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Chapter 1



 

 

Annie leaned against the bar and looked out at the crowd who gathered at Brothers&Sisters, a firefighter hangout, for the fiftieth birthday celebration of Ben Benedeski, Colin’s lieutenant on Truck 1. She breathed a sigh of relief.

“What’s that for?” Trish Mackenzie had come up to her. 

Man, she was so pretty with a new haircut that framed her face and called attention to her eyes. Annie tugged on her own overgrown hair, which she’d tried to curl. 

“This is the first time I’ve been out in ten days.” 

“Peach is your color.” 

“I finally fit into my favorite blouse and capris.” She’d been working out for months now. She ran sometimes before Colin left for work, or took Bridget on power walks, plus she’d picked up a stationary bike at a garage sale real cheap.

Trish scowled, then. “But seriously, you haven’t been out of the house since our last get together?”

“Bridget got sick and we’ve been cooped up inside. We couldn’t even go to the park.”

“Honey, going to the park with a baby isn’t getting out.” 

Annie sighed. “Colin’s been working two jobs—one at his parents’ gas station and of course the firehouse. So, I’m pretty much stuck in the house.” She could hear sadness in her own voice.

“I could have come over to spell you.”

“And risk getting the baby’s cold? She’d slobber all over you. That’s why I didn’t ask you or the others for help. Even Colin’s mother. But Bridget’s well enough today, so I asked Cora to watch her. She was excited about it.”

“I understand, but that sucks.”

“Yeah, it does.” Ready to change the depressing subject, she smiled over at her friend. “So, are you excited about the wedding in a few weeks?”

“I’m excited about taking vows with Nathan.”

“How sweet. I felt that, too.”

“Felt?”

She shrugged. “I still feel that way, I guess. It’s just hard having a baby to take care of now. I know, I know, I cried for two years because I couldn’t get pregnant, so I bite my lip not to complain.”

“Quarantined for 10 days with a sick infant is worth complaining about.”

Colin came up to them. He was cute in his green T-shirt and khaki shorts. He held out his phone. “It’s Mama. You should talk to her.”

“What does she want?”

“I don’t know, she asked for you.”

Motherly concern overshadowed husband annoyance. “Hi, Mama. What’s going on?”

“Bridget won’t stop crying.”

“She’s up this late?”

“She woke up flushed. I took her temperature. It’s only 99. But her nose is stuffy and I did what you said about the vaporizer.”

“I’m sure you did. One of us will be there in fifteen minutes. Rock her and keep her head elevated.”

She handed the cell back to Colin and explained the situation. Trish turned around to the bar to give them some semblance of privacy. “What should we do?” she asked her husband.

“You have to go home.”

“Me, why?”

He gestured to the room. “This is my station house’s party. Ben’s my lieutenant. My whole crew got subs so we could have the night off.”

“Colin, this is the first time I’ve been out in ten days.”

“I guess. Do you want me to go?”

Her heart sank. “You don’t want to take care of our sick child?”

His expression said, No. “Sure, but she probably wants you. Not me.”

Annie glared at him, then set down her beer, none too gently. “Never mind, I’ll go.”

He reached for her arm. “I’ll walk you to the car.”

“Don’t bother.” She strode away. When she reached the door, Trish caught up with her and tugged her around. 

“This isn’t right, Annie.”

“I know. But I take care of my kid.”

“Colin could do it.”

Annie let out a heavy breath and felt tears threaten.

“Want me to come with? You’d at least have somebody to talk to.”

“No, Ben’s your lieutenant, too. Tell him I had to leave?”

“Sure.” She leaned over and kissed Annie’s cheek. 

Annie hugged her and left. 

On the drive home, she talked to herself. Honestly. Colin could have let her have the night off, but he’d been right about the party for Ben. So she tried not to overreact. This was all temporary, anyway. And something she’d freely chosen—not to go back to her job for two more months after the paid maternity leave. When she did return to work, things would change, and she didn’t want to be a wimp about what happened in the meantime. She’d put her big girl panties on and do what she had to.

When she walked into her house, she heard the screaming in the living room, where she found Bridget, clearly upset, clasped against her mother-in-law’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Mama, I left right away.”

Cora stood and handed the baby to her. “I called Sean, dear. He’s coming to get me.”

Nodding, Annie dropped down on her rocker and cuddled Bridget close. She quieted almost immediately.

“She wanted her mama.”

“Or her daddy.”

Cora’s brow furrowed. “Colin? Why should he come home? He works so hard to earn money for you, he deserves a break.”

Annie bit her lip before she spoke. “I know. You were raised like that.”

And Annie knew how much her mother-in-law believed in traditional roles. When Annie was sixteen, her mother Mary died and her father had taken off years before. Cora O’Shea was best friends with Mary, who’d named Cora as Annie’s guardian. The entire family treated her like an O’Shea, except Colin, because they’d already fallen in love at fifteen. 

Annie was two years younger than Colin, who went to Bingham College to get a two-year associate degree in fire suppression. Meanwhile, she took the same fire department recruit course as he had and when she graduated, they both went to the fire academy together.

Sean arrived and beeped the horn from outside. Cora headed to the door, but she turned back. Annie knew the woman loved her, too. 

“How long since you’ve been out, Annie? Didn’t you go to one of those Sisters of Fire things?”

“I missed one. Bridget was sick.”

Staring at Annie, Cora cocked her head. “That’s not right either. You should talk to Colin. Or I will, if you want.”

“No, I will, Mama.” She gestured to the door. “You better go. Pa doesn’t like being kept waiting.”

Bridget began to fuss again when Cora left. She could sense Annie’s mood. She’d left breast milk for the baby tonight, but she opened her blouse and bra and Bridget clamped right on. And quieted.

As she nursed, Annie thought about the circumstances of her life. Circumstances she’d coveted for a long time. Still, she could be angry at having her only night out spoiled.

 

* * *

 

Colin O’Shea had a shitty time after Annie left. He wanted to stay and asked her to leave instead. She was home all the time with the baby, and coaxing her to agree wasn’t right. When had he become so selfish? All their life together, he watched out for her. Not tonight, though. He sipped his beer in shame.

Ben, the birthday boy, approached him. “Hey, you look like you lost your best friend.”

Geez, Colin hoped not. “Annie had to leave. Bridget was screaming and my mother called for help.”

“I remember those days. Kelly was so tied down, I had to cut back my painting hours.”

“Didn’t you need the money?”

“Uh-huh. Man, it was hard maxing out all those credit cards. She made great money at the bank even back then, but she took a year off with each kid.” Ben focused on him. “It’s not my business to ask, but you seem unhappy lately.”

“We’re handling it, Lieutenant.”

“I’m not prying. Or scolding you. I’m concerned.”

When Ben left, Colin wondered how he could fix the situation of being away so much.

Annie had an idea when she said she needed two more months, which would be unpaid…

“We could take some out of our savings. The 401K?”

“No, the 401K is untouchable. It’s our retirement.”

“We’ll have pensions from the fire department.”

“We’ll need more.”

“Then we can take from her college fund. Or the house fund. We been saving for all these years for those, too.” 

Because they had two incomes, and two part-time jobs, they lived on their firefighter salaries, put their part-time job earnings in other accounts.

“No. I’m not touching our savings.”

“We worked hard to make it all. If we use some for my leave, you can cut back your gas station hours and could spend more time with her. And me.”

“We promised we wouldn’t touch that money.”

“We didn’t know what it would be like to have a baby then!”

“No.”

“There’s only one other answer, then. Take the line of credit available from the bank. Or don’t pay off the credit cards every month.”

His face blanched. “And go into debt?” He said the word like people whispered cancer.

“I know that’d be hard for you. But it would only be for two months. I need you home…”

She made the suggestion even though she knew why he hesitated. Why he was so unyielding about finances. His mother and father were poor because his father was young and squandered money when they married. Colin remembered how awful those days were, not having money for school supplies or football cleats. Finally, Pa turned himself around and bought the garage. Colin had learned his lesson but his older brothers hadn’t. They’d gone bankrupt and asked his parents for money. Colin couldn’t be like them. So, in the end, he’d won the argument with Annie and said they’d just cut back on spending. 

“Hey, Colin.” Mac tapped him on the shoulder. “How’s Bridget?”

“What do you mean?”

“What did Annie say when you called to check on her?”

“Um…”

Mac’s face blanked. “Hell, Colin, she was upset about having to leave.”

“You’re right, Mac. I’m a shit.”

“No, you’re not.” She squeezed his arm.

“I keep making mistakes since we had Bridget.”

“Mistakes can be made up for. But you gotta work out some balance.”

So Colin headed home. He glanced at the clock in the car. Midnight? Wow, he had no idea how late it was. He went in the side door to his house, turned off a light in the kitchen and made his way to the back bedrooms.

He tiptoed into Bridget’s nursery. She lay on her back, sleeping. The whir of the vaporizer was the only sound in the room. Overwhelming love surged through him as he ran a finger down her silky cheek. Damn, he was missing a lot. 

Then he went to his and Annie’s room. Heard Annie’s soft breathing, smelled the scent of lotion she put on every night. At the bed, he saw she was laying on her side, her hands folded beneath her cheek. Her hair was still curly and messy like she wore it to the party. He should have let her stay at the bar. Like Mac said, he had to figure this out. Tomorrow, before he had to go into work on the night shift, he’d ask Annie to help him do it. 

 

* * *

 

“We’re going to enjoy this lovely day, Bridget. You’re all better and we can go to the park.” 

And let Colin sleep. Even though they’d argued last night at the party, she knew he was exhausted these days, too.

As she settled the baby in the dark blue old-fashioned carriage, Bridget watched her. She was tracking well with her big blue eyes. And she smiled at Annie. Was there anything better than that? On the walk over, she cooed and gurgled up a storm-all indecipherable-but Annie treasured the soft baby noises. 

At the Meadows Park entrance, she took a right, enjoying the trees swinging overhead and the hot sun that beat down gently. But Annie was cool in a light, yellow sundress. She reached the playground and found her friends, all mothers who came to the park three times a week for a playgroup. They sat at two picnic tables, one for adults and a small one for the kids. They picked a spot up close to the jungle gym, swings, wooden play set to supervise them.

“Annie,” one woman called out. Barbara Baker, mom to four rambunctious boys under the age of five, was a sweet woman who’d always been nice to her.

“Hi, everybody.”

Another of the group, Judy Nettles, who had three girls, smiled all the time. “Annie!!” Judy stood and hugged her. “We thought you went back to work.”

“I was supposed to, in two weeks.” She gazed down at Bridget, who was busy trying to grab her bare feet. “But I couldn’t do it. I took two more months of maternity leave. Bridget was sick these past ten days. This is the first time I could get out.”

“Glad she’s okay now.” A third woman, Sally Kramer, also a working mom, told her. “I’m so thankful to have the summers off from teaching.”

“Yeah.” Anita Lopez, another stay-at-home mom, added. “I’d go back to my job if I could have summers off.”

A shadow fell over their table. Annie glanced up at a man and immediately went on alert. Men in playgrounds at nine in the morning could signify trouble. She glared at him.

“Um, you’d better introduce me,” he drawled with a grin. “Your friend looks like she’s trying to assess whether she can take me or not.”

Barbara said, “This is Brent Winslow. He often joins us.”

“Hi, newcomer.”

“Hi, I’m Annie O’Shea. And yeah, that’s exactly what I was doing.”

“You couldn’t.”

“Couldn’t what?”

“Couldn’t take me. I have a black belt in karate.”

“She’s a big, strong firefighter.” This from Judy.

His grin faded. “I’m sorry. I’d never offend one of America’s Bravest.”

That made her smile. She angled her head at the kids. “Which ones are yours?”

“The monkey in purple on the jungle gym is my oldest, Charlotte, 5. The other is Cosette, 2 now, right there in the sandbox.” 

“Your children have literary names.”

“He knows,” Barbara put in.

He gestured to the carriage. “She’s yours?”

“Uh-huh. Bridget O’Shea.”

He peered down. “Ah. She’s even got the Irish reddish hair.”

“Like my husband. She has his blue eyes, too.”

Bridget cooed up at Brent. He squatted down. “Oh, wow, what a gorgeous smile. Hello, Baby Bridget.” He chuckled. “I love your onesie.”

“Compliments of my crew at work.” In addition to the one- piece suit, they’d also given her toddler shorts and a top, all with the firefighter insignia, and a hooded blue towel, again with the Maltese Cross emblazoned on the back.

As he made a fuss over the carriage, Baby Bridget focused on him and so did her mother. Man, he was handsome, with dark hair and deep green eyes. When he stood, he held out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

She shook it. “So, are you a regular, too?”

“Yeah. My wife and I have crazy schedules. She works, I stay home. I work, she stays home.”

“Ah. My husband and I are thinking of taking the opposite shifts so one of us can be with Bridget when I do go back.”

“That’s about what we do.”

“Does it work?”

“Yeah, most of the time. But I miss being with Lily. That’s what you sacrifice.”

“Huh.” She didn’t want to sacrifice her marriage, for God’s sake. Colin had been her lifeline.

“Dad-dy.” Brent turned around. “Come here.” Charlotte was lying in the grass in front of the slide.

“Uh-oh.” He hustled over to his daughter.

“He seems nice,” she said to the other women.

“He is. He’s been coming off-and-on for years.”

She watched him. “He looks familiar.”

“He’s a famous author.” Barb made the comment with pride.

Annie didn’t have time to read anything but baby books. 

“A thriller writer?” She used to like those stories.

“No. He’s B.J. Winslow.”

“Of The Daddy Chronicles?”

“One in the same.”

“I’m reading his first book now. About his life the very first year after having kids. It’s hilarious and very relatable.”

“Who is?”

She stared up at him. “You. They told me who you are. I’m reading your first book.”

“Good to hear.”

“Some time, you can tell me how this all happened to you. I’m sure the others know.”

“I will.”

“Now that’s a cute story.” This from Barbara. “Oops, Kevin’s crying again. That child needs to develop a thicker skin. Any ideas how to do that, Mr. Baby Man?”

“Sure, throw him into a den of wolves.”

They all laughed.

It was a pleasant morning. They indulged in snacks and coffee. And time flew. Annie had come sporadically several times before but forgot what having adult company did for her state of mind. At 11:30, the group broke up. 

Annie thought about Brent on the way home, fascinated by his career and his family life. Once inside, she found a note from Colin, saying that he went to the garage.

Of course he did. 

She fed Bridget, thankful she didn’t have to wind the nursing down for two more months. When her angel fell asleep, Annie put her in the port-a-crib in the corner and picked up the copy of The Daddy Chronicles from the end table. She turned to the back. And there he was, in full living color. From the photo, his green eyes sparkled like gemstones. His face was clean-shaven, not like today at the park, where he had some scruff. His shoulders…

“Who’s that?” came from behind her. She hadn’t heard Colin enter by the side door, as the couch faced the front of the house.

“The author of this book I’m reading.”

“Ah.” He crossed to the kitchen open to the living space, as one of their renovations over the years had been to knock out the wall between the rooms. He poured coffee and before he sat, he leaned over and kissed her. “I’m sorry about last night.”

“Me, too.”

“You wanted to stay?”

She had to be honest. Stuffing this would cause problems between them. “I said I did, Colin.”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t let you. I had a shitty time after you left.”

She shook her head to clear it. “Are you saying I made you feel guilty?”

“No. Just that I did.”

“This is so hard, honey. I knew it would be when I extended my leave, but I didn’t expect to be literally confined at home for ten days.”

“And I’m not here enough to help.”

“I tried telling you that, even earlier in my leave. You’re missing so much, and working at the shop every free minute you have is hard for me.”

“Somebody has to support us.”

That stung. “My maternity leave covered three months, then I took the last one as vacation time.”

“I’m worried about these upcoming two months when you don’t make anything.”

“Colin, you’ve been working overtime at the garage since the baby came. We have money.”

“I need to be sure we have enough.”

“We started saving when we first got married.”

“I will not dip into our 401K.”

“Like I said before, we have other bank accounts.” She knew she was beginning an old argument, but she had to try. “Or we could put some things on credit cards, or a line of credit, which I also suggested before. You don’t have to be gone all the time. I don’t resent you being a firefighter, even the overtime there, but working at your parents’ garage is another thing.”

“It’s what I need to do.”

“Don’t I get a say in this?”

“Not that.”

“Don’t you see what’s happening? Bridget spends little time with you. You missed her first smile. When she started to babble.”

“Hell, Annie, I stayed home for two weeks.” 

“And I loved that. But you’ve been MIA for three months after.” 

“I think I do my part.”

She was losing the fight again. And she loved this man to pieces. But his absence was hurting them both.  

The modern grandfather clock in the corner ticked loudly. He sighed. Finally, he said, “Okay, I see your point. I had to go in for a special appointment on this guy’s sports car that Pa set up for me. But I told him I couldn’t work the rest of the day.”

“You did?”

“I have to work there some, Annie.”

“I know. All I’m asking is for it to be less.”

“I’ll figure something out with Pa and see if I can cut down on my hours so I can be here for you. And I’ll check the finances again. See where we can cut back more.”

She sighed. “All right. I guess that’s all I can ask.”

He leaned over and kissed her, a tender one, like they always had after they argued. She sighed with it. “Why don’t you go take a bath? I’ll stay with her.”

Annie stood. “I don’t think so. Our bedroom is right down the hall. We can hear her from there.”

He gave her that boyish grin she’d fell in love with at fifteen. “The bedroom, huh?”

“Yep, and we’d better hurry. The kid could wake up any time.”

He bolted to his feet, scooped her up into a carry and headed for the bedroom.

 

* * *

 

Colin eased off her sundress. She’d gotten tanned this summer and he kissed the skin of her shoulder. The underwear came next. He sighed when she was naked. “You’re so beautiful.”

She laid on the bed and studied him while he undressed, then joined her. Her intense gaze made him hard in seconds. He sat back against the headboard and drew her over his legs. Locking their gazes, he caressed her breasts, still full and heavy. She closed her eyes and moaned. He suckled. She moaned some more. He loved those sounds.

Then she slid back, straddled his shins, and bent her head. Colin practically bolted off the bed when she took him in her mouth. Sucked. Licked. The sounds of their lovemaking echoed around the small room, making him more aroused. He let her ministrations go on for as long as he could.

Annie knew when he gripped the sheets that he was ready too. She sat up and knelt near his groin. She lifted herself up and slid down onto him. He was rock solid and heavy inside her.

“I missed this,” he grunted out.

It had been a while.

“Me, too.” She raised up again, and he grasped her hips. Held her still for a few seconds. He sucked in a breath, then slid her back down. She raised up again. And again. Soon, her mind got fuzzy and her womb clenched. Her release burst upon her like lightning striking and she lost herself in total and complete pleasure.

When she came to, she realized he was still hard. “Colin?”

“One more time for you.”

And he began to thrust.


Chapter 2



 

 

Not long after Colin left for his night tour, the front bell rang. Holding Bridget in the crook of her arm, Annie opened the door.

“Hey, girlfriend.” JJ stood on her stoop with Lynne. 

“Hey, you two. Come on in.” Once they stepped inside, she added, “How nice of you to visit me.”

“We aren’t.” JJ was still smiling. 

“What do you mean?”

“I’m kidnapping you to play basketball in my league tonight.”

“And I’m going to stay with Bridget,” Lynne announced. “I haven’t helped out enough these few months, but I’m planning to make up for it.”

Annie’s eyes widened. “I’d love to go.” She took a bead on them. “Trish told you about last night.”

“She did.” JJ was no-nonsense. “So what? How we got here doesn’t matter. Go in and change. We’re gonna star together on the court like we did in the academy pickup games.”

“Lynne, you sure?”

“Absolutely. It’s no hardship spending time with that little bundle of joy. Now give her to me and go.”

Annie handed Bridget off to Lynne and hurried to the bedroom. Annie was thrilled at their appearance. And she’d seize this opportunity. 

