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Chapter 1



 

 

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 are fire reels and extinguishers 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!



* * *

 

Nick awoke in an ER cubicle. A nurse at his side fiddled with his IV. He knew her, but her name eluded him. He glanced at her name tag. “Lucy. What, um, what day is it?”

“The day of the fire, Doctor.” 

He frowned. “Why are you calling me that? I’m on a first name basis with the staff.”

“You’re a patient now, Dr. Barrows.”

“How’s Mr. Barry?”

“Alive and well. The surgeon on call finished up the closing. The patient’s recovering well. You did an excellent job under terrible circumstances.”

“I had help.” Now that he was awake, the soreness shot through his whole body. “Why did I sleep so much?”

“Dr. Cassidy, your attending, wanted you on pain killers and medication to sleep.”

“Why pain killers?” 

“Once the shock wore off, you were hurting from smoke inhalation.”

“Did I agree to have the medicine?”

“You were in and out of it. Your physician made the decision—as you would have done.”

“I’m conscious, no pain. Just soreness. No more medication.”

An arched brow. “I’ll ask Dr. Cassidy.”

“I’m ready to be discharged.”

“I’ll ask Dr. Cassidy.”

“Where is he?”

“Making rounds. He’ll be in as soon as possible.”

How often had he told patients that? Hmm, he didn’t like the vagueness of her response. He’d have to do better with his language. 

“I’ll get dressed.”

“Your clothes were full of soot. They’re in the laundry.”

He plucked at his hospital gown. “Get me some scrubs.”

She cocked her head. 

“Please.”

“All right. I’ll see to it.”

He thought about his family. “Did you alert my parents?”

“Yes.” His dad was a heart surgeon, too, and his mom a Congresswoman. He’d listed them as next of kin. They were taking a long-overdue vacation, which was where they were now. “They called later today to see how you were. Wanted to know if they should come back.”

“They’re entitled to go on with their plans. The trip was long in coming.”

“Dr. Barrows Sr. called your sisters.” They lived in New York City. 

“None of them should fly up.”

“You can call them. Your phone is on your tray table.”

“Thanks. Lucy, I’m sorry if I was abrupt.”

“You’re not as bad as some docs.”

“I need a favor.”

She waited.

“The firefighters who rescued me? Could you get me their information? Which station they came from. Their names.”

She chuckled.

“What?”

“The captain who brought you in here?” Another chuckle. “Your first words to her were that she was young…and pretty.”

“I don’t remember saying that.” He gave her a half-smile. “Was she?”

“Yes, to both.”

“Ah. Well, get the information, will you?”

“That shouldn’t be too hard.” She grinned now. “Nick.”

When she left, he laid back in the pillows. And thought about today. He remembered the surgery, the firefighter coming into the operating room. She’d been wearing a face mask, then. She’d wheeled the patient and apparently him to safety, after he passed out. The last thing he remembered was falling to the floor in the corridor.

He didn’t have to wait too long for Patrick Cassidy. 

“So,” Pat said at the hand soap dispenser, “you want to be discharged?”

“Yes.”

“Let me look at the chart.” He picked up the tablet. “Hmm. You slept for hours.”

“Because of you.”

“You would have prescribed the same medication.”

“Probably.” He stood next to Nick. “Close call, huh?”

“Yeah. Thankfully, the city spent money retrofitting the hospital. You weren’t here when that happened years ago. They had no choice when the new laws came out. There was talk of enlarging Cedar instead and closing us down. But Elmwood Hospital had gone through with a retrofitting and their board advised us to keep Memorial open.”

“They were doing the final touches at the time I came on board.”

“Now, let me examine you.” He took Nick’s pulse, checked his heart, his vision. “Be truthful. What’s your pain level?”

“No more than five.”

“I’ll send somebody in with a Spirometer.” A device to measure the movement of air into and out of the lungs. “If you pass three of them, you can go home tonight. And before you object, your earlier tests were abysmal.”

“I get it.” 

“One of my staff will drive you to your condo.”

“I can’t drive?”

“Not today. That snazzy red Mercedes will have to sit idle in the parking lot. Use your best judgement about tomorrow.”

Nick nodded.

“You can come back to work in three days. My guess is you’ll be weak till then.”

“All right.” What would he do for three days? Hmm. Maybe he’d track down the young and pretty firefighter.

 

* * *

 

JJ debriefed her staff when they got back to the firehouse, even though they were off shift.

“So, how do you think it went?” she asked them, knowing this wasn’t all going to be positive. On the way into the fire house, she’d heard Morey say under his breath, She had to be the hotshot, didn’t she?

“I thought we handled the initial fire well. And then the flare up.” Elena Cortez’s voice was confident. “Especially the flare up.” 

Both she and Quinn were twelve-year veterans, outranking JJ. And rumor had it that Quinn was in line for the captaincy, though he hadn’t taken the test. Then again, she hadn’t either until they drafted her.

“Harmon?” she asked the young rookie. “What did you think?”

“You did good, Captain. I couldn’t’ve handled the surgery thing like you did.”

“That’s because you still have a lot to learn.” She smiled. “You’ll know it when the time comes for you to take action.”

“You really stood out, Captain.” Morey’s smirk irritated her. “Then again, that’s your MO.” 

“My MO?”

“You star at everything. Even influencing the brass.”

“All right,” Quinn intervened. “Let’s clear the air. Look, Cap, we know you were fast-tracked and it didn’t feel right to us.” He turned to his colleague. “And Morey, she got all her orders from Redman. You have a beef about her promotion, take it up with Redman. He made the call.”

“I second that,” Elena put in. “She’s here now, so stop bitching, Morey.”

“Said the other girl on the group.”

“Girl? Fuck it, you’re the worst kind of Neanderthal.”

JJ let them talk for a few minutes. “As much as this is hard to hear, I think it’s healthy you’re getting your feelings about me out in the open.” She arched a brow. “Though I suspected as much after my visits here.”

Quinn continued, “Word had it you went over to the hospital when they were having a fire drill and walked through the whole thing with them.”

“Yeah, as part of my training. Another part was studying critical care and large venue blueprints. So, I knew the lay of the place.”

“That was so smart, JJ,” Cortez put in.

“Let’s go on with more things we did right.”

Later in the debriefing she asked for constructive criticism for their actions. 

They’d had a few. 

“Should one of us had stayed back with you?” This from Harmon. “That way, when the wimpy doctor passed out, we would have been there.”

“You mean hunky doctor, don’t you Ronny?” This from Elena.

“Guess so.”

“I probably should have asked for one of you to stay back. We’ll file that away.”

Finally, the painful session had ended. Everyone left, she finished up paperwork and headed out.

When she got home, she found bags packed in the front hallway. She heard noise from the second floor, then Derek came rumbling down the steps. “Hey.”

She glanced at the two suitcases. “Today’s the day, huh?” She wasn’t angry exactly. She’d reconciled this move in her mind, but it still hurt.

“Yeah. I got a line on a sublet.”

Instead of commenting, she just stared at him. He was a handsome guy, with dark hair and striking blue eyes. Too bad he was such a, to use Harmon’s words, a wimp.

As if he read her mind, he ducked his head. “I know this is my fault.”

Because she’d loved this man, she answered, “It is what it is.”

“Thanks. I didn’t ask how your first day was.”

“Don’t do that! Just go.”

Shoulders slumped, he slinked out.

JJ thought she’d feel a sense of relief when he left, but instead, there was a gaping hole in her stomach.


Chapter 2



 

 

Nick was finally released the next day. His breathing hadn’t bounced back quickly enough to discharge him last night. He’d called an Uber and was wheeled to the entrance when it arrived.

When he climbed inside, he said, “I’d like to go to Engine 2, on Bay Street, but stop at the donut shop on Main Street first.”

They detoured to Delicious Donuts and with those in hand, he arrived at the firehouse. He walked up the path to the brick building and pressed the buzzer on a door. The captain pulled it open. “Oh, wow, I didn’t expect you.”

“Hello to you, too.”

“Sorry.” A half-smile. “Hello, Dr. Barrows.” She stepped aside.

He carried big pink boxes into the firehouse. Their doughy scent made him hungry. “Thanks.”

“Come out to the kitchen. We’re going to do chores soon but everybody’s there.”

Jaws dropped when they appeared in the doorway. 

“This is Nick Barrows. The surgeon we rescued.” 

“Hi, all. I came to thank you.” He set the boxes down. “Cookies and pastries are hardly enough, but I had to do something.”

Greetings all around. 

“I’d like to know all your names.”

JJ listed them off. “The one at the end of the table is Lt. Abe Quinn, then Firefighters Mick Morey, Elena Cortez and Ronny Harmon.”

“Nice to meet you.” Abe got up and shook his hand. “The sweets are welcome.” 

Elena cocked her head. “You out of the hospital already?”

“Yeah. I had to stay overnight for some breathing treatments.”

“You drove?” she asked.

“No. I got a ride.”

“Sit and join us,” JJ suggested.

“Sure.”

He took the empty chair and scanned the group. “You did a superb job with SICU. I can’t imagine what training and expertise went into that.”

Morey, still sulky, said, “That’s from years of experience.” He glanced at Harmon. “Well, some of us.”

JJ explained. “Harmon’s our rookie.”

“Ah, like being an intern.”

Ronny’s almost black eyes widened. “That’s so cool.”

They talked while they drank coffee and ate pastries, Nick included, then a while later, Abe stood. “Time for chores guys.”

JJ nodded. “They’re posted in my office.”

When the group disbanded, Nick finally got an opportunity to be alone with JJ. “So,” he said. “I understand the first thing I said, was that you were young.”

“Don’t forget pretty.”

He smiled, brightly. “That fits.” She wore the fire department uniform of white short-sleeved shirt and blue pants. Her hair was drawn back into a tail. Her eyes were crystalline blue and her complexion flawless. She wore no makeup. 

She flushed. “You’re staring.”

“Sorry. How’d you get to be a captain at such a young age?”

“How old are you?”

“Forty.”

“I’m thirty-five. I could ask you how you got to be a famous heart surgeon at such a young age.”

“I’m sorry if that was insulting.”

“I’m teasing.” And flirting, he thought. “You’re right, though. I’m the youngest captain in the fire department.” She waved her hand to encompass the house. “Some people here would question that, too.”

“Why?”

“I was fast tracked from lieutenant to Captain in an initiative to promote more women to the higher ranks.”

“Did you deserve it?”

“I think I did. I’ve excelled in my job for nearly eleven years now.” Her eyes twinkled. “Yesterday was my start date at the house.”

“That was your first call?”

“Uh-huh. Baptism by fire.”

“You passed in flying colors in my book.”

“Thanks. We all did a good job. So, answer my question. You’re young to be so famous.”

“I went to premed for college at George Washington University. Stayed on for residency then a fellowship in surgery. I took two years more for training in heart surgery in California.”

“That’s a lot of education.”

“I worked in LA for a while, then my father, who’s also a heart surgeon, had a heart attack. I guess they call that irony.”

“Did he recover?”

“Yeah. With a bypass.”

“Like you were doing yesterday. How’s Mr. Barry?”

“Recovering well. He’ll go home in a couple of days.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Finish up.”

“After Dad got sick, I decided to move to Crystal Corners permanently and practice at Memorial. Dad’s winding down to retirement.”

“He must be very proud of you.”

“He is.”

“Mom?”

“She’s the Congresswoman for our district. I have two older sisters in New York. One a lawyer, one a pediatrician.”

“Dear, Lord. Your family’s so successful.”

“I’m proud of them.” He watched her. “Your family?”

“My mom died when I was little. Dad and my two brothers are cops. I broke ranks to become a firefighter once I finished college.”

“America’s Bravest and America’s Finest are successes, too.”

“In our own right. They’re great, all of them.”

“Do they live in town?”

“Yep.”

“You’re lucky to have them here. I miss my sisters.”

“Did they boss you around?”

“Uh-huh. Still do.” He picked up his coffee and saw his hand was trembling. An onslaught of fatigue had hit him. 

She eyed him. “You’re tired out. You should be home resting.”

“Right where I’m headed. I am feeling weaker than when I came over.”

“Is your ride waiting?”

He took out his phone and shook his head. “I’ll call another Uber.”

“An Uber?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s not right.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Hmm. Ever want to ride in a fire truck?”

“Um, sure.”

“I’ll call everybody. We’ll zip you home.”

“Everybody?”

“Firefighters travel as a group if we go out in case we get a call. Don’t worry, we do this to pick up lunches or run errands for something we need.”

“Interesting.”

She stood, went into a common room. Talked to somebody. Then came back. “Abe’s getting the others.”

Soon, they were in a big garage that smelled like gasoline and a bit of smoke. JJ had stayed by his side, probably in case he fainted again. “You can ride shotgun. I’ll sit in the back.”

Nick managed to climb into the rig, though she stood right behind him, in case he was too weak to get inside. They drove away, taking it slow. “We’re careful drivers,” Morey told him. We go faster on a call.”

“Glad to hear the streets are safe.” Morey didn’t smile. Nick wondered if he was one giving JJ grief about her promotion.

“Address?” Morey asked, staring through the front window. The sound of a truck moving and bouncing filled the air.

He spoke above it. “Crystal Condos up in East Crystal City.”

Morey whistled. “Nice digs.”

As they drove to his neighborhood, he tried to see what they’d see. Beautifully manicured lawns, trees starting to turn colors. Big lots. 

JJ said, “My friend lives up here. Battalion Chief Brooke Cartwright. I love this area.”

“Lots to love,” Quinn mumbled.

“Number,” Morey queried again.

The high-end condos were separated two in a building. Each was sprawling. Nick was almost embarrassed. “5.”

The truck swerved in front of his home. “Thanks for the lift,” he said to everybody then pushed on the door handle. “And again, for saving my life yesterday.”

The back door had opened, too. JJ got out and stood waiting for him. “Um, step down. I’ll hold your hand.” 

Hers was warm and callused. His was the opposite. 

“I’m seeing you to the door.”

Snickers inside the rig. 

“He’s weak,” she said sharply.

The two of them walked up the path to his courtyard and to the front porch. He unlocked the condo then turned to her. He felt the need to touch her. Reaching out, he squeezed her arm. “I appreciate all this, JJ.”

“You’re very welcome. Thanks for the treats.”

Before he went in, he said, “Come back sometime when you can see the inside.”

Shock suffused her face. “Oh. Well. Yeah, maybe.” She was totally flustered. It was cute. “Goodbye, Doctor.”

“Goodbye, Captain.”

He went into his house, smiling.

 

* * *

 

The Sisters of Fire had gathered in JJ’s home on a street in a corner of the town. Her place was only fifteen hundred square feet but the rooms were oversized. The downstairs was basically one big area. The kitchen, painted a pristine white, sported a dramatic horseshoe countertop. A desk sat at one end, and on the curve a stove, sink, dishwasher. Two stools under the far side took up the rest of the horseshoe. A fridge sat against the wall behind the counter along with a service bar and cupboards. The living room sprawled in front of the kitchen, with slate blue couches and cream-colored chairs.  

“How was your first week at work?” Brooke asked from one of them.

“First, I got a surprise!” She walked out to the small glassed-in porch at the entryway and whispered, “Come on, Blaze. Let’s meet the girls.”

When the dog bounded out, JJ followed her.

Trish asked, “Whose dog is that?”

“Mine.”

“No kidding?” Annie grinned. “I’d love to have one.”

“She’s a rescue, which is unusual for a Dalmatian. I got her as soon as Derek moved out. He didn’t like dogs.”

“You should have what you want.” This from Lynne.

Blaze sniffed everybody and sat at Annie’s feet. Leaning over, she petted him.

“Hey, I heard about the hospital fire,” Trish put in. “The report made the rounds in the department. Not only did you help get the patient and the hot doctor out, but you rescued him again when he crumpled in the hall.”

“He wouldn’t take my air.”

“Wait,” Tess said. “The hot doctor?” 

Annie fiddled with her phone then held it up. “Dr. Nick Barrows. Take a looksee.” She passed the cell to Tess. 

“Dear Lord in heaven.”

Lynne nearly gasped when she saw the picture of him. “Geez, he’s gorgeous.”

Trish took a glance. “Nice.”

But Brooke focused on JJ. “Was he nice, honey?”

“In every way. Which is a surprise for a surgeon.”

“It is.” Lynne put in, curling her feet under her in the chair. “You know the joke: What’s the difference between God and a surgeon? God knows he’s not a surgeon.”

Everybody laughed.

JJ shook her head. “All right. Let’s change the subject.”

“Not yet.” This from Tess again. “Are you okay otherwise?”

Lifting her chin, JJ nodded. She had to be brave. “Derek moved out. We agreed to it, and he left the day after the fire.”

“Where’d he go?” Trish asked.

“Who cares?” Lynne said. “He’s a real tough firefighter, isn’t he? He shames our whole department because he can’t even deal with her promotion.”

Brooke studied her friend. Lynne had been anti-male for weeks now because her relationship with her husband had gone sour. “Something going on, Lynne?”

“This isn’t about me tonight.” She frowned. “I thought we were going skating.”

“I, um, canceled that.” JJ again.

Tess’s brows rose. “Because of me?” 

“Yes, Tess. We decided we weren’t going to do anything unsafe until you have the baby.”

“Like you all did with me.” Annie underscored JJ’s point. “It’s what we do, Tess. We made a list of things we could pick from that didn’t involve the risk of falling.”

“I suppose. But I could watch you do sports.”

“We’ll keep that in mind.” This from peacemaking Brooke.

“It’s time to eat.” JJ rose and took menus from a drawer. “Tess, you pick what kind of food you want. I’ll order it.”

“Hmm. Chinese, I think.”

JJ wrote down their choices and called a restaurant, then sat as the group chatted about work. She studied her friends. Trish was happy these days with Nathan, and with her courses for the paramedic exam. Tess glowed with her three-month pregnancy. But Lynne seemed wired. And Brooke was, of course, still sad.

“What’s up with you, Lynne?” JJ asked.

Her friend sighed. 

“I can tell you’re upset. More than you’ve been lately since you decided to work in Crystal Corners.” Her stubborn husband wasn’t moving with her and they were all but estranged.

“Shocked, is more like it.” She swallowed hard. “I didn’t want to get into this, because it’s so new, but I…I think Ken’s having an affair.”

“What the hell?” Annie, happily married, would hate the idea.

Trish shook her head.

JJ gave a disgusted sound. “Why am I not surprised?”

“Wait, do you know for sure?” Tess always saw the bright side of things.

“I went home after work today and cooked for the kids. Ken was late finishing up a conference call in his office, then went to take a shower. He rarely does that at night. He didn’t eat anything, either. He said he’d get something later.”

“That’s suspicious?” Trish asked.

“Not in itself. But he has this tell. He clears his throat when he’s holding back. After fifteen years, I know what it means.”

Brooke’s face saddened even more. “Did you confront him?”

“No. I have to give this some thought.”

“Then maybe this was innocent.” Tess again.

“Where would he go after you left?” JJ asked.

“Who knows? Some woman’s house? A restaurant, since he didn’t eat.”

“That would change a lot of things, wouldn’t it?” Tess asked. 

“For me it would. If he got involved with somebody else, he’ll just say it’s because I’m moving.”

“Are you hurt?” Brooke asked.

“I am. But in some ways, I feel relieved. And less guilty for moving.”

“Is this the first time you suspected something?” Trish asked the question.

“Um, yeah, why?”

“He could be having an affair because you’re moving. Then again, it could have started before you decided and then it would be because he’s an asshole.”

She shook her head. “I hate not knowing.”

“Hmm.” JJ grinned. “Why don’t we eat as soon as the food’s delivered, then we’ll follow you back to Dannerville. We can drive around town in Brooke’s van and see if we spot his car.”

Lynne giggled. “Like in high school.”

JJ was hyped about this. “Does he have a favorite restaurant?” 

“No. But a new one opened up in Sommerville, the first town over.”

The doorbell rang. “Then some reconnaissance is in order.”

“Only if Lynne wants to.” This from Annie, who’d never think of spying on her husband, Colin.

At eight, Tess drove out with Lynne and the rest went with Brooke. Once they reached Dannerville, they combined into Brooke’s van and headed up and down streets. At the outskirts of town, they were about to give up and try the restaurant, when Lynne gasped. “Fuck, there’s his car.” A black sedan parked in front of a small white house, with a picket fence around it.

“Do you know who lives there?” Brooke asked.

“Yeah, of course, this is Dannerville. Mary Parker. Widowed two years ago. She works at a freakin’ library in town. She doesn’t seem his type.”

“I don’t know,” JJ put in. “She may be what he’s after now.”

“This is all pretty brazen of him to park right out in the open at some other woman’s house in Dannerville.” Trish had a good point.

“You know, it’s more than brazen. I wonder if he wanted me to find out.”

“He must, honey.” Brooke’s tone was quiet. 

They were all silent. The end of Lynne’s marriage seemed imminent and something to be mourned.

 

* * *

 

At the end of his first day back, Nick walked into the Cardio Thoracic meeting room in the surgical wing of the hospital. “Nick.” Larry Nivens greeted him from his place at the head of the table. 

“Larry.” Nick spoke to the other two in attendance. “Where are the rest of us?” 

The two Crystal City hospitals made up a department, as they all practiced at both facilities. 

Larry drummed his fingers on the wood. He was a handsome guy, about 50, with a full head of gray hair and brown eyes. “Cedar’s late.” 

“Traffic coming off 390 onto Rt. 17 is congested because of construction.” The surgical resident, Treat Collins, was the youngest of them. “It took me twice as long to get here from there a few hours ago.”

Irritated, Nivens shook his head. “I hope they remembered. I forgot to send out a notice. Maybe they started partying early.” 

Something Larry himself was known for. Nick had outgrown hitting the clubs and bars long ago.

“No, I doubt it.” The surgical nurse, Tammy Thomas, sat at the very end of the table, far away from the three doctors. “Jason’s kid is sick. I heard him tell Robert. And for the record, I don’t think he’s partied in quite some time. I doubt very much they’re drinking somewhere.”

Larry opened his mouth to say something just as Robert Fitch and Jason Allen entered the room. Jason said, “Sorry we’re late. Construction on Rt. 17.”

“Leave earlier next time.”

Robert’s head snapped up. His piercing gaze stayed on Nivens. But he didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. Robert had a commanding presence.

Jason averted his gaze. He seemed exhausted. 

Nick asked, “Your child’s sick, Jay?”

“Yeah, he has an…”

“I’m calling the meeting to order.”

Irritated himself now, Nick snapped, “Hold on a second. He has what?”

“An ear infection.”

“I hope he gets over it soon.”

“First order of business is our budget.” Larry called up numbers on his tablet, which he synced with theirs. “We have a drop in income because we aren’t doing as many procedures as last year at this time.”

