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“Boy, the place stinks,
even with our masks.” Tess gestured to the apartment that had been
decimated by fire.

“People don’t know that
about burned buildings,” David Ashford, Captain of the Arson Squad,
put in.

Just then, the arson videographer came
back into the main room with another member of the team. “I taped
and took stills of the whole place.” He’d also gotten photos of the
crowd that had gathered outside.

“I dusted for
fingerprints.” His assistant was young and eager. “None
found.”

“Good work. Did you check
entry points where the guy might have gotten in?”

“Yeah. Half of a footprint.
We checked for fingerprints out there, too.”

On the other side of the living space,
the third chief investigator, Captain Chet Carson, pointed to a
pile in the corner. “Here’s the gas container and a variety of rags
the first-in firefighters noticed.” And why arson had been
called.

Tess shook her head. “Not very
subtle.”

“He wanted us to know.”
David used the male terms because most arsonists were men. The man
was anything but sexist.

Chet said, “I’ll check out the rest of
the apartment for smaller cans that might have held more
accelerant.” He walked through the living room archway.

Tess started toward the corner to
study the accelerants. She stumbled over some stray debris and hit
the wall hard with her shoulder. A good-size timber
crackled.

“Tess, watch out.” David
leapt toward her, grabbed her and dragged her back. The wooden
joist fell right where she’d been standing.

“Oh, my God!”

David pulled off his particle mask and
hers, along with their helmets, and dropped them to the floor. He
drew her against his chest and clicked off his radio. “That could
have seriously hurt you. Take a few minutes.”

She nosed into the navy jumpsuit worn
by investigators into a fire scene. His chest was broad and solid
and safe. She stayed there for a minute, then drew back some, his
arms still around her. “You saved my life. Again.”

He frowned. “What do you
mean?”

“Getting me into the
academy and giving me this job saved me emotionally.”

“Young lady, I did
not get you into
the academy and I did not give
you this job. You earned all of it.”

“Yes, sir! And stop calling
me childish names!”

He grinned broadly.

“I found some…” Chet
stopped abruptly and his comment trailed off. “Um…”

They separated quickly and scooped up
their protective gear.

Still shaky, Tess felt compelled to
explain. “A timber fell. David pulled me back from it.”

David straightened. “We asked the
cleanup team to do minimal salvage and overhaul.” A dirty job,
performed by a group of firefighters to make sure the fire was out
and not hiding in walls. They also looked for loose timbers.
“They’re waiting to finish that up. So, what did you
find?”

“More arson paraphernalia
in there.” Chet angled his head to the other rooms.

“Let’s determine the depths
of the charred items. And document the flow-and-damage
patterns.”

They spent more time assessing the
structure. Then David radioed for three other members of the team
to come inside and label the evidence, put it in containers and
seal it tight. Chet went outside to supervise the same for ground
evidence. The designated transporter would then accompany the
material back to the arson labs to keep the chain of custody
intact. Once all this was done, they’d evaluate what they’d
found.

 


* * *

 


He watched through the window. Look at
them. Like dogs chasing their tails. They’d go in circles on all of
these fires, which was just what he wanted.

Much had bothered him during his life,
despite his successes. He found a way to deal with that, and in the
end, he’d do what he needed to do like he always did.

 


* * *

 


David stared down at the file on his
desk. They’d worked the rest of the day on the cause of the fire
and evaluating the preliminary lab results they’d gotten back. Of
course, it had been obvious that the fire was officially arson.
That made two in two months. Even though his squad covered the
surrounding townships, too, that was a lot for the
county.

“I’m leaving.” Tess had
come to the inner door that connected their offices. She’d pulled
out the knot that corralled her thick chestnut hair and it sparkled
in the overhead lights. “Want to come for dinner?”

“Thanks, but not
tonight.”

Her brows formed a vee. “We finished
the report on the evidence we gathered. Do you have more to
do?”

“No, it’s best we watch the
video and look at the photos again with fresh eyes tomorrow. Then
we can release the scene.” He sat back and sighed. “But I have to
tackle the emails that came when I was out.”

“Want me to help? I could
handle the ones that aren’t personal.”

“No, you go. Have a nice
dinner with the kids and Rose. Give them my love.”

“Okay. Maybe soon?” She
turned to go into her office then pivoted. “How are you?
Really.”

“As well as can be
expected.”

“The first week back is
always hard.”

He nodded.

“Don’t stay too long,
David.”

She left and he sat back in
the chair. Hard was an understatement. But this office was home in so many
ways and he found returning to work a comfort. He got up and
crossed to the coffee machine they’d installed in their suite at
the fire academy. Tess had brought in muffins from her favorite
health food store and he picked up one and inhaled the scents of
cranberry and orange. He’d missed these, too. She was always taking
care of him and Chet and the rest of their staff. She also bought
extra treats and left them in the common area for those who worked
at the academy.

As he munched on the cake, he thought
about the last few months. David had taken off three to care for
Hope and then four weeks of grief leave. Even though he’d been
ready to work again, he needed more time to get back to himself. To
get used to a different way of life. To get used to being
alone.

Right after the funeral, he’d gone
with his son to Bingham, a small town forty-five minutes from
Crystal City and had stayed for a week. Linc and his family had
suffered great loss, too, but they had two little boys and they
were the ones who got both Linc and David through those awful few
days after the funeral…

David had risen early the first
morning with Patrick and Noah. His son had come out when he’d
finished making breakfast.

“Dad, you don’t have to do
all this.”

“I want to. Playing Papa to
the boys, you and Lacy makes me feel better.”

Patrick said, “We love you Papa. Look,
Dad, he made us Mickey Mouse pancakes.”

Linc smiled broadly. “He used to make
them for me.” He went behind the island and slid his arm around
David’s shoulders. “Thanks, Daddy.”

They’d had a pleasant morning. Then
the kids got on the bus—they were eight and ten—and Lacy went to
school, where she worked as a nurse. Linc, whose job could be done
remotely, headed into the office for the day of meetings. The
sadness almost overwhelmed David again…

He was still sad. Hell, why wouldn’t
he be?

Get to your
emails. It’ll
help.

He returned to his computer, called up
his messages. There were many from Tess over the weeks. He thought
about holding her today, even in the grim surroundings, even with
Chet just out of ear space. They’d always been affectionate with
each other and he’d missed that. Holding Hope had stopped a year
ago.

Tess had cuddled into him at the site.
It seemed different this time. And he reacted…differently, too. Oh,
Lord, she probably missed being held by a man, as she divorced two
years ago. As far as he knew, she wasn’t dating anyone, though Chet
was always sniffing around her, like the Sisters of Fire
commented.

Not your business,
David.

No, it wasn’t. But the notion of Tess
with Chet, or any guy, was distasteful.

Damn! He couldn’t analyze all that
tonight. He was too raw. So he closed his computer, tidied his
desk, got up and headed to the door, dreading the thought of his
empty house.

 


* * *

 


Sixty-five-year-old Rose Caruso was a
feisty little bit of a thing, with steel gray hair, sharp brown
eyes and a body that she kept strong by walking and taking yoga
classes. Her exercise routine put Tess’s to shame.

They were sitting at the table in
their new kitchen after eating and cleaning up. The girls had gone
to their rooms. When Tess moved into the house, her mother wouldn’t
let her pay rent, or buy the place from her, so Tess had channeled
that money into remodeling.

“Thanks for cooking dinner,
Mom.”

“You’re welcome. I hoped
David would come.”

“I asked. He said he had
work to catch up on.”

“How is he?”

“He said,
as well as can be expected. But I can tell he’s floundering. He lost his concentration
more than once and his face is so sad it breaks my
heart.”

“He and Hope were married a
long time. She was sick even longer. Keep asking him for
dinner.”

“I intend to.”

“And spend time with him.
He needs a friend and you’ve always been close.” Rose looked at the
clock. “There’s an online yoga class at eight that I take. Want to
join me?”

“You know what, why
not?”

“Maybe the girls would like
to come.”

Tess went into the living room and
over to the steps. “Izzy and Maria, come to the top of the stairs a
minute.”

The girls appeared. They looked like
Tess with dark hair—much longer than hers—and dark eyes.

“Grandma and I are going to
do yoga online. Want to do it with us?”

“But we’re in our pajamas,”
Isabella said. She was self-conscious at eleven. “We can’t do
Zoom.”

“You can stay out of the
screen’s view.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Maria, always deferring to her older
sister, said, “Yay!!!!!” then trundled down the steps and hugged
Tess.

“Should we go to my suite?”
Rose had moved into a space off the back of the house, which they
enlarged into a bedroom and sitting area and her own
bathroom.

“No, let’s stay here. The
living room’s bigger.”

Rose left to get mats and the girls
settled on the rug. When she returned, she said, “Are you sure,
ladies? One of you can have mine.”

“Grandma, no. You take it.”
Isabella again, always unselfish.

They tuned into the class.

“Hello, there. My name is
Adria. Are you ready for some gentle yoga?”

All four called out, “Yes!”

“All right! Take a seated
position, legs crossed…”

They made it through the hour,
although six-year-old Maria ended up doing some rolls and
cartwheels behind them for a while. But she came back at the end of
the session.

Rose said, “Girls, make sure you
hydrate.”

“Yes, Grandma.”

“I’ll get water for all of
us.” Isabella smiled. “Can I make popcorn too?”

“Yeah, just be
careful.”

Izzy added, “Maria, you can
help.”

The girls left and Tess
laid back on the mat looking up at the ceiling. She’d installed a
fan in here and it whirred softly. “I’m so lucky, Mom. I have you
and the girls. Vinny sometimes.” Her son had gone to live with his
dad. “A beautiful house that I will
convince you to let me buy. I forget how fortunate
I am.”

“Maybe, but you went
through that awful divorce.” Lying back too, Rose took her hand.
“Vince behaved miserably.”

“He did. And he hates me
now.”

“Yet you never complain
about how he treats you, how he treated you in the past that
brought on the split.”

“I’d never prejudice the
girls against him.”

“Hmm.”

“What?”

“I talk to Vinny when he’s
here. Vince complains about you.”

“I’m sure he does. He
couldn’t believe I left him.”

Rose glanced over and whispered,
“Because he’s an asshole dear.”

Tess was giggling when the girls
returned with water and popcorn.

Later that night, she performed her
usual ritual with them, which they called Tuck-Ins. “Do I get to go
first?” Maria asked while they brushed their teeth.

“It’s okay with me, Mom,”
Izzy told her.

“Great.” When she got into
bed with Maria, she cuddled her close. “You doing good,
honey?”

“Uh-huh. I like having fun
with Nana.”

“Me, too. Now tell me about
school.”

Her youngest zonked after a few
minutes. Tess pulled up the sheet and left her room.

Izzy was sitting up in bed
with The Chronicles of Narnia on her lap. She
smiled at Tess.

“Can I read you some of
that?”

“Yeah.”

After they finished a chapter, Tess
turned off the light and they scooted under the covers.

“How’s soccer going?”
Surprising everyone, Izzy had asked to play in a summer
league.

“I like it a lot. I’m glad
my gym teacher thought I was good enough to enroll.”

“I love watching you play.”

“Thanks, Mom. Can I ask you
about something else?”

That’s what this time was for.
“Anything, Izzy.”

“I’m almost twelve. I want
to start babysitting.”

“That’s a great idea. We’ll
look for the Babysitting Course at the Y. You probably shouldn’t
schedule it the weekend you go with your father.”

Nothing.

Then, “What if I don’t wanna go with
him when it’s his turn?”

“I think you should try to
have a good relationship with him like you did before we
separated.”

“He’s not the
same.”

“Want to tell me
more?”

“Not now.” She yawned.
“Tell me about your day.”

Izzy always asked about her. What a
sweetheart she was. Maria, too. Grateful all over again that she
had such wonderful girls, she began to talk.

 


* * *

 


Seated in the Crystal City Diner,
David looked over at Todd Jeffries, his oldest friend since high
school. They’d met for breakfast before David went to work. When
the waitress approached them, he gave her a warm smile. “I’ll have
the eggplant omelet and rye toast.”

“Make mine pancakes, corn
beef hash, white toast and a vanilla milkshake.” When she left,
Todd asked, “How you doing?”

David shrugged.

“Where’s your head
at?”

“I was thinking about how
you and Alice were a godsend when Hope got sick. And until she
died.”

“Wanted to be there,
man.”

“You have been. I owe you
big-time.”

“Hey, you paid that a
thousand times over when I got laid off, and when Alice and I
split. How’s work?”

“Work’s good for me. The
worst is when there’s no Hope to go home to.”

His friend waited.

“What?”

“There hasn’t been anyone
to really go home to in a long time.”

David nodded. He wanted to change the
subject. “How’s the job hunting going?”

“Fifty-year-old men are not
the first hires by CEOs. I’m losing my mind with nothing to
do.”

“You had a high-powered
job. I can only imagine what it’s like to lose that.” He studied
his friend. “Todd, if you ever need any money…”

Todd held up his hands. “Whoa.
No.”

David didn’t pursue the
issue.

Food was delivered and they dug in.
They were halfway through their meal when the door opened and Tess
walked inside. With Chet Carson. David’s pulse sped up.

Tess saw him right away and crossed to
their table. God, she looked pretty in a red suit and pink blouse
beneath it. Her hair was down and wavy. Must be she was going to
change into her uniform at the academy. She did that sometimes when
she had somewhere to go after work.

“Hey, David.” She turned to
Todd. “Todd, nice to see you again. Under better
circumstances.”

David nodded. “Chet Carson. This is my
friend Todd Jeffries.”

“Nice to meet you.”
Carson’s hand slid to Tess’s waist. “We should sit. We don’t want
to be late for work.”

As if they kept regular hours. Which
used to be hard for Tess until she moved into her mother’s house
and could go out to fires more easily when they worked
nights.

Tess said, “See you at the
academy.”

They walked away.

“You’re staring, buddy,”
Todd commented.

“I am?”

“Frowning, too. Don’t you
like the guy?”

“I don’t know him well. He
came from Albany, from the Office of Fire Prevention and Control,
to cover my leave. I haven’t warmed up to him.”

“He’s sure warming up to
her.”

David looked over sharply.
“I don’t like that. Tess is still vulnerable from her divorce.”

“How long has it
been?”

“Two years.”

“Something going on between
you two?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ve known her
for twenty years. She started working in my office when she was
eighteen and I was a newly minted arson investigator.”

“I didn’t mean that
way.”

“You mean sexually? Me and
Tess?”

“Yeah.”

“No. Never. I don’t see her
that way.”

Which was a lie. He did think of her
that way sometimes, though he controlled the stray thoughts while
Hope was alive. He still kept them in check.

 


* * *

 


Driving to the academy from the
Crystal City Diner, Tess thought about David. He’d seemed unhappy
to see her. Or unhappy to see her with Chet, maybe? She could tell
he didn’t like the guy much. David was a strong presence in her
life, always had been. She remembered the time the two of them had
lunch at that same diner after David had taught one of the recruit
classes at the academy…

David stood when she came through the
door. "Hey, there you are." She reached the table and he’d taken
her hand, squeezed it.

"Hi."

He studied her face. "You
okay?"

"Rough night."

"Yeah?”

“Izzy was up a lot." Her
two-year-old.

They sat and the waitress came to the
table. Tess said, "I'll have soda water.”

"A coke." When the woman left, he
asked, "Soda water? What happened to our coke
addiction?"

She shrugged. "Too many
calories."

"You look great, but I know you wanted
to lose the weight you kept on after the baby."

"Ten pounds and counting."

"Don’t overdo."

"Have no fear of that."

After they ordered, he sat back in his
chair. "So, how's recruit class going?"

"I'm acing all the tests."

"No surprise there."

"Fitness is giving me
trouble."

"You're working up to it,
though."

She eyed him. "How do you know
that?"

For just a second, he looked
away.

"David, have you been checking up on me?"

"I bump into Diane Camp now and then.”
One of the female instructors who worked in a firehouse and taught
some of the courses. “We talk once in a while. She has a lot of
faith in you."

"Please don't call attention to me
anymore than I have been."

"I'm sorry. If you'd stay in better
touch…"

"I don't want to bother
you."

"You could never bother
me."

"I think it's best if we don't flaunt
the reason I'm at the academy." She’d remembered exactly what he
said.

Tess, this is silly. You
make a pittance as a secretary. Go for recruit status. After, the
department will send you for additional training. Inside a year,
you can come back to the Arson Squad and be paid what you're worth
to us.

His hand tightened on his glass.
"You're at the academy for equity, Tess. You do what paid
firefighters do who've joined the arson unit, and you don't get
recompensed enough."

"You pulled strings to get me
in."

"You were number one on the civil
service test."

“Okay, let's not fight
about it. I'm glad I'm there. And it's so good to see you. How's
Hope?" His wife was a lovely woman. She loved David and had taken a
shine to Tess, too.

“Good. She said to say hi
to you. Vince doing okay?”

He hated David…

What, are you screwing
him?

No, Vince, I like him. I
learn from him.

Yeah, well, just be
careful what you're learning.

Go to
hell.

"He's going hunting this
weekend."

"Any news on the employment
front?"

She shook her head. Vince had lost his
job at a local car plant six months before. It was the only reason
he gave in on her going to the academy. She would make a better
salary, as recruits got firefighter's pay. And of course, the
potential to earn as a certified arson instructor
loomed.

"I don't mean to pry," he said when
she didn't answer.

"You're not. He's got applications in
everywhere. But no luck. This week he took some temp stuff with a
construction crew one of his buddy's on, but it ends
Friday."

"Unemployment's run out,
right?"

"Uh-huh."

Their food arrived. "Can we not talk
about that anymore, either?" She rolled her eyes. "I want to just
enjoy my veggie burger with you."

"Oh, God. You poor thing. You can have
a bite of my real food."

They laughed.

It felt so good to be with him. No
bitching, like with Vince these days. No nagging from her father,
from Vince's father and mother. The only person besides David who'd
pulled through in all this for her was her mother.

Who would have thought Rose
Caruso would have told her husband that she was going to babysit for Tess’s child
when she went to the academy, she wasn't going to try to talk Mary
Theresa out of becoming a firefighter and she was
indeed proud of her
daughter's choices?

Thank God. If it wasn't for David, and
Mom, Tess would have crumbled the first week. If she felt a wave of
sadness that Vince wasn't there for her now, so be it. She'd never
done anything for herself, and she was going to finish
this…

A horn beeped, taking Tess away from
her reverie. She checked the clock. She’d arrive at the academy
with enough time to change and be ready to pick up on the arson
trail.


Chapter 2
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Annie O’Shea watched Tess from a few
feet away. “Thanks for having Sisters of Fire night at your
house.”

“No problem.”

She knew Tess didn’t mind, but still
Annie fumed. She was scheduled to have the group to her own home,
but Colin had to work late at his parents’ company, so he couldn’t
be responsible for Bridget. Her mother-in-law came over to babysit.
“Mothers-in-law have to have their TV.” And the only one in her
small house was in the living room.

“Vince’s mother cut me out
of her life after the divorce.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You know, we were close,
and boom, now I’m the enemy.”

“How’s Vinny?” Annie asked,
changing the subject.

“He still blames me, but as
I said, I asked for the divorce.”

“Vinny cheated on you. Tell
your son that and he won’t hate you anymore.”

“I can’t do
that.”

“No, you’re too nice of a
person.”

“Back at you, kiddo.” Tess
smiled. “How are you?”

Knowing her dark hair was messy and
her hazel eyes tired, Annie glanced away. Thankfully, the doorbell
rang again. Lynne and JJ arrived and on their heels was Trish. So,
Annie didn’t have to answer Tess’s question. Her life was in
turmoil.

Tess poured six glasses of wine, then
they sat on the porch, since it was June and a warm breeze wafted
through the wall of window screens. They talked about Tess’s
updating and remodeling of her house, making it even bigger. The
doorbell rang again right when she was explaining about the work
she’d done and what she’d hired out, so Annie got up. “I’ll get
it.”

She opened the door to
Brooke.

Bruised eyes looked up at her. “Sorry
I’m late. I was at the hospital.”

Annie pulled Brooke inside and hugged
her. Brooke had seemed to whither in the last month since her
husband’s diagnosis. She’d lost weight and for the first time, her
face was showing lines around her mouth and eyes. “Oh, honey, never
apologize for taking care of Zach.”

Brooke followed Annie out to the back
porch. Everybody made a fuss over her, and before she sat, she
stuck her hands in her jeans’ pockets. “I’ll tell you the latest,
but I don’t want to focus on Zach’s issues all night. I need to
escape.”

Trish handed her a glass of
Chardonnay. “Whatever you want, honey.”

Annie was constantly surprised by the
changes in Trish since her ex-boyfriend died and she’d gotten
together with Nathan Mitchell. Her use of the endearment was only
one of them.

Brooke reached for the wineglass but
stopped abruptly. “Oh, my God, what’s on your hand?”

Trish giggled. “An engagement
ring.”

Everybody started talking all at
once.

Finally, JJ whistled with her fingers
in her mouth. “Brooke first. Then Trish, you go but know you’re a
devil for not spilling right away.”

They all sat. A pall fell over them.
“The tumors aren’t shrinking, yet,” Brooke choked out. “He’s had
four rounds of chemo, and the doctor was talking surgery if the
next two don’t work.”

“Oh, no…”

“Oh, Brooke…”

“I’m so sorry.”