They left Lynne rocking Bridget. JJ drove them to the academy gym. Once inside, they found the other firefighters warming up. Loud smacks of the balls on the wooden floor were familiar. So was the faint hint of sweat in the air. 

“Huh.” JJ pointed to one of the blue-colored shirts. “That’s my team. We’re down a person.”

“I’m glad I came, then. Glad, anyway.” She squeezed JJ’s arm. “Thanks for doing this for me.”

“Don’t go all mushy on me, kiddo.” She shrugged out of her light summer sweat pants, and headed to the court. 

Annie followed suit. 

“Hey, O’Shea, glad to have you here.” A lieutenant on the Rescue Squad called. He grabbed a jersey and tossed it to her.

Another member of JJ’s team yelled hello.

“This is your squad, JJ. Think I can keep up?”

JJ snorted and picked up a ball. Bulleted it to Annie, who grabbed it, bounced it on the floor. She turned toward the basket. Took a shot. Damn, it was way off. 

“No worries. You might be rusty. Here, I’ll rebound you. We’ve got five more minutes of warm up.”

Annie dribbled around the key to get her bearings, then went in for a layup. The ball circled the rim then dipped into the net. She raised her fist in the air. “That’s more like it!” 

“See, I knew you’d rise to the occasion.”

The shrill burst of a whistle ended warmups. 

“Time to play. I’m point guard.”

“Of course you are, girl.” The most important position in the game belonged to her friend. 

“You can be a guard. You’re taller than some of the others.”

Annie huddled with the others. It was uplifting to be part of a team. To be valued by the team. She thanked her lucky stars for the two of the Sisters of Fire who’d come to help her out tonight.



* * *

 

“Hey, Colin,” His lieutenant, Ben Benedeski called out to him from his office. “Can you come in here for a minute?”

“Sure.” Colin was riding high. He’d made the right decision for his family today, and he and Annie had great sex before he went to this night tour. It was so good to be close to her, physically and emotionally. 

“Have fun last night?” 

“Yeah, sure. Close the door.”

“Am I in trouble?” he asked after he followed orders and sat.

“Did you do something wrong?”

Not at work. “I don’t think so.” He frowned deeply. “Um, really, I can’t think of anything.”

“That’s because you didn’t. In fact, you pretty much do everything right.”

“What’s up, then?”

Ben smiled. “Headquarters is opening a fire house they closed down about five years ago. Apparently the CCFD’s budget is on solid ground now. This is all on the downlow, now, but they’re in the planning stages.”

“You wanna get rid of me, Cap?” He was only half-joking. He hoped Ben liked having him on board.

“I’d hate like hell to lose you, but if I was in your shoes, I’d be pissed if my lieutenant kept me back. All the officers were asked to provide the records of our best guy, and I picked you.”

He warmed inside. Apart from Annie and the baby, being a firefighter was his life. 

“You can’t be modest if you want this.”

“About going to another house?”

“No, kid. A lieutenant’s position. There’ll be a captain in the house, but on a different shift. If you’re picked, you’d be in charge of a group. It’ll only be four people on one truck when it opens, but that might grow into a bigger station.” Some houses had two trucks, or even three with the Med rig.

“But I’m not a lieutenant. Besides, isn’t there a list of seniority for officers?” 

“Believe it or not, we don’t have spare lieutenants on board. We have to train one for this. The house won’t open for a few months. It can be you.”

“Why didn’t Julie Jensen get the position?” JJ was a friend of Annie’s and had qualified a few months ago.

“They’d already decided to fast-track her to captain.”

“Don’t you have to go through the application process and eligibility check?”

“You’re eligible, I checked. Our department chooses officers mostly based on their service records whether there’s a list or not. You do have to take the lieutenant’s exam in six weeks.”

“Can I get ready that fast?”

“I dunno.” Ben arched a brow. “Can you?”

“Oh, I get it. Yeah, I can. Of course, I can.” 

“You wanna talk to Annie about this?”

She’d say no. He should say no. They had enough on their plates and preparing for the physical and written part of the exam would take even more time away from her and the baby. But he couldn’t bypass the opportunity to be the boss of a group before he was thirty. “No, need. Annie supports my career.”

“And the significant increase in pay will help while you’re on only one salary.”

“Yeah.” He pictured Annie over him, professing her love while he professed not to let her down. “You know what though, Cap. I should talk to her first.”

“I wasn’t gonna say anything, but I think you should, too. I learned a long time ago that keeping things from your wife hurts your marriage.”

“I want this, Ben. I’ll have my decision tomorrow night.”

“Good luck, son.”

When Colin left the office, he felt a sense of fulfillment. Things had always come easy for him—high school football, finishing a two-year college on firefighting with accolades, and joining the department with Annie. But, man. This was great. 

A blast from the P.A. brought him back to reality. “Fire on Cameron Street. Apartment building in a four-story house. Engine 1 and 2, Trucks 1 and 2, Med 1, Rescue 1 go.”

Jogging to the bay, Colin yanked on his turnout pants and boots, grabbed his coat off a hook and picked up his air-pack, all of which were set up in the garage. The muggy August night hit them in the face when the bay opened. The engine of the rig roared to life and the smell of fuel stung his nose. He hopped onto the truck, took his place in the backseat. The Cap road shotgun. Banks drove. They arrived at the apartments in four minutes.

Battalion Chief Landry was at Incident Command, the place where the whole operation was run. Their group all followed Ben over to the jeep. “What do you need?” Ben asked.

His tablet sat on the hood. “Engine 1 and Truck 2 are gettin’ control of the first two floors. Rescue will work their way through. Three of you from Truck 1 follow Engine 2 inside and go to the fourth floor. The other two of your team put up a ladder to the balcony. We got a clinger holding on for dear life to the railing. Don’t spook him. We’re afraid he’ll jump. We’ll wait to raise the ladder until we get your signal.” Colin noticed smoke billowing from some of the top windows.

After donning their facemasks, Colin, Benedeski and Callahan followed the hose of Engine 2 upstairs while Mac and Banks went back to the truck. Colin began to sweat not long after he entered the building and climbed up a steep, dark stairway. Ahead of them, Engine 2 reached the fourth floor, which consisted of one big apartment. They sprayed the wet stuff on the fire, dousing the main room in minutes. Still, it was pitch black in here. Colin hated working blind. Into the radio, Ben said, “Flashlights, everybody. Callahan, search for other tenants. O’Shea, you’re with me. There’s some light on the other side. Must be the balcony door where the guy went out.”

Bracing hands on a wall, they trudged forward, stepping over timbers and other smoldering debris. Ben went first to the open doorway. “Hey, there. We’re here to take you out, sir.”

Colin heard, “No. I’m stayin’ put.”

“You can’t.” Ben held out his hand. “Come on, buddy, I’ll get you to safety.”

“No.”

Callahan joined them when he heard the fuss.

Ben took a step out—and holy cow, a lawn chair came hurling toward him. “Fucking shit!” Ben got hit front-on and stumbled back inside. 

Colin and Callahan caught him before he fell. But Ben could barely stand. 

 “O’Shea, you get the guy off the balcony,” Callahan ordered. “I’ll take Ben out.”

Colin watched them leave in case Callahan needed help, then turned back to the door. He took a step forward, gingerly checking for flying objects. When none came, he walked onto the balcony. It was empty of furniture.

Before he could say anything to the victim, fire flashed inside the room and the door he’d come through slammed shut. He hoped the others got out. 

Colin took off his glove and tested the handle. It was warm. He yanked on it anyway, but the door was stuck shut. Stifling the notion that his guys could’ve gotten hurt, Colin turned around. It was then the heat of the night and heat from the fire enveloped him. He shook it off. Assessed the situation. The reluctant man gripped the railing, his back to Colin.

“We’ll get a ladder up here, sir. You have to come down with me. The exit though your apartment is blocked.” He was surprised his voice was so calm. 

The guy half-turned toward him. “I ain’t goin’ nowhere!”

Knowing that he had to take control, Colin went to the edge and yelled over the railing, “Truck 1, get a ladder up here.”

“All right stand back. Ladder coming.” It was Banks’ voice. He and Mac would tie the rungs into place, then raise it. The noise of the steel-against-steel grated as the ladder’s rungs were released and it raised up, then Banks appeared, his ladder belt already secured to the top rung of the railing. The four-inch-wide padded canvas long enough to go around a firefighter’s waist with a big clip on the end. It was a valued piece of equipment.

Colin turned to the man. The guy swung at him. The punch landed on Colin’s facemask, knocking it and his helmet to the ground.

“Man, don’t do that!” 

The guy kept his strong-hold on the wrought iron railing and shouted, “Leave me alone.” 

Colin whipped his ladder belt off his coat, ducked to the side, and clasped the big steel clip onto the ladder, too. Banks took a carabiner from the end of his own ladder belt and tied it onto Colin’s clip.

  Pivoting quickly, Colin circled the guy’s waist with his belt, attaching him to the ladder. “You’re coming down, mister.”

The guy got even more agitated. He swung his arms and kicked the rungs of the balcony. 

Colin had to do something else to up the stakes. He got a glimpse of his helmet. “Listen, you gotta calm down because I have a baby girl at home and she has to have a dad.”

The guy settled a bit. But still gripped the railing. 

“What’s your name?”

“G-Gus.”

Colin scooped up his helmet. “Well, Gus, I’m gonna show you a picture of little Bridget that I keep with me all the time.” He slipped out the photo inserted in the lining of his helmet and stuck it in the man’s face. She was smiling, the red tuft of her hair sticking up. “So, what do you say, Gus? Are you gonna make this one fatherless? Cause I’m not leaving without you.”

Gus waited. And waited. Finally, he said, “I’ll go.”

A huge sigh of relief. “Now, Gus, you can keep hold of the railing, but slide over to where the ladder hits it.”

Miraculously Gus obeyed. 

“Lift your leg over the railing and onto the ladder.” Haltingly, he raised his leg, put it over the railing, and Banks helped stabilize it. “Now, do the same with the other. My friend Banks will get you down.” 

Once Gus was on the ladder facing the apartment, Banks flanked him with his arms and flattened him against the rungs.  “We go down slow. Just you and me. Nothing can happen to you.”

They descended and the sound of Banks’ voice drifted downward. Mac stood at the bottom to help with Gus. Then Colin grabbed his SCBA, put it on with his helmet so he could follow them down. Their medics, Pearson and Anderson, took Gus, got him onto the gurney and wheeled him away. When Colin hit the ground, Landry came up to them, so Mac and Callahan stepped back.

Colin yanked off the headgear and he swiped his turnout coat arm across his forehead. His shoulders ached like hell from the tension. “How’s Ben?” he asked the BC.

“Callahan got him out before your room blew again. Still don’t know why that happened.”

“Thank God.”

“You did real good, O’Shea. How’d you get him to settle down?”

“I had a picture of my new baby in my helmet. He calmed when he saw her. I told him the apartment was on fire, and we had to go down the ladder.” He ducked his head. “So I could see my daughter again.”

“Quick thinking when the Red Devil is clawing out at you from windows and beneath the door.”  

“Thanks, Chief.”

Landry was called away by Fire Chief Redman. 

Pearson returned. “We’re taking the guy right to the hospital, maybe the psyche ward. You okay Colin? Are you hurt?”

“Not hurt.” Shaken maybe, at the close call. “I’m fine.”

“Great save,” she said, punching him in the arm.

Colin grinned. It was a great save. He couldn’t wait to tell Annie about it.

As he walked to the rig, Mac caught up with him. “You going somewhere, buddy?”

“What do you mean?”

“I heard Landry tell the chief about what you did and Redman said they found their guy. That you could have it!” 

“Have what?”

“You tell me. An officer’s position?” 

“Yeah. They talked to me about it.” Colin’s mood shot up even more. “I have to decide on my end, too.”

“Is there actually something to decide about?” she asked.

“More than you know, Trish. More than you know.”

 

* * *

 

Annie lifted a glass of champagne. “To my brave and clever husband.” Both lay naked in bed with the sheets drawn up. 

Colin sipped his bubbly. This morning when he got home—he was off shift for three days—he filled Annie in on all the details of the rescue and went to sleep for a while. “Thanks, babe.”

Sighing, she lay back into the pillows. “I can’t believe you showed him Bridget’s picture so he’d trust you.”

“Yeah, it just came to me.”

When the baby began to fuss, Colin slid off the mattress and scooped up his daughter. Man, he still looked good out of his clothes with his long lean body and muscles he spent time strengthening. Tearing her gaze away, Annie rose too and went out to the fridge for breast milk. “Hungry baby?” she heard him say as she came back with the bottle. Though she was still nursing three times a day, Colin fed her from a bottle when he was home. 

All of them returned to the bed. Colin grabbed a pillow onto his lap, settled Bridget in the crook of his arm and stuck the nipple in her mouth. She sucked noisily. Annie was overwhelmed with love for this big man and tiny baby.

She cleared her throat. “What did Ben say about the rescue?”

“That I did good. And Landry said he didn’t know if he’d thought of something so clever.”

“Landry? The BC who doesn’t give out compliments?”

He didn’t respond. Which was odd. Instead, he bent down to Bridget.

“Colin?”

“The attention makes me uncomfortable.”

She practically snorted. “Since when? You loved it all through high school and in the academy.”

“I’m older and wiser now. I know what’s important.” A vee formed on his brow. Deeply. “You and Bridget are.”

“Not your job? I know I asked you to cut back at the garage, but firefighting is our life, career-wise.”

“Annie, I—”

Bridget pulled away from the bottle and squirmed, her little face reddening, her fists tight. Having seen this before, Colin put her over his shoulder, kissed her neck and made Annie sigh. The baby gave a loud belch then pooping noises.

“Give her to me. Annie stood. “I’ll change her.”

As she lay Bridget on their low dresser that functioned as a changing table in this room, Colin asked, “What’s on her schedule next?” 

“She’ll nap again. A short one.” The diaper was full. She scrunched her nose at the smell. “Pee-ew, baby doll.”

“Nap, huh? How long?” His voice had lowered to a sexy baritone. She glanced over to see his raised brows and his cocked head.

“Maybe thirty minutes.” 

“Then get going, woman. We can use it to our advantage.”

Annie giggled and finished up.

 

* * *

 

“Come on kiddo, you can do it.” 

Bridget raised her head from the mattress so she looked at Colin. 

“Here, I’ll show you.”

He pressed on her hands, then lifted one, eased her body up and over.”

From the bed, Annie laughed. “You can’t force her to roll over. She’ll do it in her own time.”

“She has to be shown how to do things.”

“No, she doesn’t. It’ll come naturally.”

He settled Bridget back onto her stomach. Watched her for a minute. “Oh, Lord, Annie, come quick.”

Annie bounded off the bed and flew over. Sure enough, the baby raised up her arms, pushed and rolled to her back. “Good job, sweetheart.” She turned to Colin and threw her arms around him. “I’m so glad you got to see that.”

“How glad?” He asked, hiking her up and going to the bed, where he tossed her down. Her hair was still wet, and he opened her bathrobe. 

“Hmm,” She murmured. “That glad.”

Around noon, Cora came to the door, knocked gently, then walked into the kitchen. Colin was sitting at the table, reading from his tablet. “Hello, son.” She kissed his cheek. “Good to see you.”

“You too, Mama. Thanks for coming.”

“What will you two do today?” she asked.

“We’re going for a run right now. Then we might grab a bite to eat, if that’s all right.”

She smiled. “I’m happy to see you rested. And since Annie decided to stay home two more months, I won’t be getting my granddaughter any time soon.”

“You wish you were?

His mother poured herself some coffee, then sat. “Of course.”

“Then how about watching her tomorrow night? It’s my last day off, and I’m helping Pa all afternoon but I’d like to take Annie out.”

“Of course. Your dad can tag along.”

He stood and headed to the bedrooms. Then turned. “Hey, Bridget rolled over.”

“From her stomach or back?”

“Stomach, why?”

“Going from the back to stomach took you another month.”

He shrugged. “I’m enjoying this stage. But I can teach her that, too.”

And he was enjoying being home, experiencing the baby with Annie. Having time to love her. The only shadow over his head was the promotion he was still keeping from her.

 

* * *

 

Lakeview Restaurant, near where Brooke lived, glowed with dim sconces on the wall. The tablecloths were black tonight, and the waiter had offered Annie a choice of napkins, white or black, depending on what she was wearing.

“Wow, I never had that happen before.”

Colin scanned the dimly lit room. “This is a pretty snazzy place. You enjoying yourself?” 

When the waiter returned, they ordered a bottle of Chardonnay.

“I am enjoying myself.” She frowned. “Except I know this was one of Brooke and Zach’s favorite places.”

“Aw, I’m sorry. Did I pick the wrong place?”

“No, I’m glad we came. But should we be splurging?”

“We’re not remodeling the bathroom this year. So, we can use some of that money.”

“The house is nice enough, after ten years of gradual redoing.”

“I agree.” Leaning over he kissed her gently. His lips were soft and his scent spicy. 

Annie whispered, “I love you so much, Colin. These days have been magical.”

“They have. In some ways, I wish I didn’t have to go back to work tomorrow.” 

“Me, too.”

The waiter returned, popped the cork on the Kendall Jackson bottle and poured a portion. They clinked glasses. “To us.”

“To us. It was cool seeing Bridget—”

Annie shook her head. “No Bridget talk tonight. Only adult conversation.” She took a sip of wine. “How’s everybody at work?”

“They all seem good. Lou and Al have their business to run, and it’s booming.” He gave her a run-down of the others.

“Did I tell you Elena Cortez came over last week.” Her coworker from Truck 3.

“No, you didn’t tell me. What do they all think about the two-month delay?”

“They’re fine with it. They don’t want me back when my head isn’t in the game.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

They talked some about work, then switched to his family. “Patrick called me when I worked my last shift. I forgot to tell you.”

His older brother in Dannerville usually asked them for money. “Did he ask again?”

“Yep. I told him no. Explained about your extension. He seemed pissed off.”

“Why doesn’t he have enough money to live on?”

“It’s hard to exist on one salary and retail doesn’t pay much. We’ve always had two jobs each, so we have a pretty decent life.”

“I don’t stop to think about that often enough. I will now, though.”

“Annie, you’re near perfect. Don’t sweat the small stuff.”

“Thanks, hotshot.” She used to call him that in high school. 

God, she loved this man.

 

* * *

 

Colin thought back on the last three days and his heart filled with love, remembering Bridget, rolling over in her crib, batting the mobile of little animals that played music and went in a circle. And he and Annie had spent a lot, and he meant a lot, of time in bed. Even now, when he walked into the firehouse, the memories stirred him. Until he recalled something else. She still didn’t know about the promotion. 

He could rationalize his silence: he hadn’t been offered the position officially and most importantly, he hadn’t accepted anything. But he knew that wasn’t why he held off. He didn’t want to spoil their time together.

After he learned more today, he’d confess everything.

He heard his group in the kitchen, where they usually gathered at the beginning of a shift. “Surprise!!” they shouted as he reached the room.

Colin stopped in his tracks. They’d hung up streamers, and the table was full of pastries, donuts and breads. His stomach growled at the scent. “What’s this for?”

Ben came up to him. “The brass picked you for the new fire house lieutenant. I tried to tell them you hadn’t accepted anything yet, not even passed the exam, but they wouldn’t listen.”

“Geez, who wouldn’t accept?” Jody Pearson, the medic, asked. 

“I, um, I don’t know. It’s a big commitment.”

“So? You get more money and you can boss people around.” This from Callahan.

“How come you never took one, Al?”

“Because of the business I started with Banks. I wanted something more in my life than the fire department.”

Banks nodded. “Me, too.”

“Anyway,” Ben said. “Since they did this,” he pointed to the pastries and coffee “let’s celebrate the honor.” He lifted his cup. “Congratulations, Lieutenant O’Shea.”

Man, he should have told Annie.