“What can we do about that?” Robert asked, his tone sharp. “We can’t make people have heart disease.” 

“I’ve read the files on all our patients with coronary heart trouble. I want you all to scrutinize yours and see if any of them are in need of intervention.”

“What exactly does that mean?” Jason spoke up now. “We should crack open chests to meet our bottom line?”

The meeting went from bad to worse, and Nick was glad when it ended. He’d reached the door when he heard Larry say, “Nurse Thomas, could you stay back.”

“I’m sorry, doctor, I can’t. I have a consult with a patient’s family to attend.” 

“Be late, Tammy.”

“No, I can’t do that.” She hightailed it out of the room.

Nick didn’t wait to hear Nivens’ reactions. Sometimes, like today, the guy could be a real jerk.

Treat Collins caught up with him. “Before you leave, could you check Mr. Cramer in ER?” Treat was in charge of the patient, but Nick had consulted on his medical care.

After he grabbed his things, he took the stairs to ER. Cramer was stable, so Nick headed to the exit. When he passed the nurse’s station, the woman in charge called out, “Come down to see them?”

“I checked in with Treat about the patient in room four.”

“Not them. The crew who saved you are here. En masse. One of their guys got hurt wielding the Jaws of Life.”

Nick checked his watch. Nearly eight. Must be they were working nights. “Ah. Maybe I’ll stroll by.”

“I thought you might.” Nurses Janet and Lucy were friends, so they’d probably exchanged gossip about him asking Lucy to find information about them. “Room six.”

He strode down to the treatment area. The curtain was half open and he caught sight of JJ in a chair, and a man sitting on the bed. The rookie, Nick remembered but not his name. “Hello, there.”

JJ’s light brown brows arched. “Hi, Nick.”

To the patient, “Sorry you were hurt. How’d you do it?”

He held up his arm. “We were training with the Hurst tools. The one I had slipped. I need stitches.”

“Ronny’s learning on the job.”

The guy flushed. “They had to take all of us out of service.” He scowled. “And they’re sending in a sub for me.”

“I could tell you about some accidents the interns I trained had with unfamiliar equipment.”

Ronny perked up. “Yeah?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How you feeling, Doctor?” he asked

“Today was my first day back. I’m all better.”

JJ smiled, one which lit her face and accented her lips. “That’s great news.”

Just then, the three others on her group walked into the room, and greeted Nick. The scent of their famous hot sandwiches filled the space.

“We brought you food from the cafeteria, too, kid.” This from Abe, the lieutenant. 

“Your turn to go get something, JJ,” the female firefighter told her.

“I’ll walk you down to the cafeteria, if that’s all right with you.” He transferred his gaze to the rookie. “I hope you feel better soon, Ronny.” 

“Thanks.”

“Nice to see the rest of you again.”

He followed JJ out. “I’m just getting something from the vending machine for now.”

Standing next to her, she seemed taller than he remembered and Nick was over six feet. 

She added, “Thanks for telling Harmon about your interns. He’s starred in everything in high school, so mistakes are hard for him.”

“Glad I could help.” 

She looked over at him. “So, Dr. Barrows, were you visiting an ER patient?”

“Yes. I was leaving when the charge nurse stopped me and said the crew that saved me was in the hospital. I decided to stop and say hi.”

She smiled generously. “Hi.”

He was feeling a bit embarrassed, which absolutely never happened to him. “Hi.”

“I’m glad to see you.”

“Are you? You didn’t take me up on my offer to come see the inside of my house. Have you been working all this time?” 

“We had a few days off.”

So that was a no. He decided to change the subject. “What’s a firefighter’s schedule like?”

They reached the machines and stopped. She answered while she perused the content. “We work for four days. Then we have three days off. On the fourth, we go in at six for night duty. That lasts three nights. Then we’re off again.”

“Ah.”

She slid her hand in her pocket, retrieved a bill and inserted it. Out came a candy bar.

“I hope that isn’t your supper.”

“Supper’s cold at the firehouse. We were baking cheesy lasagna while we trained. We had to turn it off and come here.”

“Does that happen a lot?”

“We get calls all the time when we’re ready to eat. Hazard of the job.”

They started to head back; when they reached room six, he said, “JJ?”

“Yes?”

“It was great to see you.”

“The same here.”

“Hope your night is safe.”

“Yeah, me too.”

He walked away, wondering why he’d sought her out, why he’d made a point of asking why she hadn’t contacted him. Shaking his head, he left the hospital.


Chapter 3



 

 

JJ entered her house, which was all too quiet at seven a.m. She had a sudden flash of Derek, grabbing onto her and carrying her up the steps when she came home from a nightshift and making sweet love to her. There were some good times. Remembering that left her lonely. 

Then her dog barked from the porch. She went to the small enclosed space in the back and sat on the doorstep. “Hey, Blaze.” JJ buried her face in her white and black fur. “It’s great to come home to you.” Blaze licked her cheeks.

She’d stayed at the station to finish some emails but she wasn’t tired. The group had a quiet night after Ronny had been released. Their reheated dinner turned out to be delicious and they even got some sleep. Maybe she’d go for a run. She let Blaze out into the fenced-in backyard and was on her way to change her clothes, when the front bell rang. On the stoop she found her brother, Jimmy, closest in age to her. Usually, he just walked in but the door must have locked behind her. “Hey, buddy.” She hugged him.

“Huh. That’s new. You’re usually not so demonstrative.”

When he stepped inside, he glanced around. “The creep gone?”

“Yep. Last week.”

“Good riddance.”

“He’s not a bad guy.”

“Then a weak one.” He smiled. All three Jensen children had dark hair and blue eyes, like their father. “Where’s this dog you got?”

“I let her outside. She’s doing her business. She’ll come in soon.” JJ pointed to a bag. “Donuts?”

“Apple fritters. Your favorite.”

“Yum.” He followed her to the back of the house. “Man, I love your kitchen. I think that every time I come over.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool.”

They took stools at the end of the horseshoe counter.

“Do you work today?” she asked.

“Late shift.”

She talked while she made coffee. “How’s the CCPD these days?”

“Quiet. After all that stuff with Rick Franklin last spring, it’s welcome.” 

The police department had been thrown by the actions and death of one of their officers who went after JJ’s friend Trish and her new boyfriend, now husband. Franklin had been killed but not before he shot Trish’s brother, Carl. 

“I’ll bet you’re all glad that’s over. The fire department is too.” The coffee done, she poured them mugsful and sat next to her brother. She opened the bag and took out a big, glazed fritter and bit into it. The sweet frosting combined with the tart fruit was scrumptious. “Tell me about Lindsey.” His wife.

“She’s okay. Got a promotion at the bank.” He looked past her out the sliding doors to the left. 

“Jimmy?”

He sighed. “She wants to adopt.” 

Her brother and his wife were devastated when fertility tests showed the chances of them conceiving were slim. After three rounds of IVF, they gave up.

JJ watched him. His blue eyes shadowed. Though he saw untold tragedy on the job, he’d always been the sunny one in the family. “How do you feel about that?”

He shrugged. “I’m not there yet. We keep talking.”

“That’s what you should be doing.”

“How’s the new job? We haven’t seen you since the day after the hospital fire.” They’d had a big family dinner to celebrate her save. Cops and firefighters were on the same page about that.

“It’s going. A couple of people are clearly on my side.” Elena, Ronny and the paramedics who they often worked with. Morey was still being a bastard. The jury was still out on Quinn, who she’d come to like for his thoughtful, deliberate way. She explained some about their tours together. 

“I hope it gets easier.”

“Yeah.” She noticed he was dressed in jock clothes. “Hey, you wanna take a run?”

“Love to. Then I’ll come back and have my apple fritter.”

“They’re not both for me?”

He stood and ruffled her hair. “Not on your life. Go get changed. I’ll let your doggy in and say hello to her.”

“We can take her. Harness and leash are in the drawer at the end of the counter.”

Charging up the stairs, JJ didn’t feel lonely anymore.

 

* * *

 

Nick had finished dressing for his second day back to work when his front bell rang. He drew open the door and found his mother and father on the stoop. “You’re back!” 

“After a week of bliss.” His father drawled the words, his hand at his mother’s back.

They came inside. Nick Sr. was tanned and his green eyes stood out in his face. His mother, Millicent Madison, had also gotten sun. At sixty-two and three, they were both trim and fit.

His mom held on extra tight, then pulled away. “You seem well. We almost flew back, you know.”

“And aren’t you glad you didn’t?” The two of them hadn’t taken a vacation in a year.

“In some ways. Now,” his mom said, removing her light coat. “I want to hear all about it.”

“The fire?”

“Of course. You said so little on the phone.”

“Coffee? I have some time.”

“No, let’s sit. We had too much caffeine getting back here.”

Off the foyer was an over-size living area with skylights and a wall of windows. They sat on one of the gray leather couches and he took a chair. “What do you want to know?”

“Were you scared?” his father asked.

“I had my hands in some guy’s chest, Dad. No time to be scared.” He told them about finishing up on his own, then moving the patient with the firefighter.

“The guy must be brave.” His mother took out her phone. “Give me his name and I’ll write him a note.”

Thinking of JJ, he smiled. “He was a she. JJ Jensen. Captain at a firehouse, Engine 2.”

“Well, good for her. And sexist of me. She got you and the patient to safety? In time.”

“Yes. Except I passed out in the hallway. I refused her air.” 

His father frowned. “Doctors know better than to do something like that.”

“I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“I imagine so, son.”

“Did you get to talk to this JJ?” His mom again.

“I did.” He chuckled. “It was her very first night of a captaincy.”

“Did she know what to do?”

“She did. I went over to the firehouse to thank them all with treats once I was released.”

“You say that with…fondness.”

“I’m grateful for their work. And I liked her. She’s tough as nails, but kind and witty, too.”

“Hmm.”

His parents stayed until he had to leave for work. He walked them out, jumped into his car and headed to Memorial. Once again, he thought about JJ. And admitted he’d like to see her again.

 

* * *

 

Lynne waited for several days to confront Ken. She needed to think about what outcome she wanted. On one of her days off, and after the kids left for school, she sat at the table with him and blurted out her suspicions. “Mary Parker, Ken? Really?”

His brows skyrocketed. He was still handsome at forty-three with his full head of blond hair and hazel eyes. 

“Five days ago, you were parked in front of her house, when I went to the Sisters of Fire meeting.”

“Were you checking up on me?”

“Yes, and I’m glad I was. Are you sleeping with her?”

“Well, I certainly haven’t gotten lucky around here in the last months.” 

The childish phrase was ridiculous. “Answer my question.”

“I am. At least I’m getting some sex.”

Sadness shot through her. She’d never once cheated on him. She stood. “I’m going to Brooke’s overnight. The kids have a sleepover with friends right after school.”

“That’s it? You’re leaving.”

“I am. I’ll let you know if it’s forever.”

He scraped back the chair and bolted up. “It is for forever, Lynne. You’re moving to Crystal City.”

“And I asked you to come again! You screwed me over last time we were supposed to move, and now it’s my turn.”

“This is my home.”

“I know, which is why we stayed in town for fifteen years.”

“It’s yours, too.”

“You know very well I’ve wanted to move. I want something different. A different way of life. I’m bored here, Ken. You are too, or you wouldn’t have started an affair.”

He cleared his throat again. 

“How long has it been going on?”

“A while. You were too self-absorbed to notice.”

“Then my bad. But you know what, she’s welcome to you. Maybe she can give you what you need.”

“You could. If you’d rethink this rash decision.”

“It’s a change in the course of my life, Ken.” She shook her head in disgust. “In any case, you ruined any chance of our marriage working with your infidelity.”

“Fine, go.”

She grabbed her backpack from the closet. It contained her wallet and phone, which were all she needed. Brooke and she wore the same size clothing and she didn’t want to stay here a minute longer.

When she was on the road, she called Brooke, then once in town, she decided to stop into Bellwether Books on Maine Street and get her friend a present. Brooke liked an author who’d released a new book. She and Lynne used e-readers, but sometimes they wanted the feel and smell of a real book.

Inside, she went down the non-fiction aisle and stopped in the lifestyle section. She scanned the contents. Divorce After Forty caught her eye. Kismet? She snatched it up and, upset all over again, turned fast and bumped right into someone coming from the other end.

“Excuse me. I wasn’t watching where I was walking.”

The man smiled, a devastating one that claimed his whole face. “No harm, no foul.”

Clutching her own book to her chest, she glanced at the one he carried. Hmm. Then she looked up at his face again. “I recognize you, Dr. Barrows.”

Beautifully sculpted brows arched. “Were you a patient in one of the hospitals?”

She nodded to the book. “No. I’m close friends with JJ—Julie Jensen. My name’s Lynne Lucas.”

He actually reddened. It was cute. “I, um, I’m grateful to her for staying behind and helping me. Saving me.” He held up Firefighting. “I wanted to know how they spent their days.”

“Uh-huh.” She didn’t conceal her smirk. 

“How do you know what I look like?”

“JJ and I get together with a group of friends from our training days. After the hospital fire, one of us found a picture of you on our phone.”

“Ah. So, you’re a firefighter, too.”

“I am. JJ’s a great person. A stellar firefighter.” And what the hell? She may be lousy at love herself, but her friend didn’t have to be. “She’s also single again.”

He frowned. “Again?”

“Yeah, her wimpy boyfriend couldn’t handle her promotion to a higher rank than him.”

“Then he doesn’t deserve her.” He waited. “Would you give me her phone number?”

“No, not without her permission.” She took out her own cell. “But give me yours and I’ll put in the firehouse number where she works. It’s public knowledge. And our shifts are online so you can find out when she’s on tour.”

“A compromise I like.” When they traded numbers, he asked, “Why are you doing this, Lynne?”

“Because she deserves someone better than that asshole. Nice to meet you, Doctor.”

“It’s Nick.”

“Nick.” Lynne walked away smiling. JJ should have a fling, and this guy fit the bill. Who knew, maybe Lynne would have a fling of her own.

 

* * *

 

On her second day off, JJ was getting ready to spend some time with Annie and had dressed in jeans and blue T-shirt. She grabbed a hoodie out of the hall closet and slipped it on just as the front bell rang. She peeked out one of the windows in the door. A man wearing a black suit stood on her stoop. Behind him parked a black SUV. She opened the door to the locked screen. “May I help you?”

“Yes, I’m Congresswoman Madison’s driver. She’d like a word with you if you’re free.”

Nick’s mother. What was she doing here?

“Of course, I’ll make time.” She waited while a woman in a killer blue suit and heels exited the car and made her way to the porch. JJ opened the screen. “Hello, Congresswoman Madison.”

“Hello, Captain Jensen. I won’t stay long and hope this isn’t an intrusion. But I’ve got a flight to Washington at noon and I wanted to meet you before I left town.”

JJ stepped back. “Come inside.”

Up close, the woman seemed even more sophisticated. Her graying hair was immaculately styled and her makeup was perfect. JJ glanced down at her own jeans and tee. Oh, well, this was her. 

JJ gestured to the room. “Let’s sit.” They took seats in the living area. “What can I do for you?”

“You’ve already done a great deal for me. I understand you saved my son’s life. Nicky means the world to us, and we owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“I appreciate the thanks. But I was just doing my job. And the whole team was in on the rescue.”

“Yes, but you saved him.” She opened a leather purse like the ones Brooke owned. “I have something for you.”

“We can’t accept anything for doing our job.”

“I’m cognizant of that.” She took out a square turquoise box with Tiffany’s discreetly embossed on the cover. “I hope you’ll accept this.”

JJ opened the top. Inside nestled a silver chain and a medal on the end. When she picked it up, she recognized St. Florian, the patron saint of firefighters. “This is beautiful. So finely carved. Congresswoman Madison, I—”

Reaching out she squeezed JJ’s arm. “I made discreet inquires up the chain of command, and you’re allowed to keep this.”

Had she called Chief Redman? Holy cow.

“Thank you. I will, then. And I’ll wear it under my work clothes.”

“To keep you safe.  One more thing, before I leave. If I can ever help you in any way, as your Congresswoman and friend, will you promise to let me know?”

“I can do that.” JJ smiled.

“I’ll be leaving then.” They walked to the door and the woman stopped. “I hope to see you again, sometime, JJ. And since I call you by your first name, I’m Millicent.”

“Thank you again, Millicent.”

“Goodbye, dear.”

JJ closed the door and went back in the living room. She put the chain around her neck and left the medal out. She couldn’t wait to show Annie.

Driving to her friend’s place, she tried to understand the pleasure she felt inside. She’d had saves and grateful family members before. 

Annie opened the side door before she knocked. “Hi, there, girlfriend. Baby’s asleep.”

“Great, we can talk.” 

Even before she stepped inside, Annie asked, “What’s that around your neck? You don’t wear jewelry.”

“Let me in and I’ll tell you.”

Annie’s home always felt warm and comfortable. Happy people lived here and the contentment permeated the air.  

Seated on the couch, Annie said, “So, dish.”

“Remember the hospital fire?”

“Of course.”

“Remember Nick Barrows?”

“Boy, do I.”

“His mother came to see me today. To give me this.” JJ leaned over so Annie could see the medal. 

“St. Florian. It’s a beautiful piece.”

“Yeah.”

“And obviously expensive."

“It’s from Tiffany’s. Apparently, Millicent Madison inquired if she could give this to me.”

“To who?”

“I’d guess the chief. He said yes.”

“Don’t let your colleagues know. It’ll be one more thing to hold against you.”

All the joy JJ felt drained from her. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

“Honey, that doesn’t diminish how wonderful this gift is. What did she say to you?”

JJ recounted her talk with the congresswoman. 

“I’m happy for you. Now, what are you going to do about her son?”

“Do about him?”

“Haven’t you talked to Lynne?”

“No, I forgot to check my personal messages.”

“She stopped by to see me. She ran into the good doctor at the Bellwether Books.”

“So?”

“He was buying a book.”

“Which you usually do in book stores.”

“It was on firefighting. When Lynne asked him about it, he said he wanted to know what you did day-to-day.”

“Why?”

“Now you’re being obtuse. Why do you think?”

“He’s grateful to me, too?”

“JJ, he’s interested in you.”

“As in male/female interest?”

“Yes, JJ.”

“No, he can’t be. He’s a rich and famous doctor. I’m a firefighter.”

Annie scowled. “Do you think we’re inferior to rich people?”

“Not at all. But our worlds are totally different. What would we talk about?”

“Just that. Opposites attract. You’d have a lot to share on both sides.”

“What could he possibly see in me? You should have seen his mother. She was meticulous. She wears makeup, for God’s sake, and I’ve never even owned any.”

“If that’s all that’s stopping you, I’ll lend you some.”

“No, it’s not the war paint. I’d feel too out of place with him.”

“Hmm, maybe. But who says it has to get serious? Derek only left a few weeks ago, so you aren’t hoping for a June wedding. Have a fling.”

“A fling. Hmm.”

“You’ve had them before. Remember the pilot you went out with?”

“Yeah. Logan. He was great in bed.”

“Bet the hotshot doctor is, too.”

“Maybe. Now, how are you.”

“I’m happy. Things are going well here. Izzy DiMarco takes on more and more every time she comes to babysit. She’s so mature. I get out, I have my little girl, and Colin. Everything for us is fine.”

“I’m so glad, Annie.”

“Hey, if you didn’t talk with Lynne, you don’t know she confronted Ken about Mary Parker.”

“Did he admit it?”

“He confessed he was seeing her. Had been for a while. He told her it was her fault because she wasn’t giving him sex.”

“She mentioned that. What a shit he is, anyway, to cheat on her.”

“Yeah. I agree.”

Babbling came from down the hall. “Bridget’s up. It’s new that she doesn’t cry after a nap.”

“Perfect timing. Bring her to me. Holding a little one is what I need right now.”

“You’re on.”

 

* * *

 

Nick picked up the phone before he could change his mind. His mother had told him about her visit to JJ. In essence, it was harmless but he wanted to explain he wasn’t in on the gift. And, all right, he’d been anxious to call her. So, as Lynne Lucas had advised, he phoned the firehouse. 

“Captain Jensen speaking. How can I help you?”

“Hi, JJ. It’s Nick Barrows.”

She said, “Wait a sec.” Then, “I closed my office door. Hello, Nicky.”

“Um, yeah. My mother calls me that. I called to explain I had no idea what she was planning.”

“Nothing to worry about. It was a lovely gesture. And she’s great. But I was surprised she had a driver.”

“He’s actually her protection. She uses a firm when she needs to. I’m afraid she’s pushing through a controversial bill in the house and some Crystal City constituents don’t support it.”

“Is she in danger?”

“I hope not. She says this kind of thing happens to congresspeople.”

“What’s the bill?”

“Simply put, it calls for the elimination of synthetic nitrogen now in commercial fertilizer. Instead, the law will require the use of clean nitrogen that’s obtained by genetically manipulating the bacteria, yeasts and fungus already present in the soil.”

“That’s a big deal.”

“I can walk you through all that if you want.”

“No, I got it. I majored in science, with a minor in fire science. Anyway, I’ve seen calls for environmentally friendly fertilizer on Facebook. It affects water, and greenhouse gas emissions, right?”

“Wow, I’m impressed.” He cleared his throat. “I guess I can’t use explaining that as an excuse to take you to dinner.” 

She chuckled.

“Would you like to have dinner with me?” he asked.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Lunch?”

She laughed. It was a pretty one. 

“How about breakfast. On your next day off?”

A long hesitation. “Why do you want to see me, Nick?”

“I’d like to get to know you better.”

She hesitated again. He wouldn’t push. No meant no in every situation.

“All right. I’ll meet you at the Crystal City Diner tomorrow if you’re free. I’m on night duty.”

“Let me check.” He called up his schedule on his phone. “Yes, tomorrow works. What time?” He hoped he didn’t sound too eager.

“Nine. And, Nick, thanks for calling and asking.”

“My pleasure, Captain.”


Chapter 4



 

 

JJ didn’t consult Annie or Brooke or anybody for advice on what she would wear to breakfast the next day. Instead, she dressed in plain khaki pants and a navy striped long-sleeved shirt, both of which she got from her go-to online Land’s End. Beneath the clothes, she wore his mother’s medal. She grabbed a navy sweater to put over it. Once she was ready, she checked the mirror. Man, she hoped she wasn’t making a mistake. 

She drove to the diner, parked and noticed a red Mercedes in the lot. The expensive car almost made her turn around. But she didn’t. She was who she was and he was who he was. Best to confront that head-on. At the entrance, she pulled open the door and spotted him in a corner of the room. He was staring down at his phone. He wore a navy blazer with a light blue shirt under it. He was devilishly handsome, even more up close when she walked over to him. 

