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Brady Jamison sat on the stairs watching a
little

princess dance around the foyer, until a
knock sounded on the glass of the storm door. “Look, Daddy.
Somebody’s here.”

He moved up behind her as she pushed the
handle. The scent of cut pumpkins with candles floated over to
them.

“Trick-or-treat.”

Emma squealed with delight as she doled out
Hershey bars, tootsie rolls and Three Musketeer bars.

They repeated the process ten times, then
Brady said, “We’re done, honey.”

Another child had just climbed the steps.
“One more.”

“All right.” Again, he
pushed the door open.

“Daddy, she’s dressed like
me!” Emma’s eyes widened. “So’s her Mama. And they got braids,
too.”

Brady bit his lip when he took in the two of
them. “What a sight.”

The adult fairy warned, “Don’t you dare
laugh.”

“At two more beautiful
fairies? Why would I?”

The little one turned to the woman. “Mommy,
I gotta pee.”

Her mom sighed.

“We have toilets,” he said
kindly. “She can use one.”

“I’ll have to come with
her.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t
expect otherwise.”

They entered the house and Emma practically
jumped up and down. She led all three of them to the downstairs
bathroom, and the girl went inside, while the mother waited in the
kitchen hallway. “She’s nine. She’s growing up fast.”

“Mine is eight going on
eighty.”

“I am not, Daddy.” She
turned to the woman. “I’m Emma. My daddy’s Brady. Who are you?”

“My name is Lynne. My
daughter’s Melody.”

“Do you live near
us?”

“No, we’re new to town and
were driving around to find a street with lots of trick-or-treaters
out.”

“Can you stay?”

Melody opened the door in time to hear
Emma’s request. “You said we were going home after this house, Mom.
Can we?”

“I—”

“P-l-e-a-s-e!” This from
both girls.

She glanced at Brady. He was still entranced
by her made up face. She used greens and blues to accent her big
green eyes. “Fine by me. You were going to be our last, too.” He
ruffled his daughter’s wings. “How about cider?”

“I want the candy I got
today at Trunk or Treat, Daddy.”

Melody asked, “What’s that?”

“Trunk or Treat is a
common practice at Halloween in Crystal City,” Brady explained.
“Parents and friends put candy in the trunks of their cars and
drive to a parking lot. The kids go around trick or treating in a
safe way.” He addressed Emma. “All right honey. Two
pieces.”

“Two for you, too,
sweetie,” Lynne told her daughter.

In childhood innocence, Emma grabbed the
unfamiliar girl by the hand and led her toward the living room.
Melody said, “I love your braids.” He’d learned to do them and was
proud of himself.

“Thanks. I like
yours.”

The adults dropped down at the table that
overlooked the room. Brady and his wife Jenny had renovated the
whole back of the house into this open layout.

Lynne asked, “What are the chances of
matching outfits?”

“Three of them? Slim to
none.”

She moved uneasily. “These wings are not for
sitting in chairs.”

“If you’re finished, take
them off.”

“I, um, can’t do it alone.
I’m planning to stop back at a friend’s house to get them off. She
put them on me, too.”

“I can help. If you don’t
mind.”

“I don’t mind.” She stood.
“You’ll need more light.”

They walked into the kitchen proper. Under
an overhead light, she turned around and stared at the fridge as he
undid the ties. When he leaned in to release a particular clip, her
scent of flowers and lemon filled his head.

Clearing his throat, he finished up. “There
you go.”

“Thanks.” She took the
wings. “May I ask about your fridge flyer?”

“Sure. Which
one?”

She pointed.

“Ah, Flying
Solo.”

“What is it?”

“A group for parents
raising kids alone. The people are friendly and fun. I’m an
administrator this year. We hold support groups and social
activities.”

“You’re solo?” she asked.
Not brazenly. Just with interest.

“My wife Jenny died two
years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You?”

“A divorce. It’ll be over
soon.”

“That must be
hard.”

Her expression turned bleak. “More than I
could have possibly imagined.”

He grabbed the flyer off the fridge and
handed it to her. “Here you go, Fairy Princess. Maybe I’ll see you
again.”

“Maybe.” She did a cute
little curtsey. “Thanks.”


Chapter 1
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Captain Harry Zander, rumored to be the
nicest guy in the department, and Lynne’s new captain, calmly gave
out orders as Engine 4 sped to the fire scene on her first day
shift in the CCFD. “Follow me to Incident Command, and you’ll get
your assignments there. Lucas, no offense, you’ll stick with me.
It’s your first call with us.”

She almost snorted in the backseat with
three other firefighters. She’d been a firefighter for eleven years
in a smaller department in the village of Dannerville and rose to
battalion chief, a rank higher than hers now.

Zander grumbled, “I can hear you almost
snort. Gimme this one.”

“Yes, sir.”

White smoke billowed out of the windows on
the burning house, and from where they parked, Lynne saw the fire
was really rolling. An aerial truck and another engine were
stationed on the west side of the structure. They dismounted the
rig and the putrid scent of something besides charred wood filled
the air. At least it was above forty degrees today, though a bit
windy.

They crossed to Battalion Chief Tom Frasier.
“Hey, Harry.

Lay a line from the East. Get water on the
brick. Then we’ll need ladders thrown for search and rescue.
Somebody’s inside.”

Lynne’s coworkers, Dynai Blackfeather and
Cameron Loder rushed to the rig, got out the two-and-half-inch line
and hauled it over their shoulders to the closest part of the
dwelling. Billy Braxton, the driver, remained at the water controls
on the rig.

In under two minutes, her group had the wet
stuff on the red stuff.

The smoke turned even blacker. Zander
frowned. “Lucas get the 4-incher and hook it up to the plug.” Which
was twenty feet away.

Braxton had already pulled the hose out when
she got to the rig, and Lynne humped the line over to the street
and unscrewed the cap with a hydrant wrench. She knew to open the
valve slowly and fully, as a partial release could cause serious
damage to the plug and the firefighter. “It’s wet.” Which meant
there was already water in the barrel. She strode to Zander with
the hose. He got behind her.

Lynne levered the nozzle back and the large
hose bucked, pushing her into Zander with its force. He groaned.
“Lightweight.”

She sprayed the bottom floor and as soon as
the flames were out, she did the same on the top. The brick peeled
back and they could see the plastic insulation, which must have
caused the smell.

The cap shook his head. “A disaster waiting
to…”

Pop, pop, pop, pop! Holy hell. From living
out in the county, Lynne recognized the sound. "Somebody’s shooting
at us?”

“Not necessarily.” Though
there had been crazies who opened fire at firefighters. Zander
radioed Incident Command. “What’s the noise from, Tom?”

“Ammunition in the
basement. Let it run its course and get back as far as you can.
Hold onto the hoses in case of reignition from the
bullets.”

Lynne stepped two feet further back and
listened to the ammo cooking. There had to be hundreds of rounds
down there.

Over the radio, they heard, “Mayday, mayday,
firefighter shot in the leg.”

“Fuck.” Frasier again over
the radio.

The injured man wasn’t in their line of
vision. But she could see the aerial raise from the truck and
firefighters climbed up to the top. A stream of water erupted onto
the roof.

Sirens sounded close by. Lynne looked over
her shoulder. Another engine screeched to a halt in the front of
the house, with an ambulance right behind.

Still, they waited. The inactivity chilled
her so she jumped up and down a few times.

Finally, they heard, “All clear.”

Zander jogged to the front of the house and
took the steps to the entrance. He ducked inside, but he came out
immediately. “The stairs are gone.” He radioed the message.

“Vent from your side then.
Another truck is on the way,

but got delayed by a detour. Nobody guessed
this small fire would turn so bad.” He swore. “Get the Hurst tool
from the truck that’s already here. Their crew is busy assisting
the engine. You and your probie make the cuts when I give you the
go ahead.”

“Go get the saw, Lucas.
I’ll get the ladder.” He’d already brought along a halligan and
pike.

A probie met her halfway and handed her the
tool. She jogged back and saw Zander had already raised a ladder.
“You wanna do it?”

“Yeah.”

“Go ahead.”

She started the saw on the ground, a must
for venting because if the tool didn’t work on the roof, they
weren’t going to open in time. It roared to life. Switching it off,
she handed the cutter to Zander and took the halligan and pike from
the ground, then climbed the ladder up to the peak of the roof. She
staged the pike, which would be used to lever the roof later. Up
here, the wind was worse and she felt its force.

Before she stepped on the roof, she tapped
the shingles with the halligan in case it was spongy. It wasn’t, so
she hammered the halligan ax into the roof between the lower rungs
of the ladder. She stepped up and braced herself with one foot on
the ax. She took the saw from Zander who’d followed her up.

He said into his radio, “On the roof,
chief.”

“Vent now.”

With the wind at her back, Lynne turned on
the saw then stepped off the ladder. She made the first cut away
from her, did a quick second cut on an angle, then a third downward
cut. Next, she made another cut toward her on the bottom.

She stepped back onto the ladder because cut
five would be the final one to complete the rectangle. The saw
snarled its way through from the first cut down to the fourth.
Quickly, Lynne grabbed the pike and hooked it on the far end of the
sliced square. It louvered up on a beam which then shielded her
when the fire burst out in angry flames. The angled piece of roof
also funneled the heat and smoke away from her.

Zander said into the radio, “Ventilation
complete.”

They descended the ladder and once on the
ground, Zander pushed up his facemask. Lynne the same. The cold
stung her in the face. “Good work, Lucas.” His smile was big and
genuine. He reached over and squeezed her shoulder.

“Thanks, sir.” She knew
she’d done everything perfectly. She should. She’d taught this
maneuver to recruits.

Together they gathered the tools and walked
over to Incident Command.

“It’s a fucking circus
here,” BC Frasier said when they reached him.

Zander asked him what was wrong.

“A rookie didn’t have his
air pack on and it took time to strap him in. And the damn ammo
endangered us all, then hit one of my favorite lieutenants in the
leg. To top it off, the aerial got stuck. Luckily on its way down.
But totally avoidable.”

Zander checked his watch. “We made decent
time.”

“Yeah, I know. But I hate
mistakes.”

He clapped Frasier on the arm. “Try to look
on the bright side, Tom. We did okay.”

“Harrumph.”

When the crew piled into the rig, which was
gratefully warm, Braxton and Blackfeather were chatter-bugs. He
said, “I wonder how much ammo and guns the guy lost. I heard the
owner was cryin’ about it on the lawn after they got him out.”

Blackfeather’s expression darkened. “I saw
Davidson get shot. Scared me shitless.”

“What’d you
do?”

“I’d stepped back as soon
as the popcorn sounds started. But I dragged him out of the way of
more bullets.”

Lynne watched the dynamics. She noticed
Zander didn’t chat. Like she never had. Too many things to remember
for the debriefing.

When they got back to the house, Lynne
bounded off the rig and stopped to take in a breath of early
November air. The call had been exhilarating. This was the exact
reason she’d upended her life and come to Crystal Corners.

 


* * *

 


On Lynne’s first day off, she and Brooke
took a walk around Brooke’s neighborhood. Despite the thirty-degree
weather, they braved the elements and went at a good clip. Luckily
the noon sun was out, keeping Brooke warm in a down jacket and hat.
Lynne was cute in a dark green thermal coat and white earmuffs.

“How was your first tour
in the CCFD?” Brooke asked. She liked hearing about the day-to-day
job stuff of her friends.

“It went well. The captain
is a doll like people say.”

“Harry Zander, right? We
all adore him. He taught a class with me once and the recruits took
to him.”

“Yeah, Zander’s great. And
I liked Dynai Blackfeather.”

Brooke chuckled. “That woman is a dynamo for
her size. I helped train her. JJ said she was on the second-in crew
on that ambulance tip-over call and was essential to the
rescue.”

“Yeah, I remember. The
other two guys are a little aloof. I can deal with
that.”

Brooke squeezed her am. Their breath huffed
out as they walked. “Did you get settled into David’s house?”

Lucky for Lynne, the husband of one of the
Sisters of Fire had offered his place to her when she’d moved up to
Crystal Corners. David had vacated it to live with Tess.

“Mostly. I didn’t unpack
everything. I’ll get my own house when we finalize the
divorce.”

After Lynne graduated from the academy, the
plan was to move back to Dannerville, her hometown, and work in the
fire department—for a while. But Ken reneged on his promise to
resettle in Crystal Corners twice and finally, after ten years of
his refusals, she decided to move on her own. Their relationship
was all but over by then, anyway.

They turned a corner and kept talking. “So,
Ken’s keeping the one in Dannerville?”

“He is. And I get the lake
cottage. A fair trade. He’s being overly cooperative because of
Mary’s pregnancy. He wants a quickie divorce.”

Furious at Ken’s infidelity, Brooke swore.
“The shithead. Is he at least embarrassed by what he’s done?”

“Not in front of me. But
he’s a town councilman and he’s gotta be chagrined with them, and
the rest of Dannerville, I’d guess.”

“Is Mary living with
him?”

“No. And I hope my kids
will move in with me before the divorce is final and she does. They
don’t want to inhabit a house with the
other woman.”

Brooke’s expression was sympathetic.

“Okay, I’m done,” Lynne
said. “You’re not going to get away without telling me how Brooke
is.”

“Brooke gets better every
day.” It had been four months since Zach died. “In some ways the
pain has lessened, is at least tolerable. At other times, it bursts
upon me and I want to curl into a fetal position.”

“Getting ambushed must be
hard.”

“Suzanne Blakely’s my
friend at the academy. She suggested I go to a grief group.” The
psychologist was a terrific addition to the fire
department.

“I think that’s a great
idea.”

“I’m not sure opening up
wounds is the way to heal.”

“Those wounds haven’t
scabbed over yet, honey.”

“Probably not.”

Slowing down, they turned toward home and
walked in silence for a block or so. The quiet was natural between
them.

After a bit, Lynne spoke again. “I might go
to a group, too.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s called Flying Solo,
for parents who don’t have partners.”

“Is it a matchmaker
site?”

“God, no. I’m not ready
for that. Supports groups are run by a psychologist from Elmwood,
then they do social activities together.”

“Hmm. Go for
it.”

“Want to come
with?”

Brooke was horrified at the notion and
stopped. “I’m so not there.”

“I should have known
that.” She squeezed Brooke’s shoulder. “Sorry.”

“Let me know what happens,
though. Maybe you’ll meet Superman.”

“There’s no such thing in
my near-future, Brooke. I just want to concentrate on my job and my
kids.”

Which was Brooke’s mantra these days,
too.

Light snowflakes landed on their cheeks as
they reached her house. “Come in for coffee?”

“I’d love to. I’m so happy
to be here to do these informal things with you.”

“You have no idea how much
I’m thrilled by your move.”

Lynne linked arms with Brooke as they took
the path up to the garage. They both sighed contentedly.

 


* * *

 


Later that night, Lynne called up the Flying
Solo website. The next meeting was tonight in Elmwood, where the
group was held. And she didn’t have the kids until tomorrow when
Phillip and Melody arrived.

“What the hell?” she said
to herself. “Take a risk.”

Running a brush through her hair, wearing
the same athletic suit she walked in, Brooke grabbed a jacket, her
keys and a small wallet that fit into her back pocket, then left
the house. Twenty minutes later, she walked into the Elmwood Town
Hall and was directed to the designated room by a security guard.
The corridor was filled with the scent of coffee. At the doorway,
she saw the area was large and well-lit, with about thirty people
sitting in a circle. Taking a deep breath, she crossed to the table
at the entrance.

“Hi, I’m Carly. Welcome to
Flying Solo.”

“Hello. Lynne
Lucas.”

“This your first
time?”

“How could you
tell?”

“I know pretty much
everybody in the group. Would you fill out a form for introduction
purposes?”

“Sure.” She took a chair a
few feet away, entered some routine personal data and returned it
to Carly.

“Thanks, Lynne. You’re the
only new person tonight. We’ll introduce you. It’s our
practice.”

“Go for it.”

Joining the group, Lynne dropped down into
an empty chair between a woman and a man, who both greeted her.

Surveying the group, she noticed most people
were more dressed up than she was. Her gaze stopped on Brady
Jamison, wearing jeans and a chambray slate blue shirt, rolled up
at the sleeves. He stared down at a clipboard Carly had given him,
then raised his head and scanned the participants. No signs of
recognition. He stood. “Hi, everybody. We have a new person
tonight, Lynne Lucas. Lynne, could you wave to the group?”

Lynne waved. “Hello.”

Brady grinned at her. “Lynne is new to
Crystal Corners and is,” again he glanced down at the paper “oh,
wow, a firefighter.”

“Me, too,” the guy next to
her said. “Mike Holly.”

“Hi, Mike.”

Brady continued, “Tonight, we’ll discuss
future activities first, then break up into support groups for an
hour. You have a choice of three: Healing, Parenting Downfalls and
How to listen to your children. Then, we’ll have social time for
the rest of the evening until ten.”

Lynne sat silently as the group offered
suggestions and Brady wrote them down. At one point, someone asked,
“Do you have an activity you’d like to do, Lynne?”

She said, “I went ax throwing this year. It
was a lot of fun.”

“Tell us about
it.”

She recounted her night with the Sisters of
Fire and someone asked if she’d like to plan an event there. “Um,
sure, if I come back.”

Brady smiled. “We’ll put you down.”

They broke up after an hour and several
people approached her. She wished Brady had. As the room emptied,
she headed for the support group she’d chosen. Still, he hadn’t
sought her out.

 


* * *

 


Brady poured some coffee in the hall where
the pot was set up in front of three smaller rooms. He was glad
when Lynne Lucas came up to him. Even without the makeup, her eyes
were a startling green. Unbraided, her blond hair was full and
round her shoulders.

“Hello, Fairy
Princess.”

“Hello, Fairy Princess’s
father.” She cocked her head. “You know, you remind me of
somebody.”

He rolled his eyes. “Ever
see the seventies film Love
Story?”

“Yeah. Annie, one of my
friends, made a group of us watch it one night. She’s a romantic.
That’s it. You look like a young Ryan O’Neal.”

He actually blushed. “The spitting image, my
mom says.”

She chuckled.

“So, a firefighter,
huh?”

“Yep, my life’s work. What
do you do?”

“I’m a
psychologist.”

A chime sounded. She asked, “Which group are
you going to?”

“Healing.”

“Hmm. Me, too.”

They walked in together and took one of the
rectangular tables that seated four people. Their shoulders
touched.

The group was called together.

“Hello, I’m Abigail
Simmons. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m a child
psychologist and I work out of Westside Family Medicine. Tonight’s
topic was chosen by a vote some time ago.

“Healing! A simple word
but one we can’t live without if we’ve survived the death of a
spouse, are separated from a significant other or are divorced.
Future talks will cover healing for children but your kids will get
better faster if you’re in a good place. Here are some points I’ll
cover tonight.

“One. Give yourself time
to heal. And I don’t just mean before dating again. I mean to mend
your heart. It won’t happen overnight.

“Two. For some, healing
can involve learning to love yourselves again, and for others, it
could be learning to be on your own as a single parent.

“Three. As much as you may
feel like you can never do this alone, don’t get dependent on
others until you’ve proven to yourself that you can make it
solo.

“Four. The only true way
to have a healthy relationship with anyone is to be a whole person,
aka healed, before you begin something romantic.”

After several members shared opinions,
Abigail summarized each point and kept the discussion moving. The
time flew.

When the session ended, Brady walked out
with Lynne. “So, what did you think?” he asked.

“It was all great advice.
I wish it didn’t take so long to heal.”

“You go in and out of it.
My wife’s been dead two years and things still happen that make me
feel sad.”

“I’m sorry.”

“What about you? How long
have you been divorced?”

“We filed in mid-October.
But it’s uncontested so the whole ordeal should be over by
Christmas.”

“You must be raw from the
situation.”

“When I let myself think
about it.”

“As a psychologist, I
recommend allowing the feelings to surface. You’ll heal
faster.”

They reached the larger room. “Are you
staying for the social hour?”

“I wasn’t planning
to.”

For some reason, he really wanted her to
stay. “Come on, I’ll stick by you.”

“All right.”

She met people and chatted amiably with
them. She seemed to have fun. When the night ended, Brady was close
by and told her, “I’ll walk you out.”

They left the hall headed toward the exit.
“I’m glad you suggested I stay. I had fun.”

“Then my job is
done.”

At the coat-check room, Lynne went inside to
get her jacket. Standing back as she walked away, he noticed now
how nicely she filled out the sweat suit. When she came back, Brady
asked for her coat, then held it out for her. She poked her arms in
but her hair tangled at the collar, so he scooped it out of the
neckline. His fingers grazed soft skin and the lemon scent of her
locks threw him some.

She pivoted. “You’re always getting me out
of things.”

He blanked.

“Um, I didn’t mean
clothes. Or future clothes.”

He laughed.

“Now that I’ve embarrassed
myself enough for one night I’ll leave. Goodbye, Dr. Brady
Jamison.”

“Goodbye, Lieutenant
Lucas.”

Again, he watched her walk away. And
experienced something unfamiliar. This was the first time since
Jenny died that he felt a strong physical attraction for another
woman.


Chapter 2
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“What do you mean you
didn’t tell her?” Bryce was frowning from the bench where he
sat.

Brady stood in front of the mirror,
dressing. He could see his brother in the glass. They were opposite
in appearance. Bryce was dark-haired and dark-eyed. “The
opportunity didn’t come up.” He turned around. “That’s not exactly
true. I didn’t want to…ruin the time with her. You know how people
I don’t know react when I confess all.”

“Did something happen
between you two?”

He knew his face reddened, but he held his
brother’s gaze anyway. “One little thing. I helped her with her
coat and smelled her hair. I got…it was the first time I was
attracted to a woman since Jenny died.”

Bryce sighed. “Aw, Brady, don’t say it like
you committed a sin.”

“I of all people know what
a sin is.”

“You also know what I
mean. How did it feel?”

“It felt
great.”

“I’m glad. Jenny’s been
gone a long time.”

That made him sad. Jenny Newton became Jenny
Jamison the year they both graduated from college. She’d been a
wonderful wife and mother. A case of adult leukemia took her in two
months.

“Brade?”

“I’m fine.” He glanced at
his watch. “Uh-oh. I have to get out there.”

“All right. See you then.”
Bryce left him alone.

Brady took a few deep breaths and centered
himself. Then he walked out of the vestibule and onto the altar. He
faced his congregation. “I say it’s time for Church.” His regular
Sunday morning beginning.

“It’s time for Church!”
the congregation repeated.