 

* * *

 

Annie arrived at Brooke’s house late, as usual, for this unscheduled Sisters of Fire meeting. Her boys were with their grandparents and Lynne planned the get together last minute because she and Brooke cleaned out Zach’s clothes earlier in the day and Brooke was sad. Despite that, Annie was floating on a cloud of love and wanted to share it with them. She walked over to the porch, enjoying the scent of the grass and trees coming inside through the walls of open sliding glass doors. “Hi, everybody.”

“Hey, girl.” Brooke ducked her head. “Thanks for coming to be with me tonight. I thought I didn’t need support, but I did. Today was terrible.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie.”

Tess added, “David cried when we cleaned out Hope’s clothes.”

“Yeah, but you guys got to fuck.”

A bit shocked, Tess reddened. “I didn’t mean to make a false comparison.”

“Geez, ladies. I’m not that bad off. Tess, I was trying to lighten the mood.”

Trish said, “Hey, Annie. Big congratulations for Colin, huh?”

She didn’t understand. “Because he all but quit the garage?”

“No.” This from JJ. “Because he’s getting a great lieutenancy.”

“Excuse me?”

The women exchanged looks. Trish got up and pulled Annie to the couch. She sat. “You didn’t know about this?” 

“W-When did it happen?”

“He was told after the fire where he talked a guy down from the ledge.”

A black feeling of betrayal besieged Annie. Colin had willingly kept this from her and instead, practically courted her for three days. “Let me get this straight. Colin’s known all week he got a job with more responsibility. And he’ll have to study and train for the exam. And he didn’t tell me?” While he’d kept her in bed for three days. But she couldn’t voice that.

The air in the room deflated. 

“We assumed you were in on the decision.” Trish grasped her hand. “We, um, had a party for him this morning at the station house.”

“A party?” 

“Annie, you can see this whole thing another way.” JJ sat forward in her seat. “Wouldn’t you have wanted him to have this opportunity? You always do what’s best for him.”

“Maybe I would have. Maybe I do. But not without discussing how this affects us.”

“All that’s true. And needs to be dealt with.” This from Brooke. “Do you want to go home to talk to him?” 

Annie had left the baby at his mother’s house since Colin sent her a text he’d be late coming home.

“And rip his head off? I don’t think so. I need a beer.”  

JJ bolted up, retrieved one from the ice bucket, and handed it to her.

Annie sat sipping the beer. But she wouldn’t cry into it. She’d stay mad. 

“What can we do, honey?” Tess asked.

“I think I know what I need. But we’ll have to do it later, at about ten.” Which was when Colin conked out so he could get up at five the next day. She scanned them and forced a smile. “Let’s have a good Sisters of Fire night until then.”

Two hours later, after they’d talked to Brooke, shared other news and eaten Chinese takeout, four of them piled into Annie’s car. Brooke had passed on coming along, and Lynne stayed with her. JJ drove because Annie was too angry to trust herself behind the wheel. Her anger had reignited like sparks coming alive in foam.

“You sure you want to do this, Annie?” Tess asked from the back next to the car seat. Trish sat on the other side of it. 

“Yeah. I don’t want to see him yet.” 

“It might be better to get this out in the open now.” This from Trish.

“I appreciate the advice you guys, but I know what I need.”

When the car swerved into the end of Annie’s driveway, she noted that the lights were all out except for the one over the side entrance. She jumped out first and the others followed. Once in the kitchen, she got cloth bags out of the cupboard and handed them to JJ and Trish. “You know what to get out of here.” 

Then she and Tess crept to Bridget’s room. “I have a go-bag in here.”

“A go-bag?”

They both whispered so as not to wake Bridget.

“Yeah, filled with diapers and onesies and a few toys, that I need for excursions.” She got it out of the closet. Spying the pad and paper she left on the dresser, she wrote: I came and got my daughter, LIEUTENANT O’SHEA. 

Then Tess bent over the crib, eased Bridget up, held her close and crept back outside. Annie was the last to exit so she could lock up. Tess settled the still-sleeping baby into the car seat, then they all drove back to Brooke’s house. 

Brooke met them at the door. “Lynne and I set up the spare room for you and the baby. I don’t have a crib, but—”

“We don’t need one. The car seat folds all the way back.” They picked this one so she could be transferred from the carriage to the car seat, which fit over the pram, easily. 

“Hmm. I don’t know anything about modern car seats. I’ll go up with you.”

They climbed the winding staircase and went down the corridor. Once inside a large guest room with its own bathroom, Annie released the mechanism on the back of the seat and Bridget laid out flat. Lovingly, she tucked a blanket from the go-bag around her. She’d forgotten the monitor, but Brooke had set the one up in this room that Zach had used to call her from where ever she was in the house.

They headed back to the porch, Brooke holding the receiver. “So?” Trish asked. “Feel better?”

“Yep.” Annie scanned them all. “You know, this might make up for your little night raid at Trish’s without me. I’m still mad at you for that.” 

Total silence.

“We explained why afterward.” This from Tess. “But be mad at just me, because I made the decision.”

Annie started to laugh. “I’m teasing. I was so exhausted then I would have been more of a liability.”

Everybody relaxed and someone handed Annie another beer.


Chapter 3



 

 

The alarm went off at five a.m. Colin turned over to find Annie’s side of the bed was empty. In fact, it wasn’t slept in. Was she so mad that she stayed on the daybed in Bridget’s room? He felt guilty. 

Should he have called her last night after he picked up Bridget? She’d left him a text that afternoon that she’d gone to an unplanned Sisters of Fire meeting. He didn’t want to have the lieutenant conversation on the phone, and besides, they’d caught fire and he didn’t get it until it was too late. So he let it go. But he fell asleep before she’d gotten back from the meeting.

Time to face her. He got up, used the bathroom, and wearing only pajama bottoms, went into the baby’s room. Annie wasn’t there. He crossed to the crib. And found only a note. 

I came and got my daughter, LIEUTENANT O’SHEA.

She must have been really mad to have stolen inside, taken Bridget and left again. Where was she? He needed coffee to figure out what to do. 

With a simmering cup in his hand, he sat at the kitchen table. By now, she knew. And not from him. His heart twisted in his chest when he thought about how much that must have hurt her. The woman he’d loved since he was sixteen would feel totally betrayed, especially after their intimacy in the last three days.

Well, he wasn’t going to sit here and wallow. He phoned Ben, who answered on the first ring. “Benedeski.”

“Lieutenant, I’m sorry to give you such short notice but an emergency’s come up. I can’t come in until nine.”

“Anything I can do?”

“No. I hope you can get coverage.”

“We’ll get the floater over for a few hours.” 

Colin brought the coffee to their bedroom, showered and dressed in his uniform. Six was probably too early to go over to…um, he didn’t even know where she was. He’d have to drive to all the women’s houses and check for the car. He took the time for a bowl of oatmeal, juice, and two different fruits. He couldn’t fight fires on an empty stomach and had to be ready for a call when he did get in. Once in the car, he headed to Tess’s, which was the closest. No Honda. Then Trish’s. Then JJ’s, both with the same result.

Finally, he drove the twenty minutes to Brooke’s. Of course, she’d be there. The women liked to meet at her house. Her boys were teenagers and could occupy themselves. When he reached her big home in West Crystal City, Annie’s Honda sat in the driveway, bathed in the early morning light. Driving up next to it, he got out of his car, walked to the front and rang the doorbell. 

Nothing. Was it too early for them to be up? Then checked his watch. Bridget would have awakened long before seven.

He tried the bell one more time.

She yanked open the door. Annie was a warrior goddess when she was angry. She stood before him, hands on her hips, legs spread, her hair loose and messy. “Can’t you take a hint?”

He blanked.

“I didn’t answer the door because I didn’t want to talk to you yet. You’re lucky you didn’t wake Brooke and the boys. They just left.” She scanned his uniform. “Why aren’t you at work, anyway?”

“Why do you think I’m not? Hell, Annie, we need to talk.”

“A little late doing that, aren’t you, lieutenant?”

“I’m so sorry, sweetheart.” 

She swallowed hard, her hazel eyes sad.

“Please, can I come in?”

After long seconds, she moved aside. He stepped past her and she closed the door. Then she went straight back into the kitchen. She poured herself coffee and one for him. They sat adjacent to each other in Brooke’s breakfast nook.  

“The ball’s in your court, buddy.”

“I should have told you as soon as I found out I might be up for a promotion.”

“And you didn’t. Instead, you fucked me for three days.” Annie swore, like most firefighters, but not as often. 

“That’s not why I kept it secret. I was afraid to tell you. And I didn’t get it officially until after I went back to work yesterday.”

“You should have consulted me on the decision, Colin, even when it wasn’t official. This affects my life, too.”

“In the interim, maybe, while I get ready for a lieutenancy. But after I’m in my new spot, I’ll control my schedule. And I’ll make more money so I don’t have to work at the garage again.”

“That doesn’t excuse why you kept this from me. I have an investment in your career like you have in mine.” She lifted her chin. “I was considering taking the lieutenant’s exam but before I could, I realized I was pregnant. That opportunity has probably dried up for me.”

“So, you’re jealous? Of me?”

“Never.”

“Then say you forgive me.”

“No. Go home Colin.”

“Only if you come with me.”

“I’m not ready to.”

He felt his face flush. “You’re punishing me.”

“No, I’m taking care of myself. I suddenly realized I can’t count on you to do that.”

His eyes moistened. “Annie, don’t say these things to me. I love you. I want to work this out.”

“Not now.”

“But you will come home, won’t you?”

Her eyes welled. “Yeah, I will. When I’m ready.”

 

* * *

 

JJ rang Brooke’s doorbell at ten. Annie yanked it open. “What now?”

“Whoa, girl.”

“Oops, sorry. I thought you were Colin again.”

“So the scoundrel came over. You didn’t go home with him?”

“No.”

“I knew Brooke went to work. I stopped to see how you’re doing today.” She held up a white pastry bag. “I brought donuts.”

“How sweet. Come on in.”

JJ walked inside Brooke’s beautiful big house. Sometimes, being here made her feel inferior. Not that she didn’t have one like her friend’s, but that she didn’t want one. The small home she bought years ago still suited her. They sat in the kitchen, sun coming through the window. “Bridget okay?”

“Yeah. Up and ate and played and back asleep.”

“Isn’t that boring?”

Annie chuckled. “You really do need to develop more tact, JJ.”

“God, I do. That was insulting.” She took a pastry out and extended the bag to Annie. “A peace offering?”

Laughing, Annie shook out a glazed bear claw. “Truthfully, mornings do get boring. I take her to the park a few times a week and we’re starting infant swim lessons soon.”

“That’s a thing?”

“Yeah, somebody at the park told me about them. They’re free at the Y.”

“Huh.” 

Annie studied her. “How are you this morning?”

“Just what I said last night. The crew of the new house is giving me the cold shoulder whenever I go over to train with them.” 

“The shitheads.”

“It’s not even just the guys. Two of my women friends from other houses are shunning me.”

“Then they aren’t very good friends.”

“I thought they were.” Her voice had turned hoarse. She hated this kind of emotion.

Annie, very much an emotional person, which didn’t even seem to bother her, reached across the table and covered JJ’s hand. “I can see how you’d be hurt.”

“And I’m not even in the position yet. Can you imagine what it’ll be like when I’m their boss?”

“Are you having second thoughts about taking a captaincy?”

“No! I won’t let anybody drive me out. I guess I didn’t think through how hard this would be.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’ll deal.” JJ bit into her apple fritter and sighed with delight.

Annie bit into the sweet, doughy pastry. “How’s Derek?”

“He’s been a jerk about the promotion. People tease him. We haven’t been close since it happened.”

“Close as in sleeping together?”

She nodded. “That and just talking about things with him.”

“I hope things work out.”

“Me, too. Now, how are you feeling?”

She explained Colin’s visit. JJ stared at her. “You know, I’ve always admired your relationship. Maybe even been jealous. You have something special, so be careful not to throw it away.”

“Thanks for voicing that. But one of the reasons we have such a strong relationship is I’ve stood up for myself from day one. I know you all think I’m a sap where he’s concerned, but I don’t let him get away with any shit.”

JJ laughed out loud. “Good for you.” She glanced around the state-of-the-art kitchen. “What are you going to do today?”

“Colin’s on days. If he spends a night alone in the house, he’ll be mad, but it will make my point. I’m going back tomorrow. Brooke said it was fine with her to stay here.”

“You have to do what you think is best.”

“As far as today is concerned, I’m planning to make Brooke and her family a nice dinner and a great dessert.”

“Dessert?” JJ was a sweet addict.

“Would you like to help? Stay for dinner?”

“I don’t cook, Annie.”

“Maybe it’s time you learned. But even if you don’t want to, you can spend time with me and maybe entertain Bridget some.”

“That sounds like a good idea. Thanks for caring about me.”

“This is real friendship, honey. Not fair-weather friends.”

“Yeah, I guess. But let’s not talk about that anymore. I’m going to enjoy today.”

“I’ll be glad for the company.”

 

* * *

 

She really did this! She was going to waste one of their nights together because she was pissed off at him. Shit, he was pissed off, now, too. He arrived at work at 8:30 in that state.

He checked in with Ben. “Hey, I’m here.”

“You okay?”

“Not exactly. I can’t talk about it. Take the hours out of my vacation.”

“No calls. The floater didn’t even get here yet. You’re good to go.”

Colin did chores with a vengeance. He volunteered to scour the kitchen and when he finished, the room was spotless. When his cell rang, he dragged it out, hoping she’d changed her mind and was coming home tonight.

“O’Shea. This is Battalion Chief Roncone. I’m gonna oversee your new house.”

“Hi, Chief.”

“Redman tells me he wants you to work with a few lieutenants on the line. You can shadow Tim Daniels tomorrow night, the last of your day tour.”

He didn’t say anything.

“I assume you’re available.”

“I am, chief.”

“He’s doing training at 8. That’ll give you a couple of hours to eat dinner.”

“I’ll be there. And thanks.”

Shit! That was all they needed. 

They had free time after chores, so he grabbed a pad and pen and went outside. He made a list of things to talk to Annie about. One, regardless of how he bungled this new thing, how did she feel about his taking a lieutenancy? He’d have to be honest about what the job entailed. Preparation for the physical part of the exam. The written part wouldn’t be easy, either. All that would take a lot of time away from her and the baby. So, the question remained. Was she willing to cope so he could progress in the fire department? Achieve a dream they both had.

And what would he do if she said no?

 

* * *

 

After a dinner of beef bourguignon, al dente noodles and just-cooked broccoli, the three women sat back in their seats. Brooke’s boys had eaten with them then had gone to a friend’s house to play video games. 

“Ready for Baked Alaska?” JJ asked.

Brooke groaned. “What a wonderful dessert. But in a bit. I’m stuffed.”

As they were cleaning up, the doorbell rang again and Brooke left to see who the caller was. She came back into the room with Tess.

“Hey, you missed a super dinner.” Again, JJ spoke, feeling a possessiveness of the meal she helped make.

Sniffing the scent of beef still in the air, Tess said, “I can tell. Thanks anyway. I came over to talk to Annie.”

They sat adjacent to each other. “About what?”

“Isabella’s almost done with her babysitting certification. Starting in three days, she needs to do some supervised care of a little one. Only ten hours. She asked me to ask you if she could do it with Bridget. You’d mostly have to be in the house, but not in the room.”

“I’d love it if she spent time with us.”

“Also, when she’s done, she’ll be available the rest of the summer. The soccer league ended, so she’s totally free.”

“Yes, yes, that would be perfect. But only if I can pay her.”

“She doesn’t want money.”

“Then I won’t do it.”

“I know you don’t have much extra cash.”

“We have money. Now, the discussion is closed. Tell Izzy I’ll call her tomorrow.”

“All right.”

“Is it time yet?” JJ whined.

“For what?” Tess asked.

“Annie made Baked Alaska. I actually helped.”

“I’d love to stay for that.”

Annie smiled at Tess. And Tess smiled back. Once again, JJ was grateful for these wonderful women.

Annie left Brooke’s house the next day feeling better. The Sisters of Fire pulled through for her once again. She felt especially close to Brooke, who let her stay in her home, talked to her, supported her. She remembered her academy days when the then-Captain Cartwright and Lt. Diane and Camp had been stern but fair with her. Annie was at the bottom of the class most of the time…

Captain Cartwright addressed the recruits. "Rescuing people will often be done under adverse situations. There’ll be smoke, and there’ll be obstacles. That's why we set up this maze.” She gestured to the tiny house that had been built on the stage of the gym where they trained. “In there, you’ll encounter all those obstacles. And you'll have a paper across your face mask to simulate the fact that you’ll be blind in many real-time operations. Lieutenant Camp, you do the honors."

Lt. Camp approached Annie. "Put on your mask, Ferris," she said, but without impatience. Sometimes the other instructors treated Annie like shit. She took off her helmet and slid on her mask, and the lieutenant covered it with a paper. Totally blacked out, Annie adjusted the hoses. "Should I turn it on?" she asked, her voice sounding tinny.

A little chuckle. "No, there's not smoke in there. But breathe as if it's on."

"Go," Captain Cartwright called out.

Camp whispered, "You can do this, Annie. Don't let us down." That encouraged her. Determined to succeed, Annie felt for the doorway, and ducked inside. It was eerily quiet, though she knew Captain Daniels was up above grading her. 

Come on, Annie. You lived through the death of your mother, and being alone until Colin's family took you in.

And Colin had assured her when they studied together last night that she could navigate the maze. But she was blind.

Dropping to her knees where she knew it was supposed to be cooler in a fire, she began to crawl. Oh, wait. She put her hand on the wall to feel her way. Quickly she encountered something.  Stairs. She climbed them and bumped into a horizontal surface. Another wall. To the right—another wall. To the left, ah-hah, an opening. A door. She reached for the handle and pushed it open when she remembered she was supposed to test the door with the back of her hand before she touched the handle. If the door was hot, the handle would burn through her Nomex gloves. Shit! Forget it and go on. Don't let it get to you. Immediately behind the door was a ladder. More rungs, but going down was harder. Man, she had to maneuver with bunker boots? Without seeing what she was doing. But she turned and put her foot on the first rung. Once, she slipped, but righted herself. Okay, she wouldn’t get points off for that one.  

At the bottom, she dropped to her knees, crawled again. Finally, she came upon the dummy. Whew! Now all she had to do was find her way out. Bending over she tugged on the pretend victim’s armpits. Nothing. She tugged again. Nothing. Hell, the dummy was tied down.  

Annie took off her glove and reached for the clippers that Colin had tied onto her turnout coat.

They were gone. And she was in trouble. And literally, in the dark. Her pulse rate tripled and her mouth went dry. What should she do?

At the end of the morning, the recruits met in a classroom with Camp, Daniels and Cartwright. Annie knew what was coming.  An oral review of what everybody had done right and wrong. She hated this public embarrassment. Colin stared over at her and gave her a sad smile. He knew what was coming, too.

The Cap began. “Let's debrief. And remember, each of you did some things wrong, so no snickering or arrogance at the expense of others.” Cartwright glanced at Mackenzie. The girl did everything perfectly, but she could be cocky. And she didn't like Annie at all, so maybe that statement was a warning to her. 

Her gaze transferred to Annie. "Ferris. You got a four out of five on our rating scale."  

Annie took in a breath. Hell, she expected a one because she left the dummy. 

"Know why?"

"Um…"

Cartwright glared at her. 

"I know I made one mistake by not trying the door to see if it was hot before I used the handle."

"You did."

"And I lost the clippers."

"Which can happen to all of us. So…"
Annie was besieged by something she didn’t often experience. Pride. "So, when I couldn't get the dummy out, I left her there to get help."

That was the right answer! Cartwright smiled, one that said, Good girl…

When they reached her home, Annie stopped thinking about the past and got out to get her daughter. “Come on, sweetie. Let’s get ready for a showdown with Daddy.”

The baby gurgled and smiled and kicked her feet. Then she gave Annie a raspberry. How cute. Annie gave her one back and Bridget laughed.