He raised his head. “Hey.” He got up and drew back her chair. JJ couldn’t remember the last time Derek did anything like that. The only man who’d ever shown that courtesy to her was David Ashford, Tess’s husband.

“Thanks.”

He dropped back down. “I ordered a pot of coffee and two mugs. Unless you want something else.”

“No, I’m a coffee person.” She let him pour her some and watched the steam curl off the cup, then she took a sip. “This is delicious.”

He held her gaze. “I’m glad you came.”

“I am, too.”

“Hungry or can we talk a bit?”

“Talk. You first.”

“I met your friend Lynne at the bookstore. And yes, I was buying a firefighter book to find out what you did.”

“That’s sweet.”

“She mentioned the women you trained with. Tell me about them.”

“We call ourselves the Sisters of Fire. We’ve been close for nearly eleven years now. They’re my best buds.”

“What do you do together?”

“Sometimes we have a meal at each other’s houses. Sometimes we go out to dinner, or out to do something…physical. Like ice skating or skiing. Once we went to Ax Throwing on the west side of town.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

Of course he hadn’t. They ran in different circles. She explained the activity and he laughed, genuinely. 

“Sounds like fun. What other sports do you do?”

“I bowl at Crystal Lanes sometimes with my father and brothers in a police league for retired and active cops and their families. But only when they need a sub and I’m not on shift. The league starts this week so I’m joining them Sunday.” Bowling was a working-class thing and she wouldn’t hide it.

“That sounds like a good time.”

“What do you do for fun?”

“In the warm weather I play golf with Mom and Dad. Racquetball in the winter with one of the doctors on staff. I like outside sports but don’t get to do them often enough in the cold weather.”

“We have a racquet ball court at the academy. I play, too. Are you good?”

“I am. You must star at it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because you’re so fit. You caught me when I passed out and hiked me up on the gurney.”

“Yeah, and you’re no lightweight. You’re fit, too, though.”

“You noticed?”

A sly smile. “I guess I did.” 

The waitress approached to take their orders. “You first, JJ.”

“I’ll have the cheese and artichoke omelet, home fries, whole grain toast and fruit.”

“I’ll have the same.”

“I eat a lot,” she explained when the woman left. “But well.”

“Do you ever splurge?”

“Uh-huh. Sometimes, all of us order hamburgers, French Fries and milkshakes.”

“At the firehouse?”

“Not there. It’s kind of a written rule that our meals are healthy. We need to be fueled, I guess, to go on calls.”

His brow furrowed. “Did I make a mistake bringing sweets?”

She shook her head. “We indulge in those some mornings, after a healthy breakfast.”

“You sound well-balanced in your outlook on food. As a doctor, I hate seeing people—both men and women—starving themselves to stay thin. It’s unhealthy.”

“I fully agree.” She studied him. His face was classically sculpted and his features perfectly set. “What else does Nick do for fun?” 

“I spend a lot of time with my parents and even attend some of my mother’s parties. I see my sisters, when they’re in town, which is frequent. I’ve gone to New York to visit them, too. One of them plays racquetball, the other tennis. I used to have close friends from college and med school, but when we finished school, we drifted apart.”

Food arrived, and they ate with intermittent conversation. When the plates were cleared, a couple approached them. Tess and David. Tess said, “Hi, JJ.”

David bent down and kissed her cheek. “Hey, there.”

“Hi, guys.” She gestured to Nick. “This is Nick Barrows. Nick, my friends Tess and David Ashford.”

Nick stood. She introduced them as a couple before she realized that news wasn’t public. “Nice to meet you, Tess.” He extended his hand. “David, how are you?”

David smiled generously. “I’m well. You?”

“More than.”

“I got your card when Hope died. Thanks for the note.”

“How do you know each other?” JJ asked.

David said, “I had some dealings with his mother, Congresswoman Madison, about the arson cases in our district. Then, I spent a lot of time at the hospital that last year with Hope. Once, I bumped into Nick when I was headed to the cafeteria and introduced myself. He asked why I was there so much. We sat and talked. After that, we often met up and had some helpful conversations.” 

“What a generous thing to do, Nick.” This from Tess.

David said, “You were a good friend to me.”

“I’m glad I could be there for you.”

“My wife and JJ are friends, too.”

He transferred his gaze to Tess. “Are you a Sister of Fire?”

“I am. I work at the academy on the arson squad.”

“With David?”

“Yes. Now we’ll let you get back to your date.”

JJ gave Tess a sideways glance.

When they left, he said, “I like that man, very much.”

“Everyone does. He’s a doll.” She waited. “Are you wondering why they married so soon?”

“No. Hope was sick a long time. David talked about Tess as a close friend. Those things often change into more. I think it’s great.”

“Good. I feel that way.” 

“More coffee?” He held up the pot.

“Do you have time?”

He checked his cell. “I have to leave in thirty minutes.”

He smiled, a very male one. “So, Captain JJ Jensen. Is this a date, like Tess said?”

She liked him. The conversation had been easy. And in truth, today made her want to see him again. “Do you want it to be a date, Dr. Barrows?”

“I do. Very much so.”

“Then it is.”

“That means we should have another one.”

“I guess it does.”

“I’ll text you my schedule for the upcoming week. I haven’t downloaded it into my phone yet.”

“I know mine. I’m on two more nights, then I have three days off. On the fourth, I go back to days.”

“Hmm. Will you give me your phone number?”

She took out her cell, and he got his from his blazer pocket. They exchanged personal numbers.

And that, JJ guessed, was that. They were pursuing whatever this was. It was probably just a fling, like Annie suggested.

 

* * *

 

As soon as Nick arrived at his hospital office, he checked his calendar, then put the week’s schedule in his phone. He texted JJ right away.

I had a great time this morning. Nights are free for me, unless there’s an emergency and I get called in. How about Friday?

Friday will work. Where shall I meet you?

Lakeview Restaurant? At 7.

I’ll see you then. I had a great time this morning, too.

Nick sat back in his chair, delighted by the interaction with JJ. His racquetball partner, Pete Edwards, peeked his head in the door. “Did you hear?”

From behind his desk, he motioned his friend inside. “Hear what?”

“There’s rumors that Nurse Tammy accused Nivens of sexual harassment.”

Nick frowned. “Larry can be a boor sometimes, but this?”

“It’s usually not a physical thing,” Pete told him, sitting down in a chair. “It’s more male dominance. He could have twenty women at his beck and call and it wouldn’t make any difference. I always thought men who harass women were weak as hell.”

“Spoken like a true psychiatrist.”

“Ha!”

“Should we do anything?”

“We should stay out of it. These things get messy.” 

Nick supposed they did. And in truth, Nick wasn’t sure Nivens was above this. “I agree.”

Pete stood. “You seem happy this morning.”

“I had breakfast with someone. Someone I like.”

“Wow. That’s great, Nick. You deserve a woman in your life.”

“Like Jill? You’re one of the lucky ones.”

“I know. Maybe you will be, too.”

“See you tomorrow at the courts?”

“Yep. Noon.”

His friend headed out and Nick called up a file for his first appointment today. A half-hour later, his receptionist buzzed him. “Your 12 o’clock is here, Dr. Barrows.”

“Thank you. Send her in.”

A slim woman with long black hair and a tentative manner entered the office. He stood and asked her to sit, then took the chair next to her. “Hello, Ms. Moretti. How can I help you?”

“I’ve been having heart palpitations.”

“For how long?”

“A month.” He kept himself from reacting. She should have come in earlier because they’d have made room in the schedule if she’d told his assistant that.

He asked her a series of questions. Then he buzzed into the intercom on the phone. “Rita, would you show Ms. Moretti to exam room one.” 

“Of course, Doctor.”

Before he left, Nick glanced at the file’s questionnaire, filled out online. Heart disease was on the rise in women, mostly because they don’t expect to have it. 

Then, grabbing his lab coat, he headed out to examine her.

 

* * *

 

JJ arrived at the station house early to get ready for her first training. In a storage area off the locker room, she found a wrench and the thermal camera assigned to them. She waited for her team to arrive.

“Want to eat first, or train?” she asked them.

“We always eat first because we might get a call.” The remark from Morey was not made kindly. Today she noticed how broad shouldered he was, with a full head of dark hair and dark eyes. He’d be attractive, if he wasn’t snarling all the time. “You should know that.” 

“Houses are different.” She arched a brow. “The Rescue Squad trains at all different hours, even in the middle of the night.” She made sure he got the message about her experience on the elite squad. “But sure, whose turn to cook?”

“Mine. We’re having barbequed chicken. I’ll turn on the grill. Cortez and I bought the salads and so there’s not much fuss.”

“A delicious and healthy meal. Thank you.” 

In a half-hour, the food was out on the counter. The pungent scent of the sauce made everybody hungrier, and they helped themselves to generous portions. The rest of the group took over from the cooks. All totaled, they finished eating and doing cleanup in an hour.  

She asked them to go into the common room and not come out until she was ready. “I need a few minutes to set up.” 

First, she heated up the wrench on the still-hot grill outside, then wrapped it in fireproof material, brought the thing inside then hid the tool. In the common room, she held up the thermal imaging camera. “You go first, Morey,” she said with a pointed look at the veteran firefighter. “I hid a hot wrench, somewhere in the fire house. Find it with the camera and bring it back. Don’t forget to rewrap the hot pads around it.”

“Why the hell are we doing this?” His voice was so critical, she was about to chide him when Quinn intervened.

“It’s called a Hot Wrench Exercise,” the lieutenant said. “We use the camera sometimes. This is practice for doing a search for heat temperatures which indicate people.”

JJ held up the training manual and read from it.

“Officially, crews learn about search and rescue, grid formations, and the individual and collective challenges associated with various locations and crew assignments.” 

He snorted. “Piece of cake.” He headed out. 

Quinn turned to the rookie. “This isn’t easy, Ronny.”

“How come?”

“Because heat signatures can be blocked by mud or other debris. I imagine Captain Jensen took that into consideration.”

“I did, Abe. And thanks for the support.”

Morey searched for the wrench a long, long time. When he finally came back, he was fuming. 

“It was in the fucking bunkroom under a loose board, covered with mud.”

Elena raised a brow. “I guess we need this training.”

The rest of them completed the drill and varied in their attempts. In fairness, she told Quinn to hide it one last time, and did the exercise, too.

At the end, Harmon asked, “So how do we do better, Cap?”

“Excellent question. Anybody know?”

No offers.

“Get your tablets over there on the sideboard. Look it up. You’ll remember information better than being lectured about it. You can’t read it to me. You have to tell us in your own words.” She grinned. “And I got a prize for who gets it first.”

Morey didn’t mumble a criticism. Instead, he got a tablet and stormed out of the room.

Fuck him, JJ thought. I’m not falling victim to his shit.

 

* * *

 

Nick sat at the Lakeview Restaurant, filled with anticipation. Though they lived different lives, JJ intrigued him. Attracted him. He’d wanted to kiss her unpainted lips at breakfast a few days ago and had to struggle not to take her mouth.

This was so not like him. He’d been married during his residency but it ended after three years. And since then, he’d been attracted to every woman he dated, but none of them had turned serious. Instead, he had a friends-with-benefits relationship with a lovely woman named Andrea. They saw each other when neither was involved with other people. Was he ready now to get serious?

He admonished himself. He was getting way ahead of the situation. So, he blanked his mind of the future and was determined to enjoy tonight. 

She walked in not long after. He stood as she came toward him, the sconces on the wall providing enough light to study her. She wore a knee length black dress with sleeves that ended below her elbows. It was tucked at the waist. Her outfit was plain, but suited her. Psychologically and physically. She had great curves. When she reached him, he took her hand and squeezed it. “Hello,” he said, his voice gravelly.

“Hello, Nick.” He drew out her chair and she sat. When he did too, she gave him a once over. “You look great.” He’d picked a lightweight wool gray suit, with a light gray shirt, open at the throat. 

“So do you. I noticed on the way in.”

“One of the few dresses I own. I have some fancy stuff to wear with the girls when necessary, and then ones like this.”

“You’re beautiful without artifices.” He stared over at her. No makeup, still, but her hair was down around her shoulders, thick and wavy. 

A chain peeked out of the split material at her neck. “My mother’s gift.”

She nodded and took it out.

“Lean forward.”

Her scent was clean, like lotion, not some fancy perfume. This close, he could see the black rim around the iris of her eyes. He grasped the medal, which was delicately sculpted and made of pure silver. 

“St. Florian is the patron of firefighters.”

“Mom’s big on symbolism.”

“As I said, it was a sweet gesture.”

The waiter appeared at their table. “Would you like a cocktail before dinner?”

He angled his head to her.

“Sure, I’ll have a bourbon on the rocks.”

Nick ordered a scotch. 

She glanced around. “Nice place. I like the dim lighting and fancy black table clothes. Annie told me about the choice of napkins, which is pretty cool.” Black and white ones had been set out, and the waiter had discreetly taken away the latter depending on the color of the dress she wore.

They talked over drinks.

They laughed, heartily, together. 

When the meal arrived, Nick was barely aware of the rare filet and vegetables he ate. She commented on how her sirloin tasted and that she liked the al dente vegetable. 

“So,” he said, feeling a bit sheepish. “I took the liberty of ordering a chocolate lava cake with ice cream for dessert. You have to preorder if you want that specific one. But feel free to pick something else.”

“Why would I?”

“Because my guess is you like an equal say in everything.”

“Mostly. But that cake sounds wonderful.” When it arrived, they dug into the semi-sweet mound of chocolate and the ice-cold vanilla scoops. She closed her eyes. “Oh, my God. This is orgasmic.”

His fork stopped halfway to his mouth. Then a raised brow. “Feel free.”

She laughed softly. Finally, she said, “Maybe later.”

“I’ll call for the check.”

“Whoa, mister. Let’s take this slow.”

“A guy can always hope. But sure, slow and steady.” 

They finished dessert, and he asked, “It’s early. Do you like to dance?” At least he’d get to hold her. 

“Doesn’t everybody?”

He scanned the restaurant and lifted his hand. “We’ll have the check.”

“I’m paying half.”

He knew his expression was horrified. “Um, no. I asked you out. I pay. When you issue the invitation, you pay.”

“I guess that’s fair.”

“In truth, it rankles some.”

“Why?”

“I must have a few chauvinist genes.”

“That’s okay. We’ll deal with them.” She cocked her head and said, “Thanks for a delicious meal.”

Once again, Nick had to restrain from kissing her across the table.

Just as they stood, Nick’s phone buzzed. “Nick Barrows.”

“Nick this is Treat Collins. We have a situation here that needs your expertise.”

“Nivens is on call.”

“We tried him for a half-hour. He never picked up.”

“I’ll be there in…twenty minutes.” 

When he clicked off, his mouth thinned. “Damn it.”

“A work thing?”

“I’m not on call, but the doctor who is isn’t picking up.”

“That’s a big no-no, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” Furious, he grasped her hand. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I’d like to.”

When they reached her SUV, he turned to her. Cupped her cheek and lowered his head. Her lips tasted like chocolate—deep, rich and dangerous. Hmm. He brushed back and forth then pulled away. 

She said, “Can’t you do better than that?”

“Ha! Not out here in a parking lot. Not when I have only a few seconds. Next time, I’ll make sure it’s more private. And better. Goodbye, JJ, I’m sorry our time was cut short.”

“I am, too. But go. Duty calls.”

Something she understood. He hurried to his car, and a way-too-strong longing to stay with her went with him.


Chapter 5



 

 

JJ walked down Main Street on Saturday afternoon with a spring in her step. She thought about last night, how dinner was interesting and more fun than she could remember having since Derek left. Maybe even before. She glanced down. She’d splurged on new boots, and a new outfit, both of which she wore out of the store. Nick had said the ball was in her court. Right now, she wanted to knock it out of the park.

Coming up on The Crystal City Diner, she gave a brief thought to grabbing lunch when she caught sight of a man standing in front of a restaurant. Broad shoulders encased in a light jacket, jeans that fit like a glove, and boots of his own. He looked up from his phone when she came upon him. “JJ?” He shifted on his feet. “Um, how are you?”

“I’m doing well.”

“I heard about the hospital fire. A big thing for a first call.”

“Yeah, it went well.”

“Rumor has it you were terrific.”

“How are you?”

“I got moved in with Billy.”

“Hmm.”

“JJ, I—” 

A woman came out of the diner. Her red hair blew in the wind and her yellow sweater clung to her. “I’m ready to leave now, Derek.” She turned. “You’re JJ. Derek’s ex.”

“Yes. Have we met?”

“No, I saw pictures.”

“Where?”

“In his wallet. He dropped it one day and some fell out.”

She knew the picture he’d carried on him. They’d been at a barbeque in his captain’s back yard and one of Derek’s friends snapped a shot. They grinned broadly, happy that day. “Huh!”

Derek said, “Good to see you, JJ. Take care.”

The woman linked hands with him. She was probably a teacher or a nurse or a waitress. In no way would he get involved with someone in the fire department again.

They sauntered away and JJ felt a pang of loss. They’d dated five months, he’d moved in after two, and she thought maybe they were the real thing. Now, she knew the real thing didn’t exist, for her at least.

She turned to go home, her upbeat, confident mood deflated by seeing Derek. Once again, he—a man—had made her feel inadequate as a woman.

 

* * *

 

Nick thought JJ would call on Saturday morning, but she didn’t, and he missed being with her on one of her days off. At seven that night, he’d texted her. Time to take matters into his own hands.

But now, as he sat outside Crystal Lanes in his car, he felt like a teenager, stalking his girlfriend. What the hell was he doing here, invading her space? Turning up uninvited wasn’t wise, especially when someone was ghosting you. Though it was only twenty-four hours after their date so ghosting was probably too strong of a word. He should give her more time. He didn’t understand his behavior but, in the end, he quelled any second thoughts.

He exited the car and walked into the establishment. The lanes were filled. He read a sign that said, 40 lanes, 100 shoes. The smack of pins hitting balls and people shouting at a strike or spare filled the high-ceilinged space. He meandered down the lanes to the right of the door. JJ and her crowd weren’t among them. He retraced his steps and went the other way. 

A group of green-shirted bowlers gathered at the end of the alley in the last five lanes. And there she was, standing up on the wooden floor, ready to roll. She wore a nice-fitting green jersey and jeans, her hair back in a tie. She separated her legs, swished the ball back and took a couple of steps. The ball landed hard and spun fast. It hit the pins even harder. A strike. Of course, a strike. This was JJ.

Thankfully a bar area sat behind her lanes, so he cozied up to it and ordered a beer. He hadn’t had one since his last golf outing, back in August. Then he turned so he faced out. And watched the cops high-fiving and shouting good-natured insults back and forth. He’d been there about ten minutes when the play stopped. Must be some kind of break. They headed out of the well for the bar or food counter. He was way down at the end, and she didn’t see him until she was almost even with where he sat. Then, she did a double take, and her jaw dropped.

Was this a mistake? 

She walked over to him. “Nick? What are you doing here?”

“I was wondering that myself. I’m probably not welcome. You can tell me to leave.”

A hint of a smile. “I don’t want you to leave.” More of a smile. “I’m glad that you came to see me.” 

“You sure?”

“More than you’ll know. I had an unpleasant afternoon.”

“What happened?”

“I can’t talk about it here.”

“Want a drink?”

“I’ll have a draft.”

He dragged over an empty stool. “Sit if you like.”

She did and sipped the beer. 

“Are you having fun?”

“I am. I like doing well.” 

“Me, too.” Drawing in a breath, he let it out slowly. “I’m embarrassed to have invaded your night. I’d been hoping you’d call earlier in the day.”

Her pretty blue eyes shadowed. “I’d planned to.”

“Ah.”

“You know, you look cute embarrassed.”

He’d never been called cute in his whole adult life. Handsome, striking, even gorgeous a time or two. But not cute. 

Over her shoulder, he saw three men headed toward them. “Uh-oh.”

“What?”

“The guys coming toward us resemble you. Let me guess, your father and brothers.”

She turned in her seat. “Yep.”

“I didn’t come to meet your family, honest.”

Squeezing his arm, she told him not to worry. Then the men arrived. 

One of them put his hand on JJ’s neck. “Hey, Sis, who’s your friend?”

“Nick, meet Jimmy. Joel. And my father, Brick.” A nickname, he guessed from the girth of the man’s torso.

They all said hello, then Jimmy asked, “How do you know my sister?”

“She saved my life.” 

“You the doctor?” Joel asked.

“Yes, I am. Your sister’s quite a firefighter.”

“I don’t get it.” Joel scowled. “This isn’t a place a heart surgeon would hang out.”

Joel had no filters. 

She said, “Stop it, you guys. Dad, tell them to back off.”

Brick stepped in front of them. “Back off.” He held out his hand to Nick. “Hello.”

The boys mumbled a version of the greeting. 

Brick made some small talk then leaned over and kissed JJ on the cheek. “You got about five more minutes till the last game starts.” He glanced back at his sons who were still glaring at Nick. “Let’s go, you two.” 

They walked toward the lanes.

Nick shook his head. “Well, that felt like a visit from a posse.”

“I suppose it did.” She chuckled. “They mean well. I told them we had a couple of dates.”

“Not to worry.” He watched the police gabbing away in the well of the lanes. “Do you want to socialize with your friends, JJ?”

“I’ve been doing that all night.” She checked her phone for the time. “If you want to, you can stay while we finish up. Unless you have to go home and get some sleep. Another game will take at least an hour.”

“No work tomorrow. I’m still not on call. I left the doc who is a text message telling him I won’t cover for him again. To answer his damn phone. I’ll stay, maybe grab something to eat.”

JJ slid off the stool and started away. Then she turned back. “By the way, I don’t have my car, Nick. Dad picked me up.”

“Oh. Oh! Then I’ll drive you?” 

“I’d like that.”

He stared after her, an overwhelming sense of relief swamping him. Maybe showing up wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

 

* * *

 

JJ studied Nick as he drove to her house, not far from the bowling alley. She’d felt buoyed by his presence the rest of the night. The pall Derek had cast over her disappeared. 

“Make a left at Paddington Ave. and go all the way down the street to the cul-de-sac. I’m at number 30.”

He spared her a glance. “You have a house, not a condo or apartment?”

“Yeah. I bought it when I got my first assignment in the department. It was cheap and in pretty bad shape.” She remembered the falling plaster and scuzzy floors and cloudy windows. “I remodeled it gradually.” 

He took the circle and swerved into her driveway. 

She smiled fondly at her home. “I can’t see myself ever moving from here.” 

“I understand that.” Then he swiveled to face her. “Okay if I turn the car off?”

Even in the dim light from her side entrance, she could see his mischievous smile. “Sure.” 