“Let’s read from the
screen.” Not depending on hymnals all the time was an innovation he
made after his father retired from his ministry five years ago.
“We’ll say the opening prayer together.

“Blessed Lord, Spirit
within me. Give us the calmness to clear our minds of all anxiety
and let you fill us with your grace. Help us to get to know you
better today. Give us a service that helps us take you out into the
world this week. Amen.”

 


* * *

 


“So, you’re gonna live
here?” Her son’s voice was surly, meant to annoy. Contrary to
Melody, Phillip had resisted moving up to Crystal Corners in
October or even visiting. Finally, Lynne put her foot down the last
two weekends she was scheduled to have him.

“No, honey. This is a
rental. I’m searching for a permanent place for us.”

“Will I have my own room,
Mommy? That I can decorate? I can’t here.” This child was excited
and happy. Her long blond hair was like Lynne’s and she’d gotten
her blue eyes from her dad.

“You both’ll have your own
rooms.” With her firefighting income higher than it was in
Dannerville, despite her demotion
to lieutenant, and child
support from Ken, plus half of their assets, Lynne was hoping to
buy a house as soon as the divorce was final and their investments
divided. Though this was a lovely place, she longed for something
of her own.

Phillip grunted about his new room.

“Now, how about some
lunch?”

The kids agreed and they went to the
kitchen. As she made their favorite BLTs, Phillip crossed to the
sliding doors and looked out at the blustery November day. He
resembled Ken, with blue eyes and light brown hair, cut close
around the bottom. Melody sat on a stool at the counter and kicked
her feet.

“So, I made plans to meet
Tess at the Y and swim, then have dinner out. Pizza
maybe.”

“I don’t wanna go.” Poor
Phillip. He liked Vinny DiMarco, but he was a typical teenager.
Sometimes, it felt like he was trying to be difficult.

“Vinny will be there. You
like hanging out with him.”

No response.

“Are Izzy and Maria
coming?” Mel asked.

“They are.”

“Hey, Mommy. Can we call
Emma, the girl we met on Halloween, and ask her to come,
too?”

Lynne’s stomach lurched a bit. “Oh, sweetie.
We don’t know them that well. I don’t even have their phone
number.”

“Okay.” Luckily, Mel had a
sunny personality.

Lunch went fine. Phillip was a growing boy
and ate two big sandwiches. Once fed, he seemed a bit more relaxed
when he trundled upstairs to get ready without further
complaint.

An hour later, after picking everybody up in
her van, the seven of them walked into the Y’s pool area. Lynne had
joined the facility as soon as she moved, a perk of her health
insurance. The other Sisters of Fire belonged here, too.

Tess and Lynne found chaises together, a
miracle on a Saturday afternoon. The girls splashed in the shallow
end though they could all swim, and the guys went off to the side
and sat on the edge of the pool. “Oh, dear. The boys are eying a
group of girls sitting down from them.”

Tess laughed. “They’re thirteen, nearly
fourteen, Lynne.”

“Yeah, I guess that would
be at the top of their interests now.”

“Of course, it is.” At
four-months pregnant, Tess glowed. She wore a blousy two piece
black and white suit though they’d finally told the kids she was
carrying a brother or sister. “How are they doing?”

“Phillip’s stubborn. He
has a lovely room at David’s house, but is whiny when he stays with
me.”

“Kids react to their
parents’ divorce, sweetie.”

“I guess you’d know. How
soon before he’s civil again?”

“With Vinny it took longer
because he went to live with Vince. But I have some news on that
front. He’s asked to come back to stay with me and David
now.”

“Tess. You must be so
happy.”

“We’re all
thrilled.”

“I think he’s mad at us.
Ken called me to say he’s been absolutely impossible with
him.”

“He knows about Mary,
right?”

“Yes. Phillip also told me
she was, and I quote, knocked up
but he wouldn’t talk about it. Ken thinks there’s
a rumor circulating around town.”

“At least he knows the
divorce isn’t your fault.”

“Phillip said when he got
surly about it, that Ken shouted his mother had left them
anyway.”

“The bastard.”

Lynne kept an eye on the girls. Mel was
pouring water over Maria’s head now with a small bucket. “I’m so
glad you moved up. We can spend time like this together.”

“Thanks. I told Brooke the
same thing a few days ago.”

After a half hour of chitchat, Lynne and
Tess each dove into the water from the deep end and swam to the
shallow part.

When they passed the boys, Vinny cupped his
hands around his mouth. “Way to go, Mom!”

The afternoon went pleasantly. They left the
Y around five for an early dinner. Once they got to the Crystal
City Pizzeria they confiscated a long rectangular table, and the
kids talked among themselves while Tess and Lynne perused the menu.
Spicy sauce and the scent of dough made everybody famished. After
the waitress took their order, a couple came inside. Brady Jamison.
With a very pretty woman. This time, Lynne’s heart skipped a
beat.

“What is it,
Lynne?”

“Mommy, it’s that guy from
Halloween.”

Tess’s brows rose.

The two of them headed towards a booth but
when Brady caught sight of her, they detoured over. “Hi,
there.”

“Hi.” Lynne’s voice didn’t
come out normal.

“Where’s Emma?” Melody
asked.

“With her grandparents.
This is my sister, Brianna Fisher.”

Lynne introduced Tess and her family and
Phillip, who scowled at him. Brady seemed surprised to see she had
a son.

“We went swimming at the
Y,” Mel told him. “I wanted to ask Emma but we didn’t have your
phone number.” She said to Lynne, “Get it, Mommy. Okay?”

Lynne took her phone out so he could enter
his contact information. Their pizza arrived. “We’ll let you eat.
Nice to meet you all and to see you two again.”

She couldn’t help but study him as he left.
A taupe sweater spanned his broad shoulders. And that butt…

Tess poked her in the
ribs. Her expression said, We need to
talk.

Lynn smiled. Soon, all the Sisters of Fire
would know about this mysterious man from Halloween.

 


* * *

 


As Brady drove to Adam Matthews’ house, he
thought about Lynne Lucas. She’d been adorable yesterday with her
blond hair damp, her face flushed. After seeing her at the pizza
place, he’d dreamed about her last night. She and Brady were in
bed. Damn it, he didn’t want to belabor that nocturnal adventure.
His psychology degree told him having sexy dreams was normal human
behavior, but Brady wasn’t a normal person.

He pulled into the driveway and Adam’s
father opened the front door and waited for him to get out. “Come
on in, Reverend Brady. You’re just in time.”

“Hello, Carlton.” Brady
stepped inside the house. “On time, you mean?”

“That too. We had another
one of our rows.”

“I’m sorry to hear it. And
that you’re fighting so much with your son.”

“There are rules in this
house, Pastor.”

Strict rules, too strict rules. These people
were by-the-book religious, and had a difficult time with the
liberal policies of the church, especially after Brady took over.
“Before you say more, I’d like to go visit with Adam.”

Brady often spent one-on-one time with the
kids in his Boys Group.

“You know the way. Martha
was so upset she went out to her mother’s.”

Brady climbed the steep staircase, common in
the older Crystal City homes. He knocked on Adam’s door and heard,
“Go away.”

“It’s me, Reverend
Brady.”

The door unlocked from the inside and Adam
opened it. The boy seemed haggard, a word not usually applied to
teenagers. “Hi.”

“Hi. You knew I was
coming, right? We planned this.”

“I did. Sorry I barked at
you.”

“I’m not offended.” He
noticed again the sparsity of the room. Most boys had posters up,
even borderline-decent ones, pictures of them and their friends,
clever sayings. This room only contained a cross. He took the chair
at Adam’s desk and the boy dropped down on the mattress, facing
him. “What’s up? Your parents are upset with you?”

“Nothing new. I break
their rules, we have a fight, then we don’t talk to each other much
for a few days.”

“The anxiety level in this
house must wear on all of you.”

Adam sniffed. “No, not for me.”

“You keep saying that, but
I can tell you’re stressed.”

“How?”

“In our group, you get
irritable easily. You snapped at Linc when he brought up a problem
you didn’t want to discuss. And you had trouble focusing that
day.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t come
anymore.”

Ah, teenage bravado. Brady softened his tone
as much as he could. “Please don’t do that. I want you there.”

The teen’s eyes filled.
“Nobody wants me here.”

“Of course, they
do.”

“They want their version
of me.”

“And what is that
version?”

“A holy son.” Adam’s blue
eyes darkened with pain and his words were hoarsely
uttered.

“Holy?”

“Yeah, like you know,
pious.”

“You go to church with
them every Sunday.”

“I don’t study the Bible
enough. Only when they force me to read it in front of
them.”

“I’m sorry they feel that
way. The Bible isn’t for everybody.”

“Watch out saying that
around them.”

“In our denomination,
people are allowed to have different views on what it means to be a
Christian.”

The boy didn’t respond.

“So,” Brady said, “Let’s
talk about you outside of this house. How’s Cindy?” His very steady
girlfriend.

“She’s great.” Delight
replaced the sadness in his voice. “But that’s why they’re mad
now.”

“Is it the same objection
you talked about in group? That you’re too serious with her.
There’s too much temptation?”

“Yep.”

“Do you think she tempts
you?”

He reddened.

“Adam, you can talk to me
about sex. We should be doing that in the boys group.” Which he
initiated last year. The girls in the church complained about not
having a group, and when Brady offered to talk with them, too, they
balked. Jenny could have helped him out with that.

Adam shook his head. “That’s general stuff
at group.”

“Do you want to talk with
me about specifics.”

Again, the boy reddened. “My parents, they
make me think I’m sinful for what Cindy and me, you know, do
together.”

“I understand. You do know
that a healthy sexual appetite is common among boys your
age.”

“Yeah, but not
right.”

Hmm, he was going to have to walk carefully
here. Time to fall back on church. “Some religions think divorce is
wrong. Being gay is wrong. Missing church is wrong.”

“We don’t.”

“You’re right. The United
Church of Christ is more liberal than many others.”

“Dad thinks we’re too
liberal. He says your father kept people on the straight and
narrow, but you’re too far left.”

“My dad was more
conservative than I am in his personal beliefs, but he, like the
UCC denomination, believes in making religion personal. Your
relationship with God is yours. Your feelings about the Bible are,
too. Even what God, or the Spirit, means to you is
personal.”

“That makes me feel
better. Can you tell that to Dad?”

“I can if he asks me. I
won’t interfere with you two by taking sides.”

“I guess. Wanna play a
video game?”

The signal that a kid was done sharing for
now. “You mean you wanna get creamed again?”

“No way in
hell.”

Brady didn’t reprimand him. Some thought the
use of curse words was wrong. Brady had a whole different view on
what swearing was. But for now, he’d enjoy Legions of Cortana,
which would take them both into a different head space.

That was fine with him. He needed
distraction from his own thoughts today.

 


* * *

 


“First question is in the
category of Movies before 2000. Who starred in the film
Love Story?”

Lynne sputtered out her beer. She dared a
glance at Brady. He was biting his lip.

Carly said, “Well, we all know it’s Ryan
O’Neal.” She smiled at Brady. “But I can’t remember the woman’s
name.”

“Ali McGraw,” Lynne and
Brady said in unison.

They wrote it down on the sheet to answer
tonight’s trivia.

“Question 2: Name one of
the women who Gene Kelly danced with in Singing in the Rain?

Brady chuckled. “My mother loves that movie.
One of them is Debbie Reynolds.”

Several members, like Mike Holly, too young
to remember Reynolds’ heyday, looked confused. All night, Lynne
caught him staring at her.

A few more questions were
posed that Lynne didn’t know but she could swear Brady did. And how
had she ended up in his
group, anyway, for tonight’s Flying Solo outing
at El Paso’s, a Mexican restaurant in Elmwood?

After the first round ended, they took a
break for dinner. The tables were divided by group. Brady said to
Lynne, “There’s a buffet here of taco stuff. They usually have
fish, beef and/or ground turkey, and vegetables as fillings.” He
took a bead on her. “You’re not a vegetarian, right?”

“Nah. I love beef and
fish. But I do eat the vegetarian entree sometimes if it’s
interesting.”

A waitress appeared. “Table one, you
start.”

They rose, and Brady let everybody go first.
But he held Lynne back so they could be in line together. “I’ll
show you the ropes.”

She didn’t need that, but he could be damned
cute with his curly hair and hazel eyes. She wondered if he knew
that. He seemed to have a real sense of humility that was rare in
people.

They both picked the whole wheat tortillas,
took generous portions of beef, piled on grated Mexican cheese,
sliced avocados and black beans.

Brady reached for the spiciest sauce, and at
the same time, so did Lynne. Their hands met on the bottle of
dressing. Brady’s eyes widened, and Lynne felt a stirring deep
within her. “You first, my dear.”

“Thank you,
sir.”

A pitcher of beer had been delivered to
their table. They took seats, and Mike filled everybody’s glass.
When he got to Lynne, he smiled. “Here you go, pretty lady.”

Brady seemed taken back by the comment and
bit generously into his taco. His face reddened. “Ugh! It’s burning
my mouth.”

“Weakling.” Lynne took a
big bite, too. It was hot, but not too bad for her.

“I can’t believe you
swallowed it down like that.”

“What can I say? I’m
tough.”

His eyes twinkled. “You must be.”

 


* * *

 


When dinner was cleared, Brady felt sated.
Soon, the next game began. The questioner told them the next
categories: sports, celebrities and holy cow, religion. He’d have
to be careful not to star at that.

“First question, Who was
struck down on the road to Damascus?”

“Paul,” Carly said, “Piece
of cake.”

Actually, Brady thought, his name was Saul
before he got struck down by God. But he kept his mouth shut.

“Second question, What are
the important books in the Jewish religion and in the Muslim
faith?”

Many people knew the Torah and the Quran
respectively.

“Who is the father of
Israel?”

Immediately, Lynne said, “Abraham. I love
that name, wanted to give it to my son, but I was overridden.” By
her husband, he presumed.

Lynne also starred at sports, and Brady
again, held himself in check. During dinner and the game, he
noticed again how the young firefighter, Mike Holly, made overtures
to Lynne. They’d certainly had something in common. But Brady found
himself disliking Mike’s attention to her.

The last category was Disney shows. “Oh,
boy,” Brady quipped devilishly, rubbing his hands together.

When the event ended, he walked out
side-by-side with Lynne, leaving Holly in the dust. He said, “If
the next outing is in Elmwood, we should drive together.”

She gave him a sincere smile. “I’d like
that.”

It had gotten dark, of course, as the
evening progressed. And nippy. He buttoned up his coat and she
zipped her jacket, then looped a multicolored scarf around her
neck. They both put on gloves. “The night’s cold, but crisp, and
clean.” Brady grinned. “I like this kind of weather.”

“Hmm. It’s brutal fighting
fires in the winter.”

“I never thought about
that. Is it dangerous?”

“It can be. The biggest
thing is the varying temperatures firefighters experience. We’re
dressed to stay warm outdoors which can cause a risk of overheating
inside the building. If firefighters go back out to get new air
tanks, which happens a lot, the situation reverses almost instantly
from hyperthermia
to hypothermia.”

Brady stopped short on the sidewalk. “That’s
awful.”

She stopped, too. “We have new gear that
helps with that. A lot of people believe firefighters are crazy.
They run into burning buildings while others are running out.”

He tipped her chin and moved in closer. “You
are quite a woman, you know that, Lynne Lucas?”

“Thanks. And I have a
feeling you’re a very special kind of man.”

She didn’t know his profession, so she
couldn’t be talking about that. “What do you mean?”

“I could tell you could
have killed all those categories. But you held back so others could
answer. You didn’t show off.”

“Into psychology?” he
asked her.

“Some. I know that’s what
you do professionally, but this wasn’t clinical. You have an innate
caring for others.”

They started walking again and reached the
spot where she’d parked her car on the street. They stopped, and
she unlocked her car, then turned to him. A few neighborhood lamps
on the street gave them some visibility. Her cheeks were red, but
her smile was warm. “I had a wonderful night. By the way,” she
asked, “did I end up in your group by happenstance?”

“I’ll never
tell.”

Leaning over, he brushed his lips across
hers and she grasped onto his arm. He simply couldn’t stop himself
but she participated. It felt like the most natural thing in the
world. But he drew back before it went any further.
“Goodnight.”

Her hand rose to her lips, as if to savor
the sensation. “To you, too, Brady.”

He turned and walked away, wanting to climb
right into that car with her and do whatever she’d let him. Hell of
a thing for a minister to be thinking!


Chapter 3

 [image: ]

 


 


Around ten a.m. on the first day of a new
shift, a call came into their house. “Car fire on Bramble Street.
Engine 4, Truck 2 go into service.”

Lynne bolted up from the weight bench where
she’d been lifting and hurried out of the room. She wore only a
tank top and shorts so she shivered in the ice-cold bay as she
donned her turnout coat and boots. The others came out, geared up,
and jumped on the rig in under two minutes.

From the front seat, Zander read from his
tablet. “A neighbor called it in. No information on the cause or
extent of the fire or if victims were inside.”

They sped down the roads and arrived at the
scene in another three minutes. Luckily, the car was on a side
street. Truck 2 hadn’t arrived yet. Zander jumped out and raced
over to the vehicle, which had hit a big tree, then called back,
“Nobody’s inside. Quick, Lucas and Loder, lay a foam line. The
engine’s dripping gas.”

Lynne had already fastened her coat and
secured her air pack in the rig, then climbed off. Sometimes
firefighters were careless about PPE, and the call ended badly.
She’s had to reprimand more than one Dannerville firefighter about
slacking off that way.

Braxton attached a line to the truck and
then she and Loder hauled hose over to the car. She took the
nozzle, while Loder was careful to shake the hose to get the kinks
out, then stand behind her.

“I need foam,” Lynne
called out calmly.

The thick white stuff spurted out but Lynne
kept her footing. With Loder behind her, she positioned herself
five feet back from the car and started spraying at the bottom.
Thick white clouds of smoke billowed out and a November wind swept
them away.

She blanketed foam on the fuel surface
because it separated the ignition source from any metal near it.
Tiny pops came from the vehicle, then the fire went out.

Behind her, Loder physically edged her
closer. Not sure that was the right thing to do, she moved in a
step and sprayed more. He pushed on her again, and she moved even
closer. Before she could lay the last of foam, the car reignited
and a balloon of angry flames enveloped Lynne.

She dropped the line and stumbled out of the
inferno. “Oh my God! Oh my God!” She slapped her helmet off and
moved in a circle, disoriented for a few seconds.

Loder grabbed the bouncing line and doused
her with foam.

When she put her hand up
signaling enough,
he fell to his knees about 15 feet back, trained the hose back on
the car again and let it rip. Gradually, Loder inched closer, and
Lynne repositioned her helmet and got behind him, holding the hose.
The smoke turned black then white again. Finally, the fire went out
for a second time.

Lynne took off her helmet, air mask and
Nomex hood, despite the frigid wind which whipped her hair and
stung her face. She’d put out car fires before, but she’d never
seen anything like this.

She glanced over at the parking lot. Oh, no.
The world would see what happened. Someone standing across the road
had filmed the incident.

 


* * *

 


Trish and Nathan had been walking in the
area and someone told them there was a car fire nearby. Since this
was Lynne’s district, they got in their car, drove to the scene and
pulled into the parking lot across from it. Nathan held onto
Trish’s hand when they got out.

“Nathan, no, no,” she
gasped. “No.” Her legs started to buckle and Nathan caught
her.

“She’s not hurt,
sweetheart. She’s out of the fire and seems fine.”

Finally, Trish straightened but terror held
her in its grip.

“Why is she fine?” he asked.

“Her PPE.” Personal
Protective Equipment. “It saved her.” But in the aftermath of
panic, she felt weak still. She wavered on her feet and Nathan drew
her closer.

“I didn’t know…” Nathan
could hardly get the words out. “You’re in so much
danger.”

“Absolutely not. This
shows firefighting is less
dangerous because of the precautions we
take.”

He scowled. “Not in my book.”

 


* * *

 


Annie and JJ were running in the park when
JJ’s phone pinged. She kept moving and took it out. “Hmm.”

They both stopped.

“What?” Annie
asked.

“Somebody taped Lynne in a
fire. Let’s watch.”

They moved off to the side
of the jogging path and Annie hit play. When the flames enveloped
Lynne, Annie burst into tears and JJ swore. Fear enveloped
them.

It was over in under a minute, but they were
too weak to move. “Thankfully, she’s all right.”

“It was a close call.” JJ
blew out a heavy breath. “Man, I hope Nick doesn’t see this. He’ll
flip.”

“I-t could have been
Colin.”

JJ grabbed her hand. “It could have been any
of us.”

Annie said, “Are we all crazy to be
firefighters?”

 


* * *

 


Brooke and Tess were together in her office
at the academy when David barged in. “You have to see this.” He
held up his laptop.

Startled, and a bit disconcerted, Brooke
moved to make room on her desk.

David called up a video.

When she realized what was happening, Brooke
uttered, “No, no. God, no, not Lynne.”

Tess felt her stomach pitch. “Oh, no, oh
no….”

“She makes it out, love.”
This from David. “I should have said so first but I was thrown by
it too.”

“But…she’s consumed by the
fire.”

Bile rose in Tess’s throat. She bolted up
and raced out of the room. David followed her. She wretched
violently in the nearby bathroom, something she hadn’t done in
months. Hanging on to the toilet, she started to weep.

Brooke was crying when they came back. The
danger her best friend had been in was too much too soon after the
loss of her husband.

 


* * *

 


“Don’t talk about this
yet.” Zander’s voice was grave when they climbed onto the truck. “I
don’t want any comments till we get to see the incident. I asked
for the video to be sent to my computer.”

Deathly silence filled the rig; no one spoke
all the way home. The pall over them was an aftermath of one of
them almost dying. Lynne had experienced this kind of fear before
but that didn’t make her near-miss any easier.

Exhausted, they ditched their turnout gear
and trudged into the firehouse. Lynne went to the bunkroom, stuffed
her legs in sweats and slid her arms into a hoodie to cover up her
tank top. She met the others in the common room where they’d
dropped down onto couches and Zander connected his tablet to the
TV. It was raw footage with no editing…

Their arrival at the burning car.

Setting up the hose.

Lynne, steady at the nozzle. The fire went
out.

Loder grunting behind her.

Then the reignition of the car. Lynne gasped
aloud as she saw herself in the midst of the flames. Others
swore.

The regrouping and putting the fire out.

Harry dragged a straight chair over close to
them. “All right. First off, Lynne, are you gonna toss your cookies
any time soon?”

