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“I’m going to miss you so
much, honey.”

Jordan held onto Brooke like he had when he
was little and leaving for camp. “I don’t have to go, Mom. I can
stay home for the school year.”

Over his younger brother’s shoulder, Grayson
shook his head. “Me, too. I can still go to school closer. Elmwood
College will take me this late.”

“No to both of you. But the
offers warm my heart.” Brooke stepped back. “Now scoot. Anything
you forgot to pack I can send to Italy.” Where he’d be studying
architecture his senior year.

“I’ll be home at
Christmas.”

“Maybe sooner for me,” Gray
promised.

“We’ll see.”

“Love you, Mom.”

They watched Jordan go
through security, her heart twisting in her chest.
Please let him be all right.

“Now,” she said, turning to
Gray. “Let’s get you a cab back to UCLA.”

Gray’s eyes misted. “It sucks leaving you
alone. Dad wouldn’t approve of both of us taking off.”

“Dad would definitely
approve. He’d want what’s best for you, as I do. We fulfilled all
his wishes, so we have to move on.” Those had included scattering
his ashes across the Pacific, which he loved to fly
over.

“Don’t move too fast,
though.” Gray adored his dad, and after a year, still mourned
deeply over his death. “I’ll call once a week.”

“For a while you might.
Then it’ll taper off so don’t worry about that either. I have a
life, Gray, even though dad’s gone.”

“At least you’re better
than you were a year ago, but I know Dad can’t be replaced in your
heart.” Both boys had always resembled her and Zach, but it seemed
that gradually Gray looked more like dad. He added, “I love you,
Mom,” and walked out the door to grab transportation.

Brooke battled back tears. Eventually, she
calmed, found her own gate and caught the redeye back east. She
slept most of the night. When she arrived in Syracuse, she was in
good enough shape to drive down to Crystal City and got to the fire
academy in time for her ten o’clock meeting. Though she dreaded it.
Could anything be more boring than fire engineering?

But the department did need
to train in new systems that would meet the standards put in place
by New York State. Brooke had no choice
but to be on board. She’d meet with Patrick Patel, a rep for Fire
Engineering Incorporated, which moved their headquarters to Elmwood
recently.

With graciousness and
feigned interest, she walked into the chief’s office.

“There she is,” Joe Redman
said cheerfully. “Fresh off the plane, I think.”

She smiled at Redman.
“Well, I did drive back from Syracuse, too.” She turned to the rep.
But the man in the chair who’d been talking to the chief wasn’t
Patrick Patel. Her heart began to gallop in her chest.

“Cord, this is Brooke
Cartwright. Brooke, Cord Remington, the CEO of FEI.”

He stood.

Finally, she regained her
composure. “Cord, nice to see you again.”

Always an attractive man,
he still had dark, wavy hair, now shot through with strands of
gray. His eyes were mesmerizing, almost silver, with dark rims of
black.

“You too, Brooke. I
understand you’re a Battalion Chief.”

“Yes.”

“You two know each other?”
Redman asked.

“Yes. Decades
ago.”

“We can catch up later.”
Cord spoke with a strong, clear voice while hers came out shaky.
“Let me tell you what services we provide.”

They sat. Cord talked, but
Brooke didn’t hear anything but the sound of blood pounding in her
ears…

It was twilight and Cord pulled her close to
him on the front stoop of her small house. He smelled of the
outdoors. “Time’s up, already.”

“I know. It goes by fast.”
She kissed the hands that held hers.

“When can I see you
again?”

“I’ll text you.”

His eyes glowed like mercury. “Honey, I’m
getting sick of this dallying.”

“So am I.” A voice came
from behind them. “At least I would be if I’d known about all
this.”

Brooke froze, then she managed to turn
around. Her husband Zach stood on the sidewalk in his pilot’s
uniform of a crisp white hat, navy trousers and a white shirt.

Zach was home early from a trip.

“I want to know one thing.”
Her husband’s voice was full of hurt and outrage. “Did you sleep
with him?”

“No.”

“Then you have to choose,
Brooke. Him or me…”

 


* * *

 


Redman frowned. “Brooke, are you all right?
I think we lost you there for a minute.”

“Um, yeah, I’m all right. I
guess I do have some jetlag.”

Cord’s gaze narrowed. She didn’t have any
such thing. She was shocked to see him. What would he have done if
he’d known she wasn’t aware that he owned the company? He’d assumed
she read up on it for this meeting.

The chief added, “I’m afraid another
meeting’s been scheduled by the mayor, so I’m out of time. Why
don’t you two catch up and start talking about plans for
training.”

The last thing Cord wanted was to be alone
with her. They’d have to clear the air and he hated emotional
scenes. Still, he followed her. When they walked into her office,
she gestured him to a chair, and she took the seat at her desk.

He wouldn’t try to put her at ease. “Why
didn’t you review the information on our website? I sent the
address to Redman. I also provided literature so you’d be prepared.
Even to see me.”

“I’ve been out of town for
two weeks. My oldest son’s attending UCLA and we all went out
early. My youngest is spending his senior year abroad. He flew out
of California. So the three of us had time together before they
left.”

She had two sons? He’d purposely never found
out anything about her life. He watched her unflinchingly. “Zach
didn’t go for such a momentous occasion?”

She swiveled in her chair and raised her
chin. “Zach died over a year ago of cancer.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,
Brooke.” Against his will, his tone softened some.

“Thank you. In any case, I
missed the planning for our meeting. The chief texted me to ask if
I could make one about the new training with Patrick Patel. He
didn’t say it was with you.”

“Unfortunate. Patel’s my
assistant.” He glanced out the window so he didn’t stare at her.
Time had been kind to this woman. Her face was barely lined, her
hair steel blond and down past her shoulders, still thick and
fluffy. Her eyes had always reminded him of a blue lagoon. “Is it
going to be a problem that we’ll be working together?”

“I don’t know. It’s a
shock.”

“You’ll have
adjust.”

“Hmm.”

Emotions battled to get out but he quelled
them.

“I’d like to know more
about your products and the procedure for training line
firefighters. You think you can handle the line guys?”

“I was a firefighter
for ten years—three here and seven in Chicago. Then I got interested
in fire engineering. It was a different way to be involved in the
service. I took courses in fire science, then interned at a company
out there. I started FEI when I was thirty-five.”

“In Chicago?”

“Yes.”

“What are you doing back in
New York?”

“Originally, I set up a
satellite office here, with Patrick Patel running it. I’d come
occasionally, and I could see my family.”

“You said
originally?”

“Yes. My plans changed. For
personal reasons, I’m making my corporate offices in Elmwood and
I’ve moved east.”

“Why on earth are you doing
that?”

“I assure you this had
nothing to do with you.”

“I didn’t think it
did.”

“As I said, for
personal reasons, that I
don’t care to share, especially with you. Now, when do you think
you can get up to speed enough about Fire Engineering and our
products? You can’t be of any help until you are.”

“I’m a quick learner. I’ll
study. I’ll be all alone in the house anyway.”

The sorrow in her voice rolled off his
back.

“Can you meet on
Wednesday?” she asked.

He took his phone out. Checked his schedule.
“I have free time at 4 o’clock.”

She called up hers on the computer. “That’s
doable for me.”

“Then it’s settled.” He
stood. So did she. “I’ll see you then.”

He got to the door but before he could open
it, she said, “Cord?”

He turned.

“Aren’t you affected by
seeing me after all these years?”

He gave her a confused look. “Why would I
be? That episode with you was a blip on the radar of my life. I
barely remember it.” Briefly he held her gaze. “Goodbye.”

Cord strode out of the office. He didn’t lie
often, but he couldn’t possibly let on that his breakup with Brooke
Cartwright almost destroyed him.

 


* * *

 


“Beat you to the raft out
there.” Lynne spoke the words as they stood in the refreshing lake
water facing out to the horizon. The sun blistered down on
them.

“You always beat me.”
Brooke had to hide her amusement.

“Because you don’t try.
Now, go.”

Brooke tried. And kept up with her friend in
long, sure strokes. They touched the anchored wooden raft at the
same time. “I knew you were sandbagging me.”

“Hmm.”

They climbed up and stretched out flat.
Lynne asked, “How did it go with the boys?” She and her friend
hadn’t seen each other since Brooke returned from California.

“One of the hardest things
I’ve ever done. I can’t believe they both aren’t living under my
roof. You’ll find out when Phillip, Melody and Emma go off to
college.”

“That’s a long way away.
It’s bad enough that Mel became a teenager and is acting like
one.”

“Ah, but she can
babysit.”

“Not something Phillip
likes to do. But the girls urge us to go out and leave them
alone.”

“My boys wanted us gone,
too. Brady doing well?”

Lynne had married a
minister, of all things, after moving to Crystal Corners. She
wanted a different life and got one, but not what she
expected.

“He is. He’s such a doll,
Brooke. I love him more every day.”

“And the
church?”

“They’ve embraced us. And
Melody’s thriving there.”

“The Girl’s Group going
well?” Her husband ran a Boy’s Group and it wasn’t long after their
marriage six months ago that Phillip joined it. Then Brady drafted
Lynne for the female teens in the congregation.

“It’s going pretty well,
though I’m still feeling my way.”

“Mel in it?”

“Yeah. We’re getting into
deeper topics. Sex is next.”

“A big one.”

“Well, we’ve been frank and
honest with the girls all along. Even when we get to the big
question of when to do it, they’ll be fine.”

Brooke laughed.

“That’s good to
hear.”

“Good to be able to laugh
again. We did a lot of it in California.”

A companionable silence
followed. Then Lynne asked, “How’s work?”

“I was looking forward to
teaching again, even though there was no recruit class in the
fall.”

“Yeah, you said you’d be
training front-line workers, mostly on the new equipment the state
is requiring. I’ll be one of the students.”

Brooke swallowed back a
moan.

“Wait a
sec. You said was
looking forward.” Lynne
sat up and raised her sunglasses. “What’s wrong? And don’t say
nothing. You were preoccupied on the drive out and you’ve been
tense since you got here.”

“I have?”

“Brooke, cut the crap. This
is me, your best friend. We have intuition with each other when it
comes to things.”

After a moment, Brooke sat
up, too. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Now you’re worrying
me.”

Through her own dark
glasses, she stared out at crystalline Dannerville Lake.
“There-there’s something about my life, that happened before I met
you or any of the Sisters of Fire.”

“What?”

“I-I had an emotional
affair with another man a few years after Zach and I got
married.”

Lynne was agape. “With
who?”

“A guy I met in our recruit
class. We got close. Then we were assigned to the same fire
house.”

“You used to say you and
Zach had an ideal marriage.”

“I know. And we did, after
this happened. We learned a lot from a very painful situation and
worked hard on our relationship.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“The man and I were friends
but it changed the last three months. I couldn’t sleep with him
because of Zach, but when Zach found out the depth of our
relationship, he said it was worse than physical
intimacy.”

“Was it that
deep?”

“Uh-huh. Friendship turned
into love of a different kind.”

“Sweetie, I love you
unconditionally but how did that happen?”

“The early days of our
marriage were hard, trying to merge two lives. Zach was building
his own career, took extra shifts to get in his flying hours, then
kept doing it. I complained and he told me he was working for both
of us.”

“Was he?”

“Probably. Other things happened, though. He married me knowing
I was a firefighter, but he started to worry about me. He nagged at
me. Wanted me to take a desk job. I planned to become a battalion
chief, and couldn’t do that from inside a fire house. Hell, I
didn’t want to do
that. We had knock-down-drag-outs about it.”

“And you turned to another
guy.”

“I-I…” Her eyes filled. “I
regretted that the rest of my life. But as I said, Zach and I
worked on our marriage after that and got back on
track.”

“Zach never knew
about…what’s his name, anyway?”

“Cord Remington. Zach knew
we were friends. But at the end, he caught us together and gave me
an ultimatum. I picked my husband, of course.”

“That must have been so
painful for all of you. Did Zach object to you working with
him?”

“I didn’t. After Zach and I
had it out, Cord quit the CCFD the next day and went to Chicago. I
never heard from him again. Zach wouldn’t agree to us seeing each
other one last time so I could find out how he was. Zach stood over
my shoulder while I blocked him on Facebook and email.”

“Stood over
you?”

“Yeah.” She shivered, even
in this heat. “The reconciliation was bad before it got better. I
saw a side of Zach I never did before. I slept in the spare room
for a month, at his insistence.”