“I’m devastated. I just
told my two boys. They’re crushed, too. Which is why I can’t keep
thinking about it anymore tonight.” She turned to Trish. “So, when
and what does this all mean?”

“When was last night.” Her
blue/gray eyes danced. “He surprised me with it. He knew I’d never
pick one out for myself. And I think he was a little worried if he
asked, I’d say no.”

“Would you have?” Annie
wanted to know.

Trish made a sucking sound of disgust.
“No, of course not. I’m in love, big-time, and I’m going for
it.”

“You’ve made a lot of
progress in therapy.” Tess smiled. “I’m so glad.”

“I have. I’m keeping it up
a while longer to iron out all the shit from my childhood, but I’m
ready to move on.”

“Good for you.” Tess
surveyed the room. “Any other news?”

“I got some.” JJ’s hair was
getting longer, and her blue eyes sparkled at her
statement.

“Has a position opened up?”
Annie asked.

JJ had been promoted to lieutenant
earlier in the year. “It will, in three months, when Jed Barker at
Engine 2 firehouse retires.”

Tess frowned. “But he’s a
captain.”

“The brass wants me to take
the captaincy exam before then.”

“How come?” Lynne
asked.

“They’re fast-tracking
me.”

“Why?” Then Lynne’s eyes
widened. “No offense, JJ.”

“None taken. Because of
some initiative to put millennial women in the upper ranks of the
department. I have to take classes, study for the test, and shadow
some current captains.”

“There’s not a captain on
our force under forty-five,” Brooke mused. “But I’m not that surprised about the
fast-tracking. You’ve been running rings around the guys your age,
and even most of the older smoke eaters. Good for you,
JJ.”

The rest agreed.

When the celebration of her success
wound down, JJ asked, “Tess, what about you?”

“What about me?”

“David’s back.”

“Yeah, I’m really glad.”
Geez, Annie thought, did she know how sappy her expression was? “I
feel better when he’s at work.”

“And Chet’s still there
till July?” Tess nodded. “Is it hard with three officers in the
same unit?”

“We have a team that we
work with full-time, too. So, no, not odd.”

“I don’t think David likes
Chet much,” Trish put in. “I see him occasionally at the
academy.”

“You know, I get that
feeling too.” Tess frowned. “I can’t imagine why.”

The girls exchanged looks.

“What was that
for?”

“Honey,” Brooke offered
softly, “maybe David’s jealous.”

“Of what?”

“Boy you can be obtuse.”
Sometimes JJ wasn’t very sensitive. “How many times have we told
you that Chet has a crush on you.”

“I know that. I had
breakfast with him once, and we went to dinner a bit ago.” She
sighed. “Truthfully, he doesn’t appeal to me that much.”

“He’s no David.”

“No, he isn’t but…oh, you
think David’s jealous that I’ve been dating Chet?” She tried to
hide a smile, but Annie caught it.

“Duh!” JJ again.

“You know it’s not like
that between us.”

Silence all around.

Tess cocked her head.

Annie blurted out, “It’s always been
like that between you two. You didn’t act on your sexual attraction
because you were married to other people. I admire you for that,
but neither of you are with anyone now.”

“I feel things for David. I
always have. But—"

Someone else came to the doorway. He
resembled Vince so much with his nearly black hair and eyes that
for a minute, Annie mistook him for his father.

Tess’s dark eyes widened. “Vinny? Did
I get the nights mixed up?”

Vinny looked like he’d been crying.
Must be something big because Annie knew thirteen-year-old boys
didn’t cry much.

“Dad, um, Dad’s got a date.
He told me about a half hour ago I was coming here.” His gaze
locked on his mother. “He said he’d call you.”

Tess always kept her phone on her in
case Vinny needed her. She would have known if her ex had called.
Tess stood. “What do you need right now, honey?”

“Nothin’. I’ll just go up
to my room.” He turned away, and Tess followed him. She glanced
over her shoulder. “Annie, get out the buffet whenever you’re
ready.”

After she left, JJ shook her head.
“Vince is a shit. She should tell her son about him.”

“He’s a fucking asshole.”
Lynne had taken to swearing a lot lately.

Annie stood. “Let’s put out the
buffet. It’s ham, potato salad, a relish tray and my chocolate roll
for dessert.”

“Where’d you get the time?”
Brooke asked.

“Bridget naps. It’s her
night feedings that kill me.”

They set dinner up on the kitchen
island and were dishing out their meals when Tess returned. “Can I
cut in? I want to bring Vinny food.”

“Is he okay?” Annie
asked.

“Yeah. I’d like to wring
Vince’s neck, though. He’d been drinking, and a girl was coming
over. He called Vinny an Uber and sent him to me.”

“He is something else!” JJ
frowned. “How’d you put up with him so long?”

Tess shrugged, but Annie could tell
the question hurt her. Crossing to JJ and when they resumed getting
food, she pulled her aside. “JJ, I know you mean well, but could
you try to be more sensitive to Tess. She’s upset.”

JJ sighed. “God, sometimes I have no
tact. Thanks for pointing it out. I will, I promise.”

Later, Annie saw her talking to Tess.
Annie was glad to see that. She needed the Sisters of Fire around
her these days to stay sane.

 


* * *

 


“Hey, Dad.”

“Hi, Linc.” David swallowed
hard. Today would be tough enough, but from the sound of his son’s
voice on the phone, he wasn’t going to get help from Linc, which
Hope had requested in a letter before she died.

“I’m sorry, but the kids
came down with bad colds. Lacy had to go to a nurse-training thing.
I can’t come today. Actually, I’ve already got a stuffy
head.”

“I could drive there. Make
you soup. Take care of all three of you.”

“And catch this? That’s all
you need.”

“All right.” He tried to
keep the disappointment from his voice. “Check in periodically by
text, would you? I don’t want to wake you up if you’re
napping.”

“Okay. Listen, wait till
next weekend to clean out Mom’s things. I know this was the date
she said to do it, but I’ll be better by then and the task can
wait.”

“We’ll see. Take care. I
love you.”

“Love you, too.”

When he disconnected, David poured
himself a mugful of coffee and walked out to his stone patio.
Summer was in full swing, and the temperature was rising daily. He
remembered building this large expanse of patio, with a two-foot
wall and another two feet of flower boxes tracing the perimeter.
Hope had been so excited when it was finished.

Hope.

She’d been a wonderful woman and
terrific wife. She’d chosen to stay home with Linc until he went to
school, then worked some shifts at the library where she’d once
been the boss.

And she took care of him, too. He
remembered what she did even in those last days, when she had lucid
moments…

She’d awakened from a good night’s
sleep, and he’d come into their bedroom with her breakfast. “Good
morning.”

“Hello, darling. I feel up
to doing more today.” She glanced down at the protein shake, her
usual meal. “Can I have eggs instead?”

Encouraged by her energy, he’d gladly
fixed eggs and toast and they ate them on the bed. When he’d
cleared the dishes and returned, she patted the mattress. “Sit
again.” She had her tablet on her lap. “We have some things to
decide.” She’d already written a document about end-of-life
care—she wanted to stay at home, so they hired an overnight nurse
to come in at six. She insisted on no heroic measures, though, to
keep her alive.

“What’s left to do,
sweetheart?” His voice was strained as he glanced at the
tablet.

“A to do list for
you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. First off, I want you
to take a month off to recover from my passing.” David thought at
the time he’d never recover. “Second are some housekeeping things.
Pictures are okay to keep out, but a month after I pass, I want you
to clean out my clothes in here, and redecorate.”

“Oh, Hope, no. That’s too
soon.”

“I’ve been dying for
thirteen months, David. Promise me you’ll get Linc up here and
you’ll do it together.”

Reluctantly, he agreed. But it was her
next demand that poleaxed him. “And you can find someone else at
any time. As I said, thirteen months is a long time without a real
partner—and yes, I’m talking about sex. And a mutual
relationship.”

“Absolutely
not.”

Hope had been patient. Listed why her
request was okay. But her last point threw him even more. “Start
with Tess DiMarco.”

“What?”

“She’s single again. I
adore her and she’s been so kind to me since I got
sick.”

“It’s not like that between
Tess and me. We’re close, but I’m more like her father.”

“No, David, you’ve
suppressed your feelings for her for a long time. I’ve seen it in
both of you for years and appreciated how you kept your affection
under control. But when I’m gone, you can allow yourself to see her
as a woman you’ve come to love…”

He’d wanted to rail at the
fates, but he couldn’t. Because Hope was right, he cared deeply for
Tess, had kept his
feelings in check. Had felt the attraction to her many times, and he knew her so well
he was aware that she’d returned both.

Where Hope had been wrong was that
he’d pursue another woman, even her, now. It was too
soon.

Sighing, David checked his watch. 9
a.m. Huh. He could still fulfill part of her instructions. He could
clean out the bedroom and think about redecorating. He was halfway
up the steps when the doorbell rang. Somehow, he knew who it was.
Tess DiMarco had been summoned by the ghost of his beloved
wife.

He opened the door and her gaze
narrowed on him. “What’s wrong?” she said without a
greeting.

“A lot, still.”

She held up a white bag. “I brought
you those cranberry scones you like.”

“Come in and we’ll share
them. I wouldn’t mind another cup of coffee.”

“I’d like one,
too.”

Probably because of Hope’s dictum, he
allowed himself to study her. She wore those denim things Hope had
called capris and a short-sleeved pink blouse. Something white and
lacy peeked out of the vee. Her hair was up in a ponytail, so she
looked a lot younger. And sexier.

“Something amiss with me?”
she asked touching her face. “You’re staring.”

“Just thinking how cute you
look.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

He poured them coffee and
she shook out the crusty scones. They sipped their drinks and she
bit into one. A crumb lingered on her jaw and he swiped it off with
his thumb. She swallowed hard. She was feeling it, too. But she
drew back. And cleared her throat. “W-what’s a lot that’s wrong?”

He shook his head. “Before Hope died,
she made to do lists for me for after she was gone.”

A genuine laugh from Tess. “That
sounds so much like her.”

His pulse sped up. He wanted badly to
tell her what she said about them. But he couldn’t get the words
out. “One was to clean out her clothes from the bedroom and start
redecorating.”

“Already?”

“She gave me only a month.
She was adamant.”

“You shouldn’t clean out
her things alone. It was hard for Mom when I helped pack and send
off Dad’s clothes. I can’t imagine for you…”

“Yeah. But I have to adhere
to her wishes.”

“Why didn’t you ask Linc to
help?”

“I did. He was all set to
come. But he called and said the kids came down with colds, and
Lacy has to go for a Saturday nurse training. He doesn’t feel so
hot himself. So, he canceled.”

Reaching over the table, Tess squeezed
his hand. He linked their fingers and held on. “Wait for him, then.
Hope wouldn’t mind.”

“I’ve prepared myself for
this today, so I want to get it out of the way.”

She cocked her head. “Then let me
pitch in.”

That was the last thing he should do.
He should turn her away. “I’m sure you’ve got plans for your
Saturday.”

“I don’t. The kids went to
Vince’s and Mom has a day out with girlfriends. I’m kind of at
loose ends.”

“If you’re
sure.”

“Absolutely.” She let go of
him and stood, held out that hand. “Let’s go.”

He grabbed her hand and stood. He
wanted to hold her badly. Meld her body to his. But he resisted. He
did let her lead him upstairs.

 


* * *

 


Tess walked into their bedroom, where
she’d visited David’s wife many times over the months she’d been
sick and dying. And when needed, she’d stayed with Hope to give
David a break. They knew her prognosis was terminal. Tess and Hope
had had long talks about death, and Hope shared her concern about
David.

Shaking off the images, Tess spied
boxes on the bed. “Where shall we start?”

“I have no
idea.”

His demeanor had changed as soon as
they got inside the private space. Downstairs, he’d looked at
her…differently. He’d made physical overtures that caused her to
shiver inside. Now, he was all business, so Tess followed
suit.

“Let’s do the closet. We’ll
fold her clothes and box them up. Then do the shoes.”

“Sounds like a
plan.”

“Is there anything you want
to keep?” she asked.

“Lacy wants a scarf. Linc,
her jewelry. To give to Lacy and save for the boys when they are
older and have wives of their own.”

“She had some nice
pieces.”

His brow rose. “Would you like
one?”

“No, no. But you’re sweet
to ask. I’d love to have a scarf, though.” She crossed to the huge
walk-in closet in the far corner of the room, next to a bathroom,
pulled open the door. And froze. Oh, Lord, David’s clothes were
missing. He must have given the room to her.

He came up behind her, put his hands
on her shoulders. “I moved my stuff into the guest room when she
got too sick to sleep with me.”

Turning, she felt like crying, but
suppressed the emotion. She hugged him and he hugged back. Then
they walked inside and put a box in the middle. He started on one
end and Tess the other. “Tell me something nice. Distract
me.”

As Tess reached for a lovely peach
suit, she said, “Trish is so happy, David. She got
engaged.”

“Holy Lord!
Already?”

“Uh-huh.” Tess took out a
bathrobe and put that in the box. “They’re not rushing into
marriage, like I did.”

“Yeah, I remember that
time. You didn’t plan on the pregnancy fourteen years ago. You
still had so much to do.”

“But I did it.” She smiled
and watched him fold a delicate negligee. She had to turn away from
the sight because she wished he was holding her sexy nightgown
instead.

“You’re damn right. I was
so proud of you for taking a year off your job to be with Izzy,
coming back, then deciding to go to the academy as a
recruit.”

“I had a push.” She
chuckled. “A big one.”

He stopped and smiled over
at her. His blond hair was a bit mussed, and his green eyes tired.
“What did you say that time? Something like, David stop. You’re being too forceful about
this.”

“And you said,
I will not stop where your welfare is
concerned.” She caught his gaze and held
it. “And you never have. Thank you for that.”

“You’re
welcome.”

Soon the clothing was off the racks
and along with shoes stored in several boxes. They made quick work
of the drawers, where Tess found a long, pink and red scarf to
keep.

Then they went to her bathroom. It was
set up for a sick person, with a shower seat and grab rails.
Everything Hope would need was out on the long counter, and a
bottom cabinet had been removed when she went into a wheelchair. “I
put all that stuff lower.” He picked up a bottle of French perfume.
Sprayed. The airy, aromatic, and a bit exotic scent filled her
head. “She wore this even when she was sick.” He swallowed hard,
and when he looked at Tess, there were tears in his
eyes.

She said, “Go out into the bedroom and
take the boxes downstairs. I’ll do in here.”

“No, I can—”

“Scents can be painful. I
smelled Vince’s aftershave on Vinny a while ago and it got me
behind the knees.”

Squeezing her shoulder, he left the
bathroom.

When she finished, she came out and
found the boxes gone. But when she went to the doorway, David was
leaning against the wall. This was hard for him, as she’d known it
would be. He looked at her. “She has winter clothes stored in a
spare bedroom.”

“Should we split up to make
this go faster?”

“No! You’re making this
horrible task so much easier. We’ll talk more and I’ll turn on some
music.”

They ended up with jazz to fill in
silent spaces as they finished the main bedroom, leaving only her
jewelry box, a big standing one that held her precious
objects.

The winter clothes were bulkier and
went slower, but by noon, they’d finished with them. “Should we
move your clothes into the bedroom?” she asked.

“Not yet. She wanted me to
redecorate the space. I may paint it when I do the whole
room.”

“What color?”

“I always loved the slate
blue of your living room at Rose’s.”

“It’s lovely.” She sat on
the bed because of the tension of the task and David’s presence.
She tried to relax her shoulders. “So, will you recover the chair?
If so, do it with a pattern. There’s lots of choices. I put one in
my room.”

“I’d like to see
it.”

He hadn’t meant the comment to have
double meaning but somehow the sight of him in her bedroom wouldn’t
leave her mind.

“A rug?” he
said.

“Neutral.” Her voice came
out hoarse. “Wood for the new bed and dressers?”

“Teak.”

“Will you give the old
furniture away?”

“No, Linc has an empty
room. He’ll take most of it.”

“I always liked the
skylights and windows in your bedroom.”

“Me, too.”

He sat down next to her. Took her hand
again. Locked their fingers together again. As a soulful saxophone
came from the house’s stereo system, he cocked his head. “Have I
told you lately what a good friend you’ve been to me?”

“Yes. A million times. I
care deeply about you, David.”

“I care deeply for
you.” He held her gaze.
“I’ve kept it in check all these years.”

The confession brought a heavy sigh to
her lips. Finally, she said out loud, “I’ve kept it in check, too,
David.”


Chapter 3
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The admission was too hard to ignore.
Still seated on the bed, David pulled her to him and she nestled in
the crook of his neck. Her hair smelled like lilacs and her body
was soft and pliable. They stayed there for a few seconds, then he
tipped her chin and whispered against her lips, “Is this all
right?”

“More than all
right.”

His mouth lowered to hers, brushed
over it, again and again. She tasted like cranberries. He felt her
hand go to his shoulder to pull him closer. His body lurched into
hers. She opened her mouth and he explored it with his tongue. They
fell into a long-awaited kiss.

David couldn’t hold back now. He
wanted her too much, so he eased her onto the mattress and slid up
next to her so they faced each other. His hands went to her blouse
and she sighed. A lacy white bra peeked out when he unfastened the
buttons. Oh, God. He’d always wondered what kind of underwear she
wore. He tried to pull her shirt off, but his movements were jerky.
When it was gone at last, he tugged his over his head, too. Next
was her capris, where he found more lace. Finally, he disposed of
his jeans and briefs and her underwear. They lay naked together,
and he took a minute to drink in the sight of her. Her breasts were
full, her hips slim, her legs long. He went granite-hard. It had
been so long for him.

Whether it was right or wrong, Tess
threw herself into the second kiss. She inhaled his woodsy, outdoor
scent. She tasted his skin and found it salty. Holding her gaze, he
cupped her breasts. She closed her eyes to savor the sensation, and
when he suckled a nipple, she went damp. And moaned.

He made his way down her body,
stopping at each erogenous zone as if he knew exactly where to
caress, smell, stroke. His mouth and hands were everywhere. She
squirmed at each delicious ministration. He kissed his way back up.
“Tess,” he said when he leaned over her. “You are so special to me.
I almost can’t believe we’re doing this.”

“Hmm.” Her hand went to his
penis, which pulsed with need. “Something believes.” She laughed
softly while she rubbed her hand up and down.

He closed his eyes. “That. Feels. So.
Good.” When he opened them, he croaked out, “Now?”

“Oh, God, yes.”

Lying back some, he pulled her leg
over his so they faced each other fully and poised at the juncture
of her thighs. “Tess, lovely, Tess. I want this so
much.”

“Me, too. But please stop
talking.”

A masculine chuckle came from low in
his belly. He entered her gently. She was tight, really tight, and
he frowned. “Hurt?”

“A little. It’s been two
years. But I want you inside me.” When he hesitated, she
practically gasped. “Now, David!”

He pushed fully into her. He didn’t
hurry because they’d waited for this, so he watched her face as
each time he thrust further. Her back arched. One more push and he
felt her spasms. He glimpsed the pleasure on her face, heard her
moans, heard her call out, “David. David!” just before he plunged
fully into her.

His mind exploded. He spiraled, too.
Sensations consumed him as he lost himself in the woman he’d loved
for a long time.

 


* * *

 


Tess lay in his arms, her head on his
chest. They’d pulled up a fleece throw from the bottom of the bed
and cuddled under it in the air-conditioned room. Her skin still
prickled at his closeness. His face near her ear, he whispered,
“I’ll never regret this. I promise.”

“Me, either.”

Her eyes closed and as she drifted
off, she felt his body relax.

When she awoke to shadows in the room,
she was alone. She lay on her back, and stared up at the ceiling.
Now that the passion had subsided, how would he react to what
happened between them? She’d die if this ruined their relationship.
What on earth would she do without him in her life?

She wouldn’t cower here. She climbed
out of bed, and instead of dressing in her clothes, she stuck her
feet through her panties, rummaged for a T-shirt in his dresser,
poked her head through it, letting the material fall past her butt.
She left the room barefoot.

Using the back staircase, she found
him in the kitchen, staring out the window. He hadn’t dressed
either, but wore only pajama bottoms. She took a minute to study
his back. She’d seen him shirtless before, but still devoured the
sight of his toned skin, muscles and a bit of a tan. He didn’t
fight fires anymore, but he worked out almost every day. A strong,
physical pull started again deep inside her.

Sensing her presence, he pivoted.
“Want some?” he asked holding up his cup. The scent of coffee
filled the room.

“Sure.”

He crossed to the pot, poured her a
cup then set it at a place on the island. “Let’s sit.”

She took a stool, and he came around
to drop down on the one next to her. They faced each other and he
kissed her gently on the mouth. Even at that slight touch, her
breath hitched. “I know I don’t regret what we did. But honestly, I
don’t know how I feel about this yet.”

“That’s okay.” She cupped
his cheek. It was getting scratchy now. “We have time to figure it
out.”

“The grief’s coming
back.”

“I expected that. Just
promise something. You won’t cut me out of your life.”

“I won’t. Ever! I
promise.”

She smiled. He smiled. They sipped
their coffee.

“Are you hungry?” he asked
after a while.

“I am.”

“I can make an omelet and
toast.”

“That sounds
delicious.”

He looked at the clock. “Pour us some
wine. It’s nearly six.”

“David, we didn’t finish
with Hope’s stuff down here.”

