Barney sat in Captain Bennett’s office 

with their heads hung low as she berated them.

“Do you realize how many protocols you broke in the last few 

days?”

Both men remained silent, faces grim. They felt like two naughty 

school kids called into the principal’s office.

She  pointed  an  accusatory finger  at  Barney.  “As  the  senior 

detective, you should know better. D.R.D. privacy protocols are in 

place for a reason. I should suspend you.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m very sorry, ma’am.”

Jake jumped in. “Don’t blame Barney. It’s my fault. I lied to him.”

“Care to elaborate?” 

“I told him I wanted to research our state’s last execution during 

my time off because I was bored. He brought me the info I asked for 

to help me out. Detective Cotter wasn’t aware that Kingsley was my 

donor. He didn’t even read the information. He just gathered it and 

gave it to me.”

“Just like that?”

“Yep, just like that.”

“And the arrest of Sean Nolan?”

“Once again, it’s all me. I asked for help to arrest a suspected felon. 

I took advantage of our friendship.” Jake turned to Barney. “Sorry.”

With a grim-faced nod, Barney silently accepted the apology. 

Bennett groaned. “So, Masters, you want to take full responsibility 

for this breach of protocol. Am I to understand you correctly?”
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“Yes, ma’am.”

With a sigh, she turned to Barney. “You’re dismissed. But don’t 

think this is over, Cotter. We’ll discuss this kind of information 

sharing and arrest protocols in the future. Now get out.”

“Yes, ma’am. Once again, I’m very sorry.” Barney courteously 

nodded to the captain and exchanged worried glances with his 

friend before walking out and shutting the door.

Bennett returned her attention to Jake. “What’s going on with 

you, Masters? You’ve been through a lot, and I’ve always suspected 

much more psychological damage than you’ve led me to believe 

concerning your organ transplant.

“I’m sure it’s not ideal to discover that you have a killer’s lungs 

inside your body. However, that gives you no right to drag a citizen 

off the street without probable cause or an arrest warrant. And all 

this while you’re supposed to be on mental health leave.”

The captain raised her palms in exasperation. “With so many 

protocols broken, Sean Nolan has grounds to sue our department. 

So what makes you think that this man is a killer?”

Telling his angry captain the truth right now would not go 

down well. “I … ah … wanted to learn more about my donor. I 

read Kingsley filed countless appeals, protesting his innocence 

and saying that the convenience store murders were the work of 

some masked robbers.

“I also noticed that the court-appointed attorney assigned to 

his defense worked pro bono for Kingsley the whole time right 

up until his execution, so it would appear she believed in his 

innocence. 

“Anyway, I wanted to look further into the case. While retracing 

the steps of my donor on the day of the murders, I came upon 

information leading me to Nolan and—”

Bennett put up her hand. “I’m going to stop you right there, 

Masters. What we need here is a little thing called evidence. Got 

some?”

“Well, I talked to his accomplice. He told me about Nolan and 

where to find him.”
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AN INNOCENT HEART172

“His accomplice? Well, why didn’t you bring this man in to testify? I 

assume you understand that without producing the witness, what you 

are telling me is all hearsay.”

Jake frowned as he tried to come up with a suitable response. 

It would appear to be a rookie error. However, Jake knew he had 

tricked Lucas into confessing, and the accomplice would clam up the 

second he realized Jake was a cop, bringing them back to square one, 

regardless. But he couldn’t reveal that to Captain Bennett because she 

would demand to know who told him about Sean in the first place, 

and he wasn’t ready to go there yet. 

Unable to think of anything to say that wasn’t an outright lie, Jake 

shrugged and hung his head.

The captain sighed. “Well, Masters, a!er this, I’m afraid I will have 

to put your reinstatement into the police force under some serious 

reconsideration while I get your mental health assessed. This current 

obsession with your donor has caused me some grave concern.” 

She waved a dismissive hand. “That will do, for now. I expect you 

to make an appointment with Helen for counseling before you leave. 

Now, get out.”

With a curt nod, Jake stood up, spun on his heels, and walked out 

the door. 

It had been a day where nothing was going the way Jake wanted. The 

plan was to organize a public defender for Nolan so that they could 

continue the interrogation. Jake was gulping down his morning coffee 

when Barney called, telling him to come to the station immediately 

because the captain wanted to speak to him.

By this stage, she had already ordered Barney to let Nolan go. Jake 

rushed to get dressed and drove to Molly’s as fast as possible, hoping 

to catch him, but the Irishman had already gone. 

It was then off to the station to sit outside the captain’s office. 

Barney, who sat alongside him, told Jake he had confessed to the 

captain about sharing Jonathan Kingsley’s D.R.D. file to explain the 
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motivation behind Nolan’s arrest. Barney figured they were in enough 

trouble already that it was best to come from him before someone 

else reported them. All they could do was wait for her to make the 

time to see them—which was the worst bit, as they both knew what 

was coming and just wanted it over.

As Jake jumped in his car, contemplating his next move, his phone 

beeped, breaking into his thoughts. He grabbed it and saw there was 

a message from Libby. 

Morning!   Pu tatw tnw yPrmdrdre rdsdnucwl ?;-

Jake sighed deeply. He wasn’t looking forward to giving her the bad 

news. “Hey, Google, video call Libby.” 

Within seconds, her face popped up on the screen. “Hey there, 

detective. I got your text telling me you had him, and I’ve been dying 

to hear from you with another update. A!er all the excitement, I don’t 

think I slept a wink last night.” She self-consciously adjusted her hair. 

“I must look a sight.”

“You look pretty beautiful to me.” Jake then suppressed a groan. 

Why did he say that? Too many years of practice at being a schmoozer 

with the ladies.

Regardless, Libby seemed pleased. “I haven’t even brushed my hair 

yet. But that’s sweet of you to say. Anyway, what’s happening with the 

Irishman?”

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but my captain cut Nolan loose 

this morning.”

“Nofl You’ve got to be kiddingfl So what now?”

“Well, my captain’s pretty pissed at me, and I guess I’ll have to risk 

making her even more upset.”

“What’s the plan?”

“I want to trick Doyle into confessing again, but I’ll record the 

conversation this time. He’s the only other witness to the crime. 

Without him, we don’t have a case.”
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“Isn’t it illegal to record someone without them knowing?” 

“Nup. That’s the beauty of Texan law—it’s a one-party consent 

state. Barney and I have taken down a few nasty perps that way. I 

should have thought about doing it the first time. But I rushed in 

there—adrenaline overload, brain disengaged. It was a typical dumb 

Maverick move.” 

“Maverick?”

“Barney’s nickname for me because I do things my way and take 

risks.” 

“Your Barney sounds like a good friend. Is he going to help you?”

“I know he would, but I won’t ask him. I risked his career enough 

on this, so I’ll have to Fy solo. It shouldn’t be a problem. Lucas is a 

skinny and scared little dude. I’ve taken him down once and can do it 

again.”

“Well, detective, it sounds like you need some backup. I’m here to 

assist.”

Jake gave a cynical laugh.

“I’m serious. At the very least, I want to ride along like the last time 

we went there.”

“And I suppose if I say no, you’ll turn up there, anyway?”

“You’ve got it.”

“Oh, all right. I’ll pick you up in half an hour. Be ready.”

9orty minutes later, the pair sat in the Mustang a few doors from Lucas 

Doyle’s house. They saw the old 9ord pickup was still out front in the 

drive-by, so it appeared he was home. 

Before Jake jumped out of his car, he turned to Libby. “You know 

the drill. You stay in the car. If you see or hear anything that sounds 

like trouble, you call 1PP straight away. Got it?”

“Yes, detective. I’ve got it.”

Within a minute, he was at the front door, his covert recording 

device ready to go, knocking loudly and yelling, “Open up, Doylefl I 

can see your car in the driveway. I know you’re here.”

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



GRUESOME DISCOVERY 175

There was silence, and no one was peeking through the window 

blinds this time. It appeared that Lucas was playing hardball today, 

and Jake would need to break in. 

It is probably best from the side to avoid the risk of a concerned 

citizen reporting it.

None of the side windows had blinds. Jake put his face up against 

the glass and stared into the kitchen. He thought he saw something 

move but became distracted by a body lying face down on the Foor. 

It looked like Lucas.

Speed was essential and might mean the difference between life 

and death. A landscape rock ended up shattering the glass in the 

window. Carefully putting his hand through, he Fipped the latch, 

pushed up the frame, and climbed inside. 

Before having time to check on Lucas, a creaking noise alerted him 

that someone was still in the house. Jake ran to the laundry and arrived 

just as the back door slammed shut. He opened it and stood back in 

case the assailant was waiting on the other side with a weapon. As he 

peered through the open door, he saw a man running away. 

Jake strode outside onto the back step. “‘olicefl Don’t movefl” he 

yelled as the man was about to jump the back fence. 

The man brieFy turned his head, and their eyes locked. 

Nolan! 

Ignoring him, the Irishman jumped the fence and was gone.

As much as Jake wanted to give chase, Lucas had to be his priority 

right now. The man might still be alive. 

He ran back into the kitchen and squatted at the body on the Foor. 

Bleach fumes invaded his nostrils. Turning the body over revealed the 

sliced throat and multiple stab wounds. Blank eyes stared at him, and 

the mouth was wide open in a contorted death grimace. 

Poor bastard! 

He pulled  his  phone  from his  pocket  to  call  it  in  when  an 

unexpected scream caused him to jump. Jake turned and saw Libby 

standing on the other side of the broken window. Her eyes were wide 

with horror.

Damn! Forgot about her. 
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“Libby, please try to remain calm. The person responsible for this 

has gone. I’m just about to call 1PP.”

“Don’t bother. I’ve already made the call. The operator’s still on 

the line and waiting for an update.”

She held out her phone to Jake through the window. He strode 

over and took it, and a!er giving over his badge number, the crime 

details, and the address, he hung up and handed it back.