“How awful.”

“I
hated—hated what he did. That was one of the things we worked
on.”

Reaching out, Lynne took
her hand. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“Thanks.” They both laid
back down.

Eventually, Lynne sat up
again. “Why is Cord Remington’s name familiar to me?”

“Because he’s moved back to
Elmwood where his family is from. He’s the one doing the new
training we’re implementing to teach fire engineering and equipment
usage. The department has to be schooled in the new
developments.”

“Did you agree to work with
him?”

“I didn’t
know it was him.” She explained how she’d been in California, hadn’t read
the literature and only agreed on assisting in the training with a
man named Patrick Patel. “I didn’t even know that he left the
Chicago fire department and started his own company.”

“Oh, Brooke. Can you manage
to work with each other again?”

“He can. He told me that
his time with me was a blip on the radar of his life.”

“That’s a shitty thing to
say.”

“I broke his heart, Lynne.
I deserve his animosity.”

“I don’t think so. But what
are you going to do?”

“Nothing. Endure the next
few weeks. What else can I do?”


Chapter 2
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“Hello, Cord.”

So, she came. He wasn’t
sure she would. But Brooke stood in the open doorway to his office.
She wore a white shirt and navy pants, the CCFD uniform. Her hair
was severely combed back into a tail.

He didn’t stand to greet
her. “Hello, Brooke. Come in.”

As she walked inside, he
wondered if she was impressed by his surroundings. High quality
couches, soaring ceilings, walls of windows. And fuck it, why did
he care what this woman thought of him? Of his success?

She sat comfortably
ensconced in a deep wine leather chair.

Still behind his desk, he
asked, “So, Battalion Chief Cartwright, what did you learn about
fire engineering?”

“As I see
it, FEI specializes in fire
protection system design. That includes water-based fire
suppression, fire pumps, fire alarm and detection, emergency voice
communication, and special hazard systems.

“You work with engineers, architects, facility managers,
contractors, code enforcers, and the fire service to develop fire
protection solutions to sometimes difficult problems.

“You’ll help the CCFD appreciate
the science of fire dynamics, water flow rates and hydraulics, to
develop pre-plans and standard operating procedures.”

He raised brow. She had that glint in her
eye that she got when she was challenged. She’d prepared for this
meeting.

“For the
line firefighters, you’ll offer initial training and
education. You’ll instruct us on
managing high risk areas such as IT and highly flammable storage
facilities, provide options and
recommendations for your consideration.”

“Excellent. How about after
the training?”

“You offer ongoing fire
consulting services, give additional training if necessary…and play
superman whenever you can.”

He struggled not to laugh
at the dig.

She raised a brow. “How’d I
do?”

“You always were smart,
Brooke.”

“I have all this organized
in bullet points and objectives to start the classes off with. We
have to be really prepared with line smoke eaters. They’re a tough
bunch, and no offense, this isn’t the most exciting
information.”

“I have ways to make
it—”

He stopped when a woman and
a child came to the doorway, which she’d left open.

“Sorry, Cord, you said your
assistant would be gone and to come right to your office when we
arrived for dinner.”

“That’s okay, Mom. I didn’t
know how late it was.” He smiled. “Come’re sweetheart.”

Fingers in her mouth, the
girl walked toward him. He grasped her shoulders to pull her close.
“Mom, you remember Brooke.”

After her jaw dropped,
Clara Remington’s dark eyes turned cold. “I could never forget
Brooke.”

“And this is my daughter,
Olivia. Livy, this is my colleague, Chief Cartwright.”

Brooke’s eyes widened. But
she recovered and said, “Hello, Livy.”

He caught his mother’s
gaze. “We’ll be working together for a few months.”

“Is she why we came here?”
Livy asked frowning.

“We moved for my job so
Grandma and Aunt Carina could watch you while I worked.”

“And you’ll take me to
Eldridge Park, the Zoo, and the museum.”

“Yes, baby, I will.” He
looked at Brooke. Curiosity brimmed from her. Too damn
bad.

“I think that’s enough for
today, Chief.”

She rose gracefully from
the chair. “Sure. The training starts in a week. I’ll work on
lesson plans.”

“Why? I’ll be presenting. I
assure you I have teaching experience from years of training. We
can, however, use your…bullet points.” His tone was
condescending.

Instead of arguing, she
smiled at Olivia. The gesture pierced his chest. “Livy, nice to
meet you.”

His little girl said,
“’kay.”

Brooke turned and walked to
the exit. His mother used to love Brooke on the several occasions
she’d prepared dinner for her, as one of his colleagues.
Eventually, Cord had to tell her everything so he could leave town
without hurting his parents and sister too much.

“Goodbye,” she said to
Clara and left the room.

His mom didn’t answer her,
but focused on him. “I’d like to know what’s going on
here.”

“Nothing that isn’t
professional. She’s the head trainer for the CCFD. I have to work
with her.”

“Oh, honey, why did you
take the job?”

“The Elmwood office needs
the work. Besides, I’m immune to her now.” It had taken two years
for the pain of losing her to go away. And he was smart, too, smart
enough never to let her near him again.

 


* * *

 


Upset by their meeting,
Brooke’s day was over so she decided to go to a yoga class. She
kept workout clothes in the trunk. Yoga Vibes was situated in an
old building in Crystal City’s main district, near one of her
friend’s houses. After changing, she stored her bag in a locker and
walked into the studio proper—a large room with long windows,
skylights in the wooden ceiling and beige walls. A Buddha statue
sat up front.

Four people had arrived
before her and sat on mats, eyes closed, quiet. She dropped down
and assumed the lotus position.

But she couldn’t blank her
mind. Instead, her thoughts drifted to Cord. He had a daughter,
which was why he came back to the Southern Tier. A spark of
jealousy had gone through her when the girl walked into his office,
which she banished quickly and wouldn’t rethink.

With effort, she pulled her
attention back to meditation. Breathed in slowly, out even more
slowly. Several rounds of pranayama cleared her mind. When the
teacher, Henri, walked inside, he called for their
attention.

“We’ll continue breathing
in lotus position.” Some teachers greeted students, gave some
updates, but she appreciated the fact that this yoga master started
class right away.

After ten minutes, he
said, “Now for Bidalasana.”

On all fours for the
well-known cat/cow pose, she dropped her stomach and with a dip in
her spine, stretched and breathed in. Then she arched her back, let
out the breath. She continued the process.

After a long downward dog
and the hero stances, he said, “Prepare for Adho Mukha Vrksasana. I expect them
to last longer this time.”

A handstand was a difficult
pose to maintain and took complete concentration. Brooke bent down,
hands on the floor. She kicked her feet up and over onto the wall.
Then she straightened them in the air.

Thirty seconds, one minute,
more time. Brooke kept up her mindfulness and finally heard the
chime. “Come down easily.”

With as much grace as she
could manage, she let her feet fall to the floor. Her arms ached,
but she stood tall and was proud of herself.

For five whole minutes, she
hadn’t thought about Cord. And his baby girl, Livy.

But later that night,
Brooke broke down and searched the internet for Cord Remington.
She’d avoided doing that for the better part of twenty years, but
since meeting his child, she itched to know about his
background.

He was 46. Of course, her
age. She noted his birthday date, which she’d forgotten. They’d
celebrated in the past.

The biography told her he
worked in the CCFD, then was a firefighter in Chicago, leaving the
service to start Fire Engineering Incorporated. She clicked into
that link. Hmm, tons of employees and a stern, sober man at the
helm, the picture of him nothing like the laughing, sensitive guy
she’d known. And wow, the company was on the Fortune Five Hundred
list.

Another link sent her to
pictures. An array of photos came up, a whole section with
different women on his arm. He’d dated a current film star, half
his age. Which one was Olivia’s mother? No trace of the child in
faces of his companions.

After an hour, she sat back
and, staring at a photo of him, she remembered the early days with
him, when he was younger and optimistic about life…

Working at Engine 4 had
been a real boon. Everyone wanted to come to this station house.
And she couldn’t believe she’d been assigned to it with her best
buddy, Cord. She was lucky to have such a friend.

When she climbed into her
bunk at ten one night, she admitted sometimes her feelings for him
went beyond friendship. And she believed he felt the
same.

One of the reasons she
thought that was because he started coming into the bunkroom after
she went to bed, instead of staying up with the guys. He stripped
down to boxers and a T-shirt—what all firefighters wore to sleep
in—and dropped into his bunk beside her. “You still
awake?”

“Yeah. Long day,
huh?”

“Tedious.” They’d checked
fire alarms in the less advantaged neighborhood they
served.

Brooke sighed. “Minutes of
terror, hours of boredom.” A truism all firefighters suffered
from.

“Yeah.” She could see him
turn on his side. “You seemed upset after the phone call you
got.”

“More of Zach’s complaints.
He called to tell me he was home and he hassled me about the night
shifts, for God’s sake.” She felt bad talking about Zach this way
but needed a friend to confide in.

He swore, which was
odd.

“Hey, you okay?”

“Uh-huh. If you were mine,
I’d support you in anything you wanted to do.”

If you were mine.
Dangerous territory.

“Do you worry about me
Cord?”

“Yes. Do you worry about
me?”

“I do. But I control it
because we do everything possible to be safe. We don’t go into
situations where we know we’ll die.”

“I feel the same way.” He
held out his hand in the darkness of the space between them. She
slid hers into his. “Sometimes I wish—"

She gripped his fingers.
“Don’t tell me. If we say it out loud, we’ll have to deal with
it.”

“Maybe I want to deal with
it, sweetheart.”

“I’m a married
woman.”

“You’re married to a man
who doesn’t deserve you.”

“He’s a good man in so many
ways.”

“So am I.” He said the
words quietly.

She waited. “Maybe if we’d
met first.”

“We didn’t. But at some
point, we have to admit our real feelings for each other and deal
with them.”

“I don’t want to lose
you.”

“Would you? If we discussed
this? Acted on this?”

“Yes, I think in the long
run I would…”

He didn’t open the
conversation again. Because with the simple warning, she’d implied
she’d choose Zach over him. Which happened.

Now, twenty years later,
she closed her eyes and wondered if he ever remembered their
past.

 


* * *

 


“Mom told me she’s back.”
Carina made the confession as they watched their daughters, Taylor
and Livy, play in the shallow end of the pool at Crystal City
Country Club. His sister had a surprise baby after ten years of
marriage, and he had one too, though he didn’t know about his
child’s existence until Lena got sick.

“Hell, I wish I’d never
told you about Brooke all those years ago.”

Instead of getting angry,
Carina grasped his hand. “I’m not the enemy here, buddy. She
is.”

Was she? Well, yes, she
was. Why couldn’t he remember that?

“I know, sis. This whole
thing’s got me on edge.”

“You had to come back,
Cord. For her sake.” She nodded to Livy who sat demurely on the
steps while Taylor poured water over her legs. “Rotten luck that
Brooke would be the Battalion Chief in charge of
training.”

“I know. But I can handle
it.”

“You can handle anything. I
just wish you’d talk about her.”

“Nope. Like I told mom, I
won’t discuss her.” He stood. “Will you keep an eye on them while I
do laps? Then I’ll take over and you can have your
turn.”

“Okay.” She poked him in
the ribs. “You’re lookin’ good these days. Harder,
leaner.”

Inside too, but he didn’t
say that. Carina would feel bad.

He walked over to Livy.
“Honey, I’m going to swim right there off to the side.”

“Can I come?”

“I’ll take you to the deep
end afterward. That spot is for adults.”

“’Kay.”

He squeezed her arm, then
crossed to the lanes and did a shallow dive into the far one.
Strong, bold strokes didn’t help rid his mind of Brooke. He swam
his quota, then stopped in the far corner of the pool, blindly
staring out over the water. For four days, he’d been remembering
things from when he and Brooke were friends. Once was after the
brutal fire at the Enterprise Warehouse on the outskirts of Crystal
City…

The call came in the middle
of the night. “Trucks 4 and 5, Engine 4 and 6, Rescue Squad, go
into service. Mammoth fire just off Route 17.”

Brooke and Cord reached the
bay at the same time. They donned their turnout gear and were on
the rig, close together in the back seat. His hand snuck to hers
between them and squeezed it. “Be careful,” he mouthed.

“You too,” she mouthed
back.

The rumbling of the fire
truck made whispering impossible.