“We’ll do it afterward. Can
you stay?”

“The kids are at Vinny’s
all night.”

A very male smile came to his
lips.

They ate the food, and each drank a
glass of Chardonnay.

When they finished with the cleanup,
she turned to wipe the island. His arms slid around her from
behind. The alignment, his pajamas brushing the bare skin of her
legs raised goosebumps all over. He said, “Let’s—”

The doorbell rang.

She stilled. “Are you expecting
someone today?”

“No. I’ll ignore
it.”

Another buzz. And another.

Then Todd Jeffries appeared in the
doorway holding a key. “Um, I been calling you and you didn’t
answer. I came over to check on you and let myself in.”

With the ease of a confident man,
David drew back from her. “I’m good, Todd.”

His eyebrows rose. “Tess.” He glanced
at the wine glasses. “Did I interrupt something?

“No. I, we, I have to leave
anyway. We can finish the rest of Hope’s clothes down here another
time.”

She fled up the back steps, dressed
hurriedly, then as graciously as she could, she went back to the
kitchen. Holding her head high, she squeezed David’s arm, said,
“Goodbye, David, Todd,” and left the room. Once in the foyer, she
opened the front door. “Oh.”

“Hi, there.”

“Chet, what are you doing
here?”

“I came over to see if
David was up for dinner.”

“Oh.” She sounded like an
idiot. But this was odd. “His friend is here. I was just
leaving.”

“Then I’ll walk you to the
car and come back another time.”

“If you want.”

He’d parked behind her. He opened the
door but blocked the seat. “Want to go for a drink?”

“Sorry, I have to get home
for my kids.”

“Ah. Then I’ll see you
Monday.”

On the way home, she forcefully pushed
Chet and Todd out of her mind and instead basked in her time with
David, replaying in detail what happened. As she did, she realized
something.

They hadn’t used a condom.

 


* * *

 


Early the next morning, Tess walked
into the academy and passed Brooke’s office. Her friend was already
at her desk, scowling down at something. “Brooke, are you all
right?”

She looked up. “Yeah. These insurance
forms are killing me.”

“I’m sorry. What can I
do?”

She studied Tess’s face. “Come in and
talk to me. You’re beaming and I could use good news.”

Coughing to clear her throat, Tess
went inside.

“Close the
door.”

Tess sat in a chair facing her. The
space had been painted a light yellow, with modern art on the
walls.

“So?” Brooke
asked.

“So what?”

“You look like you got
laid.”

Brooke was probably teasing, but Tess
felt her face redden.

“Oh, my God, you did!” She
swiveled in her chair to face Tess. “Chet?”

Gulping back a snort, she shook her
head.

“Who, then?”

“David.”

Reaching out to take her hand, Brooke
smiled broadly. “Well, it’s about time.”

“What do you
mean?”

“You know exactly what I
mean.”

“His wife died just ten
weeks ago.”

Brook sobered. “My guess is his wife
has been missing from his life for a long time. At least
sexually.”

“Maybe. It just happened,
Brooke. We were cleaning out her clothes and afterward, we were
both emotional.”

“Tess, you don’t have to
explain to me. This isn’t anything to be ashamed of.”

“I guess.”

“How did he
react?”

“In bed?”

“I meant after, but I
wouldn’t mind salacious details.”

“Oh, God, Brooke. It wasn’t
awkward at all. And David was different in bed than I thought he’d
be.”

“How?”

“He was skilled, of course,
but also…sensual as hell.”

“I knew that man had it in
him!”

“And he seemed okay
afterwards; we were starting to talk but he got
visitors.”

“Seriously?”

“Uh-huh.” Tess bit her lip.
“I was wearing just his T-shirt when his old friend Todd showed up
and let himself in. The guy was a godsend to him during Hope’s
illness and death, often stayed with her when David had to do
errands. So he had a key.”

“Did you duck
out?”

“As soon as I could.
Luckily, the kitchen has a back staircase, so at least I could get
dressed and leave hurriedly. But when I opened the front door, I
found Chet Carson on the stoop.”

“Man, this is so
dramatic.”

“Because of all that, I
don’t really know much about how David’s feeling. He didn’t call
last night.”

“Maybe he went out with one
of them.”

“Maybe.”

A knock on the door. “Damn,” Brooke
murmured but got up and opened it.

“Ready to do this?” Chief
Joe Redman asked.

“Oh, I forgot. The meeting
about the new recruits.”

Tess stood. “Hi, Chief. I won’t keep
you, Brooke. Have a good day.” She exited the room and strode
across the big common area. When she let herself into her office,
she found the connecting door to David’s office was open and he was
standing in the doorway. Her first sight of him since they made
love sent a flush through her. He was big and beautiful in his
white captain’s shirt and tailored dark pants. But he was frowning.
Uh-oh.

“David, hi.”

“I had to open your door
for a delivery.”

“A delivery?”

He pointed behind her.

Turning, Tess saw on her desk a huge
bouquet of white roses. She pivoted back to him. “What a sweet
thing to do.”

“I didn’t send those
flowers, Tess.”

 


* * *

 


David’s fist clenched to suppress the
jealousy that streaked through him, even when she said, “I can’t
imagine who did.”

“Open the card.” He growled
the words.

Tess frowned at his tone, but crossed
to the bouquet. Its flowery fragrance drifted over to him. She took
out the small card nestled inside the roses. Read it. And gasped.
When she dropped the little white square to the floor, it fluttered
off to the side. Her face was stricken.

David squatted down to pick it up, but
stopped abruptly.

The card read: From Your
Firestarter.

“Unbelievable!”

When he straightened, he saw Tess had
fallen into the chair. “I don’t understand. Why would he…” Her
words trailed off.

Wanting to yank her up and hug her, he
instead knelt at her feet. Took her hands, kissed her knuckles. The
intimacy of that small contact seemed to settle her. “Honey, we’ll
figure this out. There’ll be clues to his identity now. That’s why
I didn’t pick up the card.”

“Dear Lord, David, could
these arsons have been about me?”

“Not necessarily. He’s
taunting us.”

“He is?”

David stood and dragged over a chair.
“Let’s calm down and figure out a plan of action.”

Again, she just nodded.

“We should get Joe Redman
in on this.” David liked the top fire guy, as he’d worked the line
with him years ago.

“He’s in a meeting with
Brooke in her office.”

“We’ll have to interrupt.
Can I leave you alone?”

“I’m not going to give the
asshole the satisfaction of dissolving into tears, if that’s what
you mean.”

“That’s my girl.” David
hurried to Brooke’s office. The door was ajar. He pushed it further
open. “Sorry to burst in like this, but Joe, something’s happened
with the arsonist. Join us, Brooke. Tess is involved.” And upset,
but he didn’t mention that.

They bolted up. All business, the
three of them strode to the other side of the common area. Joe went
in first. “What happened, Tess?”

She pointed to the flowers.

“Somebody sent you
those?”

“Oh, God,” Brooke murmured,
understanding first.

It dawned on Joe right after her. “God
damn it.”

“What should we do, Chief?”
David asked.

“First off, where’s the
card?”

“I dropped it.” She pointed
to the floor. “I already touched it but David didn’t.” She shrugged
and her voice was hoarse. “I didn’t know I shouldn’t. David did,
though.”

“I’m going to call the
police. Technically, you’re both law enforcement officers, but we
need them now.”

David nodded.

“Ray Lincoln’s number is on
my office speed dial.” Ray was the police chief. “I’ll go do this,
then buzz you to let you know when they’ll be coming.” Before he
left, he knelt on one knee as David had and took Tess’s hands, too.
They were shaking. “I don’t know why you got these, Tess, but I
won’t stop until I find out.”

“Thanks, Chief.”

“Wait here, and I’ll call
back with a report.”

David and Tess waited in Tess’s office
while Brooke went to get them coffee. David said, “This is a fine
kettle of fish.”

Tess smiled.

“What?”

“That’s so old
fashioned.”

“Is that how you see
me?”

“Not after yesterday.” She
held his gaze, remembering.

“It’s nice to hear right
about now. I’m reacting to you on a whole different level,
sweetheart, and I’m glad it’s not just me.”

“It’s not just
you.”

Brooke returned with a tray of cups.
“Both black, right?”

“Yeah,” Tess teased. “Like
real firefighters.” Brooke took lots of sugar in hers.

“It’s good that you can
joke.”

They made small talk until the chief
buzzed over the phone intercom and David put it on speaker. “Both
Chief Lincoln and his deputy are on their way. You know Lance
Manwaring, right David?”

“Yeah. Tess and I have met
him on occasion.”

“Good.”

“They’ll be here at nine.
Come to my office then.”

Brooke crossed to Tess and pulled her
up. “Don’t worry, sweetie, you’ll figure this out. Maybe he’s
tripped himself up with his brazenness.”

David watched the women. He wanted to
be the one to hug Tess, as Brooke did. He wanted to protect her.
Keep her spirits up. But he couldn’t. And that made him
mad.

 


* * *

 


Across the conference table in
Redman’s office, Chief Ray Lincoln looked like a typical cop. Years
of service had given him deep grooves around his mouth and eyes. He
wore his hair in a brush cut, but what was left was totally
gray.

“My deputy should be here
any minute. He wasn’t at work yet.”

“Do you want to wait for
him?” Joe asked.

“No need.” Deputy Chief
Lance Manwaring had come to the doorway. “Sorry I’m late. It’s
still early.”

Tess studied him. He was in his late
thirties, with longish, dark hair, and penetrating deep brown eyes
that were not yet world weary.

“This is a unique
development in the arson cases, don’t you agree, David?”
Manwaring’s voice was a deep baritone.

“I do. In arson literature,
sending gifts to the investigators are reported, but it’s
rare.”

“Lucky us,” Tess
quipped.

Lance smiled at her. “Actually, it
is.”

“There won’t be
fingerprints on the card,” she said, “and he’ll have paid in
cash.”

“Do we know where the
flowers came from?”

Redman held up the plastic bag David
had used to store the card. “Seventh Avenue Florists.”

“Now that could be a
trip-up,” Redman put in. “The employee who sold them might remember
what he looks like.”

“I’ll go over there after
this meeting,” Lance asserted. “And we should still send the card
to the forensic lab downstairs.”

“We will.” David frowned.
“But I’m somewhat confused. Will you be working with us,
Manwaring?”

“I thought the chief
explained it all to you. I’ve got training in a whole slew of
areas: EMS, some hospital work, the bomb squad and hours of classes
in arson investigation.”

“Hmm.” Only Tess knew
David’s hmm meant
he wasn’t satisfied with the explanation.

Lance focused on them. “David, Tess,
anything unusual about the last few arsons?”

“The mayor’s sister was
staying in a rental house where there was an incendiary fire, but
we couldn’t find any leads.” Tess’s friend Trish had gotten her
out. “And the one at Second Street ended up
inconclusive.”

“Are there just the two of
you investigating?”

David shook his head. “Our other main
investigator went out of town on an emergency. And of course,
there’s the rest of the squad that works with us in a suspicious
fire.”

“When did your guy go out
of town?” Lance asked.

“Last night. He, um, called
me to let me know he had an emergency.”

David and Tess exchanged
furtive glances. A lot more had happened last night.

Both of their phones buzzed. They
pulled them out and clicked on. David said, “Fire on Ernst Avenue.
Abandoned home. A witness saw somebody toss something into a back
window and then run from the house.”

“Let’s wait then.” This
from Lance.

Ha! He wasn’t all that smart about
arson. “No. We won’t be able to get into the building but we have
to hustle over there now while everything’s fresh to the first
responders that went inside.”

Manwaring stood. “I’ll meet you
there.”

David and Tess grabbed what they
needed from the offices suite and raced out of the
academy.

 


* * *

 


In the bright morning sunlight,
outfitted in their jumpsuits and helmets, and carrying their
particle masks, David and Tess strode directly to Incident Command.
They hadn’t talked about last night on the way over because it was
too important to discuss amidst an emergency. “Hey, Chief
Corelli.”

“Ashford. Got here
fast.”

“That’s the point of arson
squads.” David grinned though. He liked most of the brass. “When
did you arrive at the scene?”

“Right behind the
rigs.”

David recorded the information on a
pocket size tablet. “Did you see any vehicles leaving the parking
lot when you pulled up?”

“I didn’t. But a woman
rushed us to report that she
saw somebody throw something in the house, then
run out the back. If he had a car, it was parked somewhere
else.”

David turned to Tess and Manwaring,
who’d joined them. “Can you two take the witness, Tess?”

“Yeah, of course. Right
away.”

She and Manwaring walked toward the
crowd.

“What type of occupancy?”
David asked Corelli.

“Single home, but there
could have been more than one family living there. We rescued eight
victims. One of them might not make it.”

Fatalities always upped the game. He
starred that when he made the note.

“Where are the survivors?”
he asked.

“Medics just left to take
them to the hospital.”

He’d send somebody there, too.
“Entries made by the CCFD?”

“Front door kicked in. Back
windows taken out for the hose and some victims were handed out
through them.”

“Type of fire suppression
used? Anything other than hoses?”

“We sent in some foam
extinguishers for the kitchen. It lit like fireworks.”

When David finished, he saw
firefighters off to the side. “I’m going to interview them.
Remember, only light salvage and overhaul.”

“As soon as they put out
the fire.” The chief angled his chin to the group. “Start with
Jensen on the Rescue Squad. She was in the middle of it and sees
almost everything.”

David headed to Tess’s friend JJ,
another Sister of Fire. She’d taken off her SCBA and was hunched
over sucking clean air. He waited for a few seconds, then
approached her. Her face was red with exertion. “Hi, JJ. Feel like
talking or do you want more time to decompress?”

She cradled her helmet in the crook of
her arm. “No, I’m good. Shoot.”

“Observations on the
victims?”

“Five or six were in the
dining room, with a table full of food. A couple were ambulatory,
others completely passed out. The smoke was noxious by the time we
got inside. Somebody tossed in bad shit.”

“Was there a lot of
smoke?”

“Uh-huh. It turned black
quick.”

A man came up to her. “Hey, honey, you
okay?” JJ’s boyfriend, Derek Wayne, had been at the Sisters of Fire
party last month.

“Doing good. You? You guys
worked your asses off putting the fire out.”

“All part of the job.”
Derek worked on Engine 3. He said, “Hi, David. Didn’t mean to
interrupt.”

David greeted him. “No worries. Talk
to me?”

“Sure.”

He interviewed Derek, asking questions
about open or closed doors and broken windows, fire
patterns.”

“Fire patterns?” JJ said.
“We know it was arson.”

“I’ll need to check the
inside if you didn’t detect the source.”

“We did,” she added. “The
fire was really rolling in the kitchen first. We found a bag of
rags.”

“Did you remove
it?”

“No.” She seemed insulted.
“I know enough not to mess with a scene.”

Tess walked up to them. “Hey,
JJ.”

When the firefighters left, Tess
pulled David aside. “Manwaring is taking Mrs. Jacoby down to the
police station to formally document what she saw. Should I head
over to the hospital to interview the witnesses? Or should I stay
and help out inside?”

“I called the team while I
waited for the all-clear. Johnny Perez has been dying to
investigate a scene with me, so I’ll grab him off fingerprints to
help me. You go to the hospital and take testimony. What they know
will be crucial.”

“Great.” She sighed. “Big
deal, huh?”

“Yeah. Flowers, then a
brazen entry.” He glanced at the building then moved nearer her,
welcoming the closeness of her body for a minute. “Yesterday was a
big deal, too. We going to talk about it?”

She gave him a warm smile. “Yeah. I
want to.”

As she walked away, he watched her,
remembering his time with her in bed. Then he told himself to stop.
He had work to do.

 


* * *

 


“Mommy, you’re
here!”

“I sure am, baby.” Tess
kissed her daughter’s head and said hello to her mother, who took
the kids to Izzy’s soccer games when Tess couldn’t.

She glanced through sunglasses at the
field. “It’s already started?”

“Yeah,” Rose told her. “But
you didn’t miss much. Still 0-0.”

She watched Isabella. She glided down
the field, her gaze intense and focused. Tess beat back a smile.
Kind, sensitive Izzy became an animal on the soccer
field.

“Is Daddy coming?” Maria
asked.

“I don’t know, sweetheart.
Did he call Izzy?”

“Nuh-huh.”

So he wouldn’t be here. Her oldest
daughter wouldn’t care, but the littlest one still had Daddy on her
mind.

They sat in the shade in lawn chairs
Rose had brought. From front row seats, she saw Izzy hand off the
ball to a closer player for an assist. The other girl kicked that
sucker right into the net. The roles reversed on another play and
Izzy scored! Later, she missed the same shot. Still, her daughter
was grinning when she came off the field, her brown eyes sparkling
in the afternoon sun. “I did good, Mom. Even though I flubbed
one.”

“You certainly did.” The
deep voice came from behind them. They all turned to see David
standing there.

“David!” Both girls hugged
him. His gaze stayed on Tess over their heads. She said, “I didn’t
think you could get away.” They were still working hard on the fire
from last week, but he’d ordered her to go to the game.

“I decided, what the heck,
I’m getting out of the office for a few hours. I saw the last
half.”

“Want to come to get pizza
with us?” Izzy asked.

“Sorry sweetheart. I have
to go back to work.”

Two innocent faces lost their joy.
“Does Mommy have to go back, too?”

“I could—”

“Nope, Mommy can get pizza
with you. Sorry I can’t.” He gave Tess a generous smile, then
walked away.

On the trip back to Tess’s car, Rose
asked, “What were those looks between you?”

“I was happy he was here.
He seemed to be, too.”

“Something felt
different.”

“No, just that.”

She’d lied to her mother, she thought
as they drove to the pizza parlor, then concentrated on her girls.
Still, she kept David in her heart.


Chapter 4

 [image: ]

 


 


Suzanne Blakely had been at a
conference for a few days, but now sat in her office tapping her
foot lightly. She wore her uniform today. Still, her stunning blond
hair, expert makeup and knock-out body made Tess feel, well,
dowdy.

“So, I studied up on
everything you sent me and did some research. I have a profile, but
truthfully, there wasn’t much to go on.”

“Give me what you have.”
Tess took this meeting alone as David was out of the office on a
lead.

“The arsonist is a he, like
most of them. Sending flowers is male. So is the arrogance
associated with that. Also, the card read, Your Firestarter. Again, a male
thing.”

“A woman wouldn’t want to
taunt us?”

“I’m not saying that. I
think she’d pick a different way. That’s conjecture based on type,
though. Since he did taunt, he’s probably confident and has had a
lot of success in his life. Maybe even accolades.”

“Why would somebody like
that commit arson?”

She glanced down at her tablet. “The
research gives some reasons. Successful people are often insecure.
Setting fires would boost his faith in his ability to do pretty
much anything. Or he has a grudge against the fire
department.”

Tess shook her head. “I hope no smoke
eaters were involved. I’ve had cases like that.”

“There’s no reason to think
that he’s in the CCFD, Tess, at least not at this point. When we
get more information, I can narrow this,” she tapped on the tablet,
“even more.”

“You mean when he strikes
again?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Sorry
I can’t be more help.”

“Not your fault. He covers
his tracks well.”

“I’ll send you and David my
word doc.”

Distracted, Tess left the
psychologist’s office and headed through a quiet common room. David
had told the squad to go home early today, get some rest and come
back tomorrow at ten. They’d worked from early morning to late at
night for three days since the soccer game. And there was no bustle
from a recruit class in the outer rooms. Since David had left, too,
Tess decided to head home and arrived home by six, made dinner for
the kids then her mother took them out to a movie to celebrate
their summer vacation.

At eight, the doorbell rang. That
would be David. He didn’t say he’d come tonight, but there had been
little opportunity to talk at work. Smiling, she pulled open the
door.

“Hey.”

Her smile died like the setting sun
behind her visitor.

Once, Vince DiMarco was a handsome
man. But age hadn’t been easy on him. At forty-two, his hair was
graying fast and permanent lines formed around his mouth and on his
forehead.

She leaned against the door. “Hello,
Vince. What can I do for you?”

He stepped closer, and she could smell
his overused cologne. “I need to talk.”

In the past, those words led to hours
of venting on his part: work was a bitch and he hated his boss at
the car dealership; why couldn’t he get a break from the kids when
he came home; and sometimes, a litany of grievances against her.
Briefly, Tess wondered why she’d put up with it.

“Then find someone else,
Vince. Listening to you is not my job anymore.”

A bit of a sneer turned up one corner
of his mouth, making him even less attractive. “Not even if it’s
about your kids?”

He knew her vulnerabilities. “Come in,
then.”

She accompanied him inside. Before he
sat, he walked around the living room and out to the dining nook
and porch. Vince hadn’t really been inside her home since the
divorce, only in the foyer to pick the kids up.

“Wow. How’d you afford all
this?”

“I did a lot myself with
help from the fire department if I couldn’t do something. For the
rest, I hired a contractor.”

“What about our house? You
never did nothing to fix it up.”

She had. She’d pulled down wallpaper,
repainted, hired other contractors to remodel the kitchen and paid
for it out of her salary. But she crossed her arms over her chest,
unwilling to be distracted. “Sit. What about our kids?”

He dropped down on the blue,
soft-clothed couch and she took a chair across from him. “Izzy and
Maria aren’t good when they come. They whine.”

“Why? What do they do
there?”