She snagged Bridget out of her car seat and carrying dinner that she’d made at Brooke’s in the other hand, she walked into her home through the side door. The house felt oddly empty. Maybe because she’d had so much company yesterday. She went into the living room, put the baby mat on the floor and set her on her stomach for tummy time. She immediately rolled over. It filled her mother’s heart. 

She took Bridget out for a twenty-minute run in the stroller, then came back, showered and dressed in matching lilac shorts and a T-shirt. In some ways, she was a sap. This was Colin’s favorite color on her.

When the stir fry dinner was on the stove along with rice, she went into the living room. 

And waited. Colin walked in when she was watching the six o’clock news, the baby in her crib playing with the mobile. Annie said simply, “Hi.”

She saw the tension in his jaw, on his brow. This was hard for him, and she felt a deep pull in her stomach to comfort him. But hard discussions had to be had.

“Want something to drink?” 

“Coffee.”

“Not something stronger.”

“No.” 

“I’ll make it. Say hi to Bridget.”

He walked to the crib. “She’s asleep.” He followed her into the kitchen.

When she served the coffee, he sat facing her.

Annie controlled herself. “You start, Colin.” 

“First off, I have to know if you want me to take the lieutenancy?”

Annie was determined to be honest. And determined to keep both their best interests front and center. “I’m not sure. Let’s talk about what you have to do to get it.”

He went through the things he’d read from a note. 

“Ah, so it starts right away with a training. Tomorrow night.”

“Yeah.” He’d explained about the BC’s call. “This is something I have to prepare for.” He sighed. “And then the official class for lieutenant prospects starts. Four sessions, one a week. If I’m working when they’re held, I get time off. If not, I’m on my own time.”

Locking her gaze on the man she’d loved nearly half her life, Annie struggled to be fair. “Colin, how much do you want this?”

“Very much. Like you said, we both do.”

She looked out the front window for a long time, then turned to him. “I’m not going to deprive you of that. I love you and want what’s best for you.”

“Thanks. But I want what’s best for you, too. I think I’ll be home more in the long run, when the fire house opens.”

“Probably.”

He sneaked his hand over and clasped hers. The contact felt good. “But this is akin to me working at the garage, which I scaled down on. My concession to making you happier is I’ll quit the garage altogether.”

“I appreciate that.”

“To get you some free time, we could ask my mother to babysit.”

“No. Cora would be abhorred when I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”

“I guess she would. Do you have any other ideas?”

Annie thought of Tess’s visit last night. “Uh-huh. Isabella DiMarco is getting her babysitting certification. Part of that is having supervised experience. I already agreed she could come and do eight hours with us and I’d show her the ropes.” 

“That sounds like more work than being with the baby by yourself.”

“No, Izzy’s a doll. And she’s very responsible. Not only that, but once she’s certified, she’s free until the end of the summer to come over and help.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“We’d have to pay her, though.”

“When I shadow, I get overtime pay. We’ll use that.”

“You won’t get money for training for the exam. Studying for it.”

His beloved blue eyes were so serious, it almost broke her heart. “True. So, if we have to, we’ll charge some things on a credit card and use the money we would have spent on things to pay her.”

Annie whispered, “You’d do that for me? That’s been a stumbling point all along.”

“I’ll do it now. I love you and need you to be happy, as happy as we can make you, under these circumstances.”

“This could work.”

His shoulders relaxed and Annie felt relief. Fighting with him like this didn’t happen often, but when it did it was draining.

“Did you get any sleep last night?”

“Some. You?”

“An uninterrupted six hours before she woke up. Then we both went back to bed.”

A crooked smile, like the cocky Colin in high school. “Wanna go to bed anyway?”

“What about dinner?”

“We have time for a quickie while she sleeps.”

She bolted up. “I’m on if you are.”

Makeup sex was the best thing in the world.


Chapter 4



 

 

Grinning, Annie pushed Bridget’s carriage through the entrance of Meadows Park. Colin was working the last of his day shift, and she hadn’t been here in a while, so she was anxious to see her friends. 

All four were seated at a table in the shade, and the kids perched at a small one nearby, sliding off and onto the bench, and digesting treats. 

“Hey, there she is.” Brent stood and squeezed her arm. “Ms. Brave Firefighter.”

Annie greeted him.

Barbara Keller got up and hugged her. “We haven’t seen you in a while, again.”

“Things got busy.”

Barb looked into the carriage. “She’s not awake yet?”

“Momentarily. She sleeps when we roll, but she wakes up when we stop.”

“May I hold her? I love babies.”

“I can tell. And of course you can hold her.” Annie hadn’t even parked the carriage yet when Bridget awoke. Instead of crying, she peered up at them. 

“Oh, Lord, those eyes!” Barbara leaned over and picked the baby up. “Make sure you value these days with her. They grow up so fast.”

“I know. I feel that more every day.”

Brent said, “Sit, Annie. There’s a thermos of coffee and monkey bread.”

“This big blob of dough, covered with cinnamon is monkey bread?”

“Yep. Don’t know where the name came from. It’s made of balls or slices of dough with butter, brown and white sugar and cinnamon. Throw the dough into the mixture and bake in a Bundt pan. Then, pull pieces off.”

“Hmm. Which of you moms made it?” 

“You wound me, girl.” Brent put his hand over his heart. “I did.”

“That was sexist. Sorry. You bake?”

“Yeah, you?”

“I made a perfect Baked Alaska for my friends two nights ago.”

“Send me the recipe.” The group had exchanged emails, and took hers, too. “Though I don’t bake fancy much for myself and my kids except for things like this…” he motioned to the dough “…and cookies.”

“You should taste his chocolate chips. They’re delicious.” Sally asked her, “So, how’ve you been?”

“It’s been an interesting week.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No, thanks.” She wrinkled her nose. “Except, I’ve been spending a lot of time with a group of women who trained together in the academy ten years ago, along with one of our instructors.” She chuckled. “Privately, we call ourselves The Sisters of Fire.”

“A double entendre?” Brent asked.

The other women frowned. 

“You’re sisters to each other because of your friendship and sisters of real fire which you fight every day.”

“I think we meant sisters to each other, but that’s pretty cool.”

“What do you like to do outside of work?” Sally continued the conversation. “Besides be with your friends.”

“Read. Work out. I did play basketball with one of my friends’ group. And we went ax-throwing.”

The last piqued everybody’s interest and she explained their night out. “What about you guys?”

Barbara walked Bridget up and down the grass. At one point, she…oh my God, she started to waver. Annie bolted up. But Brent was closer and sprang into action. He snatched Bridget from Barb’s arms and in the process, Barb jarred him going forward.

He stumbled backward and fell onto his back, with the baby cocooned against his chest. “She’s all right,” he said breathlessly. “I took the brunt of it. See to Barb.” 

The kids ran over to their mother. Cries of “Are you okay?” “Mommy!” “Daddy.” Barb was already coming around. Her kids stayed at her side.

Sally said calmly, “Quiet down guys. We’re all fine.”

And Bridget started crying. 

Taking a deep breath, Annie scooped her from Brent, who rolled to his feet. She laid the baby on the table. Checked her head. Arms and legs. Put her ear on her chest. “She isn’t hurt.”

“You’re an EMT. See to Barb. I’ll take care of her.” He lifted up the baby. 

Sally had kept Barbara in a seated position on the grass. Annie went to them, knelt down and did pretty much the same to her friend as she had to the baby. Then she asked, “Are you dizzy?”

“I was. Sally said Bridget didn’t get hurt?”

“Thanks to Brent.” This from Judy.

“Is your stomach queasy?” Annie continued.

“No.”

“So probably no concussion. Mommy’s good, guys.”

They nodded and Jay, the littlest, sucked his thumb.

Judy and Sally corralled Barb’s children and their own, brought them back to their table and sat with them.

“I know what this is,” Barb confessed to the others in a soft voice. “I’m pregnant again.”

Everybody stilled.

Annie helped her up and kept hold of her. “Dizzy now?”

“No. I’m appalled at myself. I never fainted when I was carrying my kids. I wouldn’t have asked to hold her if I’d ever done it before.”

Annie helped her to sit facing out from the picnic table. She was shaky. “Let’s all take a few breaths.”

Brent was flanked by his own children. “I’m fine, Collette. Charlotte. Daddy’s fine. Now go join your friends.” He led them over.

Soon Bridget dozed. Annie put her in the carriage and took a seat next to it. 

Brent sat, too, and slid his arm around her. “You okay, Mom?”

“Yeah. Of course. Remember, I’m a firefighter. I’m used to dealing with emergencies.”

“I would have fallen apart if it had been my daughter.” Sally smiled at her. “You did good, Annie.”

“Near misses with babies are upsetting,” Brent put in. “Every time, and it doesn’t get easier.”

“I can handle this.” Annie asked, “Are you happy about the pregnancy, Barb?”

“I am.”

A man holding a phone came over. “How’s the baby? And you guys?” He focused on Brent.

“We all escaped injury.”

“I’m glad.” He walked away.

“That was nice of him,” Barb said.

Actually, Annie thought it was a bit odd.

They all went quiet again. Annie felt obliged to say, “None of us are hurt. Let’s not let this ruin our day.”

Brent shook his head. “You’re something else, Annie O’Shea.”

Sure, Annie was feeling some after effects of the situation, but she managed a smile. They stayed their usual time, then left the park.

At six-fifteen, Colin walked through the door. Annie was putting the finishing touches on spaghetti sauce. “Hey.”

“Hey.” His brow furrowed. “Something wrong?”

“No, I’m just flushed from the heat. I have to feed Bridget as soon as I’m done.”

 They could hear her babble from the living room. Colin walked over to her. “Hey, princess. How are you today?” He picked her up from the crib and sat down facing her. “Did you have a nice day?”

“Baa baa goo goo.”

“Aren’t you cute.”

Annie appeared and handed him a beer. “Time for dinner, sweetheart.”

“Do it out here. I turned on the local news.” 

“Sure.”

He grabbed the remote. “There was a bad fire today, not with my house. Is it okay if we watch it?”

“Of course.”

But when the news came on, a camera panned a local park. It took Annie a minute to realize what this was. She tensed causing Bridget to bite. “Hey, stop that.”

At one point, the anchor came on. “The footage you just saw was of Meadows Park. Where we learned that tragedy was averted.” The small vertical picture showed the action clearly. “And our own B.J. Winslow was the hero, as shown in this cell phone video sent to us from a bystander.”

Colin surged to the edge of his seat. Annie watched with horror as the scene unfolded. Barb starting to fall…Brent leaping into action, grabbing Bridget then falling, too.

“Fuck.” He slashed an angry look at Annie. “Our daughter could have been seriously hurt.”

Once again, Annie had to keep calm. “She wasn’t.”

“I want to check her over.” 

“I already did that. Calm down, Colin. She wasn’t hurt. You can see that on the video.”

He swallowed hard. Took breaths. Then he frowned over at her. “No more park visits, Annie.”

“What?”

He repeated what he said.

“That’s not your decision.”

Scowling now, he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

“You turned on the TV before I could.”

“You could have called me at work.”

“And upset you? Over nothing.”

“That wasn’t nothing.”

She shook her head and focused on the baby.

 

* * *

 

At bedtime, Colin came down the hall, passed the nursery and stopped. Annie was rocking Bridget, who slept soundly against her chest. She frowned at him. “Why are you still in uniform?”

“Chief Roncone called. He wants me to observe some training. He’s the BC who’ll be in charge of my new house.”

“I forgot you said you had to train tonight.”

He loved Annie so much, but he couldn’t take her not telling him things. “I’m still pissed off.”

“I can tell.”

“Annie…”

She got up and gave him her back. Settling Bridget in the crib, she kissed the baby goodnight, then pivoted around. “I won’t be awake when you get back. Bridget was up three times last night.” 

Before he could respond, she brushed past him, went into the bedroom and closed the door.

He couldn’t believe it. She acted like she was in the right about this. That he was unreasonable. He was trying to protect his child.

At Truck 2, he pushed his family trouble out of his mind. He found the group gathered in the driveway in front of the bays. It was still light enough to conduct the training outside at eight at night. Orange cones, like the ones used by construction workers, were already set up. A heavy steel spreader laid on a table. Whatever this was, Colin had never done it.

Captain Daniels shook his hand. “Glad you could come over, O’Shea. Congrats on the promotion.” He turned to the group. “Listen up, now. You have two tasks. First, using the spreader on that table over there, pick up one of the blocks set out for you. The goal is no dings in the blocks. Wearing full gear.”

After they all wore turnout clothes and SCBA, a female firefighter volunteered first. Little Keiko Nguyen, who was tough as nails, hefted the spreader, opened it up, and approached a block. Gently, she set the scissors around the block then closed the blades and lifted the contents. Captain Daniels took it from the spreader. “Hmm. Only a bit of a ding. Now, try it again. You can do it, Nguyen.”

The five-year veteran gave it another shot. Still a ding. “You get one more chance.”

Frustrated, she pushed back her helmet. This time the block was in perfect condition.

Each firefighter tried the activity, with mixed results. Colin made a note that this was harder than it appeared to be at first. After they finished, Daniels lifted his chin at Colin. “Your turn O’Shea.”

Surprised, Colin picked up his turnout coat, along with his helmet, from where he set it on a bench by the wall. When he was fully dressed, a guy handed him the spreader. Focusing, he went through the drill. When the cap took away the block, he smiled. “None. Great job.” He turned to the others.

“Now for the second task. That black tub has eggs in it. Your mission, should you choose to accept,” he added jokingly “Is to get the egg in the spreader without breaking the shell. Then, put it on the top of the cone.”

“Holy hell.”

“You gotta be kidding me.”

“Samuels, you’re up.” Spike Samuels was a big African American guy who rose in the ranks of the CCFD union to fight for more diversity in the department. He was also an excellent firefighter. Colin urged him on.

He managed to pick up an egg but it cracked in the spreader. Daniels said, “We know you’re a bull in a china shop, so concentrate. You got two more eggs to do this with.”

Spike didn’t succeed.

“Next.” 

Donny Richmond was an okay guy but he could be arrogant. “No problem.” He picked up the egg without incident but when he set it down on the cone, the egg fell to the ground. “Son-of-a-bitch.”

“Better luck next time, Donny boy.”

The five firefighters finished the task. Two never succeeded and three did it on the second try.

Spike gestured at Colin. “Your turn, Lieutenant-to-be.”

With more focus than he thought he had tonight after the scene with Annie, Colin nailed the exercise on the first attempt. He may be a shitty husband these days, but at least he excelled at work.

He was on his way home, when he decided to get a beer and think things over. He pulled into Brothers, now renamed Brothers&Sisters. He smirked. The original sexist title had pissed off the women in the department, so one early morning, they headed over here and put up their addition. They’d had a matching sign made up, same lettering and all, and except, to drive in the knife more, they’d made their word pink. Annie had helped, taking Bridget with her to the event. The thought made him happy. She could be a pistol, when she wanted to be.

 

* * *

 

Izzy arrived on her doorstep the day after the incident in the park. Annie had awakened at six with a headache—stress probably. Colin had been sullen most of the early morning before he went to the first Lieutenant’s formal class.

“Hey, Annie.” Izzy waved goodbye to David, stepped inside and crossed to Bridget. The baby sat on the kitchen table in an indoor carrier. “Are you supposed to have her up so high?” Izzy asked.

“What did you learn in babysitting class?”

“Not to do that.”

“So maybe we should have that as a rule while you’re here. Let’s set her on the floor in the family room, and you can play with her. Remember, whenever she’s in the carrier, she should be buckled in no matter where it’s sitting.” 

Once on the floor, Izzy offered, “I’ll unbuckle her now, then buckle it again so you can see how I do.”

They had a pleasant morning. An hour into the visit, Annie said, “I’m going to the basement to do the laundry. I’ll be right within earshot if you need me.”

“Thanks.” Izzy gave her a brilliant smile. Annie had a flash of Bridget, some day in someone else’s home, learning the exact same thing. She needed to enjoy every minute with her baby while she was still little.

Annie turned on the radio, low so she’d hear Izzy, and separated the clothes. She tried thinking about what she could do about hers and Colin’s situation, but the effort made her headache worse. After she finished, she went upstairs and into the living room. 

 “We’re fine,” Izzy said. “Can I take her out of this?”

“Sure. Put her on the baby mat. It’s in the corner.”

Izzy spread out the eight-by-eight foam square made of primary colors. Toys for the baby to touch and gnaw on were sewed into it. “This is so cool, Annie.”

“I’ll leave you alone again. I have a bit of a headache, so I’m going to take something and lie down. Call me, though, if you need me. Promise?”

“I promise.”

Annie felt better when she got up after forty-five minutes of dozing. 

“Feel better?” Izzy asked.

Man, she hoped her daughter was as thoughtful as Izzy. “Yes. Remarkably. What time is David picking you up?”

She checked a watch on her wrist. “In about ten minutes.”

Annie went to her wallet. “I’m paying you for two hours.”

“You can’t. Our hours won’t count if we get paid.”

“Did your mom tell you to say that?”

“No, honest to God.”

“I guess I have to agree with that, then. But once you’re done with the class, you’re getting a salary for babysitting Izzy.”

David came to the door. He looked young and healthy since he married and moved in with Tess. His face had lost all its grooves around his eyes and mouth, his hair shone in the overhead sun. “Hey, girl.” He kissed Annie’s cheek. “Izzy ready?”

“Yeah, I’ll get her. Thanks for picking her up. She was a big help. And David, she’s such a doll.”

“All because of Tess.” Then he whispered, “And it’s training for you-know-what.” The girls still didn’t know Tess was pregnant.

Around one, Annie fixed a pb&j and sat munching on the thick white bread, the sweet preserves and crunchy peanut butter while Bridget sucked on a ring full of toys. The little one’s eyes sparkled, though, when she noticed the food and she reached for it. Annie shrugged. “You already started on cereal. I suppose you can have tiny tastes of this.” 

Annie couldn’t take her eyes off her daughter as she tasted the food. Her mouth opened wide with each bite and she licked her lips. Annie was grateful she was home to see this. Had she gone back to work, she wouldn’t be.

A flash of something hit her. What would she miss the second six months of Bridget’s life once she did return to her job?

They’d just finished the sandwich, when the doorbell rang.

She wasn’t expecting anybody, but maybe Colin had sent flowers to apologize for his unreasonable demand. Cheered by the thought, she opened the side door. Instead of a present from Colin, Brent Winslow stood on the small stoop. “Brent.”

“Hi.” Wearing khaki shorts and a green T-shirt, that set off his coloring beautifully, he grinned at her. “I came over to see how you were today.”

“How sweet. I had a headache this morning, but it’s pretty much gone now.”

He held up a plastic bag. “The girls and I made you cookies.” 

“How thoughtful. Come on in.”

Crossing into her small kitchen, he said, “I’ll have one with you if you get us milk.”

“Sounds great.” She poured the icy cold drink and they sat at the table with Bridget still in the carrier.

“I, um, saw the video on TV. Sorry about that.”

“You’re big news in Crystal City.”

“I guess.” As she took out the cookies—the sweet scent of the chips wafted up to her—and put them on a plate, he glanced around. She said, “You probably live in a mansion.”

“We have a nice house.” He studied her. “Didn’t read the Daddy Chronicles three?”

“Not yet. I’m still on book one.”

“I discuss how I came to the conclusion that material things don’t matter. It’s people and their relationships that do.”

“We’ve always felt the same way. Our house is small, but we renovated over the years and are satisfied with it.”

“I like that.”

Sitting next to Bridget, she bit into creamy cookie and dark melted chocolate. “Oh, God, these are sinful.”

The baby fussed. 

His face lit. “Can I pick her up?”

“Sure.” She gave him a sideways glance. “It sounds like you’re hankerin’ for another baby, Cowboy.”

He ducked his head. “Shucks, Ma’am, I think I am. But they grow up so fast, Annie. Enjoy your time with her.”