“Nearly, Cap.”

“Glad you’re safe and
sound. You were excellent out there. Second, good rebounding and
finishing the job, Cameron.”

Mumbles.

“Now, what the fuck
happened here?”

Silence. Then Lynne stated the obvious. “I
got too close to the car.”

He stared at her. Then transferred his gaze
to Loder. “Is that what happened, Cam?”

A seasoned firefighter, Cam ducked his head
sheepishly. “No.”

“Well then?”

“I urged her closer.
Pushed her closer. This was my fault.”

“I’m not trying to lay
blame,” the cap said honestly. “I want the scene analyzed and
conclusions drawn. So, number one. It seemed like an easy call and
we got too close. What do we learn from that? Billy?”

Billy sighed. “There’s no easy calls. We
have to be on alert all the time.”

Her face ragged, Dynai Blackfeather didn’t
wait to be asked. “Stay a safe distance back from the fire when
dousing a blaze with foam or water.”

More suggestions came.

“Anything positive come
out of this?”

“Lynne wasn’t hurt.” Dynai
again.

“Why?”

“The PPE protected her.
The new gear worked great.”

Zander continued. “We’ve had some trouble
with firefighters getting too complacent and not suiting up
properly on a routine car fire. Or even in a kitchen fire. Be
prepared for this video to be used in a training.”

Cam groaned. Lynne sighed.

Zander said, “We all make mistakes,
Cam.”

“I don’t even know what I
was thinking.”

Lynne waited as long as she could to say, “I
should have resisted. I’ve been in charge of these kinds of calls
before.”

“Any of your people ever
catch on fire, Lynne?” Braxton asked.

“Not exactly. But foam
fires reignited enough for me to know better.”

“What would you do
differently?”

“I’d turn around and tell
Loder to fuck off.”

That brought snickers and laughter.

 


* * *

 


Brady kicked back on the
couch at home and switched on the television. Emma had an overnight
with his parents and he was on his own from early evening until
mid-morning. He needed these respites, where his parents or Jenny’s
mom and dad took his daughter for a sleepover. He whispered to
God, I know it’s selfish. But could you
hold any emergency calls for these hours?

You know that’s not how it works, Brade.

Still, a man could hope. The local news came
on as he sipped his coffee. “An explosive scene on Bramble Avenue
earlier today shows the CCFD in a routine call gone bad.”

A niggling up his spine.

A truck pulled up to a car
on fire. The crew jumped out, and they talked about foam. Soon, two
firefighters lined up. His heart bumped in his chest when he saw
the lettering Lucas on the back of a coat. Brady came to the edge of his
seat.

Lynne was first on the hose and sprayed the
car. The guy behind her kept moving her closer. They put out the
fire. Then, suddenly, the car…burst into high, wide flames…and they
engulfed Lynne.

She didn’t panic, just leapt back. She
wasn’t burning once she got out, but her helmet flew off. He heard,
“Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” as she walked around in a small
circle.

The guy from behind her picked up the hose
she’d dropped and directed it toward Lynne. After a few seconds,
she held her hand up for him to stop. He trained the foam on the
fire, and Lynne got behind him. From a safer distance away, they
put the fire out.

Brady’s throat clogged. He tried to calm his
churning stomach.

She’d acted like a true pro.

But damn, she could have died.

 


* * *

 


Lynne stepped into the whirlpool bathtub at
David’s house and sighed. Every single muscle in her body ached
from the tension of the day. She laid back on the bath pillow and
tried not to remember fire engulfing her. She’d been in the moment
then, so she didn’t have time to think of the consequences.

She’d called Ken’s house to tell him about
the fire and the tape that was circulating. Instead of expressing
concern, he said, “Well, you got the action you left me for, I
guess.”

“Put the kids on.” Calmly
she explained about the fire and that she was fine. She talked a
long time to Melody, who got the most upset.

Then each of the Sisters of Fire had phoned,
congratulated her quick actions, expressed their concern, then
accepted that she was doing well and didn’t want company. Now, she
lazed in the bath, blanking her mind, until the water cooled. When
she got out, she dressed in fuzzy blue pajamas and headed to the
kitchen, where she poured wine. She was halfway to the living room
when the front bell rang. She grabbed a hoodie that was on the back
of the couch, went to the foyer and peeked out from the side
window. “Wow.”

She opened the door. Brady Jamison stood on
the stoop. “I saw the coverage of your fire. I did an
unconscionable thing and looked up your address on our Flying Solo
administrative list.” He shrugged a shoulder. “For some reason, I
had to see for myself that you were all right.”

She stared at him. His sandy-colored hair
was ruffled, and his pretty amber eyes shadowed. He wore a
navy-blue sweater and a down vest.

“Ah. I see you are. I’ll
go.”

“Please don’t. I could use
some company.” Though she’d told the Sisters of Fire she didn’t
want any, she realized she wanted to see him. Taking his arm she
drew him inside.

He scanned her up and down. “You’re ready
for bed?”

“I put on comfortable
pjs,” which were more decent than some of her clothes. “If you’d
feel more comfortable, I can change.”

“Nah.” The corners of his
mouth turned up. “You look cute.” She’d put her hair up in a messy
knot on her head.

Smiling, she led him to the living room.

He scanned the large space, long windows,
and high ceilings. “You have a beautiful place.”

“Not mine. I’m
renting—sort of—from a friend until I can get my own house. I’m
lucky because, yes, this is
a gorgeous home.”

“I’m glad you have
something like this to live in.”

“Sit.” She pointed to her
glass. “Would you like some wine? You only drank beer at Trivia
Night.”

“Sure. I like wine
too.”

She retrieved the Cabernet, poured him a
glass, they sat and Lynne leaned up against the padded arm of the
couch, facing him.

He lifted the glass. “To successful fire
calls.”

“Hardly.” She took a sip
anyway. “I got too close to the fire. My bad.”

His brow furrowed.

“What?”

“You’re very generous to
take responsibility. But the guy behind you physically edged you
closer.”

“I could have stopped
him.”

“Split second decisions
are what they are. If you had to do it over, you’d do
that.”

“Yeah. That’s what I told
my cap. By the way, Cameron, the firefighter behind me, took the
blame. I insisted I share it.”

“Like I said, you’re a
generous person.”

“I try to be.
Unfortunately, these last few months, I’ve done some things I don’t
like.”

“Want to tell me about
it?”

“I will if you tell me
what you’ve done in the recent past that you don’t
like.”

“I took time for myself
tonight, cut everybody off, so I could have space.”

“That’s not a flaw. You
should have time for yourself.”

“Your turn.”

She explained how Ken broke his promise to
move to Crystal City, how their marriage had grown cold and why she
left Dannerville. “That’s not so bad. You’re entitled to live your
life in the way you want to.”

“I behaved badly when I
discovered he was cheating on me. Nothing public, but I was cruel
to him.”

Brady laughed. “Most people wouldn’t be kind
under those circumstances.”

“I bet you
would.”

He averted his gaze, as if he was hiding
something. “What do you usually do in the evenings, when your kids
aren’t here?”

“Sometimes I see my
friends. But not tonight. I’m exhausted.”

“I should go,
then.”

“No Brady, don’t. Stay.
But let’s not talk about anything serious.”

“All right. Sit back and
stretch out your legs. We’ll chat.”

“Tell me about your
siblings. I don’t have any.”

“Bryce and Brianna were
hellions.”

“That’s your names? Bryce,
Brianna and Brady?”

“Yep.”

“Why all B’s.”

“My mother read romance
novels. Those were the characters.”

“Ha! Are she and your
father still living?”

“Yeah. Bob and Belinda.
Your dad’s alive, you said.”

Lynne put her wine down and cozied into the
crook of the arm and cushions. “Tell me stories.”

“Once when the three of
us…”

Listening to Brady’s calm voice, Lynne
drifted off.

 


* * *

 


Why Brady stayed another half-hour after
Lynne fell asleep was a mystery to him. When he stood to leave, she
moved restlessly on the couch. “Get back, get back.”

He waited.

“The fire, it’s coming.
It’s coming. No, no…”

Leaning over, he grasped her arms and shook
her gently. “Lynne, wake up. You’re having a nightmare.”

She bolted awake. “What, what?”

“You had a dream. About
the fire.”

“Why am I…” She glanced
around. “Oh, yeah, I remember.”

“I was just
leaving.”

She grabbed his hand. “No, don’t. I
feel…”

“Anxious and
upset?”

She nodded.

“Delayed reaction of
near-trauma. Sit up.” She obeyed. He dropped down next to her. Slid
his arm around her and pulled her close. “This is what you
need.”

“A man to hold
me?”

“A friend to help chase
away the demons.”

She leaned into him and put her hand on his
chest. He kissed the top of her head.

And Brady realized how much he’d missed
holding a woman. It had been too long. As he hugged her close, he
wondered why he’d waited.

The sunlight coming in through the windows
awakened him. Why hadn’t he drawn down the blinds in his room? A
weight against him brought him to reality.

He and Lynne were stretched out lengthwise
on the couch, and Lynne Lucas was plastered against him. Her face
tucked into his neck, her warm breath on his skin, her groin
nestled into his. He’d responded as any man would.

She squirmed. “Hmm. Feels good.”

He said aloud, “That’s an
understatement.”

She came awake. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Are you?”

She laughed softly. “I guess not.”

“Me, either.”

“Damn, I wish I was into
recreational sex.”

He moaned. “My mind just spun into a
thousand different fantasies.”

“We’d better sit up now
and talk.”

“I guess.”

They tried to extricate.

“Ouch,” she said when his
knee moved.

“Um, your hip
is…”

Finally, they were able to sit.

“First—” he
began

“No, wait. I need
coffee.”

He stayed on the couch, ruing his ethics,
regretting his choice to be a moral man. When she came back, she
handed him a steaming mug which he sipped generously. She sat a few
feet away.

“All right, now that I’ve
had some caffeine. First what?”

He smiled at her. She was sexy all sleepy
eyed and mussed. “First, I didn’t come over to sleep with you.”

“Sleep is the operative
word here.”

“I was worried and…needed
to see you. Kind of out of proportion for how little we know about
each other.”

“No, Brady, I felt it,
too. Trivia night, when you kissed me.”

“Whew. That’s good to
hear. Second, I haven’t had a relationship with anyone in over two
years. Actually, I’ve never made love with anyone else besides
Jenny.”

“Same for me and Ken.
That’s why his infidelity hurt.”

He drew in a heavy breath and let it out.
“Lynne, I want to know you better.”

“But slowly,
right?”

“I think so. Unless we
change our minds about recreational sex.”

“I’d like to spend a
little more time with you before anything happens. If we ever do
it.”

He chuckled at her phrasing and she rolled
her eyes.

She checked her watch. “I’ve got to go. It’s
seven, an hour after our usual day starts. But the night shift
offered to stay so we could have a couple extra to regroup.”

Another smile. “And have you regrouped?”

“Oh, yeah. In a very
pleasant way.”

“I think so,
too.”


Chapter 4
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The Sisters of Fire got all dressed up and
went out to dinner at Connor’s Restaurant to celebrate their safety
after Lynne’s near miss. She picked her favorite outfit, a sage
green one-piece suit made of blended wool, and wore beige high
heels with it.

From the end of the table, she saw Brooke
smile at her. They’d gotten ready together for tonight, doing each
other’s hair and makeup. Lynne purposely arranged that because she
knew it would be fun for her friend. As usual, Brooke was
model-gorgeous in a dress swirled with autumn colors, with little
sparkles throughout.

They chatted among themselves while Lynne
read the wine list, picked what she wanted, ordered and then
scanned the group. “Trish, you’re stunning in that sleek black
jacket with palazzo pants.”

“I still like them better
than dresses.” She chuckled. “I can’t help it.”

Annie, in an all-white suit, smiled. “We
clean up pretty good.”

“Yeah, but I had to buy a
new outfit to accommodate my waistline and baby-bump.” Tess pressed
on the belly of her four-month pregnancy. “I didn’t want to spend
the money, but David insisted.”

JJ rolled her eyes. “I told Nick I’d wear my
functional black dress, but he went out and bought this.” JJ wore a
lovely fitted dress of periwinkle blue that showed off all of her
curves.

Lynne sighed. “Ah. You’re all so
settled.”

Brooke said cheerfully, “And aren’t we happy
about that.” The waiter brought their wine and poured it. Brooke
lifted hers. “To Lynne, who literally survived fire. Thank you, our
lucky stars.”

“I appreciate that. But
let’s not dwell on it. Anyone have news to share?”

“Um, I do.” This from
Trish. “Tess, I’m glad you bought that dress. I’ll be borrowing it
soon enough.”

It took them all a minute to understand.
Then they spoke at one. “Terrific, Trish…I’m so happy for
you…When?”

“I’m having a baby next
August.”

Brooke’s gaze narrowed. “I noticed you
passed on the wine.”

“Yeah, no alcohol for me
for nine months.” She shrugged a shoulder. “We’ll have to have more
sex to make up for it.” Thankfully, they were in a recessed area
with walls on three sides, so nobody could overhear
them.

“Go for it, girl.” JJ
laughed. “I highly recommend that.”

Annie sighed. “I loved being pregnant.”

“Are you going to have
another?” Trish asked.

“Hopefully. I’m still on
maternity leave till February but I want to go back to work for a
few years before we expand our family.”

“Any idea which house
you’ll go to?”

“I found out this
morning.” Annie smiled slyly and turned to Lynne. “They’re adding
another firefighter to your engine company at the beginning of the
year. Chief Redman told me I could have the position on Feb 1, and
they’d get floaters in January.”

Lynne startled. “Are you kidding? We’ll be
working together?” Her eyes misted. “I didn’t know I’d ever get to
do that with one of you.”

Annie shook her head. “Look at her. She gets
all teary-eyed at working with one of us, but was a rock when the
fire consumed her.”

“This is
different.”

After a bit, Tess asked, “Can we order? I’m
starved.”

Trish smiled at her friend. “Me, too.”

They made their choices as a waiter went
around the table. He gawked at the six of them, who were beaming
tonight with happiness and beauty.

Lynne sipped her tart Chardonnay and noticed
the restaurant was beginning to fill up. Five people were led to a
table about twenty feet away.

And Brady was among them!

He pulled out the chair for one woman, then
started to sit when he noticed her. He said something to his
company and headed over. The waiter left just as he arrived.

Man, did he have to be so attractive in a
gray suit, with window pane white stripes? He wore a striped tie
with a white shirt.

Lynne was on the end, and he squeezed her
shoulder in what seemed like an unconscious gesture. “Hi, Lynne. I
wanted to say hello.”

Lynne put down her glass. She hoped she
didn’t stutter. “B-Brady, hi. Nice to see you again.” It had been
four days since she’d slept with him on her couch. “How have you
been?”

“Busy. No more close calls
for you, I hope.”

“None.”

“That’s what we’re
celebrating. I’m Annie.”

“Oh, sorry.” She
introduced the rest of them. He had their complete
attention.

“You must be the Sisters
of Fire.”

“We are.” She motioned to
his companions. “Are you celebrating anything?” Stupid question but
she wanted to know who he was with.

“Not exactly. Those are my
parents, and a couple they’re close friends with.”

“How nice.”

“Speaking of them, I
should get back. So glad to have met you all.” To Lynne, he asked,
“Will you be at Flying Solo tomorrow night?”

“I plan to.”

Now a cute smile. “We said we’d ride
together.”

“Sure. Text
me.”

“Will do. Goodbye for
now.” He gave the rest of them a once over. “Again, nice to meet
you.”

The women were nearly agape as he walked
away.

“Who was that cutie?” JJ
asked.

“And what’s Flying Solo?”
Annie wanted to know.

“All right, all right.
It’s a long story who he is and what the group is.”

“Don’t forget why you’re
riding with him.” Trish got into it too.

“Not here, though, with
him facing me.”

“Fine,” Tess bargained.
“But you’ve got a lot of explaining to do, sweetie. I, for one,
can’t wait.”

 


* * *

 


Brady hoped he’d dodged that bullet without
offending Lynne. The last thing he wanted was for her to meet his
parents. And Jenny’s. On his dead wife’s birthday.

God, help me explain this without lying.

The answer came
quickly. I will, son.

He dropped down next to his mother. Belinda
Jamison was a young sixty-year-old, and most of her hair was the
color of Brady’s. She dressed simply and her outlook on life was
optimistic. She’d passed that on to him. “I take it you know those
women, son?” she asked.

“One of them. She goes to
the parenting group I attend.”

Contrary to his mom, Jenny’s mother,
gray-haired, severely- dressed, Ada Newton was ultra conservative
and strict with her only child. Jenny had suffered from her views.
“I don’t know why you need that group, Brady. You have all of us.
And siblings.”

“Thanks, Ada. I’m grateful
for that. You’re invaluable to me and Emma.”

His ingratiating tone did the trick.

“Now, want a bottle of
wine?”

“I’d love some.” His dad,
Reverend Bob, was a kind man, a peacemaker and Brady adored him.
The feeling was heartily returned.

“Me, too,” Jenny’s dad,
Aaron, said.

Everyone wanted a glass except Ada. Still,
when it arrived, she toasted with water. “To our daughter.”

Aaron lifted his wine. “Rest with the
angels, dear one.”

“Amen,” Brady’s father
added.

Her parents insisted that they celebrate
what would have been Jenny’s thirty-fifth birthday. Brady felt
uncomfortable doing that, but he wouldn’t offend the couple.

They talked about the church, about Ada’s
ideas for it, which were, again, over-the-top conservative, and his
dad’s gentle input. As they finished up their meals, he saw the
Sisters of Fire stand to leave the restaurant. Lynne threw him a
nod and a half-smile before they filed out. They stole the
attention of every single person in the place.

His mom and dad watched them, but Jenny’s
parents had their backs to the group. Brady blew out a heavy
breath.

Saved, again,
Lord.

But God’s answer disturbed
him. You have to tell her, my child.
Before the relationship goes any further.

 


* * *

 


“Man, it stinks in
here.”

“Used clothes often smell
stale, Phillip. I’m sure they’ll be washed.”

Her son dropped the bag he was holding. “I
don’t know why we gotta do this. I wanna go back to Dad’s.” As he
stared at her, Phillip’s criticism struck Lynne’s mother’s heart.
She shrugged at Trish, who they’d come with.

Nearby, Trish moved closer to them.
“Phillip, some women are mistreated by men. Your mom told you that,
before she brought you to the drop-off site for Sanctuary House
donations today.”

“Yeah, she did. They’re
not like us, though.”

Melody, who’d been working with Nathan on
the other side of the room, waved at them. They were packing up the
toys for kids who were housed at the shelter.

“They’re exactly like us,
honey.”

He frowned. “I don’t know any lady who gets
hit by a man.”

They’d continued to remove clothes from the
big plastic bags, sort them by size, and put them on a table.
Phillip pretended interest in the sweatshirt he held.

Trish said kindly, “I’ll bet there are kids
in your class whose dads are abusive. Or whose moms are.”

“In a hick town like
ours?”

“Absolutely. Sometimes,
small towns are the worst.”

Lynne finished with her bag of children’s
clothes and walked over to her son. “Phillip, domestic abuse is a
huge issue in society.”

He rolled his eyes.

Trish edged her hip on the table to face
him. “I was abused by men. First my father, then my boyfriend.”

Phillip’s eyes widened like saucers.
“I-I-you were?”

“Yes. Do you remember
Rick? I think you met him a few times.”

“That creepy guy you
dated.”

Trish chuckled. “Uh-huh. He hurt me. Like
all the women who need these clothes were victims of male abuse.
And sometimes, women abuse men.”

Lynne saw something she hadn’t seen in a
long time. Phillip’s eyes misted. “I…you…what’d he do to you?”

Her friend didn’t flinch, but she sent a
questioning look Lynne’s way. She nodded.

“He kicked me, punched me,
threw me to the ground.”

Tears trickled down Phillip’s cheeks. “Geez.
Aunt Trish. That’s awful.” In his shock, he retreated to the old
name he’d called the Sisters of Fire—aunts.

“It was. But I got away
from him. The women at Sanctuary House are trying to do the
same.”

“I, um, I didn’t
understand all this.”

Lynne wondered if she should have told the
boy, who’d been sheltered in a small town, more about the hardships
of life. Well, he was certainly getting what she wanted him to
learn from today’s volunteering.

“That’s okay. You know
now.”

“I’m…” his gaze sought out
his mother’s. “Sorry I complained about coming here,
Mom.”

“I understand. When we
find out about problems in society, we should help the people
involved. Again, that’s why we’re here.”

Just then, Melody and Nathan appeared in
front of the table. Phillip’s eyes widened, signaling he didn’t
want his sister to know about Trish.

“Mommy, Nathan says I can
go in and help in his classroom some time.”

“That would be
great.”

“Bigger kids come to
younger kids’ classrooms and help out. Read to the kids and stuff
like that.”

“Aren’t you the lucky
one.”

She saw Nathan come over and slide his arm
around Trish’s shoulder. He must have sensed something about their
discussion. She leaned her head on his shoulder. Lynne used to do
that with Ken when they were first married, after both babies, on
anniversaries. But that kind of intuition about the other stopped a
long time ago. Suddenly she wanted it again. But not with Ken.

They finished up with all the new bags that
had been delivered. “You know what, guys? I think all our hard work
all morning deserves a splurge.”

“On food?” Melody
asked.

Lynne made sure the kids’ nutrition was
healthy and wholesome. But there were times for exceptions. “Uh,
huh. How about hamburgers, French fries and milkshakes?”

“Be still my heart,” Trish
put in. “I’ve had cravings.”

“Why, Trish?” Melody
asked.

She tried to contain a smile. “Because I’m
going to have a little one like you in seven months.”

Melody reached out and touched her stomach.
“There’s a baby in here?”

“Yeah.”

“Holy cow!” She hugged
Trish.

Phillip, not a hugger like most teenage
boys, threw his arms around Trish and held on tight. Trish closed
her eyes and let him prolong the action.

Lynne filled with warmth.

Later that night, she thought of Phillip’s
skepticism and recalled some training she’d received at the last
phase of her recruit days: evolutions, where real scenarios
firefighters faced were played out…

Their beloved Diane Camp who’d been killed
in a fire, then a captain on the line who took leave to teach them,
said to the group, “Lucas, up on the stage, with Jensen, O’Shea and
Martin behind her.” A doorway had been set up. “This is the home of
Mr. and Mrs. Jackson. Mr. Jackson is a prominent member of the city
council. A report of domestic violence has come in. You two are in
a firehouse of four people. Lucas, you take the lead as officer.”
She stepped away.