Ten minutes later, they
stood on the west side of the warehouse. Their captain, Franklin,
said, “Remington and Cartwright on the nozzle of a four-incher.
Tanner and Michaels same, with the two-incher. Jacoby tap the
hydrant.”

Each pair got the hoses,
screwed them into the hydrant, then humped them over and went
inside the burning building. Six storage rooms were ablaze in this
quadrant. Allan popped the door, and Franklin ordered, “Let’s go.”
He led the way into the murky atmosphere. “Lights on
everybody.”

Cord and Brooke went into
the first room and the cap went with the other two into a second
one. They came face to face with burning stacks.

“Insulation,” Franklin
called into the radio, even though they’d been informed by Incident
Command what was stored here. “When it catches fire, it stinks.”
Though they couldn’t smell it through their SCBA gear. “We drench
the stacks one by one.”

Brooke doused the first
pile and most of it fell around them. “First one’s down,” Brooke
called into her radio.

“How many are there?”
Franklin asked.

“Around ten.”

“Can you handle
it?”

“Yeah.”

On the nozzle, Cord
drenched the full stack and felt the strain his arms and neck. Then
he did the second, but when they hit the third with a hard steam,
the top wobbled and…an avalanche came down on them.

Cord awoke in an
ambulance.

“Hey, there, buddy. I was
getting worried about you.”

Brooke. Thank
God.

“Are you hurt?”

“Not as bad as you. You
were knocked out.”

“The other team?” he
asked.

“Nothing fell on
them.”

Cord took in a breath and
his ribs hurt. “How’d we get out?”

“I-I…” She cleared her
throat. “I dragged you to safety.”

Sore and angry, he stared
up at her. “Fuck this,” he swore. “I’m gonna tell you. I’m in love
with you, Brooke.”

She gripped his hand. “I
love you, too…”

He surfaced from the
flashback. He’d thought those vows would mean she’d leave Zach.
Foolish, foolish guy.

Three months later, she’d
chosen her husband over him.

 


* * *

 


The Friday before the first
training session began, Brooke worked in her office, reviewing the
content for tomorrow. She’d be an active co-teacher in this if it
killed her. Her phone rang, and she picked it up
absently.

“Chief
Cartwright.”

“Brooke, this is Penny in
reception. You have visitors.”

“Who?”

“They’re surprising
you.”

“I’ll be right there.” Once
out in the academy’s common room, she took the steps down to the
first floor.

Where she saw her in-laws
waiting for her. In the year since Zach died, they’d been more
present in her life, and she appreciated the support.

“Hey, there, you
two.”

Sam Petersen was a handsome
guy. Zach had inherited his blond hair and blue eyes. Hugging her,
he said, “Hey, honey.”

“Hello, darling.” This from
his mom, Sophia, who was equally fit, trim and attractive. “We
thought maybe you’d be lonely without the boys. Especially this
week.”

The week Zach died. She’d
talked to them and his sister Marcia. After visiting his grave, she
spent the rest of the day with Lynne at the lake. “I got through
the day. I told you that on the phone.”

“We know, dear.”

“But I’m so glad you came
up. I thought you were going to the Grand Caymans.”

“We are. We leave Monday.
But we had to see you and Marcia.”

Sam and Sophia were
sailors. They’d bought a yacht and set sail as soon as Zach and his
sister were settled. Unfortunately, they’d been detoured by a
tsunami near Indonesia last year when Zach died. They’d been
literally at sea when it happened. But they’d come back as soon as
possible, and the family had held a small ceremony.

Sam continued, “We know
you’re working but wondered if you could come to lunch with us? We
won’t see you for a while.”

She checked her watch. “Let
me text Ellie that I’m leaving now.”

Fifteen minutes later, they
sat on the patio of the Lakeside Inn for lunch. A warm breeze
coming from the south was comforting. Brooke picked up the
menu.

“What’s good?” Sam asked.
“I know you and Zach ate here a lot.”

“We did. I like the Quiche
Lorraine and fruit salad. Zach preferred the pan-seared
tuna.”

“I think I’ll have that,”
Sam said, his voice tinged with sadness.

Sophia grasped her
husband’s hand and a look transpired between them. “I’m getting the
same.”

Because of Zach. Brooke
swallowed hard.

“So, tell us about you,”
Sophia said. “We worry.”

“No need. I have a lot of
friends.”

“The Sisters of Fire. I
love those women.” They’d met her friends over the years, and his
dad was particularly fascinated with the group.

“You know, dear,” she
added. “If there were male friends you wanted to see, we’d
approve.” They’d always been liberal.

“No, no, Sophia, it’s too
soon.”

“A full year.”

“Not long enough. I’m fine
without a man in my life.”

As she spoke, someone came
to their table. Her insides went cold. Had he overheard
her?

“Hello, Brooke.”

“Hello, Cord.”

He turned slightly. “This
is my assistant, Patrick Patel.”

“Hello,” the dark-haired,
dark-eyed man said. He was the one she thought she’d be working
with.

“Hello,
Patrick.”

She gestured to her
in-laws. “Sophia and Sam Cartwright, this is Cord Remington. I’m
going to be working with him starting next week.”

Greetings all around. “I
recognize your name, Cord. And I’m familiar with your company, Fire
Engineering Incorporated. A fascinating area.”

“Do you think so? Brooke’s
afraid it’ll be boring.”

“Not to me. I was a
chemical engineer.”

Cord was polite, asked Sam
about his work, then stepped back. “I don’t want to keep you.
Brooke, I’ll see you in a few days.” He walked away behind Patrick.
She couldn’t help but notice how good he looked in dark brown
slacks and a matching T-shirt, with a taupe blazer over
it.

“Who is that man to you,
Brooke?” Sophia asked.

“What do you
mean?”

“He treated
you…oddly.”

“You seemed uncomfortable
with him, too,” Sam put in.

“He’s a colleague, is
all.”

Shit. She didn’t want
to see him. Or
think about him. She didn’t want him back in her life at
all!


Chapter 3
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“Where’s Abby? She’s been
to every one of our home get-togethers.” Annie asked the question
about Tess’s three-month-old daughter as they sat out in chairs
around a campfire at the Mitchells’ house. Trish wasn’t venturing
too far away from home these days because she was due in August,
but the doctor told her she could go early. Nathan, the sweetheart,
stayed inside so they could have their privacy. Stars twinkled
above this Sisters of Fire evening.

“Time to leave her at
home,” Tess answered. “Besides, Mom, David and the girls
practically battled me to keep her. I nursed her before I left.”
She rolled her eyes. “But I miss my little darling.” The baby was
the spitting image of David with golden curls and blue eyes. Once
her boss and close friend, David had married Tess nearly a year
ago.

Annie smiled. “I was
nowhere near as calm as you are three months in.”

“Bridget was your first.
Upcoming ones will be less fraught with worry.”

“You going to have
another?” Brooke asked.

“Not for a while. I just
got back to work.” Annie had returned to her job in March, and she
was now at Lynne’s firehouse. “Not anywhere near ready for
that.”

Lynne was off to the side
fiddling with the dessert she brought. They wouldn’t let the
Mitchells prepare anything. Annie started the fire, JJ brought wine
and served it, and Brooke had purchased a special lawn chair
advertised for pregnant women as a gift to Trish.

Brooke rose and crossed to
Lynne. “Hmm, this is yummy.”

“Yeah, I splurged on
Godiva.”

“Ha! That’s a treat. I
don’t think I ever had s’mores with fancy candy.”

“We all deserve to be
pampered.” She glanced over at the others, who were deep in
conversation. “Still not telling them?”

“It’d ruin the mood—Tess’s
baby bliss and Trish expecting.”

“They’d want to
know.”

“I’m hoping there won’t be
much to tell. He’s with the CCFD for a few weeks, but then he’ll
fade away into the sunset of another job.”

Lynne slid her arm around
her friend. “Wishful thinking.”

“Maybe. But it helps me
deal with him.”

“Are you ready for training
to start tomorrow?”

“I’m ready. Especially
since your group and Benedeski’s are coming in first.” Fire houses
would train on a rotating basis so they could do brownouts, where
one station shut down a shift and another close by picked up their
service area.

“I hope it’s not too
boring. Zander’s great, and will make the best of it, but Loder and
Braxton are tough nuts to crack. Though Dynai Blackfeather will
jump right in, like she does with everything.”

“The guys are treating you
okay at your house, though, right?”

“They are. But they
complain a fifty-fifty ratio of male and female smoke eaters is
unfair.”

“Men!” Lynne smiled.
“Except for my honey.”

Brooke laughed.

Lynne turned to the group.
“All right ladies. Come get your s’mores.”

Brooke called out, “I’m
getting yours, Trish. Annie, you roast her
marshmallows.”

“Thanks.” As a testament to
how well she was doing, Trish accepted their spoiling without
objection. She put her hand on her belly. “She’s very active
tonight.” They’d found out they were having a girl.

JJ sprung up. “I’ll make
one for Nathan.”

When she reached them
first, Lynne teased, “Used to waiting on Nick?”

“We wait on each other.
Equal partners after all.” Those two had a real love match, that
was for sure. Briefly Brooke wondered if they’d get married
soon.

When everybody grabbed a
plate and reconvened around the fire pit, they made a toast with
their s’mores. “To us.”

“To us.”

Brooke added, “To
babies.”

“To babies.”

“To new
endeavors…”

“All right everybody, can
you shut up?” Trish chuckled. “I wanna eat these.”

They bit into the
sandwiches. The creamy part was soft, the graham crackers crisp and
the Godiva melted on their tongues. JJ sighed. “These are
orgasmic.”

Annie snorted. “Said the
woman preoccupied with orgasms these days.”

Again the laughter. Brooke
loved these women so much.

 


* * *

 


“Good morning, everybody.
I’m Cord Remington and I used to work in this department.” He
smiled over at the chief. “Joe Redman was around then, but more
visible than me.” The chief had stopped in to sample the first
class.

“Back in the olden days,
right?” Braxton called out. They wore name tags so Cord could
identify them.

“Yep. Very olden. I also
worked as a smoke eater out in Chicago, giving me ten years in the
fire service. I’m only telling you that because I want you to be
aware that I know from whence you come.”

A bit of rumbling
amusement.

“First, let me take care of
business.” He scowled. “I hate when people say housekeeping. Don’t
you?”

Real laughter.

“You’ll arrive at nine and
have a half-hour to socialize and eat pastries. We’ll take an hour
for lunch, but you gotta stay and have the catered meal with me.
I’m hoping to hear your concerns then. If you want to go for a
quick run before you eat, that’s fine. I know how hard it is for
active people like you to be in a classroom all day.

“Last, the morning session
will be three hours, the afternoon for three but in the final
half-hour, you can have pizza and talk some about the content.” FEI
was providing all the food.

“You feeding us to keep us
logy?” Callahan, this time.

“Caught! In any case, I
refuse to teach more than six hours especially to active
firefighters.” He’d insisted on that with Joe, who didn’t argue the
point.

“Battalion Chief Cartwright
has bullet points written out on a sheet for you that she’ll pass
out after the first activity. Move the tables three feet apart.
Each firehouse should stay together.” Present were Truck 1 and
Engine 5 and a few people from one shift who’d been broken up in
the three sessions.

“Hey, Ferris. You gonna
work with your dreamboat?” Annie had always used her unmarried name
in the department.

“Dreamboat? Man, Callahan,
are you showing your age.”

“Also, Battalion Chief
Jackson go with Group one. Landry with group 2.”

“That’s a table for six,
Loder.” This from BC Jackson.

“Funny,” Loder retorted but
they seemed to be friendly.

When the tables were
assembled, and while everyone sat, Brooke approached him. She held
up handouts. “Why after the first activity?”

“You’ll see.” He gave her a
stack of small manilla envelopes. “Pass these around.”

Brooke frowned as if she
was insulted at doing clerical work.

He added,
“Please.”

After they were seated with
the materials, Cord gave some brief instructions. “Everyone has the
same set of index cards inside. What I’d like you to do is put the
blank ones aside for now. Separate the picture cards into three
groups of like objects. And don’t consult with each other
yet.”

They all tried the task in
silence. When he saw people peeking at each other’s papers, he
said, “You can share now.”