“So, you’re a star at bowling, too.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice. The other cops call me a ringer.”

His gaze narrowed on her. He’d worn a light sweater of sage green that was probably cashmere. She saw in the alley that it made his eyes cat-green.

“Want to tell me about today?”

“I guess. I ran into my ex. He pretty much killed any feelings I had for him with his idiotic behavior, but I haven’t seen him since he moved out. And he was with a date.”

“I’m sorry. Lynne told me he couldn’t handle your promotion.”

“I’m shocked she did. We never share things said in the group.”

“She seemed upset, JJ. And she had a book on divorce clasped to her chest.”

“She probably was. She’s making a big decision now.”

“What’s her background?”

She told him about coming to Crystal Corners to go to the fire academy and returning to her home in Dannerville afterward. She’d risen in ranks of their fire department to Battalion Chief in just ten years. “But she wants to move from Dannerville now, and work at a busy firehouse here, though Crystal City is hardly booming. So she applied to the CCFD and got a position. She starts in November. Now, that’s all I’m going to say about her.”

“I can’t know the background on the others?”

“Not yet.”

A smug grin. “Yet means we’ll see each other again.”

“I hope so.”

“I’m sorry your ex made you feel…what did you feel?”

“Inadequate as a woman.”

He practically sputtered. “Y-you’re kidding right?”

She laughed. “You do make me feel good.” 

He chuckled. Then he shocked her by pressing down on the small handle of the door. The seat slid back from the wheel. 

“What are you doing?”

“You asked me if I couldn’t do better with a kiss last night. Come on over here and I’ll show that I can.”

“Over?” 

“Climb over the gear shift.”

“Onto your lap?”

“Yes.” 

She hesitated. A deep pull inside her wanted to do that. So she angled her body, knelt up and facing him, lifted one leg over the gear, then another, and straddled him.

He settled her in as comfortably as he could and she looped her arms around his neck. He slid his hands to her waist. His mouth touched hers and he brushed his lips across it. Over and over. 

“Um, that’s nice but not really any better.”

Her crotch nestled in his and she shimmied a bit. His hands slid to her back and his embrace tightened. Then he took her mouth. He probed at the entrance, and she opened to him. He explored her; she demanded the same privilege with his lips. He pulled her even closer, bit her lip gently. Soothed it. Explored her some more. For a long time.

When he did end the kiss, he moved his mouth to her neck

and nosed into her. 

JJ squirmed.

His hips bucked up. Again, he stilled. Waited. Then slid his hand beneath her shirt. He didn’t ask permission, and she didn’t want him to. He kneaded her breasts through the plain white cotton bra she wore. Which fastened in the front. Soon he popped that.

The feel of her skin against his hands made his mind cloud. He kneaded her more, took the nipples between his fingers and rolled them. 

She went damp and his erection pressed hard against her. 

After a few glorious minutes, he withdrew his hands, fastened her bra and eased down her shirt. “I’m ready to combust. We have to stop unless you want to do this lovely act in the car.”

“No, not that.” She laid against him. Put her head on his forehead. He cupped her neck again. “I need a minute,” she said, honestly. 

“I’m going to need all night.”

After her breathing settled, she eased back and extricated herself from him. She sat on her seat, turned her body to him, her back against the door. “That was exciting, arousing and sensuous.”

“You are, too. Exciting, arousing and sensuous.” He reached over and played with a few strands of her thick hair, that had come out of its tie somewhere during their encounter. “Tell me what we did made you feel that way.”

“It did.”

“Then fuck the ex. He’s a fool.”

She giggled. “You’re right about that.”

Taking her hand, he held it a long time. “I want to see you again. And again.”

“I want that, too. But I have some concerns.”

A scowl.

“The obvious ones. We come from two different worlds.”

“So what? We’ll have a lot to enjoy with each other.”

That’s what Annie said.

“I—” She stopped. She wouldn’t say he was out of her league and ask why the hell did he want to date her. That kiss had temporarily tamped down those objections.

“I guess we can try a fling.”

A chuckle. “I can tell you right now, sweetheart, this is going to be more than a fling.”

“We only met two weeks ago.”

“I know what I know. We’ll let it unfold.”

She cupped his sculpted cheek. “Okay.”

“All right!”

 

* * *

 

Nick texted JJ from the hospital when he returned to work on Monday. 

Good morning, how’s work going?

Quiet so far. How are you today?

I’m energized by our time together in the car and then yesterday on my couch. It had rained so they watched movies, kissed and touched, and ate snacks all day. Even though he hadn’t been fulfilled sexually, emotionally, he sure as hell was. How about you?

That describes how I feel exactly. Gotta go, though. I’ll text you after if you want.

I want.

At noon, he played racquetball with Pete, whose advice had been to quit worrying and enjoy JJ. Soon after he returned to his office, Larry Nivens appeared in the doorway. “Hey. I came to apologize for not being available Friday night. Did I interrupt something important?”

“Yeah, you did. What’s up, Larry?”

“That fucking accusation Tammy made against me. I couldn’t get it out of my head. I was at home, but drank myself into oblivion.”

“When you were on call?”

“Sorry.”

Larry sat. Hmm. This must not be an apology visit.

“My lawyer wants to talk to you.”

“Why?”

“He’s interviewing the staff.”

“Huh.”

“I want to use you as a character witness.”

“Do you think that’s wise?”

“What do you mean?”

“I know about your drinking. Your womanizing, Larry. And I won’t lie.”

“It’s about my character professionally. Can you be honest about that?”

“I haven’t seen you act in an untoward way, if that’s what you mean.” But the charge didn’t surprise him.

“I’m taking that as a yes.” He stood. “Want to come to my club for dinner tonight?”

“Sorry, I’m on call for a few nights, so I can’t.”

The intercom buzzed. “Dr. Barrows, a patient came into the ER with chest pains. Dr. Collins is on another case. Can you come down?”

“Of course. I’ll be right there.”

“Sorry,” he said standing. But he wasn’t. He wanted to get rid of this guy.

In the first ER exam room, he found a woman sitting up in bed. “Hello, I’m Nick Barrows. A cardiologist.”

“Hi. Linda Akins.”

He looked at the chart. “You had chest pains?”

“Yes.”

“Mild, medium, or severe?”

“Severe. I was trying to keep up with my dog and I had debilitating pain down my arm.”

“Did the symptoms subside immediately?’

“Yeah. I sat on a bench in the park and they stopped. But when I got in the car, my heart felt uncomfortably tight.”

“Have you had this pain before?”

“A few times. Not bad enough to come to the hospital.”

“We’ll need to check you out thoroughly. I’ll have blood drawn to see if you had an enzyme which indicates heart disease or heart damage. I also want an EKG.” He turned to the nurse accompanying him. “Can you arrange those, Lana?”

“Of course.”

“Now, lay out flat and we’ll get a chest Xray. We can see if there’s blockage in the arteries going to the heart.” He pulled over the ER Xray machine, stood back, and took a picture. It came up immediately on the monitor. 

“Hmm.” He saw blockage of both arteries. “Let’s do an echocardiogram, which will give us a clearer picture.”

She nodded.

“I want you to remain here in ER until we get the results of those tests. I also want some history.” He held up a tablet. “It says here you’re fifty-five.”

“I am.”

“Any family history of heart disease.”

“Yes, both my mother and father.”

“Hmm.”

“I know I’m overweight.”

“Are you sedentary or active?”

“Active when I walk my dog. But I don’t do that every day. And my job is sitting down.”

“How’s your diet?”

“Um…”

“Tell me what you had for dinner last night.”

“Cheeseburgers, French fries and a coke. I ordered out at work with my coworkers.”

“What is your work?”

“I’m a receptionist at the glass factory. We had to stay late for a meeting.”

“What did you do after?”

“I came home and collapsed in front of TV. It’s just me and my dog. Then I went to walk with him around supper time.”

Lana came back with the equipment to draw blood and a machine for an EKG. He left the room. At the work station, he read the EKG and checked the Xray again. Then he returned to the patient’s room. “We have to wait for the blood tests to see if you had a heart attack, but I can tell you now from your history and habits that you’re high risk for heart disease. The first thing we usually do is ask the patient to change her lifestyle choices.”

“Which includes what?”

“First, you don’t exercise regularly and you have a job where you sit.”

“I work all day.”

“Take a walk in the morning, before you leave. At lunch, walk some more and take breaks and move around. Walk your dog every day.”

“Wow.”

“And your diet needs changing.”

“To what?”

“You probably know this.”

“Yeah, I do. Fruits, vegetables, low fat meat, and take it easy on the carbs.”

“Do you smoke?”

“Sometimes. I know I need to quit.”

“Immediately.” His voice was stern. He got angry when people still ingested tobacco after all society knew about the danger.

“Now, if you can do all that, these attacks will lessen. If not, we can give you medication.”

“Will I need surgery?”

“Depends. More invasive procedures might have to be done.” 

“Like what?

“I want to wait for the blood tests to see what we have before we talk about that. Again, you’ll stay here in ER until we have a complete picture.”

“All right.”

He squeezed her arm. “Ms. Akins, this is serious but very treatable if you do the right things.”

At the nurse’s station, he said to Lana, “Keep an eye on her. If the pain comes back, call me. Also, put a rush on the two tests. I’ve got a bad feeling about this one.”

Nick went to his office to finish a report.

A few hours later, with the tests back, he was paged on his way to ER that Ms. Akins had suffered another angina attack.

 

* * *

 

“MVA on 390, between Bligh and Main exits. Half of one lane of traffic is blocked. Engine 2, Truck 2 go into service.” 

On the last day shift, Group 1 on Engine 2 flew into action and rushed to the rig at 5:45 p.m., just before their shift ended When they’d settled into seats, JJ clicked into the tablet. “Fuck. A car crashed into an ambulance. The car’s on fire.” She looked in the rearview mirror. “Morey, give Ronny the bullet points of how we size up a scene.” 

Staring hard into the mirror he said, “You got it, Cap.”

Then, “When arriving at an MVA, ask yourself these questions:

Is the scene safe for us to enter?

Are there any obvious hazards that we need to deal with?

How many vehicles are involved? 

What fuel is used?

What is the condition of the vehicles involved?

What is the stability of the vehicles?

How many victims do we have and is there any obvious immediate danger life threats that need to be managed (airway, bleeding, etc.)?”

“Geez, that’s a lot to remember.” 

“All this becomes rote.” JJ believed in boosting the confidence of rookies. “We just know them. Right, Morey?”

“Yep.”

The engine’s horn honked as they went through intersections then took a ramp to the interstate. 

When they arrived at the scene, they could see what happened as they swerved to the side of the road. Cortez crossed herself. “That car sent the ambulance flying. On its side!” 

“At least it’s away from the ambulance.”

“Ever had a rollover like this, Cap?” Quinn asked. 

“Not one where the ambo is on its side. You?”

“Once. It’s rare.”

“Then stay close and advise me.”

“Copy that.” 

When they came to a full stop, she gave orders. “Cortez and Harmon, get out and see if the vehicle is leaking gas and if there’s a passenger still in it.”

All five of them jumped out of the rig and Cortez and Harmon rushed to the car as the others got out the hose. “Nobody’s inside.” They could see the area clearly around them in case the driver had been thrown from the vehicle. No evidence of that. He must have fled the scene. “No gas leak.” 

Morey hauled the hose out and laid the line. “You two douse the fire, then come back and help us.”

Without being told, Quinn set up flares and cones. Rescues on the side of a busy road were dangerous to first responders. 

JJ hurried to the cab of the ambo and assessed the situation. They were first-in before the truck and she was a captain. JJ was in charge of the rescue. “Let’s get chocking.” 

The three of them made quick work of bracing the ambo so it wouldn’t fall over on them during the rescue.

“Quinn and Morey, disable the battery cables.” The power had to be cut in any accident and she hoped the hood would open enough to do so. 

It did and the two of them cut the power. 

The truck arrived and swerved in behind the car. Four people jumped out just as the fire was doused and jogged over to her. His face impassive, Lt. Derek Wayne approached her. “I’m subbing today on Truck 2.” 

“I’ll take you and Shinkowa with me and Morey. Samuels, get some pry tools from the truck then come back to the ambo. “Quinn, take Richmond and go check the patient in the back.”

From their own rig, JJ and Morey retrieved step ladders and windshield knives and a Sawzall, a battery-operated saw to cut the window if knives wouldn’t work.

Quinn’s voice came over the radio. “Patient’s barely breathing. We’re trying to release the gurney she’s on to get her out.” 

Damn it. “Do you need more help?”

“Maybe.”

“Harmon, go to Quinn.”

Setting up a stepladder, JJ climbed up and took the saw from Morey. She saw then the passenger seat had come down onto the driver’s side. Shit.

A harsh buzzing sound filled the air as she cut the top of the window while Morey cut the bottom half with a knife. Then they simply rolled the glass down. 

Still on the ladder, she said, “Airbags need removal.” She cut out the passenger’s, then pulled back the stepladder and Morey did the same with the driver’s bag. 

JJ pushed the stepladder close again. “Gotta get the passenger out first. I’m going up and cut the seatbelt. Shinkowa, get collars.”

“Copy that, Cap.” 

“He’ll probably fall so Morey and Wayne and Cortez get behind me. Then we’ll take him down.”

“Right here, Jensen,” Wayne said. 

JJ slid the collar around the medic’s neck. Leaning in, she cut his seatbelt in several places. He nearly fell into her arms and groaned. Morey and Wayne braced her so she didn’t fall backward. “Easy,” she muttered to the man. “I’ll taking you out.” From behind, several hands steadied her at her waist and thighs as she inched down the three steps, turned and slowly handed off the medic to Cortez. She took charge, and would help him on the backboard. Another ambulance screeched to a halt at the scene.

Her muscles strained, JJ had leapt off the ladder, hunched over and breathed in and out to steady herself. She wouldn’t grandstand either. “Morey, take care of the driver.”

As she watched Morey, she was aware of the ambulance guys helping Cortez.

 Morey said, “I need—.” 

 “Collar the victim first.” 

Shinkowa handed him the brace, Morey swore under his breath and slid it onto the driver then leaned in and cut the seatbelt.

Morey pulled at him. “The steering wheel’s intact but the seat’s wedged into it. I’ll need the farmer’s jack to pop it up.”

“You got it.” Wayne hurried to retrieve it.

Morey stepped away and Wayne wedged the battery-operated jack under the steering column. Metal on metal grated, but he pushed the mechanism up so there was room enough to get the victim out.

Reaching in, Morey pulled. He swore again. “The driver’s foot is caught beneath the gas pedal.” 

JJ turned to Shinkowa. “You get inside the cab as much as you can and try to release it.” Her small size would be accommodated. JJ, Wayne and Morey were a lot bigger than Keiko Shinkowa.

More sirens wailed in the distance as Keiko freed the foot. They both caught the driver as she tumbled out. She started to moan, too. 

A second ambo drove in. Four people jumped out and raced toward them with two gurneys. One headed to the back of the ambo, the other set up the stretcher for the driver. “Morey, supervise them.”

JJ raced around to the back and saw the gurney inside had been freed and Quinn, Harmon and Redmond were easing the victim out. When the medics put her on the backboard, one said, “She’s coded.”

Redman, Harmon Quinn and JJ stood by, feeling helpless as he did chest compressions. 

Nothing.

He took the paddles out of the portable sack they’d brought. “Clear!” He used them once.

Twice.

Three times. 

Both stepped back and one checked his watch, then said hoarsely, “Time of death, eight p.m.”

Silently, the ambulance crew took her away. Redmond swore and walked away. 

Quinn hung his head. Harmon looked close to tears. JJ slung her arm around his shoulders. “Both of you did the best you could.”

“I know.” Quinn cleared his throat. “It’s still hard.”

After a bit, they walked around to the front where they found Cortez, Harmon, and Shinkowa had dropped to the ground, their head gear off, their turnout coats open, breathing hard. The rest joined them.

Wayne and Redmond leaned against the ambo. 

They all looked at each other. 

“We couldn’t save her,” Quinn told them.

Hard breaths puffed out. Some mumbling. Some swearing. 

JJ let them react, then it was time to lead. “I’m so sorry for that. But it was out of our control. You all did great. We’ll debrief when we go back, but know that I’m proud of all of you. Wayne, your truck guys worked well with us.”

Derek nodded.

Morey mumbled, “I forgot the collar.”

“Not an issue Morey,” she added. “The pressure was high, and all of us were experiencing it.”

Wayne grumbled, “I’m proud of my guys, too.”

“And me,” Shinkowa said pointedly.

JJ glanced up at the star-studded sky. The black, starless night reflected the somberness of what had just happened here.


Chapter 6



 

 

JJ rang Nick’s doorbell at 6:30 the next morning. The early October wind chilled her and she shivered. She shouldn’t be here this early. She shouldn’t be here at all, even though he’d asked her to visit sometime. She’d stayed at the firehouse to brief the next shift, then did the complicated paperwork for the call. By the time she finished and got home, midnight had struck. At first, she couldn’t settle down. Finally, she’d dozed. This morning, something drove her to Nick’s house.

After the third ring, the door opened. Nick was dressed in only pajama bottoms, his chestnut hair sexily mussed. “Well, hello.”

“Hi. I woke you?”

“Yeah, rough night.” He studied her with those acute green eyes. “You, too?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Come in.”

She stepped inside and he closed the door. The place was huge. High ceilings, lots of wood and floor to ceiling windows greeted her in the foyer. And skylights beamed light down overhead to the two rooms to the left and right. Her whole house could fit in the space surrounding her. 

“Coffee?”

“Yeah.” He led her to a huge kitchen in the back, which overlooked the informal room and connected to a dining room. 

“Yikes. What do you do with a kitchen like this?” Modern, granite, hardwood floor, and again the high ceilings and skylights.

“Well, I do cook some. Entertain some. I like space. I like that it’s open.” He gestured to the right. “There are two bedrooms down the hall and another up in the loft.”

She stood by the large island. He fixed a pot and soon the air smelled of the strong brew. He turned to her. 

Before he could speak, she asked, “Can I have a hug?”

“Anytime.” He crossed to her and opened his arms. She fell into them. 

She nosed into his bare chest, inhaled the scent of soap and man, and felt the softness of the light spattering of hair. He cupped her neck and held her close, let her stay there as long as she wanted. Finally, she drew back. “Thanks, I needed that.”

He studied her face, rubbed his knuckles down it, making her shiver again, but of a different kind. “You have the look doctors get when we lose somebody.”

“A victim. In the back of an ambo that crashed. My first accident call as a captain and I lost someone.” She shook back her hair. “But we did things right, even under a lot of pressure. And it was physically demanding. My arms are killing me this morning.”

“Sit down, JJ.”

He served them coffee. She sipped the smooth, rich liquid.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Are you interested in details?”

“Of course.”

She gave him a ten-minute rundown. Then she shrugged. “I don’t know why, but I wanted to see you this morning.”

“That brings me joy.”

“What about your rough night?”

He explained how Ms. Akins came in with angina. How he’d thought they could treat it with lifestyle changes, but later that night she’d needed surgery for a stent. “I didn’t get out of there until three a.m.”

“Wow.”

“The same kind of pressure you felt happens with emergency surgery. And extended hours after a full workday are exhausting, same as you.”

“I’m sorry I woke you.”

“I would have stayed up all night to see you. Hug you.” He smiled sleepily. “In any case, I have to go in and check the patient. Then I’m coming home for more rest.” He stared over at her.

She returned it. 

He said, “You only had a bit of coffee. Do you want to try to sleep more? You can lie down in the spare room.”

For long seconds, she watched him. “That isn’t what I want, Nick.”

“No?”

She shook her head.

He took her hand. “Tell me, JJ.”

“I want to lie down in your room. With you.”

 

* * *

 

The sight of JJ standing next to his bed made Nick instantly hard. Her hair was windblown and messy as she watched him. “You go first.”

He did a little strip tease.

“I don’t think I can stand this. You’re better than Magic Mike.” 

“Who?”

“From a movie.”

He arched a brow. “Your turn.”

She went slow, too slow. Killing him.

Finally, when she was naked, he drew back the covers and she picked up her pants. When he turned around, she held condoms. “You came prepared.”

“I’m always prepared.”

He swept his hand back. “Be my guest.”

She slid into the sheets. “Wow, soft.”

“Hmm. I bet you are, too.” He climbed inside with her and faced her. He brushed his hand down her arm and liked the goosebumps following his touch. “Yep. You are.”

Her expression was mischievous and when she touched his chest with strong, callused fingers, his pec muscles leapt. She moved her hand over his torso then down to his waist and headed below, but he stopped her there. “Nope, not yet.”

Leaning in, he covered her mouth with his. Her tongue explored him. Then she pressed her lips hard against him. A fleeting thought came to him…she liked being in control. Being the aggressor. 

Hmm, so did he. Grasping onto her arms, he eased her to her back and covered her with his body. Then he kissed her, his lips firm against hers. She gripped his biceps. 

His hands braced on either side of her, his mouth worked his way down her body. When he reached her groin, she said, “Nope, not yet.” He chuckled, moved up to her breasts and suckled each one. 

Soon she was squirming. He felt for the condom on the pillow. 

“Let me.” She took the rubber and sheathed him. 

He grunted out, “Are you ready?”

She brushed his hair back. “I am.”

Sitting up, he surprised her by sliding to the head of the bed and taking her with him. He brought her up to his groin, where she straddled him. He whispered, “Equal partners, JJ.”

“I expected no less.” She raised herself up on her knees and came down slow. Slower. Too slow.

“JJ!”

Finally, she took him fully into her. He thrust his hips forward, so they were as close as they could get.

JJ basked in the feel of him, big and heavy, filling her. In the way he bent his head and took her nipples again. She allowed the action as long as she could, then rose up again.

This time she came down hard. Up again. Down. Her insides contracted and spasms started to pour through her. She exploded on the last impaling. He came right after, hard, calling her name.

Both their orgasms lasted a long time, then she laid against him and he slid his arms around her. There’d been something intimate in their connection, almost too much for the first time. He kissed her shoulder. Ran his hand down her back. She nudged her face in his neck. Breathing him in again. After a long time, she eased away.

His eyes shone with satisfaction. With the same bit of awe she felt. She cocked her head. “Was it just me or—”

“It wasn’t just you. What we did was so…personal.”

“I was thinking intimate.”

He kissed her nose. “That’s a better word to describe it.”

He eased her off him and onto the pillow, then slid down and fiddled with his watch. Then drew her into his arms. “I set my alarm for an hour to vibrate. I’ll get up and go check on my patient.”

“Hmm.” She’d only had a few hours of sleep and her eyes started to close.

“Promise me if you wake up while I’m gone, you won’t leave.”

Sleepily she said, “I promise.”