“That’s why I took another two months leave.”

“Will you be able to go back at the end then?”

“After six months? I hope so.”

“Then I hope so, too.”

Brent plucked Bridget out of the seat, sat back down and bounced her on his knee. “She doesn’t look the worse for wear.”

“No, she’s not, thanks to you.”

“No harm, no foul, I guess.”

“Speaking of kids…where are your little ones?”

“With a nanny. Both Lily and I do some work at home when we’re in charge of the little ones, so we’ve hired somebody to come in periodically.”

“Lucky you.” She was thoughtful. “It must be wonderful to have control over your schedule.” 

“It is.” He peered over at her with piercing green eyes. “Don’t you?”

“Nope. Not with a new baby. And Colin’s training for a lieutenant’s position so even his days off take time away from us.”

“I’m sorry, then.”

“I’m planning to have a babysitter for Bridget everyday so at least I can get some exercise, or time alone.”

He nodded.

They each took a second cookie. “What are you writing now, book five?”

“Nah. I’m taking a break from the Daddy books. I’m playing around with a thriller idea.”

“What’s it about?”

“Not sure yet. I start with the characters. Maybe a cop, or a secret service agent. Hell, who knows, maybe a firefighter.” He arched a sexy brow. “You could help me with my research.”

Annie flushed. Was he flirting? Was she?

 

* * *

 

At the fire academy, Colin sat in the first official class required for a promotion to lieutenant. He was relieved to see Captain Harry Zander running the session. Everybody liked him.

“So,” Zander said, “I’m not going to start out with hard lines or threats that you won’t succeed. I’m here to help make sure you all pass the lieutenant’s exam.”

Obviously, his reputation was well deserved. 

“So, let’s study what’s on the screen. No need to take notes. I have a handout.”

“First off is Preparation for Tour of Duty, which means you’ll need to know how to run a shift and prepare for each tour. The second one is a monster to most officers: Record Keeping (Completion of Paperwork), including documentation of what you do on each phase of the call. You’ll need to record information on the following, which also includes knowing how to do them: Alarm to Arrival; Size-up After Arrival; Fire/Emergency Scene Operations-Initial Steps; Fire/Emergency Scene Operations-Search and Rescue; Salvage and Overhaul; Fire Scene Operations- Ventilation; Medical Emergencies; Building Inspections; Administrative Inspections; and Training. The test will include questions that require a working knowledge of all of these.”

Silence. The seven participants all stared at him. 

“I know it’s overwhelming on paper, but take out a sheet of paper. For the first three up there, Alarm to Arrival, Size-up After Arrival, Fire/Emergency Scene Operations-Initial Steps, write down what you already know about them.”

Colin wrote. He also glanced around at the others. They were writing, too. Ha! He got the point. They knew more than they thought.

The second half of the class was given to the physical part of the test. “Let’s head out to the bay.” Once assembled, Zander pointed to the vertical lanes already set up. “Put on your turnout equipment.”

He waited for the group to dress and then said, “Next, take a dummy over there. Each weighs 150 pounds.”

Wow. A lot.

“Hoist them over your shoulder, then run to the end of the lane and back, the fastest and safest you can.”

They started. Running fast, Colin got only halfway, and stumbled, fell to the ground. Holy hell! He looked at his fellow candidates. Everybody tripped at some point.

“Stay down. What’s the lesson here?”

“Better to be the tortoise than the hare,” Colin blurted out. 

Zander laughed. “Yeah, O’Shea, that’s the point. But you’ll have to go faster than a turtle but less than a rabbit.”

The time flew because the captain let them participate actively. Colin didn’t think of Annie once since he got here. Maybe he was getting better at blocking. But on the way home at two, he was besieged by his behavior earlier. Had he actually ordered her not to see her friends? Hell. What was going on with him?

He saw a grocery store up ahead and pulled into the lot. Inside, he bought her a bouquet of carnations and drove the rest of the way happier. They could work this out, but he had to stop being such a hardhead.

Colin noticed an unfamiliar car parked at the curb. They lived in the city and on-street parking was at a premium, so the owner wouldn’t necessarily be at his house. He parked in his driveway and walked in through the side door. 

You gotta be kidding me! “I recognize you,” he said without greeting. “You’re the author.” His tone was deadly cold because he’d gone frigid inside. 

Probably because of it, Winslow stood, put his daughter back into the carrier and held out his hand. “Yeah, I am. You must be Colin.”

Colin stared at his outstretched hand like it was covered in shit. 

Getting the message, Brent said to Annie, “I’ll be going now.”

“Thanks for checking to see how I was.”

“You’re welcome. See you later.” He left.

Annie whirled around to face him. “That was rude. You could have thanked him for rescuing Bridget yesterday.”

“Seems like you did that already. He caught sight of the cookies. “Shit! You made him cookies?”

“No, Colin, Brent made the cookies. Some men are professionals and domestic.” She took a deep breath. “Watch, Bridget. I’m going for a run.” And she left the house.

Colin walked to the waste basket and dumped the flowers into it.

 

* * *

 

On Colin’s second night off, Annie was lying down in the bedroom when he came to the door. “You have a visitor.”

“I have a headache.”

“I’ll tell Brooke that.”

She sat up. “No, don’t. Ask her to come in.”

“To our bedroom?”

“She’s been here before.”

He left and soon, Brooke entered the room, closed the door. Dressed in a knit shirt and cropped pants, she frowned. “Hey, honey, not feeling well?”

“I’m better. I took ibuprofen and the headache’s basically gone.”

“Good enough to come to yoga with me? It’s right down the street and tonight’s a gentle class.”

“You know, I think that helps me relax. Let me change.”

Colin was sitting in the living room, watching a golf match, with Bridget on his lap. He looked up when they came out. “I’m going to a yoga class with Brooke. It’s only an hour, and I’ll be home after.”

“What about Bridget?”

“I gave her a bottle at five. She’ll be good till I get back for the night feeding.”

“Whatever.” His gaze went back to the TV.

“That was like being in a freezer,” Brooke said when they got outside and started down the sidewalk.

“Uh-huh. He’s being a real jerk about the playgroup at the park I go to.”

“Seriously? He wants you to just stay home with the baby?”

“No. Remember I told you a male author comes to it?”

“You didn’t tell us that.”

“I didn’t?”

“No.”

“Must be it wasn’t that important.”

“Or maybe it was.”

Annie stopped walking. She’d been enjoying the warm evening and sounds of summer in the neighborhood. “What are you saying, Brooke?”

“Hey, girl, don’t shoot the messenger.”

“I’m sorry. I’m not thinking straight these days.”

“No worries. Tell me about this guy.”

She talked about Brent when they started walking again.

“He sounds like a dream man. Handsome, successful, great with his kids, even a stay-at-home dad, sometimes. All very attractive.”

“Of course he is. That doesn’t mean that I’m attracted to him.”

“Truthfully?”

“Yes, I adore Colin, even when we fight.”

They started up again. “Honey, any man in the universe would be worried about his wife hanging out with that guy.”

“We’re never alone.”

“You were today.” She stopped in front of the yoga studio, and faced Annie, squeezed her arm. “All I’m saying is this man could be dangerous to you and Colin.”

“How can you be so sure, Brooke?”

“Because there was a man like that in my life, early on. He proved to be dangerous to me and Zach.”

“You never told us.”

“It was before our academy days. After the women got together, I didn’t want to bring it up. But don’t you see the parallel? You never told us about Brent Winslow, either.”


Chapter 5



 

 

From the back of Nathan’s church, Annie took in the high ceilings, the huge arches and white pillars of St. Stephen’s. White bows graced a few of the many pews, and vanilla scented candles flickered on the altar. Sprays of different-colored carnations graced each side. The small gathering of close friends had come together to celebrate Trish and Nathan’s wedding. 

Soon the Sisters of Fire would proceed down the aisle. The bride would be escorted by her brother Carl. Adam Mitchell, father of the groom, would stand up front with his son.

JJ smiled at her. “I love your hair, Annie.” 

Annie touched the shorter locks. Tess had done it earlier today. “The length suits me.”

“I love the streaks Tess put in.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Does Colin like them?”

She wouldn’t know. They were hardly speaking since Brent’s visit. And during the deep freeze, she’d had headaches. “Sure.”

Gesturing to the group, JJ shook her head. “I thought we’d look like Easter eggs, but we’re more like a garden.”

Tess wore mauve, Lynne sage green, Brooke soft blue, while JJ sported light purple. Annie brushed down the front of her sunshine yellow dress. The chiffon was wispy to the touch. “I like that image.” 

“It’s time ladies.” This from the church coordinator.

Carrying one yellow carnation, Annie led the way down the aisle with the gentle sound of a harp resonating from the altar. She noticed Trish’s—and Colin’s—crews in two of the pews. The guys wore light summer suits and Jody Pearson, the paramedic, stood out in a summery pink dress. Annie passed them—and Colin. He was handsome with his hair a bit longer, his shoulders spanning the width of a tan suit and his tall, lanky frame. When he looked over at her, though, his eyes were…sad. It hadn’t been a good week for either of them.

The women formed a semi-circle on one side of the altar. Annie glanced at Nathan. He couldn’t look happier, standing next to his handsome dad. A pang shot through Annie. She’d been deliriously happy to marry Colin at eighteen. Her wedding had been magical. What the hell had happened?

Life.

Trish’s entrance stopped all negative thoughts. She started down the aisle with Carl, smiling so generously Annie caught her breath. The off-white chiffon settled on her body with ease. Capped sleeves, a bodice that folded over and met with a tie at the waist was the perfect style for her. The hem fell below her knees. Tess had done her hair, too, in curls gathered at the back of her neck, with a spring of baby’s breath in them. 

When the priest began the ceremony, he spoke of knowing Nathan for most of his life and how glad he was to become acquainted with Trish. When it came time for the vows, she handed Annie her bouquet of the carnations which matched the colors of those on the altar. She stood face-to-face with an equally delighted groom, their hands linked.

“Nathan, I willingly join my life with yours, and I’ll always have your back.” Typical Trish language. “I’ll spend our years together doing my best to make you happy. Know that I love you in every way possible.”

The groom’s eyes teared up. “Trish, you mean so much to me. I never knew I could love someone like this. I’ll be here for you too, and promise you the best life I can give you.”

Trish raised a hand and wipe Nathan’s cheek, then kissed him on the lips. 

Annie delighted in her friend’s happiness. As they were leaving the altar, she gazed out at the people in the rows and zeroed in on Colin again. Her expression matched what she felt inside. Would they ever get back to what Trish and Nathan had today?

 

* * *

 

Colin walked into Adam Mitchell’s backyard to find a setting picturesque enough to be in a magazine. He hoped one day to have sprawling lawns off a wrap-around deck, gardens lining the back perimeter, bursting with multi-colored flowers. Sunlight sparkled off a small waterfall among them. More than wanting a big house and beautiful yard, though, now he was just hoping to have Annie by his side.

“Hey, buddy.” His lieutenant came up to him with a bottle of beer in his hand. Colin sipped beer too, the cold crisp taste going down smooth. “You seem…I dunno, emotional?”

“Yeah. Weddings make me mushy.”

“Like Nathan. That guy doesn’t have a self-conscious bone in his body, does he?”

“Isn’t it great that Trish found him?”

“More than. And her, whew! What a beauty.” He cleared his throat and Colin knew they’d all suffered with Trish during her past experiences. “Couldn’t be happier for her after all she’s been through.”

“I feel the same.”

A distraction at the French doors took their attention to the opening—the Sisters of Fire stepped outside. Ben chuckled. “And hell, look at them. You’d never know they walked into burning buildings.”

Colin agreed. Pastel colors flooded the deck. They smiled, hugged, and a waiter served them wine. Surreptitiously, Colin studied his wife. She’d worked out all summer and had gotten results. The dress clung to her breasts, cinched in at a smaller waist and showed off shapely legs. But it was her hair that caught his attention. She’d had it cut and streaked with gold. He bit back the emotions. Those were the kinds of decisions they used to make together…Should I wear this shirt? What do you think of this lipstick? I’m sick of this brush cut. Should I let my hair grow?

Not in the last week, though.

She spotted him. Gave him a little smile. Then whispered to Tess, left the group and came toward him. “Hey.”

In the sunlight, he noticed the freckles on her face, the green in her hazel eyes, shaded now by long bangs. “Hey. You look beautiful.” His last words croaked out. 

“Thank you.” She twirled in the dress. “I feel beautiful.”

He chuckled. And angled his head to the bride and groom. “Nice, wasn’t it?”

“Perfect for them. No flowery language. No frills or fuss. I loved it.”

He blurted out, “I love you.”

Her eyes widened. “Where did that come from?”

“We’ve never been this…estranged, honey.”

Her face lost its lightness. “I know.”

He tipped her chin. “We have to do something about us.”

“I agree.”

A clink of glasses drew their attention away from each other. “May I have everyone’s attention please?” This from Adam Mitchell. “I’d like to propose a toast.”

As he did, Annie sidled into Colin. Some new perfume filled his head. Her little pinky entwined with his. 

Finally, he could breathe again.

 

* * *

 

Sitting at a table in the shade, with a glass of wine in front of her, JJ watched the crowd. Except for her family, these were the people she loved most in the world. Minus one. Derek hadn’t come with her tonight. 

Fuck him.

Brooke dropped down into a chair next to her. “Hey, girlfriend. What are you thinking about?” 

“That everybody’s so happy.” She grasped Brooke’s hand. “I know you’re not, Brooke, I meant our friends other than you.”

Brooke squeezed her fingers, let go and sipped her own drink. “I know, sweetie. We can’t dismiss the joy of others because one of us isn’t happy now.” She cocked her head. “Are you, JJ?”

“For them? Yeah, of course.”

“No, not them.” She gestured to the group. “Where’s Derek?”

JJ sighed. “He took Callahan’s shift so Al could come to the wedding with the rest of the squad. When I asked why, he shrugged.”

“So things aren’t any better?”

“They’re worse.”

“What are you doing about it?”

She pivoted to face Brooke. “I’m not doing anything. I tried to talk to him, but as the razzing at work started up again, he got grumpier and more distanced at home.” She shook her head, feeling the curls Tess had put in brush against her shoulders. “Some asshole sent him a picture of a woman with her foot on a man’s neck, a kind of bondage thing. The caption said, Watch out, buddy.”

“That’s awful.” 

“Screw them. And him.” She sighed. “I’m seriously considering asking him to move out.”

“That’s a drastic move, don’t you think?”

“Maybe. But I’m going to enjoy today no matter what.”

For a while, they sat listening to the music from the indoor stereo and piped to the deck. Romantic soft rock filled the air.

She faced her friend. “You’re so strong, Brooke.”

“You, too.”

“Not like you. Inside. For emotional things. I’m…naïve in that.”

“Sorry.” She was glad Brooke didn’t correct her. They both knew the confession was true.

 

* * *

 

The reception of cocktails and heavy hors d’oeuvres brought in by caterers ended at ten. Colin approached Annie a few minutes before. “Will you come with me?” he asked softly.

“Yes. No sense Tess and David taking me home when you’re here.” They’d picked her up at noon and Colin drove to the church later by himself.

“But you don’t want to come with me?”

“I didn’t mean that. I want to.” She hoped he didn’t spoil the magical night.

He took her hand and held it all the way to the car, got her inside then he slid behind the wheel. “What a sweet day this was.”

“Everything was perfect.” 

He cocked his head. “Not everything.”

Here it comes, she thought. Damn him.

But he said no more and drove. She tried to enjoy the starry night, the breeze coming in the windows. It took her a minute to realize they’d missed the turn to their house. Wait a sec. He went up the ramp to get on the highway. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

Not long after, he pulled into the parking lot of…oh, my goodness, The Grand Hotel, shining with sparkling lights, on the outskirts of Elmwood. “Are we having a drink?” 

“That too.” He exited the car, then opened her side. “Come on, love.”

The endearment warmed her. 

They walked inside the, well, grand lobby. A hushed atmosphere greeted them. High ceilings with modern chandeliers and round balls of muted lights on the walls sent a soft glow through the whole space. Instead of turning to the left to the bar, he led her to the registration desk. “O’Shea. I asked for a penthouse suite.”

“Yes, sir.”

Annie was agape. He signed something, grabbed her hand and walked them to the elevators. “Colin, what are we—”

“We’ll talk upstairs.” On floor twelve, he led her down to the end of the hall. Even the corridors were fancy with plush rugs and art on the walls. He used the key card and when it beeped, he pushed open the door. Then he leaned over and scooped her into his arms, carried her inside and set her on her feet. 

Annie was speechless as she took in the huge canopied bed, a service bar to the left, a bathroom to the right and a teal leather couch in front of a balcony which overlooked the lights of Elmwood. They sat on the buttery soft sofa, where champagne cooled in ice on the table before them. 

She gestured to the suite. “Explain all this.”

“I wanted to spoil you with this room. We couldn’t afford one when we got married, so I splurged for tonight.”

“We can’t afford it tonight, Colin.”

“We can’t afford not to. We need this. I used some of the money from my overtime, but saved enough for Izzy.”

Her heart bumped in her chest. “Oh, Colin.” Then she remembered they had a baby. “Bridget?”

“Mom and Dad are staying overnight. Tess and Izzy are coming at nine tomorrow and staying until checkout.”

“Are you kidding? That’s twenty-four hours to ourselves.”

“There’s a bag in the closet that I brought over earlier. Clothes, toiletries, and your breast pump.”

“You remembered that?”

“I did.”

The small gesture made her teary. Leaning over, he kissed her gently on the mouth, then drew back and took off his suitcoat and undid his tie. He poured them champagne and retrieved a strawberry from a bowl next to the bubbly. “These enhance the flavor of champagne.”

“How do you know that?”

He snorted. “I looked it up online.”

She bit into the juicy, sweet fruit and closed her eyes to savor it. Then, she sipped the champagne. After she finished her wine, she asked, “Which closet is the bag in?”

“The one by the wide doors in the corner.”

She stood, crossed the room and slid the bag out of the large hanging space. Inside the bathroom, she used the breast pump and put on a lacy nightie she’d never seen before. She brushed her hair so it was fluffy and walked back to the main room. Still sitting on the couch with the champagne, Colin looked over and his jaw dropped. He swallowed hard as she got close. She leaned over and whispered in his ear, “What are you doing still dressed?” 

 

* * *

 

Colin swept his hand over the curves and indentations of Annie’s body. Her skin was like silk and he tasted the lotion she used every day. He’d loved her pregnancy, but now her muscles were toned and her body slimmer with her workouts. He could appreciate that, too.

She moaned, as she always did when he touched her like this. He kneaded her breasts, then kissed her now-flat abdomen. When he got to her curls, he found her wet, already. “Hmm.”

“It’s been so long,” she said softly. 

“Too long.” 

Finished with the exploration of her body, he moved her legs apart and knelt between them.

His mouth took her. His tongue inside her made her squirm. Made her call out, “Colin!”

He inserted two fingers and she flew up and over right away, filling him with a sense of rightness. 

 

* * *

 

“Bend over.” 

Annie obeyed Colin’s order and braced her hands on the mattress. She felt him come up behind her. “This time, just for you,” she told him.

“We’ll see.” He moved closer; his erection pressed against her.

“You like it this way.”

“It’s a bit naughty.”

“Ha!” She startled and cried out as he plunged into her, not gently, not with tenderness. He thrust again—and went off like a rocket, grunting, groaning, calling her name. She delighted in the release she could give him. But…oh, one more thrust and she came, too, hard and long.  

Afterward, he helped her up. Her legs were wobbly. They fell into the bed, saturated. Soon, they both slept.

 

* * *

 

The next morning, after they made love again, they curled up on the couch in front of the open balcony doors. “I like the nightie,” he told her. 

The lace moved against her skin like silk. “It makes me feel sexy.”

He frowned. “You are sexy.”

“It’s been hard to believe that after childbirth.”

“Then I haven’t done my job.”