Libby looked stricken. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, I’m afraid so.”

Libby started climbing in the kitchen window to join him, but Jake 

put his hands out to stop her from proceeding. 

“No, Libby, nofl There’s broken glass, and this kitchen’s a crime 

scene. I’ve contaminated the evidence enough. You need to keep the 

fuck outfl”

“Well, excuse mefl Languagefl”

Mortified, Jake bit his lip. Duress had caused the f-bomb to slip 

out of his mouth once again, and worse, it was in front of a lady. 

Mom would turn in her grave. 

“I’m sorry, Libby. Thanks for calling 1PP, but it would’ve been 

better if you’d stayed in the car, as I told you. You didn’t need to see 

this.”

“I know what you ordered, but I heard the broken glass and was 

worried. Then I heard you yell, 'police, don’t movefl’ and got even 

more worried. I imagined you hurt, and I couldn’t get that image out 

of my mind.” With tears in her eyes, Libby shrugged helplessly. “I can’t 

help caring about you.”

Jake couldn’t have felt more of a heel. “I care about you, too, and 

I feel bad that all this will scar your mind. I’m so sorry, Libby.”

He climbed out the window and pulled her to him. She melted into 

his arms, and it felt like they were one as she buried her face in his 

chest. Jake’s mind returned to the first time they did this in the park. 

Why does hugging this girl always seem right, even when the 

situation is wrong?

When they released each other, the pair returned to the front 

veranda to sit and wait for the police to arrive. 
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Jake noticed Libby was shaking horribly from the shock, so he 

wrapped an arm around her shoulders and held her hand for moral 

support. 

I should never have allowed her to talk me into bringing her 

along. Too late now. 

Before long, sirens filled the air. An ambulance was first on the 

scene, immediately followed by the police. Barney was amongst 

them. 

Jake squeezed Libby’s hand. “I’ve got to go deal with this, 

okay?”

Libby, still trembling a bit, nodded. “I understand.”

Jake dropped his arm from her shoulders and stood. Barney 

walked over to him, his eyes wide. “What the hell are you doing 

here, Mav? The captain’s going to have a hissy fitfl”

“She shouldn’t have cut Nolan loose.” Jake gestured toward the 

house. “In the kitchen, you’ll find the body of a man called Lucas 

Doyle, Nolan’s accomplice. The Irishman killed him for what he 

knows.”

“How can you be so sure Nolan is responsible?” 

“I saw the bastard running away from the scene. It’s unlikely to 

have been anyone else.”

As they spoke, the older of the two paramedics in attendance 

headed into the house to confirm Doyle was deceased while the 

other, a tall, handsome young man, approached Libby, wrapped 

her in a blanket, put a comforting arm around her shoulders, and 

led her to the back of the ambulance. 

Jake felt an unexpected stab of jealousy but checked himself. 

He’s just doing his job, you idiot! 

Barney turned his eyes in the same direction and thumbed 

toward Libby. “Who’s the babe? Doyle’s girlfriend?”

Jake shook his head. “Her name’s Libby. SheDs been helping me 

with my investigation. She has Kingsley’s heart, and she’s also his 

daughter.”

“Wowfl Seriously? That’s messed up.”

Jake nodded.
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“I know you’ve been in enough trouble today, Mav, but you know 

we’ll need a statement from you and Libby.”

“Yes, of course.”

Barney indicated the nearby police car. “Do you guys need a li! to 

the station?”

“Nup. My car’s here.”

“I’ll tell the captain you’re on the way. I wouldn’t want to be in your 

shoes.”

Jake couldn’t resist smirking. “Your feet wouldn’t fit, anyway. See 

you back there.”

As soon as Barney le!, Jake saw that the young paramedic still had 

his arm around Libby as they sat together on the back ambulance step. 

Rather than checking her vitals, he appeared to be trying to engage 

her with a huge smile displaying his way-too-perfect teeth. 

Step off, buddy!

With a frown, Jake walked over to them. “Thanks, but I’ll take care 

of Ms. Davis from here.” 

The paramedic seemed annoyed. “And who are you?”

Jake pulled out his badge and thrust it into the young man’s face, 

stopping short of whacking him on the nose. “I’m the detective 

investigating this matter. Ms. Davis needs to come with me.”

The young man frowned at the aggressive move but reluctantly let 

Libby go. 

Understandable. She is one stunning young woman. 

Once back inside the Mustang, Jake put his hand on Libby’s. “I 

know this has been a shocking day, and you will probably want to go 

on home, but we need to head to the station and make a report. Are 

you up for it?”

“Sounds like I have little choice. Okay, detective. Let’s get this over 

with, then.”

As Jake drove them back to the station, he sighed deeply, knowing 

what was coming, and was not looking forward to it. 

The captain is going to be pissed! 
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CONVINCING THE CAPTAIN

J ake and Libby, along with Barney, sat in the captain’s office 

several hours later. 

Bennett looked exasperated. “Masters, what part of off duty 

don’t you understand?”

“I told you Nolan was dangerous!” Jake said as he glared at her. 

“You shouldn’t have let him go without speaking to me first.”

“Oh, not this again. Are you trying to tell me that Nolan killed 

this man?”

“Yes. Exactly. I saw Nolan running away from the crime scene, 

so it’s unlikely to be anyone else. He must have gone straight there 

aCer you released him.”

“You understand I had to follow protocol, Masters. Dotter told 

me Nolan was sitting in a bar having a drink and minding his own 

business until you both lured him outside. He wasn’t committing 

any crime. You can’t drag him into our station, interrogate him, 

and lock him up without probable cause or an arrest warrant.”

“You know I had probable cause. —oyle saidT”

Uhe captain put up her hand. “—o I need to repeat myself? ffntil 

you bring a witness in to testify, it’s all hearsay! Dotter told me you 

didn’t have any other evidence. Uo top it oK, they solved this crime 

twenty years ago. Uhe attending police officers found Singsley at 

the scene with the murder weapon in his hand. It seemed pretty 

cut and dried.” Uhe captain gestured toward Libby. “Wo, who’s this 

young lady? zhat does she have to do with all this?”
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“My name’s Eli‘abeth —avis, ma’am. My surname used to be 

Singsley, and, with due respect, this case is far from Rcut and dried.’”

“Singsley?” Bennett frowned, and she turned to Jake. “Is this young 

woman related to the —.j.—.?”

“Yes, she’s his daughter.”

“How did you two meet up?”

“jemember that support meeting you and Helen made me attend? 

zell, we met there.”

“And?”

“I did some sharing, we got chatting, and we reali‘ed we had some 

things in common, and erT” Jake hesitated. It would probably end his 

career if he told the captain about his dreams. 

Libby had no such concern. Whe qumped in, and her words came 

out in a rush. “Like the day that we received our organs from my father. 

ze had dreams about the convenience store robbery and knew my 

father was innocent. ze saw who killed those people. It was Wean 

Nolan.”

Uhe captain blinked rapidly with eyebrows raised as she took it 

all in. “—reams? And are you telling me you also have an organ from 

Singsley inside you? —id I hear that right?”

Libby nodded. “Yes. I have —ad’s heart. If you had read his records 

properly, you’d know that. You people killed my poor father for a 

crime he didn’t commit. He only volunteered to become a death row 

donor because my mom told him I was dying from cardiomyopathy 

and needed a heart transplant.” 

Uears formed in Libby’s eyes, and Jake automatically put his arm 

around her shoulders without thinking. He hated seeing her upset. 

God, this girl is making me so.w

“Ma’am,  without  going  into  too  much  detail,  there’s  been 

some bi‘arre stuK going down concerning our donor,” Jake said. 

“And yes,  there have been dreams.  ze’ve also been in contact 

with another recipient called Dlaudine Mc—onald, who received 

Singsley’s corneas andT”

“You’ve done what!” Bennett was furious. “Uhat’s an unforgivable 

breach of protocol! You reali‘e you could lose your badge for this!”

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



CONVINCING THE CAPTAIN 181

“Yes, ma’am, I understand,” Jake said as he defiantly held her 

ga‘e. “But it turned out to be a good thing. Ms. Mc—onald seemed 

thrilled that we reached out to her. Whe’s an artist who’s also 

struggled with the nightmares about the murders, causing her to 

feel compelled to paint images of the men responsible as a form 

of personal therapy.”

Jake pulled his phone from his pocket and found what he sought 

aCer a few fluick finger Gicks. “You said you wanted evidence,” he 

said, holding up his phone and showing a painting of Wean. “Wo 

check this out.”

Bennett snatched Jake’s phone from his hand and adqusted her 

glasses on the end of her nose. “zhat am I looking at here?”

“It’s a painting of Nolan, but twenty years younger. He may 

be older and hairier these days,  but his  beady little eyes are 

unmistakable, and he still has the same neck tattoo.”

Uhe captain looked at Jake skeptically. “Are you expecting me 

to believe Ms. Mc—onald painted this because of a dream?” 

Jake nodded. “If you don’t believe me, then call her. Her details 

are in the —.j.—. recipient list document.” He pointed at his phone. 

“Wwipe to the next photo. You’ll also find a painting of —oyle how 

he looked twenty years ago.”

Uhe captain did as instructed and held the image up for Jake’s 

inspection. “Is this —oyle?”

“Yes.”

“Uhe man you found murdered today?”

“Yes.”

“zas he a murderer as well?”

“No. —oyle was the accomplice.” 

Bennett’s eyes Gicked to Libby. “And you, Ms. —avis or Ms. 

Singsley or whatever name you choose to call yourselfTdo you 

fully concur with this account of events?”

Libby nodded. “Yes. It’s all true. Nolan’s a killer, and you need 

to catch him and put him away.”