“Watch TV mostly. They
won’t do nothin’ else. Izzy was a brat when I told her to clean the
bathroom.”

“I heard about that. She
said it’s so disgusting from two boys peeing in there that she
refused.”

“Tough shit. She should do
what I say.”

“When it’s
reasonable.”

A dark scowl. One she used to do
anything to avoid. “You always take their side.”

“There are no sides now,
Vince. Just my girls and me.”

“What about your
son?”

“I’ve been meaning to talk
to you about him. You dropped him off one night unannounced. That’s
not part of the custody agreement.”

“Yeah, I had a girl come
by. He was in the way so I sent him over. I didn’t have time to
call you.”

Fury roiled her stomach. “You know,
you were always a pretty good father. What happened?”

“I got Vinny too
much.”

“You wanted him to live
with you.” So he didn’t have to pay child support for all three
kids, Tess suspected. “In fact, I think you poisoned his mind so he
wouldn’t stay here.”

“Fucking shit. I did
not.”

“What did you tell him
about us divorcing?”

“That you kicked me out.
You did.”

“After years of putting up
with your shit. When you slept with somebody else, I did indeed
tell you we were through.”

“Hell, you’re still nagging
me.”

“Then get out of my
house.”

He stayed seated. “No.”

She strode to the front door and
opened it. “I said get out, Vince!”

Suddenly, he was there, too close, in
her face. “Yeah? What you gonna do about it if I don’t
leave?”

She slid the phone out of her pocket.
“Call the police.”

A rustle outside. Then someone in the
shadows said, “The police are already here.”

They both turned to find a big man
come into the light.

“Who’re you?” Vince
snapped.

He stepped closer. “Captain Lance
Manwaring of the CCPD.”

“She didn’t have time to
call you.”

“Luckily, I just stopped
by.”

Vince turned to her. “You screwing
him?”

“None of your fucking
business. Get the hell out of my house.”

Vince stomped off. When he was safely
away, she turned to Lance. “Sorry about the scene.”

“Your ex?”

“Uh-huh.” She cocked her
head. Contrary to Vince, he looked handsome in his white shirt,
rolled up at the sleeves. “Lance, what are you doing here?”

“Some things came to me
today. I’d like to run them by you.” He held up a bottle. “I
brought a good merlot.” He gave her a devastating smile. “I’d like
to get to know you better.”

That was the last thing she wanted.
But could she turn him away?

Of course she could. “I’m sorry, I
can’t meet with you now. I have a migraine, and need to lie down.”
She put her hands to her temples for effect.

Shock suffused his chiseled face. And
a little bit of annoyance. Men! “Oh, sure.” He shoved the bottle
into her hands. “Keep it for another time.”

Before she could give the wine back,
he turned, said, “I’ll see you tomorrow” and jogged into the
darkness.

 


* * *

 


David woke up in his bed and laid
there for a few minutes. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d
been so tired. Working off a few hours of sleep three nights in a
row, they’d processed the scene of the last arson and released the
building yesterday. He’d come home and fallen into bed, into a
comatose state.

He checked his Fitbit. 5:04 a.m. He
had a while before work. Maybe he could get in a run. After making
coffee, he sat for a few minutes and sipped. Through the screen, he
saw the birds coming up to the feeder. Hope could look down at it
from her bedroom and hear them chirp good morning to her. They were
out now, making their beautiful racket. A sigh escaped him. No more
dwelling on his past.

He should have called Tess. A blinding
image of her naked and entwined with him flashed through his mind.
He would have called, had he been able to keep his eyes
open.

Liar.

All right, he could have phoned. But
the conversation they needed to have shouldn’t be had when they
were both tired. He took out his phone, but it was too early to
call her. He hoped she slept in.

This case plagued him. The fire had
been declared incendiary, after finding a myriad of evidence.
Today, they’d work on evaluating what they’d collected and piecing
everything together.

At six, David went for a run, taking
it easy for a bit, then working up to a pace that made him sweat.
He came back all grimy and called Tess.

“Hello.”

The sound of her voice soothed him.
And aroused him. He shifted on his feet. “Good morning.”

“To you, too.”

“Sorry I didn’t come over
last night. Or call. I practically dropped into bed and
zonked.”

“I’m sure you needed
that.”

“Did you get some sleep?”

A hesitation. Then, “After a
while.”

“Want to grab breakfast
before we go in?” He’d given the whole squad a later start
date.

“I had some toast, but
yeah, I’ll meet you. The Crystal City Diner?”

“Yep. Forty-five
minutes?”

“Sure.”

He disconnected, unnerved. Was
something wrong? She hadn’t been very friendly. Did he make a big
mistake by not seeing her last night? Well, he’d find out
soon.

 


* * *

 


He watched them again through the
window. He caught a glimpse of her as she walked inside, wearing a
long pink raincoat, as it started to drizzle. She looked pretty
today. He’d wanted them to know what he was doing, and he had them
buzzing with his actions. And the flowers had upset them. So, he
planned to send Tess something else. The pink coat reminded him of
candy. Maybe he’d stop at the fancy place at the end of Main Street
and get some. Chocolate. With raspberry filling. He’d just have to
make sure he didn’t touch the package. He’d let the sales clerk
wrap and send it. No note, either. He’d risked too much with the
last message. This time he’d be more careful.

 


* * *

 


Tess walked into the diner trying not
to be miffed at David. Apparently, in her heart, she didn’t
understand him not coming over last night. So much had happened
between them. He sat at a window table, staring down at his phone.
His shoulders spanned the width and sinew of his chest in his white
captain’s shirt, making her remember…things. As she got closer, she
saw his blond hair was still damp.

He looked up. And absolute pleasure
dawned on his face. “Hello, there.” He stood and helped her out of
her coat, then they dropped down opposite each other. He held up a
pot. “Want some?”

“Yeah.”

When she’d had a chance to sip the
brew, he asked, “Eat or talk first?”

“Do you have something to
say to me?”

He lowered his voice. “Yes. First, I’m
sorry I didn’t call last night or come over.”

“I’m sorry,
too.”

“I did fall into bed, but I
could have phoned before that.”

“Why didn’t
you?”

He glanced out the window. “I honestly
don’t know. What happened between us is so big, I guess I haven’t
had time to digest it.”

“Digest it. As
in…?”

He frowned. “What to do about
us.”

She blanked for a few seconds. “Ah, so
there’s a choice. We can go further or forget what
happened?”

His face flashed with annoyance. “No,
Tess, we can analyze what happened. Decide what’s best for both of
us.”

“You sound so rational. So
cold. God, didn’t we have the same experience a few nights
ago?”

“We need to be
rational.”

She thought about wanting David for a
long time and stifling her feelings. She thought about what a good
man he was, how much she admired him. Couldn’t she do what he
asked?

“I—”

“Hello there. Great minds
think alike.” Lance Manwaring had come to the table. He wore his
uniform, looked big and…dangerous…today. He smiled down at Tess.
“You’re no worse for wear.”

“What does that mean?”
David asked.

Surprise arched his dark brows.
“Didn’t she tell you?”

“I didn’t have—”

“No, what should she have
told me?”

“I don’t know about
should, but she had quite
a scene with her ex in her foyer last night.”

His gaze swung to hers.
“Vince?”

Tess nodded.

David glared at Lance. “And how do you
know about that?”

“I went over to see her. I
had a couple of questions.”

“Why didn’t you come to
me?”

He shrugged boyishly.

They were having a pissing
contest.

“First off,” Tess said,
coldly. “I don’t have to answer to either of you.”

Both men frowned.

The scowl David gave recruits when
they’d misbehaved was directed at her. “I’m your boss.”

“Being my boss has nothing
to do with last night.” She raised her chin. “Or any
night.”

Lance held up his hands. “Whoa, I
didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”

“No trouble here.” David
threw down his napkin and scraped his chair back. “I’ll see you
both at the office.” He walked away. From her!

Lance said, “Huh. Mind if I
sit?”

“I do.” She rose too,
grabbed her coat and crossed the diner. She went to open the door
just as someone else did. Todd Jeffries smiled from under an
umbrella. “Hi, Tess. How was your breakfast?”

“Non-existent.” She circled
around him and headed to her car.

 


* * *

 


He’d barely gotten back into his
office when his door flew open. Then closed. Hard.

Tess’s dark eyes flared. Her face was
flaming. Despite what had happened, her demeanor reminded him of
another reason she’d looked so flushed. “What the hell was that all
about?”

He folded his arms over his chest and
leaned against his desk. “I felt like a third wheel.”

“What is
wrong with
you?”

“You had two visitors last
night.”

“I should have had
three.”

“Is that what this is all
about?”

“Fuck, David. I had no
control over Vince storming inside or Lance coming to my
door.”

“What happened in your
foyer?”

“Vince wouldn’t leave. I
opened the door to hurry up the process, and Lance was walking up
to the porch.”

“Why the hell was he
there?”

She stared at David. Like she was
deciding whether or not to tell the truth. Finally, she said, “He
gave a paltry excuse about the case but then said he wanted to get
to know me better.”

“Christ.” He asked, “What
did you say?”

“Nothing. I don’t date
people I work with.”

“You had some meals with
Chet Carson. And what about me?”

“What about you? I love you, damn it. I
have for years.”

“I love you, too. I have
for years. That doesn’t mean the other night doesn’t have to be
talked through before we fall headfirst into an affair.”

“An affair?” Her eyes widened and jaw
dropped. “You think of me as an affair?”

“Bad choice of
words.”

“For clarity’s sake, then,
I don’t want an affair with you David. If that’s what you’re
thinking, I’m done with this.”

She stalked out.

After a minute, he went to the doorway
to the common room. She was nowhere in sight.

David fumed.


Chapter 5

 [image: ]

 


 


“I feel like I’m being
kidnapped.”

Trish smiled over at Tess, who sat in
the front seat of her hybrid car. “You are.” She looked in the
rearview mirror. “You too, Brooke.”

“Take me away,” she said
sadly. “I almost can’t stand what’s going on in my
life.”

The tumors in Zach’s pancreas had not
shrunk, even with more chemo. Surgery was planned soon. Tess felt
so bad for them.

“That’s the purpose of
tonight,” Trish put in.

“Are the others going to be
wherever we’re going?” Brooke asked.

“Yep. JJ’s picking up Annie
and Lynne.”

Tess grumbled, “I hope whatever you
planned is fun. I’m about sick of things not working out for
me.”

“You never talk that way,
Tess. Not even during your ordeal with Vince. Is this about
him?”

“No. It’s about David and I
don’t want to talk about that, either.”

She could still see his stunned face
when she told him what happened with Lance and Vince at her house.
Then again when she walked out on him. That had been three days
ago. Since then, they’d only spoken to each other about the arsons.
Neither had called or visited the other.

“We’re here.” Trish pulled
into the parking lot of a place called Ax Throwing. “Before you say
anything, this is heroes’ night. First responders, doctors, etc.
are competing.”

Tess chuckled. “At ax throwing? I’ve
heard about the trend but I have no idea what happens.”

“That’s why we came early.
We’re getting instructions before the tournament
starts.”

“We’re in a tournament?”
Brooke asked.

“Of sorts.” She gave each
of them name tags and put hers on. “All the proceeds from the
entrance fee and donations from area businesses go to a
charity.”

They waited.

“Brooke, it’s for the
Crystal City Cancer Center.”

“How sweet. What do we owe
you?”

“JJ and I got this,” Trish
said. “No arguments. Now, let’s go.”

They climbed out of the car and walked
into the medium- size building that resembled a small bowling
alley. A few dozen cages instead of lanes sprawled before them. It
smelled faintly of perspiration. JJ waited for them with Lynne and
Annie by the door. They’d all been told to wear comfortable clothes
with a shirt that wasn’t too tight or too loose, along with the
boots they wore with their uniforms. They looked…shabby, except for
Brooke who could wear a canvas sack and be stunning.

“Hi, there.” JJ grinned.
“Jason’s waiting for us.”

“Who’s Jason?” Annie
asked.

“He’s giving us
instructions on how to participate.”

Lynne said, “Sounds like
fun.”

Brooke agreed.

They entered a section of the building
with one throwing cage and several stools. “Hey, Jase.”

He crossed to Trish and kissed her
cheek. “Babe.”

“Don’t let my guy hear you
call me that!”

Since meeting Nathan, and taking
courses for the paramedic exam, she’d gotten cocky at
times.

When he turned to them, Tess saw he
was a very good-looking man, with Irish black hair and blue eyes.
God placed his features in just the perfect spot and gave him a
body to match. She decided to enjoy this.

After they were perched on stools, he
gave them a toothpaste-commercial smile. “I’m a trained paramedic
and ax thrower so I can teach you how to do this or take care of
you if you get hurt.”

The women laughed. They all liked
black humor.

“First off, you need a
sharp ax. It’s counterintuitive, but the sharper the blade the
safer it is. A dull ax won’t stick on the target and could ricochet
off and hurt somebody. Second, make sure there’s a six-foot radius
clear around you, and obviously that there’s nobody between you and
the target.”

“Seriously? Who wouldn’t
know that?” This from Lynne.

“You’d be surprised. People
aren’t cognizant of their surroundings, even here. So make sure you
check right before you throw.” He walked to a cage off to the left.
“I need a volunteer for this.”

Annie shot up, surprising
Tess. Jase smiled at her when she approached him. “You’ll only
learn the two-handed throw, because it’s safer for beginners.
Remember, strength doesn’t matter. Don’t try to throw hard. Now…Annie,”
he said looking at her tag. “Face the target.” Which had four rings
and a red bullseye. He moved Annie to pivot and handed her an
ax.

“I’m looking around. No one
in my radius.”

“Good girl.” He got behind
her. “May I?”

“Of course.” Firefighters
and paramedics were touchers.

“Gingerly, put your
non-dominant hand on the ax, like you would a golf club.” He helped
her. “Now, place your dominant hand on the handle closer to the
blade.” Again, he moved Annie’s hand. “Then swing it over your head
like you would a soccer ball. “Don’t grip the wood, because you
won’t keep the throw straight.” Annie did what he asked. “Step down
with your non-dominant foot then simultaneously step forward with
your dominant foot bringing your arms in front of you parallel to
the ground. Release the axe at eye level. Remember throw hard
enough to get to the wall, but not too hard or the ax will land
flat.”

Annie followed through, and her first
ax dug into the board on the outer ring. She punched the air
saying, “Yes!”

“Your stance is good. Do it
a second time without my help.”

Annie got the swing of it fast and
made another throw closer to the bullseye.

He turned to the others. “Now, we’ll
try this one at a time, and I’ll adjust your stance and arms like I
did with Annie.”

Each woman took a turn. Trish killed
it, Tess and Lynne had to throw a few times before the blade stuck,
and Brooke did the worst, probably because she was having trouble
concentrating. Jason spent more time with her, though he didn’t
seem to mind. Surprisingly, JJ didn’t star at this. It took her
several adjustments. Trish said, “This just goes to show you
anybody can be successful.”

JJ laughed.

Jason smiled. “Let’s go out, ladies.
Oh, wait, you need a team name.”

They said together, “Sisters of
Fire.”

Not surprisingly, the women recognized
other first responders from their department. They greeted them,
then took #11.

The cage itself was sectioned off with
wood on the bottom and chain-link on top, housing two ax throwing
alleys. Twenty cages sprawled across the floor, with a row of large
windows on the far wall. Each cage sported two targets, like the
one they’d practiced on. Behind them was a bar for soda and dear
Lord, beer? Tess questioned the wisdom of serving alcohol with all
the axes in play.

Their overseer said, “Sisters of Fire,
line up in twos.”

Trish shouted, “Label the target
something that’s wrong in your life and ax it out!”

Annie went up first. She didn’t
hesitate and yelled, “Uncertainty,” as she threw the ax. The blade
hit dead center.

Up next was Brooke. Her expression had
turned fierce. Lifting the ax over her head, she shouted, “Cancer.
Fucking cancer.”

The others took their turn. JJ threw
for discrimination. Lynne for stifling men, and Tess hurled her ax
for jealousy. David had been jealous of Lance. The thought made her
smile.

The Sisters of Fire didn’t win the
competition, but they left uplifted by positive after-effects of
catharsis.

 


* * *

 


In the wee hours following the ax
throwing, Annie sat in the nursery rocking chair. “How can I do
this, sweetie?”

Of course, baby Bridget didn’t answer
the query. She suckled vigorously on Annie’s breast, the sound loud
in the quiet house.

Annie stared blindly at the stenciling
she’d done on the walls—safari animals in grey and yellow behind a
white picket fence. “I took the allotted twelve weeks family leave
and my vacation for another month. In two weeks, I have to return
to my job.”

She rocked and rocked but no clarity
came. She thought back to her conversations with Colin earlier this
week. He was her best friend so she’d confessed her worries to
him…

“It’s going to be so hard
to leave the baby.”

His face clouded from where he sat on
the deck with her. “I’m sorry. But you’ll adjust, we both
will.”

“That’s your
answer?”

“We can’t live on my
salary. We never have. My mother’s planning on taking care of
Bridget if we work the same rotation.”

“She wouldn’t mind waiting
for a little longer.”

He stared out at the lawn. “When we
got married, you said you wanted to work after we had
kids.”

She was silenced by his dismissal of
her feeling.

“Do you want to work,
Annie?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice
elevated. “I was just telling you how sad I am at leaving
her.”

He’d gotten up then, crossed to her
and knelt in front of her. “I should be able to express what I
think, too, sweetheart. I want what’s best for you. For
us.”

“I see…”

After that exchange, she found it hard
now to confide in him. The thought brought tears to her eyes. “What
am I going to do, baby? What am I going to do?”

When Annie finished feeding Bridget,
she laid her gently in the white crib and went into hers and
Colin’s bedroom. Crawling under the covers, she turned her head
into the pillow and cried.

 


* * *

 


The academy was deserted when David
arrived on the holiday. He was so lonely at home he thought he
might jump out of his skin. Even more so because Tess was spending
July Fourth with her family and had invited him. But he
declined.

Sighing, he went to unlock her
adjoining door, but he had to try twice. His hands were shaking
with what he was about to do. Still, he went inside and immersed
himself in her space. The scent of flowery lotion he’d tasted all
over her skin filled his head. Hell, he had to stop this. Hope had
been dead only a few weeks. His guilt over making love with another
woman overpowered him.

Back in his office, he sat at his desk
and booted up his computer and clicked into his email. None from
her, nor had any arrived late last night. He wrote what he had
to.

 


Dearest Tess,

Let me start out with the most
important thing: I love you more than you’ll ever know. I acted
badly this past week and I’m sorry for that. My behavior was a
combination of things: guilt over my love for you, jealousy of
Lance and Vince, and the still-deep pain of losing Hope. I’m not
asking you to forgive me. You would, I know, because you love me.
But that’s not what I want now.

Please try to understand that I can’t
take our relationship further. It’s too soon after Hope’s death. I
don’t care about appearances, but I’m not myself yet. In truth, I
don’t recognize who I am these days. I’ve lost my place in the
world. And I’m afraid you’re the casualty.

Move on with your life. If you’d like
a transfer to another department, I can arrange that. I prefer we
stay colleagues, and friends, but you have to decide what’s best
for you.

This note isn’t a coward’s way out. It
seems I can’t assemble my thoughts in conversation with you and
this message is too important to bungle.

I hope you understand.

Best,

David

 


It took all his willpower to press
send. After, he was driven to call up his photos, and clicked on a
picture of her he’d taken outside at a picnic. He traced the
windblown hair that had sifted through his fingers like silk.
Outlined her jaw, the mouth he’d taken with such passion. His
finger went down her bare arms. Before he clicked out of the
picture, he caught a glimpse of those eyes that had sparkled with
passion. In the photo, they held only trust. He sucked in his
breath and closed the file. But he couldn’t close out the remorse
that curled inside of him, not about Hope this time, but for
rejecting Tess.

 


* * *

 


Tess gave the Coney Island sauce for
the hot dogs one last stir as she stood over the stove. Suddenly,
her face flushed and her stomach pitched. She ignored
it.

Just as she’d ignored the stupid email
she’d received this morning from David saying they would have no
romantic relationship. To what degree they would remain friends was
her choice.

He wanted her to
move on with her life.
Without him.

Her stomach roiled again, and her hand
covered it. Damn. This couldn’t be, not after his note. It just
couldn’t.

Across the kitchen at the island, Rose
was making potato salad. She’d already prepared one with macaroni
and whipped up coleslaw from scratch. “Tess, are you all right? You
look a little green.”

“Yeah, the heat got to
me.”

“Why don’t we switch
places? It’s cool over here with the breeze from the
doorway.”

“Sounds good.”

Tess sat on a bar stool and mixed the
mayonnaise with pickle juice and mustard. The yellowish color made
her swallow hard.

“Tell me again who’s
coming.”

“Lynne’s bringing her kids.
Phillip’s the same age as Isabella and Melody likes to play with
Maria, though Mel is nine.”

“Do they all get
along?”

“Uh-huh. When the girls
first met them, they remarked how Philip was nothing like their
brother. Which about broke my heart.”

“Oh, honey, you felt the
same about your brother. And sometimes your sister.”

“Not anymore.” She smiled
wistfully. “I wish they lived closer.” Her brother had moved to
California and became a giant in Silicon Valley. Her sister married
a doctor she’d met at a conference, quit nursing and moved to his
hometown in Arizona.