“The fire alarm goes
with…

“The pump pictures are part
of…”

When they’d exhausted their
input, Cord clicked into the computer to display on a screen up
front. “Here’s the three headers for the fire engineering terms:
What outside people you’ll work with; fire systems, and highly
flammable structures and sources.”

With that information, they
were able to assemble the pictures quickly.

“Next, take out the blank
cards, and write down what each picture shows. I’m going to time
you.”

“Do I get a prize if I
win?” Braxton asked.

“Yep, a free beer at
Brother&Sisters. I’ve made arrangements with the
bar.”

They went to
work.

Brooke sat at a table off
to the side with an extra envelope. He leaned over. “You can’t show
off.”

“I’m testing my memory.”
Her words were curt. Brooke was pissed.

After fifteen minutes,
Zander spoke up. “I think I got it.”

“Okay, Captain,” Cord said
sliding off the edge of the front desk. “Let me see.”

He read over Zander’s
shoulder. “I’m afraid you got one definition wrong.”

“Which one?”

“Not on your
life.”

Five minutes later Ben
Benedeski held up the envelope. “I’m done.”

When Cord checked him, he
said, “Yep, you got it, Lieutenant. Congratulations.”

“No fair…he’s an
officer….”

“He’s supposed to know
these things…”

“Aw, shit.”

“All right, let’s look at
BC Cartwright’s bullet points. See if you have the correct
information.”

They read her handout
silently and checked their work against it. Some swore. Annie
squealed once, “I beat Lynne.”

More comments.

When everyone finished,
Zander asked, “Will we go over the corrections?”

“No. When we come back from
lunch, I’ll have new cards and you’ll write down the descriptions.
If you get any wrong you can go back and see for yourself on the
chief’s bullet points.”

“I’m impressed,” Annie said
to him. “This stuff isn’t boring. Learning it this way’s
interesting.”

“And that, Annie, was the
point. Even the mundane can be made interesting. And
fun.”

Brooke watched him with
slitted eyes.

Cord stood and walked to
the front. “Let’s go on to this simulation I brought.” He pulled
the cover of a water distribution system that he’d had delivered.
It was six feet long and four feet high, and consisted of red pipes
of all sizes and lengths going vertically and horizontally and
connected to each other and to motors. Also attached were gauges,
gaskets, valves and faucets. “New York State law requires updated
water-flow equipment installed in Crystal City by the end of next
year. You’ll be expected to understand the new mechanisms, inspect
them periodically to make sure they’re working and to fix them if
there’s a problem. As you should already know, these systems carry
water to sprinkler systems, standpipes and hydrants and sometimes,
even your truck hoses will go through them.”

He noted he had everybody’s
attention.

“Now, get up and peruse
this. Identify parts, discuss them among yourselves, then we’ll get
technical.”

The group stood and headed
to the front.

Brooke waited until the
entire class was involved, joking like they did when they worked
together in ordinary training.

Then she crossed to Cord.
“You derailed me.”

“No need to hiss. I told
you I had this.”

“I’m to be an integral part
of this training.”

“You don’t know as much as
I do.”

“I could have conducted
that activity myself with some pre-prep.”

“Then why hire
me?”

“You know very well that we
need your expertise in the content. I was told I’d be helping to
teach all this, not learning it.”

“You didn’t even know what
the subject matter would be. You were vacationing with your
family.”

She got in his face. “I’ll
only tell you this one time. If we don’t collaborate on lessons, or
split them up to plan on our own, I’ll go to the chief and tell him
I’m not participating in this entire project with FEI.”

“You won’t get away with
that.”

“Try me, Remington. Just
try me.”

So, Cord thought, the spunk
hadn’t left her when Brooke-the-girl turned into a widowed
woman.

 


* * *

 


At lunchtime, Brooke didn’t
go out right away to the common room for the catered meal. She
stood in her office, taping the cards onto a white board. Cord had
presented a truly good lesson. She would have loved it if she’d
been the learner. And who knew? Maybe she should have been. His
comment had stuck with her.

A knock on her ajar door.
“I thought I’d find you here.”

She turned. Cord stood in
the doorway.

He held up a drink. “Iced
coffee. With vanilla International Delight. Your favorite.
Right?”

“In the summer,
yes.”

“It’s um,” he gazed down at
his shoes. “a peace offering.”

“Thanks. I have some things
to tell you, but I want to know first why you treated me that
way.”

He went to her window and
stared at the lawn, but finally, he turned. “I am affected by working with you
again.”

“That’s nothing to be
ashamed of. I’m affected, too.”

“I don’t like
weakness.”

Brooke crossed to the door
and closed it. “Sit.”

They both sat in the same
chairs as before.

“What happened to you,
Cord?”

He stiffened. After a long
gaze, he said, “I won’t talk about that.”

“Why?”

“Lots of
reasons.”

“You’re entitled, I
guess.”

“What did you want to tell
me?”

“After this morning, I
decided I don’t know the information well enough to teach it. So, I
have a proposal.”

“Shoot.”

“I’ll be a student with the
other firefighters the first time we go through the whole teaching
model. Three days this week, with this group. I should learn enough
to at least help teach it in the next session.”

He watched her.

“What, don’t you
agree?”

“No, I do. We should have
started out that way.”

“I think so
too.”

“How will you explain
this?”

Her brows rose. “Exactly as
I did to you.”

“And lose face?”

She gave a sardonic laugh.
“I don’t give a shit about that.”

“No, you never did. I
always admired that about you.”

“So, is it a
deal?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll explain it to the
chief.”

“Fine.” Still stiff, he got
up to leave.

“Cord, is there any way we
can work together without this…ice between us.”

His gray eyes filled with
thunderclouds. “No, Brooke, there isn’t.” With that he walked
out.

She dropped into the chair.
Well, some progress at least. And truthfully, she was glad she
didn’t have to teach something she didn’t fully
understand.

 


* * *

 


He couldn’t let her get to
him. He had to resist. Cord repeated the mantra in his head as the
afternoon session began.

First, she stood up front.
“I’ve decided that I’m going to be a student in this training,
until I learn the information—which is new to us all—well enough to
teach other groups. Go ahead and razz me if you want.”

Annie Ferris said, “More
power to you, Chief Cartwright for doing what’s best for
us.”

Lynne Lucas added, “None of
these jokers would ever admit they weren’t ready to do something.
They’d bluff their way through.”

Some rumbles from the
others.

Until Harry Zander swept
them all with a formidable gaze. Then he smiled at her. “Thank you,
Chief Cartwright, for understanding the situation with such
maturity. We appreciate you very much. Don’t we,
everybody?”

“Yeah, yeah,
yeah.”

“Sure.”

“Sorry, chief.”

He had to steel himself so
he wouldn’t let his admiration for her show. Finally, Cord could
get the class underway. “Now that you’ve had time to fiddle with
the water flow system, I’d like you to take this diagram up to the
front.”

He’d labeled twenty things
by number on a sheet of paper where the simulator was drawn out but
had no identifiers. “For example, number one up here. What is
it?”

“A faucet.”

Everybody laughed. “Go up
and label the things. Process of elimination will help for some.
And don’t worry if you can’t get them all.”

“Boys against the girls?”
Benedeski asked.

“No fair. They got Brooke.
She knows some of this stuff.”

“I won’t compete. I’ll work
on my own.”

They finished the labeling
in groups for a half hour. At the end of it, Cord said, “Who’s
spokesman for the guys?”

“I am.” Colin
O’Shea.

“Go ahead, honey,” Annie
shouted, he guessed to tease the other guys.

Colin named the twenty
things. But they got two wrong. “I told you those weren’t right,”
Benedeski complained.

“Ladies?”

Brooke rolled her
eyes.

“I’ll do it.” Blackfeather
stood. She read the answers to the two that were wrong.

“One hundred percent.
Drinks for our female firefighters at
Brothers&Sisters.”

“Thanks, Cord.”

“Nice of you,
man.”

At the end of the
afternoon, during pizza time, Zander came up to him. “Hey, Cord.
Thanks for making the day fly.”

“I’m glad to hear it
did.”

“Some of us are heading to
the bar for a beer. Join us?”

He hesitated. Brooke was
probably going. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I have a daughter at home who
needs to go to dance class.”

“Ha, I remember those days.
Enjoy her. Some other time for the brew.” He walked
away.

As Cord got in his car, he
thought about the lie. Livy didn’t take dance. She wouldn’t do much
of anything. But he could pick her up and take her for ice
cream.

Being with her would
mitigate that slice of pain and that gaping hole of loneliness that
he still felt sometimes. Once Cord had a whole cadre of friends in
his life. No more. And it was because of Brooke
Cartwright.

All the more reason to keep
distancing her.


Chapter 4
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On the second afternoon of
training, Cord said, “Take out a sheet of paper, and write down all
you know about fire alarms. The pull-down kind inside buildings and
those in houses.”

“You got it.”

“Okay, boss.”

“Glad to.”

The firefighters were easy
with Cord now. He’d courted them—food, free time to move around,
active participation in the lessons which, like now, gave them
credit for what they already knew.

He watched them; Brooke
wrote furiously. Her hair was down today in soft waves and the gold
in it shone in the overhead lights. He remembered how the silky
locks felt in his hands.

He’d asked for input when
she stopped abruptly, took her phone from her pocket then stood and
hurried out of the classroom. He saw two other women in class check
their phones. They locked glances.

Soon, Brooke walked back
inside and interrupted the quiet. “I have to leave, Cord,” she said
with a no-nonsense attitude. “And I’m taking Annie and Lynne with
me.”

“What? Why?”

She faced the group. “Trish
is in labor.”

Benedeski pumped his
fist.

O’Shea said, “All
right.”

Three others chimed in.
Cheers from them.

Then Trish’s lieutenant,
Benedeski, grabbed something out of his bag. “Cigars for
everybody.”

“Not till the baby comes,”
Brooke quipped, then added, “Let’s go.” They headed to the door.
Over her shoulder, Brooke said as an apparent afterthought, “Tell
him, guys,” and left.

“What the hell was that
about?” Cord asked, forgetting to be calm.

“They’re the Sisters of
Fire,” Colin told him. “They gotta be there for the
birth.”

“What are they?”

Al Callahan, one of Trish’s
coworkers, rolled his eyes. “They have a coven of six, friends
since the academy days.”

“Brooke wasn’t in their
class. She was in mine.” The last comment slipped out.

Dynai Blackfeather’s eyes
widened.

Benedeski spoke again.
“Brooke was a line firefighter and trained the other five. They’ve
been friends for more than a decade.”

“Friends?” Braxton put in.
“They’re a force to be reckoned with.”

“They scare the hell out of
me.” This from Cameron Loder, from Lynne’s group.

“You’re just jealous. Dynai
curled her fingers at him. “Watch out, my pretty. They’ll put a
spell on you.”

Time to take control.
“Let’s calm down.”

Zander raised his hand. “In
all fairness, I’ve got to defend my crew. Annie, Lynne, Brooke and
two others got Trish out of an abusive relationship. Thank God for
that. Our girl was in deep trouble.”

Dynai scowled. “You
probably shouldn’t be sharing private things here.”

“I’m not. Trish gives talks
to new recruits and goes into schools warning kids that intimate
partner abuse is still abuse.”

“The guy who did it died
after shooting at her and her husband.” Braxton again. “A hell of a
thing.”

Cord’s head was spinning.
He knew nothing about Brooke’s past, intentionally. That he’d find
out so much was a shock.

When he’d been her best
friend, she’d longed for female friendship, too. Why was he
surprised she got what she wanted? She always did. The thought
hardened him enough to finish the lesson.

 


* * *

 


Brooke stopped in her
office and grabbed her keys and wallet. “Let’s take my
car.”

“How is she?” Annie asked
on the way to the fire department jeep.

“In active labor. She had a
contraction on the phone.”

“Did she say it hurts like
hell?” Annie asked.

“Yeah.”

“Even though you told me
that, I wasn’t prepared.” Annie shivered with the
memory.

“Nobody’s prepared.”
Practical Lynne had given birth to two kids.

Memorial Hospital was close
to the academy so they arrived in ten minutes. They by-passed the
desk, and went straight to the labor and delivery waiting room.
“May I help you?” a nurse asked.

“Yes. Our close friend,
Trish Mitchell, was brought in. I think she asked for permission
for us to be in the room before the baby’s born.”

“The group of
six?”

Trish’s birth plan included
them to keep her company until her labor reached its peak, but she
and Nathan wanted to experience the birth alone
together.