Uhe captain sighed as she stared hard at them both. “You reali‘e 

this sounds cra‘y, right?”
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“Look, I get it, ma’am. If I were you, I wouldn’t believe us either.” A 

glance at the expression on Barney’s face told Jake that his friend was 

also having trouble with what he was hearing. Not surprising. “zhy do 

you think I’ve been reluctant to tell you about it? But if you want more 

evidence, you can talk to my sister. I told her everything about my 

dreams. And then there’s Urish from the support group. I shared my 

dream with her and everyone else there before I had my first proper 

conversation with Ms. —avis.”

“And you can talk to my psychologist,” Libby said. “I told him my 

dreams before I met Jake. I’ll bet if you rang other recipients of —ad’s 

organs, you’d find there’s more of us, andT”

Bennett raised her hand, cutting her oK. “All right, enough, the pair 

of you. I assure you I’ll be ringing all the people you mentioned except 

the remaining recipients on the list apart from Ms. Mc—onald. I’ll have 

to apologi‘e to her on behalf of our department. You’ve both done 

enough damage there.

“But you need to be realistic. —reams prove nothing because 

they’re in your head, not the real world. You didn’t experience any 

of this. It’s the same issue we have when dealing with psychics. 

Wupernatural evidence doesn’t hold up in a court of law.”

“But the paintingsT”

“Yes, Ms. Mc—onald’s paintings are interesting, but nothing a 

talented lawyer couldn’t explain away.”

Jake could feel his exasperation rising. “Wo, that’s it then. ze’re 

giving up. Nolan gets away with murdering three people in cold 

blood.”

Uhe captain shook her head. “I didn’t say that. Uhere is something 

tangible we can work with regarding the case of who murdered —oyle. 

Masters, you say you saw Nolan running away from the scene? zell, 

that’s enough for me to put a warrant out for his arrest, and we’ll go 

from there.” 

“And what can I do to help?” 

“I want nothing more from you right now, Masters. A man is dead 

because you went rogue and withheld this information from me until 

now. You need to go home and stay there. But I must warn youTif I 
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CONVINCING THE CAPTAIN 183

hear of you trying to insert yourself into this investigation without my 

approval, I Dill take your badge from you. If I need you, I’ll call. Fot 

it?” Bennett pointed at the door. “Now get out, the pair of you.”

Once the captain decided on something, there was no swaying her. 

As instructed, Jake and Libby took their leave, headed outside to the 

Mustang, and qumped in. By this stage, they had been at the station 

for five hours. 

>irst, they had to give detailed statements about Lucas —oyle’s 

murder and then sit around waiting to be interrogated by the captain. 

By the end of it all, the pair felt drained.

“Wo, where to now, detective?” Libby asked.

“zell, this has been a tough day, so we need an unwind and 

a debrief. I was, therefore, wondering if you’d like to accompany 

me back to my place for dinner tonight. I cook a mean spaghetti 

Bolognese.”

Libby gave a coy smile. “You mean like a date?”

Jake shrugged. “You could call it that. Or you could call it two 

people getting together and having a meal. I’ll let you decide what you 

want it to be.”

“Okay. I’d better call Mom and let her know.”

“Yes, you do qust that.”

Weconds later, Libby was talking to Warah. “Hi, Mom.”

“zhere did you rush oK to this morning?” Warah asked. “You tell 

me nothing these days.”

“I’m having dinner with Jake, and I qust wanted to tell you not to 

bother waiting up for me. I might not be home tonight at all. Wee ya!” 

Libby hung up before her mother could ask any more fluestions or 

protest. Whe then immediately turned her phone to silent.

Jake’s eyes were wide, and it was hard to suppress a grin. 

’onbt pother Daiting u!T vhat sounds �ery !romisingw

He then started up the Mustang and headed home.
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THWARTED PASSION

T en minutes later, they were at Jake’s front door. His home was 

old-fashioned with a light brown clapboard exterior, white 

window trims, and a low-maintenance rock garden. 

A  green  and  white  canopy  swing  seat  sporting  matching 

cushions, lev behind by the preGious house owner, sat on the 

Geranda next to the front door. Jake would haGe put it out for 

curbside pickup when he moGed in, but Ioosy talked him into 

keeping it by telling him any girl he brought home would loGe it. Lt 

proGed good adGice, as he wooed many young ladies on that swing. 

A smile came to his lips. Lt could happen again tonight if he got 

lucky. 

Jake opened the door and inGited fiibby inside.  

The liGing room had a single-man Gibe with sturdy, dark-tone 

furniture. A large red brick qreplace dominated the middle of one 

wall, with stacked piles of chopped qrewood on either side. Lt was 

minimalist, with no decorations other than a few framed photos 

on the mantelpiece. 

A multicolored patchwork juilt draped across a dark gray suede 

couch was the only obéect that gaGe the room some femininity. 

Ioosy had giGen him the juilt aver his transplant. Lt didn’t suit 

the rest of the dzcor, but Jake loGed it. Lt was coSy, which came 

in handy most nights. Vince the transplant and the accompanying 

nightmares, he oven snuggled up in that juilt and fell asleep on 

the couch watching T“.

ffLt’s not much, but L’Ge paid it o”, so it’s all mine,… Jake said. 
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THWARTED PASSION 185

ffLt’s nice U… fiibby turned to him with a playful smile. ffLt’s Gery 

U you.…

flnsure whether he should feel ?attered or insulted by that 

remark, an awkward silence followed as the pair stood side by side, 

staring at the liGing room as if it were the most interesting place 

in the world, until Jake said, ffVo U er U would you like something 

to drinkB A glass of water or a wine, perhapsB…

ffA wine  sounds  loGely,  thank you,  but  qrst,  where’s  your 

bathroomB… Vhe patted the handbag that hung by its strap from 

her shoulder and sat securely under her arm. ffL’d like to freshen 

up.… 

Jake pointed. ffThrough that door, turn lev, and it’s at the end of 

the hall. Rut before you go, L need to know what wine you prefer. 

Eed or whiteB…

ffYither  is  qne.  Wour  choice.  Vurprise  me.…  fiibby  then 

disappeared for qGe minutes. Dhen she returned, it was clear she 

had brushed her hair and applied a fresh coat of lipstick. Her full 

lips were redder than before, pouty and shimmery. Vhe looked 

stunning. 

ffL’Ge lev my phone charging in your bathroom. L hope you don’t 

mind. Fon’t let me leaGe here without it, okayB L can be forgetful 

sometimes.…

Jake shrugged. ffDell, if you do, it will mean you’ll haGe to return 

for another Gisit, rightB… 

fiibby smiled and batted her lashes ?irtatiously. 

He then picked up the two glasses of red sitting on the co”ee 

table next to an open wine bottle and handed her one. ffYnéoy. Lt’s 

a nice drop.…

ffThank you.… Vhe took a dainty sip of her wine, wandered oGer 

to the mantelpiece, and grabbed a photo of the twins. ffVo, is this 

your sisterB…

ffWep. Vure is.…

ffLt’s hard to tell whether she’s older or younger than you.…

ffLf you asked Ioosy, she would say she’s my older sister because 

she beat me out of the womb by a whole two minutes.…
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AN INNOCENT HEART186

fiibby’s eyebrows shot up. ffVo, she’s your twinB Dow, you’re 

nothing alike. —rom this photo, you look at least six inches taller 

than her.…

ffLt’s  a common misconception that  all  twins  should share 

physical similarities. Rut we’re fraternal twins. Fi”erent eggs, 

di”erent sex, and di”erent people.…

Dith a nod, fiibby turned and returned the photograph to the 

mantelpiece. Vhe reached out for the wooden framed image of his 

parents. 

Jake frowned. He made a habit of hiding that photo when he 

had women around. Rut haGing fiibby come to his home had been 

unexpected. He realiSed she knew his parents had passed, but 

not the circumstances. The image could spark a more in-depth 

discussion about their unfortunate demise, which was one downer 

he preferred to aGoid tonight at all costsOtime for a distraction.

ffVo, are you hungryB L know L am,… he asked.

ffWes. VtarGing. L haGen’t eaten since breakfast.…

Jake rubbed his hands together. ffL’d better head to the kitchen, 

then. L don’t want you drinking on an empty stomach. Dant to keep 

me company while L make us some dinnerB Lt won’t take long. De 

should be ready to eat in about qveen minutes.…

ffCkay. Vounds good.… fiibby replaced the photo and followed 

him out of the room. 

Jake pulled a stool from under the island bench for fiibby and 

gestured for her to sit. He grabbed a pot, qlled it with water, put 

it on the stoGetop, set it to boil, and then pulled a packet of pasta 

from the cupboard.

fiibby leaned forward as she watched him, elbows on the bench 

and hands under her chin. ffDould you like me to help, detectiGeB 

Nhop some GegetablesB DhateGerB…

ffThanks, but there’s not much prep rejuired. L only haGe to boil 

the pasta and heat the sauce in the microwaGe. Just sit back, relax, 

and enéoy your wine. L’Ge got this.…

Dith a smile and a nod, fiibby complied.
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As promised, qveen minutes later, the two sat at the dining table, 

toasting each other with their second glass of red and enéoying 

spaghetti Rolognese.

An hour later, they were full from their meal, which Jake followed 

up with bowls of ice cream for dessert and feeling mellow from the 

wine. Lt hadn’t taken long for fiibby to break down Jake’s defenses, 

and before he knew it, he had shared the whole sorry tale with her 

about how his parents died. 

Ry the end of another hour, they had opened another bottle of red 

and traded their war stories about their transplant experience. They 

progressed to their qrst loGe and kiss, leading to how they lost their 

Girginity. Jake was relieGed that fiibby had experienced her share of 

wild times and promiscuity. Lt made it easier to tell her he’d gone o” 

the rails and been a bit of a player since the death of his parents.

They both had one thing in common. !either had eGer been in 

loGe and couldn’t grasp the concept. They agreed it was because they 

hadn’t met the right person.