“They’re happy. But you’re
right, I miss them, too. Thank God for you and the girls moving in
here.”

“Aw, Mom.”

“I know I was hesitant at
first.”

“It was an
adjustment.”

“No, I just didn’t want to
clutter your life.”

“You simplified it so much
for me.”

“I see that now. Is Vinny
coming today?”

“He’s supposed to. That
would be nice because Brooke’s boys are around his age.”

“Brooke will be here, too?
That poor woman.”

“No. She’s staying with
Zach. Lynne’s picking up the boys.”

“Of course, David coming,
right?”

“I invited him. He refused.
He’s still grieving and doesn’t feel like partying.”

“That man. He doesn’t know
what’s good for him.”

“But Trish and Nathan had
no plans, so I invited them, too.” Annie was spending today with
her in-laws, and JJ volunteered to work a shift for somebody with
kids.

“How about you,
Mom?”

“I invited Martha from next
door.”

“Ah, she’s probably lonely.
With her husband just gone. And they had no children.”

When preparations were finished, the
guests started to arrive. They were enjoying snacks before a
barbeque of spare ribs and hot dogs, and the kids had paired off.
Brooke’s boys wandered to the back of the yard, to wait for
Vinny.

Who walked around the side of the
house. He crossed to her. “Dad dropped me off.”

“I’m so glad you’re here.”
She ruffled his hair.

He said, “Oh, Mom,” and shook her hand
off, but not in a surly way.

“Grayson and Jordan arrived
already. You like them, don’t you?”

“Yeah. Where are
they?”

“Back there.” She pointed
to the tree.

Before he left, he kissed her cheek.
She reveled in the unexpected affection.

The day was lovely and Tess almost
forgot about David and his hurtful letter. Until midnight, when she
woke up suddenly, rushed to the bathroom, and wretched
violently.

As she sat back on her legs on the
bathroom floor and put her head in her hands, she admitted it was
finally time to face some facts.


Chapter 6
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David finished up the report
yesterday, while he waited for Tess to respond to his letter. She
didn’t. So, he was forced to live with his decision. So be
it.

He heard noise next door.
Tess always opened their connecting door when she went to her
office. Not today, he guessed. But he stayed where he was. About a
half hour later, he heard commotion outside her office. He went into the
common room. A white-faced Tess stood in her doorway holding a big
gold box with a red ribbon on it. She looked up with panic in her
eyes.

“Tess?” He frowned. “What’s
that?”

“Godiva chocolate. For me.
There’s no card.” He noticed she wore latex gloves. “Lance said
next time to not accept a delivery without protection. But the lady
who brought this touched it.”

Pulling his cell out of his pocket, he
clicked in a number.

“Lance
Manwaring.”

“Good, you’re in. We got
another delivery.”

“I’ll be right
over.”

“Manwaring’s on his way.
Meanwhile, let’s go sit in my office. You can set that down on the
conference table.”

Once inside, she deposited the box,
drew off the gloves and dropped down across from him at his desk.
In the sunlight streaming in through the open window, he could see
she was pale and the light blue of her uniform washed her out. This
was an unusual reaction for her, as she’d fought fires and been in
gritty buildings and never lost her cool.

“Are you all
right?”

Her dark brows furrowed, calling
attention to her eyes, which were red. “Of course not. Not after
that.” She gestured to the candy.

“It’s more than that. Your
eyes are puffy, like you’ve been up all night.”

“Only since
midnight.”

“You didn’t sleep?
Why?”

“Take a wild guess, David.”
Her tone was accusatory, underlaid with pain.

“I’m sorry that my decision
hurt you. I didn’t know what else to do.”

She checked the watch he’d given her
when she graduated from the academy, then stood. “I’m going to go
work on my end of stuff while we wait for Lance.”

“I finished everything
yesterday.”

“You were here on a
holiday?”

“Nothing else to
do.”

“You were invited to the
barbeque.” Her voice was like cut glass.

“Yeah, sure. And let
everybody know we’re estranged?”

“Is that what we
are?”

“Pick your word. We
wouldn’t have been able to explain the distance between
us.”

Before she got through the door, she
turned back. Tendrils had escaped from the clip at her neck and
framed her face. “You know, you’ve chosen to live life alone.
Yesterday is what it’s going to be like for you.”

A very low, painful blow.

Ten minutes later she returned with
Lance. David noticed the guy’s hand at Tess’s back and his fists
curled. The reminder that she’d be with another man dug deep into
his wounded heart.

“David.”

“Lance.”

The cop crossed to the conference
table. Shook out a large plastic bag and donned gloves. Carefully,
he placed the package in the sack. “I’ll send this on to forensics,
even though there was no card. I’ll make it a rush job.” He turned
to Tess. “Maybe they’ll be able to tell where the gift came
from.”

“Probably not. They
couldn’t get anything off the flowers, and the florist didn’t
remember who sent them.” Apparently, he came in person, wearing
sunglasses and a hat. She never got a good look at him.

David nodded. His throat felt like a
sock was stuffed in it.

Lance turned to Tess. “Want to have
lunch with me today?”

“Um, not today.”

“I’d like to take you to
Connors. It just opened up on Market Street. Think about
it?”

“All right, I’ll let you
know.”

When Lance left, she turned to David.
He knew she could tell he was angry. “This is what you want,
right?”

“Of course not!” He
practically shouted. “But it’s the only thing I can think of to
do.”

“We could have worked this
out together.”

“No, that’s not fair to
you.” He choked out the words, because he didn’t want to say them.
“I have no idea how long it will take me to be myself
again.”

“I’m a grown woman. I can
decide that for myself.”

“No, it’s out of the
question.”

“Fine. Back to colleagues.
If you need me, I’ll be in my office. If it doesn’t concern work,
don’t interrupt.”

 


* * *

 


At eleven, Brooke Cartwright came to
her doorway. Every single day the sadness etched in her face a bit
more. “Hey. Can you take a break?”

“Yeah.” The clock said ten
a.m.

They walked out to the common room.
Grabbed coffee and Tess chose one of the tables. She didn’t want to
be overheard in her office.

“Lance Manwaring asked me
to go to lunch with him.”

“Why do you look like
somebody died if it’s a date?”

Tess sighed. “David wrote me a letter
yesterday. He said he wasn’t ready to take our relationship
further.”

“Honey, that’s okay. He’s
still mourning. Give him the time.”

“Really? You said before
he’d already mourned.”

She threw up her hands and they landed
back on her thighs. “I’m not so sure of anything I say these
days.”

Tess sat forward. “How are you? We
didn’t talk the night of the ax throwing.”

“It was marvelous, by the
way. I didn’t know Annie had it in her.”

“She’s gotten a lot
stronger since our academy days. But I think she’s going through
something. My guess is she’s suffering over returning to work in a
couple of weeks.”

Brooke sighed. “It’s a hard decision.
We both know that.”

“I remember. Tell me about
Zach.”

“He had a terribly rough
night. Vomiting. Chills. It was awful.” Her voice broke on the last
sentence.

“Oh, Brooke. You didn’t
want to stay with him?”

“I couldn’t. I have so much
work to catch up on.”

Tess nodded.

Brooke’s phone buzzed. She looked at
the ID. “The chief wants me to come to his office. I’ll see you
later.” She strode across the room.

Poor Zach. Poor Brooke. Their
situation made Tess chide herself for moping about her own
life.

And her words haunted
Tess. He’s still mourning. Give him the
time.

 


* * *

 


He sat across from her, a pretty lady
who would make a good plaything. He’d been taking them all his
life, when he needed to. She studied the menu. She was so innocent,
unsuspecting of his machinations. She’d find out soon
enough.

Her phone buzzed. She looked down at
it. She answered, making anger fuel inside him. “Hello. Oh, God,
no. Yes, I can make myself free. I’ll be right there.”

She looked up. “I’m sorry, I have an
emergency. I have to go.”

He controlled himself, for now. “Of
course. I can drive you.”

“No, that’s okay. I’ll call
you later to reschedule.”

With narrowed eyes he watched her walk
out of the restaurant. He’d let her go now, but soon she’d pay the
price. They all would.

 


* * *

 


Tess went into firefighter mode. She
had an emergency on her hands and would deal with it. She’d get to
the hospital and do what needed to be done. She drove fast but
carefully to Crystal City Memorial, parked and raced into the large
emergency room. Annie was already on the far side with Brooke.
Another woman huddled with them.

Tess crossed to where they sat at a
table. They were holding it together. “Brooke, I’m so
sorry.”

Standing, she faced Tess, her eyes
bruised. After a long hug, she drew back. “It happened so fast.
Zach’s sister Marcia was with him and he slept off and on most of
the morning. I only got to talk to him at eight. She said the last
time he woke up, he was confused, restless, agitated. She called
the ambulance to bring him here.”

“Oh, honey. I’m sorry. But
he’s got good care now. The doctors will help him.”

“T-those are end-of-life
signs along with the vomiting and chills last night.” She shook her
head vigorously. “I researched all this and kept a notebook. He’s
going to die.”

“Don’t go down that road
yet.”

Marcia leaned in closer. “Listen to
her, Brooke.” Her own eyes were red, too. They’d been
crying.

“Let’s all sit back down.”
Annie nodded to the table. They took chairs, Brooke and Marcia in
front of Styrofoam cups. Annie asked, “Can I get you coffee,
Tess?”

“No, thanks. I’m fine.” She
pointed to the several bottles of water set out in the middle. “I’d
have one of those, though.” Her stomach was churning, but she
wouldn’t give in to it. She sipped the water, hoping to quell the
queasiness she’d had since she got the call.

They waited. Finally, a doctor came
out of the treatment area and over to them. He dropped down next to
Brooke. “Zach’s not doing well. His breathing is dangerously
labored.”

“Did you put him on a
ventilator?”

“No.” The man squeezed her
hand. “He has a DNR.”

“I don’t care. Do
it.”

“It’s not what he
wanted.”

Burying her head in her hands, she
murmured, “No, no, no, no.”

The doctor waited then added, “I’m
afraid there’s not even time to put him into a room.”

Brooke wept.

Finally, she looked up and grabbed a
tissue Annie held out. “Can I sit with him?

“That’s why I came out. To
bring you and Marcia in.”

Marcia took in a deep breath. “You can
see him alone.”

“No, you come with
me.”

Holding hands, both women followed the
doctor to the treatment room.

Annie and Tess stared at each other.
Her friend swallowed hard. “I can’t believe this. It’s so
sudden.”

“It is.” Reality dawned in
degrees. Zach was going to die. Soon. “Where are the
others?”

“Lynne, JJ and Trish are
working. As soon as they get subs, they’re coming over.”

Tess touched her stomach. “I feel so
bad.”

“Me, too. I cried all the
way here.”

“Who’s with
Bridget?”

“I called my mother-in-law.
She came right away. Were you at work?”

“I was out doing errands. I
didn’t call David. Long story why.”

Annie scanned the area helplessly. “I
guess we’ll just wait.”

A half-hour later, Lynne walked
through the ER doors and hurried over to them. In an hour, Trish
and JJ arrived. After everyone was briefed, the five Sisters of
Fire sat together for the morbid vigil.

At 1:37 the doctor came back out
alone. He said, “I’m sorry, ladies. Zach died.”

 


* * *

 


David walked into the hospital against
his better judgment. But a need to see Tess had driven him here.
He’d heard about Zach Cartwright via the fire chief. Tess called
Joe to relay the gruesome information and asked him to tell David
she wouldn’t be in. She was at the hospital with the rest of the
Sisters of Fire.

He spotted them across the room,
sitting at a table, some holding hands, Tess with her arm around
Lynne who, he saw when he got closer, was sobbing. He knew Tess was
suffering, too, but she was so strong. Stronger than he
was.

When he reached them, she looked up.
She was dry-eyed. He had no idea if she’d send him away, or throw
herself into his arms, or worse, ignore him.

Annie sat upright. “Talk to him,
Tess.”

Tess stood, leaned in and whispered,
“Get me away for a little while.”

He slid his arm around her and led her
into a small cove with telephones and a chair. She turned into him.
“I feel so bad.”

David cupped her neck and he kissed
the top of her head. “Of course, you do.” She nosed into his chest.
His other arm went around her back. “You can cry now.”

“Okay.”

She did, wrenchingly. He held her,
offering what comfort he could. When she drew back, he handed her
his handkerchief.

“Thanks. I was trying to be
strong but the emotion was building up.”

“Remember how I cried
in your arms at
one point when Hope was near the end?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How long has Brooke been
sitting with him?”

“Over an hour.”

“Can I wait with you? I
care about Brooke and Zach was a fine man.” He gulped back the
emotion. “And you. I want to be here for you.”

Tess watched him. “I want you
here.”

When they returned to the table, he
asked the others, “Can I get anyone anything?”

No all around. He sat down close to
Tess.

Not long after, Brooke came out of the
treatment rooms with another woman David didn’t know. They all
stood up as she approached the table. Her eyes were flat, and red,
her face grayish with grief. “They’re taking him away.” She looked
at David. “You know how hard this is.”

“I do. And if you need me,
I’m here.”

Suddenly, David was holding another
weeping woman in his arms. Over her head Tess nodded. He could
probably give Brooke more support and understanding than all of
them.

 


* * *

 


“Zach always loved the
sky.” Brooke tipped her head up to the bluest of heavens. “I’m not
surprised he planned this.”

“You didn’t know what he
wanted?” Tess asked.

They were standing on her multileveled
deck, looking out at the canopy under a copse of trees. The
early-July sun sparkled off a pool and hot tub that were beyond the
deck, along with a putting green next to that.

“He wrote his wishes down
after he got sick. I’m sure he didn’t want to freak me out by
letting me know he was planning his own memorial. He let me hope
he’d beat his illness.”

The rows of seats were beginning to
fill.

Looping her arm around Brooke, she
held her close for a minute. That was all Tess could do.

“I’d better go to my
seat.”

“Want me to get the
boys?”

“They’ll be down when
they’re ready. They told me I was smothering them.”

“Aw.”

“Yeah, kids.” She looked
out over the crowd. “Oh!”

Tess tracked her gaze. More than a
dozen men in crisp navy-blue pilots’ uniforms and hats had entered
the backyard. Quietly, they lined one side of the chairs and stood
erect.

“Wow, that’s
impressive.”

“Like firefighters and
police do for fallen comrades.” Brooke’s voice was
hoarse.

Their friends in the department were
already seated in the back. Probably fifty firefighters had shown
up.

“Mom?” They turned to see
Grayson and Jordan behind them. They resembled their parents with
their blond hair and blue eyes. Like everyone else, and as Zach had
requested, they were dressed casually in polo shirts and khaki
pants. Gray said, “We’re ready.”

Jordan looked like he was going to
vomit. Tess linked arms with him while Brooke did the same with
Gray’s.

Once they were seated, Tess took her
place with the Sisters of Fire a couple rows from the
front.

Run by another pilot who’d been a
chaplain in the army, the service was lovely. He spoke of the boys
and their closeness to their dad, and how Zach was insanely in
love—Zach’s words—with Brooke. He told about Zach’s career and how
beloved he was by his colleagues. Tess caught a few of them, lined
up like sentries, wipe a tear or two.

When the service ended, the caterers
took over, laying out a spread for dozens of people who would stay
for a light meal. David came up to Tess. She was glad. Despite what
was between them, she needed his strength today. He touched her
hand, curled his around her fingers. “That was nice, wasn’t
it?”

“Yes. But this is all so
sad.”

His jaw clenched. “Death always
is.”

“David, is this bringing
back all the stuff with Hope?”

“The sadness, yes. But the
service was so different from hers. Don’t worry about me, though.”
Releasing her hand, he slid his arm around her like a friend might
and drew her close. “We’ll all be okay.”

She sighed. “Yeah, I guess we
will.”

They’d gotten along the past few
days—actually David had coddled her at work. There had been no way
to trace the Godiva the arsonist had presumably sent and it had
been bagged as evidence.

But there would be fallout for the two
of them once her pregnancy was revealed.


Chapter 7

 [image: ]

 


 


It was a small fire; only the bedroom
had burned. Tess, David and Chet, who had a couple of weeks to go
in his tenure with them, had arrived at the scene to find the fire
was out.

The rumble of an idling truck and
engine filled the air as David crossed Incident Command, spoke with
the battalion chief, then headed back to the jeep. “No witnesses,
nobody on the scene. Still, Chet, would you mind interviewing the
firefighters?”

“Not at all. This isn’t
going to take much time.”

Tess and David approached the house.
He noticed she’d tugged the zipper down on her jumpsuit. They
carried their masks and wore their helmets. “The crew went in
through the front door, so let’s check the back of the house
first.”

There, they found the bedroom window
open, and a few panes of glass had cracked. Pry marks on the
outside were from jimmying an entrance. And a chair had been kicked
to the side. Tess bent over it and slapped her palm against the
wall of the house.

Huh! Was she all right? “Something
wrong?”

“Um, no, just didn’t want
to lose my balance. There’s mud on the chair.”

“Then this is the point of
entry.” David donned the mask and poked his head through the
window. The bed was charred but the dressers and floor across the
room were not. “Looks like the point of origin was the bed. We have
to go inside.”

Heading around the house to the front,
Tess donned her mask and they entered the foyer. At the room, David
pointed to the char marks on the top of the door. “This was
closed.”

“Yeah.”

They went inside. Again, David
suggested, “I’ll take this dresser, you do the one over there.” He
waved to the intact furniture.

Nodding, she crossed to the long,
white chest of drawers while he examined the others. Soon, she came
back. “I found a watch case split open, like somebody had grabbed
it then dropped it back down. An empty jewelry box sat on the
floor. A vase of wilted flowers and some perfume bottles hadn’t
been affected by the fire, either. Find anything here?”

He held up a necklace. “This was on
the floor. As was an earring by the window.”

“Looks like robbery,
right?”

“Yep.” He frowned. “Or it
was made to look
like a robbery.”

“Hmm.”

The bed was deeply charred, and a pink
purse had melted on the covers. Since this appeared to be an arson
to cover theft, despite other possibilities, he’d call the
police.

“Where’s Manwaring,
Tess?”

“I don’t know. I was
wondering why he didn’t come when this went out over the police
scanner.”

David mumbled under his breath, “I
hope he had a hot date.” It was six in the evening.

If Tess heard, she ignored his
comment.

They stayed at the scene until the
rest of the rooms were videoed and photographed. His crew tagged
and bagged the evidence, then took off for the lab at the academy.
Chet also gave them the report from two firefighters, then headed
out too.

“Let’s go,” David
said.

Back at the arson jeep, they took off
the jumpsuits and put their gear in the trunk. Then, David turned
to her. She was so pretty, even with her hair messy, her eyes a bit
red. “I don’t think we can do much until we get some analysis. Are
you hungry?”

“Some.”

“Would you share a meal
with me?”

She cocked her head. “Yes.”

 


* * *

 


On the way to the restaurant, Tess was
acutely aware of the man next to her. They hadn’t been in the
charred bedroom long enough to have absorbed the scents, and she
caught a whiff of his aftershave. His hair was mussed from removing
the helmet and she longed to run her hand through it. She tore her
gaze away to stop the well of feeling for him.

They arrived at Marcello’s in ten
minutes and were seated in the back, as they had many times over
the years. But everything was different now. Tess couldn’t forget
how they’d tangled the sheets together, sweaty and wanting. The
images wouldn’t stop coming, no matter how hard she tried to stuff
them down. Over the candle in the middle of the table, he asked, “A
glass of wine?”

“No thanks. I’ll have a
seltzer.”

Tess had done a pregnancy test which,
of course, was positive, but she waited to call her doctor as it
had only been a few weeks. She wished there was a chance she wasn’t
pregnant, but she knew the test was correct because the signs were
the same as her last pregnancy. And the symptoms kept worsening.
Plus, they hadn’t used protection.

“Where’d you
go?”

“Just daydreaming.” In the
dim light, she focused on the father of her child. She’d tell him,
eventually, but not yet. His face was drawn with fatigue and
sleeplessness. Hope’s death, the turmoil of their relationship and
the arsons were taking their toll on him. Maybe she could do
something about that.

“David, after Zach died, I
realized how random life is. It can end at any time. I don’t want
any rancor between us anymore.” Though there had been less since
her friend’s passing.

He took her hand across the white
tablecloth. “Thank you, Mary Theresa. I want that, too.”

She smiled at the name. He
left his hand in hers, rubbed her wrist with his thumb. She
wondered if he even knew what he was doing. She knew, from the prickle of her
skin.

“Tess, you never told me
why Vince came over that night when Sir Lancelot saved the
day.”

Suppressing a chuckle at his
nomenclature, she said, “Vince wanted to whine about the kids.
About Izzy refusing to clean his disgusting bathroom. Things like
that. I knew he’d never be very good at dealing with an adolescent
girl.”

“Is eleven an
adolescent?”

“These days, it is. They
were disappointed you didn’t come to the barbeque.”

“What did you tell
them?”

“That you were busy.” She
arched a brow. “Not that you had written me that stupid
email.”

“I’ve been thinking about
that. I should have talked to you in person.” He shook his head.
“I’ve bungled so much between us.”

A huge sigh. “Water under the damn.
Let’s just go on from here.”

“Because of
Zach?”

A pause. He’d given her a perfect
opportunity to tell him about the pregnancy now. “Yeah, because of
Zach.”