Knock, knock on the door. Chief Roncone,
wearing only a T-shirt, opened it. “Can I help you?”

Lynne raised her chin. “We received a 911
call for domestic violence. Who else is in this house?”

“No one. I was working on
City Council business in my den.”

She didn’t fall for the power play. She
glanced behind him as Brooke came into view. She’d put on makeup so
she looked as if she had a black eye. “I need to talk to the woman
behind you.”

“That’s my wife. She
doesn’t want to talk to you.”

“Mrs. Jackson, could you
please come to the door.”

Brooke hesitated.

“I said
no, Firefighter. Give me
your name. I’m calling the mayor.”

“You do that. The police
should be here soon enough, too.” They were taught that
firefighters often arrived at the scene first because there was a
firehouse closer than a police station.

Roncone’s face flushed with anger “All
right, Barb, come tell the firefighter about your black eye. How
you walked into a door.”

Hesitantly, Brooke approached the door.

“Hello, I’m Firefighter
Lucas. What happened here?”

Brooke’s eyes darted to her husband. “Like
he said, I walked into a wall.”

“He said it was a door.
Are you sure? We can take you away from here right now. You don’t
have to live this way.”

“I can’t. Please go away.
I…have kids.”

“You need to protect
them.”

Outrage made Jackson’s whole-body rigid. He
pushed Brooke out of the way and lunged for Lynne, who fell
backward into the three other firefighters who caught her.

“All right,” Diane said
then. “Everybody gather up here on the stage.” She waited. “Was
Lucas right in forcing the matter?”

“Yeah, of course,” JJ
answered. “There were people to protect.”

“How far does that go?
Should she endanger herself?”

“Yes, for this.” Tess
spoke up firmly. “Somebody’s got to do something about a guy like
this.”

Three other women in the class supported
Lynne, except Trish, who kept silent. They didn’t know then that
she’d been badly abused as a child.

Colin O’Shea stepped out of the group. “I
got something to say.”

“Go ahead,
O’Shea.”

“I don’t think they should
have left, but before they knocked on the door, they should’ve
waited until the police came.”

“What if he killed her
while we were cowering out here?” Lynne shot back with.

Colin’s gaze darted to Annie. “At least you
would have been safe.”

Annie Ferris frowned. “Is that our job? To
protect ourselves?”

“Partly,” Diane put in.
“So, you can continue being a firefighter and save others. It’s why
you don’t run inside a fully involved fire even if there’s somebody
inside.”

“I know about that.” Annie
was on a roll. “But I couldn’t live with myself leaving her there
alone for him to beat on.”

“Is there any compromise
here?” Diane asked.

Colin said, “There has to be.”

“Go back to the tables.
We’ll discuss this there…”

They’d had a rousing discussion for an hour
about safety, and it got heated. Diane let it play out. She’d said
later that there was no right answer. Each individual had to make
her own decision.

When Annie, JJ, Lynne and
Tess still objected, she saw Diane shoot Brooke an expression that
said, These girls are great, aren’t
they?

 


* * *

 


Brooke made her weekly trip to Zach’s grave
two days after their dinner at Connor’s. “Good morning, love.”

Zach never answered of course. Brooke
refused to allow voices in her head as a way to hold onto him. But
it comforted her to talk to him.

“It’s freezing out here,
but I bundled up in your favorite blue parka and new boots.” She
stuck her foot out. “Aren’t they cute?”

She sighed. The cold stung her cheeks.

“Gray got into another
college. That makes eight. He’s an overachiever like you. I think
he’s going to pick UCLA. The boys, um, they aren’t coming here
every week anymore. They say visiting you makes them sad. And I
think it makes Jordan act out.”

He’d been caught drinking by his
girlfriend’s father. And he swore at Lynne once. Mostly, he
blockaded himself in his room. She’d talked sternly to him about
the drinking, but let everything else go. He had to deal with his
father’s death in his own way.

“I can handle it, though.
I can handle everything.” Tears misted in her eyes but she battled
them back.

“Some pleasant things are
happening. The Sisters of Fire are great. Trish is pregnant. You
always had a soft spot for her. Tess is thrilled to share her
pregnancy with another one of us. Annie’s loving her year-long
maternity leave. And JJ, well, I’m afraid somebody’s replaced you
as the hunk in the significant other group. Nick’s drop dead
gorgeous, but he’s a nice guy and he’s head over heels in love with
her.” She chuckled. “Lynne’s even got a guy in her life, but
nobody’s sure where it’s going. Honestly, that girl does know how
to trip herself up.”

She quieted. “I’m the same. Hurting badly,
then uplifted, then hurting again. I’m thinking about going to see
Suzanne Blakely. I know nobody can take away this grief but she’s
helped everybody else…”

Brooke burst into tears. She put her face in
her mittened-hands and sobbed. His loss hurt so much.

 


* * *

 


“Well, the prodigal
daughter returns.” Her dad, Duff, was still stinging over her
leaving town. And today, there were more lines around his green
eyes, and his shoulders slumped a bit. But he was her father, and
she wanted a relationship with him.

“You invited me for
breakfast.” She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t be so
sour.”

“I miss you,
Lynnie.”

“I miss you, too. We could
try to get together more.”

“I suppose.”

Hmm, that sounded like a retreat. And she’d
take it. They sat at the breakfast table and he poured them both
coffee, black no sugar. The November wind batted against the huge
window and the snow blew past.

Her father shook his head. “So, I saw the
footage of you catching on fire.”

“Yeah. I called that night
to let you know what happened.”

“I almost came up.” He ran
a hand over his bald head like he did when he was worried. “Hairy
stuff there. Get nightmares?”

“Yes, I did.” And Brady
was there to stop them. She sipped her coffee so she didn’t blurt
that out.

“You sure you want
exciting fire calls?”

“Well, I don’t ever want
to catch on fire like that again.”

“You should have told the
guy behind to fuck off.”

“I know. My
bad.”

“His bad. Any other exciting incidents?”

She gave him a sideways glance.

“Honestly. I want to
know.”

She realized this was something they had in
common. So they discussed some of her other calls. After that, she
asked, “What’s going on in Dannerville?”

“Ken’s shamed our family.
The whole town’s talking about him.”

“He’s done hurtful
things.”

“Hell, Mary Parker? She’s
nothing like you.”

“I think that was the
point, Dad. We wanted different ways of life.”

“He could have done
without cheating, then getting her pregnant.”

“Like you said, he’s
shamed himself. No one else. I hope the kids aren’t paying the
price. Phillip, especially, since he’s here more than
Mel.”

“Honey, Phillip comes over
to stay with me a lot.”

“I didn’t know
that.”

“Things get rough with his
father. Actually, Ken kicked him out once.”

Her mouth dropped. “Shit. He didn’t tell
me.”

“Ken told Phillip he
couldn’t be under his roof without accepting Mary.”

“That’s awful. Kids need
time to adjust.”

“I’m sure the boy will
move up to Crystal City as soon as the semester’s over.”

“I want that,
Dad.”

He stared at her over the rim of his cup
when he drank. “I know, you’re a good mother.”

Her father was tight with compliments.
“Why…thank you.”

When she had to leave to get back for work,
she hugged him extra tight. “You come to my house. For dinner
sometime.”

“I’ll text you. I love
you, Lynnie.”

“I love you, too,
Dad.”

 


* * *

 


Brady’s Boys’ Group gathered in the most
private room in the church set up for teens. Stuffed couches and
chairs sprawled over the floor, courtesy of a fundraiser. Windows
on two sides let in natural light.

Most importantly, attendance was great for a
small church—ten boys, aging from 13-17. Then again, the topic
they’d picked from the eight they’d decided upon for the year
was…more than intriguing.

“Hi, guys. I’d like to
start with a meditation.” He’d resisted calling this an opening
prayer because, he knew from his dealings with them, at least half
had problems with organized religion. “Today, we hope to gain
information on sex. It’s a difficult subject. We’ll strive to be
honest and kind to each other. Now for a moment to ponder what we’d
like to get out of the discussion.”

After a minute passed, he smiled at the
kids. He couldn’t be nervous or they would. In truth, he wasn’t
feeling anxiety. Only expectation. “How many of you feel
comfortable asking your questions on sex out loud?”

Not one single boy raised his hand or spoke
up.

“I figured that.” He
pointed the round coffee table in the middle of the furniture.
“Take a paper and pen from there and write down one question that
is most pressing on your mind.”

Thankfully, they all grabbed writing tools.
The sound of pencils scratching on paper filled the room.

As they did the activity,
Brady asked for assistance from God. Guide
me to find ways to help these kids with their issues. Help them to
be honest. Sometimes God didn’t answer but
filled Brady with a sense of God’s presence.

Then his own mind turned
to sex. Which had been missing from his life for twenty-eight
months. Yes, he knew the exact number. And missing was the right word. He
craved that kind of intimacy with a woman.

Be honest, Brady.

God was talking today after all.

With Lynne
Lucas. I want to
have sex with her.

It’s good to admit that.

“Reverend Brady. Um, we’re
all done.”

“Sorry. I was meditating
on sex, too.” The words slipped out.

Some jaws dropped. One boy’s jaw gaped.
“Ministers have sex?”

“Yes, Tommy, ministers
have sex. Wholesome, healthy sex, hopefully.” Though for a long
time, he’d wished he and Jenny could be a bit naughty now and then.
“I’ll answer any questions about sex that you have, but I won’t
share my personal experiences as a kid or an adult. I’m your
minister and boundaries need to be set.”

They nodded.

“Now, let’s have the
papers and I’ll read them randomly.”

He collected and shuffled and read the top
one. “My friends are saying they had sex. I feel pressure to have
it, too.”

Brady scanned their eager faces. Some were
shy, some were expectant, all were paying attention. “You need to
listen to your gut. It’s usually right. If you examine it, you’ll
see that you shouldn’t conform to peer pressure if you’re not sure
you’re ready.”

“So, we’ll know when we’re
ready?” The question came from Adam Matthews. He was glad the boy
was talking.

“If you’re honest with
yourself, I believe you will.”

Brady read another card. “I-I think we’re
ready but I’m afraid to buy condoms in a drugstore in Crystal City.
And I can’t get them online because they’d come to my house.”

“Huh. This is tough. I
guess you could think about asking an older boy to get them for
you. Or an adult you trust.”

“Our health teacher said
you can drive up to Campton to get some. That’d be anonymous
enough.” This from a football player with a very steady girlfriend
who he brought to church.

“There’s a clinic in
Elmwood that sees kids free. You can get them there.” A quiet,
intellectual boy gave that information. “Not that I’ve done it.”
But he gave a sly smile. Huh!

Brady continued. “Safe sex is crucial. Not
only for conception but to prevent STDs. It’s your responsibility
to have protection. And, let me tell you point blank, pulling out
before ejaculation does not work. You’re kidding yourselves, guys,
if you plan on that to prevent pregnancy.”

A few of the kids reddened when he used the
blunt terms. But man, kids needed to know this piece of
information. He knew some teenagers convinced themselves the
practice was indeed safe.

He read more. “What if my girlfriend doesn’t
want to and I do?” Brady kept his gaze neutral. “No means no, guys.
Under all circumstances. You don’t want to push girls to have sex
with you.”

“But what should we do
then?” This was an honest plea from another quiet guy.

“There’s masturbation. I’m
absolutely sure you all know what that is, no matter how sexually
active you are or aren’t.”

Several boys looked away, out the windows or
down at their feet. One of them bobbed his knee up and down.

“By the way, I consider
masturbation totally healthy. But back to the first part of the
question, my advice is to ask yourself if you value the girl you’re
with. Do you respect her? If you do, you’ve got to strive for the
moral integrity to listen and not push her.”

There were other questions, and answers, but
the last one threw him some. “My mother caught me with porn on the
computer. She freaked. What’s so wrong with porn?”

Brady fell back on his training.
“Psychologists have objections. Usually, the movies portray
stereotypical roles. The man is in control, and the woman is
submissive. Sometimes there’s sadism and masochism involved.”

Though his face was practically purple, a
boy asked, “I don’t know what those things are.”

Nobody snickered. This was too serious.

“Masochism is letting
yourself be physically hurt by someone. Spanking, hitting, tying
somebody up so they don’t have freedom of movement. Sadism is the
enjoyment of inflicting pain.” He sighed. “I have to say though,
that there are some videos with loving, monogamous couples that…well, turn
people on.”

“Is that okay to watch
then?” the same boy who asked.

Sticky question that one. “I’m going out on
a limb here but it’s pretty harmless.”

The boys were quiet, internalizing what
Brady said. Finally, Adam spoke up again. “You know, I think it’s
important to tell us all this, but our parents should be hearing
it, too.”

Brady answered, “Maybe you need to initiate
a conversation with them about sex.”

Adam rolled his eyes. Others shook their
heads. One kid mumbled, “That’ll never happen.”

“All right. I understand
some of you can’t bring up this subject. I’ll have to think about
sex education for parents. Give me some time to do
that.”

Before they dispersed, the boys thanked him
for his candidness. Adam stayed back. Brady said, “Need more
information?”

“Maybe.”

“You can talk to me. It’s
totally private.”

“Cindy and me, well, we
want to go further. That’s what Dad senses. It’s true.”

“Are you
ready?”

“I drove up to Campton
yesterday.”

“That’s being prepared,
Adam. I asked if you’re ready.”

“I think I am.”

“Until that’s a definite
yes, maybe you should give this more thought.”

“Maybe.”

Boy, was he on shaky ground here, Brady
thought after Adam left. But he wasn’t about to abandon these kids
when they sorely needed help. He wished like hell their parents
were involved.

I’ll need a little help with that, God.

You did fine today. Talking with parents
might go as well.

He wished God would be clearer, but that was
all he was going to get. At least God was with him in this! Briefly
he wondered if Lynne had talked to Phillip about sex. Or any other
parents in Flying Solo. Maybe he’d bring it up there.

 


* * *

 


Dressed in a down jacket, hat, scarf and
gloves, Lynne walked outside into the brisk November night when
Brady’s SUV pulled into her driveway. She opened the passenger door
and he said, “I was going to come in and get you.”

“No need.” She slid onto
the front seat. And practically swooned. The car smelled male and
musky, sexy and…wonderful.

He leaned over and brushed her cheek with
his knuckles. “You’re cold already.”

A smile. “Not so much, now.” She leaned into
his hand. “I like this.”

He drew back. “I’m glad you’re riding with
me.”

“It’s only a half-hour
there, but I’m glad, too.”

Once he got on the road, he asked, “How were
the last few days?”

“Productive. I took the
kids to work in the clothing room of the local DV
shelter.”

“Sanctuary
House?”

“Yes. Do you know
it?”

“Um, yeah. I’ve sent
my…some women there.”

“Of course, you have. I’m
sorry for them. It’s best to get help, though.”

“It is. What did the kids
think of it?”

“At first, Phillip was
resentful at having his Saturday derailed, so one of the Sisters of
Fire, who’d brought us to the drop-off site, told him she’d been
abused and he totally melted.”

“I’ll bet. What a great
experience.”

“How about
you?”

“Interesting. I had an
after-school session with a Boy’s Group I run. On sex.”

Lynne felt her face redden. Not because she
was shy talking about it. But because thoughts of Brady and sex had
pervaded her mind lately. “How’d it go?”

“Really well, if their
parents don’t come after me with pitchforks.”

She laughed. “That candid, huh?”

“Let’s see, consensual
sex, where to get condoms, masturbation and porn were all
mentioned.”

“Holy cow.” Her brow
furrowed. “Both Ken and I talked to Phillip about sex, of course.
We started early, so by the time he got to puberty, he was
comfortable discussing his feelings. I give Ken credit. He told
Phillip to come to us if he became sexually active. We wouldn’t
lecture him. And we’d help him get protection.”

“Very
admirable.”

“Yeah. Ken was a good
father then, at least. But we never talked about porn.”

“Kids can get it on their
computers more easily these days.”

“I guess. I’d bring it up
now, but Phillip’s still floundering about the breakup.”

“Best to wait,
then.”

“Whew. You had a hard
day.” She chuckled. “Pardon the pun.”

He laughed. “Speaking of sex, did you…have
you thought about our conversation a few mornings ago?”

“Only about a hundred
times.”

He placed his hand on her knee and squeezed
gently. “Me, too. We should have a proper date.”

“Recreational
sex?”

“As much as I’d like to, I
don’t know if that’s the path to go.”

“Here’s what I think.
We’ll know when it is. So, yes, let’s have a date.
Soon.”

“Check your schedule and
I’ll check mine and text you tomorrow.”

They arrived at the town hall parking lot.
Since it was November, darkness had fallen. He stopped under a
tree, shut off the engine and turned to her. “Sorry about this, but
I gotta do it after all the sex talk.” He leaned over and took her
mouth. Not the light brush of her lips like after trivia. This was
a carnal, mouth/tongue action that stole her breath. The weight of
his arm around her, drawing her close added to the intensity.

When they drew apart, both breathless, Lynne
said, “This is ridiculous.”

“And frustrating.” He
stared into her eyes. “Maybe we are ready for some recreational
sex.”


Chapter 5

 [image: ]

 


 


Bryce opened the door, took one look at
Brady and said, “Emma, go on up and play with Millie. She’s waiting
for you in her room.” Brady’s daughter left and his brother dragged
him into the den which he closed off for privacy. Brady didn’t want
to examine what he was doing, but he couldn’t refuse his brother’s
request. They sat opposite each other on stuffed chairs. “What’s
going on, Brade?”

“What do you
mean?”

“You look like the time
you and Jenny were going to have sex and you asked me for
condoms.”

He delayed answering by glancing around the
room. Family photos everywhere. He blew out a heavy breath. “I have
a real date with Lynne.”

“She didn’t react badly
when you told her you’re a minister?”

Brady felt the flush from his toes to his
head. Again, he averted his gaze, pretending to study the light
snow falling outside the window.

“Brade, you
did tell
her.”

He had to man up to this. “No. But I’m going
to before anything more happens between us.”

“That’s why you wanted
Emma to stay overnight here?”

“Yes. And tomorrow’s my
Sunday off.” The pastoral relations committee had set six Sundays a
year for Brady to have free, in addition to giving him a
sabbatical, which he’d yet to take. “So, if you could keep her
until I get back, I’d appreciate it.”

“Of course. You’re making
big plans, aren’t you?”

“Yes, but I have my own
condoms this time.”

The corners of Bryce’s
mouth turned up. “I’m happy for you. You’ve been so
alone since Jenny
died.”

“And I’m tired of it. We
have to keep this between us.”

“All right. But, why? No
one’s going to criticize you for going on with your life. You can
come out of hiding after you tell her about your
ministry.”

“They’ll expect somebody
like Jenny.”

“Lynne’s a firefighter,
right? It’s a more-than-respectable job. She’s a hero.”

“I know. But she isn’t
divorced yet. Legally separated, though.”

“Huh. That could be an
issue. Can’t you wait till the divorce is final?”

“I don’t think
so.”

He sighed. “What does God have to say about
all this?”

“God’s been quiet all
week.”

“You should make your own
decisions.”

“Not without God. But I
know God’s with me no matter what.”

“I envy your
faith.”

“You do pretty well with
yours.” Brady stood. “I’ll go say goodbye to Emma.”

Bryce slid his arm around Brady’s shoulder.
“Have fun, bro.”

“Thanks.”

 


* * *

 


Lynne had driven out to the cottage on
Dannerville Lake early in the day. She’d had the place
professionally cleaned after Ken got his stuff out and she took the
extra step of changing the locks. This place would be her haven
when she needed one.

She thought about Brady’s text to arrange
the date.

What time? Where? And can I pick you up?

Nope, I have a better idea. Here are
directions to my cottage on Dannerville Lake. It’s kind of fun in
the cold weather and we can have privacy.

You’re on. See you at six.

I’ll be there.

Now, she set grocery bags down on the
counter which faced the wide wall of windows. She lifted out a
gooey cake which smelled like rich deep chocolate, a turkey and
stuffing, yams and beans, along with a couple of bottles of wine.
Her breath hitched at the bagels, eggs and bacon she’d also
purchased. She didn’t know if he’d stay overnight—or if he could
because of Emma—but Lynne was prepared.

In every way.

Once the turkey was in—it would take
hours—she went upstairs to the bath off the master bedroom and drew
water. The room filled with the scent of jasmine oil she’d splurged
on. She soaked for a long time, letting the heat and the jets drain
her of tension.

She wondered what kind of lover Brady would
be. Probably tender and gentle and solicitous. Was he a talker? She
didn’t think so. There was something about him…

Afterward, she dressed in gray wool pants
and a peach vee-neck sweater. On an impulse, she swept her hair up
into a messy knot, stuck in hammered gold earrings and slipped into
moccasins.

She finished the preparations—scrubbing the
yams and cutting the ends off beans—then checked the clock. He
wasn’t due for two hours.

The lake beckoned so she went to the windows
and stared at the winter waves crashing against the shore. Then her
computer chimed. Oops. She’d forgotten that the Sisters of Fire had
a Zoom session. Happy for the distraction, she sat down at the desk
in the living space and clicked into Zoom. Brooke was on—she’d set
it up—and Tess. “Hi, there. How are you two?”

Before they could answer, Trish and JJ
joined them. Then, Annie appeared. “Look who I have?” Annie held a
puppy. A tiny Yorkshire Terrier.

“You got one?” JJ laughed.
She did a lot of that lately.

Trish said, “Goodbye sleep for a while.”

“Yeah, and your
all-nighters are coming in seven months.”

Tess asked, “Boy or girl?”

“Girl of
course.”

“What’s her
name?”

“I thought we’d name her
together. You all get to choose one, then I’ll pick my
favorite.”

“Ollie,” Brooke
said.

“Where did that come
from?” Annie asked.

Her friend shrugged. “She’s looks like an
Ollie to me.”

“No way.” JJ turned her
head to the side. “Honey, what should Annie name her
dog?”

Gorgeous Nick Barrows walked into the
screen. His hair was messed and his shirt open. A collective sigh
came from the group. “Scalpel.” He kissed the top of JJ’s head.

Tess said, “Sassy. Then she can be a canine
Sister of Fire.”

“Lynne? You’re awfully
quiet. You okay?”

“I’m great.”

“Then a name?”

Lynne cocked her head. “Temptation.”

“What?”

“What?”

“What?”

JJ frowned. “Go away, Nick. Girl talk
time.”