Brooke nodded. “Yes, we
are.”

“Go on in. Number
4.”

They walked fast down the
long corridor to Trish’s birthing room. When they went inside,
Adam, Nathan’s dad, was sitting in a stuffed chair in a
corner—talking to Tess. The space was a lot different from the
sterile atmosphere of a surgical room. It had a window with stylish
curtains, a big double bed for Trish and a cot off to the side.
Another chair was by the window, where Tess sat.

“Trish, sweetie.” Brooke
crossed immediately to her. “Hanging in there?”

“Hanging is the right word.
I feel my insides are getting hung upside down.”

“A unique way to phrase
things.” Tess hid a smile. “You must be further along than when you
got here a half-hour ago.”

Before they could ask more,
a contraction came—a hard one from the looks of it. But Trish
didn’t scream, just clenched Nathan’s hand and moaned until it
ended.

The female doctor came into
the room. “Trish, pains more intense?”

“Y-yeah. How’d you
know?”

“I had an intuition about
you.” She said, “Hello all, I’m the OBGYN” and sat at the bed. “I
need to examine you.”

Adam stood. “I’ll wait
outside.” To Nathan, “I’ll be right there if you need me,
son.”

Brooke told her, “We’ll
wait outside if you’re this close. You wanted to be alone with
Nathan.”

“I changed my mind. Stay.
Is it okay honey?” she asked Nathan.

“Of course. But I get to
hold her first.”

Trish scooted down the
mattress and the doctor examined her, then chuckled. “She has her
hand over her head.”

Nathan’s eyes widened. “Oh,
my gosh! That’s how Trish sleeps.”

“Will it be a problem?”
Trish asked.

“No. She could come out
that way, but I can move her hand, too, if necessary. But hey,
she’s got ahold of my finger. And you’re nine centimeters already.
I think you’ll need to push in about…oops.”

“Another one’s
coming….”

Nathan helped her breath
through the harsh spasms. Then asked, “Why did you say
oops?”

“I felt the contraction
coming. As I said, the baby’s got ahold of my finger. In order to
release it, I’d have to put my other hand inside you, and that’s
not a good idea now.”

“Ahhhhhhh, God, I gotta
push.”

The doctor checked her
again. “You’re up to ten already. Push when I tell you.”

“The kid still got your
hand?” Annie asked the doctor.

“Yep. Holding on like hell.
She won’t let go. All right, Trish push.”

Trish’s face scrunched up
and her teeth clenched. When the contraction was over, Tess said,
“You can yell out, sweetie. Most women do.”

“Nah. I been through worse
than this.”

“Okay, breathe with her
again, Nathan. I’m going to try to wiggle my hand free…Um, no time
for that. Push again right now.”

Trish pushed and just like
that, the baby slid out, looking like a slippery chicken. Every
single one of the Sisters of Fire got teary.

Little Jemma had entered
the world, holding the doc’s finger. Gently, she freed the tiny
grip.

“But…wow, wait,” Annie
uttered. “She’s um, got a penis.”

“She does.”

“She does.”

“What?” from Trish.

Nathan laughed out loud
when he took a peek. “We have a son, love, not a
daughter.”

Tess said gleefully, “He
can marry Abby someday.”

Trish couldn’t take her
eyes off her child as the doctor put him on her chest. “I don’t
care what you are as long as you’re healthy.”

Soon, a nurse approached.
She swept the infant to the warming tray, where a pediatrician
waited. As the doc delivered the placenta and cleaned Annie up, all
four women moved to the head of the bed with Nathan. “You did
great, love,” he said, kissing her head.

“Sweetie,” Brooke told her.
“You did really well.”

“She did,” the nurse called
over. “9 lbs. even and 24 inches long.” The woman came back with
the baby, who wore a blue hat and was swaddled in a white blanket.
Trish nestled her cheek against his for a moment. It was almost
sacred.

Annie’s eyes rounded. “A
big babe.”

“So, what happened?” Lynne
asked. “The ultrasound was wrong?”

“It appears so,” the doctor
said. “Sometimes, little babies hide their genitals. The angle must
have been right to conceal them and so they thought he was a
girl.”

Lynne added, “At least the
nursery is blues and greens.”

“We tried not to gender
label her. I mean him.” Nathan was still glowing. “That’ll take
some getting used to. We don’t even have a boy’s name.”

After the OBGYN was
finished, Trish asked, “Call your dad back in, would
you?”

“I’ll do it. Nathan won’t
wanna leave your side.” Annie walked to the door.

“Geez, Trish, do you even
remember asking us to stay.”

“Uh-huh. I always feel safe
with you guys. And Nathan, of course.”

Annie brought Adam back
inside, who stopped abruptly. “She’s here already?”

“Not quite,” Nathan told
his dad as Adam came up to the head of the bed and slid an arm
around him.

“What does that
mean?”

“The docs were wrong. I
have a son, Dad.”

“What?” He looked down at
the boy. “Beauti-gorgeo-my grandson.”

“Dad?” Trish
said.

“Hmm.”

“Meet Adam Joseph Mackenzie
Mitchell.”

Adam swallowed hard.
“What?”

“What?” from
Nathan.

“Un-huh. After you. We’ll
call him A.J. What do you think?”

“I—” Nathan’s Dad put his
face down on her head and began to cry.

At that moment, JJ rushed
inside. “It’s over already? I came as soon as I could.”

“Sorry it went so fast,”
Trish told her.

“Don’t be sorry. Lucky for
you, sweetie.”

They all peeked at the
baby, fawned over him and took pictures. They whispered their
gratefulness for the health of the mother and child.

After a bit, Nathan
announced, “I think it’s time for a few hours with our family.”
Now, he grinned ear-to-ear. “And Trish needs rest.”

She yawned, as if on
cue.

Touching goodbyes were made
and the five Sisters of Fire left together. At Brooke’s car, JJ
sighed. “Even I got teary.”

“That’s all right. When
it’s your turn, you’ll cry buckets.”

“Is there anything more
glorious than a newborn?” Lynne asked.

“Nope. Made me want
another.”

“Annie, you
said—”

“I know. We’re waiting.
It’s fun pondering the future, though.”

Brooke hid her sadness.
That statement was not true for her.

 


* * *

 


Cord was late for work,
something he hated. When he drove into the academy parking lot, his
inner turmoil was through the roof. Vowing to blank his mind, he
walked into the building and took the steps two at a time. Inside
the classroom, he found Brooke passing around pictures to the group
seated at the tables facing the front.

“I never heard of a mistake
being made in the labeling of the sex,” Benedeski
commented.

“Me either, but apparently,
it happens.” Brooke’s face was full of sunshine. “Was that a
surprise!”

“Hope they’re happy.” This
from Callahan.

“He’s healthy, that’s all
that matters.” Zander was staring at the photo he held. “And a big
boy.”

Dynai said, “Trish looks
ecstatic.”

Brooke smiled at Cord.
“Hello.” Her eyes narrowed. “You need a minute?”

“No.” He shrugged
sheepishly. “Sorry, I’m late. My, um, daughter wouldn’t let go of
my legs. She’s new to my family and hasn’t attached
yet.”

The firefighters
sympathized with stories of their own kids.

“Now, for the
lesson.”

“Aw, we been havin’
fun.”

“The drill sergeant’s
back.”

“Funny.” He opened the file
he carried in. “Today we’ll learn about fire hazard locations
which, as you might guess, have their own challenges. First, talk
to the person next to you about what you already know about those
structures.”

Just as they finished their
discussions, his phone rang again. “Excuse me.” Exasperated, he
went out into the corridor. “Hey, Carina. How is she?”

“Inconsolable. I’m sorry,
Cord, I don’t know what to do.”

“Let me talk to her.” Livy
came on, hiccupping back sobs. “Sweetie, Daddy’s at
work.”

“Wanna come.”

“I’m afraid you can’t.
I—”

Brooke joined him. “Is
there a problem?”

He muted the phone. “Yes.
Livy won’t stop crying.”

“We can’t cancel since we
have brownouts and subs came in for some of the guys. Could your
sister bring her here?”

“And do what?”

“There’s a screened off
section in the back of the classroom. Our psychologist has toys and
art supplies in her waiting room. I’ll borrow some of those and she
can play back there and still see you if we moved the screens
away.”

“We can try it…” Screams
came from the phone. His sister came on. “Would you be able to drop
her off, sis?” He explained what they would set up for
her.

“Of course, I’ll be there
in twenty minutes.”

He disconnected.
“I’m…sorry, Brooke.”

She frowned deeply. “Never
apologize for having to take care of your family.”

“This is new to me. I’ve
only had her for six months. My family’s only known her for
weeks.”

“Not a problem, Cord.” She
reached out and squeezed his arm. It was the first time she touched
him since he began the training. He was shocked to realize how much
he liked it.

Back inside, he explained
what would happen. He tried to concentrate but was distracted. And
worried until Carina knocked on the open door. Livy rushed inside
and flung herself at him. He knelt to catch her.

Brooke addressed the group.
“Why don’t you guys take a morning coffee break while we set up
Cord’s child in the back.”

Zander stood. “I could use
some moving about.”

They filed out.

Cord took Livy to the
screened area. Brooke accompanied him. “Hey, sweetie, we have new
things for you.”

“You play with
me?”

“For a bit.”

In a bit, the group came
back in. “I have to go up front and teach, but you can see me the
whole time.”

Fingers went right to her
mouth, not a good sign. Brooke stepped in. “Do you remember me,
Livy? I met you in Daddy’s office.”

Warily, she
nodded.

“I love to draw. How about
if you and I sit at the table, and we’ll use crayons and markers,
whatever you want.”

“’Kay.” Her fingers dropped
from her mouth. “Can you draw a puppy?”

“I’ll do several
puppies.”

Cord gave her a grateful
look. Then he went up front.

As he waited for everyone
to settle, he took surreptitious glances to the back. Brooke was
opening a juice box while Livy scribbled her own
drawing.

He had a quick flash of
them talking about kids…

Do you want kids,
Cord?

If I could have them with
you.

You know that’s
impossible.

You’ll have them with
Zach. I’ve accepted all that as long as we’re friends…

He’d lied. It had killed
him to say those words but hid his hurt from her.

Shaking his head, he
focused his attention to the group. “Tomorrow we have a trip to
visit places we’ve installed water flow systems which, as I said,
meet the New York State newest codes. We’ll also have a fire truck
outdoors situated near a hydrant for more training. But we won’t
visit hazardous structures themselves, for obvious reasons.
Luckily, I have a video of the different kinds, some you identified
and some you didn’t. Add to your lists as you watch the short
film.”

“Braxton, no falling
asleep.” This from BC Jackson.

“Me? Why am I getting
picked on?”

Benedeski quipped, “You’re
an easy target.”

The video started. When he
went to turn off the lights and started toward the back, Brooke
shook her head. Livy seemed delighted to be using the flashlights
Brooke had thought to bring, and they were now playing with
clay.

Up front, the first fire
hazard came on, an IT area with huge servers. The narrator said,
“You’ve probably come across fires in computer labs, but new
technology has been developed to douse them safely, especially the
bigger governmental ones, which we have in this county.”

The film lasted forty-five
minutes.

After the video, Brooke and
Livy stood. She took his daughter’s hand. As they walked past Cord,
she said, “Bathroom break. Too much juice. I might take her on a
tour, or to my office and play on the computer until
lunch.”

She didn’t give him time to
answer. The two of them left quietly. A lump formed in his throat.
He couldn’t stand this emotional bombardment.

 


* * *

 


Livy sat on Brooke’s lap,
playing a simple child’s game on her computer. The bananas and
peaches were colorful and loud as they raced each other. She
inhaled the scent of Livy’s hair and was reminded of her own babies
after a bath. She’d always wanted a girl in addition to her
wonderful sons.

Cord came to the door.
“Hello there, ladies. What are you doing?”

“Playing The Fast Fruit
Race,” Livy answered, sounding content.

“That’s interesting. Are
you hungry, honey? It’s time for lunch.”

“Uh-uh.” She slid off
Brooke’s lap and walked to him.

“Thank Chief Cartwright,
Liv, for playing with you this morning.”

“Who?” Livy
asked.

“Me.” She said to Cord, “I
told her to call me Brooke.”

“Thanks, Brooke.” The
gratitude was real. This was the vulnerable Cord she’d known all
those years ago.