Her steak and salad seemed to settle
well in her stomach. After they paid the bill—she insisted they go
Dutch and he didn’t argue this time—they walked out the door, got
in the jeep and headed back to the academy to get her
car.

When they arrived, she turned in her
seat. “Thanks, David, it was nice to be with you again.” That was
an understatement.

“For me, too.” His voice
was hoarse on the last word and he slid his hand around her neck,
kissed her forehead. He got out first and circled the hood to open
her door. She’d told him that wasn’t necessary a long time ago, but
he insisted on being chivalrous.

Tess slid out of the seat and stood.
Or tried to. A wave of dizziness flooded her. “Oh.” She grabbed the
top of the open door when her knees buckled.

He grasped onto her so she wouldn’t
fall and pulled her up and into his arms. “Are you all
right?”

“I—” She sucked in a breath
and managed to straighten. “I got dizzy.”

“From what? You didn’t
drink anything.”

“I haven’t been sleeping
well because I’m worried about Brooke. Must be that.”

“Have you been dizzy
before?”

“A bit at the fire scene.
It passed. This is going away too.”

“Is that really why you
flattened your palm against the wall.”

“Uh-huh.”

She drew back, opened her purse and
fished out the keys.

“Like hell. You’re not
driving. Get back in the car.”

“David…”

He snatched her keys away. “I’m not
letting you drive home after two dizzy spells.”

“You know how these kinds
of macho things annoy me. I have the right to decide whether I
should drive.” But as soon as she said the words, her stomach
roiled and she knew in her heart she was in no condition to get
behind the wheel. It was late, dark, and she really didn’t feel
well.

“Be annoyed
then.”

Exhausted now, she climbed back into
the car and did up her seatbelt. When he got in, he turned to her.
“I’m not being macho, honey. I’m worried that you’ll have an
accident.”

The endearment seeped through her like
fine wine. “I know. Just take me home. Mom can drive me to work in
the morning.”

“I’ll pick you
up.”

“David, listen to what I
said. Mom will drive me!”

“All right. But I’m not
going to apologize for protecting you.”

He didn’t know the irony of his words.
Had he protected her—or they’d protected each other—she wouldn’t be
having these dizzy spells.

 


* * *

 


“Ah, this feels good.”
David looked out over the golf course as the trees swung gently and
ruffled both his and his son’s hair. Sunlight dappled the ground
around them.

“Yeah. It’s nice to get
away from my family.” A grim tone was unusual for his
boy.

David halted mid-swing. “I’ve never
heard you say anything like that.”

But now that he studied Linc, he could
see the tightness of his jaw, the tense, narrow gaze. “I’m mad
about Lacy going away tomorrow with her girlfriends for a long
weekend. I’ve had the boys non-stop since they’ve been out of
school.” Linc worked from home most days. “I have a job to do and
they mostly let me, but they interrupt when she’s not
there.”

Lacy and Linc were very much in love,
but even a good relationship had its tiffs. “I can see why that
would be an issue.”

Linc threw down his club and jammed
his hands in his pockets. “I hate being mad at her. And I’m a
terrible dad for not wanting to be with the kids all the
time.”

“Then I was, too. We used
to leave you with your grandparents to take time away from
you.”

His brows arched. “I liked going to
their house.”

“I rest my case. Now, how
about if this grandparent takes the boys for a few days? I’m having them
tomorrow anyway for the Fire Department Fun Day at the amusement
park. Let them come back with me after we finish playing. We’ll
have a longer sleepover. You and Lacy have the night together
alone, which might help you get rid of the anger.”

“Your plan was to only have
them for the day.”

“Plans change.”

“Dad, you’re still
grieving.”

“So are you.”

“And you’ve got a serial
arsonist on your hands. You don’t need my problems.”

“I’m always here for
you.”

“I didn’t mean to lay this
on you.”

“Lincoln David Ashford,
it’ll be good to have someone in my house for a while.” The boys
would distract him from obsessing about Tess. “I like the
idea.”

“You’re sure?”

“Uh-huh. Now, maybe you can
enjoy the rest of our game.”

They did, both scoring their all-time
low. They were smiling afterward.

Noah and Patrick were packed when he
and his son returned from golf. Linc had called ahead and asked
Lacy to get their stuff together and include a few days’ worth of
clothing.

The boys chattered all the way back to
Crystal Corners. By the time they reached his house, David was
already feeling better than he had all week.

 


* * *

 


Isabella and Maria ran ahead of Tess
as they entered Eldridge Park for Firefighter Fun Day. She started
to call out for them to wait for her, until she saw them heading
toward David. And, oh look, he had his grandsons with him! Like
always the girls threw themselves into David’s arms and he hugged
them. When she reached the fivesome, David took off his sunglasses.
“Hi, there.”

God, did he have to look so freaking
good in his dark green shorts and a sage T-shirt, which pulled
across his shoulders? Even his face seemed…less tense.

“Hi, there.” She glanced
behind him, where their children had gathered. “You brought your
grandsons.”

“Yeah, I planned to have
them for today. But they’re staying for the weekend. Linc needs
some down time and Lacy’s going away with her teacher
friends.”

Instinctively she moved closer. “Is
Linc all right?” Tess loved his son. He was so much like David, so
that was probably why.

David put his hand on her arm. “I
always treasured how solicitous you were of him.”

“That’s not going to
change.”

He left his hand where it was and his
scent, much like the morning, was fresh and woodsy.

“Linc’s okay.
Relationships, even good ones like theirs, get messy
sometimes.”

Suddenly angered, Tess stepped back.
“How do you dare say that to me?” she whispered harshly.

He cocked his head. “What do you
mean?”

“You’re avoiding a
mess with me.” She
glanced away. Damn it. Her hormones were making her moods erratic.
She took in a deep breath then looked back at him. “I shouldn’t
have said that. I know what I agreed to.”

“You don’t have to walk on
egg shells around me.”

“Whatever. I’m going into
the park with the girls. Have a good day.”

When they approached the kids,
Patrick’s face lit. “Hey, Tess.”

Noah gave her a quick hug around the
waist.

Quiet Izzy spoke up. “Mom, isn’t it
great seeing Noah and Patrick again. They want to go around the
park with us.”

“I thought you were
planning to look for some of your soccer teammates
here.”

“I’d rather be with these
guys and Maria.”

David sighed dramatically. “You don’t
want to be with your Papa?”

“We do!” Noah looked
longingly at Isabella. “She said she’d hold my hand on the Ferris
Wheel.”

David frowned. “I planned to go on the
rides with you. I can hold your hand.”

Noah and Patrick exchanged glances.
Patrick blurted out, “It’s not as much fun with you.”

David smiled. He wasn’t offended,
which made him all the more attractive. “Ask Tess if it’s
okay.”

She wasn’t going to be the bad guy.
“Yes, it’s okay.”

As she walked alongside David to the
rides, she could hear the bark of vendors calling people to throw
softballs, pick up ducks, and toss rings. At one point, as they
threaded their way to a crowd, he put his hand on the small of her
back. Just that light, public contact made her core contract. She
wanted his touch so much she could almost not stand it. After the
path cleared, she whispered to him, “Being so close to you is
killing me.”

He shook his head. “Me, too. Maybe I
shouldn’t have brought the boys after all that’s
happened.”

“No, you should have,” she
said quietly. “We’re just colleagues. I have no right feeling this
white-hot attraction here at the park, for God’s sake.”

His brow arched. “White-hot,
huh?”

She saw he was smiling. “Cut it out.
But it’s good to see you joke.”

They reached the Ferris Wheel and
David hesitated. “They’re only eight and nine. Maria’s six. I think
you or I should go with them.”

Isabella overheard him. “David, I’m
almost twelve. I’m going to start babysitting as soon as my course
is over. I promise I’ll keep them in line.”

Again, he looked to Tess. She knelt
down in front of the three younger kids. “Do you swear to stay
seated, hold onto the bar and obey Izzy at all times?”

Their heads shook so vigorously, she
had to bite back a smile. She straightened. “I think it’ll be fine,
Grandpa.”

He nodded and the kids took
off.

“Want coffee?”

“Um, no thanks. I brought
water.” She took a seat on a bench. “Go ahead, though. I’ll make
sure they get on.”

She watched him walk away in that
confident stride he had. Everything about him physically made her,
well, swoon today. Man, her hormones were wreaking havoc in another
way, too.

“Hi, Tess.” Brooke had come
into her line of vision.

She stood and hugged her friend. It
had been nearly two weeks since Zach passed. “Hi, sweetie. I’m
surprised to see you here.”

“The boys wanted to come.”
She shook her head. “I think they’re meeting some girls—daughters
of other firefighters they’re friends with on Facebook.”

“Oh, my God. Girls?
Already?”

“They’re 14 and
15.”

“That’s still
young.”

“It’s fine by
me.”

“Maybe Vinny would have
come if he knew Grayson and Jordan would be here.” He’d been in a
bad mood when she asked him to join them. He refused.

“I should have let you
know.”

“Nah, it’s okay. Where are they?”

“On the Ferris
Wheel.”

“Ours, too.”

“Ours?”

Just then, David returned. “Hey,
Brooke.” He smiled at her. “Want some coffee?”

“No thanks. I brought
water. I’m cutting down on caffeine after having so much these last
weeks.”

Brooke sat and David dropped down on
the other side of her. She explained about the boys. He said, “They
grow up so fast.”

“Yeah.” Her eyes watered.
“Zach and I were supposed to bring them today. Do these kinds of
things together.”

She saw David take Brooke’s hand. “I
thought the same about Hope on occasions like this. But I came to
the conclusion that her spirit’s happy in the universe, and she
won’t miss a thing.”

“What a nice
sentiment.”

They chatted for a while,
then someone else approached them. Lance Manwaring. Tess had to
admit he looked
scrumptious, too, in designer denim shorts—Vince had some—and a
silky V-neck white T-shirt. “Hello, everybody. Tess, you look great
in casual clothes.” Since she wore plain jean capris and white top,
the compliment fell flat. But she did notice a flicker of something
in his eyes. Maybe a challenge for David?

“Hello, Manwaring.” David’s
tone was knife sharp. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought I’d take part
since I’m a firefighter helper. Besides, sometimes arsonists attend
these kinds of things.”

“You mean they come to set
fires?” Tess asked.

“No. Usually to observe
their prey.”

“The fuckers,” Brooke put
in. “I hope this one burns in hell.” Then she shrugged. “I don’t
really mean that, but it felt good to say.”

Tess laughed.

Lance focused on her. “I was sorry to
hear about your husband, Brooke.”

“Thanks.”

He turned to Tess. “Would you and your
girls want to get some lunch with me?”

Now, David’s hand curled. “Sorry. Tess
and her kids are spoken for. My boys have her girls totally
occupied and we’re all having a picnic together.” He lifted his
sunglasses and stuck them on his head. “Maybe next
time.”

“That’s how you feel,
Tess?”

“Of course, David would
never speak out of turn.”

“All right. Have a nice
day.” He walked away.

Brooke’s gaze narrowed on the back of
him. “You know, he’s super attractive but there’s something sleazy
about him.”

“Is there?”
Tess.

“I agree.”
David.

Brooke laughed. It was good to
hear.

 


* * *

 


Close to noon, David sat alone on a
bench at the next ride. The Friendly Flyer sported small airplanes
that went in circles and kept getting higher. Tess had gone with
Brooke for half an hour to keep her company. He thought about her
reaction to his comment about marriage earlier.

“Relationships, even good
ones like theirs, get messy sometimes.”

“How do you dare say that
to me?”

“What do you
mean?”

“You’re avoiding the mess
with me.”

It pricked his conscience, now that he
had time to think about what he said. Maybe because he’d dreamed
about her last night. In truth, most nights. They were in bed with
all that glorious mess between them. Her skin had felt like silk.
Her breasts full and heavy. Her mouth…

Oh, Lord. He shifted in his
seat.

“Hey, buddy.”

David looked up. “Hello,
Todd.”

“I didn’t know the fire
department had a day here. I brought my kids and some of their
friends this morning. They’re off alone.”

“Yeah, I guess they’re old
enough.”

“Well into teenage-hood.
They’re still good with me, though.”

David felt bad about Todd’s divorce.
“I’m sure they miss you at home.”

“I’m sure they don’t miss
the fighting.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Todd looked out over the crowd. “It’s
getting busy now.”

“How long are you
staying?”

“All four kids have
part-time jobs. We have to leave at one. I’m meeting them at noon,
to regroup.”

“I hope I get to see
them.”

“They’d love it. Uncle
David is their favorite person.”

“That’s an
exaggeration.”

Todd grunted.

Sometimes, he seemed irritated with
David. He thought David’s life was perfect until Hope got sick.
Perfect it was not.

Four smiling kiddies raced to the
bench. “Papa, we had so much fun on the Flyer.”

“We did too, David.” This
from Maria. “Where’s mom?”

“Mom?” Todd
asked.

“These are Tess’s girls,
Izzy and Maria.”

He shook his head. “I should have
known.”

“We don’t have to meet
mommy for fifteen minutes,” Izzy told them.

Noah grabbed David’s hand. “Come on
Papa, let’s go to the Crazy Train.”

He looked to Todd. “Want to come with
us?”

“Nah, I’m just gonna soak
up the sunshine. Have fun, Papa.”

“You, too.”

“Oh, I will.”

 


* * *

 


“Hey, pretty lady.” Chet
Carson met up with Tess and Brooke where they stood by a
fence.

“Chet?” His dark hair was
combed back and his hazel eyes were smiling. “I didn’t know you
were coming today.”

“You seem surprised. Why
wouldn’t I?”

“I never asked if you had
kids?”

“Yes, to
you never asked. And
no, I don’t have kids. But I wanted to get a full picture of how the fire
department works.”

Brooke said, “Hi, Chet.”

“Brooke, I’m so sorry about
Zach.” His sympathetic expression seemed genuine. “I’ve been out of
town lately so I haven’t seen you to offer my
condolences.”

“Don’t worry about it. Been
back in Albany?”

“Yeah.” He glanced around
the park. Sounds of kids laughing, the gears of the rides and the
whoosh from the water park echoed over to them. “I’m leaving in two
weeks.” He smiled—which was more of a smirk—at Tess.
“Maybe.”

“Maybe?” she asked, a
foreboding on the edge of her consciousness.

“Yeah. The brass and I have
been talking. Because of my experience with the Office of Fire
Prevention and Control, the mayor’s thinking of setting up an
advisory task force for AFT in Crystal City.”

“Arson, Fire and Tobacco?
That’s a federal agency. Does David know about this?”

Another satisfied expression. “I
haven’t a clue. What about you? Would you like me to
stay?”

She wouldn’t be trapped into anything.
“I think you should do what you want. But I’m very interested to
know the role of this task force in the Arson Squad’s
work.”

“All in due time.” He
jammed his hands into his jeans’ pockets. “I gotta go.” He leaned
over and kissed her cheek. “See you soon.”

Tess was agape when he walked away.
And her stomach got queasy.

“Did I imagine it, or was
that whole conversation odd? Not to mention the inappropriate
kiss.”

“You didn’t imagine it.
Something’s going on with Chet. I just don’t know what
yet.”

 


* * *

 


At a picnic table by the duck pond
David, Tess, Brooke and four of the kids ate lunch of hamburgers,
fries and soda, totally unhealthy, but delicious. Brooke’s boys
were out with their girls still, though they’d checked in with her.
The park was crowded and they were lucky to get an open picnic
spot. Maria blew bubbles in her soda. Stealing a glance at David,
Patrick did the same. When they all joined in, Maria got so
excited, she spilled her drink. “Oops.”

“Yeah, oops. Let’s mop it
up.” Tess produced both wet and dry towels.

When the table was clean, David
scooped up the mess in one of the bags the meal had come in and
walked over to the trash bin. He stuffed the detritus into the slot
then turned. The sun glinted off something, not too far away,
blocking his vision. But he thought he’d caught a glimpse of
binoculars.

Soon the glint was gone.

He came back to the group and of
course didn’t say anything in front of the kids. Tess cocked her
head. Her hair was in a ponytail and it swung with the motion.
“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Izzy said, “Nana’d say you look like
you’ve seen a ghost.”

God, he hoped not. But the notion
nagged at him the rest of their time in the park.

At the end of Firefighter Fun Day,
they all gathered near the big-kid rides and met up Gray and
Jordan. A park official hurried up to the three adults and asked to
talk to them privately. They moved away from the children. “I don’t
want to alarm anyone, but we’ve got a fire in the parking
lot.”

Now, David detected the faint sounds
of sirens in the distance. “I’m David Ashford, from the CCFD Arson
Squad. Can I help?”

“I know who you are.
Somebody in security recognized you when you came in. We located
you on the cameras. It’s a car fire in the parking lot.” His walkie
talkie blared. “I gotta go. Meet us there?”

“Absolutely.”

Brooke straightened. Her
professionalism replaced her previously depressed demeanor. “I can
watch the kids, you two go.”

“I think you should take
them out of the park.” Tess’s alarm was only vaguely concealed.
“Where’s your car?”

“On the street. Down a
block. The lot was full when we got here.”

David asked, “Did you drive your
van?”

“Uh-huh. Room enough for
everybody.”

“Good, take them there. As
soon as we find out what this is, we’ll be in touch.” He squeezed
her arm. “Sorry to throw you a curve at a time like
this.”

“It’s distracting. I’ll
wait for your text.”

Tess and David strode to the front
gates. As they got closer to the exit, the acrid smell of fire
intensified.

“I have a bad feeling about
this,” David told her. He’d moved closer and their shoulders
touched. “Something’s been niggling at me.”

“What?”

“I have a hunch my car is
on fire.”

“What do you
mean?”

“The arsonist might have
been in the park grounds. Taunting us.”

“God, it could be
anybody.”

“No, I think I know how to
narrow the list down.”

They followed the smell through the
parking lot. As they got close to the blaze, Tess
gasped.

“It is my car.” David turned to her. “We
have to deal with this. Text Brooke. Ask her to take our four to
your house. Is Rose home?”

“Yeah. She had no plans for
today. Why?”

“Then Brooke can leave with
her kids. You and I have to work on this now. We may have been
going about the investigation all wrong.” He grasped her arm.
“Trust me on this.”

“Of course.”

Leaning over he kissed her cheek.
“Thanks.


Chapter 8
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The car fire kept them busy until
early evening. Luckily, the boys took to Rose. They planned to eat
dinner at Tess’s—they were making little pizzas—and would wait
until David was free.

The two of them walked into his house
through the garage, into the big kitchen he’d had redone for Hope.
“Hungry?” he asked.

“I’ll have soda water for
now. I’m anxious to hear your thoughts.”

They sat in the breakfast area, with
lemon flavored seltzer before them. “This could be an inside job,
Tess.”

“It wouldn’t be the first
time a firefighter turned into an arsonist.”

He looked her straight in the eyes.
“What if it’s an investigator?”

She got the innuendo. “Seriously, Chet
Carson?”

“Him, too.”

Oh my God!
“Lance?”

David nodded. “Or somebody else in our
circle. Think about it. The fires were meticulously timed. We
already decided the arsonist wants us to know what he’s doing since
he was so obvious throwing the incendiary device into a house in
broad daylight. And he taunted us with the flowers and candy. Even
Suzanne mentioned the personal nature of this when he sent you both
gifts.” He drew in a deep breath because this was killing him. “He
could have been stalking us even today, Tess.”

She swallowed back her anger. “What do
we do?”

“When I mentioned our inner
circle, I…maybe…fuck…I’m pretty sure I saw Todd Jeffries watching
us through binoculars. Not only did he turn up today, which was a
huge coincidence, but he’s at a bad place in his life.”

“Enough to commit such
awful crimes?”

“It’s hard to believe.” His
eyes moistened. “He’s my best friend. Lately, though, he’s
seemed…critical of me.”

She took his hand across
the table. It was big and warm and comforting. But
she had to comfort him
now. “I’m horrified, David. But don’t jump to conclusions just yet.
Maybe Todd got bored of waiting around for the kids and was looking
at the scenery. The crowd.”

“I hope so.”

“I hope none of them are involved. What do we
do now?”

“We don’t know much about
Lance and Chet. Let’s do some digging. On your laptop and
mine.”

“You know everything about
Todd?”

“I think so. But we should
google him, too. We’ll do the others first.”

She got up, went to her bag by the
door and drew out her computer. She’d pulled the tie from her hair
in the car, and when she sat again, she tucked it back behind her
ears. By then David had snagged his computer from the
counter.

She asked, “What do we look
for?”

“I don’t know, Tess. It’s a
hunch. Maybe I’m imagining things.”

“Remember when you had a
hunch about the State Street Fire?”

“Yeah.”

“You suspected the right
man. And in other fires, your hunches have been valid.”

“Okay, let’s research. You
take Chet, I’ll take Lance.”

Her fingers tapped on the keys. “We
have DOBs in the fire department files. I’m calling them
up.”

She found their birthdays.

They worked separately. Tess’s search
started with present day and descended by dates.

Chet Thomas Carson

Employee of The Office of Prevention
and Fire Control

Captain in Marissa County Fire
Department.

Worked in several station houses in
MCFD.

Hmm, that was odd. Most firefighters
stay put when they’re assigned. Note to self: Look at Marissa
County.

More professional information was
available.

Then she clicked into
Marissa County’s site and found an article with his name
highlighted: Nepotism at the
OPFC. His uncle appointed him Captain, then
got him transferred to the OPFC. Note: Was he qualified?