She stilled. “We both haven’t. We can’t go on like this, Colin. But I don’t know what to do.”

He waited. “I’ve given this a lot of thought. Would you like to see Suzanne Blakely for a few sessions? Ben told me a while ago that he and Kelly had some counseling when things got rocky.”

“Trish said she’s a godsend to the department.”

“Is that a yes?”

“Uh-huh. But let’s make a deal not to belabor our problems. We’ll talk about them there.”

“You’re on sweetheart.”

He kissed her with tenderness this time. 

They left their love nest at noon with clasped hands. He kept hold of her until they drove into the detached garage at their house. Tess’s car was out front by the curb.

Inside, they found Izzy, holding Bridget and talking to her, with six-year-old Maria at her side. Tess, stretched out on the couch, was watching them with a loving expression on her face. She glowed with her nearly two-month pregnancy. 

Colin said, “Hi, guys.”

“Hey.” Tess sat up. “You two look…well-rested and happy.”

“Yes, to both.” Annie leaned into Colin, then crossed to the chair where the girls sat. She ruffled Maria’s hair. “Glad you came, sweetie.”

“I love babies,” Maria said. 

Annie knelt down, kissed Bridget’s cheek and inhaled the scents of shampoo and baby lotion. Though she’d concentrated on Colin the last twenty-four hours, she missed Bridget. This was the first full day she’d spent without her daughter. “Hello, little one. Did you miss mommy?”

“She doesn’t seem to,” Izzy told her. “She’s been so happy all morning. I wanted to wake her up from her nap, but Mom wouldn’t let me.”

“Babies need a lot of sleep.” Annie brushed her hand down the wispy curls in Bridget’s hair. “Thank you so much for doing this for us. Both of you.”

Izzy’s face lit with pleasure. “I’m done with my course. Can I come some days this week?”

“I’d like that. We’ll work out a schedule for you.”

Colin came to stand behind her. “Hey, little one.” He leaned over and whispered, “We didn’t miss you, either.” He set a bill on the table.

Izzy’s jaw dropped. “That’s too much.”

“Nah. You’re a lifesaver.”

“Mom, tell him it’s too much.”

Tess dutifully said, “It’s too much, Colin.”

Ignoring their protests, he stretched. “I’m going to take a shower.” 

Izzy sighed. “Then I’ll take it. And I’ll give some to Maria. But it’ll be for sitting all next week.”

“Maybe.”

Izzy cocked her head. “Mom wouldn’t let me take her out in the carriage alone.”

“I thought it best to stay indoors.”

“If you want to, you can go down a few houses and back now. We’ll sit outside close to the house.”

A pout Izzy tried to beat back.

“Izzy, I trust you. But the first few times you do things, I have to be on the premises, to show you how to do them, to supervise you.”

“I guess, Annie. But I learned stuff besides changing a diaper and feeding an infant in my course. I know how to use a carriage and a stroller and be safe.”

“I’ll remember that.”

Annie let Izzy carry the baby through the door and to the sidewalk and then put her in the carriage. The two girls pushed it down the driveway. Tess came out with tea and handed a cup to Annie. Neither was drinking much coffee.

They settled in Adirondack chairs on the small porch. Trees shaded them from the afternoon sun. “So, things went well?” Tess asked.

“Really well. We needed time alone.”

“I’m glad we could help give it to you. You seem closer.”

“That was the best part. Getting closer.”

Tess laughed. “I know. David and I had our first fight two days ago. He’s being way too possessive about my pregnancy and got mad when I told him to back off. He actually left his own house and slammed the door.”

“David? Wow. He’s so mild-mannered.”

“We settled it when he came back, and then…getting closer was wonderful.”

The women laughed. Izzy and Maria came back past the house and pushed the carriage down the other way.

In the bright, beautiful, hot day of the end of August, all seemed right with the world.


Chapter 6



 

 

The call came in for a kitchen fire in a two-story home in the center of Crystal City. When Truck 1 and Engine 2 arrived, no flames were visible.

“Murphy and I are taking Incident Command,” Ben called out after he consulted with the lieutenant on the engine. “O’Shea, you’re in charge of the maneuver.” 

“Copy that.” His crew grabbed tools and Colin walked to the front door with them. “Pop the door, Mackenzie.” 

Trish got in front of him with a small ram which she slid between the lock and the jamb. The door flew open. And fire met them. 

“Fuck,” Callahan swore, stepping back. “I thought the fire was contained to the kitchen.”

Into his radio, Colin said, “We need the engine now. Fire’s spread.”

Murphy responded, “Gotcha. They’re hooking up water and laying the line.” 

Truck 1 waited a minute as the fire ate away at the little house. Two guys rushed to the door holding a hose. They bypassed the Truck crew and poised at the entrance. “I need water,” one said into the radio. 

The hose bucked but between the two of them, they controlled the line. They sprayed their way in and were joined by the one other in the company. Colin watched until they’d cleared enough room for his people to enter.

Black smoke billowed from the back of the house and filtered out here at the entry. They dropped to their knees, hands on the wall, and crawled on the floor because of the heat. 

An engine member yelled back, “Seat of the fire’s here.”

“Douse it. Then check the rest of the house.”

“We were gonna, O’Shea.” His tone was impatient. Colin ignored the comment.

“Mac, come with me. The rest of you, shine lights on us from here.” Though it was daytime, the overcast sky and the smoke made the interior dark.

Colin took two steps past the refrigerator and the floor opened up.

He whooshed down through it.

 

* * *

 

Colin and Annie’s time together the night of the wedding was wonderful, but when he left for work this morning, she felt alone again. Izzy would be over in the afternoon, thankfully.

Dragging Bridget along to the bathroom, she set her carrier on the floor—the child cried if she couldn’t see her mama—and stepped into the shower leaving the curtain open. The hot spray energized her so when she finished, she dried her hair and dressed trying not to think too much about the let-down she was feeling. And a bit later, she said to Bridget, “I’m not giving up my friends in any case, so we might as well go to the park today.”  

The sky was full of threatening gray clouds and she’d need her car if it rained. The air outside was heavy and muggy. After packing the baby into the vehicle along with a portable stroller, they headed out. 

She entered the park at 10 a.m. and found Brent sitting on a bench in front of the jungle gym keeping an eye on Charlotte as she climbed. Cosette slept in her covered stroller. He had a magazine spread out on the table, and glanced up at her. His eyes widened. “Wow, I love the new look.”

Self-conscious, she tugged at her hair. “We had a big wedding this weekend. The girls thought I needed something different.”

“I don’t know about needed, but it’s great on you.” He pointed to the table. “There’s treats over there.”

“In a bit.” She sat with the stroller next to her. Bridget watched the trees as they swayed in the slight breeze. Each day, it seemed, she was more aware of her surroundings. “Where’s everybody else?”

“Judy had to go into school for a teacher prep day. Barbara’s oldest has the flu. Not sure where Sally is. Maybe the weather kept her away.”

“Hmm.”

“So, was the wedding fun?”

“Yeah, one of my best friends married her soulmate. It was a rocky road to happiness for Trish.”

“I’m glad she found her man.” He waited. “Sorry your husband wasn’t happy to see me last week. I shouldn’t have been so presumptuous to come to your house unannounced.”

Uneasy, she tried for lightness. “It was fine by me, regardless of how he felt.”

“Been married long, Annie?”

“Ten years.”

“You must have been a teenager when you tied the knot.”

“I was. We fell in love in high school, he went to a two-year college, then we both entered the fire academy when I graduated. We got married as soon as we completed the course.”

“A fairy tale.”

“Yeah.” She thought of last weekend and their closeness. “Still is.”

“Good to hear that.”

“How about you? Been married long?”

“Fifteen years. It took us a while to figure out our careers, then we had kids and you know the setup now.”

“I never asked. Is Lily gone for long this time? You said it varies.”

“She took a job in Seattle for the summer.”

“Ah. Did you fly out to see her?”

“Not this time. I hate leaving the girls with a sitter.” He scrunched his nose. “You’re stronger than I am for planning to leave Bridget at six months. I still don’t like to miss things.”

“Hmm. Life is complicated with two working spouses and kids, isn’t it?”

Before he could answer, her phone buzzed. She checked the ID. “Sorry, I have to take this.” She punched in accept. “Colin?”

“No, honey, it’s Ben.” Colin’s lieutenant. “He’s been hurt in a fire and we’re following him to the hospital now.”

Her stomach lurched at the words hurt and hospital.

“How bad is he?”

“He fell through a floor in a kitchen right after the engine company doused the fire. He’s awake but he’s dizzy and mumbling. His helmet and air tank hit first.”

“Ouch.” 

“They don’t know the extent of his injuries.” 

Straightening her shoulders, she beat down panic. She was a firefighter’s wife. A firefighter. “Memorial Hospital?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll be right there.”

“See you soon.”

She stood. “I have to go, Brent.”

Brent frowned. “Your husband was hurt?”

“Yeah.” She got behind the stroller. “He fell through a spongy kitchen floor after the fire was out.”

“Let me drive you.”

“No. I have my car in case it rained.”

“Aren’t you upset, Annie?”

“Firefighters and their spouses don’t jump to conclusions. We wait for all the information.”

“Still.”

“I can handle this. See you again soon.”

Despite her assurances, she was concerned. And feeling a bit guilty—she was with Brent when her husband was injured.

 

* * *

 

Colin lay back on the pillows in an ER treatment area, trying to clear his head. He was still dizzy. And his eyesight had stayed blurry. But he could see Annie well enough when she came through the door. “Hey.” 

She rushed to his bedside. “Hey. How hurt are you, really?”

They’d made a pact ten years ago. They’d be brutally honest with each other if one of them was injured, about how they felt, inside and out. And they’d do what needed to be done. 

“I think I have a concussion. I never fell on my SCBA before. I’m nauseous, and my head hurts like hell.”

“I can help with both.” A man behind them spoke.

Colin recognized the white coat. And someone in blue scrubs behind it.

“I’m Tim Pratt. Senior resident. This is Laura Edwards, an RN.” They crossed to the bed, and Annie stepped away. With a small pen light, the doctor examined Colin’s eyes, then asked him to follow his fingers. “Do those bruises on your face hurt?”

Colin reached up. “A bit. They must be from the jarring of the facemask.”

“Pain anywhere else?”

“Normal body aches from falling on my back.”

“You’re not following my finger well. And you’re blurry-eyed. Along with that, the nausea confirms a concussion. Would

you lean in so I can examine your head?”

Colin sat forward and struggled not to groan. 

“You have a hematoma the size of a golf ball.” He turned to the nurse. “I want to clean it to see if he needs stitches.”

The woman put liquid on a gauze pad and gave it to the doctor, who applied it to his wound. Colin hissed. When Pratt finished, Colin sat back. “Just a big bruise, Annie.” She’d be strong but he knew her heart would be beating a clip.

Pratt shook his head. “Firefighters make the worst patients. It’s a serious bruise and will need to be iced.” Laura handed Colin an ice pack. 

“I’ll examine the rest of you now. He checked Colin’s limbs and listened to his heart. “You’re okay otherwise.”

The doctor made some notes on a tablet. “Someone will bring you more ice in forty minutes. I assume you know, but twenty on, twenty off. You can have mild acetaminophen. And the concussion will need to be watched.”

“I can do that,” Annie put in. “I’m an EMT, too.”

“Hmm.” He glanced from her to Colin. “Wait two hours in here then I’ll check on you. If you’re basically the same as you are now, I’ll discharge you. With a promise of no activity for three days. And you can’t go back to work for a week.” 

“A whole week?” Colin was surprised.

“This isn’t something to fool around with. You have a moderate concussion. Not mild and not severe. If you had a desk job, you’d only have to wait 3-4 days. But you’re a firefighter.” He faced Annie. “He has to stay awake for three to six hours today, so make sure he does, but it’s a myth that he doesn’t get to sleep at all.”

Annie said, “We’ll follow orders, Dr. Pratt.”

The doctor squeezed Annie’s arm. “You can relax, now, Mrs. O’Shea. He’s going to be fine.”

“My crew’s out in the waiting area,” Colin told him. “Can they come in?”

“Two at a time, but they shouldn’t stay long.”

Pratt and his nurse left and Annie sat on the mattress. She touched his face where there were no bruises. “You feel shitty, don’t you?”

“Really shitty. But it could have been a lot worse.” He squeezed her hand which was cold. “We followed the hose in and when they finished in the kitchen, I took one step forward and the floor they’d just vacated gave out.”

“Bad luck.”

“Yeah. I could have tested to see if it was spongy but two big men had been standing right in the same space seconds before.”

“Lesson learned, huh?”

“I guess. But a full week recovery?”

“That’s what he said. And you will rest. We can cancel our appointment with Suzanne.”

“No. That’s three days away. You know most concussions resolve by then.”

“Maybe.”

“Where’s Bridget?”

“Trish and Jodi Pearson have her out in the waiting area. Do you want to see her?”

“Not yet.” He linked their fingers. “Sit with me a bit. You make me feel better.”

She kissed his nose. “That’s how it’s supposed to work, babe.”

 

* * *

 

Three days later, Annie drove them to Branson County Fire Academy where their first counseling session would take place in Suzanne Blakely’s office. Colin reached over and put his hand on her knee. “Thanks for taking care of me.”

She chuckled. “You’re an excellent patient. You always have been. I love that about you. Your father had a great time when he spent the afternoon with you yesterday.” She and Cora had gone out for lunch.

“Me, him and Bridget watched the soccer match in England.” Blowing out a heavy breath, Colin gazed out the window. “You and I haven’t talked about how today will go.”

“We decided not to.” She saw the tautness of his jaw. “Are you nervous about the session?”

“Yeah. You?”

Annie had been so worried about him, she didn’t have time to be nervous. “Not much.”

Colin shrugged. “Well, we’ll be there for each other. And we’ll be honest, right?”

“Absolutely.”

Once inside the building, they took the elevator to the second floor. As the door opened, she heard the low buzz of activity and smelled the coffee. And saw Tess standing a few feet away talking to Brooke. She hadn’t told the Sisters of Fire about the counseling.

“Hey, you two.” Annie crossed to them. “Doing good?”

“Yeah.” Brooke stared over her shoulder. “Colin, so glad to see you up and around.”

“Yeah, it’s good to feel better. I have four more days off work, though. I wish I didn’t.”

“He’s studying for the written part of the lieutenant’s exam.”

“You’ll ace it,” Brooke put in. “As a rookie, you aced all the tests.”

“He did.” 

“We’re seeing Suzanne Blakley today,” Colin said softly. “She didn’t tell you because she didn’t want to ruin the extended bliss of Trish’s wedding.”

“Suzanne’s top notch.” Tess smiled. “We all adore her.”

They left Annie’s friends and Colin said, “I thought I’d break the ice.” 

“You did.”

Suzanne was at the doorway to welcome them. Annie saw Colin do a doubletake, the reaction of most men when they got up close and personal to this woman, even if they’d heard her speak in workshops and met her periodically. 

Annie took in her blond hair, piled high on her head, her gold necklace, and ice-blue short-sleeved top and white capris. Worn with white heels. Annie hadn’t even owned a pair of heels anymore. Except those she bought to go with her bridesmaid dress.

“Come on in and sit,” Suzanne told them. When they were all in chairs, the counselor smiled. “We’ve met several times over the years, but I don’t think I know how long you two have been in the CCFD?”

“Ten years for us both.” This from Colin. “I went to a college for two years on fire suppression while Annie finished high school. We joined the department after she graduated.”

“Have you been married that long?”

“Yes.” Annie spoke this time. “We have a new baby.”

“Ah. Want to tell me why you’re here?”

They looked at each other. Annie could tell from Colin’s expression he wanted her to talk first. “We’re having some trouble organizing our life since Bridget came along.” 

“That could mean a lot of things. And I’ll bet it means something different for both of you.” She gestured to the table. “See those two pads and pens. Take one, each of you. Write down how you’re having trouble. Then you’re going to read these out loud. It doesn’t help to keep secrets in counseling.”

They wrote.

“Colin, read yours first.”

He cleared his throat. “My job is too time consuming because I’m pursuing a lieutenancy. Annie’s lonely. She’s made friends that worry me. Sometimes I get mad because I’m doing the best I can and it doesn’t seem enough for her. But mostly I’m scared I’m going to lose her. I don’t know what I’d do if that happened. She’s my life.”

“Wow, that’s honest and…painful. Annie?”

“You can check this if you want, but I put down, I’m afraid I’m going to lose Colin. I can’t live without him. Same as him. We hardly fought before the baby was born. Her birth has changed things. I get mad because I feel I’m doing all the parenting. He did quit his job at his parents’ garage but then this promotion came up and filled what time he had at home. There’s one more thing: Colin’s jealous of a guy in the playgroup that meets at the park a few days a week. I’m not giving up my friends because of some absurd objection.”

Suzanne sat back. “No need to check your work, Annie. I believe you’re both afraid of losing each other. That’s good, guys, really good. Some couples who come to me can’t stand each other.”

Colin nodded.

“What about your backgrounds? I should know about that.”

Annie started. “I had a wonderful mother for sixteen years, then she died of cancer. She and Cora, Colin’s mother, were friends. Also, Colin and I had dated for a year. He was frantic about what would happen to me. So, they took me in.”

“That’s interesting. How did it go?”

“Super. They treated me like a daughter. After Colin graduated, as he said, he went to Bingham for two years but we saw each other every weekend. I stayed with his parents. We got married after we finished the recruit class at the fire academy.”

“You can stop there. Colin?”

“Pretty much what she said.”

“What about before she came to live with you. Any big things happen in your life?”

“My two older brothers were out on their own by the time Annie came to live with us. They…I’m not sure how to put this—were, are, bad with money. One went bankrupt and is still floundering. The other borrowed money from mom and dad which he never paid back. He can’t control his finances, either.”

“How about you guys?”

“We saved from the get-go. Since we were married, we had double the income of most of our friends plus we worked part time jobs like most firefighters.”

“So you’re comfortable with money?”

“I wouldn’t say that. When Annie decided to stay home two more months, I refused to dip into our 401K, or our savings for a better house and Bridget’s college. Both are in accounts that would level a big financial penalty if we take money out.” He ducked his head as if he was embarrassed. “Though I agreed to use the credit cards and our line of credit these two months so Annie could take more leave.”

“Hence you worked at the garage.”

“Since I was a kid.”

“That gives me a picture of what’s gone on. Let’s unpack your statements. We’ll start with Annie. You feel like the only parent.”

“Yes.”

“Colin?”

“I hold and feed and change Bridget when I’m home. But I agree, I wasn’t home enough and I didn’t see that before.”

“I told you all that, honey.”

“I know. So I did quit the garage, but then a promotion came up. I could have turned it down.”

“I wouldn’t have let you. We both want to be lieutenants, and maybe higher.”

“Annie would have gotten one too, but the maternity leave stalled that. I feel bad for her.”

“When do you go back to work, Annie?”

“In eight weeks. I took four months maternity time which was paid and then I used vacation days. I couldn’t leave her at four months.” 

“Who will take care of her?”

Annie swallowed hard. Every time leaving Bridget came up her heart hurt. “Cora. I call her Ma.”

“Are you comfortable with her doing that?”

“Yes. She’s only 64. And she’d have Bridget nights. And some days if we work at the same time. If that’s too much for her, we’d find a sitter.”

“So, the money problems will disappear when you go back to work. It’s only 2 more months.”

Now, Annie felt the stirrings of a headache. “Some of them will disappear. But I’m not giving up my friends from the park.”

“And I don’t like that.” Colin’s voice was firm. “I won’t apologize. I think Brent Winslow has a thing for you.”

“A guy in the playgroup?”

“Yep.”

“You’re imagining that. He’s happily married.”

They talked some about this disagreement, but in reality, there was no movement made.

At the end, Suzanne said, “Time’s up for this session. You have homework. I want you each to write a letter to the other addressing these issues. Don’t read them though. We’ll do that when you come back. You said twice a week, right?”