Vomething strange stirred within him as Jake stared deep into 

fiibby’s eyes. Lt was an unfamiliar feelingOa longing he had neGer 

felt before. The chat was becoming ?irtatious. They eGen started 

discussing their faGorite positions in bed, and fiibby startled him 

when, at one point, she remarked, ffHow pedestrian.…

Their heads became closer and closer across the small table. Jake 

felt drawn and unable to keep his eyes o” her full red lips. He was 

sure she was pouting at him éust a little. Lt would be easy to lean in 

and kiss them, but he knew they had drunk too much wine for him to 

go thereOstandards of being a gentleman needed to be maintained. 

fiibby interrupted their ?irtation and sat back in her chair with a 

groan, rubbing her neck. 

ffDhat’s the matterB… Jake asked.

ffCh, nothing. Lt’s éust a sore neck. L told you L didn’t sleep Gery well 

last night. L need a good massage.…

Jake smirked at the blatant inGitation for some physical intimacy. 

Why not? I’ll take the bait. ffLf you want me to help, L haGe some skills 

in that department.…

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY
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fiibby smiled and nodded. ffVounds loGely. L would neGer knock 

back a free massage.… Dithout hesitation, she undid the qrst few 

buttons of her blouse, reGealing her ample cleaGage, pushed it o” her 

shoulders along with her bra straps, and dropped face down on the 

table, resting on her arms. Vhe reached behind her neck and pushed 

her hair out of the way. Lt cascaded oGer her head and fanned out in 

front of her. ffIo ahead.…

The proGocatiGe Gision transqxed Jake for a few seconds. Vhe was 

playing with him. Okay, let the games begin. Dith a deep breath, he 

stood up and walked behind fiibby. He reached out with tentatiGe 

qngers, placing them onto her shoulders, and kneaded the muscles 

and skin. His reward was some low, seductiGe groans of appreciation.

Aver a few minutes, he leaned in and whispered in her ear. ffVit up.…

fiibby gaGe an appreciatiGe shrug of her shoulders and complied. 

Jake pushed his qngers through her locks and massaged her scalp. 

Refore long, she was leaning back toward him to increase the pressure 

of his qngertips.

!ow, it was his turn to play. He leaned in and whispered again, ff!ot 

hard enough for you, am LB… 

Yep, I’m going there.

The ploy worked spectacularly. Refore Jake could say anything 

further, fiibby twisted around and stood up. Yyes locked on his, she 

grabbed him by his shirt collar and pulled him in for a kiss. Her sov 

lips pressed against his, warm and enticing.

Lt would haGe been so easy for Jake to go with the moment, but the 

annoying cop in him needed to be sure. Dith a hand on either side 

of her head, he held her away and looked deep into her eyes. fffiibby, 

look at me.…

Vhe stared at him, a tad confused.

ffL need you to tell me you want this. L don’t want to cross any lines 

here.…

fiibby gaGe him a cheeky smile. ffNross away. There are no lines.… 

Vhe made a wiping gesture at the air. ffL rubbed them all away.… Vhe 

grabbed his hand and ran his qngers along the underside of her arm. 

ff—eel thatB L eGen haGe a contraceptiGe implant, so you don’t need to 
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THWARTED PASSION 189

worry about  getting  me pregnant.  !ow let’s  take  this  to  your 

bedroom. Ls that clear enough for you, detectiGe, or do you rejuire 

me to sign a consent documentB Lf so, hand it oGer and pass me a 

pen.…

Jake’s eyes were wide with surprise. The conqdent directness was 

arousing, and the inGitation couldn’t haGe been more explicit, so he 

grabbed her hand and led her to his bedroom. 

The pair laughed as they threw themselGes onto the bed. Jake 

pulled fiibby to him, and their lips locked once again. Lt turned 

passionate as their kiss deepened. Roth starGed of sexual intimacy 

for too long, bodies rubbed, hips ground together frantically as if 

they tried merging into one. Cnly a few layers of clothing preGented 

them from consummating their relationship.

And then it happened. Jake’s lungs started constricting. He pulled 

back, clutching his chest as he gasped for air. Fespite his extreme 

physical discomfort, he noticed from the contorted expression on 

fiibby’s face that she seemed to be in similar distress. 

LnstinctiGely, he rolled away from her, and the second he did so, 

his lungs started working again. His eyes ?icked to fiibby. —rom the 

relief on her face, she, too, had returned to normal. 

Their eyes locked in confusion. The pair shrugged it o” and 

resumed kissing. The coupling lasted mere seconds before, to Jake’s 

horror, he found his lungs ceased working again. Vimultaneously, 

fiibby started moaning and trying to push him away.

Aver rolling  away from her,  his  lungs  opened to  let  air in. 

ffDhat the fuO… Jake stopped himself mid-rant. Fespite what had 

happened, he was determined not to drop the dreaded f-bomb again.

fiibby’s eyes were wide, but her physical discomfort appeared 

gone again. Vhe sat up with a hand ?at to her heart. ffDowM That was 

horribleM…

Jake pretended to be o”ended. ffDell, thanks.…

ffWou know what L mean.…

ffWes, unfortunately, L do. Wou don’t thinkB…

fiibby understood and nodded. ffWep.… Vhe looked up at the 

ceiling. ffFadM Lt’s my lifeM Rutt outM…
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Jake couldn’t help but laugh. ffLt appears your dad doesn’t want 

his daughter dating a cop. Fo you want to test this theory one more 

timeB…

ffL’m game if you are.…

Dith a nod of agreement, the pair fell back on the bed. Lt only 

took a couple of deep kisses before Jake had to pull away again. 

He rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling, feeling defeated as 

his breathing returned to normal. ffThis could proGe problematic 

for a relationship in the future.…

fiibby rolled onto her side and propped herself, hand to head, 

obserGing him juiSSically. ffEelationshipB L thought this was only 

some stress relief aver an awful day.…

Vadness washed oGer him. Lt’s not what Jake wanted, and the 

thought surprised him. HaGing fiibby in his home seemed right. Lt 

was like she belonged. —or the qrst time since his parents had died, 

he contemplated settling down. 

HoweGer,  supernatural  forces  seemed  to  make  a  physical 

relationship between them impossible. And without physicality, 

there would be no passion or the chance to haGe kids, so how 

could they haGe a future togetherB 

Shut up, Jake! Get a grip! 

fiibby ran a gentle qnger down the side of his face. ffWou don’t 

look happy, detectiGe. Dhat are you thinkingB…

Jake shrugged. ffL guess L was getting caught up in a romantic 

dream for us that can neGer happen. Lt’s obGious what your dad 

thinks of me, and it’s not Gery much, it seems.…

fiibby’s face sovened, and she, too, looked sad. Vhe reached 

out and grabbed his hand. ffL’m sure he would haGe liked you if he 

eGer met you. And L must admit you weren’t alone in the romantic 

fantasy. De would haGe made a good couple.…

Dith a sigh, Jake rolled o” the bed onto his feet. fiibby sat up, 

regarding him in a cross-legged position. He stared down at her, 

unable to imagine his life without her in it or qnding this kind of 

connection with someone else. There was only one thing to do. 

He o”ered his hand. ff—riendsB…
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Dith a sad smile, she reached out and shook it. ffThe best of 

friends.…

Jake rolled his shoulders when they released, trying to shake it all 

o”. ffEight. Ireat. !ow, there’s only one minor issue.…

ffDhat’s thatB…

ffL’Ge had too much to drink, so L can’t driGe you home. Dould you 

like me to send for an flberB… 

fiibby laid back on the bed and stretched. ffL’m juite comfortable 

right here, detectiGe. And L told Pom not to expect me home tonight, 

so U…

ffCkay, well, L don’t want to upset your dad. Dhy don’t you haGe my 

bed, and L’ll take the couchB L’m used to sleeping there, anyway. How 

does that soundB…

ffThat’s Gery nice of you. Thank you.… fiibby yawned and stretched. 

ffL’m pretty tired.…

ffWeah, you and me both. An early oneB…

ffWes. An early one.…

Jake pulled an oGersiSed T-shirt from his chest of drawers and 

handed it to fiibby. ffHere. Vomething for you to sleep in.…

ffThanks.…

ffCkay, L guess L’m heading o” now.… Jake leaned oGer and kissed 

fiibby on the forehead. ffVweet dreams, princess.…

ffVweet dreams, detectiGe.…

Jake headed into the liGing room, stripped to his boxers and 

T-shirt, and plopped on the couch. KroGocatiGe thoughts about fiibby 

consumed his mind. His body reacted, and he moaned as he had 

to readéust himself. Cne part of him was not accepting the ghostly 

bedroom interGention. He brie?y considered his usual nocturnal habit 

of pressure release but decided that would be a crass moGe with his 

new best friend only in the next roomOtime to exercise self-control 

and turn his thoughts elsewhere. 

—lopping back against the couch, Jake pulled the juilt to his 

chin, grabbed the remote, turned on the teleGision, and adéusted the 

Golume to aGoid disturbing fiibby. He immersed himself in the news 

channel until his eyelids dropped, and sleep claimed him.
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Ln his dreams, he found himself back in the conGenience store. 

Oh no, not again.

—rom experience, he knew he had no choice but to go with it.

The younger Vean stood in front of him, gun to his head. Jake 

steeled himself to replay the scene where he shot the woman on 

the ground. HoweGer, for the Gery qrst time, something di”erent 

happened. Jake felt compelled to turn his head and look up at the 

round, conGex surGeillance mirror in the room’s corner. He’d neGer 

done that before. 

Vtaring back at him, with his eyes wide with horror, was Jon, 

and then, like a camera Sooming in, Jon’s face qlled the entire 

screen of Jake’s mind. fiips moGed with great urgency, trying to say 

something that wasn’t juite audible until, suddenly, like someone 

had turned up the Golume from Sero to one hundred, Jon’s Goice 

blasted in his head. ffDake upM fiisten to meM Wou need to DAAY 

flKM…

Jake’s eyes ?icked open éust in time to see Vean !olan standing 

aboGe him, about to plunge Eeaper into his chest. He gasped and 

rolled o” the couch in a re?ex, self-preserGation action. A searing 

pain shot through him as the blade sliced the back of his lev arm 

from shoulder to elbow. Although only a ?esh wound, as he had 

pulled it away before Vean could do any signiqcant damage, it was 

still a shock.