After they left, she turned
to her computer and called up her email. Ah, sweet. One from each
of the boys. She pictured Jordan’s blond hair in the foreign sun,
his lean body climbing a volcano.

Hey, Mom. How are you? I
miss you a lot. Italy’s spectacular. So much of the old and the
new…

She read about his tour of
the Vatican. His wonder at the Colosseum. Like most visitors, he
was awed by the David statue. Brooke and Zach had visited Italy a
year after he found out about Cord. He’d settled down by then, but
she’d never forget the initial aftermath of that day on the
porch…

“What the fucking hell,
Brooke? You said you and Remington were just friends.”

“I-it turned into more. I
couldn’t tell you.”

“You’re not going to leave
me, you said.” His voice was cold as glass.

“No, I love
you.”

“Fuck it, Brooke. People in
love don’t cheat on each other.”

He went to the cupboard
where they kept liquor and poured himself a hefty glass. He brimmed
with anger. Then he turned to her. “Now I have to decide if I’ll
leave you.”

She remembered thinking
she’d die if he did. But she had some say in all this. “We need to
talk about us, Zach. Our marriage isn’t working.”

“Ah, so that’s why you did
this blasphemous thing.”

“Somewhat. It doesn’t
matter.”

“It matters to me, Brooke.”
He threw the full glass at the wall opposite the bar. It shattered
and amber liquid dripped down the drywall. Then he braced his hands
on the countertop and hung his head…

She’d hurt the two men in
her life in a matter of minutes. She wondered, then, how on earth
was she going to live with that.

Now, she stood to ward off
the horrid memory. “Stop it, Brooke. We made it through. And had a
wonderful life.”

“Brooke?”

She turned. Annie had come
into her office. “We got a table. And the meal’s Chinese. Come on
out.”

“All right.”

Annie frowned. “Something
wrong?”

“No, of course not. I was
catching up on email.”

“You were talking to
yourself. I didn’t hear what you said exactly.”

“Nothing important. Come
on, let’s eat.”

“If you’re
sure.”

She had a strong urge to
dump all this on Annie. But she didn’t. Her friend would suffer for
her and Brooke had hurt enough people for a lifetime.


Chapter 5

 [image: ]

 


 


On the third morning of his
first training in the CCFD, Cord was greeting the guys as they got
on the bus when Brooke approached him. “Ready?” he
asked.

“Yes. How’d it go this
morning with Livy?”

“Mom and Carina are taking
her to Eldridge Park. I think we’re safe from that.” He shook his
head. “Thanks again for rescuing me.”

She smiled.

As the firefighters piled
inside, they joked and jostled each other like little boys and
girls.

Just as Brooke was about to
board, Chief Jackson rushed over. The congenial battalion leader
wore a frown. “Brooke, there’s a major car accident on Bay and
Lincoln. We’re stretched thin because of training. Either I have to
go, or you can take it and I’ll stay with the team.”

“You need to know the
information. I’ll go. Is that all right, Cord?”

A deep furrow on his
forehead. “I didn’t know you went on the line.”

“Infrequently when we’re
short-handed. Actually, I like it. I can make up the days missed in
the next full session.”

“All right.”

“Then go ahead.” This from
Jackson.

She drove fast to the
scene. What she saw shocked her. She parked and bounded out, then
grabbed her turnout coat and helmet, which she kept in her trunk
for emergencies like this. Putting on her SCBA, she lifted the
mask. The scents of gasoline, burning metal assaulted her nostrils.
She jogged over to the closest vehicle. JJ lifted her shield. “What
happened?” Brooke asked.

“A truck t-boned a Camaro
sending it flying forward into that pole across the street.” She
nodded to the vehicle which steamed from the hose trained on it.
“Then the truck slammed into the corner of the firehouse.” She
pointed to the building. Brick and debris littered the ground. The
vehicle had made a gaping hole in the wall and was still planted in
it.

“Are the firefighters
inside safe?”

“That’s the group from inside.” She
pointed to the truck guys surrounding it.

“Wow.”

“We took the two-incher to
the car and the three-incher to the truck.”

“Great
thinking.”

“Fire’s out, Cap,” Quinn
shouted to JJ. “We got a victim.”

“Get the ram and the
cutters. We need to work quick.”

Soon, the teeth-grating
noise of the saw rent the air.

Brooke stepped away and
called the paramedics and an ambulance. She yelled to the truck
guys, “Do you need me?”

“No.”

So she crossed closer to
the Camaro.

She heard JJ say, “Keep the
hose live, though, and train it on the engine. Remember what
happened with Lucas a while ago.”

Brooke’s heart was in her
throat as JJ approached the vehicle. She did indeed remember how
Lynne had gone up in flames after a routine car fire reignited. All
firefighters were careful to wear all their PPE since
then.

Miraculously, no
extrication tools were required, though they had some on the engine
for cases like these. “Put a collar on her. Quinn, you and Elena
ease her out and set her on the ground.”

Soon, two paramedics, Jody
Pearson and Jack Spencer, pulled up in their jeep and the
screeching sound of a siren indicated an ambo right behind
them.

As they split up, the
paramedics took over the scene, JJ joined Brooke. “I’m going over
there,” Brooke said.

“You should.”

Brooke crossed to the
truck, which was still embedded in the fire house. The guys had
gotten out the driver. The two people hurt were being loaded into
the ambo.

Up close, she could see
even more damage. “Do you need anything now?” she asked Tom Smith,
who’d subbed as lieutenant for Colin O’Shea so he could go to the
training.

“Nah. Fire was small. Got
the guys right out. But the truck needs to be towed out and then
the damage can be assessed. Hell of a thing!”

“Any of your people hurt
when it hit the building?”

“Only shaken up. Literally.
It was like an earthquake.”

“Then good on all of you
for being able to shrug it off, put out the fire and extricate the
victims.” She squeezed his arm. “I’ll make sure Redman hears about
that.”

“Thanks,
Brooke.”

Back in her car, she phoned
Cord.

“Remington.”

“Hey, Cord, it’s me. I’m
done at the scene. Where are you? I’ll come over.”

“First, are you all
right?”

“Yeah. It was a strange
call. Harrowing for a while.”

He gave her their location.
She arrived as the guys were coming out of the Cramer Building in
downtown Crystal Corners. “Hey, there she is,” Annie said. “How you
doing?”

“I’m pumped from the
adrenaline.”

Jackson came up to her. “I
got reports. I hear you coordinated real good.”

“I enjoyed being back in
the saddle.” Though that was a terrible thing to say about an
accident, a smoke eater would understand what she meant.

“Ha! Now you go back to
your cushy, boring job.”

She caught a glimpse of
Cord, who’d walked toward the bus. Sometimes, her job wasn’t boring
at all!

 


* * *

 


Brothers&Sisters was a
typical firefighter bar, though Cord hadn’t been in one for a
while. The smells of beer and popcorn met him at the door. Inside,
photos of fires, accidents and of graduating classes from way back
to the present graced the walls.

“Hey, thanks for coming to
train our department.” Benedeski had come up to him and clapped him
on the shoulder. “We enjoyed the three days.”

“I hope what you learned is
useful in your work.”

“And thanks for the first
round.” Ben held up a beer. “To FEI, for making us better
firefighters.”

“Again, you’re welcome.” He
sipped his own beer, the cool brew going down smooth. These days he
drank mostly scotch but he used to like beer.

“You
know, Lynne—she was in training with us—is having a firefighter day
at her lake
cottage. You should come with your
daughter.”

“She’d probably like it,”
he blurted out. What happened to his policy of non-involvement?
“Though I am busy with the training.”

“Sure, I’ll send you a text
with the deets anyway.” He’d given the trainees his company cell
number to call in case they had questions.

Benedeski’s crew came over
and they shot the shit for a while. Cord took the opportunity to
scan the room. Why was he disappointed that Brooke didn’t attend?
She’d always been the socializing type. As a matter of fact, he’d
spent time with her at this very bar.

Somebody called out, “Hey,
Cord come over here to see this picture.”

Cord crossed the
room.

“We found your graduating
class photo,” O’Shea said. “And Brooke’s.”

“Yeah, didn’t we tell you
we were in the same academy class?”

“Uh-huh, but not that you
were close.” He pointed to a picture next to the class one. It was
of him and Brooke, arms around each other’s shoulders in front of
their first placement. God, they looked happy. He cleared his
throat. “You know what happens in classes. And we got assigned to
the same house where the same kind of camaraderie takes
place.”

“What’s all the fuss
about?” Brooke’s voice came from behind the group.

A few guys tugged her up
front, closer to Cord. “You and Cord.”

She stared at the pictures.
“Y-yeah, those were the good old days.”

“You were hot, Chief!”
Braxton quipped.

“She still is.” This from
O’Shea.

“Totally inappropriate
comments, guys.” But a smile cracked her face. “Thanks,
though.”

Cord watched her.
Unfortunately, he agreed with their assessment.

 


* * *

 


As soon as everyone could
attend, the Sisters of Fire gathered at Lynne’s new house for a
baby boy shower. A.J. was a week old, and Nathan, off work for the
summer months, had driven Trish and him over and escorted them
inside. He put the sleeping newborn into a small bassinet in a
corner of the large room.

“This is so sweet,” he said
to all of them. “Thanks for getting the bassinet.”

“I still had mine.” This
from Tess.

Brady Jamison came out of
the den and immediately sought out Lynne. She leaned into him and
he kissed her head.

“Hey, you ready?” Nathan
asked.

“Yep.”

“Do you have your own ball
and shoes?”

A snort. “Of
course.”

“Be careful,” Lynne told
her friend as she held onto her husband. “The people at church have
a bowling league and they say he’s a ringer.”

Brady grinned broadly. He
kissed her cheek this time. Lingered by her as if to inhale her
presence. They were so obviously close, intimate, for a brief
second, Brooke was jealous.

“Bye, sweetheart.” He
walked to the staircase. “Come on, kids.”

“We’re ready,” Phillip told
him as he and Melody and Emma came down the steps.

Emma smiled. “Have fun,
Mommy.” Brooke knew Lynne loved that Emma was calling her
that.

“Have fun, Mom.” This from
Mel.

They left the house
chattering away.

Annie sighed “What a doll
Brady is.”

“I agree. He’s nearly
perfect.”

“Geez,” JJ put in. “You’ll
find out that he isn’t.”

“I know. I’m enjoying this,
though.”

They took seats in the
huge great room. The whole downstairs was graced with soaring
ceilings, skylights and arched windows. Annie had come early to put
crepe paper on the fireplace and a Welcome
A.J. sign where they set their
presents.

Seated in the most
comfortable chair, Trish shook her head at the pile. “You already
gave me gifts.”

“Yeah,” JJ told her. “I got
him a pink frilly dress. We’re liberal, but I doubt you’ll put him
in that.”

“Can I open them now while
A.J. is sleeping?”

“Yeah, of course.” This
from Lynne.

She picked up Brooke’s bag
first. No wrapping paper for the environment’s sake. Trish drew out
some clothes.

“My goodness, three pair?”
She laughed at the designer overalls in different sizes.

Brooke said snootily, “I
believe in style at all ages.”

Next, she took out a dark
blue baseball glove, a team jersey and little blue baseball shoes.
“Annie, you gave me these, only in pink.”

“I know.” She arched her
brows mischievously. “Save those for next time.”

Tess and Lynne went in
together and splurged on snow suits, hat and gloves—for three
different winters.

JJ straightened as Trish
reached for her gift. “Before you complain, this is Nick’s fault.”
Trish removed nearly a dozen blue and green and beige outfits. “He
went a little crazy buying your son clothes.”

“Uh-oh.” Lynne this time.
“Does he want a baby?”

“We’re getting there. But
we should probably get married first.”

“Well, get a move on,”
Brooke chided her. “Ten months isn’t rushing things.”

When they finished with
presents, Lynne set out the buffet. Cheesy quiche, because Trish
loved it, fruit salad and crusty bread. They ate in the great
room.

Over chocolate lava cake
for dessert, compliments of Annie, they began to talk.

“Was your hospital stay
okay?” JJ asked.

Trish giggled. “Yeah. But
Nathan stayed overnight in the room and went to take a shower after
dinner. He walked out naked, just in time to meet my group who were
coming through the door.”

The guys had told Brooke
how they howled and teased the new father when he ran back to the
bathroom, but ducked his head out and asked for some
clothes.