“I can rest easy then.”

When JJ awoke, she was still in his arms. Shit, he overslept. She glanced out his wall of windows overlooking a beautiful gorge. Wait a sec. The sun was high. She transferred her gaze to the modern clock inserted in a wall unit across the room. Wow, he’d come and gone, and she’d slept through it all. 

He roused. Opened his beautiful green eyes. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

“What time is it?”

“One.”

“I have to be back at the hospital at two.”

“Aw. No time for repeat.”

“Let’s see. Takes me fifteen minutes to shower and I can go with scruff so no shaving. Twenty minutes to get to the hospital. We have twenty-five—”

She threw back the covers and tugged him over her. “Let’s not waste a second.”

This time it was very active and very wild. They rolled around on the bed, kissing madly, dragged each other up and over to access crucial areas of the body, and finally came together in one hard…fuck. The pleasure was so intense, they both shouted out.

 

* * *

 

Very uncomfortable, Nick sat in Lon Parsons’ office with a nurse he didn’t know, another doctor he didn’t like and Larry Nivens. Parsons, dressed in a meant-to-intimidate black suit with a white shirt and striped tie, was the epitome of a professional shark-lawyer. “Thank you all for coming. And thanks for standing behind Larry.”

Nick frowned. He hadn’t agreed to stand behind the chair of cardio. What he’d told Larry was he’d come to the meeting and hear the lawyer out.

“First off, Ms. Taylor, you’ll testify you’ve had a professional relationship with Nivens and to never having seen him treat any other nurse abusively.”

She smiled at Larry. “I understand.”

“Next, Dr. Housman, you’ll discuss his behavior in the OR. Again, emphasizing he never harassed anyone.”

“Finally, Dr. Barrows, since you attend meetings with the woman involved, you’ll testify to their demeanor with each other.”

“In what way?”

“How she acted around Larry. How professional he was.”

Unfortunately, what he saw was Tammy Thomas shrink from Larry and his attempts to get her alone. They wanted him to leave that out and talk about times Larry acted properly. Damn, this wasn’t right. He respected Tammy more than Larry. “I’ll think about it.”

Both Nivens and Parsons scowled.

The meeting ended and Nick left quickly. In the car, he checked the time. Shit, JJ was already on shift. He couldn’t go over to the firehouse. Well, he’d see her tomorrow.

 

* * *

 

JJ worked in her office on the first of her night shift, setting up schedules for the entire firehouse. As she was an active person, she hated paperwork, which of course came with the job. Maybe she could hit the exercise room when she was done.

She tried not to think about being in bed with Nick, but the experience stayed in all her skin cells and nerve endings. They’d wanted to see each other during the day, but he was tied up with appointments. 

“Hey, JJ.” Kara Quinn had dropped off supper for them and then stayed to eat.

“Hey, Kara. Thanks for the dinner.”

“I like treating you guys. And since I didn’t work today, I had free time.”

“How’s the hospital?”

“Interesting.” She frowned. “Rumors abound that one of the surgeons has been accused of sexual harassment.”

Please don’t let it be Nick.

“They asked me to be a character witness, but I said no.” She shivered some. “He gets too close to me. And he leers constantly.”

“W-who is it?”

“Larry Nivens. Head of cardiology.”

Her relief was great, though she couldn’t see Nick doing anything like that. “Always believe the woman, right?”

“I do! But word has it the witnesses are very high-powered docs and a nurse.”

“Ah.”

“You saved one of them JJ.”

“Nick Barrows? He’s on Nivens’ side?”

“Looks like. And I’m surprised. He’s a gentleman and treats nurses with respect. He brings us treats. I liked him until I heard this.” 

God, she felt like a hypocrite. “I’m reserving judgment on him.”

“Good idea.”

But when Kara left, JJ was upset. Was Nick the kind of person who’d cover up male harassment? She couldn’t answer that because she really didn’t know him that well.

 

* * *

 

The next morning, Nick waited for JJ at her car. He’d arrived at six a.m. and she came out at six-thirty. The October sky was overcast making the day dreary. When she saw him, her face didn’t brighten like it usually did. Her brows furrowed when she got closer. “Did we plan this?”

“No. I wanted to see you before you went to bed.”

“We had an easy night. I slept okay.”

“Want to go out to breakfast?”

“I need to talk to you first, Nick.” Her voice was ominous.

His stomach clenched, but he told himself not to overreact. She wouldn’t ditch him after making love like that, would she? “Let’s talk in the car.”

Once inside his Mercedes, they faced each other. “Seems like something’s wrong. I tried to call several times but I missed you.”

“We played phone tag. It isn’t that.”

“What is it?”

“Quinn’s wife Kara works at Memorial. Last night, she brought us a homecooked meal then stayed to talk. She told me the head of cardio is accused of sexual harassment.”

“Why would she discuss that with you?”

“I asked her how work was.”

His hands fisted on the wheel. “Yes, Larry Nivens is accused of harassing a nurse.”

“Kara remembered I knew you from the hospital fire. She said you were a character witness.”

His jaw tensed. “You say that pejoratively.”

“I think that means disapproving. And I am. I believe in these situations that women who report abuse should be believed.”

He recoiled. “Right from the starting gate?”

“Um…yeah.”

“That’s narrow-minded.”

“Hell, Nick. I’m entitled to my opinion.”

“So am I. Do we have to think in lock step?”

“Now that sounds condescending. I need to think about you testifying for the man.”

Now his stomach somersaulted. “Why?”

“Because it shows how different our values are.”

He shook his head. “A relationship doesn’t allow for different points of view?”

“Sure, on some things. Not on this.”

“So, you’ve judged me already?”

“Why are you making this into an argument?”

“I’m not. I want to know the parameters of our relationship.”

“I’m not sure. It’s all too new.” She shrugged her shoulders. 

“Well, I’ll have to think about that reaction.”

“You never answered my question, Nick. Do you or don’t you believe in the woman unconditionally.”

“No, JJ, I don’t. I think there should be an investigation, with witnesses called and where the parties in question give their sides. Then a decision should be made by the hospital board.”

“Are you on his side?”

“I’m undecided. Larry asked me to be a character witness, so I went to one meeting with his lawyer. However, I know some things about Larry that they wouldn’t want me to reveal.”

“There you go. Just don’t do it.”

“I might not, JJ.” Her blue gaze was baffled. “But it’s my decision to make. And whatever I decide is right for me. You have nothing to do with it.”

She seemed to think about that. So did he.

JJ sighed heavily. “I don’t know what else to say.”

“Me either. I have to rethink our relationship if this is how it’s going to be.”

She waited before she asked, “W-will I see you again?” 

“I don’t know.”

For a moment, raw vulnerability suffused her face. Then the look was replaced by one of irritation. “Suit yourself.” She opened the door and got out.

He didn’t watch her get in her car. But he felt an incredible sense of loss. Had he handled this whole thing wrong? No, he didn’t think so. 

And really, what had she expected?


Chapter 7



 

 

On the last day she worked in the Dannerville Fire Department, the staff put on an open house from two to four. Firetrucks parked outside so kids could scramble all over them. Food and beverages were set up inside the bay and the scent of thick spicy pizza filled the area. Other firehouses in town were assigned to cover their calls for a few hours. Off-duty firefighters would come to say goodbye.

Lynne stared out at the crowd with mixed feelings. Lots of people had shown up already. Including the Sisters of Fire, all except Trish, who couldn’t get a sub, but would drive down later.

Her father stood beside her. Sixty-two-year-old Duffy “Duff” Murray was formidable with his big shoulders, trim build, bald head and green eyes, like Lynne. He knocked her shoulder with his as he too studied the attendees. “People like you, Lynnie.”

He only called her that when he wanted something from her. In this case, he wasn’t going to get it.

“I like them, too.”

“Then why the hell are you abandoning us?”

“Dad, please. No more. The decision is made. Can we just enjoy today?”

“Don’t feel much like celebrating my daughter leaving town.” He walked away to talk to some of the crew. 

Her replacement, Battalion Chief Perry Larkin, came up to her. “Having fun?”

“Yeah, I am.” She gestured to the station. “It’s all yours.”

“I’m grateful. I can’t believe you’re leaving for more action in Crystal City. I came from upstate to have less.”

“To each his own.”

“Though I’m worried about my decision with the two firehouses closing.” They now had six, but would be reduced to four.

“My father said they’re keeping all firefighters on and expanding existing stations to hold more people, more trucks.”

They chatted some about the fire department then he was called away.

Lynne did a quick check for her kids. Phillip sulked on an outside picnic table, his face buried in his phone. He was upset because they found out yesterday that the school consolidation had been moved up to January. So either way, if he moved with her or stayed with his father, he’d go to a new building after Christmas. 

Melody, on the other hand, only cared about being with her mommy. Her daughter came over for a hug and left with other kids.

Lynne caught sight of Brooke standing next to the soft drinks and walked over to her. The poor woman. She hoped for more contact with her best friend once she moved to Crystal City so she could lighten Brooke’s depression. Grabbing a soda from the cooler, she sipped the cold liquid. “Hey, sweetie. How you doing?”

“I’m glad to be here.”

Lynne leaned against the wall next to her. “What would Zach think of what I’m doing, Brooke?”

“He’d tell you to be happy.” Her voice was sad.

Lynne sighed. “Hmm. I hope I am. This move is kind of irrevocable.”

“Don’t think about that now. Enjoy your farewell party.”

“I’m going to walk around. Come with?” 

“Sure.”

As they threaded their way through the crowd, Lynne stopped to talk to people and introduced Brooke. Then they got outside to join Annie and JJ, she overheard, “And yes, we’re getting one.”

“What are you getting, Annie?” Lynne asked.

“A puppy. After seeing Blaze, I made the decision. Colin agrees. We love dogs.”

“You just started sleeping through the night.” Brooke, always looking out for them.

“C’est la vie. Firefighters are used to little sleep.”

JJ stared over Annie’s shoulder. “Lynne, did you invite Ken?” 

“A long time ago.” Lynne tracked her gaze. “We’ve been living in the same house and not talking at all so he didn’t tell me he’d make an appearance here. Though he is a town councilman.” She took in a breath. “I hope he doesn’t cause a scene.”

All three women watched as Ken circled the car and opened up the passenger door. Mary Parker exited. 

“You gotta be fuckin’ kidding me. That’s it. I’m asking for a divorce.”

“I’d do it, too” Annie said.

Brooke straightened. “I’ve had it with him!” Shocking all of them, she stormed over to Ken. She quietly spoke to him. He shook his head. She started gesturing, a sign of Brooke getting mad. And an angry Brooke was a force to be reckoned with.

After a few minutes of talking to both of them, Mary the Librarian tugged at Ken’s sleeve. She managed to get him into the car as Brooke stood there with her hands on her hips, guarding the space, until he drove away. Finally, she came back.

“Of all the nerve.”

Tess squeezed her hand. “Good to see your gumption return. Diane would be proud of you.”

Brooke tossed her head. “She would.”

“He’s a sleazebag,” JJ put in. “We have to do something to him like we did to Rick Franklin.” They’d all been part of packing up all the belongings of Trish’s ex and changing the locks on her house. 

“Or,” Brooke said, grinning, “like we did to the male recruits at the academy.”

 Now that was a fun memory…

“What happened, Jensen?” Brooke asked when the confidence walk, a gruesome five-mile trek in full gear, finished up. “You didn’t check your tank?”

“It was filled at the academy, but when I got out here something was wrong with it.”

“What could possibly happen?” Brooke was building up steam, probably because she was so disappointed in JJ.

Mac joined them. “I overheard the guys on the walk. They tampered with her air pack.” 

Brooke’s brows skyrocketed. “I won’t tolerate this.”

“Captain Cartwright, you’ll just make things worse if you scold them.” JJ’s voice rose. “Not to brag, I’m better than all of them and they can’t handle it.”

“I could suspend them.”

“Please don’t. It’s a prank.”

Brooked breathed in and out to calm down. Then her eyes narrowed. “I have an idea how to…let’s say, teach them a lesson. I want you, Jensen, Mac, Ferris, Lucas and DiMarco over to my house tonight to discuss strategy.”

All five recruits gasped. This was totally against protocol and Captain Cartwright had been by-the-book. But they went to Brooke’s house for the very first time and they came up with diabolical ideas for what they could do to the boys…

In many ways, out of that meeting grew the Sisters of Fire. Now, in the sunshine of the beginning of October, they all smiled at the memory.

 

* * *

 

JJ had put up a front for Lynne, for all her friends, but it was hard. For the last two days, she’d gone over the whole argument with Nick and got sadder and sadder. She missed him, a lot, but she didn’t know what to do about their disagreement. And she’d hardly slept.

Shaking her head, she wished she hadn’t ridden with Annie. They’d stayed long enough so she could leave now. Walking inside the bay to get some water she saw Annie next to the beverages. They’d become closer friends this year. “Um, Annie, how long do you think we’ll stay?”

“We’ll leave soon, if you want.” She gave JJ a sideways glance. “You’re not enjoying this.”

All she could do was shake her head.

“Where’s the hunky doctor? You said he’d be here.”

“He…um, he couldn’t come.”

Annie was distracted by something over JJ’s shoulder. “Turn around.”

Uninterested in whatever Annie saw, she nonetheless pivoted. Nick stood on the periphery of the group. He wore jeans and that cashmere sage green sweater she loved. He jammed his hands in his pockets as he scanned the crowd.

Her heart beating at a clip, JJ squeezed Annie’s arm and then crossed to him. Without thinking, she hugged him. He hugged back. Hard.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispered in his ear, then drew back. “Why did you come?”

“I decided I was cutting off my nose to spite my face.”

“I don’t understand.”

He brushed back a lock of her hair. “All I wanted was to be with you these last few days. And I remembered about this party. You invited me, so I came.”

The sun glinted off his hair, showing lighter strands amid the chestnut. But his eyes were troubled. “Are you still mad?”

“No.” He shook his head. “Hurt, maybe.”

“I’m hurting, too.”

Grasping her hands, he said solemnly, “We need to talk this out.”

“Thank God. You scared the shit out of me when you told me to go.”

“You didn’t act like it.” 

She glanced over her shoulder, and saw the Sisters of Fire unabashedly staring at them. “I can go now. I rode with Annie.” Had she hoped he’d come? “But don’t you want to meet them?”

“Under better circumstances.”

“I didn’t tell them anything.”

“Still…I’m not at my best.”

“All right. I’m grateful you came, Nick. Really.”

“I’m happy you are, honey.”

Buoyed, really buoyed by the honey, she walked over to say goodbye to Lynne and the others.

 

* * *

 

They walked into JJ’s garage holding hands. She unlocked the door—she told him most people left this entry open, which was stupid—and they entered a small porch, which served as a mud room. “I forgot to tell you that I got a dog. You’re not allergic, are you?”

“I love dogs. And no, not allergic. I don’t have one because with my hours, I didn’t think it was fair to own one.”

“I hired the boy next door to kind of share her with me. He’s twelve and lets her out, feeds her, plays in the yard with her. That’s why she’s outside.”

“A good plan for her.”

JJ’s face was still tense and he regretted that. “Go on inside. I’ll get her.”

Stepping into the room, Nick heard her talk to the dog, open the door to the backyard and let her inside.

The dog reached him first. Bending over, Nick nuzzled the animal. It smelled clean, so she must have a had bath recently. “Hello, beautiful.”

Blaze licked him and stayed by his side when he straightened.

He gestured to the kitchen. “This is a fascinating kitchen. Who designed it?”

“I did. I bought decorating magazines and given the space, I wanted something practical, modern and efficient.”

“That horseshoe countertop is stunning.”

“Thanks.”

“I—” 

Sighing, she moved in closer. Her scent filled his head. She put a hand on his chest. “We can talk about my house later. This is going to be a hard conversation. I want to get to it.”

Always so practical. He had to admit he liked that about her. He liked almost everything about her. Almost.

“Let’s go sit on the couch,” he told her. “I want you close.”

They sat facing each other on the soft-fabric sofa, her knee brushing his. He savored the contact. “JJ, I don’t think we can be together if it means being on the same page about everything. I don’t believe any relationship can tolerate that.”

“I didn’t mean everything. But don’t we have to have similar values?”

“Telling me I’ve got to be in sync with yours won’t work for me.”

“When you put it that way, I agree. I didn’t think I was doing that.”

“You were. The question is: Can you accept us having different points of view on important issues? Because what I decided today was that I could do that.” 

She hesitated. Bit her lush lips. She was struggling.

So he said, “Do you go to church?”

“No, most religions are patriarchal.”

He chuckled. “Not all. I attend one when I can that’s open-minded and liberal.”

She nodded.

“But I don’t think in order to have a relationship, you have to believe what I do about God.”

She gazed out through glass doors to the deck. “I see what you mean. But I’m worried that we’ll fight. Like when you testify for him.”

“I didn’t say I would.”

“But if you did, would I think less of you?”

“No more than I’d judge you for not going to church. Not believing in my spiritual beliefs. That’s a value, too.”

Angling her arm on the couch, she rested her head in her hand. “I’m…I’m beginning to feel embarrassed by what I said.” And he could tell she didn’t like it.

He reached over and took her hand, grasped her fingers tightly. “You can be embarrassed, but these things are bound to crop up because we don’t know each other very well yet. We only met two weeks ago. We have a lot to learn about who the other is.”

“Geez, it feels longer than a couple of weeks.”

He smiled some. “We got close quickly.”

“Do you think we shouldn’t have?”

“It doesn’t matter now. We are where we are.”

“Which is?”

“My opinion is we’re having fun, in bed and out.” He ducked his head, embarrassed himself now. “But I also find myself feeling like today—I want to see you all the time.”

Her pretty blue eyes widened like saucers.

“But if you’re not ready for that, I can back off and wait for you to get there.”

“I didn’t think I was ready for another relationship.”

“Yours only ended a short while ago.”

“Actually, it was over months ago. He just moved out then. We weren’t having a physical or emotional relationship for a long time.”

He sat against the cushions, slid his arm around the back of the couch. “How would you like things to work between us?” 

She swallowed hard. “It scares me what I feel.”

“Tell me. How?”

“I feel like you do. I want to see you as much as I can. I don’t want to put the brakes on.”

“That’s good news to me. But we have to give each other space to think what we do.”

She nodded. “As I said, I’m embarrassed by saying otherwise. It seems stupid.”

“No. Human.”

“Before I agree, and if that issue is settled, remember when I told you I was concerned that we live in two different worlds?”

He nodded.

“Isn’t this an example of that? We’ve been raised to see things differently.”

“I find living in another world with you fascinating and interesting.”

“I’m worried about that.”

“Okay, we’ll keep it in mind, then.”

She moved in and laid her head on his chest. “Whew! This is a lot!”

“It doesn’t have to be. Can we just try it?”

“Yes.” She stood. “Since you like the kitchen area so much, want to go upstairs and see my remodeled bedroom?”

“There’s nothing I’d like better.”

 

* * *

 

Three hours later, JJ woke up from a deep sleep. Nick, lay beside her. Man, he was gorgeous. His dark hair fell onto his forehead and his toned body seemed relaxed. Clearer headed now, she decided she wasn’t going to fall into the trap Trish had, thinking she wasn’t good enough for someone like him. She crooked her arm, settled her head in her hand, and enjoyed the view. After a bit, she slid out of bed, picked up her clothes, dressed outside the door and went downstairs. 

Taking an internal inventory, she found she was happy. She hadn’t been happy in a long time. First, there was the breakup with Derek and the awful few months preceding it, then the last few days, after the fight with Nick, she’d felt hopeless. Shaking her head at that, she went into the kitchen, poured a glass of water from the purifying device in the fridge and switched on the remote for the TV. 

The crawler read, “Breaking news: Hostage situation in Bingham.” 

“Wow.” She crossed into the living room and turned up the volume. Two anchors were talking, one in the studio and one at on site. Then it hit her. The television was set to local news.

A niggling notion started in her stomach.

“So, what’s the motive here, Joe?” the studio anchor asked. 

“We don’t exactly know because there’s been no contact since he forced Congresswoman Madison into her office. Some are speculating that the reason for the abduction is a bill she sponsored on clean fertilizer. It went to the Senate yesterday.

“So, is this a hostage situation alone, or is he requesting anything?”

We don’t know. But—” Without listening further, JJ bolted out of the room, raced upstairs, and over to the side of the bed. “Nick,” she said shaking him gently. “You need to get up.” 

His eyes snapped open. As a doctor, he was used to being awakened fast. He pushed himself up. “What’s going on?”

“I got up and went downstairs. Turned the TV on. Your mother’s been taken hostage in her office in Bingham.”

His jaw gaped. It took several seconds for her words to register. Then he grabbed for his phone on the nightstand. He’d turned it off while they made love. Quickly calling up his messages, he put them on speaker.  “Nick, it’s Dad. There’s a situation with your mother that’s serious. Call me as soon as you get this.”

“Fuck.” He pressed a button. 

His father answered immediately. Still on speaker, she could hear, “Hi, son. I’m heading to Bingham. Your mother’s being held hostage in her office but we don’t have any concrete reason. It may be over the new bill.”

“I’m so sorry I didn’t answer, Dad.”

“None of that now. I’m almost there. I can keep you updated.”

“Are you kidding? No, I coming down there.”

A hesitation. “I appreciate that, son.” His voice cracked. “Since it’s hit the news, your sisters know. They’re both coming home, regardless of the outcome.”

“Don’t go to any dark places, now. I’ll be there in an hour. I’ll meet you at her office.”

“I’ll be as close to the building as I can get.”

“I love you both, Dad. See you soon.”

He shook his head. “I can’t believe this. She has protection.”

“We’ll listen to the news on the way there.”

“You’re coming?”

“I thought I could drive you. That way you can keep checking your phone for updates. I’ll stay out of your way. Stay back from you so you can support your Dad.”

“That all means a lot to me, honey.” He leapt out of bed and started to dress. “I want you to stay with me.”

“I’m so sorry, Nick.”

“Yeah, me too.” She waited till he finished. “Let’s go.”

He followed her down the steps and out the door for what would be an excruciating trip filled with uncertainty. She hoped she could help with that.  

 

* * *

 

“What are you feeling, sweetie?” Brooke asked the question as she slid her arm around Lynne. Her bitch friends, per Ken’s tirade against Brooke, sat on the other couch, with the exception of JJ.

“Honestly, I’m relieved the decision to divorce is made. It must be what he wanted, too, but wouldn’t take the blame for the split. So, he pushed me into it.”

“Who cares?” Annie said. “You’ll be free of him.” Her comment was in direct contrast to how she’d started off noting the sanctity of marriage.

“You know, I don’t care. I’m leaving town so I won’t even hear the gossip. People probably already know he’s fucking her.”