Holy hell! That hurt! This is no dream!

Jake clutched his bleeding arm and rolled to a standing position. 

Nolan is in my house! How can this be happening? 

As Jake dodged and weaGed to aGoid Eeaper’s raSor-sharp edge, 

Vean slashed the air repeatedly.

ffCh, for fook’s sakeM Vtand stillM We won’t be testifying against 

me, ye fookerM Dithout ye, they’Ge got nothing.…

All Jake could think about during the attack was fiibby in the 

bedroom. He hoped she stayed there and knew there and then 

that he would qght to the death for that woman. Rut right now, 

he had an inéured arm and no weapon handy to defend himself. Lt 

appeared the Lrishman had the upper hand.
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THWARTED PASSION 193

Vean stepped around the couch and lunged at him. As Jake dodged 

again, he lost his footing, fell backward, and struck his head against 

the edge of the co”ee table. 

All went black.
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BATHROOM BREAK

L ibby was dreaming about the convenience store again, but 

something was different. This time, her father was yelling at her 

to wake up. She sat bolt upright in bed and heard strange noises, then 

a distinct, angry voice that she could swear sounded like the Irishman, 

shortly followed by a loud crash.

What the hell was that?

Without  thinking,  she  immediately  jumped  out  of  bed, 

self-consciously pulled down the oversized T-shirt, and ran into the 

living room. She quickly flicked on the light just in time to see Jake 

lying on the ground with Sean standing above him, Reaper in hand. 

Libby screamed in fright. She then grabbed the heavy wooden 

picture frame with the photo of the twins from the mantelpiece and 

threw it at Sean as hard as possible. The corner hit his forehead, cut 

him, and bounced off. He looked dazed for a second but remained 

standing, glaring at her as he wiped away the blood that began to drip 

down his face. 

“Ah, ye fookin’ little bitch! Ye’ll fookin’ get it now!”

As the Irishman pursued her, Libby ran for her life. She headed for 

the bathroom at the end of the hallway. She knew the door had a bolt 

because she’d automatically slid it across to lock it when using the 

toilet. It was a force of habit from living with housemates. 

A  side  table  was  in  the  hallway.  Libby  grabbed  the  edge, 

overturning it as she ran by. Unable to stop, Sean tripped over it and 

fell, swearing to the ground. Libby couldn’t help but smirk as she ran 

into the bathroom and bolted the door. 
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BATHROOM BREAK 195

With her eyes darting around the bathroom, Libby realized there 

was no window, just a skylight, so the only way out was the way she 

came in. Trapped! And then she spotted it.

Thank God! My phone! I forgot about that! 

Panic-stricken, she ripped the phone from the charger and, with 

fumbling fingers, punched 911. 

Seconds later, a calm female voice replied. “911, what’s your 

emergency?”

“My name’s Libby Davis. I’m locked in the bathroom, and a man 

called Sean Nolan has broken into my friend’s house and attacked him 

with a knife. I don’t even know if my friend’s alive, and now Nolan’s 

coming aBer me. Please hurry!”

Ooots stomped on the floor, coming toward her. It sounded like 

Sean had recovered from his fall, and it was terrifying.

“I’ll get someone to you as soon as possible, Libby,” the operator 

said. “What’s the address?”

The door handle rattled as the Irishman tried to turn it. “Cpen up, 

ye fookin’ little bitch! Don’t make this harder on yerself.”

“I’m somewhere in xhapman Street, Houston.” Libby had dropped 

her voice to a low whisper, not wanting Sean to know she was on her 

phone. “I’m not sure of the eKact number. It’s a brown and white house 

with a swing seat on the veranda and a rockery out the front. Detective 

Jake Masters is the owner. Ask the Houston Police Department. They 

should have his address on file somewhere.”

“Thank you. With that information, we should be able to locate 

you. We’re also doing a trace on your phone right now.”

The door handle rattled again. “This is yer last chance! If I have to 

break this fookin’ door down, I’ll make ye suffer when I get to ye. Do 

ye hear me, girl?!”

“Please hurry,” Libby said to the operator. 

“Feep the line open, Libby. My name’s Amy, and I’ll stay with you 

until the police arrive. We’ll get help to you as soon as we can.”

There was a thud on the other side of the door. It sounded like 

Sean punched it in anger. 

“Gookin’ stupid little bitch!”
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AN INNOCENT HEART196

Libby suspected the door wouldn’t keep the Irishman out for 

long. She needed to slow him down to give the police time to get 

there. And then something occurred to her. She turned her back 

to the door and whispered, “You record these calls, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m putting you on speaker.  Say nothing for the neKt few 

minutes. It’s vital. Do you understand me, Amy? He can’t know 

that you’re on the line.” 

“Ckay. Understood. Out know that I’m here listening if you need 

me. Just call out.”

Suddenly, there was a crash and a slight splintering noise as 

Sean tried kicking the door in. A repressed groan and an angry 

muttering followed this. “I’m getting too old for this fookin’ shite!” 

The  door  seemed  solid,  and  the  bolt  lock  was  large  and 

heavy-duty. It sounded like the Irishman underestimated them 

when trying to break in, and he’d hurt himself. 

Good! I hope you broke your foot, you evil bastard!

Libby jumped  back in  fright  as  another  kick  to  the  door 

resounded, not as loud, and seemed more tentative than the first. 

Regardless, there was more splintering, and a crack appeared near 

the bolt. Sean wasn’t giving up, sore foot or no sore foot. Cne or 

two more heBy kicks, and he would be in. She had to distract him 

before he tried again.

Here goes. 

“Sean Nolan! Stop! I’m Jonathan Fingsley’s daughter!” she 

yelled as loud as she could and then held the phone up to the door, 

waiting for a response.

There was a sudden silence, and then Sean finally replied. 

“What did ye just say there, girl?”

“I said that I’m Jonathan Fingsley’s daughter. You know who he 

is. You set him up when you killed those three people at Singhe’s 

Supplies. They eKecuted my father because of you.”

“Ch, yes, I well remember that handsome little black boyo. So, he 

finally got the guts to rat me out. It took him long enough. At least now 
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BATHROOM BREAK 197

I know where yer cop friend got his information. So, they eKecuted 

him, you say? No witnesses leB now, so the cops have nothing.” 

“It won’t bring my father back, but you owe me the truth. Admit it! 

You killed those three people at Singhe’s Supplies and set my father 

up for it.”

Sean gave out a sinister laugh. “Ye bet yer sweet precious little arse, 

I did. Stupid little fook that he was. He was well-behaved and did what 

I told him to do. All it took was one call from an anonymous witness 

to seal the deal.”

“What do you mean? What call?”

“Please help! There’s a black man shooting people at Singhe’s 

Supplies! I saw everything through the glass door as I was about to 

enter! I must go before he comes out and shoots me, too. Please 

hurry! Don’t let him get away.” Sean was using a high-pitched voice 

that sounded like an old Irish woman.

It reminded Libby of the voice Orendan C’xarroll used when he 

played the title role of the hilarious sitcom Mrs. Brown’s Boys, which 

her mother enjoyed streaming from OritOoK. However, unlike that 

show, this was very far from funny. “You bastard!”

“I’ve been called worse.” Sean’s voice then became menacing. “So 

I guess I’ll have to do what I threatened if he ratted me out.”

“What are you talking about?” Libby held her phone closer to the 

door. The Irishman had no clue he was burying himself, and even if 

she didn’t make it, the world would know the truth. “What did you 

threaten?”

“I promised yer father if he ever gave me up or described me 

to anyone that I’d slit yer throat, and yer dear mother will be neKt, 

assuming she’s still alive. I’m a man of ma word.”

“You leave my mother out of this, you pig!” 

“Ah, so she is alive, then. Ereat! She’ll soon learn the price of 

having a rat bastard for a husband.” With that, Sean gave the door one 

last mighty kick, and it finally splintered at the lock, crashing open. 

Libby dropped her phone from fright and watched in despair as it 

smashed onto the tile floor and bounced away. She grabbed the air 

freshener from the top of the toilet cistern as she panicked. 
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AN INNOCENT HEART198

That’ll have to do.

“Eo to hell!” Libby stepped forward, sprayed him in the eyes, 

and then threw the can at him, hitting him on the bridge of his nose.

Sean howled in pain and reeled back. “Ye fookin’ bitch! When I 

get hold of ye, ye’ll wish ye didn’t do that.” 

The Irishman stood in  the  door frame,  blocking  her from 

escaping. He slashed the air with Reaper as he rubbed his eyes, 

blinded by tears, trying to clear them. 

Realizing he couldn’t see, Libby dropped low, curled into a fetal 

position in the bathroom’s corner, and trembled in terror as the 

deadly blade swept over her head. It was only a matter of time 

before Sean found his target. 

God, help me! 

Libby covered her face with her hands, awaiting the inevitable 

when the sound of breaking glass and a thud startled her. She 

peered through shaking fingers and saw that the Irishman was gone. 

As she brushed tears from her eyes in confusion, she heard Jake’s 

voice.

“Libby! Are you all right?”

She crawled on her hands and knees to the door. Jake had a 

semi-conscious and groaning Sean pinned with his arm twisted 

behind his back, face down on the floor. Oeside them was a broken, 

empty wine bottle. It would seem Jake had smashed the Irishman 

on the head with it. Reaper was halfway down the hallway, and 

Libby realized Jake must have kicked it there.

“Thank Eod you’re okay!” Jake looked relieved. “Now stay 

back!” 