A cry from A.J. startled
them all. Annie bolted to the bassinet. “Come here, sweetie.” She
lifted him out, put him over her shoulder and began to sway back
and forth to calm him.

“Tess, anything going on
with you?” Lynne asked.

“Nope. Still on leave.”
Abby was only three months old. “Trish, we’ll be able to have
playdates.”

Annie turned to Brooke.
“You said you’d share at the next get together why you’re having so
much trouble with the guy coming in to teach us about fire
engineering.”

Brooke expected this but
still sighed deeply. “All right. Annie, do you remember when you
were on maternity leave and I came to take you to a yoga
class?”

“Sure, you guys were
helpful to me.”

“I told you that night to
watch out for J.D., your author friend from the
playgroup.”

“Yeah, you said…oh, shit,
it was Cord?”

“What did Brooke say?”
Trish asked.

“That she’d gotten too
close to somebody in the early days of her marriage and it almost
broke up her and Zach.”

Trish, Tess and JJ were
open-mouthed.

Brooke scanned the group.
Her friends look confused. “I never told you about this because it
happened before we even met. But yeah, I was in love with Cord and
Zach at the same time.”

“Did Zach ever find out?”
This from JJ, who still blurted things out.

“Unfortunately, he did.”
She told them the rest of the story, including the kind of guy Cord
was back then, and tears formed in her eyes.

“Wow,” Annie put in. “He’s
nothing like that now.”

“I know.” Brooke sniffled.
“I think his whole personality changed over the years. He
got…hardened. Because of me.”

Lynne frowned. “It’s not
your fault.”

“I think I set him on a
path that made him grim and brooding.”

“You don’t bear
responsibility for how he turned out.” Even Tess took a stand. “He
was a grown man and made his own choices in life.”

“We were so young. He got
burned.”

“Still, you can’t take the
blame.” JJ again.

Brooke didn’t argue.
Because a few words from her friends didn’t change the fact that
she felt guilty as hell for what Cord had become.

 


* * *

 


“Cord? Are you still with
me?”

“Excuse me?”

“You went off somewhere.”
He and Patrick were eating lunch in the business conference room,
talking about their current and future jobs.

“Sorry about that. My mind
wandered.” To Brooke, of course.

As if reading his mind,
Patrick asked, “The first set of training ended well, you
said.”

“Yes, of course. It all
went as planned.” To stall, he bit into his spicy meatballs
sandwich.

“Hmm.”

“What does that mean?” Cord
asked after a bite.

“You never talk about your
personal life.”

“You know about my life in
Chicago.”

“Yeah, but not before
then.”

“Not much to tell.” Cord
was lying through his teeth.

“See, right there. You
don’t confide in me.”

“Do we have that kind of
relationship?”

“Hell, you know all about
my divorce and custody battles.”

Shifting uncomfortably, he
said, “Only because that’s why you’d come to Elmwood to establish
the satellite office here.”

Patrick stared at
him.

“I’ve offended you, haven’t
I?”

“Yeah, I guess. But, hey, I
don’t want a friend I have to drag things out of.” He stood,
wrapped up the remnants of his BLT and dumped it in the garbage.
“Page me when you want to talk about the job.”

“Pat, wait.”

He halted.

Cord stood. “The battalion
chief I worked with? Something happened with her years ago that
nobody knows about but my mother and sister.” And probably by now,
the Sisters of Fire. Whom, unfortunately, he’d liked very
much.

Patrick turned around. “She
hurt you.”

He swallowed hard. Again,
emotional upset was new to him. “Badly. In some ways she changed
the course of my whole life. But…honestly…I don’t think I can even
get the details out yet.”

“Someday,
maybe?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“Do you want to talk about
work now?”

“Sure, sit
down.”

They sat. Cord met his
gaze. “I’m…I consider you a friend, too.”

Patrick said, “Of course
you do. You just never admitted it before.”

 


* * *

 


Brooke woke up on Saturday
morning with a feeling of dread. This had been happening less and
less as the time passed since Zach’s
death. But sometimes, she was overwhelmed
with emotion first thing in the morning when the reality of her
loss dawned with the sun.

She tried to meditate but when she couldn’t,
she decided to go to a yoga class. The practice always made her
feel better and the notion gave her enough umph to throw off the
covers and climb out of bed.

Downstairs, she turned the Keurig on to make
one cup—as if to mock her. She remembered when she and Zach made a
whole pot and drank it on lazy Saturday mornings.

She went outside with the brew, and
considered going for a swim instead of yoga. Or she could do both.
But her ennui immobilized her. Her cell phone ringing drew her out
of it. She glanced down and read the ID. Cord Remington? What on
earth could he want on a Saturday? “Hello, Cord.”

“Good morning. I hope I
didn’t call too early.”

“No, I’ve been
up.”

“Still an early riser, I
see.” He cleared his throat. “I have a favor to ask.”

“Is it about
Livy?”

“How’d you
know?”

“Lucky guess.”

“We’re planning to go to
the Crystal City Museum of Play. They have a special exhibit this
month—the Berenstain Bears, with life-size characters greeting
kids.”

“Grayson used to love those
books. Me, too. We adored the museum, but I’m sure the place has
been updated since I was last there.”

“Would you like to see it
again?”

“Excuse me?”

“We were planning to bring
her cousin Taylor along, but she isn’t feeling well. I wondered if
you’d want to join us and maybe bring one of your friends’
children. Hell, Brooke, even if you can’t do that, she’ll settle
for you.”

He sounded utterly desperate. “First, I’d be
glad to go with you. And several of my friends have kids. The older
girls, belonging to Lynne and Tess have an activity already planned
today. But Lynne’s littlest daughter and Tess’s youngest are nearly
the same age as Liv.”

“The Sisters of Fire,
huh?”

“I’m sure the guys gave you
a rundown when we left the day A.J. was born.”

“They did. One of them
called you a coven.”

“Best remember that. Let me
check when and if they’re free.”

“Thank you. I…hate to
impose on anybody.”

He didn’t say it aloud but
the rest of the sentence would be especially on you.

Six-year-old Emma and seven-year-old Maria
were available. She made arrangements to pick them up and when
Brooke drove into the parking lot of the museum, she caught sight
of Cord waiting outside the front entrance. Livy was holding his
hand, but when they got closer, she hid behind his legs. She peeked
out when Brooke knelt down. “Hi, Livy. I came to visit the museum
with you and brought my friends. Say hello to Emma and Maria.”

“Hi.”

Emma said, “I’m six. I can hold your
hand.”

“I can too.” This from
Maria. “I’m even older, seven.”

Livy quite naturally took their hands.

Over their heads, Cord
mouthed thank you.
He was rattled again today. But maddingly handsome. Wearing navy
shorts and a striped light blue and white polo shirt, he could be
any regular guy. Quite different from when he taught the class with
her.

They headed into the building, the girls in
front, on either side of Livy. This place was so unique. It housed
a comprehensive collection of toys, dolls, board games, electronic
games, books, documents and several exhibits.

Upon entering, both adults went to the
ticket window and got passes for the day. “I’m paying, he told her.
“You’re my guests.”

“All right.”

Once inside the museum proper, they came
upon the carousel. “I love the horses,” Maria said. “Can we do them
first?”

Emma seconded the request.

Livy stood silent, still clasping onto the
girls’ hands.

“Of course,” Cord
said.

Surrounded by a white picket fence, the
carousel was big. “I can ride the horses that go up and down.” This
from Emma. “My daddy said.”

“Me, too,” Maria
added.

They stepped up onto the
platform. Colorful pictures of carousels and kids playing were on
the core of the ride that held the gears.

Cord suggested, “Let’s get
a space with moving horses and a stationary one for
Livy.”

Livy held out her arms to
him. He picked her up, they walked the area until they found the
right arrangement. He settled Livy onto a middle pony, and the
girls took the horse on either side of her. “Don’t go,
Daddy.”

“I won’t honey. I’ll stay
by your side.”

Brooke stood in front of
all them. “I’ll watch from here.”

Music began. It was upbeat
and piped in, loud and exciting. The ride started to circle. Maria
and Emma cheered and squealed. After two trips around, Livy
squealed too. Her face lost its tautness and her body relaxed.
“This is fun.”

“I’m glad,
sweetie.”

Brooke tried to keep her
gaze off the two-seater where adults often sat, so they could be
close to their kids as the ride turned. She’d sat in one at
Eldridge Park. With Cord.

And later with Zach when
they brought their kids there.

The juxtaposition of the
two memories made her dizzy.

After two full rides, Cord
suggested, “Let’s see what else is here.”

They found The Berenstain
Bear World. Mama, Papa, Brother and Sister in costumes worn by
adults. The bears mingled with everyone. When she saw them, Livy’s
eyes rounded like saucers. Even Cord seemed mesmerized.

Soon, Sister came over and
Emma and Maria hugged her. Livy stood back. “Do you want a hug?”
Cord asked her.

She shook her head, and her
fingers went to her mouth.

It happened in the Super
Market, a perennial favorite of kids. The girls clasped hands again
and walked inside.

“Do you want your own
cart?” Emma asked.

“Uh-huh.”

“We’ll show you how to do
this.” This from Maria.

Brooke and Cord followed
the girls around as they picked up pretend boxes of cereal, fake
fruit and bags of plastic potatoes. Emma filled her cart, emulating
them, then grinned back at Brooke and Cord.

“Whew! A breakthrough.”
This from Cord.

“How cute they are
together. Helping each other.”

“Think the Sisters of Fire
will let us have playdates with their kids?”

“They’ll welcome her to
their lives.”

Whether they’d be happy
about all of this was a different story.

 


* * *

 


At lunchtime, they headed
to the colorful café. Sporting two sizes of tables, small ones for
kids and others adult-height, the walls were painted a bright
yellow with posters of circuses, rides and butterflies, all
creating a cheerful atmosphere.

“This is my treat.” Brooke
had always done that, paid her share of everything.

Cord rolled his eyes. “I
wouldn’t dare disagree.”

They ordered, then Cord
took the girls to a table. He struggled not to let the old anger
surface. This could have been them as a couple with their kids. But
she chose Zach.

Still, she was doing him a
favor. When she walked over balancing two trays, he got up to help
her. Their hands brushed. He ignored it but she stilled for a few
seconds.

“Brooke, can we sit at a
table alone?” Maria asked.

“Fine by me.”

Livy didn’t balk. They
settled the girls with their kids’ meals, and then the two of them
sat down at a large one.

Cord had no choice but to
stay with Brooke. He glanced at their food and frowned. “You rarely
ate fast food.”

“It’s a treat for me,
still.” She sipped her chocolate milkshake.

He bit into his turkey
wrap. “Hmm. Tastes good.” He ate half of his meal then took a drink
of water. Watching her, he noticed her jean capris and a blue
T-shirt darkened her eyes to the color of sapphires. Her hair was
loose and longer than it used to be.

“Is this as hard for you as
it is for me?” she asked when he set the drink down.

He hedged. “What do you
mean?”

“You know.”

“I got over you,
Brooke.”

“And I got over you. But
seeing you has brought back a lot of memories.”

“Unfortunately, I remember
the bad ones.”

“I’m sorry.”

She held his
gaze.

Briefly, he closed his
eyes. “No, I’m sorry. You did me a favor by bringing playmates for
my daughter.” He turned his gaze to Livy. “She’s come completely
out of her shell with them.”

“Is she always this
shy?”

“Since I’ve had her. Her
whole life got upended when her mother died and left her with
me.”

“Were you happy to get
her?”

“I didn’t even know about
her. Lena kept it a secret from me.”

“Why?”

“She said it was because
I’m closed off. Hard. But she had no other family, so when she got
sick, I found out I had a daughter. But yes, I’m delighted to have
her. She’s changed my entire life.”

“I’m happy for you, then.”
She reached across the table and put her hand over his. “I hope we
can be friends.”

“I’m not sure I can do
that.”

Her face turned
sad.

“But I could
try.”

“That’s enough for
me.”

The question was, would it
be enough for him?”


Chapter 6

 [image: ]

 


 


“This is bullshit!” Larry
Stone from Truck 4 scraped back his chair and folded his big arms
over his big chest. “I ain’t ever gonna use any of this
crap.”

Brooke, who was giving the
first part of the lesson and had passed out the matching cards for
the content of the course, arched her brows, like she did to one of
her unruly recruits. This guy was a bully and a misogynist. “All
right, Larry, you can leave.”