Background: parents, both teachers;
one sibling who died. She swallowed hard and her stomach lurched.
She whispered, “I can’t search this part, David.”

He pulled his chair close to hers. His
warmth took away the chill of what she’d uncovered. “Why,
honey?”

“His sister died when they
were children.”

“I’ll do it.” He turned her
laptop toward him and clicked keys. Oh my God, he’d taken off his
wedding band! Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t noticed him
wearing it all day. Swamped by a curious sense of joy, she had to
move, so she got up and went to look out the window over the
sink.

Finally, she heard “Oh,
no.”

“Suspicious
death?”

“Uh-huh.”

“In a fire?”

“Uh-huh. Doesn’t mean he
did it.”

“Could mean he had an ax to
grind against a fire department that didn’t save her.”

David stood, too, and brought his
seltzer to the counter. Eased back on the edge, so their hips were
bumping. “This is a lot to take in. Want to quit for
tonight?”

“Not yet.” She stopped the
seltzer halfway to her mouth.

“What’s wrong?”

“Um…I…this new information
makes my stomach queasy.” Really queasy.

She stole a glance at him. He was
frowning, in the way he did when he was figuring things out. “Maybe
you need to eat. Some cheesy brie with raspberry glaze dripping on
it.”

At his description, her stomach
lurched. She bolted out of the kitchen, raced to the bathroom down
a hallway, got to the toilet just in time.

Soon, he was behind her. Holding her
hair back. “It’s okay, baby, it’ll be over in a minute.”

It seemed longer until she finished.
He handed her a towel and a cup of water with mouthwash. She wiped
her face, swirled the liquid in her mouth and spit it out in the
bowl.

He eased down to the edge of the
whirlpool tub, linked his hands between his knees and looked at
her. “So, what is it? You’ve got some terrible illness or you’re
pregnant?”

She sat back on her haunches and
stared up at him. “I’m pregnant.”

“Thank God.”

 


* * *

 


David helped her up and led her to the
first-floor guest room, where he opened a window and a warm breeze
wafted inside. “Kick off your shoes.”

“What?” She glanced at the
bed.

He shook his head. “We won’t make
love. We’ll lie down until you feel better enough to tell me about
all this.”

He slid out of his sandals as she lay
back into the pillows. Sliding up next to her, he took her in his
arms, soothed back her hair and sighed. Just being able to hold her
gave him a sense of contentment.

“I’m better,” she said
after about five minutes. They both sat up against the headboard.
“What do you want to know?”

“Not the date. It could
have only happened that night. So, you’re not even a month
along.”

“Nearly a month. I made a
doctor’s appointment for next week.”

His hand fisted.

She put hers over it. “For a blood
test and baby check. I’m not planning to end the
pregnancy.”

“I don’t want you
to.”

“I knew you
wouldn’t.”

They were both silent. Finally, he
asked, “Do you want to get married?”

She sputtered, but finally got out,
“No.”

“No?”

“David, you told me you
weren’t ready for a relationship now.”

“This changes
things.”

“Not for me. I won’t be
with a man who doesn’t want me.”

He laughed out loud. “Oh, I want you,
woman! I think about us in bed every single day.”

“I didn’t mean physically.
I can tell how you act around me that you do. I mean emotionally
and psychologically.”

“Shouldn’t this be my
decision?”

She turned and nosed into him. He
brushed his hand down her hair. This woman was having his
child!

“No. It’s my decision. I
can’t have only half of you. I waited too long for you and I’m not
settling for second best.”

“You could never be second
best.”

“I was to
Vinny.”

He tipped her chin up to face him,
stared into dark eyes that for years had made him happy. “Vinny’s
an asshole for cheating on you.”

“Tell me you see my point.
Don’t just try to win the argument, please. This is too
important.”

“I see your point. I
understand. But fate’s limited our choices. Having a child together
is a big deal.”

“We can still have a child
together and have choices.” She uncurled out of his arms and sat
up. Swung her feet to the side of the bed. “Let’s get back to
work.”

Leaning over, he grabbed her around
her waist and pulled her back to him. “No to work now. I need some
time to think about this. I need to hold you close.”

Tess wanted that, too.
Suddenly, in a different way. A spurt of desire flooded her, more
intense but the same kind as she’d had today. But she nestled into
him. After a few minutes, she thought, fuck it, and
looked up at him. “Kiss me, David.”

His face turned taut, his eyes
flaming. He was trying to resist her. He couldn’t.

She didn’t remember him being this
hungry last time. She could feel the restraint in the tenseness of
his back, the hesitancy of his mouth as it pressed against her. She
cupped his neck and drew him closer.

His restraint snapped. He slid his
arms around her and held her so tightly her breath hitched. Then he
devoured her mouth. Took tiny bites of her lips. Smoothed them with
his tongue. Instead of cowering at his onslaught, she met him
equally—dueling with his tongue, winning, biting,
bathing.

The kiss went on for a long time. When
they drew back, both were breathing hard.

She whispered. “Make love to
me.”

“Are you sure?”

“I want you.
Now.”

To prove she meant it, she shrugged
off her capris and panties, then yanked at the hem of her T-shirt
and wrestled it over her head. He reached for her bra and flicked
the front closure. His hands were gentle. Too gentle. “Don’t hold
back. We can’t hurt the baby.”

“You’re bigger
here.”

She nodded.

He kissed her breastbone, suckled her,
loved her. Tenderness flooded Tess. He took his time kneading her
breasts, massaging her nipples. His hand moved downward and
caressed her abdomen, then he bent over and wisped his lips over
her belly.

She squirmed on the bed and
instinctively her legs clamped together as his hands roamed to her
breasts again, to her hip, down her thigh. She tried to hold on,
but this was David. The man she loved.

“David, please I’m
ready.”

His smile was smug as he yanked the
hem of his shirt out of the waistband and drew it over his head. He
undid his belt and pushed down his shorts and briefs. She grinned
at his impressive arousal.

“Want to get on top?” he
asked solicitously.

“No, you, over
me.”

He covered her with his body, poised
himself at her entrance, then leaning on his forearms, he watched
her as he eased inside. Further and further. She clenched around
him.

“Arrgh,” he growled as his
control once again fled. He pushed in to the hilt, then back out,
then he plunged into her. She couldn’t wait, couldn’t savor the
moment. She came wildly. “David, yes, yes, oh God.”

He mumbled something she couldn’t make
out, then spiraled and emptied himself into her.

When he came down, he lifted up again.
His face was sweaty and flushed, as hers would be. “Oh, Tess,” he
said meeting his forehead with hers. “I love you.”

“I love you,
too.”

Entwined in each other’s arms, they
dozed. When they awoke, he held her, grazing her arm with his
knuckles.

After a while, she said, “Let’s go
back to work.”

“I don’t want
to.”

She laughed. “We have to.”

“I suppose.”

Rolling off the side of the bed, she
stared down at him, held out her hand. Finally, he took it and got
up. They both redressed and went back to the kitchen.

 


* * *

 


Their search of Lance Manwaring turned
up some intriguing background. He’d excelled at everything in his
life: high school valedictorian at Anderson Prep and Yale
University with honors. And as he’d told them, the jobs he had in
the government before he came to Crystal City, including
certification in EMS, training at a hospital and courses in arson
investigation.

“So why on earth did he
become a cop?” David asked.

“God only knows. It’s the
oddest biography I’ve ever seen.”

He sighed, grasped her hand. He
couldn’t seem to stop touching her. “You know, his vocabulary is
erratic. Sometimes he uses big words, and sometimes he talks like a
cop on a beat.”

“Now that you mention it,
he does. Other times he acts…entitled.”

“Because he’s sure of
himself?”

“You know, you’re right.
His attitude toward me seems possessive.”

“You should have said
something.”

“Things between us have
been a little strained lately, David.”

He tugged her up from the chair and
eased her down on his lap. His lips in her hair, her shiny,
lemon-scented hair, he said, “We have to find ways to reduce that
stress.”

“It’s not good for the
baby, I know.”

“I could order you to take
some leave.”

She snorted. “No, you can’t. I’d sue
you for discrimination.”

“You’d make your pregnancy
public?” He asked the question, but he knew the answer. His woman
was a force to be reckoned with.

“If you did that, I would.
Which you’re not going to do, so let’s decide what we
will do.” She brushed
back his hair from his face. “I vote for concealing the pregnancy
until after the third month. That’s the danger period for
miscarriage.”

“Lord, I hope that doesn’t
happen.”

Her hand slid to his neck. “You really
mean that. Most men would feel trapped.”

“I’m not most men. Besides,
you mean younger men who don’t know the value of life.”

“Have you thought about
what having a child at fifty will be like?”

“I haven’t had time.” A
small smile escaped him. “But off the top of my head, I can’t see
it doing anything but making my life more meaningful.”

“You’re too good to be
true.”

“Not to you, lately. I’ve
hurt you.”

“Unintentionally.” She
yawned.

He checked his watch and said, “It’s
nearly nine. You need to get home. I’ll call and tell the boys
we’re coming.” He picked up his phone from the table, just as it
chimed a text arrival. He read the missive. And laughed. “Huh. They
want to have a sleepover in a tent that Rose helped them make. Rose
says she’ll do Tuck-In with them.” He cocked his head at her. “I
always admired that tradition you have with the girls.”

“It’s a great communication
technique. Maybe you should try it with the boys if they like what
Rose does.”

He held up the phone. “Should we let
them do this?”

“Absolutely.”

“I’ll follow you home and
make sure everything’s okay.” He hadn’t yet sold Hope’s
car.

“Fine by me.” She stood. “I
feel lighter.”

“I do, too.” Lighter,
relieved and warm inside. “Let’s just see what happens,
love.”

“With the case?”

“No. That has to be solved.
I meant with us.”

“I agree. Let’s just
see.”

 


* * *

 


On Sunday morning, Tess came
downstairs to find Rose alone in the kitchen. She checked the
clock. Nine a.m. “Wow, when was the last time I slept this
long?”

“How easy you forget. You
were a typical teenager. Only after you married Vince did you
become so sober—getting up at the crack of dawn, running yourself
ragged to take care of everybody.”

“Yeah, I guess.” She went
to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of orange juice. After she
poured herself some, she sat with her mother. “Aren’t the girls up
yet?”

“Up and gone. David’s
taking them and his two out for breakfast and then to play laser
tag.”

“Boy, those kids really do
like each other.”

“Yeah, they do.” Rose eyed
the juice. Then she tipped Tess’s chin. “When were you going to
tell me?”

Tess didn’t dissemble. “I’m not sure.
David found out last night because I got sick. We want to keep it
quiet until the end of three months.” She smiled at her mother.
“But I probably wouldn’t have been able to keep it from you. I’m so
happy, Mom.”

“What did he
say?”

“He asked me to marry
him.”

Her mom laughed out loud.
“Marone! I knew I
loved that man for a good reason.”

“I said no. At least not
yet.”

“Of course, you did. You
can be so stubborn.” Rose cocked her head. “Then you’d have to be
to get what you wanted in life.”

“I thought he didn’t want
me, but now it sounds almost stupid to say that.”

Rose sipped her coffee, which was
black as sin. “He adores you, baby. He just hurts because Hope is
dead. Can’t you give him some space to feel that?”

A sudden sweep of relief went through
Tess. Had she been wrong about all this? Had she made too much of
his needing time? Did they have a chance together, especially after
what happened between them last night?

She didn’t get to ponder the question
because suddenly, the smell of her mother’s coffee assaulted her.
She flew to the bathroom. Vomited—man, this was getting old. When
she came out and down the hall, her mother met her halfway. “The
doorbell rang. Your coworker is here.”

Lance? Oh, my God. “Which
one?”

“He says his name is Chet.
Do you want to go freshen up?”

“No, I brushed my teeth. I
can see him in this.” She pulled at a teal-colored T-shirt—at least
she’d put on a bra—and matching summer bottoms she’d slept in. “But
do me a favor. Stay in the hallway where you can see us. Keep your
phone on, and dial the first two numbers of 911.”

Rose’s eyes widened. “Is
he dangerous?”

“I really don’t
know.”

The mama bear inside Rose surfaced. “I
can do that.”

Straightening her shoulders, Tess
walked into the living room. “Chet?”

Turning from the window, he gave her a
sad smile. He looked younger today, wearing a Buffalo Bills T-shirt
and jeans. His dark hair was mussed. “Hi, Tess. I’d like to talk to
you.”

“Couldn’t this wait until
work tomorrow?”

“I need to do this today.
Please.”

“All right.” She indicated
the chair for him and took another. She tried to relax her
shoulders and clasped her hands to keep them from
shaking.

Until he said, “I know you and David
are concerned about me.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Tess, you think I might be
the arsonist. My background could indicate that, I admit. But I
swear, I’d never intentionally set fires.” He took sheets of paper
out of his pants pocket and unfolded them. “These show evidence of
where I was at the time of every arson since I got here. For many
of them, I was with you. But when I wasn’t, there’s names of people
I was with—witnesses, actually, to prove I couldn’t have set any,
even at the park yesterday.”

“I-I don’t know what to
say.”

“You don’t have to say
anything. The second sheet is the actual police report on when my
sister died. I’m sure you researched me by now, because I would
have done that if our roles were reversed. I had nothing to do with
the fire or her death.”

She was speechless.

He stood. “I’ll leave now so you can
stop white-knuckling your hands.” Without saying more, he walked to
the foyer and out the door.

Open-mouthed, Tess watched him
go.

 


* * *

 


Early Monday morning, Linc had come to
pick up the boys at seven, so David went to the academy shortly
after they left. Tess’s office was dark as it was still early.
She’d told him about Chet Carson when he dropped off the girls
yesterday. David believed him. Which narrowed down the suspects.
And made it clear what he had to do today—the miserable task he was
forced to perform.

He dropped down at his computer,
sipped black coffee that was bitter today, and typed into the
search engine:

Todd Jeffries, DOB and home
address.

Vice-president of Segment Financials
was the latest job that he’d held. And lost. Before that, Manager
of Tax Department. Next, Assistant Financial Analyst.

David knew all this. He’d gone through
his promotions with Todd as they unfolded.

Images of his friend infiltrated his
brain…

“Leave me alone.” David,
at seven, was a peaceful guy but had been backed into an alleyway
in town.

“Who’s gonna make me?” the
bully threatened.

Todd came out of nowhere.
Behind him were his two older brothers. “Me. And my bros. Scram,
and don’t ever push him around again.”

In high school…

David had been the star quarterback
and Todd was a strong receiver. He remembered the thrill of lifting
the football, looking for an opening, and usually finding
Todd.

Then as adults…

Todd stood across the
altar from David, grinning from ear to ear as Hope and David said
their vows. He gave his friend a wink that said, “Go for it,
buddy.”

Not long after their roles
were reversed on the same altar…

Dear God in heaven, how could he go
further with this awful suspicion of his best friend? Maybe he was
wrong to try. Tess could do this part. For one thing, he was
totally biased. But mostly, it killed him to think that Todd was
the arsonist.

All wound up about the situation—and
don’t forget Tess’s pregnancy—he checked the clock. He had time to
get in a half-hour of the treadmill which always made him feel
better.

In ten minutes, he walked into one of
the academy’s workout rooms. It smelled faintly of disinfectant as
it was empty except for one person. Lance Manwaring lifted weights
in the far corner. He was sweating profusely. He must have been at
this a long time.

He called out, “Hey,
Lance.”

“David. Didn’t know you
worked out.”

“Usually, I run, that’s why
I haven’t been here all summer. But I lift a few weights,
too.”

David jumped on the treadmill and
started slow. For a couple of minutes, he relived Saturday with
Tess, how she felt under his hands. How she called out his name
when pleasure hit her. He looked around to think about something
else. He was at work, for God’s sake.

Something across the room snagged his
attention. Manwaring had tattoos, and a bag off to the side with
the same insignia on the front. David couldn’t quite make out what
it was. So, he waited five more minutes then got off the treadmill
and headed to the men’s room. Manwaring shot him a funny look as he
passed the weight area, but David took the risk and glanced down at
the insignia. An eagle. With broken wings. How odd. Something
niggled at him about the drawing. After he waited long enough in
the men’s room, he walked out and down the hallway. He’d just
reached the doorway when he felt someone come behind
him.

He could barely breathe as his neck
was head-locked.

He felt a prick then shooting
pain.

Blackness came as David hit the
floor.

 


* * *

 


There, that satisfied him. His ability
to be perfect was intact again, after another little blip. They
kept him sane. Had he given Ashford enough to cause his death? If
not, he’d finish the job soon enough. Maybe in a fire.

 


* * *

 


Holding an umbrella, Tess hurried
through the slight drizzle into the academy and took the elevator
to the second floor. She was anxious to see David. Crossing the
common room, she found his office lit from within. She knocked.
Tried the handle. Locked. She let herself into her office, disposed
of her belongings, and fished a spare key out of the desk that
opened their connecting doors.

Inside, she sniffed. Smiled. He’d been
here recently. She tested the coffee cup and it was lukewarm. She
glanced at the computer. The screen saver was on, so she touched
the space bar. A document came up. Notes. On Todd Jeffries. Tess
scanned them. So, he must have come in early to do a search of his
best friend. Her spine prickled, though she didn’t know
why.

Back at her desk, she texted him. Then
she worked for an hour, texting him and phoning twice. Still, no
David. Unable to sit still any longer, she stepped out into the
common room. The overhead lights were on now, and the chief’s outer
door open, so she crossed to his office. The assistant in the
reception area greeted her. “Hey, Tess.”

“Elly. Did David call in
that he’d be late?”

“Not to me. Maybe he phoned
the chief.”

“Could you
check?”

“Sure.” Elly went into the
chief’s office.

A few moments passed and Joe Redman
strode out. “I haven’t heard anything from David. He’s not
here?”

“He probably is. His office
was lit and a coffee cup was still warm.”

“Did you text or phone
him?”

“Yeah, several
times.”

The chief tried, too. No luck. He
turned to Elly. “Call security to come up. Four of them.” He led
Tess out of reception and they waited in the hall.

“Why did you call them,
Chief? He’s probably in somebody else’s office.”

“Then our people will find
him. This arson thing has me on edge. I don’t like when someone in
the office is out of touch.”

“I guess I’m on edge, too.
I had a…foreboding in David’s office.”

“Don’t be embarrassed.
Firefighter hunches can be life-saving.”

Tess sighed as they waited. “We sat
down over the weekend and brainstormed a hunch David had.
Everything’s on my computer, if you’d like to see what we
found.”

“I would.” He glanced over
her shoulder. “Hey guys.” He gave instructions to the three men and
a woman. “Okay, Tess. Let’s look at your notes.”

Once in the arson suite, the chief
scanned her computer over her shoulder. “Lance
Manwaring?”

“Who we can’t find much
on.”

“And Chet…” His phone buzzed before she
could tell him about Chet’s visit. “Redman…yes, yes…Hell! Call 911
and we’ll be right there.”

Panic shot through Tess. “It’s bad,
isn’t it?”

“They found David passed
out in a hallway. No idea why, except when he fell, he hit his
head.”

Tess flew out of the office with
Redman at her side. When they reached the small gym, they found
David lying on the ground. “David!” She rushed to him.

Awake now, he looked up at her. “I’m
okay, but I’m woozy as hell. And my neck hurts like a
sonofabitch.”

The head of security said, “He was
injected with something. There’s a needle prick just below his
right jaw.”



* * *

 


The ER staff at Crystal City Memorial
gave preference to firefighters and police. So, as soon as David
got into a treatment room, a doctor swished aside the
curtain.

“David, hi, Nick Peris. I
haven’t treated you yet, but you’re the arson guy,
right?”

“Right.”

Tess and Joe came in before he could
say more. They introduced themselves.

He gave David a once over. “You aren’t
burned.”

“No,” David said. “The
security medic thinks I was injected with something. I’m woozy and
my neck hurts like hell.”

The doctor moved closer to him, turned
his face and switched on a small penlight. “Definitely a puncture
wound. I’ll do a tox screen.”

“How soon will you find
out? To treat him?” Tess’s voice had turned hoarse.

“I’ll put a rush on it.”
His brow furrowed. “How’d you get it?”

“I have no idea. I don’t
even know what I was doing down in in that hallway but I had these
on…” He plucked at the T-shirt he wore with shorts. “So maybe I was
going to work out.”

“Have you called the
police?”

“I did,” the chief put in.
“Detectives are on their way.”

“Well, let’s take care of
you for now. I’ll get things going on my end and send someone in to
take your blood.”

A few minutes after Dr. Peris left,
the nurses entered and drew blood.

When they finished, Redman stepped
closer to the bed. “You don’t remember anything, David?”

“All I know was I was
working on the arson case and got upset. One of our suspects is a
friend of mine.” He frowned. “That’s the last thing I
remember.”

They discussed some aspects of the
case.

When Peris returned, he was frowning.
“They found traces of benzodiazepine in your system. A drug that
dampens activity in key parts of the brain. It’s often used in
anesthesia, so patients don’t remember the surgery or procedure
happening.”

“I wonder who wouldn’t want
me to remember my morning?”

“That’s out of my
wheelhouse,” Peris told him. “But you have enough of it in your
bloodstream to require you to be hospitalized overnight and have
saline drips to get it out of your system.”

“Do I need more treatment
than that?”

“No, it’ll leave your body
in twenty-four hours.”