They both nodded

“All right. I’ll see you in three days.”


Chapter 7



 

 

“Man, it’s hot out here.” JJ stood on the dock of the cottage Lynne and her husband owned on Dannerville Lake. She looked terrific in a one-piece black Speedo.

“Take a dip,” Lynne suggested. “We booked six hours.” 

Annie knew Lynne had booked six hours in her family’s schedule for herself and the Sisters of Fire so they could have time at the lake house at the end of summer.  

Tess waded into the water. She still fit into her one-piece bathing suit, though her boobs were already pushing against the material. “This feels wonderful.”

From the edge of the dock, Brooke kicked her feet in the lake. She and Lynne both wore skimpy bikinis and Trish a conservative one piece. Annie had compromised with a bright orange tankini that covered her middle and had a bikini bottom. She’d bought it last summer. 

“Annie,” Trish said, “how’d you get out for a full day?”

“Colin’s off still on sick leave. He said he didn’t mind staying with Bridget. I fed her before I came here, and left a bottle for the noon feeding.” She rolled her eyes. “Then he spoiled everything when he called being with her babysitting.”

“Men!” Tess’s comment was loud.

“What happened, DiMarco?” Brooke asked. “You mad at your dreamboat?”

“Damn right. David keeps being too protective. He said I absolutely could not do paddle boarding, and if I did, I was being reckless with his baby.”

“You’re not.” This from Trish.

“I know. I researched it, of course. During pregnancy, paddle boarding is great for core strength, balance and mobility and is superb exercise for the expectant mother. I’m a firefighter, for God’s sake. And I’ve already had three kids. I know my center of gravity has changed. I’m careful.”

Annie commiserated. “Colin told me not to break my neck.”

Lynne shook her head. “My father’s denying the fact that I’m leaving Dannerville.” Her dad was the current fire chief in her home town, and had hoped that Lynne would follow in his footsteps when he retired this month.

“He’ll know soon enough,” JJ put in.

“Yeah. Now, let’s stop bringing the guys here.” She gestured to the shore. “We have four boards so three of you can start.”

Tess and Annie stood back, while Lynne and the others grabbed the boards. “We’ll begin on land. First, put the leash on your foot.”

JJ guffawed. “Never thought I’d be wearing a leash. I’m so not into S&M.” 

The women laughed and did up the Velcro on their ankles.

“Put the board horizontal on the ground then lean over, grasp the handle and lift it up.

Following orders, Trish, Brooke and JJ followed Lynne

into the water. “Stop when you’re in far enough to bend over, place your hands on the board and climb up on your knees.” She demonstrated the techniques as she explained them. “With the oar in front of you horizontal on the board, like this,” she set it up “go forward with your hands a bit on your knees, then grab the oar and stand up where your knees were. Gaze ahead and start paddling.”  

She gave more instructions on how to hold the oar to paddle forward and some mistakes people made while paddling. She ended with, “When you go back to the beach, use the oar until you can step off with one foot, then the other, then carry the board out like you carried it in.”

“Now, can we try it?” JJ asked who was shifting back and forth where she stood in the water. Lately, she was restless.

“Go ahead, hotshot. You first. One at a time so I can course correct.”

JJ guided herself out some with her hands, stood right where she was supposed to and started to paddle with the oar. “Woo-hoo.”

“Put your hands further apart on the handle, JJ.” 

But JJ was too busy enjoying her success. 

“I’m…oops, I’m going in circles.”

“Your hands,” Lynne yelled. “And only forward movement of the oar.”

JJ tried to adjust, but she was paddling too hard and then Splash! She went into the water on her back. Of course, she got right back up and did what Lynne instructed.

Brooke, went like lightning, zipping into the water and paddling out. Turning expertly and paddling back.

Annie said, “No fair. You did this before.”

“Many times on vacations. And here,” she said, winking at Lynne.

All the women had visited the lake over the years, but Annie knew Brooke and Lynne were close and they spent time out here together, alone or with their husbands.

After Trish, who had no trouble doing everything right, Annie took her turn. She struggled to get the hang of the paddling, but once she did, she headed out. It was so tranquil being on the water alone like this. The sun bathed her skin in its warm glow and she lifted her face to it. She went a few yards, then reluctantly turned around. All the women stood with their arms folded over their chests, waiting for her. “Sorry, she said when she got back to them. “I took too long.”

“Quite frankly,” Brooke put in. “We weren’t sure you were coming back, that you were heading out into the sunset never to be seen again.”

“Nah. I couldn’t leave Bridget.”

“Not Colin?” Tess asked.

“Sure, Colin, too.”

“How did the counseling go?”

Annie explained to the others that she and Colin decided to see Suzanne Blakely. “It was helpful, but I felt sad after. I said negative things about Colin.”

“It’s supposed to happen that way.” Lynne slid her arm around her. “That’s how you fix things.”

Silence.

“Ken and I went to couples counseling after he didn’t move up here when the business closed,” she added. “Ours was sad in many ways, but it was…hostile, too. I cried all the next day.”

Condolences were offered. 

“Shit, I said no guy talk.”

After everybody took turns on the paddle boards for an hour, they threw on clothes or coverups and headed up the incline to the house. 

“This is so nice,” Trish said to Lynne. “I think that, every time I come.”

“It’s small, but we spend all our time outside, so we built a big deck.” Which spread more than the length of the house. And had lots of lounge chairs. 

The women dropped down in them, or into chairs. Annie put on a hat against the sun and slathered on more sunscreen. She thought about the slip she’d made, leaving out Colin. And her head began to hurt, so she closed her eyes, letting the warm breeze drift over her. 

Lynne came over. “You got a headache, honey?”

“Yeah, how’d you know?”

“I recognize the pinched lines around your eyes. I had them after each birth.” She handed her pills. “It’s acetaminophen and won’t hurt breast milk. Take it and close your eyes and doze.”

Annie swallowed the pain killer and washed it down with water from the bottle she brought to the lake.

The others talked or read magazines or sunbathed, drinking lemonade or water. At four, Lynne stood. “Time for cocktails. Who wants something?”

Four had gin and tonics, and two had tonic. Tess was not drinking because of her pregnancy and liquor worsened Annie’s headache that was getting stronger by the minute. Even though Lynne’s words had comforted her, the pain was getting old.

 

* * *

 

The PA crackled. “Truck 1 go into service. 78 Mason St.”

The crew rose from the table where they’d been eating dinner—a good one, damn it--and rushed to the rig. Ben grabbed his tablet for the specifics of the call. His turnout gear was already in the truck by the time he reached it. 

Siren screeching, they sped onto the Main Street.

Ben read the notes on the tablet. “Um, huh. O’Shea, this call is all yours.”

“Why?”

“You’ll see.”

They swerved to the curb in front of the designated home and saw no fire in the vicinity. Maybe there was an accident inside. A lot of older people on this street.

“Mac and Callahan, grab the ladder and put it up to the roof.”

They all looked up. Colin shook his head. “You gotta be kidding me.”

“Why the hell were we called?” Banks asked. 

“And not animal control,” Callahan said with disgust. 

Ben chuckled. “A woman phoned 911 because her bird’s been up there for three days. She’s worried he’s hurt and can’t fly away. We’re here now, so get to it. O’Shea, put on the protective gloves for your hands and get the furry little bag to slip over your arm. You’ll have to carry him down in that if he is hurt.”

“Cap, really…”

Ben arched a brow. “You’ll have different kinds of calls as a lieutenant. You need all the practice you can get. Now enjoy the balmy weather and get up there.”

Mac and Callahan got the ladder from the top of the rig and crossed to the side of the small Cape Cod. As it was raised, the aluminum grated on the rails and caused the bird to squawk the whole time. When Colin joined them, Mac said, “You’ll have a bird’s eye view, Colin.”

“Funny.”

“Oh, we’re gonna crow about this.” Callahan laughed at his own joke. 

Banks added, “Hey, he looks like you with those red feathers. He’s a chirp off the old block.”

Colin stepped on the first rung, and biting back a smile, added, “Your bird puns are flyin’ right over my head.” 

He made his way to the top.

“His name is Antonio,” Mac called up. A woman had come to the group and apparently, she was the owner.

The bird was beautiful at about a foot tall, and weighing maybe ten pounds. Caribbean colors covered him. “Hey, Antonio, wanna get down?” He reached out with a gloved hand and the bag opened across him for quick access.

“Fuck you,” Antonio said, unfortunately loudly enough to be heard below.

“Oh, boy.”

“A fowl mouthed parrot.”

Laughing too, Colin spoke sternly, “All right, you nasty bird, come to Colin.” 

“Fanculo.”   

“Hey, that’s Italian for the f-word,” Banks shouted out. “He swears like my father-in-law!”

Ben cupped his hands. “The owner with us says you have to tell the bird I love you before he’ll come to you.”

“That’ll be the day,” Colin murmured under his breath.

“You gotta.”

“We won’t tell Annie you found somebody else.”

“Shit, Antonio, get over here.”

“Vas te fair foutre.”

Colin knew some French. He retorted with the equivalent of Putain!

Colin waited.

“We don’t got all day,” Banks yelled.

“Yeah, I wanna get back to my homemade macaroni and cheese.” Mac this time.

Colin realized he wasn’t getting out of this with his pride intact, so he called out in a sweet voice, “I love you, Antonio. Come with me.”

The bird seemed to look right at him. It took a few steps toward him then stopped and screeched, “Fuck you,” and flew off the roof, into a tree.

He made his way down, swearing like the bird, and hopped onto the ground. “I’m not going up in that tree,” he said emphatically. 

Ben angled his chin. “You don’t have to.” 

The parrot now sat on its owner’s arm.

Ben sighed. “Geez, O’Shea, haven’t you ever been talked birdy to?”

The firefighters practically keeled over with that one.

 

* * *

 

Dear Colin,

The aftermath of counseling is hard for me. Saying bad things about you just about kills me. I don’t want to feel this way. You’re trying, I know, and have compromised on the money some, which kills you. 

It’s been wonderful having you home, even if it was because you got hurt. You played with Bridget, I’ve gotten to run outside and go to the gym, and could take a shower by myself. 

Even if I didn’t get that freedom, I feel foolish. I’m only off seven more weeks, and I should be able to do what needs to be done. I took extended leave to do it. I need to stop complaining. I don’t like myself this way!

But should I stop meeting my friends at the park, because you’re jealous? Where did all my feminist beliefs go? On the other hand, we love each other so much, can’t I do that for you?

There’s something else niggling at me. But I can’t articulate it yet, even to myself.

Annie

 

Colin had been sitting with his hands linked between his knees, gazing at the floor. But his head snapped up. “That last thing? Is it about Brent, Annie? Has something happened between you two?”

Annie stared at him. “No, Colin.” Her voice was resigned. “This has nothing to do with him.”

“How do you know if you can’t even articulate it?”

“I’m stepping in here.” Suzanne’s voice was calming. “Colin, read your letter.”

He watched Annie a minute then began to read.

Dear Annie,

Am I being a bastard about that guy? Do I actually want to deprive you of the companionship you need now? The answer is no. So, I’ve got to stop being a shithead about that.

I know I’m overboard about money. But you’ve known all along how insecure I am about finances. Can’t you accept that? We saved so hard for what we have. Worked second jobs to stash it away. 

On the other hand, being home with Bridget all this time makes me see what I’m missing. She changes every day and I’m feeling so close to her. 

Should I give up the lieutenancy? Why would I, when these issues will be resolved when you go back to work in less than two months?

Damn it, our relationship has never been hard. Never. Why now?

“Whew,” Suzanne commented when he finished. “Now, let’s try to unpack all that.”

 

* * *

 

Colin was still sleeping after his night tour, and Annie joined her friends at the park at nine. She awoke with another splitting headache, but had taken ibuprofen, so she was able to continue with her day. The sun slanted through the trees making a crisscross pattern on the grass and lifting her spirits.

Once she sat down with the group, and the bread she’d made, Brent spoke up. “Lily’s coming back tomorrow!” His green eyes glowed with anticipation. 

Judy nodded to him. “That’s great news.” 

Barbara’s eyes scanned her three oldest boys. They were ordered to stay in the same vicinity so she could see them all. Jay, only three, slept in the shade on a blanket. “They’re fine.” She squeezed Brent’s arm. “I’m so glad she’ll be back. Will you still come once a week, like you did last time you wrote full time?”

“If I’m around. I might need some research trips.”

Judy asked, “What does Lily do when she’s with the kids?”

“Take care of them, like I do. She’s excited about being here for Charlotte’s first days of school. When she has time, she’ll outline her next job. Plan others.”

“That sounds perfect.” Sally comment was tinged with sadness.

“You’re going back to school, right?” Annie asked her.

“Yes, I’m looking forward to it. But I’ll miss all this.” She gestured to indicate the park.

Barb frowned. “Won’t you miss the kids?” 

“You get used to that.”

“What about you, Annie? You’re going back to work in a few weeks.”

She glanced at Bridget. She’d fallen asleep in the stroller. “October 10th, so I have more time with her.”

“Are you going to be happy going back?” Brent asked the question. 

“It’s complicated. I love my job, but it’s overwhelming to think of what I’ll miss. She does something new practically every day. I swear she tried to sit up yesterday. But I have a career that I love and that’s informed my entire adult life.”

“The plight of many working women.” Judy sighed. “You’re so lucky, Brent.” 

“I know.”

Annie closed her eyes. The pain coming again, slowly, but she could feel it starting at her temples.

 

* * *

 

Colin walked to the bedroom door. “Hey, sweetheart. Are you going to be all right if I go to work?”

She pushed herself up to a seating position. “Yeah, lying down helped.” 

He came inside. Her brow was still furrowed and her lips tight. “Isn’t the headache gone?” 

“Not quite.”

“I could get a sub. Or we could call Mom.”

“No, you go to work. Bridget’ll go to bed at seven and sleep a good six hours before feeding. I’ll relax.”

He sat on the side of the bed and took her hand, trying not to react to what these headaches meant. “I’ll go, but call me if your pain gets worse.” He kissed her temple. “I’m getting worried about these.”

“I’ll call if I need to. As for the headaches, if they don’t stop soon, I’ll make an appointment with my doctor.”

He went to work worried. What if something was wrong with her? He couldn’t even remember a time when she wasn’t in his life. What on earth would he do without her? 

Training in the techniques of working in confined spaces kept him busy but once he and his crew went to bed, he couldn’t sleep, thinking about her headaches, the counseling session, the fact that Annie went to playgroup this morning. He’d shut up about that, at least. Down deep, he trusted her. 

Truck 1 was called at one a.m. with a fireworks party gone bad, then a car accident where an SUV T-boned a van. It was miraculous that no one was hurt, but the extrication of the victim took hours. 

He hurried home at six when the day squad came on, hoping Annie had gotten some rest.

 

* * *

 

Lying on the exam table, Annie scanned the room at the pictures of landscapes and ocean views. They were soothing. Her eyes began to close. She’d slept so badly, she’d called Karen Lark’s office early and asked for an appointment. Yes, she’d told the receptionist, it was urgent. She needed to do something about these attacks.

Soon Karen came in, holding a chart. “Hey, Annie. I wasn’t supposed to see you for a bit, to give you the go-ahead for work. Something’s wrong?”

“I’ve started having headaches. Sometimes, they’re mild, but mostly they’re bad.”

“Do you get nauseous?”

“No. I’m just in a lot of pain. Why?”

“Migraines are usually associated with headaches where you vomit.”

“None of that.”

Karen sat on the stool. “So, we decided last time you’d cut down to two feedings a day. Have you done that?”

“Not yet. I took two more months of maternity leave. Next week, I’ll go to two feedings, so we’ll both have a month to adjust. I’m hoping to nurse her before and after work, still.”

“Hmm, you’ve gone down from what, six to three?”

“Yes. Why?”

“I’m thinking the headaches could be hormonal.”

“I wondered if they were.”

“But maybe not. We’ll draw some blood. Have you gotten your period?”

“Yep. And I was surprised. I’ve had two. I thought they didn’t come if a mom was breastfeeding.”

“Every woman is different. We’ll make sure you’re not pregnant again with the blood tests.”

“Okay. But Colin and I use protection, even though you’re not supposed to get pregnant while nursing.”

“I’m not saying you are.”

Annie watched her.

“Tell me about the headaches. When you get them.”

Annie explained what she could remember about their onsets.

“Is everything good at home?”

“What do you mean?”

“Between you and Colin. Between you and Bridget?”

“Between me and Bridget it’s great. Not between me and Colin. For the first time ever.” She felt her eyes water. “We’re getting counseling with the fire department psychologist.”

“With Suzanne Blakely? I know her.”

“Yes, with her.”

“Is she helping?”

“I think so.”

“What else are you thinking about, Annie? There’s a pattern to what you’ve told me.”

“Maybe…maybe these are from the stress of me and Colin fighting.” Her voice was wobbly.

“They could be. What else. Dig deeper.”

Suddenly, that thing she couldn’t verbalize worked its way to the surface. That budding feeling inside her, burst to consciousness. “I think… I think…I know what’s wrong.”

And she burst into tears, huge sobs that wracked her body.

 

* * *

 

Suzanne Blakely faced Annie then Colin where they sat on the couch together. “So, I didn’t ask you to write anything because I think you need to talk to each other.”

Colin slid to the edge of his seat. “I’ll start. Annie went to her gynecologist to find out why she’s having all these headaches. They’re killing her and I’m frantic about them.”

Annie put in, “We got my blood tests results before we came here. I’m not pregnant and my hormone levels are normal for breastfeeding three times a day.”

Colin huffed out, “That all makes me think dark thoughts.”

Annie reached over and clasped his hand. She knew he was worried. But she hadn’t said anything to him since her doctor visit because she was afraid to. She’d decided to wait to confess in counseling what she and Karen had discovered. “I have an idea about their source.”  

Suzanne’s brows rose. “What is it, Annie?”

She raised her chin. “That these headaches are being caused by stress.”

“So, they are my fault for being so awful about money and selfishness in doing the things I want to do.”

“Colin, stop.” Suzanne again. “I think we should listen to the rest of what she has to say.”

Her heartrate sped up. She took a deep breath. “Remember how I said I felt like an idiot because I wanted the two more months off and then I complained like a school girl that you weren’t with us enough.”

“Yeah. I thought—”

“Colin, do not say another word!” Suzanne seemed exasperated. “Let her finish.”

Annie glanced at Suzanne. “I’m…afraid to tell him. I’m afraid there’s no mutual solution to this.”

“Spit it out, girl.” Now Suzanne seemed a bit amused.

“Being such a baby about you not being home enough, caring for Bridget enough wasn’t like me and I knew that. The problem was, I wasn’t letting myself realize the root cause.”

“I don’t understand, sweetheart.”

Annie summoned her courage and faced him squarely. “What I haven’t been able to articulate is that I don’t want to leave Bridget in six weeks. I want to take a whole year’s maternity leave. And, unconsciously, I projected your behavior would continue six more months. I feared that in those months, you’d…”

“What would he do, Annie?”

She turned to him. “That you’d have little time for us. You’d want more and more time for your career. That I’d be solely responsible for parenting her. That you’d get upset about me not making any money.”

Colin’s face blanked. 

But Annie lifted her chin. “However, this is what I want, Colin. I’m taking the full year, which the fire department allows. The money we have saved is half mine. I’m going to use it for the next six months when I’m not getting a salary so I don’t miss Bridget’s first words, when she crawls, when she pulls herself up on a coffee table. I am taking the leave. But now that I’ve realized what I want, even if you don’t pull through for me, I’m determined to handle the responsibility and the tedium better. And won’t complain.”

Her husband was silent. And open-mouthed.

Suzanne prodded, “Colin, what do you think of what she said?”

His eyes brimmed. “All this time I was afraid you had a tumor. Or wanted to leave me for the famous author. Or gotten tired of our relationship. Now you say all you want is money—yes, it’s half your money—and six more measly months home?” He stood and knelt before her. Took her hands. “You can have anything you want, love. And I will be home more, be there for you and Bridget. I promise.”