He waved her away, and he stood with one foot on Sean’s back 

to ensure he stayed down as he quickly pulled off his T-shirt, ripped 

it apart, used it to secure the dazed Irishman’s wrists and ankles, 

and brought them together in a hogtie. 

It  was the first time she saw him without his shirt.  He had 

the torso of  an Adonis.  Sure,  scars  covered his  chest,  as  she 

eKpected, but somehow, that made him seem more manly, like 

some Hollywood warrior.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



BATHROOM BREAK 199

As soon as Sean was fully bound and unable to move, Libby 

launched herself at Jake, threw her arms around his neck, hugged him, 

and cried, “I was so worried he’d killed you.”

“Just bumped my head and knocked myself out.” Jake reached a 

hand around to the back of his head. Olood streamed from the cut on 

his arm.

Libby noticed. “Jake, you’re bleeding.” 

Olood also covered the hand brought back from checking his head 

wound. Jake’s knees suddenly buckled, and his eyes rolled upward. 

Libby reached out to stop him from falling, but she wasn’t strong 

enough, so they collapsed together on the floor, on top of Sean.

“Eet off me, you fookers!” the Irishman said with a moan.

Horrified, she rolled off him and, using all her strength, rolled Jake 

away from Sean onto his back. Libby cradled the young detective’s 

head in her lap, not caring that he was bleeding all over her. She used 

her hands to press against his wounds, attempting to prevent him from 

losing more blood.

She stared at the evil man, groaning on the floor before her. ?very 

impulse screamed to get as far away as possible. However, she wasn’t 

strong enough to liB Jake and couldn’t leave him. Libby felt helpless. 

She looked toward the bathroom. She hoped her phone still 

worked and had remained on speaker. There was only one way to find 

out. “Amy, can you hear me?”

Please … please still be there.

“Yes, Libby, I can hear you. Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine, but you’ll need to send an ambulance. There’s at least 

one seriously injured man in here.” 

“I already organized one, just in case. Do I need to organize 

another?”

Libby tapped Sean with her foot.

“Gook off.” The Irishman wiggled angrily but couldn’t break loose. 

Jake must have been an eKcellent boy scout because he knew how to 

tie a knot.

“No. Nolan appears to be just fine, unfortunately.”

“Gook you!” Sean retorted.
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AN INNOCENT HEART200

“Ckay. Don’t worry. Help should arrive soon.”

As the operator spoke, Libby heard the front door smash open. 

Within seconds, cops were everywhere.

It was over.
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RUDE AWAKENING

“M r. Masters? Can you hear me?” 

An unfamiliar female voice was calling him. It seemed 

very far away.

 Am I dreaming? What’s happening?

Someone was gently rolling back Jake’s leT eyelid with their thumb. 

phere was a shar, lightx and he winced from the une-,ected intrusion 

into his slumber. phenx mercifullyx the mystery ,erson let his eyelid 

go. It was a shortHlived relief as they re,eated the ,rocedure on the 

right. fie wanted to ,rotestx but his li,s wouldn’t movex and his throat 

was sore. 

Who is that? Why are they torturing me? 

fie tried to o,en his eyesx but his eyelids wouldn’t coo,erate. phis 

won’t do. fie had to see what was going on.

“Shouldn’t my brother be awake by now?” asked a second familiar 

voice. 

phe ffrst voice s,oke. “fiis ,u,ils are reacting to lightx which is a 

good sign. phe sedation is wearing oG. jive it time.”

“Is he going to be okayx doctor?” Another familiar female voicex full 

of concernx Woined the conversation.

“Pe’ll  know in a few minutesx  ladies.  qlease be ,atient.  I’m 

conffdent he’ll be ffnex although you never can be one hundred 

,ercent sure with these things.” 

Someone grabbed his right hand and started stroking it. “Come onx 

detective. Come back to us.” 
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AN INNOCENT HEART202

Pithin secondsx someone else took hold of his leT hand and 

szueeYed it a bit too hard. “!ou’ve got thisx little broL I believe in 

you.” 

It was two diGerent styles of care. Jake felt he should know who 

these two women were. Phy couldn’t his stu,id brain ,ut the ,ieces 

together? 

fie could vaguely com,rehend their concern and was determined 

to dig dee,. qulling on every internal resource he hadx Jake willed his 

eyelids to o,en. 

Szuintingx he saw body sha,es surrounding himx but everything 

seemed blurry. Pherever he wasx the lighting was bright. 

“Oookx doctorx he’s coming around. Dhx thank jodL” the voice on 

his right said. 

Jake struggled to regain his vision. fie blinked ra,idlyx and to his 

reliefx things started coming into focus. 

Still very disorientedx he stared u,ward. Standing above him was a 

middleHaged Asian woman with a ,i-ie bob haircut and a white coat. 

She smiled at him. “Pelcome backx Mr. Masters. I’m Br. Junko 

panakax and you’re in the neuro intensive care unit at Memorial 

fiermann fios,ital.”

Nefore the doctor could say anything morex joosy leaned in from 

the leT with a massive grin. “Pellx it’s about time you woke u,x little 

bro. Fow s,eak to me. I need to make sure your brain isn’t all messed 

u,. !ou know I’m not ezui,,ed to deal with that cra,. I’d ,ut you in 

a home in a heartbeat.”

“Ms. MastersL” phe doctor sounded zuite shocked.

Someone seemed to  ffnd  joosy’s  outburst  hilariousx  and  a 

familiar laugh fflled the air. Jake turned his head to the right and saw 

Oibby staring at him. pears fflled her eyes. 

“Fice to see you awakex detective.”

“Oadiesx ste, asidex ,leasex” the doctor said. “I want to e-amine 

Mr. Masters. I need to ensure the concussion hasn’t im,aired his 

cognitive abilities.”

joosy snorted in disgust. “Pellx what do you think I was trying to 

do Wust then?”
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RUDE AWAKENING 203

Br. panaka a,,eared unamused. She ,ointed to the chairs on the 

other side of the room. “Dver there and sit downx ,leasex Ms. Masters.” 

fier head turned to Oibby. “And youx toox Ms. Bavis. phank you.”

Jake watched as the two girls e-changed annoyed glancesx but they 

com,lied and sat watching at a distance as the doctor ,erformed her 

e-amination. 

“Mr. Mastersx you sustained an inWury when you fell and hit your 

head. phe im,act caused minor swelling of the brain and a slight 

bleed. !ou also suGered a cut to your leT u,,er arm. flortunatelyx it 

wasn’t too dee,x but there was signiffcant blood loss.”

Jake ,ulled his inWured arm out from under the sheet for ins,ection 

and noticed a bandage covered it. fie wiggled his ffngers and was 

relieved to ffnd everything seemed to work. phere a,,eared to be no 

,ainx so he knew he must be on some e-cellent drugs. 

“Bo you remember what ha,,ened to you?”

“!es.” Jake’s voice sounded ras,y. fie clutched his throat and 

swallowed ,ainfully. “May I have some water?”

Pithout another wordx Br. panaka ,icked u, a nearby water Wugx 

fflled a si,,y cu,x and ,ut it to Jake’s li,s. “Brink.” 

fie grabbed it and gratefully gul,ed down all the contents.

phe doctor took back the cu, and ,laced it on the side table. 

“Netter?”

“!es.” Jake gave her a smile and a thumbsHu,. “phanks.”

“Necause of your inWuriesx we wanted to give your brain the best 

chance of recovery without surgeryx so we ,ut you in a medically 

induced coma for a few days. Bo you understand?”

Jake nodded. fiis mind ffiashed back to si- months ago when he 

woke u, in the hos,ital aTer the trans,lant. fiis sore throat suggested 

the medical staG had intubated himx but at least this timex they 

removed the tube before waking him. fie shuddered as he mentally 

,ushed the un,leasant memory away.

“I would like to ,erform some basic tests and ask a few zuestions 

to ensure all is well with you.” Br. panaka held u, some ffngers in front 

of his face. “Sox Mr. Mastersx how many ffngers am I holding u,?”

“phree.”
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“And what do you do for a living?”

“I’m a detective with the fiouston ,olice.”

Br. panaka beckoned joosy to her side. “And who is this ,erson 

to you?”

fiis sister couldn’t resist crossing her eyes and ,oking out her 

tongue.

Jake  smirked.  “phis  is  my annoying  twin  sisterx  Oucyx  but 

everyone calls her joosy.”

Br. panaka nodded. “Fowx I would like to ask you a zuestion to 

determine whether you lost any time from your concussion. !ou 

might ffnd it distressingx so I must a,ologiYe in advance.”

“I’m a ,olice oVcer. I can handle it. Just ask me.”

“Dkay. Can you remember the name of the man who attacked 

you?”

Jake’s mouth set in a straight line. “!es. fiis name’s Sean Folan.”

“And where did this ha,,en?”

“In my home. It was in my living roomx to be e-act.”

“Eery good. Againx I a,ologiYe for reminding you of such a 

traumatic event. Dn the u,sidex your brain inWury doesn’t a,,ear to 

have caused any shortHterm memory loss. !ou should fully recoverx 

and if all goes wellx I e-,ect to release you in a cou,le of days.”

“phank youx doctor.”

Br. panaka turned to Oibby and joosy. “Oadiesx as you can 

a,,reciatex  this  has  been  a  disorienting  e-,erience  for  Mr. 

Mastersx so we don’t want to overwhelm him. I suggest you say 

your goodbyes and come back a bit later.” She turned to Jake. “A 

nurse should be with you shortlyx Mr. Masters. I’ll be back to see 

you tomorrow.” phe doctor gave them a ,olite nod and leT the 

room.

phe second she was gonex both girls were at his side. 

“Manx that bitch was intensex” joosy said. “I reckon if she 

smiledx her face would crack.”