Nick disappeared.

Tess’s eyes narrowed. “Where are you?”

“At the lake
house.”

Brooke said, “That sweater looks dynamite on
you. Cashmere? New purchase?”

“Yes to both.”

Annie’s eyes widened. “You’re having a love
tryst out at the lake? With the guy from Halloween?”

“I am, if he shows
up.”

The doorbell rang. “Sorry ladies, he
obviously did. I have to go. And I like Sassy the best.”

Lynne clicked out of Zoom and hurried to the
door.

 


* * *

 


Brady smiled at the picture she made. How
could someone be both cute and sexy at the same time? He asked
her.

“Ha! It’s been a while
since anybody called me cute.”

“You probably hear sexy,
though.”

“Shush. Come on
in.”

Once she closed the door, he sniffed. “It
smells like Thanksgiving.”

“Yeah, that was the point.
I figured we wouldn’t see each other on the holiday so we’re having
our own private celebration.”

He kissed her briefly. She had no idea how
committed he was for the holiday. His entire congregation gathered
for the meal. “How sweet.” He glanced around. “I like the open
concept. One big room.”

“Yeah. Bedrooms are
upstairs.” She flushed. He drew her close. He slid his hands to her
sides, rubbed up and down. She didn’t have an ounce of fat on her.
“We know what we’re going to do, why we’re here. Let’s enjoy every
single second.”

Oh, man. Where had he learned to put people
at ease like that. “You’re on. Want to sit on the couch facing the
water and have a drink? The lake isn’t frozen yet, and it’s fun to
see the waves pummel the shore.”

“Nature proving her
dominance.”

They took seats on her sofa. Off-white was
impractical for a cottage, but she followed her taste when she made
the purchase.

“So, any fallout from the
Boys’ Group discussion?”

He froze. “Excuse me?”

“You thought parents might
call you. About the sex talk.”

Relieved she hadn’t
discovered anything about the church, he blew out a heavy breath.
“Yeah, some.” A board member had heard rumors and asked him.
Carlton Matthews got wind of it and raised a ruckus, ending
with This isn’t over. “I managed to escape in one piece.”

“What a delicate balance
that is. Doing what’s best for kids when it angers their
parents.”

Which was doubly complicated by his
position. Suddenly, he knew this was the best time to tell her.

“Brady, what’s wrong? Your
face paled.”

“We need to
talk.”

She shook her head vehemently. “No. Sorry I
questioned you on the kids. This is no-strings-attached,
recreational sex we’re having and I won’t let you spoil it with
reservations.”

“I don’t have any.
I have to tell
you something.”

“Well, come upstairs and
do it because I’m going to my bedroom.”

Brady let her go and stayed downstairs for
several minutes. He asked God for guidance, but none came. Who the
hell was he kidding? God wasn’t here tonight. This wasn’t
right.

It’s only wrong to keep your secret. The
rest is fine with Me.

Holy hell!

Rising from the couch, he
set his glass down and trudged up the stairs like a man going to
the gallows. Lynne had come to Crystal Corners for a different life
from the staid one she’d lived in Dannerville. His life was the definition of
staid.

The door was open to the room at the end of
the small hallway and he could see the water from here. He made
himself walk there. Once inside, he found her standing by the bed.
She wore a white satiny robe with green leaves on it.

She faced him. “Please, Brady. Don’t spoil
this. I’ll only ask you one time more, because no is no for men,
too.”

“I’m not saying no. I want
this as much as you do.”

She unbelted her robe and eased it off her
shoulders. “Then shut up Brady Jamison. Make love to me.”

 


* * *

 


“Here?” He kissed her
neck. It tasted salty.

“It’s a good
start.”

“How about
here?”

“You’re going in the right
direction.”

His tongue laved her abdomen. His lips
kissed her hip bone.

“Hmm.”

Finally, when he went lower, she whispered,
“Yeah. Right there.”

Later, she ordered, “Hold onto the
headboard.”

“I…” He found himself on
his back. And Lynne was giggling. He raised his arms to the
headboard. Grasped the rungs. He loved this. “Have your way,
woman.”

She did. He moaned, he squirmed and he
almost bucked on the bed.

But when they came together, fully, on their
sides facing each other, the joining was almost sacred. Brady’s
heart wanted her, and the whole thing was tempered by
reverence.

This was anything but recreational sex.

 


* * *

 


Brady went down to the kitchen to get more
wine while she dressed. Alone, upstairs, still in bed, she thought
about how gentle and tender their first coming together had been,
as she expected.

When she noticed the little love bites on
the inside of her thigh, she shivered. That had been the second
time, where he was freer, wilder, and more adventurous. She loved
both.

A buzz came from under the bed. She fished
her hand around and a found a phone. She hadn’t brought hers up
here. Lifting it up made the screen come on. Without thinking, she
glanced down.

As she read the text, her breath
hitched.

Hey, Reverend Jamison. Mark Hanson here. I
had a question about changing the order of Sunday Service a bit, so
my sermon will fit better. It’s not what you do, but is it all
right by you?

The letters squirmed like maggots. She bit
her lip.

We need to talk.

I have to tell you
something.

Brady had been planning to tell her he was a
minister!

 


* * *

 


In the kitchen, surrounded by the scent of
cooking turkey, Brady turned toward the stairway holding two
glasses of wine. Lynne appeared at the bottom. She’d put her robe
back on and he wore only his boxers.

“Hey, I said I’d bring
this upstairs.” He walked toward her and lowered his head. She drew
away. Some of the wine spilled onto his bare chest.

She held up his phone.
“It’s from Mark Hanson. He wants to know if he can change the order
of your church service, different from how you do it.”

He felt sick to his stomach. “That’s what I
wanted to tell you.”

“Yeah, I figured. I wasn’t
snooping, by the way. You dropped your phone under the bed. As I
pulled it out, the text popped up.”

“It’s okay either
way.”

Her expression was so bleak he was disgusted
by what he’d done.

“I betrayed
you.”

“Not that.”

“Are you mad?”

“No.” She turned and
walked to the couch where they’d sat before. He brought over the
wine and dropped down next to her. He fortified himself with a sip
of the tart Chardonnay then set his glass down. Facing her, he
picked up her hand and kissed her fingers, remembering how they
felt exploring his body. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you before we
made love.”

“You tried to, Brady.” She
gripped his hand. “I wouldn’t let you.”

“No, this is all my
fault.”

“Circumstances. Fate.” She
raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Does your God represent
fate?”

“No, not at
all.”

“Tell me.”

This wasn’t the conversation he wanted to
have now. “My God supports people when they need it. Guides them to
do the right thing. God doesn’t control outcomes; otherwise, how
would you explain the evil in the world?”

“How do you explain
it?”

“Evil exists. People are
good. And sometimes we behave badly.”

“Does your God
forgive?”

“I think God helps us
forgive ourselves and others.”

“I’m glad for
you.”

She leaned forward and met her forehead with
his. They both closed their eyes, stayed that way for a few
minutes, then she drew back. “Not that I’m presuming anything, but
know that I left Dannerville for a different kind of life.”

“More exciting,
right?”

“Yes. I was tired of the
narrowed-minded and smothering nature of a small
village.”

“And you probably can’t
think of anything more narrow than religion.”

“No criticism of you, but
you’re right.”

He swallowed hard.

“It’s fortunate that we
found out this soon.”

“This soon?”

“Yes. We can stop this
attraction between us in its tracks.”

“Is that what you want,
Lynne?” He couldn’t control the curtness of his tone.

“I didn’t want that,
Brady. You know I didn’t. But now I don’t see any other
choice.”

“I see. Well, that’s that
then.” Why was there anger building inside him. He was in the wrong
by letting the relationship get this far. Playing with
fire.

And they both got burned.

 


* * *

 


Lynne walked around the house, feeling its
emptiness. The turkey had burned so she threw it in the trash,
along with the rest of the meal. Too upset to drive, especially
after drinking wine, she decided to stay overnight, so she went
upstairs, put on warm pajamas and changed the sheets on the bed.
But she weakened, sat down on the mattress and sniffed them. They
smelled like him. And sex. She stayed there a long time, then
finally managed to make up the bed. She went downstairs and threw
the bedding into the laundry closet.

Hurt and confused and frustrated, she
bundled up in a heavy down coat, boots and a hat and mittens and
went to sit outside with the wine.

The cold pierced her cheeks like needles,
made her toes curl. But the frigid weather numbed her some. She
thought back to all she’d done this year. How selfish she’d been in
insisting they move.

No, that wasn’t fair to her. Ken had started
an affair before she made the ultimatum. They were equally to blame
for the fact that her marriage had gone cold.

Finally, she was forced to go back inside.
She dropped all her outer clothing by the door, then trudged
upstairs and curled into the fresh smelling sheets.

But it took her a long time to fall asleep,
punishment she guessed—maybe from his God.

 


* * *

 


Brady was so aggrieved by
his behavior he got even more nauseous on the drive home, so much
so, he had to swerve over to the side of the road. As if he gave
himself permission, he bolted out of the car and wretched on the
grass. On his knees, he thought, This is
what sin feels like. He’d tried hard not
to sin, but he had. Tonight. Catholics differentiated between
mortal and venial sin, but to him, there was only one kind—the sin
of hurting others through actions or neglect.

Finally, he managed to stand and shakily
went back to the car. He felt like shit. He shouldn’t be driving.
He could hurt someone else.

He stopped as soon as he came upon the
Dannerville Inn. He’d ask God for a vacancy, but he knew God didn’t
do those kinds of things, and he was Adam-and-Eve shamed by what
he’d done. So, he avoided God, parked the car and practically
stumbled inside.

“Hi, I’m unexpectedly in
need of a room for the night.”

“We have one available,”
the elderly man behind the desk said. “You look a little peaked.
Should I bring up some tea.”

“Maybe a bottle of
seltzer. But I’ll wait for it.”

When he finally reached the room, he failed
to take in its charm. Instead, he sat on the bed and drank the
seltzer, then used the toothbrush in the bathroom and cleaned up
some. Taking off his sweater and slacks, he climbed into bed.

And for the first time since he could
remember, he didn’t say nightly prayers. Maybe that was why he
thought of Lynne long into the night.


Chapter 6
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On the first Thanksgiving after Zach
Cartwright died, Tess invited the Sisters of Fire to an open house.
The women and their guys mostly backed out of their extended-family
dinner plans to be here to support Brooke. But Nick’s parents
stopped by, Lynne invited her father, Tess and David brought her
mother Ruth and the girls.

Lynne couldn’t very well not show up. Weeks
ago, she’d gotten a furlough day by trading a night shift with a
single guy in order to be free today. And though the scent of
cooking turkey made her sad because of the last time she smelled
it, she wouldn’t abandon her best friend because she herself had
done something so foolish three days ago. Squelching the acute pain
inside her, she stirred gravy in the kitchen when David came up to
her.

“You’re done, Lynne.
You’re working too hard, now go have a glass of wine and relax with
your sisters before dinner.” He winked at her. “Us guys got
this.”

She grabbed some wine from
the bar set up in the dining room and headed to the porch before
anyone could stop her. There, she stared out at the backyard. One
of the oddest sensations of winter in New York was the trees laden
with snow, but the sun shining brightly on them. Despite her will
not to, she wondered what Brady was doing today. He probably had
dinner with the congregation. “Damn it."

“Something’s not right
with you today, Lynne.”

Caught, she turned to find Brooke behind
her.

She could never lie about this. “I’m sad
about Zach, too.” Which was the truth. “I can tell you’re
hurting.”

Brooke’s face was taut with the expression
on the faces of people trying to stay brave. “I am.”

“Did you talk to the
boys?”

“Yeah. I’m glad Sam and
Sophia,” Zach’s parents “took them to Florida. I know we can’t run
from holidays, but for this first one, it’s best for them to
escape.”

“They invited you to go
along.”

“Yeah. But the boys will
be better if I’m not there. I overheard them talking once and they
said my grief smothers them sometimes. Besides, then I wouldn’t get
to be with you all. Isn’t David cute referring to us as real
sisters?”

“Yeah. What a doll.” Brady
would love him.

“Are you glad to be here?”
Her friend’s eyebrow arched. “You haven’t said a word about your
assignation last Saturday.”

“I—” She bit her lip. “I
can’t yet. It’s too raw.”

“I’m hard-pressed to
imagine what happened that’s so bad. You said he’s a widower, so he
isn’t married. Is he gay?”

She had to chuckle. “Anything but.”

“Come on, honey. Tell me
what the issue is, at least. Then you don’t have to talk about it.
We shouldn’t while everybody is here, anyway.”

Tears clouded Lynne’s eyes but she battled
them back. “H-he’s a minister, Brooke.”

“Holy fuck. That’s the
last thing I expected.”

Lynne nodded. “Me, too.”

Her friend’s eyes narrowed. “Then shame on
him for concealing it.”

“Don’t be hard on him. He
tried to tell me, three times. I wouldn’t let him because I didn’t
want to spoil our night together.”

“Ouch. That must
hurt.”

“It does. That I wouldn’t
let him tell me, and by who he is.”

Brooke studied her. “So, this is a deal
breaker?”

“What’s a deal breaker?”
JJ had come into Tess’s porch.

“Something at work.” This
from Lynne.

“Lynne, just say you don’t
want to talk to me about it. You don’t have to lie.”

“Well, you’ve learned to
negotiate and compromise since you got together with
Nick.”

“I did.”

“Okay, something happened
to me honey, but it’s too painful to get into right now. I’m not
cutting you out.

“I understand. Then, come
back into the house. Food’s almost ready.”

Arm-in-arm, they led Lynne
to the dining room. She was sure, over her head, the two of them
gave each other What the hell
looks. But that was okay. Her kids were with Ken,
so she was grateful to have her other family with her.

 


* * *

 


His father said, “Slow down, son.”

Brady had put his coat on to go back outside
with the little ones. He turned. “What do you mean?”

“This is the third time
you’re heading there. Other parents are on that snowbank with the
kids.”

Helplessly, he stared out at the people
gathered in this winter cabin the church had rented for their
unorthodox Thanksgiving dinner. This year, the elders had wanted to
change things up and have their celebration of God’s gifts in a
different location. “Um, I guess. I’ll go help set up for dinner
instead.”

His dad said, “I changed my mind. Keep your
coat on.” He poked his arms into his own jacket. “We’re going out
back.”

“Dad—”

“Now.”

Brady always obeyed this man, even as a
child. He and his father were close. His dad knew him in all ways
but one. Robert Jamison didn’t know the sinner inside his son.

They walked out onto the deck. It had been
cleared of the two feet of snow they’d gotten over a few days.
Brady wondered, despite himself, how Lynne was fighting fires in
this cold today. She’d explained to him the hazards of it. He
shivered thinking of her out there.

The firepit blazed and they rubbed their
hands above it. “Is God not with you these days, Brade?”

“No.”

“Did you shut Him out like
you do when you think you’ve sinned?”

Brady shrugged, not wanting to hear that.
His father’s expression was so kind, so concerned he could barely
stand it.

“I can’t imagine what you
could do that would cause God not to be there for you.”

Brady finally met his gaze. His eyes
misted.

“Son, you’re so hard on
yourself.”

“N-not this time. I hurt
someone with my selfishness.”

“Hmm.” His dad stared out
over the snow-covered lawn. He took a few seconds to think that
over, as was his custom. “I’m guessing this is a situation like
that time with Jenny in high school.”

Brady’s jaw dropped.

“Of course, I knew you
followed your normal, healthy instincts with her. Truthfully, I
felt you were a little too young, but that was up to you two. I
only wish you felt you could confide in me instead of
Bryce.”

“Dad, I was seventeen.” A
sad smile. “Jenny would have laughed if she knew that we weren’t
fooling anybody.”

“You brooded for
days.”

He remembered. Finally, Jenny made him snap
out of his funk.

“So, is it in
that…realm?”

“Yes. Only I—” He glanced
away, ashamed again. The kids sat in saucers sliding down the hill,
romping at the bottom.

“You what,
Brade?”

“I-didn’t tell her
beforehand who I was.”

“She didn’t know…ah, I
see. You didn’t tell her about your calling.”

“No.”

“Was she hurt when it
finally came out?”

He could still see the disappointment, the
sadness in her face. “Yes, but she took most of the blame.”

“Why would she do
that?”

“Because I tried more than
once to tell her. She didn’t want to spoil the night.”

“Wouldn’t she have
accepted you? Didn’t she?”

He had to clear his throat. “No. I was right
about that. She said we couldn’t be together.”

“Hey, you two, food’s
out.” His mother came to the doorway. “Unless you…”

“We’ll be right in,” his
dad said then turned back to him. “Tell me more.”

“No, not now. I can’t. I’m
going in.”

Once inside, the scent of turkey reminded
him of the cottage again. His body sagged. But he had
responsibilities today, so he couldn’t go somewhere and curl up in
a ball like he’d done that night. He entered the large room set
with tables and chairs and into the midst of his congregants, who
milled around waiting for him. “Let’s all pray together.” He bowed
his head. “Creator God, be with us today as we share fellowship and
friendship on Thanksgiving. We are so grateful to you that we’re
together on this special day. Stay with us so that we can do Your
will. Amen.”

Herman Holland, a tall imposing man and the
chair of the elders in the church, approached him as the others
formed a line to get food. “Hey, there, Rev. What was all that
about doing God’s will?”

“What do you
mean?”

“Our church theology
doesn’t support the idea that God has a path for us.” Herman was
only a few years older than Brady, but much wiser in some
things.

“Um, maybe I phrased that
badly.”

He clapped Brady on the back. “You all
right? Even at our meeting the other night, you seemed off.”

“I’m feeling off,
Herman.”

“Have you shared why with
your pastoral relations committee?”

“No. I’m sorry, I need
some time to sit with it.”

“All right. No pressure.
Just remember what you preach.”

“What’s that?”

“Internal conflict will
eat away at you unless it’s shared with others.” Herman walked
away.

Brady had been wrong about that. No one
could help him. He needed to deal with this by himself.

I’m totally offended by
that, buddy. And no, I’m not back. You’re the one who’s been
missing in our relationship. But you and I are going to have a long
conversation soon.

Of all those who showed concern for him
since he was with Lynne, God was the one he wanted to talk to the
least.

Too damn bad, son!

Great, now he had God cursing.

 


* * *

 


Later in the day, Carlton Matthews sought
Brady out. “This was an atrocity. I miss the sanctity of the
fellowship hall and our usual Thanksgiving dinner.”

“I’m sorry you feel that
way.” In actuality, he was sorry about a lot of Carlton’s
behavior.

“You didn’t get Adam to
come.”

“I tried. He refused,
Carlton. I told you that.”

“You’re his pastor. You
should have shamed him into obeying his parents.”

“I disagree with that. But
I’m sorry you’re hurt by it.”

Once again, Matthews stalked away. At least
the curmudgeon’s complaints gave him something else to think about.
His talk with Adam barely contained any discussion of today. He’d
asked the boy to come to his office…

“I hear you’re not going
to our cabin party Thanksgiving.”

“Nope.”

“Can I ask
why?”

“I’m sick of pretending. I
don’t believe in all this church stuff. No offense, Rev, you’re
cool, but the rest isn’t for me.”

“Lots of teens feel that
way. You do what you have to do.”

Adam flushed.

“Is anything else going
on?”

“I don’t want to lie to
you, but I don’t want to answer either.”

“All right. But know I’m
here regardless of what you do, or don’t do.”

“Thanks, Rev…

He’d struck out on that one, too. It only
increased his sense of guilt.

 


* * *

 


Brooke stared out at Nathan’s kindergarten
class. She was happy to be here, happy that she’d gotten through
the holiday and was back at work.

Nathan joined her at the front of the room.
“Cuties, aren’t they?”

“They are. You give them a
few minutes to socialize before you start lessons?”

“Yeah, to get it out of
their systems. I’m also waiting for two older students from
different schools to come in and assist. Part of an inter-school
effort to become more unified.”

“That’s cool.” She
gestured toward the door. “Um, One’s here. Oh, look, it’s Melody,
Lynne’s daughter.”

“Yeah, she asked if she
could be the student from her school.”

In the last few weeks, Melody had moved up
to Crystal City, lock stock and barrel, not wanting to be around
Mary, Ken’s fiancée. Mel was a lovely girl, inside and out.
Resembling Lynne mostly, she had the slim build of a ballerina.

Brooke approached her. “Hey, there,
sweetie.”

“Hi, Brooke. Is it okay
I’m here? I’m new to the school, but they let me come
anyway.”

“Of course it’s okay. You
have…” She trailed off when another girl came down the hallway with
a monitor. When she got close, Melody turned.

“Emma? Oh wow, Emma, it’s
you.” They hugged, warmly. “This is great.”

“I’m so glad to see
you.”

Brooke said, “Hello, Emma. I’m Chief
Cartwright.”

The girl smiled pleasantly. “I’m Emma
Jamison.” Lynne had told her about the girl.

He has a daughter who Melody bonded with.
They want to get together again but both Brady and I don’t think
we’re ready for our families to become entangled.

She hoped Lynne didn’t get upset about their
meeting today. And what kind of kismet was this that the two
children would come in contact, despite their parents’
reluctance?

Nathan approached the doorway. “Hello,
ladies.” He knew Melody, of course, but not Emma, who introduced
herself again plainly and politely. It was then she noticed the
similarity of two girls’ looks: blond hair, braided, and the same
bone structure.

Nathan asked, “Are you familiar with the
lesson on Fire Safety?”

“Uh-huh. We had it in
kindergarten,” Emma said.

“I had it too, even though
I’m not from here.”

“Great. I’ll introduce
you.” Nathan called for the kids to sit on the floor mat at their
usual places. Then he said, “We have a special treat
today.”

One of the kindergarteners raised his hand.
“Is that the fire lady?”

Brooke laughed. “Yep, I am.”

Another hand. “Aren’t those girls too young
to be firefighters?”

Nathan answered that one. “Those girls are
Melody and Emma, from other schools in our district. They’re here
to help you learn about what to do if there’s a fire in your
house.”

With owl eyes, the students silenced right
away.

Brooke intervened. “The chances of your
houses catching fire are very small, but you need to know some
things. Let’s start with making a fire plan with your family. Has
anyone done that?”

No kindergarteners.

Both older girls nodded. Of course, Lynne
had taken care of that. But she was glad to see Lynne’s friend
Brady had done so, too. Briefly she wondered if he’d made a plan
and practiced it for the church. Brooke shook off the notion and
concentrated on the kids.