Suzanne sighed. “Like I said when you first came here, you two are something else together.”

Annie smiled.

Colin smiled.

They were something else together. They always had been. And hopefully, always would be.


Epilogue



 

 

JJ said, “Your house is so pretty, Annie. I wish I could decorate like this.”

Annie turned away from the oven. “Go online and look for suggestions.”

“Perish the thought.”

Annie shrugged. “Well, I did when I decided to spruce up the place for fall.” She’d made wreaths for the doors in orange and deep wine and yellow. She’d carried the theme inside with gourds and sprigs of wild flowers.

Squeezing her hand, JJ grinned. “I’m glad you felt like doing this. You haven’t been in a festive mood for a while. I wouldn’t be either if I was having killer headaches.”

Annie sighed. “I haven’t had one in three days. I’ll tell you why I think that is when everyone gets here.”

The rest of the Sisters of Fire arrived in pairs, first Tess and Trish, then Lynne and Brooke. Tess brought a live autumn plant of the same colors as Annie had used in the house, Lynne brought a big chocolate cake and Brooke carried in two bottles of wine.

They moved to the living room with drinks. Annie had cleared some baby stuff out so it was spacious enough for six.

“Where’s the little one?” Tess asked.

“Colin’s off shift. He took her to his mother’s house for the evening. She doesn’t need to eat for a while, and he can put her down there when she’s tired.”

“We got the house to ourselves!” This from JJ. 

“Hmm, with lots to share.” The oven pinged and Annie got up to get the appetizers. She put them on a big plate and set them on the coffee table. The scents of baking dough, cheese, and spicy meatballs filled the house.

Brooke asked, “Wow, when did you make all these?”

“This weekend except for the last one. But I’m planning to take a cooking class on unique hors d’oeuvres.”

Tess bit into a blue cheese bite, a puff of dough covered with melted butter and blue cheese. “Hmm. These are delicious.”

“Those can’t be prepared ahead of time. I put them in just before you came.”

“And these little pies? They’re spanakopita, right?” Brooke asked.

“Yep. Feta cheese and spinach. Homemade except I bought the filo dough.”

Brooke watched her friend. “Does the cooking class run until mid-October, when you go back to work?”

“About that.” Annie could hear her voice had gone serious. Everybody got quiet. 

“Something’s happened.” Tess’s brown eyes widened. “I can see it on your face. Did the doctor say something was wrong with you?”

“In a sense. I’m healthy physically. She thinks the headaches are stress related. And she helped me come to realize what I’ve been trying to figure out for a while now. I’ve made a big decision.”

“You’re not leaving Colin, are you?” This from JJ, who has a stricken expression on her face.

“What? No.”

Lynne said, “JJ, let the girl talk.” 

“I’m taking six more months of maternity leave.”

Five jaws dropped.

Finally, Lynne asked, “Isn’t that counterintuitive? You’re having trouble being with Bridget all day with no help and you’re staying home longer?”

“That’s not precisely true. You know I’ve been complaining like my world caved in for months now. I haven’t liked how I felt, how I acted. I couldn’t figure out why I couldn’t do something for only six more weeks. But while I was with my gynecologist, I admitted what I’d been trying to unearth for a long time. That I want to stay home longer. So, I’d been projecting that Colin wouldn’t be there for us for the rest of the year, like he hadn’t the first part of it, so I couldn’t let what I really wanted to surface.”

“That makes sense to me,” Brooke put in. “But you won’t have any income, and Colin’s…well, obsessive about finances.”

“We have savings, that he didn’t want to use because of the penalties of taking it out of our 401K and other accounts. But half of that money is mine, and I’m going to take it from the housing fund.” She shrugged. “And I didn’t ask Colin’s permission.”

Brooke cocked her head. “He’s also taking the lieutenant’s exam next week, isn’t he?”

“Yep. He starts his new job in October. I know a lieutenancy is a lot of work, but he expects to be home more, not running out to do trainings and the like with the fire department or working a second job. When he does work, I’ll make plans for what I’ll do, how I’ll cope. I’m going to get babysitters, including Izzy, so I can work out at the Y or run. I’m taking the cooking class. And I’ll meet with my playgroup. When the weather’s bad they go to a restaurant that has a play area for kids.”

“This is huge, kiddo.” Tess smiled at her. “We’ll support you however we can.”

The women all agreed to that.

“If you’re done, Annie, I have something to tell you.”

“I am. Thank you all for the support. Now, go ahead, Tess.” 

“We told the girls that David and I are married. We’ll kind of fudge the baby’s conception date. I could explain an early pregnancy, which means I had sex, to Izzy but Maria wouldn’t understand. I was late with both my kids so it’ll work out.”

“Wow, what did the girls say about the marriage?” Annie asked.

“They were elated. They, which includes my mother, want David to move in with us.”

“Will he?” 

“He already did, this week. But to be honest, another thing contributed to his move. I don’t want to live in Hope’s house.”

“Again, holy cow.” JJ’s eyes got wide. “This is a huge step.”

“We’re still holding back at work though, so you’re sworn to secrecy.” She let them react, then said, “That’s enough on me.” She turned to Lynne. “I’ve been thinking about you, honey. How’s the negotiating going with Ken?”

“It’s getting worse. My father’s still pitching a fit that I’m abandoning my family. He also says I’m embarrassing him before he retires from his chief position. I think Ken’s been griping to him. They’re plotting to get me to stay.”

JJ shook her head. “That sucks.”

“It’s not working. I’ve put in my resignation from Dannerville, and I’ll leave when the new BC starts. It’ll give me a month before I go to work up here.”

“So, Ken’s really not coming?”

“I honestly think he won’t. Our relationship is, basically, on the skids. But one thing I know for sure is my kids will be with me by Christmas and start school in January.” 

“What about school? Aren’t they upset about leaving their friends?”

“Phillip is. But there’s a consolidation planned to move two schools into one. It’ll happen next fall. They’ll have to change schools, anyway.” She sighed. “The town is dying, really, because of people moving out.”

The women listened attentively.

She glanced at Brooke. “I’m going to live with Brooke until I find a house for them and me.”

“I have an idea.” Tess smiled broadly. “Why don’t you move into David’s house? He’s not quite ready to sell it. It’s in a good school district, too.”

“I can’t afford a big house, Tess.”

“You don’t think we’d charge you?”

“You don’t think I’d mooch off one of my best friends?”

Tess’s brow furrowed and she stared ahead. Then she said, “You know, the place needs some updating before he sells it. They haven’t done much since they built it years while ago. You could supervise a remodeling, and maybe even be able to do some things yourself.”

“Does it need new flooring?”

“In some areas.”

“I’m good at that. If you help me make a list of things to do, I’ll cop on the rent.”

Trish sat forward. “I can help with anything that takes two people. And I’m a good painter.”

“You sure you’ll have the time?” Lynne asked her.

“Yep, things are great with me. Nathan’s going back to school soon. I’ll have free time when I’m off shift and he’s working.”

“All of this is wonderful.” Brooke got tears in her eyes. 

The women watched her. Annie said, “Except for you.”

“How many times do I have to tell you, Zach died not even two months ago. I’m still grieving. But it helps to hear you all are moving on with your lives.” Brooke turned to JJ. “Okay, kiddo, you’re last.”

“I aced the captaincy written test. And ran rings around the guys on the physical part. Not that it makes me any more acceptable to the men.”

Annie wrinkled her nose. “Still getting grief?”

“They aren’t openly hostile anymore at my new house. I think maybe the chief got pissed when he heard about their attitude and talked to them.”

“That’s risky.”

“It is. I didn’t know about it or I would have tried to stop him from fighting my battles.”

“What about Derek?” Lynne asked.

She sighed, and shadows passed through her eyes. “I think he’s going to move out.”

They spoke all at once…

“Oh, no.” 

“Wow.”

“Really?”

“You were falling in love, JJ.” Brooke sounded sad.

“I thought I was in love. Until he started acting like a baby.”

“You must be hurt.”

“I’m not letting myself be hurt. I’m super excited to be starting my new job in two weeks.” 

Annie and Tess exchanged looks. Stuffing your feelings never solved anything. But neither of them wanted to put a damper on JJ’s excitement. 

At ten, Colin came home. “Hi, everybody.” He faced Annie. “She woke and wouldn’t take a bottle. Sorry.”

“She’s used to nursing the last time at night. You can give her to me and go into the bedroom if you want.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep.”

Brooke looked up at him. “We like it when she joins the Sisters of Fire.” 

“I’m here if you need me.” Colin left them alone.

Annie settled on the rocker, and began to feed her daughter. The others fussed over her, then conversation began again. And, surrounded by all these wonderful women and her beautiful little girl, Annie gave thanks for the peace she finally felt.

 

 

* * * * *
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I hope you enjoyed Annie and Colin’s story. In some ways, I imagine it was hard to read. These two people love each other, but a new baby throws them into conflict. Adding a little one to you lives often does this to a relationship, even to the best of couples. Annie’s dilemma is common for new moms, who want to take maternity leave but have trouble with the tedium. Colin, like a lot of men, is focused on work and tries to balance both, but it’s hard. His obsession about money, however, is over the top, but understandable for someone who grew up as he did.

 

NO EASY CHOICE showed the difficulty of merging family and careers for women. I have personal knowledge of this issue. There are similarities in Annie and Colin’s situation to my own when I had my first baby. I paused a 10-year career to stay home for six months. And when the time to go back to teaching neared, I couldn’t leave my daughter. Luckily, my principal understood, and an extension was easily accepted. I did get to go back to the same school and courses, though, unlike Annie who faces returning to a new fire station.

 

 At first, being home with a child I dearly wanted was wonderful. But as the days wore on, I got lonely. My best friends worked all day, as I had. It wasn’t until I found a playgroup of mothers on my street that I felt like I could handle my situation. We went to an exercise class three times a week, while the kids were in a small nursery, then we took them to a MacDonald’s and had coffee while they played. I joked that it “killed” three mornings, and in all honesty, it did! I’m not ashamed of that.

 

Finally, the development of Bridget throughout the book was taken right out of my daughter’s Baby Book, that I kept religiously. Those times were a joy to revisit some decades years later. Oh, and I had another baby three years later, and took the full 12 months maternity leave from the outset. I also still had my playgroup friends but, alas, there was no hunky famous author in it. 😊

I hope you continue to read the Sisters of Fire series. You’ll see Annie and how she’s coping with her life. You’ll also read about the other firefighters. If you haven’t gotten the previous books, make sure you do!
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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



 

 

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?

Find MORE THAN ENOUGH on Amazon

 

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?

Find AT LAST on Amazon

 

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?

Find NO EASY CHOICE on Amazon

 

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?

Find EQUAL PARTNERS on Amazon

 

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?

Find A DIFFERENT WAY on Amazon

 

Book 6: To Trust Again

Battalion Chief Brooke Cartwright lost her husband Zach, 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?

Find TO TRUST AGAIN on Amazon


Excerpt



 

Sisters of Fire, Book 4

EQUAL PARTNERS

 

 

On the first day of her captaincy, JJ Jensen rode shotgun in her new rig, Engine 2. The call had come in at one p.m. and the five firefighters sped to a site for one of the worst kinds of fire—in a hospital. They pulled into the Memorial’s circular driveway where she caught sight of Incident Command, which would run the operation. Jumping out in full gear, with her air pack ready to go, she crossed to the jeep where she wasn’t surprised to see Fire Chief Joe Redman in charge, the structure blueprints in front of him. An acrid smell of burning debris assaulted her nostrils the closer she got.

“Engine 2 on scene, Chief.”

“You’re first-in, Jensen. Go in and find the seat of the fire. There’s fire reels in each section for you to use.”

“Yes, sir.” JJ glanced down at the layout of the building, which she’d already seen before. “I came here for a fire drill before my new job started.”

“Good for you.” More softly, he added, “You can do this, JJ.”

Jogging back to the rig, she faced her squad, who’d gotten off the truck. “Full turnout gear. Grab tools. There fire reels and extinguishers are inside.” Fire reels were hoses connected to water inside a building. “We’re gonna look for the point of origin.”

Lt. Abe Quinn, second in charge, buttoned up his turnout coat and put on his Nomex hood. Then his air mask and helmet. “Should I go in or take the rear?”

“You go first. I’ll follow you inside.” 

They hurried in through the ground floor, which housed the ER. Smoke hadn’t reached here yet, which was a good sign that the blaze was contained. Retrofitting years back had compartmentalized the hospital into closable sections for keeping fire contained. Firefighters would have to check each floor regardless, and soon reinforcements would arrive to help with that. Pulling off her air mask, she sniffed. She followed the smell up the steps and came to floor two. The sign read SICU—Surgical Intensive Care Unit. The smoke thickened as they strode down the corridor until they reached Surgery.

The unit was semi-dark with smoke, but they had some visibility. “We’re in the surgical unit, chief. Smoke indicates fire might be here.” To the others, she said, “Let’s go down to the end. Looks like the point of origin. I’ll check each room on the way to be sure they’ve evacuated.”

As her team covered the distance at a fast pace, she did a cursory check of each OR they passed. OR 1—empty. God forbid they had an active surgery going on. OR 2—the same, but the third operating room was occupied.

Shit, JJ thought.

Straight ahead, they could see fire. “It’s in here,” Quinn called in his radio. “The Surgical Sterilization Center.”

JJ joined them. “Morey, pry the door open. Cortez, hook up to the hose reel about three feet down from you, low, on the wall. If the unit itself is on fire, Lt. Quinn will put it out with the Class C extinguishers inside and the rest of you use the reel to contain fire that’s spread.” These life saving devices had also been installed when the place was brought up to speed on the new standards. 

Morey lifted the halligan, set the pick end on the door handles and Cortez hit the end hard with a large hammer. The door opened. The others made quick work of the fire wheel and soon had the hose ready.

Inside the room, the smell was metallic. She watched as Quinn grabbed the extinguisher and sprayed the cleaning device, which doused the fire. The others opened the hose nozzle on the walls. She radioed the chief. “Fire’s out. Point of origin is the sterilization section.”

“Makes sense. Teams searching the rest of the hospital report no sign of fire. Do you want more people to search for victims and do the salvage and overhaul?”

“Maybe one squad.” Quinn, on the call, too, spoke for all of them. “We could use more hands to make sure there’s no fire hiding in the walls.” 

Cortez had already begun the process.

“You got it.”

“Copy that.” JJ added, “There’s an operating room in use.”

Redman swore. “You go, Jensen, and assess the situation.” 

“I’m heading to the active OR.” She looked at her lieutenant. “You got this, Quinn.”

 JJ jogged down to room 3. The windows were obscured by smoke in the corridor, so she opened the door, ducked inside and quickly closed it. A thin mist of smoke had already permeated the space. Four people stood around a table, gowned and gloved, wearing goggles and face shields. A patient lay hooked up to machines. 

“I’m Captain Jensen of the CCFD. I’m breaking sterilization because you already have smoke in here. We gotta clear this room of its occupants right away.” She gestured to the manifold wall lever to turn off the gasses. 

“Stay where you are!” a doctor with his hands in a guy’s chest, shouted. “I have to get him off the bypass machine before we can leave.”

“Bypass?” You gotta be kidding me.

“We’re almost done with a heart repair. If you stop us now, he’ll die.”

“How long do you need?”

“Minutes until you can cut the power.” 

Their face gear kept enough visibility for them to work quickly. 

Soon, he said, “All right, Macon, punch in a higher dose of anesthesia then we’ll cut the gases. Nurse Baker, get the portable oxygen tank in the emergency compartment.”

As they worked, they started to cough.

The woman brought over a kit zipped into a medium-size bag, took it out and attached the tank to the bed. They switched masks on the patient because the second was hooked up to a battery.

“Now, Captain,” the surgeon called out.

JJ pulled the lever next to her. The bright lights shut off and a smaller light over them went on. 

The surgeon said, “Everybody but one person, go. I’ll need help getting the bed out.”

The anesthetist stood. “I-I can stay, Dr. Barrows.” 

“Thanks.”

“I’m an EMT,” JJ told him, “I’ll stay.”

“I—”

“My call, doc.” To the others she ordered, “Leave on your goggles and shields. The smoke’s penetrable in the corridor, still. Can you find your way to the unaffected section of the hospital?”

“Yes. We practiced this.” This from the nurse. 

Into the radio, JJ barked, “I’m sending out the anesthetist and two nurses.”

They left the room.

“All right, Captain. Stay where you are until the man’s closed up.”

She saw that he still had his hand in the man’s open chest! He poked the heart with his finger. Nothing. “Come on, Barry.”

JJ held her breath.

He poked again.

“It pinked up. We’re a success!” 

“Wow.”

“I’ll have to put a temporary bandage on before we can move him.” He worked quickly as he spoke, cleaning the skin around the area, drying it, and applying a huge strip of medical tape she’d seen once on someone who had hip surgery.

Over the radio she heard, “Status, Jensen.”

She explained what happened. “We’re—” 

An explosion rocked the room. 

“Chief?” She waited.

Then she heard from Quinn, “Sterilization unit reignited. We put it out again, Cap. Truck 3’s helping us look for fire in the walls.”

Already she could see blacker smoke enter the hall.

“Everybody okay?” she asked.

“Yep.” 

“Nothing’s easy, is it, Captain?” Dr. Barrows coughed but continued to work. 

“I guess.”

Finally, he stepped back. “I taped up the wound and covered the bandaged patient.” He got out blankets. Minutes had passed. 

“Jensen!!!” she heard over the radio.

“Just finished, Chief. Leaving now. Doc, go to the head of the bed. I’ll pull from the open door, since I’m right by it and then I can push. Once we get in the hall, I’ll share my air with you.”

“Sounds like a plan.” He moved to the head of the bed.

He was pretty calm for a critical situation. He was a surgeon, so she guessed he had to be.

She opened the door and more smoke filtered into the room, cutting visibility in half.

“Try not to bump him,” the doc called out.

“I won’t. We have to stay in lock step.” They maneuvered the patient into the hall. Thicker smoke, now, even blacker.

A coughing fit seized Barrow. “Take some of my air.” 

“You’re too far away. Let’s go.” They headed down the corridor as quickly as possible. JJ couldn’t force him to take her air.

They got halfway out of the wing, when he started hacking—and he crumpled to the ground. She was going to kill a heart surgeon on her first outing!

Stopping, she moved around the bed, slipped her arms under his and dragged him to her end. She lugged him up and laid him over the legs of the patient, face down. Then she pushed hard. Harder. Fast. Faster. 

When they reached the wing that had been compartmented off, the door opened and she pushed them inside. 

“Bring him to this room,” a nurse called out.

JJ rolled them to a curtained off area. Three people surrounded the patient. She drew Barrows up and off the flat part of the bed. He fell into her arms. Someone shoved a gurney over and they slid him onto it. 

“The doc needs oxygen. He wouldn’t take mine.” 

Quickly, they hooked up oxygen on him while the others stayed with the patient.

After pulling off her helmet, facemask and Nomex hood, she heard over the radio, “JJ, talk to me.”

“We’re safe. In the west wing.”

“Thank God. Condition of the patient and doctor?”

“Patient’s fine,” one nurse called out, so the chief could hear.

“The doctor?”

“Getting oxygen now.” 

Coughing, Barrows roused. “H-how’s…” More coughing. Then, “How’s Barry?”

“He’s on our oxygen, doctor.” Another nurse. “He’s in good shape.”

Bracing himself on his arms, he inched halfway up. “I applied only a temporary bandage. I have to stitch him up.”

“No, Nick,” A white-coated man who’d entered the room had come up to the bed. “I’m here to do it. Relax and breathe.”

He deferred, laid back and took a hit of his own air. Then looked up at her. “Oh, hell, you’re young.” He gave her a smile. “And pretty.”

Oh hell was right!
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