“She’s  Wust  doing her Wobx  sis.  fiave a little  res,ect  for the 

medical ,rofession.” Jake then looked from joosy to Oibby and 

back again. “Sox I see you two have met?” 
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RUDE AWAKENING 205

fie  was  concerned.  joosy never  seemed  to  like  any of  his 

girlfriends. If she even got a whiG of him getting serious with anyonex 

she was all over it with negativity and ffnding fault. It was a ,rimary 

reason he found it challenging to consider settling down.

“!eah. Pe braided each other’s hair while you ,layed Sleeping 

Beauty.” joosy gave Oibby a wicked sideways glance. “She’s ,retty 

hotx so we’ve even been making out to ,ass the time. I ho,e you don’t 

mind. !ou know we always seem to share a similar taste in women.”

Jake frowned. “joosyL NehaveL jodx I can’t take you anywhere.” 

fie acce,ted his sister’s blatant bise-ual lifestyle long agox but she 

oTen used it for shock value. Phen they were in their teensx joosy 

coming on to any girl he was dating was a mechanism she em,loyed 

to scare them awayx and it ,issed Jake oG. 

fioweverx when his ,olice career made him decide to kee, his 

relationshi,s casualx he allowed this behavior if it hel,ed detach a 

ffveHstage clinger rezuired for a good timex not a long time. Nut he 

didn’t want that ha,,ening with Oibby.

phereforex he was stunned to see her sidle u, to joosy and ,ut an 

arm around her waist.

“I’m sorryx detective. Nut the heart wants what the heart wants.” 

Oibby lovingly rested her head on joosy’s shoulder and ffiuttered her 

lashes at him.

Jake thought his eyes were going to bug out of his head. 

phe two girls seemed to su,,ress smiles until they broke. phey 

looked at each other and laughed. phey then ,lanted a loud mwah 

kiss on each other’s li,s. Noth ,airs of mocking eyes turned back to 

Jake.

Bitches! 

fie smirked. flinding a woman who a,,reciated his sister’s war,ed 

humor was a relief. It a,,eared joosy also liked Oibby. Jake thought 

such a woman would never e-ist.

“—-cuse mex ladies”…a young male nurse with buYYHcut black hairx 

who looked like he had ste,,ed straight out of a fashion magaYinex 

broke into their tomfoolery…“I need to get Mr. Masters ,re,,ed for 

transfer. fie’ll need ,rivacyx so you both should take a break. If you 
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AN INNOCENT HEART206

want to come backx say si- to seven ,m this eveningx I’ll have him all 

cleaned u, and well settled into his new room by then.”

joosy released Oibby and threw her hands u, dramatically. “Dkayx 

okayL flirst the docx and now youL Pe can take a hint U er”…she leaned 

in and blatantly read the nurse’s name tag…“Clark. Sox where are you 

taking my little brox Clark?”

“Pe’ll be moving Mr. Masters to a ,rivate room.”

“Second zuestionx” joosy saidx licking her li,s and devouring him 

with her eyes. “Phat time do you get oG?”

Jake couldn’t hel, but smirk. Typical Goosy. Such a flirt! 

“I get oG at ten…,recisely when my boyfriend ,icks me u,x” Clark 

saidx not missing a beat.

?ndeterredx joosy winkedx smiled coylyx held u, three ffngersx 

wiggled them suggestivelyx and ,aused as she eyeballed him. 

Jake’s eyes widened in horror as he got her meaning immediately.

No, Goosy! No! Too far—way too far!

Clark seemed to understand the oGer and was u, for the challenge. 

fie held joosy’s gaYe without blinkingx hands on hi,s as he arched 

an amusedx beautifully manicured eyebrow as if daring her to s,eak it 

aloud.

Jake and Oibby witnessed the nonHverbal e-changex enthralled 

with eyes wide.

joosy looked away ffrst and broke the uncomfortable silence by 

laughing. “Third zuestionx” she saidx wiggling her ffngers again as if 

this was her intention all along and not the threesome rezuest Jake 

knew she was really oGering. “Phat will be his room number?”

Clark shrugged. “Pe don’t know that yet. Just call or ask rece,tion 

when you come back. Pill that be all?”

joosy nodded. “!esx Clark. phat’ll be all.” She then turned to Jake. 

“Catch ya laterx little bro. I’ll be back tonight.”

“Mex toox” Oibby said.

joosy oGered Oibby her arm. “Ounch?”

Oibby took it and huddled in close. “Oove to. My treatL”

“Fox I wouldn’t think of it. I insist on ,aying. I asked you out ffrst.”

Jake shook his head at the ,erformance.
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RUDE AWAKENING 207

Oh, for God’s sake!

“S,lit the bill?” Oibby asked.

joosy nodded. “Dkay. Oet’s go with that.”

phe girls e-changed cons,iratorial winksx blew Jake kissesx and 

thenx arm in armx sauntered out of the room.
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B y the evening, Jake was feeling more alert and human. Acer 

the medipal team removed his intravenous line and pondom 

drainage, they transferred him to a firivate room, where he ate his 

Hrst firofier meal in days. be even walked to the jathroom to enCoy a 

hot shower and a shave with ’larkLs assistanpe, who phanged his arm 

dressing acerward. 

As firomised, Gijjy and -oosy returned to visit him Cust in time to 

interrufit his dinner. bis sister filofified herself on his jed, grajjed 

his ipe pream and Celly dessert without jothering to ask if he wanted 

it, and then, as she devoured it, regaled him with stories ajout her 

awesome day out with Gijjy. 

Gijjy sat down on the other side of his jed and watphed his fape 

with illxponpealed amusement as she Hlled any oppasional fiauses 

-oosy lec. Jake jarely sfioke during the effphange jetween the two 

women jeyond o“ering an U”hxhuhO or UTkay.O

Whe inpessant phatter pontinued for the nefft hour and didnLt stofi 

even when the food servipes lady stefified in to take his emfity meal 

tray away. 

A fiolite knopk on the door, followed jy Barney entering the room, 

Hnally shut them down. U!ell, well, wellY be livesYO be gave a slow, 

mopking plafi. U—ou should juy shares in this filapeIyouLre here that 

ocen. E hofied to patph you in the middle of a sfionge jath with a hot 

nurse.O Whe large man phupkled at his Coke, and the girls Coined in. 

Mnpouraged, Barney held ufi his fihone and fiointed at it. UE was even 

ready to take a fihoto to share with the guys at work.O
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DAD’S APPROVAL 209

Everyone’s a comedian today. Okay, I’ll play. 

U—ouLre too late,O Jake said. UNy nurse was hot jut not your tyfie. 

bis name was ’lark.O

-oosy shook her head and fiut ufi her hand in disagreement. U?ufiY 

ELll stofi you right there, little jro. ’larkLs anyoneLs tyfie. Wrust me, 

Barney, if any guy were going to turn you, he would.O

BarneyLs jooming laugh erufited, infepting everyone in the room, 

jut there was ponpern in his eyes when the laughter died. UBut 

seriously, Nav, how are youS Brain okay and all thatSO

UELm feeling muph jetter than when E Hrst woke ufi, and todayLs 

jrain span was Hne. Ny dop wants to monitor me for a poufile more 

days, jut E already feel good enough to go home.O

UWhank -od for that. E thought ELd get stupk with that rookie 

deteptive ELve jeen training fiermanently.O be looked over at the girls. 

Uflorry, E should have said hello earlier, ladies. Whanks for palling and 

telling me he was awake.O 

-oosy gave Barney a friendly fiunph on the arm, and Gijjy smiled.

Jake was losing fiatienpe with all the small talk. UGook, Barn, itLs 

great to see you. Whe fun and games have jeen entertaining, jut itLs 

time you paught me ufi on what ELve missed. !hat hafifiened with 

?olanS Es he all rightS E rememjer plopking him firetty hard on the 

japk of the head with a wine jottle and tying him ufi with my Wxshirt. 

Et went foggy acer that andIO

Before he pould Hnish, a middlexaged nurse with gray and jrown 

hair styled in a tight jun walked in to phepk on him. 

Dammit! It’s like a revolving door with these hospital people!

Whe nurse smiled at them, walked over to Jake, and fiut a pu“ on his 

right arm to take his jlood firessure. Ubow are you, Nr. NastersSO she 

asked, waiting for the pu“ inPation. UAny arm fiainS Any headaphesSO

UELm Hne, thanks. E Cust need some firivate time. zolipe jusiness and 

all that.O

U”nderstood.O Whe nurse noted his jlood firessure result and, when 

Hnished, dePated the pu“. UAll good, Nr. Nasters. Mverything afifiears 

normal, so this will je your last phepk for the evening. zress the juqqer 

if you need anything, and weLll je right with you.O 
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AN INNOCENT HEART210

UWhank you.O Jake turned japk to Barney with Duestioning eyes.

U9onLt worry. Whe jastardLs Hne. ”nlike you, he has a hard head 

and is in Cail where he jelongs. Whe good news is that we got him. And 

E mean, we really got him, andIO

UTh, -odY Are we going to talk ajout this prafi againSO -oosy 

interrufited, fiulling a fape. U?o o“ense, little jro, jut ELm over it. 9onLt 

get me wrong. EtLs great youLre ponspious and everything, jut this evil 

Erishman stu“ is Cust too negative for my fisyphe. ELd rather leave you 

guys to it. E have a gig E must firefiare for tonight anyway and need to 

je in a fiositive head sfiape, so ELm going to take o“, okaySO

Jake smirked. Tne thing he loved ajout his sister was her pomfilete 

lapk of a Hlter. -oosy never lec him wondering how she felt ajout 

anything. UWhatLs Hne. E know you hate any form of fiolipe jusiness.O

U—eah, you get me, little jro.O flhe walked over to her jrother and 

filanted a jig kiss on his pheek. UGove ya. ELll drofi in again tomorrow 

for some twin time, okaySO

UBye, sis. And E love you, too.O

-oosy winked at Gijjy on her way out. UEf you ever want to go 

on another date, you have my numjer.O flhe then fierformed the Call 

me gesture with her fiinkie and thumj as she mouthed the words, 

jlew her a kiss, turned away, and lec the room, wiggling her jutt 

firovopatively.