“I have some signs here
for you to take home. You put these up in the windows….”

 


* * *

 


Lynne had finished painting the kitchen in a
color Tess picked out, took a shower and poured some coffee to wait
for Melody to get back from school. When she had to work, she’d
enlisted the help of a woman David knew well from down the street.
A widow at sixty, Pamela was energetic and willing.

She heard the gears of the bus grinding to a
halt on the pavement. Grabbing her coat, she went outside and
walked down the driveway. She was shivering in the cold but she
liked to be right at the stop when her little girl got off.

Melody approached her and threw her arms
around Lynne, even in front of her friends. Lynne would rue the day
that her daughter stopped doing that. “Hi, Mom.” Hmm, when had that
happened? She’d been Mommy up until now.

“Hi, sweetie.”

They walked up the path to David’s house,
hand-in-hand. Once in the mud room off the garage, they took off
their coats, hung them on a hook and Mel put her backpack in the
little cupboard below.

At the kitchen table, Mel settled with
already made hot chocolate. “I saw Emma today.”

Lynne’s face blanked.

“Remember the girl from
Halloween? We saw her father at the pizza place, too.”

“Yeah, I remember her. And
him. She doesn’t go to your school, does she?”

“Nope, remember she lives
on the other side of the city.”

“Did you meet her in
Nathan’s classroom?”

“Uh-huh. We want to play
now.”

“Now?”

“Yeah, after school. She
said I could go to her house.”

“Sweetie, we can’t make
plans that fast.”

Instead of getting mad, Melody’s asked,
“Mom, don’t you like Emma and Brady?”

Hell. “I like them fine. You know I prefer
to make plans ahead of time.”

Melody watched her. “What are we gonna do
then?”

“Talk about your day.
Maybe play in the snow.”

“Those aren’t
plans.”

“I guess not.”

“Then I can go to Emma’s.
She gave me her father’s number to call him and make sure you said
yes.”

She’d have to talk to Brady? The thought
made her insides hurt.

“Mom? Here’s the number.”
Her daughter held out the paper. “I’m gonna go upstairs and
change.”

Lynne needed to snap out of all this. Nearly
five days had passed since they’d been together at the cottage. She
grasped the paper. “All right, sweetheart. This once.”

“Okay. We can plan our
playdate, next time.”

Lynne gulped back the emotion which welled
inside her.

 


* * *

 


Brady had just locked the door to his office
to go home when his cell phone rang. Slipping it out of his pocket,
he clicked on. “Brady Jamison.”

“Hi, Brady. It’s
Lynne.”

He hadn’t checked the caller ID. He wasn’t
ready for this. He choked out, “H-how are you?”

“I’ve had a rough time.
You?”

“Very rough.”

“I’m not calling
about…us.”

“No?”

“It’s about our
girls.”

“I’m afraid I don’t
understand.”

“They met up at a school
thing today. Didn’t she tell you?”

“My mother’s staying with
her. I’m on my way home to spend some daylight hours with
her.”

“Well, our
daughters made plans to
get together after school. I’m supposed to bring Mel to your house.
What should we do?”

His heart knocked in his chest. “Emma will
be disappointed if we don’t allow this.”

“Melody’s already talked
me out of canceling.”

“Come over, then. We’ll
fake our way through things.”

“All right.”

“It’ll be okay,
honey.”

As Brady drove home, the wipers swishing
away the light snow, he wondered why this happened. He’d sulked for
nearly a week, but was finally coming out of his depression. He’d
finally had that long talk with God, and he was feeling better. God
told him he had to reconcile the fact that he’d hurt Lynne.

Once inside the house, he barely got his
coat off before Emma came out of the kitchen and threw herself at
him. “Hey, Daddy. Did Melody’s mom call you?”

“She did. They’ll be right
over.”

Belinda Jamison hugged her son. “She has a
new friend.”

“I heard.” He knelt down
in front of his little girl. “I thought we were supposed to play
together today.” His afternoons with her, when he could get away,
were precious to him.

“We still can after she
leaves. You can do work in your office. Or, when we go outside, you
can come and play in the snow with us.”

“Don’t worry about me,
sweetie.”

“Thanks,
Daddy.”

Fifteen minutes later, after his dad picked
up his mom, he was sipping coffee, staring blindly at the backyard,
while Emma waited at the living room window. The front bell finally
rang.

His daughter bolted to the door. Brady was
behind her when she opened it. Melody and Lynne stood on the porch,
wearing matching parkas of hot pink and similar hats and gloves.
“Emma!” The girls hugged.

“Come on in. You come,
too, Mrs. Lucas.”

“Is it all right?” she
asked Brady.

“Sure. I made coffee if
you’d like some.”

After Mel took off her outer clothing, the
girls went upstairs. He hung their coats up in the front closet,
took Lynne’s and smiled. “The outfits are adorable.”

“She saw them on Amazon
and Melody begged for them.”

“Let’s go out back.” She
followed him to the kitchen as she had nearly a month ago. Only
everything was different now. He went to the counter, poured coffee
and gave it to her. They sat at the table.

He said, “So.”

“So. Our daughters. What
do you think?”

“Emma’s a doll. But
lately, when she gets something in her head, she’s stubborn about
it. She’s nagged me to see Melody again and again. Them being
together is out of our hands, now.”

“I know. I’ve been
spoiling Melody since she moved in with me. I’m so grateful to have
her.”

“Phillip’s still in
Dannerville?”

“Yeah, but it’s not going
well. Ken called and bitched that our son wasn’t nice enough to
Ken’s girlfriend.”

“What’d you
do?”

“I hung up on
him.”

Brady chuckled. “A wise idea.”

“Phillip’s determined to
stay in Dannerville until the end of the semester.”

“Is there a chance he
won’t move up?”

“I doubt it. Ken wants to
get rid of him.”

“Now, I’m sure he’s a
fool. He let you go and he’ll let his kid go, too.”

“Tell me about
you.”

“I survived the week.” His
throat clogged. “I didn’t think I would.”

“Same here. I’m hanging
on, though.”

“I wish—”

“Dad,” he heard up the
back staircase. “Can you make us hot chocolate and
popcorn?”

“In a minute.” He faced
Lynne. “Don’t leave yet.”

“I won’t. I can make the
cocoa and you deal with the snack.”

They worked in companionable silence. When
they finished, she asked, “Where are mugs?”

He turned, observed her at his stove.

She pivoted when he didn’t answer.

“I want you here in my
house like this.” He could hear the longing in his
voice.

“I feel the
same.”

He drew in a breath, let it out. She crossed
to him. Looped her arms around his neck. His hands slid to her
waist. He was engulfed in the feel of her against him. In the
flowery scent of her hair. Neither explained the hug. By mutual
consent, they finally parted.

He stared down at her.

She gazed into his eyes.

And then the kids came bursting in.


Chapter 7
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Firefighting in the dead of night at the end
of November sucked big time. Lynne had the thought as they sped to
the scene at 3 a.m. A church fire, which everybody hated. She had a
special reason now for the way her pulse sped up. Ludicrously, she
thanked Brady’s God the church wasn’t his.

When they dismounted the rig, her eyes
burned from the smoke—smoke that smelled funny. Coming down hard,
snowflakes fell on her face. They stung.

The captain on Truck 2 had already assumed
Incident Command as they were first-in. “This okay with you?” Tim
Daniels asked Zander.

“Of course. Where do you
want us?”

“Lay a line in through the
main entrance.” He scowled. “Man, I hate church fires.”

“I hear you. The smoke
smells odd.”

“I reported that. As you
spray, check for signs of arson. I already called in the arson
squad.”

Zander gave orders to his crew. “Loder, take
the hose in. Lucas, behind him. Blackfeather and I’ll follow.
Braxton make sure there’s water.”

They found the Truck guys who would conduct
search and rescue waiting at the door. After securing their SCBAs,
a parade of firefighters entered the foyer. Lynne took a chance and
switched on the lights. They still worked. A good sign. Zander
ordered, “Turn right. To the narthex.” Church terminology. They
went through the two, heavy fire doors.

No fire here. She pulled open the door to
the sanctuary for Loder to bring the hose, then followed him
inside. Again, she turned on the lights. High-ceilings arched above
her with wooden beams that matched the wooden pews. “It’s on the
altar,” Loder called into the radio.

The smoke was gray, but getting darker.
Loder and Lynne hurried to the front. “I need water,” Loder called
into the radio. When the hose bucked, he pulled back the nozzle. A
powerful stream spewed out and the fire was doused within minutes.
Charred, wet wood spit and cracked. Brady would say it was the
grace of God that kept the blaze from spreading.

“Anybody in there?”
Daniels asked over the radio.

“Nobody visible,”
Davidson, a truckie, answered. “We’ll go through the pews now.” A
necessary precaution even in the middle of the night.

“We’ll assist,” Zander
added.

Like clockwork, they formed a grid and began
to search.

Painstakingly, the group began to crawl down
under each pew. “Loder and Lucas, check behind the altar. There’s
usually rooms there.”

One of them held the pastor’s garments. The
second contained a large tub. For baptism, she guessed.

Still holding the hose, Loder said, “Hell,
Cap, there’s a broken window here.”

“See if there are signs of
accelerants.”

A few minutes later, he added, “Stray rags.
Some son-of-a-bitch lit the fire.”

“Don’t touch
anything.”

Lynne didn’t resent the obvious order. In
times of crisis, reminders were the safest way to go. She’d done
the very same thing with her people.

They walked back out to the sanctuary and
waited in front of the altar. “Nobody’s in the pews,” a man from
Truck 2 finally called out.

All firefighters left the building. Outside,
she took off her head gear and cold slapped her in the face. Her
nose began to drip. Ah, winter!

David Ashford waited for them with his
four-person crew. Tess was not among them. Ever thoughtful, David
handed her a handkerchief. “Tell me what you saw, Lynne.”

When she finished, he directed his guys to
the rooms. “Thanks. Good job.”

As he headed off, she called out, “No
Tess?”

He looked over his shoulder. “Don’t get me
started.”

Uh-oh. Trouble in paradise. Her friend had
spoken candidly about how David was overprotective during her
pregnancy. But Tess knew being inside a just-burned building,
despite the particle masks the squad wore, could cause harm to a
developing fetus.

Lynne headed to the truck, holding her
helmet and face mask and helped Braxton roll up the hose. Her
shoulders ached from the tension of a church fire. And from
carrying the line itself, especially when it was filled with
water.

What would Brady do if something like this
happened at his church? He’d handle the event. He was strong and
brave and had the skills to comfort people.

Too bad he couldn’t be hers.

 


* * *

 


“I don’t think she should
go out, or you, for that matter. The snow’s coming down pretty
hard.” Belinda Jamison was peering through the front window. She’d
stayed with Emma for a few hours after school again
today.

“Hmm. The salt trucks were
already moving on my way home. And we’re used to driving in this
weather.”

“I don’t
agree.”

“I wanna go.” Emma’s voice
turned whiny. “If you can’t drive, Melody’s mother said she’d pick
me up. She’s a firefighter. Sometimes she drives those big
trucks.”

Yep, that was Lynne. He bit his lip as he
thought of her behind the wheel of a rig.

“That’s out of the
question. If you go, I’m taking you.”

“You can stay and make
pizzas with us. Her mom said.”

He highly doubted that was accurate. The
girls had probably conspired together to make the invitation more
palliative. They’d been doing that a lot lately.

He peeked out the window. “All right.”

“Let’s go,” Emma said,
putting her coat on.

“I’ll drop you off,
Mom.”

They stopped at his parents’ house, a
stone’s throw from the church. He and Jenny had wanted to live
further away from the building for some semblance of privacy. Then
he began the ten-minute drive to Lynne’s.

“See, Daddy, it’s okay
out.”

Just
blink, the old saying went,
if you don’t like the weather in upstate New
York, it’ll change.

Sure enough, the snow thickened and got
wetter by the time they turned into her driveway. The garage door
opened. Lynne stepped out of the house and motioned him to drive
into the second space.

They exited the car. “I thought you’d stay
dry if you parked here.”

“Very considerate.” He
avoided looking at the way her jeans gloved her, how the
long-sleeved CCFD T-shirt conformed to her curves. “We need to
talk.”

“Come inside,
then.”

They found Melody waiting in the mudroom. He
said to Emma, “Hang up your things, baby.”

Kicking off her boots, Emma put her jacket
on the hook, then grabbed Mel’s hand and took off.

“They’ve conspired against
us.”

“Yes, I know. Once Mel
heard you were on the way, she told me you were vacillating and so
they fibbed about the invite.”

“I don’t have to
stay.”

She searched his face. “Do you have other
plans?”

“I’d planned to be with my
daughter.”

“Then eat with us. We have
lots of food.”

Briefly, he closed his eyes.

“But if you don’t think
you should, I understand. Be careful driving home. If it gets
worse, I can keep Emma overnight.”

He turned, opened the door, and took two
steps into the garage. Damn, damn, damn. He pivoted. She was still
at the entrance. “Fuck it,” he said, using the word that rarely
came to his lips.

He walked back inside. For a few seconds,
she leaned into him. He slid his hand to her neck and caressed it.
But Melody and Emma waited in the living room, so they drew away
quickly.

She called out, “Ladies. Let’s make
pizza!”

The girls came running to the kitchen, where
she took out the already-made dough from the fridge. “First we need
flour to roll this out.”

“I’ll get it Mommy.”
Melody dragged over a step-stool and reached to the upper cupboard
for the flour. She teetered a bit…then dropped the bag! Half of it
spilled out on the kitchen tile.

“Don’t worry,” Emma told
her. “Daddy never yells at me.”

“Mommy,
either.”

Brady gave Lynne a half-smile. She looked at
him, a mischievous expression in her eyes. He angled his chin to
the floor.

They both bent over, picked up handfuls of
flour and threw them at the kids. The girls sputtered. Then Melody
jumped off the stool, and she and Emma dived in. Dumping the rest
of the bag out, they grabbed mounds of their own and flung them at
Brady and Lynne.

Soon, a full-fledged flour fight ensued and
puffs of white filled the kitchen. When the pile was gone, they all
burst out laughing.

Brady scanned the room. Luckily the mess was
contained between the island and the counter but she might find
remnant films elsewhere. He gave Lynne a once-over. Her blond hair
was tinged white, her face with smudges all over it. Her clothes
were covered with the white powder. She said, “Everybody out to the
garage.”

No one questioned her order. They hurried
out and stood in a corner. Lynne had grabbed four dish towels.
“Start by shaking your hair out onto the floor.”

When hair was mostly cleaned, she gave them
towels to dust themselves off. Brady said, “Smart idea, Lynne.” He
grabbed a broom against the wall, swept up their mess and disposed
of the remnants in a garbage can. Inside, they made quick work of
sweeping the tile and wiping down the cupboards.

When all was in order, the adults got out
the sauce, mozzarella, pepperoni and mushrooms from the fridge. She
sectioned off the dough. Emma needed the step stool to reach the
counter, but Mel could reach it.

“You guys can roll out
yours first,” Melody said pleasantly.

Brady worked his to pizza size, then Lynne
did the same. “Do you need help, honey?” he asked his daughter.

“No, Daddy, I can do
it.”

Each girl took turns with the rolling pin.
Then Brady doled out the sauce, enjoying casual fun, not present a
lot in his life since Jenny died.

The girls laid cheese over their small round
circles, then dotted them with pepperoni. When Lynne reached for
the mushrooms instead of meat, so did Brady. Their hands
touched.

He gave her a meaningful look. She returned
it.

“Now, you two, go get
showered. Mel, give Emma clothes.” They’d be a little big on his
daughter but they’d be serviceable.

When they left, she turned to him. “You have
flour on your cheek,” she said reaching out to touch him.
Electricity flared in her eyes. He grabbed her hand. Kissed it.
“This is going to be all right.”

She sighed. “There’s a full bath down here
if you want to shower too. I’m going upstairs.”

“I wish…”

“I know, me, too. But head
in there, mister.” She pointed to the corridor. “I have a
sweatshirt big enough for you. I’ll bring it down.”

“That would be
good.”

With that, she left him.

He wanted to shower with her. Badly.

Go down the hall, son. You two will be
fine.

 


* * *

 


After checking on the girls, who were
dressing in Mel’s room and giggling their heads off, Lynne came
downstairs wearing navy blue yoga pants and a matching shirt, with
fuzzy slippers on her feet. Her hair was still damp. When she put a
sweatshirt in front of the bathroom, she could hear the shower.
She’d also found a pair of moccasins David had left behind in the
closet.

She’d turned the oven on and looked out the
window at the heavy snow slanting sideways and blocking visibility.
As she waited for the temperature to reach 425, she poured a glass
of wine and turned on the little TV in the corner.

“Time for your local
weather.” The screen switched to Crystal City channel. “All roads
in town and the surrounding areas are closed. Travel is restricted
except for emergency vehicles.”

“It’s going to go on all
night,” the other anchor put in. “I hope the winds don’t increase.”
A branch batted the kitchen window as if contradicting her
words.

“Wow!” she heard behind
her.

Brady had come out. His hair was wet and
looked darker. He’d thrown on the sweatshirt and moccasins.
“Closed, huh?”

She scrunched her nose. “You know what that
means?”

“I do. Emma and I are
going to spend the night here.”

“We have spare
bedrooms.”

“Too bad.” His expression
was impish.

“I’ll put the pizzas in
and if you like, there’s wine.” She held up her glass.

“Why not? No driving
tonight.”

They sat at the table peering out at the
heavy fall of snow. Lynne finally said, “I wanted to mention a
church fire the other day. You must know about it.”

“At St. Francis. I went
over to talk to Frank Parsons, the priest. Asked them how we could
help. He’s going to perform mass at our church for his parishioners
until the altar is rebuilt.” Brady shook his head. “I didn’t know
you were in the firefighter group that put it out.”

“I was. And that was nice
of you to offer help.”

“It’s what we
do.”

“I need to tell you
something that isn’t public yet. The fire was set by an
arsonist.”

His hazel eyes widened. “That’s
horrific.”

“I’ve seen this once
before. Somebody has a grudge against religion. Or the church dogma
changes in some way.”

“Did you know that they
came out with a dictum that erases the brand of sin on gay people?
They went against Rome to do it.”

“I didn’t. But David
probably does. Brady, I’m worried about you.”

“You worry about me?” His
hand fisted on the table. “You’re the one who runs into burning
buildings. It keeps me up at night.” He stared at her. “You keep me
up at night.”

“Tell me you’ve made a
plan and practiced it if a fire broke out in your
sanctuary.”

“I did. When I first
started. We have drills every six months.”

“I’m glad to hear
that.”

The oven beeped, signaling their pizzas—and
the talk—were over. Just as the girls joined them, the lights went
out.

Both Brady and Lynne laughed. “What’s your
God thinking doing this to us.”

“God didn’t turn the
lights off. But God’s grace kept us safe.”

“I’ve got lanterns under
the first cabinet. No candles, they’re a fire hazard.” Of course,
Lynne was prepared for an emergency. She was a firefighter. Brady
helped her retrieve the battery-operated lights and she put two in
the kitchen. “Let’s eat.”

They devoured their food, chatting away like
a normal family. Best to remember they weren’t that, though, Lynne
warned herself.

“Can we make a fire and
sleep by it?” Mel asked.

“We’ll need a fire.” Lynne shrugged. “The
house will get cold tonight.”

They cleaned up after the meal and went into
the living room. Lynne started the fire. She’d brought wood and
kindling inside yesterday so it burst to life. She turned to them.
“Girls, get sleeping bags, pillows, and blankets in the upstairs
linen closet. We’ll all stay here.”

Soon, they were set up for the night.

“Hey, Mom, can we make
S’mores?”

Brady lazed back on a recliner. “You got the
stuff?”

“Of course.”

“Then why not?”

“Help me get it out,” she
said. In the kitchen, she leaned against the counter. “Are you
worried about this?”

“Not with the girls
here.”

“I mean you staying
overnight at a woman’s house.”

“Hmm. Well, my car’s in
the garage, but in any case we can’t possibly leave. So no, I
choose not to worry.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“I feel the
same.”

They awoke at dawn. Lynne was sidled into
Brady on the couch, both covered with the same blanket. He kissed
the top of her head. “Good morning,” he whispered.

“Good morning.” She
yawned. “I got to sleep with you again.”

“In the most platonic
sense.”

With the girls fast asleep still, they got
up and made coffee because the power was back on. By six-thirty
Brady roused Emma, put her in the back seat, and got on the
road.

 


* * *

 


Nobody saw Carlton Matthews driving past
David’s house at the exact time the Reverend Brady drove out of
Lynne’s garage.

 


* * *

 


The monthly elder’s
meeting tonight was only an hour away, and Brady had yet to finish
his minister’s report. He was sequestered in his office, alone with
the sound of the clock ticking, when someone knocked on the door
leading in from the outside. Give me
patience, Lord, he prayed as he
reluctantly got up to see who was visiting him. “Adam, this is a
surprise. Did I forget a meeting?”

The boy’s eyes darted around. His entire
body simmered with anxiety. “No. It’s kind of an emergency.”

“Come in.” As Adam entered
the office, Brady gestured to the back of the large room which
sported a small couch and a stuffed chair. “Sit.”

On his way over, Brady locked the door to
the church. Adam’s father, Carlton, would be coming in for the
meeting in the conference room. Brady took the chair, so they faced
each other. “What’s going on?

“My father kicked me out
of the house.”

“What?”

“He found out I wasn’t at
Jason’s for an overnight. I lied about where I was, but someone
must have seen me and Sara going into…a room.”

“What kind of
room?”

Adam reddened, now. “A hotel room in
Campton. We spent the night together. When I got home the next day,
Dad had all my stuff packed and told me if I couldn’t obey his
rules, I wasn’t welcome in his house.” The boy’s eyes teared. “He
doesn’t love me, Rev. He doesn’t.”

Sometimes Brady believed that, too, but he
tried not to judge. Still, the man was so strict in the name of
God, who wouldn’t approve of Carlton’s actions.

Brady intentionally relaxed. Kids read body
language loud and clear. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. I called
Sara but she wasn’t home. Her mother likes me. Maybe she’ll let me
stay there. All my stuff’s in my car.”

“An option.” That would
infuriate his father.

“I got money I been saving
for college for two years. I could pay for a place of my
own.”

“Let’s not make any rash
decisions. Do you have your cell phone on?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Your dad might call. He,
um, he’s coming in for an elder’s meeting tonight.”

“Don’t tell him I’m
here.”

“I won’t. But I may try to
get him to talk to me about your fight.”