Just then, the phone rang. “I hope it’s not him.”

The caller ID told her it wasn’t. JJ was phoning.

“I hope everything’s all right.” She clicked on with the speaker. “Hi, JJ.”

“Hi. How are you doing?”

“We were discussing that. I’m all right. Did you make up with Nick?”

“Yes, but something has happened in his family.”

The Sisters of Fire listened to the news of Congresswoman Millicent Madison, Nick’s mother, taken hostage by a man probably because of the new bill she proposed.

“What’s the bill for?” Trish asked.

“The elimination of synthetic nitrogen used in making commercial fertilizer for over a decade. A new fertilizer was developed, with clean nitrogen by genetically manipulating the bacteria, yeasts and fungus already present in the soil.”

Lynne wasn’t surprised how clear JJ made that. She was a science major in college.

“Millicent’s received threats and even had a bodyguard. We don’t know how the man got to her.”

“That’s awful.” This from Brooke.

“I’m driving Nick down there now. I’ll stay in touch. I wanted you guys to know.”

“We’ll be thinking of you.”

They were quiet when they disconnected. Tess said, “David and I could take a ride down to be with her.”

“It’s seven at night.”

“We know how to drive in the dark. His son lives in Bingham. So we could stay overnight at his house if we didn’t feel like driving back.”

“I think you should ask her.”

Annie added, “She’ll say no.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t go.” This from Trish.

“You might be right. I’ll call David and see what he thinks.”

Trish said, “He’s a sap over you and the baby. He’ll do anything you want.”

“Look who’s talking,” Annie joked. “Nathan’s worse than David.”

“So’s Colin.”

Lynne studied them. They were so happy in their relationships and she was happy for them. But poor Brooke. They shouldn’t be talking about this.

So, she stood. “Who wants food?”

 

* * *

 

The night had fallen but the streets of Bingham were well-lit and simple to follow. Nick directed JJ to his mother’s office. They saw the flashing lights in the parking lot of the municipal building first. “That’s it.”

“Yeah, I’ll get as close as I can then drop you off.”

“No, park somewhere. We’ll head over together.”

Since the hour was late, they found a space in the back of a closed bank and exited the car. Nick took her hand, then they ran to the perimeter of the tape. This area was also lit by big halogen lamps. He scanned the scene. “There’s Dad.” In a special roped-off section, talking to a cop.

They threaded their way over through a smattering of people. He heard his dad say, “That’s all I know, Detective.”

His dad saw Nick and his jaw tensed, always an indicator that he was upset. Nick ducked under the rope and sidled in next to him, feeling JJ’s presence behind him. “Dad.”

His father leaned into him. “Thanks for coming. The FBI just arrived. They’re trying to set up a way to communicate with the abductor. Nothing’s come out from inside.”

“Do we know why he took her?”

“One of her constituents was heading in to see your mother and ducked behind a wall as a man surprised her bodyguard and clocked him over the head. Then, he went through the office door.” He shook his head. “Apparently it wasn’t locked in case her protection had to get inside for an exterior threat.”

“How do we know he’s barricaded them in?”

“A medic and a police officer managed to sneak inside and try the door. The medic helped the bodyguard out, but the door was locked. The abductor put down all the window shades so we’re blind.”

Someone came up to him. “Dr Barrows. I’m FBI Negotiator Tom Luis. I’ll be making contact now.”

“How will you do that?”

“By using the police car P.A. system. We’ll ask him to answer her phone, so we can talk. For time’s sake, give me the number.”

His Dad provided his mom’s office information. 

“We’ll need you to stand by, in case he won’t negotiate with us. He might insist on talking to you.”

“Would he want a ransom?”

“That could happen, sir. However, the FBI recommends that not be considered. There’s a lot of things we can do other than pay him off.”

The man glanced at Nick and JJ.

“This is my son, officer.”

“Stay with your father,” Luis added and walked away.

Nick Sr. turned and caught a glimpse of JJ. “Hello.”

“Dad, this is Julie Jensen. JJ this is my father, Nicholas.”

“Hello, JJ. My wife told me that she visited you.”

“Hello, Dr. Barrows. I’m sorry to be meeting under these circumstances.”

“So am I. But it’s nice to finally meet you anyway.”

The police detective returned. “I think they’re ready to start.”

Within viewing distance, they saw the agent at a police car with the speaker in his hand. “This is FBI Negotiator Special Agent Tom Luis. We know you’re with Congresswoman Madison, and we’d like to talk to you about why you’re in there with her. I’m going to initiate a call to her office phone. Please answer.” He walked back over to them holding his phone. They couldn’t hear it ring, though. Suddenly, Luis nodded. “Yes, Hello. Agent Luis here. To whom am I speaking?”

He waited.

“If you won’t tell me that, what do want from the Congresswoman?”

He listened again. “Uh-huh. I hear you. I’m aware of the fertilizer bill she’s sponsoring. It sounds as if the legislation is hurting you, sir. Uh-huh.” A long pause. “Yes, okay, I see.”

More talk from the other end.

“So, you’re feeling the effects of the bill already? Can you elaborate on that?”

More waiting.

“I hear you saying it’s going to ruin your business. What business is that? Yeah, sure. Take your time. I can wait.”

Then the agent startled back and looked at the phone. “He hung up when I asked for specifics which would give us clues to who he is.”

“Do kidnappers often cut off negotiations?” Nick asked.

“He didn’t cut them off. He either got saturated from the pressure or he’s not sure of what he wants.”

“How can he abduct my mother and not know.”

“The most obvious reason is he wants her to withdraw the bill, but it already passed the House of Representatives. I’m not sure what sway she has in the Senate.”

“Will you call back?”

“We’ll wait for him to call us.”

“Hell.”

“Dr. Barrows, we received a lot of information for our first contact. It’s your mother’s bill. He’s being hurt by it. He wants it stopped.”

“What kind of person wouldn’t want it to go through?” his father asked.

“A farmer who doesn’t believe in the science of the bill. A producer of synthetic nitrogen currently put in fertilizers.” He gave a few other possibilities.

His father asked, “Can we do anything while we wait?”

“I’ll get my tech people to do some research of local companies that might not want the technology to change.”

“Sounds like a needle in the haystack approach.” Nick’s father sounded defeated.

The agent arched a brow. “We find those needles, Doctor. Why don’t you and your family get something to drink, and I’ll phone you when we have some more information.”

His dad folded his arms over his chest. “No. I’m not going anywhere.”

They waited. JJ left and came back with a chair for his dad and some bottles of water. Who knew how long it would take to hear from him? About a half-hour later, the guy called back. “I want her to cancel her bill on the new fertilizer mandates.”

“I understand. So that’s what hurting you?”

“Just do it.”

“I’ll see what can be done.”

“Can’t you make the decision?”

Now that was irrational. It worried Nick.

“No, I’m afraid I can’t. This is a process only Congresswoman Madison can deal with.” Nick noticed he didn’t say anything about his mom having nothing to do with the Senate. It was too late.

The man hung up.

His phone rang again. “Yes, yes, let me talk to him.” He covered the phone. Luis said, “My guys discovered that there’s a lobbyist who raised quite a ruckus about this bill. The president of a company in New York who he lobbies for is coming on the line.” He put it on speaker.

“Hello, agent. Donald Young here. I’m the CEO of Farm Grow in upstate New York. I’m afraid the person you might be dealing with is Jacob Fenley, a lobbyist we employ. He promised us he would stop this bill.”

“I’ll get background on him.”

“I hope it’s not him.”

“We’ll let you know. And thanks.” Luis redialed. Gave the information to his techs. 

Then he dialed again. “Hello, Jacob. Thanks for answering.”

A silence.

“This is you, right? Jacob Fendley?”

“Yeah, so what?”

“I thought we could talk some more.”

“No.” He disconnected again.

The negotiator didn’t seem upset. “That’s all right. We’ll wait for background on him.”

It turned out that Jacob Fendley was based in Rochester, New York. He had a wife who was frantic about his actions tonight. Her word.

“And?”

“We’re having her flown here in an FBI helicopter. I think this might be the way to talk Fendley down. This incident could all be over within the hour.”

By now, it was eleven at night. 

The situation was resolved by midnight.


Chapter 8



 

 

“Hello?” JJ grumbled the sleep-slurred word.

“I woke you up.” Nick’s voice was upbeat, despite his regret.

She lay back on the pillow. “I’m glad you did. How’s your mother?”

“Come over and see for yourself. None of us is working today. And the girls are here.” JJ hadn’t met his sisters, as their flights didn’t arrive before the guy gave up. 

“Are you sure? Sounds like family time.”

“Dad’s insisting. You were so kind to him last night, getting him a chair so he didn’t have to stand for hours. Fetching water.”

“Little things.”

“Doesn’t matter. Besides, I want you to meet my sisters.”

“Um…”

“I met your brothers.”

“All right. I’ll need a half-hour. Text me the address”

JJ made quick work of a shower while her coffee perked, then put on some beige fall slacks, a soft peacock blue blouse, with a matching pullover. With coffee in hand, she got in her car and drove. She refused to worry about joining them. She was a woman who walked into burning buildings.

His parents’ house wasn’t what she expected. The structure was a brick Colonial, but not huge. The front lawn was well-kept, but unlike other lawns, it wasn’t ostentatious. She walked up a slate path. 

Nick opened the door before she could ring it. He swooped her up and swirled her around, then kissed her soundly.

“Somebody’s happy.”

“Mom’s safe, you’re here. What else could I ask for?” He led her inside through a high-ceiling foyer, with a large living room and dining room on either side of it. Down a hallway was a lovely kitchen, dinette area, with a family room off to the left. It was all so normal.

“Well, there she is.” His dad got up and hugged her, too. “Hello, dear.”

“Hello, Dr. Barrows. Thanks for—”

“Nonsense. It’s Nicholas.”

His mother came around the table. “Hello again, JJ.” Millicent took her hand. “I understand you did even more for our family last night.”

His two sisters, standing by, exchanged looks she couldn’t read.

“I’m happy you’re all right.”

“Julie Jensen, JJ, these are my siblings, Joan and Patrice.”

“Hello,” JJ said.

Patrice’s brows rose. “We’re fascinated to meet you. You’re all Nicky can talk about. And now Mom and Dad.”

“Are you the pediatrician or the lawyer?”

“The lawyer.”

“I’m the doctor.” Joan’s smile was warmer and she took JJ’s hand. “Hi, JJ.” 

“We’ve ordered a buffet to be delivered. Coffee?” his mother asked.

“Sure.”

Millicent poured it for her.

When they sat, JJ said, “Have you recovered?”

“Completely.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know the details of him letting you go. There was a flurry of activity.”

“Hmm. Shortened version: Jacob and I had a lot to talk about during those hours. I explained the details of what synthetic nitrogen does to the environment, both polluting lakes and killing off plant life. Not to mention that much nitrogen in a person eating the crops it grows is dangerous to a human being’s health. Also, about the greenhouse gases it releases harming the atmosphere.”

“I’m sure that’s too much information for Firefighter Jensen to take in.” This from Patrice.

“Actually, it’s Captain Jensen. And no, Patrice, it isn’t too much. I have a degree in science, biology and chemistry. I understood her just fine.”

Nick glared at his sister. “What’s with you, Patty?”

“I’m sorry, I guess I’m still rattled.”

And protective of her brother, JJ bet.

“In any case,” his mom went on. “He told me who he worked for. I explained the senate was considering an amendment to give subsidies for current commercial fertilizer companies until they could make the switch to safe nitrates. And also, that the bill was being phased in over a five-year period. I almost had him convinced to release me when his wife arrived.”

“Mom, you are something else.” Joan’s face was full of love.

“To your mother,” Nicolas said, lifting his coffee.

They made small talk then Patrice struck again. “Tell us about your background, JJ.”

“My dad and two brothers are cops. My mom died when I was five. They raised me well, and I felt loved.”

“Where did you go to college?”

“Nazareth in Rochester. They wanted me protected as it’s small and private, but the school had a great science department, so I didn’t mind. Besides, I liked the campus.”

“Odd that you’d choose firefighting, not policing.”

JJ’s eyes narrowed.

The doorbell rang and Nick gestured to his sister. “Why don’t you get the food, Patrice?”

“Yes, of course, little brother.”

She left the room. “She’s always been the most overprotective,” he told JJ quietly. “I guess she’s forgotten you saved my life.”

“I didn’t forget,” Patty said when she came back in. “I’m exerting big sister prerogative.”

Joan stood. “I’ll help you set that out.”

The girls went into the kitchen to put out the meal. Nick leaned over and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“No worries, wait till my brothers get to grill you.”

“So, I’m going to get to see your family again?”

“Of course.” She knew she was making a commitment. 

The meal consisted of a delicious spread of a variety of omelets, crisp bacon, sausage and flaky pastries. There was joyous laughter and stories about the kids when they were growing up. JJ enjoyed it. When the group retired to the living room, and Patrice offered to clean up, JJ volunteered to help.

They worked in silence for a bit, then JJ turned to her leaned against the counter. “You don’t approve of Nick and me having a relationship.”

Patrice sighed. “I’m sorry, JJ, I believe that different worlds don’t merge well together. It’s nothing against you. You seem like a nice person, and God you’re one of America’s Bravest, but I’m…skeptical.”

“That’s fair. But you didn’t have to go about voicing your concerns as you did.”

Nick’s sister picked up a dishtowel and gripped it. “I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry. I’m raw today.”

“Because of Millicent’s capture? That’s understandable.”

“No, not because of that.”

JJ frowned.

“My boyfriend of three years and I broke up. For the very concern I have about you and Nick. He’s a carpenter who makes exquisite woodwork and I’m a lawyer. We had clashes over where to go, who to spend time with, even over restaurants. At first, I was so in love, I didn’t care.”

That sounded familiar. 

“Then I got sick of the tension. Know though, that he broke up with me because I wasn’t good for his self-esteem. And I wasn’t. I don’t want my brother to waste three years of his life making the same mistake I have.”

“Does Nick know about this?”

“Uh-huh. I talk to him weekly.”

“I wonder why he didn’t tell me. I’ve brought up the same concerns you have, Patrice. He dismissed them.”

“He’s doing the same thing I did. He doesn’t want to hear objections.”

“D-did Nick have concerns about your relationship with your boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“At the beginning. Or all along?”

“At first, then intermittently. So, I guess all along.”

“I see. Well, thanks for explaining all this Patrice. And I’m sorry about your breakup.”

 

* * *

 

Nick promised his family he’d be back in an hour and followed JJ home, pulled in behind her car when she drove into the garage. She waited for him to go inside. At least that was a good sign. She let the dog out back, bypassed the kitchen and went to sit in the living room where they’d been yesterday. “Sweetheart, I can tell you’re upset. Patrice is over protective. She always has been.”

“I can handle over protective.” Her blue eyes flecked with hurt. “It isn’t that. I went to help her clean up because I wanted to talk to her.”

“I figured. You always confront things head on.”

“We had a long talk. She told me about her carpenter boyfriend and that they just broke up.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. We knew Hank, of course, but there’s been no time to chat privately with Patty since they got here.”

“Nick, she said you were concerned about them being so different.”

“I was. She’s my sister.”

“If you were concerned about them, why on earth do you think we should be together?”

He blanked for a second. “Oh, I get it. You think it’s the same thing. It isn’t. I was concerned because Patty called me every time there was an issue. I listened, expressed sympathy then after two years, I told her it didn’t appear to be working out and maybe she should find someone else.”

“That doesn’t answer the question.”

“Of course, it does. First off, my sister is a wonderful person. She uses her practice for a lot of pro bono cases. But Patty was miserable after six months with him. Any brother in his right mind would give the same advice. Her relationship with him didn’t work out, plain and simple. And I can see how that might have made her so pissy to you during brunch. As for me, I honestly never compared our situation to theirs.”

“Well, I’m doing that.”

He blew out a heavy breath. “Are you sure this isn’t simply another roadblock you’re throwing up about us?”

“Another roadblock? Do you mean the Nivens thing?”

“Of course, I mean that.”

“Damn it, we settled that. And it was a legitimate concern.”

“Maybe, but this isn’t.” He watched her. He didn’t want to make her sad but he didn’t like this back and forth. “I’m getting the feeling you really don’t want to be in a relationship with me.”

Her face saddened. “No, no, Nick, that’s not true. But I can’t help that my heart wants to be with you but my head keeps seeing barriers to it.”

He linked his hands between his knees. 

She slid close to him. Put her hand on his back. “I can’t help that dichotomy. Anyone would have some issues with us.”

“I don’t.”

“You’re a very special person who doesn’t see the world that way.”

“Because it doesn’t have to be that way.”

She sighed.

He took her hand and entwined their fingers. “I don’t want to keep going through this. I want to relax and enjoy us. I want you to want this enough, I want you not to keep—”

“Putting up roadblocks.” She leaned her head on his shoulder in such an innocent, intimate way, his insides clamped. “I’ll try not to let all this bother me.”

He put his hand on her knee. “That’s enough for now.”

 

* * *

 

JJ met Lynne at David’s house, where her friend would be living. She helped carrying boxes, the last going to the kitchen. “Thanks for letting me come over.”

“That’s okay. You helped me lift the heavy stuff.”

“We can unpack together.”

“Let’s take a break and sit on the deck, first. The yard’s lovely and it’s a warm October day.”

They walked outside with seltzers and sat under the umbrella table. It was one of those warm fall days in the Southern Tier with sun shining down on them. “You’re settling in.”

“Yeah. The house is big for me, though.”

“It’s a nice place.”

“I don’t think you came to see David’s house, or for that matter, to help me move, so tell me what’s wrong, sweetie.”

“I’m driving myself crazy. I needed somebody to tell me if I’m overreacting.” When she finished her story about Nivens and Patrice, Lynne stared out at the grass. She liked how her friend thought through things before she gave advice. JJ let her have the time to digest the situation.

“Yeah, you’re overreacting. You talk about him all the time. You spend most of your free time with him. And you’ve been…happier. If he wants a relationship with you, I say go for it.”

“He seems to want that.”

“And you are putting up roadblocks.” Lynne raised up her sunglasses and peered straight at JJ. “In laymen’s terms, shit or get off the pot.”

JJ laughed. “I knew you’d give it to me straight.”

“My opinion—either stop things right now, or stop vacillating.”

“Derek was easier, until the captaincy happened.”

“And not worth as much as Nick. Give him a chance, or don’t. But decide.”

“I want to.”

“Then do it!”

She blew out a heavy breath. “You’re right. I will. Now, what about you? Have you heard from Ken after what he did yesterday?”

“He called this morning. I told him I wanted a divorce and he said he did, too.”

“That’s a huge deal.”

“But long in coming. And like I said, we’d drifted apart. But it threw me for a loop that he was sleeping with Mary before I told him I wanted to live up here.”

“That makes him a dick. Do you know why he came to the party yesterday?”

“Because he’s a dick.”

JJ laughed.

“Brooke said he wanted to push me over the edge. That he’s livid with me. I think she’s right. And it did push me over the edge. I’ve got an appointment next week with a lawyer recommended by Suzanne Blakely.” The fire department psychologist.

“Are you planning some counseling with her, like Trish and Annie got?”

“No, not right now, anyway. What’s done is done. And as I told the girls yesterday, I’m relieved.”

“What about the kids?”

“We told them we’re getting legally separated. But we’re all together at the house in Dannerville on most of the days I don’t work. Ken stays in the downstairs den, and I kept our bedroom. Both kids will move up with me in January, and visit here, too, though Phillip is still sulking at leaving his friends.” She shook her head. “Another reason Ken’s a dick is because he’s willing to let them go. He probably doesn’t want them in his way, now.”

“It must be hard on them.”

“Like Vinny and Tess’s girls.”

“I wish your situation wasn’t so complicated.”

“Thanks for the support. Now, we’re done talking about that! Want to stay for dinner with me? You said Nick’s busy all day.”

“Yeah. We lost another of my days off together.”

“Now, I’m sure you want him in your life.”

“I do. I want him in my life.” She looked around. “So, do we start unpacking the boxes?”

“Yeah. I can move right in. Tess had the house cleaned professionally. David’s taken most of his things, but what’s left is boxed and ready to go. He’s leaving all the furniture.”

“One less thing for you to do.”

“How about if we work to put things away in the kitchen, then we order food. After that, we should take a tour of the house. Tess said to make a list of what needs to be done to update it for when he’s ready to sell. And what work I can do to earn my keep.”

She squeezed her friend’s arm. “Thanks, Lynne. For helping me see things more clearly.”

“You’re welcome, kiddo.”  

 

* * *

 

Nick went to work the next morning after he took his sisters to the airport. He’d settled the issue of JJ with Patty—Joanie helped him—so that was finished. He talked to JJ last night to make a time to see her after work today.

Calling up notes from his assistant, he was reviewing what he’d missed yesterday, when Ross Milner, the CEO of the hospital, came to his door. “Hey, Nick, I was sorry to hear about your mother’s ordeal.”

“Hell of a thing. Mom’s good, though.”

“Of course she is. She’s Millicent Madison.”

Nick laughed. “Come in and sit.”

“Actually, I came to talk about Nivens. His hearing’s coming up.”

“Go ahead.”

“He says you’re going to be a character witness.”

And suddenly things became clear. Nick had never agreed to take sides. He only said he’d think about testifying. “I’ve decided not to be a part of all this. He asked me for support and I met with his lawyers. What they wanted me to say wasn’t true. So, I’m out.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.” 

“Can you tell me about that?”

“I can’t, Ross. I won’t testify for him, but I won’t testify against him.”

“Hmm. We have other hospital personnel who witnessed his bad behavior. We can prove the charges without you.”

“That easily?”

“Uh-huh.” He leaned forward. “You know you’re in line for his job. I want you in the position. I have for a long time.”

“That’s complicated by my refusal to be his witness.”

“Take some time to think about it.”

“All right.”

When Ross left, Nick sat back in his chair. Not testifying for Larry would take on a different cast if he accepted the Chief of Surgery. Then again, he’d been in line for the job all along. But…

“Nick, one of your patient’s walked in. He’s out in my office.”

“Who is it?”

“Arthur Adams.”

“Bring him in.”

At least his mind would be occupied today so he didn’t worry about Nivens or the chief thing. Work had always been his salvation.

 

* * *

 

“So, what are we doing?”

“We’re going to watch a video together.”

“We are?”

“You’ll see why.”

Nick took JJ by the hand and led her to his bedroom. He’d lit vanilla candles around the room and the scent filled the space. Then he turned on the TV, which was connected to a computer in his massive wall unit. The screen was sixty-inch. They sat on the end of the mattress. Suddenly, two naked people appeared on screen together, sitting cross legged facing each other. “A porn video?” JJ asked, amused.