Classy!

Uflorry ajout that,O Jake said, turning to the other two. Uzlease go 

on.O

U!ell, the good news is that fiinning ?olan for 9oyleLs murder 

turned out to je relatively easy.O Barney poughed. be fiut his Hnger 

ufi, showing he needed to fiause for a sepond, grajjed JakeLs emfity 

pufi, Hlled it with water, took a sifi, and then went on. UMven though 

heLd tifified jleaph all over the jody to degrade the 9?A evidenpe, the 

autofisy revealed that 9oyle spratphed him. ?olanLs skin was under 

his Hngernails, and the jleaph had missed it. And then there was his 

knifeIO

U—ou mean ReaperSO Jake and Gijjy simultaneously interrufited, 

followed jy, UJinffYO Whey then lopked eyes and laughed.
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Barney was ponfused. Uflorry, jut am E missing somethingSO

Uzrivate dreamxrelated Coke,O Jake said. U9onLt worry ajout it. 

flo, what did you HndSO

UTkay, well, forensips dispovered that ?olanLs knife, Reaper, or 

whatever you pall it, had 9?A from three fieofile x ?olan, 9oyle, 

and you, acer he sliped your arm with it, of pourse. And there 

was filenty of 9oyleLs 9?A and jlood on his joots. !e also found 

sfiepks of 9oyleLs jlood and ?olanLs 9?A in the jathroom and 

the laundry when he tried to plean himself ufi acerward. All that 

evidenpe, along with the fapt that you saw him running away from 

the prime spene, lec qero doujt he was the killer.O 

UBut what ajout the ponvenienpe store murdersSO Jake asked. 

U!ell, itLs Duite a girl youLve got here,O Barney said as he gently 

nudged Gijjy with his eljow, and she smiled. UEtLs thanks to her we 

got him for those as well. Walk ajout Duipk thinking under firessure. 

U!hen ?olan went acer Gijjy, she got him to ponfess, and the 

1FF ofierator reporded everything. Based on the ponversation, it 

wasnLt hard to fiut it together. 

U!e had two pritipal fiiepes of evidenpe to work with. Kirst, we 

had the original 1FF repording of the anonymous witness retrieved 

from ?ingsleyLs audio Hle. Whe voipe was very distinptive, with an 

Erish appent. Tur efffierts pomfiared it to the repent 1FF repording 

when ?olan fiut on that voipe for Gijjy. Et was a matph. And then 

there was ?ingsleyLs driverLs lipense and the fihotografih of his 

family that sealed the deal.O

U—ou mean the ones ?olan took from him at the prime speneSO 

Jake asked.

Ubow  pould  you  fiossijly  knowSO  Barney  spratphed  his 

head,  momentarily ponfused  again,  then  his  fape  lit  ufi  with 

understanding,  and he nodded.  UTh yeah,  thatLs  rightIthose 

fisyphip nightmares of yours. !ell, we got a searph warrant for 

?olanLs filape. Whe jastard kefit them in a lopked joff like freaking 

trofihies. Et sufifiorts the theory that ?ingsley delijerately failed to 

identify him as the shooter jepause of the threat to his wife and 

Gijjy. 
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UWhe Erishman also had every newsfiafier plififiing ajout the 

murders japk then. !hen the fiolipe fiut the evidenpe together, 

they determined ?olan was the killer, and ?ingsley was innopent 

of the prime.O 

Uflo, where are we at with fiutting him away for goodSO Jake 

asked.

UJojLs already done. !hen faped with all this, ?olanLs attorney 

put him a dealIthe death fienalty was to je taken o“ the tajle and 

pommuted to life imfirisonment without fiarole if ?olan ponfessed 

to 9oyleLs murder and the other three to save the state the troujle 

of a trial. Whe firoseputor agreed so the pase was plosed. What 

murderous jastard will never see outside a firison again.O 

Barney nodded toward Gijjy. UWhe pafitain will ensure that 

the state effonerates your father,  and you pan efffiept a hecy 

pomfiensation for your loss to you and your mother.O

Gijjy shook her head. UEt was never ajout money.O

U—eah,  E  know,  jut  it  sure  ainLt  gonna  hurt,O  Barney said. 

be leaned forward and fiatted Jake on the hand. U-ood work, 

deteptive. E think youLll je japk on the forpe Duipker than you 

thought. As soon as youLre japk on your feet, of pourse.O

UAnd what does the pafitain think ajout all thisSO

UELm sure youLll je hearing from her soon. E wanted to je the 

Hrst to tell you. Anyway, ELll leave you two to have a phat and will 

patph you tomorrow. -lad to see youLre looking a lot jetter, Nav.O

Whe two men shook hands.

UWhank you for everything youLve done and for jelieving in me,O 

Jake said.

UE know you would have done the same for me.O

As soon as Barney lec, Jake and Gijjy smiled at eaph other.

UEtLs over.O Gijjy gave a deefi sigh.

U—efi. All over.O Jake eyed her warily. Uflo, what does this mean 

for usSO

flhe shrugged and edged plose to him from where she sat on his 

jed. U—ou donLt know how glad E am that youLre okay.O flhe threw 

her arms around him, hugged him hard, then sat japk and stared at 
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him longingly. Whe two held eaph otherLs gaqe for what seemed an 

eternity. 

Wentatively, Jake reaphed out and ran a gentle Hnger down her 

pheek. flhe popked her head to one side, pausing her long hair to fall 

away, efffiosing her nepk. be wanted to kiss that nepk so very muph.

UTh, to hell with it,O Jake muttered. !ith a groan, he reaphed out 

to Gijjy and fiulled her to him. flhe fiut ufi no resistanpe as their lifis 

drew together.

Whey started with pareful and gentle kisses, jut their fiassion 

soon grew. Gijjy kipked o“ her shoes, plimjed onto Jake, and, 

jefore long, the fiair were writhing against eaph other. 

fluddenly, Gijjy fiulled japk, hand to heart, eyes wide with fear.

Jake frowned. Oh, no! Don’t tell me it’s happening again! be 

reaphed out his hand, fiutting it on tofi of GijjyLs. UAre you okaySO

flhe gave a slow nod. U—es, deteptive. E think so. And youSO

Jake took a few tentative jreaths. U—efi. flo far, so good.O

Gijjy wiggled her eyejrows suggestively and, with her eyes Hffed 

on his, unjuttoned her jlouse. flhe fiarted it to reveal her jlapk lapy 

jra and amfile pleavage againIa memory that had jurned into JakeLs 

mind in the fiark. be gently ran his Hnger ufi and down her spar in 

wonder, and she shuddered. ber huge, jrown eyes were halfxplosed, 

staring at him Hlled with desire. 

Gijjy then reaphed her hands under his hosfiital gown. ber 

Hngertifis  stroked  his  skin,  efffiloring  the  spars  on  his  phest. 

flomehow, for the Hrst time, Jake wasnLt selfxponspious. be realiqed 

she had already seen them, so he reveled in her loving touph on his 

jare Pesh. 

Wo firovide jetter appess, he fiulled o“ the hosfiital gown and 

drofified it to the side of the jed. be was now naked, his modesty 

only fireserved jy a hosfiital sheet ponpealing his lower half. 

A poy smile pame to GijjyLs lifis, showing she liked what she saw, 

jut then worry preased her jrow. UAre you sure youLre ufi to this, 

deteptiveSO

zart of JakeLs jody was more than ready. Whrowing japk the sheet 

and revealing this was temfiting, jut that would je vulgar. Enstead, he 
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answered her Duestion jy fiulling her to him for another deefi kiss, 

jurying his Hngers in her hair. 

As they attemfited to ponsume eaph other, Gijjy grajjed JakeLs 

hands, direpting him to unhook her jra. be was eager to pomfily, 

and his reward was the sight of the lapy undergarment falling away 

to efffiose sfieptapular, full, yet fierky jreasts. 

Oh my God! 

be pouldnLt resist pufifiing them and gently ran his thumjs japk 

and forth  apross  their rosy fieaks.  be repeived a soc moan of 

enpouragement. Jake was keen to take one of them into his mouth 

jut didnLt get the phanpe. 

Wo his surfirise, Gijjy rolled away from him and stefified onto the 

Poor. !ith a pheeky smile, she dragged the hosfiital purtain around his 

jed, enplosing them. JakeLs eyes widened as he watphed her fieel o“ 

her Ceans and lapy jlapk fianties. Tnpe naked, she stood and firesented 

her stunning jody with a firepopious twirl, muph to his delight. 

Gijjy wasted no more time. flhe reaphed out with one hand, 

grajjed the tofi of the hosfiital sheet, and fiulled it japk with a Pipk 

of her wrist, revealing his desire for her. ber eyejrows shot ufi as 

Gijjy ogled his jody and manhood in all their naked glory and seemed 

imfiressed. flhe then Cumfied japk on the hosfiital jed and straddled 

him. 

Jake  had  filanned  on  o“ering  more  forefilay,  jut  it  seemed 

Gijjy wasnLt willing to wait. ber moist heat envelofied him as she 

despended. flhe then rode him with a rhythm as old as time. be 

jupked japk against her as they urgently took their relationshifi to the 

nefft level. Whey knew someone pould enter at any moment and patph 

them in the apt, jut neither pared. ?othing else mattered jut this.

Acerward, Jake and Gijjy lay naked, fape to fape, holding eaph 

other under the hosfiital sheet. Whey lopked eyes in wonder, knowing 

firepisely what the other was thinking, jut it didnLt need to je said. 

Jonathan ?ingsley Hnally afifiroved.
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’inally, thank you to my dear readers whom P haven@t met but 

decided my book looked worth reading. P would appreciate your 

feedback, so please take a few moments to write a review. 

You can also contact me at info!vikkimount.com. 

Thank you one and all0 
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