The boy nodded.

Brady gestured to a small TV in front of the
couch. “Make yourself at home.”

He left his office and locked it again. He
didn’t want anybody wandering in. When he walked into the
conference room, he noted he was the last to arrive. Couldn’t be
helped.

Herman Holland checked the clock. “Welcome,
everyone. I hope you’re well. Let’s start with a prayer.”

Janine Springer, one of the nine, gave sweet
words about doing God’s work.

Then Herman handed out an agenda.

As it was passed around, Carlton spoke.
“Before we get into this,” he held up the paper “I have a matter of
urgency that can’t wait.”

Herman shot a glance at Brady. Brady nodded
and Herman said, “Go ahead.”

The man’s features twisted into a snarl
which made Brady recoil. “I caught Reverend Jamison sneaking out of
a woman’s garage at six in the morning.”

“Excuse me?” Herman
again.

“Our minister is
sinning right under our
noses. What’s more, I think he’s a bad influence on our children.
Adam’s uncontrollable now. I blame him.”

Brady scanned the others. Mouths were agape.
Everybody stared at Carlton as if he’d grown a second head.

“Reverend Brady,” Herman
asked, “do you want to comment on that?”

“Yes.”

He focused on Carlton. Now, the expression
in the man’s eyes was…triumphant.

“Carlton, you
didn’t catch me
doing anything you might consider wrong. My daughter was in the
car.”

“I didn’t see
her.”

“She was asleep in the
back seat.”

“Harrumph!”

April Limon, a fair woman, came to the edge
of her seat. “I don’t like that Brady has to defend himself. This
is a personal matter.”

“I can deal with this,
April. It does concern my personal life. But I can explain. Let me
give a caveat first.” He scanned the rest of the elders, and every
single one had sympathy in their eyes. He gentled his voice. “I
don’t like having to be accountable to you all for where I spend my
time or who I’m with. But in this case, I will.

“Emma is friends with the
young girl who lives in that house. I brought her over during the
snowstorm which worsened by the time I got there. They invited me
for pizza and Emma and I stayed for dinner, hoping the storm would
clear up. By the time we were done, the roads had closed, then the
power went off. I would never endanger my child by driving in those
circumstances. The four of us got blankets and slept in front of
the fireplace to stay warm.”

Silence.

“As I said, I’m not happy
about having to explain a perfectly innocent event, but we’ve never
run across an accusation like this. In the future, I’d like you to
come to me, one-on-one, if you have an issue with my behavior.” He
waved his hand to encompass all of them. “This spectacle could have
been avoided.”

“I won’t allow him to talk
to us like that. We’re the spiritual leaders of the
church.”

Herman waited, then said, “As chair of the
elders, I have a comment. Brady, I’m sorry this accusation
happened. Of course, I believe your explanation.”

“He hasn’t told us who the
fourth person was.”

“I’m not going to. It’s
none of your business.”

“I…”

“Stop!” Herman raised his
voice. “Carlton, we’ve heard your objections about our pastor.”
There had been a lot of criticism from the man both at meetings and
one-on-one, but Brady didn’t mention that. “I’m going to let the
others speak.”

The elders gave their thoughts…

“This is ridiculous. We
know Reverend Brady.”

“I’m offended by the accusation.”

“Brady’s entitled to a
private life.”

“Carlton, you’ve never
liked his ministry.” This from April again. “But this is really
none of your business.”

“The moral integrity of
our minister isn’t my business?”

“What does that mean?”
Herman asked.

“I found out who lives
there. A woman named Lynne Lucas. She’s a married woman who left her husband
and came to Crystal Corners to be a firefighter.”

“How on earth did you find
that out?” Janine asked.

“In my research on the
ownership of the house, I found a formal agreement from the owner
to rent the place to her. Her address was still in Dannerville, so
I went there.”

Oh, no, the man had
stirred all this up for Lynne? Brady became infuriated. So he
stood. “I’m going to leave this meeting now because I’m afraid I’ll
say something harsh, cruel and insulting. I don’t want to do that.”
He cleared his throat. “But, to defend Lynne’s name, she
is a firefighter.
She helped put the fire
out at St. Francis Church last week. She’s also legally separated
and I won’t go into why. She’s the mother of Emma’s friend Melody,
and a lovely person. I’m sorry she got tangled up in your
viciousness, Carlton.”

With that Brady left the room. He had only
one thought. He needed to see Lynne to apologize. And she needed to
know about this.


Chapter 8

 [image: ]

 


 


“Mom, come on.” Phillip
spoke the words impatiently, but teasingly, too.

“Hold your horses.” Lynne
adjusted Emma’s and Melody’s goggles and Izzy checked her sister
Maria’s eye gear too. Mel had invited Brady’s daughter. Lynne was
overjoyed that all the boys had been excited to come here,
including Phillip.

“We’re ready.”

Fully dressed, everybody
met in the roped off area of Paint Your Wagon, a playhouse for
paintball. Bleachers were set up on one side for observers. It was
also used as a dead box, where eliminated players would be painted out. Brooke had researched
all the paintball terminology and sent it to everyone.

Trish and Tess approached them. Tess kissed
her girls’ heads. “You ready for this?”

“Yes, Mommy,” they
answered in unison.

Lynne asked, “Sad you can’t play?”

“Nah.” Trish touched her
two-month pregnancy belly. “I’m gonna pump Tess for motherhood
advice.”

“My pleasure.” Tess wore a
long, tight T-shirt, her own belly protruding. Trish, of course,
wasn’t showing. “And thanks for taking Izzy and Maria under your
wing.”

A siren sounded. The two women left and
Lynne smiled. “Let’s find our team.” Which was easy. Team 1 wore
neon blue shirts, team 2 neon green, team 3 red. Lynne’s group was
made up of both of her girls and Tess’s daughters, Brooke and the
swoon-worthy Nick Barrows. The second team consisted mostly of
adults, and she was sure Annie and JJ were experts at this. The
third in red were the four teenage boys. Ahead of time, the adults
and older kids decided to be unwavering with each other but give
the girls a pass. Nothing sexist, but age related.

They crossed into
the tape, the
huge space they would play on, the sandy section cushioning their
feet. Lights were up so they could study the field. An employee
passed out the guns and Lynne showed the girls how to handle
them.

A second siren. Lynne and Brooke and the
little ones hid behind a bunker that was a six-foot high inflatable
square, taller than all of them. Nick chose one next to them. “This
is gonna be so fun,” Melody said to Izzy. Emma and Maria were
holding hands.

The final siren. When everybody hid behind
bunkers or bags, Lynne did a head check. “Nobody in sight. Let’s
move forward. Remember, the object of the game is to hit the other
teams without getting hit by them.”

As soon as they were visible, a paintball
zipped between Mel and Emma. The girls squealed. Brooke immediately
popped up to see the shooter—Nathan—and aimed at him, missing only
by inches.

After fifteen minutes, Lynne decided to go
after the boys. Nobody had hit the girls yet, but Izzy surprised
Grayson and tagged him out. Vinny jumped up to blast the others and
Lynne pointed the barrel at him, shot, but the ball bounced instead
of breaking. He ducked back down. Nick, however, took aim at Colin
and got him out. JJ promptly blasted him. Dead zone for them
all.

Mel and Emma attacked David who, she was
sure, let the girls clobber him with paint. Jordan and Vinny snuck
up on the girls and gently tagged them, too. Brooke blissfully took
Jordan down.

Hmm, soon there were only the four Sisters
of Fire left.

For ten minutes, they played a merciless
game of cat and mouse. Neither group could manage to paint the
other. Time was running out. Lynne ducked around one of the bags as
a ball whizzed by her. But another shot came fast on its heels.

JJ jumped up out of nowhere, and Brooke
bulleted her in the chest. Lynne got off a shot then and Annie
joined the dead. All four of them dropped to the ground, laughing
their heads off.

When they rolled to their feet and trudged
to the dead box, Brooke caught a glimpse of Brady. He’d come to
pick up Emma. He’d insisted she not drop the girl off.
Unfortunately, she was thrilled to see him.

 


* * *

 


Brady stood in the spectator area of Paint
Your Wagon and watched them. He’d caught the end of the game and
all the players were happy and raucous. Too bad he wasn’t. He’d
been up almost all night with Adam, whose father had never called
to check on him. And the accusation from the man during the elders
meeting kept Brady’s mind churning.

“Daddy!” Emma ran toward
him and threw herself at him. “I did good. Lynne said
so.”

“I saw a bit of it. You
got somebody out!”

Over her head, he could see the women
gathering their things. But Lynne and Melody approached him. Mel
dragged Emma off to the side and whispered something to her.

“Brady, hi.” Lynne’s hair
was damp from exertion and up in a ponytail. Her green eyes were
full of mirth…until she got a good look at him. “What’s
wrong?”

“A lot of things. I need
to talk to you.”

She frowned.

The girls returned. “Mom, can Emma come with
us to get pizza? Brady, you can come too.”

“I’m sorry I can’t. I have
a meeting. We have to go, princess.”

The princess pouted.

“You know, sweetie, Lynne
and Melody have a life outside you.”

Tears filled her eyes.

He dropped down. “Geez.”

Lynne knelt, too. “We love having you with
us, honey. Your dad’s just being careful. Sometimes we do have
plans and Mel can’t play.” She raised her brows to him. He nodded.
“But we’d love to have you for pizza today.”

Annie jogged over. “Hi, Brady. Lynne, we’re
leaving.”

“Could you take Emma and
Melody to the Pizzeria? I need a few minutes with
Brady.”

“Of course. Come on,
ladies.”

They left, one kid holding each of her
hands.

“Let’s go out to my car.
We can talk there.”

Lynne grabbed her coat and followed him out
the door. It was a sunny December day but icy cold. The poor guys
who were on shift tonight when it was predicted to go down to
zero.

Once in the front seat of his Bronco, she
said, “Is this about us on Friday night?”

“It is. But not in the way
you think.” He stared through the front window. “I, um, someone
from my church saw me leave your house that morning. He’s an elder,
and he confronted me at our meeting last night. He said some awful
things about me.” He held her gaze, hating this. “And
you.”

“Me? How would one of your
parishioners know me?”

“Apparently this guy did
some digging and discovered that you lived in David’s house. Then
he went to Dannerville, and I’m afraid he asked around about
you.”

She scowled. “Who did he talk to?”

“We never got to that
point. The other elders were incensed. They defended me. Told me I
had a right to a personal life.” He reached over and took her hand.
“At this point, I’m more worried about you.”

“Me? My reputation? The
one that’s tattered beyond repair in Dannerville? He couldn’t do me
more harm, Brady. But I’m sorry for you.”

He gave her a little smile. “Leave it to you
to make this easy on me.”

“You look like
hell.”

“I’m aware of that.
There’s more, but that’s for another time. Go be with your
friends.”

“I wish you could come
with us. I wish things were different.”

“Me too.” He leaned over
and kissed her lips, briefly, tenderly. “I’m sorry for that,
too.”

“Life sucks
sometimes.”

When she left, Brady felt hollowed out. He
wanted this woman with a passion that seemed to grow every day,
instead of diminish.

Despondent, he didn’t even ask God for
help.

 


* * *

 


A week later, Lynne retrieved the mail and
walked back inside the house, leafing through the letters. She
stopped short. One thick envelope was labeled Erica Cummings,
Attorney at Law. Her divorce lawyer. Knowing what was inside, she
ripped the missive open. “Final Judgment, Order and Degree. “This
matter having come before the court…”

She read the legalese of the decree that
stated her marriage was dissolved. It covered all the terms:
division of property, where she got the cottage, he got the house.
Asset separation: she’d have enough money to buy her own home, with
some left for a nest egg. Sharing the children: both would live
with her. Poor Phillip never got a choice in the matter. Ken did
have visitation rights spelled out. But now, he’d have to pay child
support, which she’d save for the kids’ college funds. When she
finished reading every word, she felt an overriding sense of relief
and an under-riding depression.

She checked the clock. The kids were
spending the night at the Davidsons. Mel loved the DiMarco girls
and Phillip had bonded with Vinny at paintball and swimming.

To distract herself, Lynne went onto her
computer and a reminder came up. Flying Solo, 7 p.m. Presentation:
How to talk to your kids about sex by Brady Jamison.

So, he was giving
the talk to
parents. She’d heard from him in the intervening week only about
getting the girls together but they’d done car drops offs and she
hadn’t seen him. It had been pretty clear the night at Paint Your
Wagon that they had no future. She caused him too much grief in his
church and she couldn’t live within the confines of any
religion.

Despite all that, she gazed at the screen,
then at the divorce papers next to her. Without listening to common
sense, she grabbed her coat and wallet and keys and headed to
Elmwood, blanking her mind of the monumental event that occurred
today in her life.

She walked into the Town Hall, found the
room for Brady’s talk and went inside. He walked in from the side
door and stood up front. Her mouth dropped.

Brady wore a clerical collar. She’d never
seen him in it. He hadn’t told the group he was a minister so why
had he worn that obvious manifestation of who he was?

He smiled at the rumbling. “Before I begin,
I want you all to know why I wore this thing.” He touched the stark
white ring around his neck. “I apologize if any of you feel duped.
I didn’t reveal that I’m a minister before because I didn’t want to
be judged as one here. I wanted to be a normal parent, flying solo,
trying to find answers for raising my daughter. If anyone is
offended, see me after this talk.”

Nothing. But they all quieted. But she
couldn’t help staring. His hair had gotten longer than usual and
his shoulders spanned the width of the black shirt he wore. She was
glad to see his whole body relaxed.

“So, let’s begin. How do
you talk to your kids about sex? And I’m not saying teenagers. Sex
education begins long before that age. Starting around ten, tell
them about male-female relationships. Don’t go into too much detail
except for the biological differences, but research shows, kids
take in only what they’re ready to hear. That research also
recommends the specifics to start at puberty.”

He crossed to a computer and called up a
screen. “Every sex talk with kids should include:

Masturbation, and all the
literature I’ve read on that
says never to shame them.

How babies are made.

How to prevent babies from being made.

Contraception: condoms and where they can
get them.

Knowing when you’re ready—peer pressure and
what to do if one party isn’t ready. Both genders.

Porn—define sadism and masochism.

“I might also say here
that you don’t have to share your sexual history with your partner
or when you were a teen. Actually, I think this privacy is healthy
until your kids are older, at least. Say that up front so if they
ask you if you watch porn, you remind them of what you’re
withholding. But I do believe if you talk openly about masturbating
it will demystify the practice and make it sound healthy. Which, as
I said, is true.”

During the entire presentation, he had
command of his audience. He was professional, confident and
knowledgeable of his content.

When he finished, he said, “Now it’s your
turn.”

One guy asked how to not get embarrassed
during these talks. Another if they’d be encouraging sex by talking
about it. They bombarded him for an hour. Then when he called the
session to a close, Carly raised her hand. “Boy, Brady, you aren’t
like any other minister I’ve known.”

The reality of that made Lynne’s spirits
plummet.

 


* * *

 


Brady noticed Lynne waiting in the back
until everyone left. He’d seen her right away and forced himself to
stay cool. Purposely leaving on his collar, he approached her. “So,
how’d I do?”

“You get an
A+.”

“Whew!”

Her brows raised. “The collar, huh?”

“I decided I needed to
show them who I am. Be accepted for who I am.”

“And since they got to
know you first, you can be an example for them.”

“That wasn’t planned, but
thanks.” He edged a hip onto the table in front of her. “So, I
thought maybe you’d give up on Flying Solo.”

“No. I was only afraid I’d
come and drool over you.”

Brady laughed. She smiled. Today, she’d
dressed in plain jeans and a navy wool sweater. Her hair fell in
soft waves over her shoulders.

“I got papers today saying
my divorce is final.”

His pulse rate sped up. “Did it sting?”

“Some.”

“And?”

“And nothing. I thought
you’d like to know. Maybe it can help you with the church people if
they’re still giving you grief.”

“That was sweet of
you.”

“Besides, you’re the
person I wanted to tell first.”

“I’m honored.”

“Anything better at
church?”

“Not with Carlton
Matthews. He quit the elders committee. But the situation’s okay
with the rest of them. We talked a lot about re-emphasizing to the
whole church that our denomination doesn’t judge—divorce, abortion,
gay rights, sexual orientation. Each member of the UCC is free to
create his or her own belief system.”

“Now that’s not like
any church I’ve
even known.”

“Ah, there are a lot of us
around. The churches that don’t preach more liberal views are dying
as we speak.”

“I’m so glad you have that
in your life.”

Don’t ask, Brady. It will
only hurt her. So, he didn’t wonder aloud
if what he told her made a difference for them. He didn’t stir up
those waters in her life again. But it almost killed him to let her
go.

 


* * *

 


3 p.m.

 


When the rig came to a halt, she saw that
Engine 2, Truck 1 and Truck 4 were on scene. So many of her
favorite people were here to fight the fire at a local motel on the
outskirts of Crystal City. The notion made her excited at first,
then…uneasy.

She followed Harry Zander to Incident
Command with the rest of the crew. JJ was at the helm because their
rig was first-in. Zander, the most senior officer, asked, “You
wanna run this or should I?”

“You take it, Cap.” She
adjusted the strap on her white helmet. “I feel like getting my
hands dirty.”

“Great. Go around back,
make sure your hose has access from the ground. Don’t climb any
back stairs.”

JJ and her crew disappeared around the
corner, where her rig had parked, though her guys were waiting for
orders.

Zander zipped out orders. “Blackfeather and
Cortez on the 2’s engine hose.” Braxton would stay at the truck.
“Lucas and Loder, tap the plug and lay a second line. This baby can
get out of control in seconds.”

Colin O’Shea, the newly minted lieutenant on
Truck 4, was heading over for orders and she passed him on the way,
swiping a high five.

Lynne wrenched off the hydrant’s cover and
screwed in the hose, then Loder laid a line, with the help of
Braxton, and they trained them on the front of the building. Truck
1 stayed behind them, ready to assist.

The water consumed the fire but not before
it ate its way to the roof. From the radio, she heard JJ say,
“Almost out, Cap.”

“Don’t go inside with the
truck guys yet.” Zander would wait until all areas of fire, in
every part of the building, were out. It took ten more minutes.
Then he informed everybody, “We got ahold of the manager. Rooms 1,
4, 6 and 21, 23, 28 are occupied.”

No one had shown up on the balconies because
they were blazing, too. “All right, Engine 4, go first with the
hose into the first floor in case you’re needed for fire hiding in
the walls. Truck 4, you do search and rescue.” Into the radio he
said, “Same orders for you, JJ as you go through the second
level.”

For the first time since their training
days, Lynne hurtled into a fire next to Colin, while the others
followed. They bumped shoulders. When they reached room one, they
found the door ajar. Lynne yelled, “Fire Department, call out.”

“In here.” The voice came
from the bathroom. Under the door was a towel. No flames barred
their way, but timbers had fallen at odd angles along with various
debris, creating an obstacle course in front of them.

She and Colin picked their way over to the
bathroom. He tested the handle. “Hot. Pry tool?” he asked
Lynne.

“Nope.” She grabbed
Colin’s arm, they raised their legs and kicked in the door. One man
sat on the floor inside. They took the few steps toward him. “Can
you stand?”

“Y-yeah.”

Colin held out his arm and grabbed the guy’s
hand. “I’ll lead you out.”

Lynne stayed inside the bathroom and looked
up. An inkling of a flame danced in the ceiling. She sprayed it and
the whole area again, called in the discovery out to Zander, then
headed to another room. By then, Colin had returned.

They just got inside room 4 and Lynne said,
“Shit, the ceiling’s—”

A weight slammed her down. As she hit the
floor face first, Brady’s image swam before her.

She awoke outside on a stretcher. The sounds
of the rig were loud, the air redolent of charred wood; it was
still daylight. Pain pricked the backs of her legs and her
shoulders ached. “What happened?” Her voice was hoarse.

“The ceiling fell on your
legs,” Lt. Benedeski told her. “You got burned through your bunker
pants, but the medics said only first degree.”

Prickles of pain manifested in her lower
body. She felt her legs. Her bunker pants were gone and her uniform
trouser legs torn into shreds.

Lynne turned her head to the side. People
laid on stretchers, others bent over to help them. Then she
remembered. “Colin?”

“He’s safe, too.” This
from Trish.

“What are you doing here?”
Her friend wasn’t able to fight fires and had been assigned desk
duty.

“I came with the jeep when
we heard the call. To see if I could help the medics.”

Bracing her elbows on the canvas, she came
up on her arms, then to a sitting position. “Ahhhhhhhh…”

“Can you walk?”

“Yes.” She gulped in
breaths. “Give me a minute.”

“You have to go to the
hospital.”

“All right. Did JJ get
out?”

“Yep. All firefighters are
safe.”

“The patrons?”

“Not so lucky. Come on,
hold onto me. I’ll walk you to the ambo.” Trish helped her up. More
pain at the movement and her breathing escalated. She
moaned.

“You need a
gurney.”

“Save it for someone else.
Let’s get going.”

With her Sister of Fire, Lynne limped to the
ambulance.

 


* * *

 


3 p.m.

 


Brady sat in his office and stared at the
mound of little pink slips on his desk. His assistant had come in
early to field them, then left at noon, while Brady visited people
in the hospital. Glad for the silence and privacy, he picked up his
cell phone.

A knock sounded on his door. Glancing over
his shoulder, he saw through the glass that Carlton Matthews was
paying him a visit. Something niggled at his spine, and since he
was still holding his phone, he pressed record. Couldn’t hurt. He
drew open the door and came face to face with the barrel of a gun.
In his other hand, Carlton carried a red tool kit.

“Get inside.”

Hands up, Brady backed away.

“Put the phone
down.”

Brady set the phone down on his desk.
“Carlton, what are you doing with a gun?”

“Revelation: 21:8 The
faithless, the detestable…murderers, the sexually immoral…and all
liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and
sulfur.”

“What does that
mean?”

“2 Thessalonians 1:6:
Indeed, God considers it just to repay with affliction those who
afflict you.”

Brady quieted. He caught the gist of
Carlton’s thought process and scoured his mind for a Biblical
passage retort. He raised his chin. “1 Samuel: 12:24: May the Lord
judge between you and me.”

“Close your evil mouth and
turn around and walk! Or I’ll shoot you right here.”

“Where are we
going?”

“To the
baptistry.”

“Why?”

“Ezekiel 18:20 The soul
who sinneth shall die.” Shaking his head wildly, he poked Brady’s
chest with the gun. Brady had no choice but to turn and walk out of
his office, into the church proper. “Go left.”