“This is the opposite of porn.”

The woman began to speak. “If you’re viewing this video, you’re interested in increasing your intimacy with your partner. I’m Myra and this is my husband Joe and we’ll demonstrate what happens during tantric sex.”

“I’ve heard of the concept. Something about prolonged fulfillment.”

“Tantric sex originates from ancient Hinduism and revolves around sexual practices that create a deep, intimate connection through the ideas around tantra. Tantra’s focus on spiritualism. Tantric sex is a slow mediative form of contact where the end goal is not orgasm but enjoying the sensual journey. It moves energy though the body. The aim of tantric sex it to stay in the moment and to achieve a deep, sensual and fulfilling sexual experience.” 

When he glanced at her, she looked stricken. Nick sensed her tension and he paused the video. “Don’t you want to try this, honey?”

“Um, I’m game for anything.” She peered over at him and with complete vulnerability on her face. “But Nick, weren’t our sexual experiences deep and fulfilling?”

“They were. And I’m happy with the way things are. But I want to be closer to you. As close as we can get. However, if you’re uncomfortable—”

“I’m not uncomfortable.” She bit her lip. “At least it’ll be something to entertain the Sisters of Fire.”

His jaw dropped. 

“Kidding.” She kissed his mouth quick. “Let’s go for it.”

He un-paused the video.

“One of the practices that many people start out with is to have partners sitting cross-legged facing each other like we are.” They smiled, then the woman spoke looking at Joe. “First, they place their right hands on the other’s heart and cover that hand with their left. They then synchronize their breathing. They stay in the moment. The purpose is to experiment with touch. Not to rush through foreplay to orgasm. Make eye contact and to deepen the connection. Breathe through the diaphragm.”

Again, Nick paused the video. “Shall we try it?”

“Sure.” She stood and started to disrobe. 

“We can do this part with our clothes on.”

She gave him a sexy smiled, said, “Why would we?” and stripped. Laughing, he followed suit.

They moved to the middle of the bed, both cross-legged, and placed their hands on each other’s heart. He could feel hers beating fast. They concentrated on their breathing—in deeply and out slowly. They kept it up until they were in perfect harmony. He didn’t know such a little thing could be so meaningful.

Focusing so intently created a bubble around them and all he could see was her face. The only sound he heard was their breathing. The scent of her flowery lotion and lemon shampoo filled his head. Her hand was heavy on his. It went on so long he fell into a trance-like state.

Eventually, he slid his hand to the remote and pressed play.

After a half-hour of touching, he felt like he’d died and gone to heaven. 

At the end of the video, she climbed onto his lap while he sat against the headboard. Both of their private parts exposed. “Hmm. This is nice.” She leaned over and kissed his breastbone. Shoulder. Neck. All the while he flirted with her groin. Then he pressed on it.

She shivered. “N-Nick.”

He eased his hand off. “Look at me.”

She held his gaze. “Now look down.” He massaged his penis. “I do this sometimes and think of you.”

Her hand went to her genitals. “I do this and think of you, too.”

“Want to finish this way?”

“No, I don’t want to finish yet.” She laid her head on his chest. “Your heart’s beating faster. Take deep breaths so you can match mine.”

He sucked in air, let it out slowly. 

Still, they touched. He brushed his knuckles down her face, over her breast and settled on her legs. With both hands he massaged from knee to hip. And around some to her butt.

Then she slid back, straddled him and did the same to his legs. “Has it been long enough?” she asked hoarsely.

“Long enough for me.”

“I don’t want to wait anymore.”

He pulled her closer. “Me, either, love.”


Chapter 9



 

 

“Hey, JJ.” Elena Cortez walked into work at 5:30 the next morning and stopped at JJ’s office. “How long have you been here?”

“Since five.” Nick had a 6 a.m. surgery and she got up with him. “You’re early, too.”

“Preparation for breakfast.”

“Can’t wait.”

She did her paperwork, then met the others in the kitchen at six. “Hi, everybody.”

“Cap.”

“Good morning.”

“Hi, JJ.”

Elena stood at the stove. The whole room smelled like something spicy.

“What are you making?” she asked.

“Huevos Rancheros and Chilaquiles.”

“In English, Cortez.” The comment was from Morey, but it wasn’t offensive. He was teasing, which was something new.

“Eggs topped with ranchero sauce. Along with crispy tortilla chips softened in chili sauce, topped with jack cheese and sour cream.”

“Will you marry me?” Morey asked. 

“Sorry, my significant other would object.”

They sat around the table with coffee, and when Elena said, Buen Provechop! they all took helpings. The eggs were fluffy and just done. JJ bit into a Chilaquiles and found it so hot, she had to take water. The group clapped when they all finished. Elena beamed.

“Chores in half an hour. They’re posted. I’ll clean up here.”

Harmon said, “Wow, I didn’t know a cap cleaned up.”

Quinn quipped, “JJ isn’t like any other captain.”

She’d felt the difference in the guys’ attitude toward her since the ambulance accident. Even though they’d lost a patient. Morey especially seemed accepting.  

After chores, JJ met them in the kitchen again. “Anybody up for a one-on-one basketball game?” A new hoop and post had recently been installed at the back of the firehouse. 

“I am.” This from Morey. He was tall and lanky, and probably good at the sport.

Harmon said, “I don’t play but I’ll go out with you.”

They went outside. Quinn came along, too. Then Elena.

JJ grabbed a ball and headed to the blacktopped area. She was about to bounce it when she heard something behind her and turned. “Aw, look.”

Morey was the first to join her. He knelt down. “Holy hell, it’s a kitten. A tiny one. She got her head through the hole in the plastic and it’s sticking out.”

“Go ahead, Morey. Take the lead.” 

He examined the animal from all angles. The meows kept getting louder. By now, everyone had gathered around. “What do you need, Morey?” Quinn asked.

“The nine-inch cutters.”

Quinn returned with the tool. With them in hand, Morey said to JJ, “Put your fingers into the hole by the kitten’s neck. I think they’ll fit.”

JJ slid her index and middle finger inside to protect the kitten and Morey began to cut. Snip, snip, snip. “You okay, JJ?”

“Fine, I can move my fingers around the hole as you make the cuts.” Which she did.

Snip, snip, snip. “There we go.”

JJ eased the kitten out and the little rascal sprang from her hands into Morey’s. She began licking his face. “She knows you saved her,” JJ commented. 

When Morey stood with the feline, she nestled against him.

“Aw she likes you.” This from Harmon. 

“Hell.” But his face showed he was pleased. “Let’s get her in the firehouse to make sure she’s all right.”

They walked inside and JJ put out a bowl of water. Before the cat drank it, she looked back at Morey to make sure he was still there. While she slurped, Morey called nearby animal shelters while Elena checked the internet for local postings of lost pets. Nothing about the kitten. 

They put her in the small bathroom off the kitchen with blankets in a rectangular box when they went on three calls, an hour each, but as soon as they came back, the cat sprinted to Morey. He rolled his eyes, but picked her up and let her nuzzle him.

When the night shift arrived, one of the guys said, “You can’t leave that animal here. I have an epi-pen because I’m so allergic to dander.”

It was a sight to see as Morey walked out of the firehouse—with the kitty packed into his saddle bag, her little head sticking out. He mumbled, “Pay them no mind, Snip. We’re a team now.”

 

* * *

 

Before Nick left the hospital, an administrative assistant to the Chief of Surgery caught him at the elevator. “Nick, can I talk to you a second?”

“Sure, Abby, what’s up?”

“Ross wants to know why you’re not attending the gala next weekend. Your mom and dad will be there.”

He’d blown it off because he suspected JJ would balk. “Galas aren’t really my thing.” Anymore, though he’d gone in the past.

“Um, Ross wants you there because it’s for your unit.”

Hmm. Maybe it would be fun. “All right, sign me up. I should be there.”

“One or two?”

“Two.” He hoped.

A half-hour later, he found JJ sitting on her porch waiting for him. He parked and went up the few steps to her. “Hey, there.”

“Hi. It’s so pretty out here. That sunset’s gorgeous.”

He sat on the swing next to her. “Beautiful.”

“Did you have a good day?”

“Yeah, just the early surgery. A few appointments. We had a team meeting at four. Nivens froze me out.”

“He did?”

“Yeah, after I told him I wouldn’t testify for him. He was particularly angry because more women have come forward.”

“I’m glad you made that decision.”

“Me, too. Want to walk?”

“Sure.”

They strolled down her street. She lived in the residential neighborhood of the city. Sidewalks were shaded by trees. Neighbors waved to each other. After a while, he said, “I have to ask you something. There’s a gala next weekend to raise money for an expansion of the cardiac center. I was told today I should sign up.”

“That’s fine. You can attend those kind of work things without me.”

He waited, then said, “I don’t want to go without you.”

“Why?”

“We’ve gotten so close I want to be with you all the time. No, there’s more. I want you to take part in hospital activities with me.”

“I’ll go to the next barbeque.”

“So, that’s a no?” Even to his own ears he sounded disappointed.

“This means a lot to you?”

“It does.”

“Then I’ll go.”

He stopped, picked her up and swirled her around. “Thank you.” He set her down. “It’s black tie. I’d be glad—”

She put her hand over his lips. “Shh. I’ll talk to Brooke about what I should wear. I won’t embarrass you.”

“You never do.”

“I know. Now, let’s head downtown and get something to eat.”

“You’re on, babe!”

 

* * *

 

JJ stared at the array of dresses on Brooke’s bed. “Seriously, you had all these?”

Brooke shook her head. “No, Lynne had a couple. Tess had one she thought you might like.”

“None from me,” Annie told her. “But they’re lovely.”

“Me either, though I have dresses now.” Trish said the words proudly. Before Nathan, she didn’t own one.

JJ asked, “How do I choose? They’re all pretty.”

Brooke took over as this was her wheelhouse. “By color first. Then fit. Come over to the mirror. Lynne, bring me one at a time.”

First up was a multi-hued strapless gown. “It’s pretty, but not me.”

Next a red satin.

Lynne put in, “I think she should go with black.”

“I think she should go with this.” Annie held up a fancy white and black dress.

“I like that,” JJ told them.

“If it doesn’t fit, I can make alterations.” Must be this was Brooke’s. 

JJ stripped to her underwear—she’d worn a real bra, not her usual sports bra. Brooke helped her slip the gown over her head. It fell down her body. JJ turned to the mirror. 

Annie picked up a hairbrush. Spoke into it as if it was a microphone. “Next up, ladies, is our stunning A-line silhouette, with a captivating black-lace bodice and a dramatic asymmetrical satin skirt. Slip into this fabulous dress with statement jewelry and strappy heels.”

The Sisters of Fire laughed. 

“I don’t have strappy heels or statement jewelry.”

“I have the heels,” Tess said. “I haven’t worn them much so I brought them over. We can try those.”

“I have jewelry.” Brooke studied her. Then went to the dresser and pulled out a drawer. She returned with pearl earrings that hung from a gold chain, and a bracelet with three rows of pearls. “These are lovely, Brooke. Are you sure you want to lend these out?”

“Zach gave them to me on our tenth anniversary.” Her eyes clouded. “He’d love seeing you wear them.”

JJ grasped her hand. “Thank you. And thanks for the dress.”

“You’re welcome. You’ll be stunning. Now, let’s see where it needs a tuck or two.”

A half-hour later, they all sat on Brooke’s porch. “So, are you looking forward to the Gala?”

“I am because Nick is. He wanted me to go. I’m not too keen on anything fancy, but we’ve gotten so close, I couldn’t refuse.”

“It’s only been three weeks, honey.” This from Tess, who would worry about that.

“I know, and it seems impossible that I already feel this way.”

“Why do you think that is?”

JJ couldn’t help but smile. “Ever heard of tantric sex?”

 

* * *

 

On their first night shift, JJ and her crew were conducting a check of the tools in the bay when she heard a door slam behind her. “JJ, I need to talk to you.”

She turned around and saw Derek Wayne had come into the space. He was dressed in his uniform; his hair was unkempt and his voice angry.

“I’m busy, Derek.”

One by one, the group formed a semi-circle around her. 

“Tough shit.”

“Now, listen here—” 

“No, Abe, I can handle this. We’ll go outside.”

He didn’t move. “Afraid your guys will hear how vindictive you are?”

JJ moved closer to him. It was then she detected the smell. Alcohol. “Are you drunk?”

“No, I’m furious.”

“Why?

“I asked the chief to recommend me to take the captain’s test. He said no.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“Come on, JJ. A woman scorned?”

She started to laugh which made him madder. “You think I spread rumors about you?”

“Of course, you did. I dumped you.”

“Which was the best thing that could happen to me.”

“You gotta do something about this.”

Raising her chin, JJ held his gaze with a hard one of her own. “I didn’t do anything to you so it’s none of my business if your captain doesn’t think you’re good enough.”

He moved in closer, put his hand on the sleeve of her white shirt—and gripped her arm. 

Morey stepped forward. “Get your hands off her,” he said, physically removing it.

Elena came to stand next to Morey. “And get out of here, you ape.” 

“Fine. I’ll go.” His eyes narrowed and his mouth thinned into a smirk. “You know, I’m not the one who isn’t good enough. You weren’t good enough for this position. Or for me. In bed and out.”

JJ gestured to the driveway, where an Uber waited. “Get the hell out of here. And don’t approach me again.”

“Don’t you dare dismiss me, you little bitch.” 

“The captain said to leave.” Morey edged halfway in front of her.

Derek frowned. “Come on, Morey. You know what a cunt she is.”

Quinn, Harmon and Cortez edged in, too, and formed a line between her and Derek, but they said nothing.

“Fuck you all.” Derek turned and stumbled out.

Elena faced her. “Let’s go inside, sit and have some tea.” JJ let her lead the way to the kitchen. She sat, and the others did, too.

Quinn started. “First off, you should file a complaint with brass and law. He put hands on you and used foul language to an officer.”

“I can’t think about that now.”

“JJ, we know what he did to you.” Elena’s voice was soft.

“I guess everybody does.”

“I don’t.” This from Harmon.

Morey explained. “He couldn’t handle JJ’s promotion so he broke off their relationship.”

“That sucks. What kinda man is he?”

“A weak one, and I’m better off without him.”

“You sure are.” 

“Are you upset, JJ?” Morey asked.

“He makes me feel inferior. Like I didn’t deserve this.” She motioned to the firehouse.

Morey cleared his throat. “We all know now that you did, Captain.”

 “Your acceptance means a lot to me.”

“And JJ.” Quinn spoke like a leader. “You know why they called fire stations houses?”

“No.”

“Because we’re family. We got each other’s back.”

JJ was overcome by their support. “Thanks, everybody.”

The P.A. came on, breaking up the emotional moment. “MVA on Maple Street. Med Car 1, Engine 2, Truck 2 go into service.”

JJ and her crew bolted up and headed to the bay.

 

* * *

 

Nick’s jaw dropped as he watched JJ come down her stairs. “Wow!”

She touched the black bodice of the dress. “Thanks. You, too.”

“You’re gorgeous.” He kissed her. She tasted of raisin colored lipstick. And was that perfume she was wearing?

“I feel good about how I look, though I’ve never worn fancy things before.”

“I like the satin. And the uneven hem.”

“Now I’m blushing. No more talk about me.” She picked up a heavy white wool scarf and draped it around her.

They drove to the Gala listening to some cool jazz. He glanced over and put his hand on her bare knee. “Thanks for coming.”

“Poor me. I get to go to a fancy ballroom, eat delicious food, all the while I’m with the handsomest man in the room.”

He gave a belly laugh. “All right. We’ll enjoy ourselves.”

Once at the Elmwood Inn, the valet opened her door and helped her out. Nick came around, gave the keys to him. 

“Nick, there are a lot of limos here. Did you drive because of me?”

“Nope, I wanted to show off my snazzy car.” He winked at her. “Let’s go inside.”

They entered an already crowded ballroom. People mingled with beverages in their hands while waiters passed appetizers. “Want a drink?” 

“Wine would be great.”

He led her to one of the many bars placed around the perimeter of the room. They got their drinks quickly. JJ sipped hers and surveyed the couples who could afford to pay a thousand dollars a person to be here. 

Nick asked, “Shall we go find Mom and Dad?”

“That would be nice.” 

They found his parents standing next to a table with a sign that read The Barrows Party. It seated ten. Nick kissed his parents and they kissed JJ. His dad said, “You’re lovely tonight, my dear.”

“Thank you.”

“What an interesting dress.” His mom was smiling broadly. “Turn and let me see the back.”

JJ seemed to feel comfortable doing a little pirouette for them.

They chatted some, then they were called to take their seats. Nick held out JJ’s chair, and she sat between him and his mother.

“Who else is at our table?” she asked.

“One of my friends and his wife.” Nick Sr. spoke with affection. “They’re big donors to the hospital.”

“And a colleague of yours, Nick, Ross Milner.”

“He’s my boss, Dad.”

“He’s a great guy. I golf with him sometimes.”

When the others joined them, Nick sat back and enjoyed the conversation. Until Larry Nivens walked by, did a double take at Ross, and scowled at Nick. He had the nerve to stop. “Hello, all. Having fun?”

“We are,” his dad said.  

“I’ve met everyone here, but your date, Nick.”

“You didn’t see JJ at the hospital fire?”

His jaw dropped. 

JJ said, “I’m Julie Jensen, a captain at Firehouse 2.”

He gave Nick a You gotta be kidding me look, then moved on.

“What a distasteful man,” Millicent said.

“I hope he leaves the hospital.” Nick mumbled the words. “Let’s change the subject.”

Ross said to JJ, “I wasn’t there the night of the fire, but thanks for rescuing my people.”

“Only Nick. And the patient.”

“You wound me!” Nick chided her.

She grinned at him. And he let out a breath. JJ would do fine here.

 

* * *

 

“Uh-oh. Incoming.” Nicholas made the comment with sarcasm. “Watch out, son.”

“There you are, Nicky.” He stood and the beautiful woman took his head between her hands and give him a smacker right on the mouth. JJ gulped at the gesture. “You’re a bad boy for not calling to take me to this dinner.” She scanned the table. “Toodles, all. We’re going to dance.”

He glanced helplessly at JJ. She shrugged.

When they left, JJ asked, “Who was that?”

“Liliana Drake. Daughter of a couple who used to be our friends.” Millicent scowled. “Nicky shouldn’t have to appease her.”

“Appease her?”

“She’s a spoiled brat even at forty. Always wants her own way.”

“Ah.” She transferred her gaze to the couple. They danced in a waltz position which included turns and dips. Like they’d danced a lot together. 

“Don’t worry, dear. She’s after him, but he’s told her time and again that there’s nothing between them.”

“I won’t worry, then.”

But she couldn’t help staring. They made a perfect couple, both polished and sophisticated. A little voice inside her head said, he should be with someone like her.

She banished the thought. Until the song ended and a slow one began. He stayed on the floor, and she moved in close to his chest. Well!

JJ stood. “I need to use the ladies room. I’ll be right back.”

Threading her way through the crowd, she tried to remember all the times they’d been close, closer than she’d ever been to another person. She entered the bathroom, passed the lounge, got in a stall. And just sat there. Taking deep breaths. Forcing herself to see that Liliana was after Nick but her interest wasn’t returned.

Finally, she opened the door and realized some women had come into the lounge. She could also smell smoke. She couldn’t let that go and took only one step before she heard, “Did you see who Nick Barrows brought to the party?”

“I did. She’s pretty.”

The other woman snorted. “She’s a firefighter. I didn’t know Nick was into slumming it.”

No reply.

“All right, I’m mad at him for refusing to testify for my husband. But that doesn’t make me wrong. Two people that different can’t possibly be happy together.”

“Vivian, I think that’s unfair.”

“Yes, well, everybody’s being unfair to Larry. I hope Nick doesn’t testify against him.”

JJ wanted to cower in a stall. Or race out of the lav. Instead, she held her head high and walked out to the women. They gasped. 

“Hello, there. Since you’re discussing me, I thought I’d say hello. But mostly, I’m telling you to put out your cigarettes. They’re a fire hazard. If you don’t, I’m going to call the management. This is a no-smoking building.”

Vivian looked at her like pond scum. “Who do you think you are?” 

“You know who I am. I’m a firefighter.” She folded her arms. “I’m waiting.”

Both stubbed out the cigs in the sink. JJ started to leave the room and Vivian pulled on her arm. “You’re not welcome here. You can dress up in designer clothes, but it’s lipstick on a pig. You’ll never fit into our circles.”

“I don’t want to fit into your circles.” But inside she was shaky. Still, she gave Vivian Nivens’ hand on her arm a pointed look. The woman let go. Without a retort, JJ left the room. 

When she got out into the hallway, a wave of anxiety, tinged with self-doubt and overlaid with insecurity, swamped her. She grasped onto a pillar in the lobby because the severe emotion made her weak.

A man in a suit and a hotel name tag came up to her. “Miss, are you sick?”

“Yeah.” She was sick all right. Sick of these feelings ambushing her.

“What can I do?” 

She didn’t have her purse with her. “May I borrow a phone?”

He handed her his cell. Wanting to simultaneously weep and throw things, she tried to remember which Sisters of Fire didn’t have plans tonight. Then she dialed a number.

 

* * *

 

Barely able to control himself, Nick gripped Liliana’s hand and led her off the dance floor and to a small alcove. He towered over her. “I’m only going to say this one more time. You and I are over. We have been for a long time. Don’t ever-ever-do to me what you did tonight. I didn’t cause a scene this time, but I will the next.”

“For what? An uncouth little bee-worker? You know what they say about woman like her—she sleeps with all the guys in the firehouse. They must have a great time.”

For the first time in his life, he felt like striking a woman. So, he stepped back. “That accusation makes you the uncouth one, Liliana. Stay away from me or I’ll put the word out in your clique that you’re so hard up, you’re stalking an old boyfriend.”

He stormed away. When he got back to the table, he was breathing hard. 

“Are you all right?” his father asked.

“Yes.” He frowned. “Where’s JJ?”

“She went to the ladies’ room. After ten minutes, your mother went to check on her.”

His mom returned. “She’s not in the ladies’ room or the reception area. But a man came up to me and asked if I was looking for a pretty woman in a black and white dress. When I said yes, he told me she used his phone to call a friend, who picked her up.”

“Why on earth would she leave?” His dad asked.

Nick took out his phone and found a text from Brooke. But written by JJ. I’m sorry, I had to leave. For a lot of reasons. Could you grab my purse and shawl? I’ll make arrangements to get them from you. I’m sorry, Nick.

He showed his parents. “Something more than Liliana must have happened.”

“What do you mean, Mom?” His mind was fuzzy, with worry and anger.

“I just don’t think that you dancing with Liliana would make her leave.”