“I can go home, drink water
and wait for it to be gone.”

“No, you’ll stay here.” The
chief stood. “That’s an order.”

When the doc left, Redman added,
“Tess, stick close to him. I trust you to make sure he gets in a
hospital room and stays there.”

“I will, Chief.”

When Redman left, David patted the
mattress. “Come close.”

She crossed to the bed and sat. Her
dark eyes were shadowed and her whole body taut. “I was so
worried.”

He placed his hand on her stomach.
“It’s not good for our little one.”

“I’m glad you know about
the baby, David. I was coming in today to tell you—”

“Hello?” someone called
through the curtains. “CCPD here.”

Instead of just the detectives, Ray
Lincoln, the police chief, entered the room. They all wore uniforms
and looked imposing.

“Chief?” David asked. “Why
are you here?”

“I don’t like it when
something happens to one of my favorite people. I came myself to
see you’re all right, and get the whole story first hand.” He
introduced the two detectives. “Now talk.”

After yet another recount of the
incident, the chief shook his head. “It’s someone in our
midst?”

“Could be.”

Lifting her chin, Tess asked, “Why
isn’t Captain Manwaring here? He’s the law enforcement on the
case.”

“Apparently he called in
sick. My people are checking on him now, to see if
he’s okay.”

David and Tess exchanged
looks.

To the detectives, Lincoln said, “Make
sure a uniform is posted outside his door all night.”

“Do you think someone might
still want to hurt him?”

“I honestly don’t know,
Tess. But I’m not taking any chances.” Ray held out his hand to
David. “Stay safe.”

The detectives left with him. They
were headed to the academy to check things out there. Luckily, the
security team cordoned off the gym area.

Tess asked, “You didn’t want to tell
him about Lance?”

“They’re just suspicions. I
can’t ruin a man’s reputation until we have proof.”

The trip to his room had made David
tired so he fell asleep, holding her hand, happy she’d stayed with
him.

 


* * *

 


“Ah, there you are.” David
smiled at Tess when she walked back into his room, carrying a heavy
purse stuffed with what she’d need tonight.

“Sorry, I had to go home to
get some things. But I’m here and I’m staying with you all
night.”

“No! It could be
dangerous.”

“There’s an armed guard
outside. Nobody can get through her.” She held up the purse.
“Besides, I have mace in here along with everything else.” He was
still skeptical. “David, I’m not leaving you.”

He blew out a heavy breath.

She took plastic containers out of her
bag. “I brought us dinner. We had it frozen so I heated it
up.”

“Did you bring
wine?”

“No, of course not. But
later, we can have root beer and popcorn while we watch TV. I’ve
got that, too.”

The lasagna with mozzarella and spicy
meatballs were delicious. She’d brought crusty bread, which they
both crunched on.

After she cleaned up, she studied him.
“You look tired again.”

“Yeah.”

“Take a nap.”

“It’s six at
night.”

“So?”

Eventually, nature took over and he
fell asleep. Vaguely aware of the sound of nurse’s voices, phones
ringing and carts being pushed, Tess worked on her tablet, looking
for more clues about Lance.

Later, she heard, “Hey, love.” He ran
a hand through his hair messing it more. She noticed his green eyes
were clearer, now.

“Hey. You
slept.”

“What did you
do?”

“I brought my tablet and
looked into a few things.” She yawned.

“You’re exhausted. You
should go home.”

“This is non-negotiable.
Push yourself up, we’re having snacks.” She slid onto the bed with
him, and for an hour, they watched the news as they crunched on the
popcorn and drank root beer, his favorite.

At nine, she eased off the mattress.
“I’m going to wash my face and brush my teeth.” She plucked out a
deep plum yoga outfit she’d change into. “I’m wearing these to
sleep in.”

Taking her purse, she cleaned up and
when she returned, he’d moved to the left of the mattress. She’d
rather be closer to the door, but she couldn’t let him in on her
suspicions.

“If you have to stay,
you’re not sleeping on that uncomfortable hospital recliner. I know
what they’re like from being here with Hope. Now, get in here
again.” He lifted the sheet and blanket and she climbed in. Sliding
his arm around her, he pulled her close.

She nuzzled into him. His scent calmed
her. They’d made him change into a gown, which he hated, and it was
scratchy against her cheek. “Go to sleep. You’re exhausted. My baby
needs rest, too.”

Smiling, Tess dozed off.

She awoke from a sound sleep to the
semi-darkness. Only a small light shone from the far wall, so she
moved away and watched the man she loved sleep. After all that
happened, she knew in her heart she’d do anything she had to do to
keep him in her life. She caressed her stomach where his baby
cocooned inside her.

A noise at the door alerted her.
Spooked, she crept out of bed and went to the wall of the bathroom,
peering around it to see what the disturbance was.

A big man in uniform was talking to
the guard outside. A man she recognized. The cool, calm firefighter
inside her surfaced again. When she realized she’d left her purse
in the bathroom, she dropped to the floor and crawled around the
wall. Once inside the bathroom, she grabbed her bag and crept back
to her side of the bed. She fished inside and found the mace, and
with a purse that still contained extra pop, she crawled back into
bed. She covered herself with the blanket, even her
head.

Soon, he came in.

She heard footsteps shuffle to the
side of the bed closest to David. She felt his presence, but peeked
out anyway.

He took something out of his
pocket.

A syringe.

Tess sprang up.

Sprayed the mace right in his face.
“Owwww…” He howled and stumbled forward. Covered his
eyes.

She sprung over David and hit the
intruder on the head with her purse hard enough to knock him to the
floor.

David awoke while she was half on top
of him.

Someone else rushed through the
door—the cop outside—and turned on the overhead light.

“What’s going on?” David
asked grabbing onto Tess’s waist. “Honey, what are you
doing?

Out of breath, she sank back to her
side. “I just caught our arsonist. It’s Lance
Manwaring.”

 


* * *

 


Cuffed and battered—fuck, what did
that woman have in her purse—Lance sat in a brightly lit
interrogation room that smelled of stale coffee and cigarettes.
He’d been dragged here at five in the morning, booked and now, at
nine, he was still waiting for the cops to question him. He had to
figure a way out of the current mess he was in. All his life, he’d
narrowly escaped these little slips and he’d do it now. The notion
excited him.

Chief Lincoln came inside with David
Ashford. The asshole.

“So, Captain Manwaring,”
the chief began. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

“What the hell
happened?”

“Meaning?”

“I stopped at the hospital
to see my friend and a crazy woman attacked me.”

“You were holding a lethal
dose of benzodiazepine in your hand.”

He arched his brows. “That wasn’t
mine. I picked it up from the floor when I came inside.”

“Give it up, Manwaring.”
This from Ashford. “We caught you red-handed.”

“So, she says. And she’s
crazy. Just like…” He trailed off.

“Just like all women? Can’t
you do better than that?” Ashford gave an ugly laugh. “Lieutenant
DiMarco has a stellar reputation.”

“So do I.” He’d made sure
that his perfect persona was the only information on the
Net.

“I guess we’ll see at the
trial.” The chief sounded confident. “We’re in the process of
tracking all arsons back to you.”

“You’re crazy. I was at
some of those scenes legitimately.”

“I remember now,” Ashford
put in. “You were in the gym yesterday morning. As soon as I saw
you on the floor of the hospital, I remembered you were there.”
David pulled some paper out of a folder. “This insignia that’s on
your bag and that you brazenly wear on your arm traces you back to
a group of a website called firestarters.com, people who claim to
have committed arson. They share tips on how to set fires and avoid
being caught.”

“I got into the Dark Web to
track them for our cases.”

“You’ve been a member since
your twenties. You weren’t tracking arsonists then.”

“Bullshit.”

“Hardly. The evidence is
piling up.” The chief’s tone was scornful. How dare he talk to
Lance that way?

“Then you’re wrong.” Other
people were always wrong. He’d lived a perfect life. “I want a
lawyer. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

“Meanwhile, you’re charged
with burning the property of others and of felony murder. You have
a right to remain silent…”

“I want a
lawyer.”

The chief, an asshole himself,
finished the Miranda.

“Now you can call one.”
Lincoln pointed to the cop over against the wall. “He’ll give you a
phone.”

“You confiscated my phone?
What about my first amendment rights?”

Nothing. Then both stood and left the
room. On the way out, the chief said to the guard, “Watch the
fucker, Krause. He’s a wily one.”

Lance leaned back as far as he could
in the chair. This was going to take a little more finessing than
he planned. The guard handed him a phone. Good, he’d get help now.
He rarely needed any, but these bozos had cornered him.

Seething, Lance punched in numbers.
He’d win in the end. He always did.


Chapter 9
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“So,” David said as he and
Tess watched the pinks and reds of a gorgeous sunset on his patio.
A background chorus of cicadas chirped loudly. “We have to have
this conversation.” He was both deliriously happy and furious with
Tess.

She shook her head. “But you just got
out of the hospital today, and you went to see Manwaring. You must
be exhausted. Shouldn’t we wait?”

“No. Now.” He had to keep
his voice stern, so she’d understand. But it was hard to
do.

“Go ahead,
then.”

“As your captain, what the
hell were you doing taking on that man?”

She lifted her chin.
“Saving your life, Captain.”

“You could have died. What
if he stuck you with that needle?” The notion gutted him. “Weren’t
you even thinking about her?” He gestured to her
stomach.

Startled, Tess smiled
broadly. “Her? Our
baby’s a her?”

He bit back a smile. “I have a hunch.
You know how good those are.”

Sitting opposite him on a chair, she
tried to take his hand, but he shook her off. Touching her would
lead to other things right now and he had to make this
clear.

“David, I’m not going to
apologize for protecting you. You would have done the same thing
for me.”

“That’s
different.”

“Why? Because I’m a
woman?”

“No. Because you’re
pregnant!”

She got up and dropped down on his
lap, then looped her arms around his neck. “I see what you’re
saying. Maybe I acted irrationally. But I couldn’t let someone hurt
you.”

He couldn’t help it, his arms went
around her waist. He buried his face in her shoulder. “Admit you
should have gotten help with your suspicions.”

She held on tight. “I admit
that.”

“I couldn’t have lived if
you died for me. Don’t you know that?”

“Hmm. I’m coming to see how
you feel.”

“In case there’s any
doubt…” He drew back and took her lips. He consumed her. Willed her
to absorb how he felt about her.

Tess understood what he was doing and
let the joyous contact continue. All she wanted was to be with him,
alive and well, get as close as she could. When his breathing
escalated, and hers too, he drew back.

“Here’s how it’s going to
be. You have to promise never ever to endanger yourself for
me.”

“How can I promise that
when our job is dangerous?”

He looked out at the sky, thinking.
Letting out a heavy breath, he added, “All right. As much as you
can prevent it. But no heroics like this morning.”

“I can promise that. While
I’m pregnant.”

“Now, onto the next
thing.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’ll get married. As soon
as possible.”

“Um…”

“We’ll work out our
issues—my issues—while we share a life, a bed together.”

She stared at his beloved face. “I
accept, though that was a pretty shitty proposal.”

Laughing, deep and from his belly, he
eased her back from him. “Think so?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Then stand up.”

She did.

Dear God, he got down on
one knee. “Tess DiMarco, I love you more than life itself. I can’t
live without you. Would you please
marry me?”

She realized at that moment how much
she’d longed, for years, to hear those words with so much purpose
behind them. “I love you, too, David. I think you’ve always been
the love of my life. I’ll marry you, have this little one and make
you deliriously happy.”

He bolted up. “We can start now. In
the bedroom.”

“That’s exactly what I
want.”

Arm and arm, they went into the house,
both grinning broadly. Life was going to make sense again, if they
were together.

 


* * *

 


A week had passed after the event at
the hospital had hit the news—in incredible detail—and Tess sat in
Brooke’s house for another Sisters of Fire night.

“Tess, it looks like you
have the biggest news.” Brooke’s eyes lit. “You took down a
freakin’ arsonist single-handedly.”

A chorus from around the
room…

“Not the
biggest.”

“Not quite.”

“Hey, I object.”

“Me, too.”

Brooke laughed. “Seriously? All four
of you have big news?”

“I’ll go first.” Trish
grinned. Even after all that happened, she rarely called attention
to herself. “We set a date to get married. You’re all invited with
your significant others. Only my brother and Nathan’s dad and
sister will be there. I want to keep it small.”

“Your coworkers will be
pissed,” Annie put in.

“Colin can come with you.
And maybe my group. I’ll think about that.”

“We could have a party for
you.” Brooke, the entertainer, offered, even in her
grief.

“Maybe later. I’ll
see.”

The women fussed about dresses,
location and who would be her person of honor.

“You’re all my attendants.
We can talk about clothes later. But Carl’s going to be my best
person.”

Trish and her brother had grown close
after he risked his life for her when her ex came after
her.

“All right, I’m done.
Annie, you go next.”

Annie’s expression turned solemn. “I’m
taking two more months of maternity leave. It’s been a horrific
decision-making process, but I can’t hand Bridget over to someone
else at only four months.”

“How will that work,
honey?” Lynne asked.

“I already had three months
maternity leave and then my vacation time, with a guarantee that I
go back to my group. By taking more, they’ll have to have a spot
for me after sixty more, but not necessarily in my same
house.”

“That’ll be hard,” Trish
put in. “To go to a new place.”

“Yeah, this whole thing has
been excruciating. Poor Colin is overwrought by our situation.
Though he originally was concerned about money.”

They commiserated.

Finally, Annie gave the go-ahead to
Lynne.

“Well, first off, I
discovered that the town council decided to close two fire houses
in Dannerville. Ken, who’s on that council, didn’t tell me, of
course, because it strengthens my argument for leaving Dannerville.
So I decided to take a position at Engine 4 as a lieutenant on
November 1, but I’ll have a captain as chief officer on my
group.”

“Did Ken agree to move?”
This from JJ.

“No, he didn’t.” Her pretty
green eyes shadowed. “He’s wants to stay in Dannerville, damn him.
It was bad enough when he didn’t move up here three years ago when
his business closed.”

“Yeah,” Annie said, “But
then he said he had to stay put to get the business going,
right?”

“So he said. And silly me,
I believed him. But I want this move now and I’m going to make it.
I’ll have to wait three months to wind things down at the firehouse
and probably help close the two others. I’ll commute at first if I
have to, but I’ll move eventually. And my kids will come with
me.”

“Do you think Ken will ever
come?” Annie asked.

“I don’t know. Things
haven’t been right between us for a long time.” She blew out a
heavy breath. “No more talk about me. Your turn, JJ.”

“If you’re sure,
Lynne.”

Lynne nodded.

“Okay, I should be done
studying for the captaincy exam in 2 months. I’ll be ready by the
time Jed retires.”

“That’s terrific.” Brooke
sounded genuinely happy about all their news.

“I hope so. I’m already
getting some grief about women getting special
treatment.”

“Fuck them,” Lynne put in.
“I’m sick of us always having to put up with that kind of
shit.”

“Tell us how you really
feel,” JJ joked.

“All right, Tess.” Annie
again. “What’s going on with you? You’re glowing.”

“I know.” She nearly
giggled and reached inside her blouse to pull out a
chain.

Eyebrows shot up. A couple of gasps.
Finally, Trish asked, “What’s that hanging off it?”

“My wedding
band.”

“You still wear yours from
Vinny?” Annie asked.

“God, no. David and I got
married at City Hall a few days ago?”

“What?”

“What?”

“What?”

“After all that happened,
we decided we couldn’t waste any more time.”

“How cool is that?” JJ
commented.

“More cool than you know.
I—”

Annie interrupted. “You’re
pregnant.”

“How do you
know?”

“The contours of your face.
The change in your center of gravity which starts right
away.”

“I’m a month
along.”

“I don’t mean to be a
downer,” Annie said. “But how could you take on Lance Manwaring
when you were pregnant?”

The other women voiced the same
concern.

“I felt I had to protect
David. He’s furious about that too, and I’m contrite, but what’s
done is done.”

Silence. Well, that was a first, Tess
thought.

Lynne broke it. “I guess you are
getting fat, kiddo.”

Everybody laughed.

“We’re not telling anybody
but you guys and David’s son.”

“Why?”

“It’s too soon after Hope’s
death. We’ll reveal we’re together in a bit and later, spring the
wedding on everybody.”

“Where are you
living?”

“Mom knows, so I can get
away with staying some nights with David on the excuse we’re
working. Or when the kids have sleepovers.” She giggled. “Once I
crawled into my bed at dawn before they awoke.”

“That sounds exciting,”
Lynne commented. “And spices up your relationship.”

“You know, it does. I’m so
happy. David’s delighted. So much is right with the
world.”

Brooke got up, walked into the
kitchen, and came back with a bottle of champagne and glasses. “I
think all of this deserves a toast—Trish’s plans, Annie’s decision,
JJ and Lynne’s professional news and a new baby in our midst
soon.”

“Brooke, no,” Tess pleaded.
“I shouldn’t have said all was right so soon after
Zach.”

“Hell, you should’ve.
You’ve all made me happy. I just wish Diane could have been here to
see how you’re all faring.” After pouring champagne, she lifted her
glass. “To the Sisters of Fire.”

They all chanted together, “To the
Sisters of Fire.”

 


 


* * * * *
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In some ways, this book was difficult
to write. I’d covered arson in former stories, but I had to do a
lot of research for the day-to-day workings of a full Arson Squad.
I received some help from a firefighter, who has a FB page about
what exactly went on in an investigation, and he also answered some
specific questions for me. I hope the plot intrigued you and it
took you a bit to discover who the arsonist was. If not, that’s
okay too. The book is primarily about relationships.

 


David presented his own challenge. I
had to strike a balance between his heartbreak over losing his wife
and his long-time feelings for Tess. I hope I achieved that. And I
hope you liked him, an older hero, who was steadfast, wise, loving
and loyal. Of course, he makes mistakes in his relationship with
Tess, but I wanted to show how torn he was about feelings for her.
Also, David was a champ in bed!

 


Tess was a lot easier to write. All of
my heroines are. I admired her strength, how she dealt with the
divorce and her creepy ex, what a good mother she was and what a
good friend she is to the other five female firefighters. I think
she might have been inclined to wait longer for David to grieve if
they hadn’t made love that one time. I might feel that way,
too.

 


I hope you like seeing all the Sisters
of Fire again. I absolutely love these women. Annie’s up next and
her story was easy for me to tell.

 


Let me know what you thought about
Tess and David’s story.

 


Best,

Kathy
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Don’t Miss All of
the Sisters of Fire Stories
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The Sisters of Fire, a hot
new firefighter series, follows the path of six women who trained
together and remained friends ten years later.

 


Book 1: More Than
Enough

Hardened firefighter, Trish “Mac”
Mackenzie rappels off buildings, saves kids in a car accident and
carries victims out of raging fires. But her personal life is a
mess. Can Mac fight her way out of abuse and insecurity with the
Sisters of Fire, a skilled counselor, and good-guy, kindergarten
teacher Nathan Mitchell at her side?

 


Book 2: At Last

Fire Investigator Lieutenant Tess Di
Marco has struggled through prejudice against women, a messy
divorce and years of training to get what she wants out of life.
One constant through the years has been her mentor and friend,
Captain David Ashford, a now-widowed arson investigator. But what
happens when sparks of a different kind erupt between
them?

 


Book 3: No Easy
Choice

Firefighter Annie Ferris O’Shea has it
all: an idyllic marriage to her high school sweetheart, an exciting
career and a circle of wonderful friends. But when she gets
pregnant, everything changes. Will she and Colin be able to adapt
to a new lifestyle or will their lives dissolve into old patterns
and expected roles in society?

 


Book 4: Equal
Partners

At thirty-five, Firefighter Julie “JJ”
Jensen runs circles around most firefighters. When her talent leads
to a fast-tracked promotion, she loses her boyfriend and gains
colleagues who resent her. Enter Dr. Nick Barrows, a surprise
suitor who makes her forget her name. Will he support JJ through
the complications of her career and merging their very different
lives or hold her back from professional success?

 


Book 5: A Different
Way

When Battalion Chief Lynn Lucas’
marriage turns cold and she can no longer tolerate the inactivity
of a small township firehouse, she decides to change her life. But
when she meets Brady Jamison, a younger man with a secret, will she
lose sight of her goals once again?

 


Book 6: To Trust
Again

Battalion Chief Brooke Cartwright lost
her husband Zach, and she’s not looking to replace him. But will
Cord Remington, a man from her past, be enough for her to trust in
fate again?


Excerpt
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Sisters of Fire, Book
3

NO EASY CHOICE

 


 


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

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

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

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

“Peach is your
color.”

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

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

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

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

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

“I could have come over to
spell you.”

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

“I understand, but that
sucks.”

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

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

“How sweet. I felt that,
too.”

“Felt?”

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

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

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

“What does she
want?”

“I don’t know, she asked
for you.”

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

“Bridget won’t stop
crying.”

“She’s up this
late?”

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

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

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

“You have to go
home.”

“Me, why?”

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

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

“I guess. Do you want me to
go?”

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

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

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

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

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

“This isn’t right,
Annie.”

“I know. But I take care of
my kid.”

“Colin could do
it.”

Annie let out a heavy breath and felt
tears threaten.

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

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

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

Annie hugged her and left.

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

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

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

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

“She wanted her
mama.”

“Or her daddy.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I missed one. Bridget was
sick.”

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

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

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

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