Brady crossed the distance to the baptistry.
He opened the heavy wooden door and went inside with a horrible
thought that this might be the last place he entered. The room was
about 10’x10’, windowless, and on the inner side was the large tub
which would immerse young people choosing baptism. Slam! The door
closing with a loud clap brought him to his senses.

“Put your hands behind
your back.”

Turning, Brady tried once more. “Carlton,
please don’t do this. Remember, Matthew 5:7 Blessed are the
merciful, for they shall receive mercy.”

Carlton’s eyes blazed like a demon’s.
“Exodus 12:21 An eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot
for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, stripe for stripe.”

Brady faced the wall. In seconds, Carlton
bound Brady in zip ties.

Then he heard a different noise behind him.
He turned his head and saw Carlton bolting the door with a monster
lock.

But the gun was on the floor.

God, please be here with me.

I am, son.

Brady moved fast and as his foot kicked the
gun away, something came down on his head. The world went
black.

When Brady awoke, he was sitting in the
corner facing out, hands still tied. His head hurt like hell.

He blinked his eyes. The clearly deranged
man pulled rags and a small gas can out of his kit. “What are you
doing?”

“This church is corrupted.
Like St. Francis.”

“Did you set that church
on fire?” His voice was hoarse with fear and horror.

“The Lord moves my hands
and feet. This will be my final attempt at converting you
all.”

“I know you’re angry with
me, but God can help us work out our differences.”

He frowned. “God
sent me to do this. You
led my son to sin.”

“Carlton, you can hurt me.
But let’s go somewhere else, and not hurt our building.” Which
would give Brady a better chance of escaping. “Don’t take the
church down, please.”

“Both you and the evil
place have to be stopped. And I’m sacrificing myself to the
cause.”

Brady swallowed hard. If this was a suicidal
mission, he had less of a chance to stop it. He asked God what to
do. Inspiration came.

“You know I have an
eight-year-old daughter. She has no mother. Who will raise
her?”

“Her grandparents. They’re
God-loving people.”

“Our congregation will
suffer greatly.”

“The elders sinned. And
you have too many supporters.”

“Carlton,
please.”

“It’s too late, Reverend.
For both of us.”

God, please, I need more help.

 


* * *

 


4 p.m.

 


All crew members of Engine 4 and Truck 4
went to the hospital on the rig. Trish drove and picked up Annie on
the way since Colin had been rushed here, too.

Lynne was ensconced in a room and examined.
They poured tepid water on her calves and applied petroleum jelly,
then wrapped her lower limbs in gauze. Though she was in pain, this
felt better. “Do I have to stay here?” she asked the doctor.

“It might be
wise.”

“I want to go
home.”

He shook his head but picked up her chart
and signed the papers. “Firefighters!”

After he left, she slid to the edge of the
bed and gingerly slid on the bottom scrubs that a nurse had brought
her. Her crew came inside as she was sticking her feet in her
boots.

Zander asked, “You going home already?”

“I only have first-degree
burns.”

“Colin’s were second
degree. He has to stay.”

Cam and Billy were filthy but unhurt and
expressed their concern.

Dynai said, “Glad you’re okay, Lynne.”

“Thanks.”

In a half hour, Zander grasped her arms to
boost her up to get in the front seat, but Trish came running over.
“Wait, Harry.”

Zander waited. “What’s up?”

“I was monitoring the
calls that came in. Firefighters and police officers are headed to
a church. There’s a hostage situation involving the pastor and most
likely an arsonist.”

Lynne gasped.

The cap’s gaze narrowed on Trish. “Did they
do an all-call?”

“No. But Lynne knows
someone there.” She faced Lynne. “Sweetie, it’s Brady’s
church.”

She gulped back her terror and turned to
Zander. “Please, Cap. I know the hostage well. Please, can we go
help?”

“No. We’re all exhausted.
They’ve got plenty of personnel on site.”

She moved in closer. “Harry, I’m in love
with the man whose life is in danger.”

“The pastor?”

“Yes.”

“Holy hell.”

“Let me go with
Trish.”

“No, we’ll all go. Maybe
we can do
something.”

They climbed back on the rig, which sped
through the streets. The whole crew had overheard the conversation
but she didn’t care.

And on the way, Lynne did something she’d
hadn’t done in years. She prayed to Brady’s God.

 


* * *

 


4:30 p.m.

 


Brady’s eyes widened when Carlton grabbed a
stick lighter from the tool kit. “We’ll pray first,” Carlton
announced.

“I’d like
that.”

As if in a daze, Carlton got on his knees
and began some kind of chant. Soon, his body began to rock. Brady
accepted he had little chance to help himself. But he’d left the
recording on his desk, and maybe someone would find it.

He chanted along with Carlton. Whenever the
man wound down, Brady kept going. Thankfully, Carlton went along
with it.

 


 


5 p.m.

 


“What are you doing here,
Harry?” Tim Daniels, the officer in charge of the scene
asked.

He glanced at Lynne. “We came to help if we
could.”

“There’s already an engine
and a truck here. The police and bomb squad too. I appreciate the
support but you can go back to your firehouse.”

“It’s because of me.”
Lynne stood near Harry as snow began to fall again. She’d put her
turnout coat on. “The man inside, Cap, I’m in love with
him.”

Daniels looked to Harry.

He shrugged. “Shit, I couldn’t say no. We’ll
stand back and won’t interfere. Any details?”

“Two cops and our crew
headed inside. The whereabouts of the hostage is the baptistry,
behind the altar.”

“How do you know that?”
Lynne asked.

“The guy who called in the
fire told us there was a phone recording in the pastor’s office. He
listened to it and alerted 911.”

Lynne wavered. Trish held her up.

“The same guy told us the
baptistry is a self-contained room with no windows. Which is why
the kidnapper chose it.”

Lynne wanted to whimper but she threw back
her shoulders and stood tall. Daniels hurried inside with the
police behind him. “Let me go in, too.”

“Absolutely not!” Harry
said. “A stiff wind could blow you over.”

So Lynne waited outside while the rest of
her crew sat in the truck. Zander stayed with her. She took the
inaction as long as she could. The first chance she got, she darted
to the church. “Lucas come back here!” Zander called after her.

She entered Brady’s church. The firefighters
would be in the sanctuary. When she reached it, she saw them
upfront and hurried there.

Daniels said, “Give me a halligan.”

He tapped the drywall to find the studs. In
between two, he began at the bottom and hacked through the
sheetrock. But he encountered a blockage.

“That’s probably the
bathtub. Let’s go down five feet. They shuffled along the wall and
repeated the process. Once again, the halligan hit the drywall with
a loud crack, the sound echoing in the empty church. Behind the
opening they found more drywall. “This is it. We’re
breaching.”

Lynne could hear the blood pounding in her
head.

 


 


5:15 p.m.

 


Brady kept praying. He watched Carlton who
was in some kind of trance. How could he stop the guy when his own
hands were tied behind his back? If he moved, would Carlton wake
from his daze?

Stay where you are, Brade.

It took all the strength he had to remain
motionless.

Suddenly, a thunder-like crack came from the
left side of the tub. Then more banging, then—oh, my God—a huge
hole in the wall opened up. Carlton awoke as a police officer
barreled through it, and behind him another. The two men lunged for
Carlton. Off kilter already, he wavered and the gun slid out of his
hand.

One of the cops grabbed it. “He’s
disarmed.”

Firefighters entered, three, one after
another and hurried to the gas can, rags and fire stick. One put
all in the tool kit. One checked the rest of the room.

In minutes, the entire thing was over.

Thank you, God.

I’m always with you.

Just as God spoke, a fourth firefighter
climbed through the opening. Man, he was seeing things. He thought
it was Lynne.

It was Lynne.

She covered the distance between them.
Throwing her arms around him, she brought him to her chest and he
buried his face in her dirty, smelly coat. One of the policemen
approached them. “I have a knife for the ties.”

They helped Brady maneuver and soon his arms
were free. They banded around Lynne. “I’m never letting you go,” he
whispered in her ear.

“I’m not going anywhere,”
she said.

 


* * *

 


Christmas Eve was a delight at the church.
Almost every mobile member attended. Brady donned his white
vestments and smiled into the mirror. Once again, Bryce sat behind
him. “You’re happy tonight.”

“Why wouldn’t I be? I
escaped death, the church is safe and the congregants have finally
calmed down.” And Adam Matthews had moved back in with his
mother.

“I heard Carlton went to a
mental institution.” His brother was finding it hard to forgive the
deranged man. “You have anything to do with that?”

Brady had. He’d fought for Carlton’s
placement. “Me?”

Bryce grinned. “You haven’t said much about
your firefighter.”

This time, Brady grinned.
She was his firefighter and would stay that way with God’s help. “You
know we’re together. After that night, everything became
clear.”

“At least she’s divorced
now. That’s help. You treading water?”

“Pretty much.” In the last
ten days, he and Lynne had been together every possible minute,
which included one night at the cottage where they’d had blistering
sex. The girls were delighted with their situation, though they
hadn’t said anything about their plans, only that they were
dating. This change was
going to take a while.

I wish she was here
tonight.

God smiled.

Hmm, why was that?

“It’s time to go listen to
the choir.” Which performed for fifteen minutes before the holiday
service began.

Bryce got up and gave him a bear hug. “I’m
praying for you.”

“I’m just grateful
everything ended peacefully.”

Of course, everyone was treating him
differently. Congregants showered him and Emma with food, as they
did when an emergency struck a congregant. The elders thanked him
for being so calm and generous with Carlton. Then, he’d told them
Lynne was going to be part of his life, and they should know
that.

No one protested.

Brady walked out into the
church and sat on the right side near the pulpit. The first part of
Handle’s The Messiah began, as the congregation quieted. After Brady settled in
his seat, he caught sight of the doors to the sanctuary
opening.

Praying this was the right thing to do,
Lynne walked into Crystal City Christian Church. Her heart thudded
until she remembered the last time she was here. They’d made
promises then, ones she vowed to keep. Brady had asked her to
attend the service tonight, but she couldn’t make herself agree.
Something, however, drew her here. The kids were with Ken tonight
and she’d have them tomorrow. Alone, she slid into the last
pew.

She witnessed the exact moment Brady saw
her. His eyes widened and he smiled broadly. Eventually, he
approached the pulpit. He looked so holy up there, dressed as she’d
never seen him before, in full regalia. Was it awful that she also
thought he looked pretty damn good?

No, Lynne, it isn’t.

Great. Now she was hearing voices.

Everything’s going to work out for you two,
I promise.

Lynne shook herself. Her head was playing
games with her. God spoke to people only in their minds, saying
what the person wanted to hear.

Laughing. Then,
We’ll see about that, my dear. We’ll
see.


Epilogue


[image: ]

 


 


Six months later

 


“Fix my hair too,
Daddy.”

“I will sweetheart as soon
as I’m done with Melody’s braid.”

Emma fidgeted. “I want one like hers.”

Finishing up, he tied the bottom and Mel
handed him a sprig of flowers for the top. Then he repeated the
process with Emma.

“Now, come to the
mirror.”

Brady stood behind them smiling at the two
girls in pink dotted-Swiss dresses. They’d picked out white sandals
to wear with them.

Melody peered up at him. Her blue eyes
filled with, well, love, a sentiment he totally returned. “You’re
beautiful too, Brady.”

He studied himself in the tan suit, a
lighter beige shirt with a brown, beige and pink tie. “Ready?”

“Mom’s already there,
right?” Melody asked.

“Right. Her friends picked
her up earlier.”

“The Sisters of
Fire.”

Emma added, “She said we could be their
pro—pro…”

“Protégées.”

“Yeah, that. It means
we’ll be like them.”

He wanted to agree, but in his heart of
hearts, he didn’t want them in a profession that endangered them.
He had to struggle every day not to go crazy about Lynne. “Let’s
go.”

The girls sat in booster seats in the back
and snapped themselves in. Brady drove to church whistling. When
they arrived, they went around the path to the back where the rest
of the people waited. “Wow, Emma look. They’re all different
colors.”

At Lynne’s insistence, each of the Sisters
of Fire were in the same gowns they’d worn in Trish’s wedding.
Tess’s baby had been born three months before, so she could get
into hers. But Trish had borrowed Lynne’s dress and altered it some
to fit her big belly. The girls ran to them, and Brady found his
dad nearby.

“Time to take our places
son.” His father would officiate beneath a beautiful trellis the
church had built four years ago.

Instead of any kind of procession, people
gathered around in a semi-circle, and Lynne and Brady would stand
in the middle. They both wanted this to be a different kind of
ceremony. She wanted a different kind of life, and he was doing his
best to give it to her.

He and his dad approached the canopy of
flowers. The Sisters of Fire stood together in front. Their girls
were in their midst.

Taking in a deep breath, Lynne walked out
into the backyard of the church with her dad and Phillip on either
side. She took a few steps, then her gaze locked on Brady. He was
so handsome today, with the sun beating down on his hair, making it
lighter. With an adorable grin on his face. And that suit he
wore…she couldn’t wait to get it off him.

More importantly he was happy. The incident
with Carlton Matthews had made them both realize they’d do anything
to be together. They’d taken their time coming out to the church
members, though, and they eventually told Melody and Emma about
their relationship. They planned to be together forever. They’d
also built a new house and it would be ready this month. Of course,
they still snuck out to the cottage whenever they could.

When she arrived up front and stood close to
him, he gave her a sexy once over. “I love the hot pink on you. And
the strapless top.” He whispered in her ear that he’d remove it as
soon as possible.

She’d been surprised that Brady had, well, a
wild side. He was willing to try anything. They’d spent a lot of
time in bed learning each other’s bodies. Experimenting with toys.
Even body paint in the shower. But it was more than that. They’d
done fun activities, taken trips all over the Southern Tier and
Finger Lakes. They watched the best movies out this year, and often
kiddie ones, curled up on the couch with popcorn and the girls. On
evenings when they were alone, they played the wholly-monogamous
movies that were a little bit naughty.

And though she, Emma and Phillip hadn’t
joined the church, they attended every Sunday. She still had a lot
to learn about liberal religion and she and Brady discussed that
often.

Interestingly, the teenage girls had flocked
around her because of her job. Brady hoped someday she could do a
Girls’ Group for them, but she wasn’t ready for that.

She thought back on leaving Dannerville and
what she wanted from her new life. She was living differently, that
was sure, with her high-action firefighting job and with a new man
she’d never imagined in her life.

But right now, she had other things to
concentrate on.

“Ready, love?” he
asked.

“Ready? I can’t wait to
belong to you.”

He winked. “You already do, babe. And I
belong to you.”

Together, they turned to his father to
legally bind them together and, okay, she’d say it, in the eyes of
God.

 


 


* * * * *
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So, a minister as the hero
of a romance novel? Well, yes. I very much wanted to write the
story of Lynne Lucas falling for someone who’s totally
not what she’s looking
for. And, well, Brady Jamison just appeared on the page.

 


I found it a challenge to
make Brady a minister and
a healthy modern male. Should I have love scenes?
Should his language lapse into some swearing? But I let the writing
happen and I ended up with abbreviated love scenes and a bit of
swearing, which suits me fine.

 


Of course, I adored him. He’s such a good
man, a normal man with normal urges. In addition, he’s unselfish,
caring and loving and he takes risks for the boys in his group.
And, of course, he’s the best father ever! But there’s no denying
that he should have told Lynne who he was right away. Bad on
him.

 


Lynne came to Crystal Corners for a
different way of life. She finds it in firefighting. But she never
expected to fall for a minister. And when he tells her the truth,
she ends the relationship. They’re both miserable.

 


Their little girls are the ones who bring
them together. And weren’t they just darling? Maybe too good to be
true—Phillip’s a more traditional kid—but I don’t change the nature
of my characters when they develop naturally on the page.

 


And of course, the Sisters of Fire are there
in full force to support Lynne. I love them more and more with
every book I write. I have two close friends like this, but again,
wouldn’t it be nice to have a six-person group who loved each other
unconditionally?

 


A DIFFERENT WAY is book five in the series,
and there’s only one to go. I dropped few clues to what will happen
to Brooke, but I’m confident of her storyline now. And her path to
happiness will not be what you expect.

 


Happy reading. And please let me know what
you thought of A DIFFERENT WAY.

 


Best,

Kathy

 


Visit or contact Kathryn
at www.kathrynshay.com

www.facebook.com/kathrynshay

www.twitter.com/KShayAuthor

www.pinterest.com/kathrynshay


Don’t Miss All of the Sisters of
Fire Stories
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The Sisters of Fire, a hot
new firefighter series, follows the path of six women who trained
together and remained friends ten years later.

 


Book 1: More Than Enough

Hardened firefighter, Trish “Mac” Mackenzie
rappels off buildings, saves kids in a car accident and carries
victims out of raging fires. But her personal life is a mess. Can
Mac fight her way out of abuse and insecurity with the Sisters of
Fire, a skilled counselor, and good-guy, kindergarten teacher
Nathan Mitchell at her side?

 


Book 2: At Last

Fire Investigator Lieutenant Tess Di Marco
has struggled through prejudice against women, a messy divorce and
years of training to get what she wants out of life. One constant
through the years has been her mentor and friend, Captain David
Ashford, a now-widowed arson investigator. But what happens when
sparks of a different kind erupt between them?

 


Book 3: No Easy Choice

Firefighter Annie Ferris O’Shea has it all:
an idyllic marriage to her high school sweetheart, an exciting
career and a circle of wonderful friends. But when she gets
pregnant, everything changes. Will she and Colin be able to adapt
to a new lifestyle or will their lives dissolve into old patterns
and expected roles in society?

 


Book 4: Equal Partners

At thirty-five, Firefighter Julie “JJ”
Jensen runs circles around most firefighters. When her talent leads
to a fast-tracked promotion, she loses her boyfriend and gains
colleagues who resent her. Enter Dr. Nick Barrows, a surprise
suitor who makes her forget her name. Will he support JJ through
the complications of her career and merging their very different
lives or hold her back from professional success?

 


Book 5: A Different Way

When Battalion Chief Lynn Lucas’ marriage
turns cold and she can no longer tolerate the inactivity of a small
township firehouse, she decides to change her life. But when she
meets Brady Jamison, a younger man with a secret, will she lose
sight of her goals once again?

 


Book 6: To Trust Again

Fire academy instructor and Battalion Chief
Brooke Cartwright lost the love of her life, and she’s not looking
to replace him. But will Cord Remington, a man from her past, be
enough for her to trust in fate again?


Excerpt
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Sisters of Fire, Book
6

TO TRUST AGAIN

 


 


“I’m going to miss you so
much, honey.”

Jordan held onto Brooke like he had when he
was little and leaving for camp. “I don’t have to go, Mom. I can
stay home for the school year.”

Over his younger brother’s shoulder, Grayson
shook his head. “Me, too. I can still go to school closer. Elmwood
College will take me this late.”

“No to both of you. But
the offers warm my heart.” Brooke stepped back. “Now scoot.
Anything you forgot to pack I can send to Italy.” Where he’d be
studying architecture his senior year.

“I’ll be home at
Christmas.”

“Maybe sooner for me,”
Gray promised.

“We’ll see.”

“Love you,
Mom.”

They watched Jordan go
through security, her heart twisting in her chest.
Please let him be all right.

“Now,” she said, turning
to Gray. “Let’s get you a cab back to UCLA.”

Gray’s eyes misted. “It sucks leaving you
alone. Dad wouldn’t approve of both of us taking off.”

“Dad would definitely
approve. He’d want what’s best for you, as I do. We fulfilled all
his wishes, so we have to move on.” Those had included scattering
his ashes across the Pacific, which he loved to fly
over.

“Not too fast though.”
Gray adored his dad, and after a year, still mourned deeply over
his death. “I’ll call once a week.”

“For a while you might.
Then it’ll taper off so don’t worry about that either. I have a
life, Gray, even though dad’s gone.”

“At least you’re better
than you were a year ago, but I know Dad can’t be replaced in your
heart.” Both boys had always resembled her and Zach, but it seemed
that gradually Gray looked more like dad. He added, “I love you,
Mom,” and walked out the door to grab transportation.

Brooke battled back tears. Eventually, she
calmed, found her own gate and caught the redeye back east. She
slept most of the night. When she arrived in Syracuse, she was in
good enough shape to drive down to Crystal City and got to the fire
academy in time for her ten o’clock meeting. Though she dreaded it.
Could anything be more boring than fire engineering?

But the department did
need to train in new systems that would meet the standards put in
place by New York State. Brooke had no
choice but to be on board. She’d meet with Patrick Patel, a rep for
Fire Engineering Incorporated, which moved their headquarters to
Elmwood recently.

With graciousness and feigned interest, she
walked into the chief’s office.

“There she is,” Joe Redman
said cheerfully. “Fresh off the plane, I think.”

She smiled at Redman. “Well, I did drive
back from Syracuse, too.” She turned to the rep. But the man in the
chair who’d been talking to the chief wasn’t Patrick Patel. Her
heart began to gallop in her chest.

“Cord, this is Brooke
Cartwright. Brooke, Cord Remington, the CEO of FEI.”

He stood.

Finally, she regained her composure. “Cord,
nice to see you again.”

Always an attractive man, he still had dark
wavy hair, now shot through with strands of gray. His eyes were
mesmerizing, almost silver, with dark rims of black.

“You too, Brooke. I
understand you’re a Battalion Chief.”

“Yes.”

“You two know each other?”
Redman asked.

“Yes. Decades
ago.”

“We can catch up later.”
Cord spoke with a strong, clear voice while hers came out shaky.
“Let me tell you what services we provide.”

They sat. Cord talked, but Brooke didn’t
hear anything but sound of the blood pounding in her ears…

It was twilight and Cord pulled her close to
him on the front stoop of her small house. He smelled of the
outdoors. “Time’s up, already.”

“I know. It goes by fast.”
She kissed the hands that held hers.

“When can I see you
again?”

“I’ll text
you.”

His eyes glowed like mercury. “Honey, I’m
getting sick of this dallying.”

“So am I.” A voice came
from behind them. “At least I would be if I’d know about all
this.”

Brooke froze, then she managed to turn
around. Her husband Zach stood on the sidewalk in his pilot’s
uniform of crisp white hat, navy trousers and white shirt.

Zach was home early from a trip.

“I want to know one
thing.” Her husband’s voice was full of hurt and outrage. “Did you
sleep with him?”

“No.”

“Then you have to choose,
Brooke. Him or me…”
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