“In any case, I shouldn’t have. I’m going to find her. Sorry to spoil the night.”

“The night is almost over. Let us know if JJ’s okay.”

“I will.”

Nick worried all the way to Brooke’s. He knew where she lived because it was in his neighborhood several streets over. JJ had pointed the house out to him once when they were up here. Damn her! What was she thinking?

 

* * *

 

“Are you sure you did the right thing, sweetie?” Brooke had given her pajamas to change into and they sat in the living room with tea.

“I had to get out of there. I could hardly breathe after the onslaught of those women in the bathroom.” She’d explained on the way home what happened—Nivens snubbing her, the dances with his old flame, the gossipy women who’d hit her smack in the middle of her insecurity. And then there was Derek’s insults earlier in the week.

Brooke studied her. “I’ve never, ever seen you back down from a fight. Derek’s issues, gossip from the men in the department, your crew. Why now?”

She sniffed the peppermint tea. “Because I’ve had this underlying dread since I started dating Nick that I’d never fit into his world.”

“You were optimistic when you picked out the dress.”

“I know. I’ve tried not to let my insecurities win. But they have, Brooke. I can’t do this anymore.”

“Don’t be rash.”

She let out an ugly laugh. “This has been coming since that damn hospital fire. It’s anything but rash.”

The doorbell rang. 

“Do you think it’s Nick?”

“Of course, it’s Nick.”

Brooke went to the foyer and mumbling made its way back to JJ and then Nick appeared in the doorway to the porch without her friend.

His tie had come undone and his hair mussed as if he’d run his fingers through it. He set her purse and shawl on a table. “Are you all right? Physically, I mean.”

“Yes.”

“But not emotionally.”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Come in and sit.”

He jammed his hands in his pockets. “I’ll stand.” 

She stood, too. “It’s cumulative, Nick.”

“What is?”

“Me feeling like I don’t belong with you. First, it was the fight over testifying for Nivens.”

“I passed on that.”

“Then it was your sister’s concerns.”

“Which we settled. What happened tonight?”

She explained about Nivens, Liliana and then the women in the john. 

His green eyes blazed. “Those people were horrid to do that to you. I can see why you’d be upset. But you left the gala because of them? You’d pull away from me because of all that?”

“They’re part of your world, Nick. I can’t live there.”

“You—you’d give me up so easily.” His voice cracked on the words.

“This past month hasn’t been easy for me!”

“You fight your way through things that aren’t easy for you. When your department was badmouthing you, gossiping, and your crew was freezing you out, you stood up to them. You didn’t give up your officer’s position.”

“I’d never back down from my job.”

“But you will from me.”

“I—” She didn’t answer that. Couldn’t. “I’m sorry Nick. Maybe I am too sensitive about this.”

“Maybe? Maybe?” He shook his head, feeling totally bereft about her continued vacillating. “You know what, JJ, I’m tired of being a problem in your life. Especially, especially after how close we’ve gotten. I’m done with you not accepting me.”

“Nick, you’re not the one who—”

He held up his hand. “Goodbye, JJ.” He turned and walked out.

JJ stood in the living room, open-mouthed.


Chapter 10



 

 

“Hey, hold up. This isn’t a competition.” JJ slowed her pace so her brother Jimmy could catch up. When he did, he stopped altogether. “What’s going on, sis? 

“Going on?”

“We don’t see you in forever, and today when you showed up at my house, you were pumped. Something bad happen at work?”

“Not at work.”

A mid-October breeze gave JJ a chill and she rubbed her arms. She should have put on a sweat suit, but she’d chosen a long-sleeved T-shirt and shorts.

Jimmy said, “It’s that guy, isn’t it?”

It was. JJ, who rarely cried, had wept over Nick’s loss for two days, then on the third, she forced herself out of her rut and did her go-to thing to cope. “It was him. That’s over. And I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch.”

“We were happy for you.”

“Ha! You didn’t look it when you met him at the bowling alley.” 

“That was all for show and you know it.” 

They started walking down the street. JJ noticed now that the trees had turned gold and red, with some green left, but who could enjoy fall? Not her. 

“You can tell me what happened.”

“That’s the last thing I need.”

Jimmy’s brow furrowed. “What do you need?”

“You! A run.”

He took out his phone and punched in a number. “Dad, we’re coming over for breakfast.”

“Why’d you do that?” she asked when he clicked off. She was irritated now.

“This calls for family time. We’ve been out here for a half-hour so we’ll run back to your house, get my car and head to the old homestead.”

“I don’t want to do that.”

“Too late. Pops is expecting us. He’s probably making your favorite pecan waffles already.”

Her stomach growled. 

“I rest my case.”

Forty minutes later they sat in their old kitchen, which had been undated but not completely remodeled. Her father was at the griddle facing the window while she and Jimmy sat at the counter sipping coffee. The scent of the dough made her stomach growl again.

Soon, he put a plate in front of her. “Eat!”

The waffle was crisp and filled with crunchy pecans. The syrup was maple-sweet, the orange juice tart. She wolfed down three big rectangles. She didn’t even notice the other two had finished eating.

Afterward, her dad got up, poured himself more coffee and faced her across the counter. “Okay, spill. I could tell by Jimmy’s voice something was wrong.”

“She wouldn’t tell me.”

Her dad got the look. “She will now.” 

His expression and his words catapulted her back to when she lived in this house, had breakfast in this kitchen…Come’on, kid, tell us what happened at school…JJ, I want to know in no uncertain terms what’s going on with that boy…Baby, please, this can’t be worth crying over…

All the memories softened her, something she did not want to feel. Still, she felt compelled to spill her guts as she always had. 

“The g-guy you met at bowling. We’ve been seeing each other for almost a month. We got pretty close.”

“The surgeon.” Her dad frowned. “I hoped he wouldn’t be bad news.”

“He wasn’t. It’s my fault. I decided it was too hard living in his world, that I didn’t fit there, so we broke up.”

“This was all your doing?” Jimmy asked.

“Yeah, and he got tired of trying to convince me I was…enough.”

Brick braced his hands on the countertop. A deep scowl formed on his brow. “You ashamed of your background, girl? Of us?”

“No. No! Dad, never. I’m proud of all of you.”

“Aren’t you proud of yourself?”

“I am. But I felt…inferior when I was with him.”

“Then good riddance. I would have told you to break up with him. You’re better off without him.”

Because she wasn’t, JJ put her head in her hands; they hadn’t seen her cry in years.

 

* * *

 

Nick picked up the little blue sphere, tossed it in the air as he swept his racket back, then slammed it forward. The ball hit the front wall right where it met the floor. The speed with which it bounced back catapulted it directly into Pete’s leg like a bullet. His friend went down. “Ah…”

Nick raced to him and dropped to his knees. “Let me see.”

“W-wait a sec.”

After taking a few deep breaths, Pete let Nick examine his leg. “Fuck, the welt’s huge. You need ice right away.” He hurried to the area outside the gym and grabbed a cold pack from a cooler. He ran back in. Pete was sitting up now. “Here, keep this on it. I’m so sorry, Pete.”

His friend placed the insulated ice pack on the bruise and hissed. “These things happen when you play like a maniac.”

He dropped down on the floor. “Was I a maniac?”

“Yep.”

Nick didn’t know himself these days. “I should have been more careful.”

“You’re aggressive. That’s why I like playing with you. But today, you seem driven by demons.”

Nick drew up his knees and linked his hands between them. “Because I am.”

“Want to talk?”

Pete was a friend, and a trained therapist. “Maybe.”

“Is it about that pretty firefighter you brought to the gala? JJ?”

“Yes. We called our relationship off. It’s still raw. That’s all I can say right now.”

“I’m here if you want to talk.”

“Thanks. Can you go back to work?” They were playing on a lunch break.

“Think so. I’ll sit with this for—” he glanced at the clock “—ten more minutes. Stay and tell me what you think about Nivens’ situation.”

A lot was happening at the hospital. “I never expected him to resign.”

“Apparently the evidence against him was mounting. Other women came forward. More power to them.”

“I’ve been kind of out of it. Did he get a recommendation?”

“From Ross? No way. Nivens threatened to withdraw his resignation when Ross refused one. But Ross informed him that he’d terminate his contract as soon as he did.”

“I’m glad it’s over. There was a lot of tension over the last few weeks. And our poor nurses.”

“Yeah. You going to take Chief of Surgery?”

“I don’t know. I’m not much of an administrator. I’d rather be cutting.”

His friend laughed. “I get it.”

They left the court and were back in their offices by two. Nick had an appointment at four, then he’d go home. He took the time to order cookies for the nurses in the cardiac wing and the ER since they’d been through a lot lately, then sat back and scanned the room. He’d decorated it to fit his personality with white walls, a grey rug and a teal leather couch. His desk was teak and the wall art picked up the accent color. He’d felt contented here.

Not now. He swiveled around to stare out his window. Trees outside were turning a myriad of colors. Before he could stop himself, he wondered if JJ liked the fall changes in upstate New York. Then he got mad. Fucking hell! Why did she keep invading his mind when he had a free minute? Or when he was sleeping. The dreams haunted him, even when he was awake.

But almost a week after the gala, he didn’t question his decision. This was for the best. No more of the yo-yo their relationship had become. And soon, he’d find peace.

 

* * *

 

The fire on the east side of the city had turned into a four-alarm, meaning four station houses were called. JJ hopped off her truck and made her way to Incident Command, the acrid smell of smoke stinging her nostrils. Battalion Chief Roncone was in charge. “Where do you need us, Chief?”

“The west wing of the school. All the trucks are busy, so go in and search. Another engine company is putting the fire out, and there’s heavy smoke. We need people lookin’ for the stragglers because the teacher got her kids outside but she’s missing two.”

Morey drove to the side of the school. JJ noted each wing had an engine and truck assigned, and the rescue squad was here, too, along with two Med Trucks.

When the rig stopped, she turned to her crew. “Grab tools. Harmon, you stay with me and Cortez. We gotta search every classroom and all the cupboards and bathrooms, because kids might hide there.” 

Quinn had gone to talk to the teacher but jogged back. “Just wanted to make sure only two kids are missing.”

“You take Morey with the thermal camera. Air packs on.” She slid the Nomex hood on first, then covered her face with the air mask. Put her helmet on top. “Let’s go.”

They began searching. In the first classroom, the three of them pulled open the doors on a row of cupboards, and checked the bathroom. Nothing. They strode back into the smoke-filled hallway. “Is it darker here, guys?”

“Yeah, a lot.” This from Quinn, who headed to another room.

JJ, Harmon and Cortez continued their search as the smoke got even darker in the hall. Into her radio she asked, “Chief, what’s going on with the smoke?”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s getting noxious on the west wing.”

“Let me look at the plans.”

She waited.

“The furnace is beneath you. You need to evacuate right away.”

“We got three more rooms.”

“You make the decision, Jensen.”

“Let’s go for it,” Quinn said into the radio. The rest agreed. 

“Try to move faster. Ronny and Cortez, take one room. I’ll do the other myself.”

A breach of protocol to separate like that, but she needed to get her group out fast. The classroom she entered was small. She checked the cubbies then headed to the closet. When she pulled the door open, she found two little girls huddled inside coughing. She went down on one knee. “Here breath in through this one at a time.” While they did, she radioed for the other four to get out of the building.

Her air pack cleared their lungs enough for her to say, “Now, stand up and come with me out of this closet.”

They rose, she donned her mask, and each took one of her hands. “We’ll go as fast as you can run.”

They ran and coughed in the hallway. Then the two girls stumbled, one fell and they both started to cry.

JJ didn’t notice the press taking videos, and how they captured a firefighter carrying a little girl in each arm, dark smoke curled outside behind them like a monster trying to gobble them up.

 

* * *

 

Nick agreed to Saturday brunch with his parents because he couldn’t avoid a prolonged visit any more. He’d seen them on two occasions—a brief hello at the hospital and a quick visit at his house, but never in their home where they could grill him. He didn’t know if he had the strength to withstand their questions. Damn, he’d thought he’d feel better with each day’s passing but instead, the hole inside him hollowed out.

“Hello, son.” His father rose from the couch where he’d been sitting watching the local newscasts when Nick arrived.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Your mother’s on the phone. She’ll be done soon. Come sit.”

Nick got some water from the kitchen, then dropped into a chair facing the TV. To make conversation, he asked, “Anything in the news?”

“Hmm. Something I recorded for you.”

“Is it medical?”

“No.” 

His father turned on what he’d taped. Nick practically choked on his sip from the bottle. First there were aerial shots of fire shooting out of windows in the front of the building. “A four-alarm fire broke at Elizabeth Cady Stanton elementary school yesterday afternoon. Ten trucks were sent to the scene to control the blaze.”

Then another aerial view. More smoke now. It had turned black on the west side. 

Nick scowled.

“This is the part I wanted you to see.”

A voice over continued. “One of the many rescues is captured here, where a female firefighter single-handedly carried out two six-year-old girls.”

And there she was. In her element. It was like a scene from a movie, JJ emerging from a cloud of smoke, the little girls both cuddled into her chest, as she was holding one in each arm. She got a safe distance from the building before an explosion hit behind her.

“Fuck it, she could have died.”

“Yes, son. She could have.”

He turned on his father—literally. “Why would you play this for me, Dad?” 

“To show you exactly what you’re giving up.”

“I didn’t give up! She did.”

“You said she was wavering.”

He wilted from the confusing emotions he felt inside. “She was. But I was too mad to listen.”

“Hmm. That’s unfortunate. We could have had quite a celebration with JJ over another save. Women like her don’t come along every day.”

“Hell, Dad? I feel bad enough already.”

“Apparently not.”

“Do you have any idea how it makes me feel that you would do this to me?”

“It’s called tough love, son.”

 

* * *

 

“Hey, JJ.  You look pretty today.” Quinn’s wife handed her a beer. “I hear Abe bulldozed you into coming.”

He had…

JJ was standing at the window of her office, staring out at the drizzle, trying to blank her mind. “JJ, I want to talk to you.” 

She turned to find Abe Quinn at the door. “Is there a problem?”

“Uh-huh. You.”

“You told me no one said I was grandstanding with the girls at the school.”

“You weren’t. They didn’t. Sit.”

Though the captain usually gave orders, she sat on a chair. 

“We’re having a spur of the moment barbeque tomorrow. It’s our first day off. You’re coming.”

“I—”

He grasped her hand. The group was getting more affectionate with each other. “JJ, I know sadness when I see it. We—your firehouse family—are all worried. Let’s start socializing together. Eventually you’ll want to confide in us.”

“It’s not you guys.”

“I know. My guess is that it’s a man. Been there, done that with my wife. We’re gonna take a day away from it for you. No objections allowed…”

“Yeah, he bamboozled me. I’m glad I came, though. I love this time of year. Not too hot for wearing turnout gear, not yet freezing snow that gets under our gloves fighting winter fires.”

“Abe feels the same way.”

Two teenagers meandered over. “Have you guys met Dad’s captain?”

“No.”

“These are our twins, Cody and Casey. This is Captain Jensen.”

“The legend,” his daughter said. She extended her hand. “It’s really cool to meet you.”

Cody reiterated the sentiment. Then he said to his mother, “What would you like us to do, Mom?”

“Socialize with the other kids.” Quinn had invited some of his friends from different firehouses and their families.

They agreed and left.

JJ nodded to them as they left. “They’re great.” 

“Now they are. But man, they were terrors when they were little.”

Out of the blue, JJ had a blinding image of dark-haired, green-eyed toddlers running around a house. She swallowed back the pain. Up until right now, she’d never pictured herself with kids.

“I see Nick Barrows around the hospital.” Kara cocked her head. “He has that same brooding expression you have, that you can’t quite hide.”

She forced herself to ask, “How is he?”

“Rumor has it that he’s not good. Though he got offered the Chief of Surgery position.”

They could have celebrated with some of his favorite tantric sex. The memory gutted her.

Morey called out, “Hey, you two, it’s volleyball!”

“Oops, no more girl talk. Time to crush the guys.” They started away. She was glad Kara didn’t ask specifically about her relationship or lack of one with Nick. She could barely hold it together as it was.

 

* * *

 

Nick stood when she entered Marcello’s restaurant. “Hi, Andrea. I was so glad you called.”

Doctor Andrea Gray was a long-time friend from Cedar Hospital and also his occasional lover when they weren’t involved with other people. He valued her in all ways.

“Me, too. Though I have to say, this last break-up with John was excruciating.”

“Then we’ll commiserate. Mine too, with a woman I cared deeply about. I gotta get her out of my head.”

They sat at a corner table.

“So, how’s work?” she asked. 

“Very good. I took the chief’s position.”

“I heard you were up for it.”

They talked about changes he’d make in the department as Andrea was Pediatrics Chair and knew her way around leading a department.

They ate cheesy lasagna with a chianti and he forgot about himself for a while.

Later, when they went to his house and walked hand-in-hand to the bedroom, he wasn’t thinking about their usual recreational sex. Images of JJ bombarded him…of her holding onto those bed slats and calling his name. Of her on top of him, stringing out an orgasm. And of course, their tantric sex episodes that had blown his mind…He was about to tell Andrea he wasn’t up for this, when she turned to him.

Andrea shook her head. “Nick, I don’t think I can do this. I hurt too much about John.”

“I was just going to say the same thing, because of JJ. We make quite a pair.”

“A broken-hearted pair.”

“Is it too late to get back together with John?”

“I don’t know. You, with JJ?”

“I thought it was over. But after these last weeks, I’m not sure anymore.”

 

* * *

 

Nick walked into the bar blanking his mind of any doubts. An email from Brooke Cartwright had come today. A certain six women will be at Kook’s Karaoke Klub at seven p.m. tonight. Come there or you’re not the man I think you are.

So, at the end of a very long day, he’d forced himself to shower and change and show up. The room was good-sized, and filled with patrons. He’d been handed a playlist at the door and asked to put down what he would sing tonight. They told him they didn’t accept spectators, only participants. Absently, he scanned the contents and knowing he could leave before he was called, he picked one. He entered the darkened room and stood behind the crowd, in the shadows. 

The DJ said, “And now, for a real treat, back from their last visit, are the six lovelies who gave you their rendition of These Boots Are Made For Walkin’, tonight singing…well, you’ll hear it.”

Nick had to smile. How like the six Sisters of Fire who trotted up to the stage in cowboy boots, jeans, Western shirts and hats. Lynne took the mic. “This is dedicated to all the men who done us wrong, and—she glanced at Brooke—the man we loved and lost to cancer this year. He’d want his wife to feel this way.”

Two mics accommodated three women each. But he only had eyes for JJ whose jeans gloved her, whose boots made her legs look a mile long, and whose beautiful face was regretfully shadowed by the hat.

Lynne took the first line, “At first I was afraid…” and sang the entire stanza. 

Then all six sang the “I Will Survive” chorus. 

Nick was enthralled watching shy Tess Ashford dance around while she was obviously pregnant, classy Brooke grab the mic and belt out words, but mostly his gaze stayed on JJ who sang a verse by herself, about telling her man to walk out the door. He hoped she didn’t feel that way about him now.

When the instrumental part came on, two cowboys jumped onto the stage and did the Electric Slide with all of them. One took JJ’s hand after it ended. Over his dead body…

JJ let the cowboy down with a peck on his cheek and walked off the stage with Annie. Putting up a front for the women, who loved to come here, she returned to the table, and tried hard not to cry. 

This was ridiculous. She would survive, because she was going after him. She said to Annie, “I’m leaving to find Nick.”

“Good for you, honey. Grovel.”

“I will.”

JJ was halfway to the back when the DJ announced a newcomer, singing a love song. She was about to pull open the exit door when a baritone she’d heard coming from her own shower began. Crazy, I’m crazy…

JJ whipped around. Nick stood up there, a little thinner, but so handsome she could barely tolerate this first sighting of him in weeks.

Then she took in the words of a man lonely and in love.

Threading her way through the tables, she passed her own, and stood right up in front of the stage. He saw her and held her gaze. People came to their feet and cheered behind her, but mostly she just listened to him admit he loved her.

When it was over, she leapt up on the stage and threw herself into his arms. “I love you, too, Nick,” she got out before his mouth took hers.

 

* * *

 

Later that night, Nick sat facing her on the bed, cross-legged. He put his hand on her heart and regulated his breathing to hers. She covered his hand with hers, and put her other over his heart. Their gazes locked.

“I’ve been miserable,” he said raggedly. They hadn’t talked all the way here. Just held hands in the car.

“Me, too. I thought I could handle being alone again, but not after you.”

“Same with me. I’ve alienated my parents, given my racquetball partner a hematoma in the leg, and couldn’t do anything with my former recreational sex partner.”

“Andrea?”

“Yeah. She couldn’t either. She left my house to go see the guy she recently broke up with.”

JJ gave a half-smile. “Well, my father and brother worked on me to confess all, my crew threw a barbeque to cheer me up and the girls had reached the end of their patience.”

“It’s all over now, love,” he said, meeting his forehead with hers. “This means we have a future together, right?”

“Yes. That’s what this means.”

She glanced at the bedside clock. “I need another half hour of this,” she said, uncurling herself from the position, coming up on her knees and urging him to sit back and straighten his legs. “I’ve been dying to be with you.” 

“So have I. Never again, sweetheart.

“Never again.”

Instead of taking the encounter further, they moved together for a long time. And, they both promised, they would stay close for the rest of their lives.

 

 

* * * * *
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A DIFFERENT WAY

 

 

Prologue

 

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

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

“Trick-or-treat.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her mom sighed.

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

“I’ll have to come with her.”

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

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

“Mine is eight going on eighty.”

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

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

“Do you live near us?”

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

“Can you stay?”

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

“I—”

“P-l-e-a-s-e!” This from both girls. 

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

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

Melody asked, “What’s that?”

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

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

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

“Thanks. I like yours.”

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

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

“Three of them? Slim to none.” 

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

“If you’re finished, take them off.”

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

“I can help. If you don’t mind.”

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

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

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

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

“Sure. Which one?”

She pointed. 

“Ah, Flying Solo.” 

“What is it?”

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

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

“My wife Jenny died two years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You?”

“A divorce. It’ll be over soon.”

“That must be hard.”

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

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

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

 

 

Chapter 1

 

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

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

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

“Yes, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Fuck.” Frasier again over the radio. 

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

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

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

Finally, they heard, “All clear.”

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

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

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

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

“Yeah.”

“Go ahead.”

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

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

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

“Vent now.” 

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

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

Zander said into the radio, “Ventilation complete.”

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

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

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

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

Zander asked him what was wrong. 

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

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

“Yeah, I know. But I hate mistakes.”

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

“Harrumph.”

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

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

“What’d you do?”

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

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

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