He stood up. Got halfway to
the door.

She added, “Wait. You have
to sign this form.”

Stomping back, he glared at
her, but took the paper, read it. He raised flaming eyes at her.
“It says I admit to rejecting a direct order from the
chief.”

“You are.”

“Sit down, Larry. Be a team
player.” This from Jacob Young, the lieutenant on the aerial.
Colin, Larry’s commanding officer, had trained last week, as their
group was split up.

“I can’t sign this. I could
get suspended without pay.”

“You’re a union rep. You
can fight it through them.”

“No.”

“Then sit down.” She
enunciated each word carefully.

He sat. But was going to be
trouble.

Brooke finished explaining
the exercise for the three areas they’d cover. Stone wouldn’t even
look at the cards. When they split into groups to figure out the
definitions, he didn’t move. Jacob went up to him before he took
his own place. “Damn it, Stoney, you’re embarrassing all of us. Now
get over to that table with your group.” Jacob had clout and was
rumored to be shooting up in the hierarchy.

Stone glared at him, then
rose and trudged to the second table.

As they got to work, Cord
motioned her over to the windows. “Not a good omen for these three
days.”

“Nope. I was hoping he’d
behave. I talked to Redman about this and he gave me the letter to
use. Apparently, Colin O’Shea, his lieutenant, has a way with him,
but that’s Colin for you. Everybody’s favorite.”

Cord’s eyes darkened. “Why
wasn’t I informed about a potential trouble maker?” And just like
that, he turned cold.

“Redman asked me not to
prejudice you.”

“I see.” He walked away.
Hmm. Two steps forward, one back.

She caught sight of JJ, who
rolled her eyes. Men! She was thinking, Brooke bet.

Brooke had never been so
glad to have the morning end. She had to get away from Cord. She
needed distance. What had she expected? A complete change in
personality after the museum visit? She crossed into her office and
to a window. The air conditioning was on, as it was the end of
July, but she wanted to breathe in the outside.

When they’d replaced all
the academy windows, she asked for double hung frames, which could
be opened from the bottom or the top. She yanked the sash at the
bottom but it wouldn’t budge. “Fuck!”

“Let me help.”

She thought she’d closed
the door. “No need.”

Soon, she felt him behind
her. He wore some spicy aftershave she’d noticed at the museum. The
damn scent made her warm inside. Leaning into her, he grasped the
top of the sash and pushed up. The window opened.

He didn’t move away. She
froze, savoring the feel of his body. Finally, she turned around.
They were so close she could feel his breath on her cheek. Despite
common sense, she put her hand on his chest. He sucked in air.
“Cord, I wish things were…” She let the rest trail off.

He put his fingers on her
mouth. “Shh. Don’t say it.” But he didn’t remove his hand. Instead,
he brushed her lips with his thumb.

“Hey, Brooke.
What—”

Cord stepped away quickly.
He nodded to JJ, who stood inside the doorway, then strode past her
to the common room. JJ closed the door.

“Was that what it looked
like?” she asked gently.

Brooke slouched onto the
window. “I have no idea what that was.”

“Wanna talk?”

“No, let’s go eat. I’m
hungry. Oh, did you want something?”

“Only to commiserate about
Stoney. I hate that he put you in that position.”

“Me, too. What an asshole.”
It was easier to get mad than wallow in what she was feeling from
being plastered up against Cord.

 


* * *

 


“Hey, little one. How you
doing?” Cord cuddled the black lab puppy into his chest. The swell
of emotion he felt for the animal was better than what he’d been
experiencing on the drive here. What he was remembering.

“I’ve got his papers,” the
woman who’d bred the dog reentered the outside space.

“I expected that.” Cord had
driven out to Gaitland Mills at the suggestion of Joe Redman. Joe
had gotten his own labs from this place.

“Do you have a crate in
your car?”

“Yes, I bought all the
things you suggested.” Yesterday. When he couldn’t stop thinking
about Brooke at the museum. “It’s one of those that buckle into the
car like a children’s seat.” Having to get a car seat for Livy was
another new thing for him.

“I hope your little girl
will be surprised.”

“I’m sure she will
be.”

Today was Livy’s birthday.
They were having a family party with the two of them, Carina and
Jim and their three kids and his mom, her brother and Patrick, who
also had two little girls. Livy had asked yesterday if she could
invite Maria and Emma, but he’d gently told her that it was too
late to do that, and he promised to have them over soon so they
could celebrate her becoming five. They’d freeze some of the
cupcakes she wanted.

The puppy whimpered when
Cord put him into the crate stuffed with soft blankets. “Aw, little
one, it’s not that far. Settle down. You’re going to be fine.” The
trunk was filled with two beds, treats, food, medicines for ticks
and heartworm, even some clothes.

Still, the mewling sounds
continued, and dug into his heart. He should have brought someone
to hold the dog, and he’d almost asked Brooke. But they had the
near-miss at the window and he needed to stay away from her for a
while.

Tell that to your
dreams. Literally. First, he’d had sexy,
erotic dreams that drove him to cold showers. How could he let her
back in his life? Hell, he wasn’t even halfway through the training
and she’d affected him badly.

When he pulled up to the
driveway, he heard sounds in the backyard. Some of his family had
arrived. He carried in the crate through the front door and set it
in the laundry room. The poor doggie had already peed in it. Still,
he picked up the pup and cuddled it close. “I got you, little
guy.”

Livy was swinging on the
playset, which was the best money could buy. He walked closer. And
closer. He knew the exact moment she noticed the pet. She jumped
off the swing and bolted to him. “Daddy, Daddy, it that for
me?”

“Well, somebody’s been
asking for a puppy for a long time.”

“Me, I been asking for it.
Can I hold her?”

“Uh, sit in the grass.” She
dropped down cross-legged in her yellow shorts and top. He knelt in
front of her and handed her the pup. “Happy Birthday,
honey.”

Immediately the dog began
to lick her face. She giggled. When he nuzzled in close to her, she
said, “Uh-oh, Daddy. She’s not a girl.”

“You noticed,
huh?”

“I felt it. She’s got a
thingy.”

“A thingy?”

“You know. A penis. Like
you. So, she’s a boy.” Apparently, Lena had been very specific with
her about genders.

“Are you
disappointed?”

“No, no. I love him
already.”

“You have to think of a
name.”

Taylor and Patrick’s two
girls rushed up to Livy and flanked her. “How cute,” the older one
said.

“She’s so soft.” From the
other child.

Livy told them, “It’s a
he.”

“Can I hold
him?”

“I think maybe we should
let Livy hold him for a bit. He’s only eight weeks old.” Though the
dog seemed to relish the group petting.

Patrick approached him.
“Thanks a lot, Cord. You’ve made it impossible to deny a kid a
puppy on her birthday.”

“Sorry.” But he couldn’t
stop smiling.

The party went off without
a hitch. The dog got a name. As he tucked Livy into bed, he asked,
“Have fun today?”

“Yes, Daddy. Why can’t I
sleep with Buddy?”

“Because he’d pee all over
your bed. Puppies have to be trained to go to the potty
outside.”

“Will you take him out at
night?”

“Not tonight. There’s a pad
in his crate. I’ll take him out in the morning.”

But Cord had read up on
this. The dog would probably keep him up all night whimpering.
Well, it was better that spending his nocturnal hours with
Brooke.

 


* * *

 


When Brooke drove into the
academy parking lot the next day in time for coffee hour, she was
distracted by thoughts of Cord. He’d been on her mind since the
incident in her office when he stood close to her like a lover,
when he touched her lips. She wondered for two nights what would
have happened if JJ hadn’t come in.

Oh, shit! She nearly missed
her designated spot and swerved in at an odd angle. She was almost
kissing the chief’s car. Putting the gear in to reverse, she backed
out.

Bam! She was thrown to the
back of the seat and pinned there with the heavy force that hit her
chest. The car bucked, slammed into the fire department jeep and
ricocheted off it, hitting the sedan on the other side. She gulped
for breath as the vehicle stopped.

Somebody rushed up to the
window. “Holy fuck!”

“Son-of-a-bitch.” A
familiar voice. Cord.

Her head began to spin and
her vision blurred.

He pulled on the door, but
it didn’t open. “Brooke, Brooke, are you hurt?” Then, “You bastard.
You did this on purpose.”

“Like hell. Is the door
stuck?” Was that Stoney?

“Go inside, get the ram and
shears and the ax,” Cord ordered.

That was pretty much the
last thing she heard until a pop jarred her awake. Then, “Cut out
the bag…push up the steering wheel.” A soothing voice added, “Here,
sweetie, let me put a collar on you.”

Brooke ached all over when
the guy moved her.

“Ok, let’s get her onto the
backboard. Easy does it.”

Soon, she was on the grassy
part of the academy lawn lying on something inflexible. Jack
Spencer bent over her. The paramedic felt her limbs, examined her
abdomen, while Holly Holmes listened to her heart, checked her
eyes.

Jack said, “It there
shooting pain anywhere?”

“No. Only dull
aches.”

He said to Holly, “She
should go to the hospital anyway.”

Holly took out her
phone.

“No, wait.” More awake now,
Brooke said, “Not just yet.”

“Let her sit up.” She
recognized the chief’s voice.

Gently, Jack and Holly
eased her to a seated position. Again, dizziness flooded her,
causing her stomach to lurch. But it stopped. She saw Cord standing
back letting the medics work. She sighed. “I think I’m okay. But
sore.”

“I don’t know…” This from
the chief.

“I have a say in this, Joe.
If something’s wrong once I get up and move around, I’ll go to the
hospital.”

“You might need a CT scan.
Holly and Jack, you’re the decision makers here. If you say she
goes to Memorial, she goes.”

Larry Stone came into view.
She frowned.

His craggy face was taut.
“I hit you.”

“Jeez, Stoney did you have
to go that far?”

His face fell. “I didn’t do
it on purpose, Brooke. Honest. I didn’t, chief.”

“Of course you didn’t. I
was teasing.” Brooke again.

Her gaze transferred to
Cord when he spoke. “I was here, Stone. You were driving too
fast.”

“Maybe. I’m sorry if that’s
why I rammed into you.”

Jack and Holly helped her
up. She wavered some, then her head cleared. “I’d like to go to my
office. I’ll let you two escort me.”

“Brooke…” Cord
again.

“I want to see if I’m all
right. If I have the slightest qualm about it, I’ll go. I
promise.”

Each step hurt, but that
was common after an accident. Finally, she made it to the elevator,
then her office. “What’s that?”

Elena Cortez lifted her
chin. “We got it from the medical storeroom. You can lie down on
it.”

“I’ll sit first, but thanks
for being so thoughtful.” Her gaze went to the door. All the
trainees gathered around the doorway. Joe and Cord stood in front
of them.

“Cord, please, get them
back in the classroom. Teach them day 2. I’ll be in if I
can.”

He said, “You should have
an X-ray, at least, Chief Cartwright.”

Redman cocked his head to
the group behind him. “Go. We’ll make this decision.”

“Let me know.”

 


* * *

 


When Cord got to the
classroom, Lt. Colin O’Shea stood in front of the group. “I came in
when I heard. Can I have a few minutes, Cord?”

He nodded to
Colin.

“Everybody, Larry’s here
because I asked him to stay. I talked to him and he swears he
didn’t hit Brooke’s car intentionally. He said a vehicle drove into
a space and then back out again fast. He didn’t have time to avoid
it.”

“Yeah, well, he shouldn’t
have been going so fast.” This from JJ.

“Agreed.” He turned to
Stoney.

“Apparently, I was. I
shouldn’t a been.”

“He feels bad
people.”

JJ grumbled.

“How can he?” Abe Quinn put
in. “He doesn’t have a heart.”

Some chuckles but the joke
broke the tension.

“Well, that’s all I wanted
to say.” He got halfway to the door when he turned. “And Stoney.
Godiva chocolate and roses would be a nice touch.”

Stoney’s jaw
dropped.

Cord wasn’t amused, but at
least he could teach the class now. “All right, today we’re talking
about fire alarms. And before you grumble that you know everything,
write what you do.”

After they finished Cord
edged his hip on the table. “Today, we
have a wide range of preemptive
technologies which work to prevent fires before
they begin.  

“Some of them include
smoke, heat, and flame detectors that help provide early warning on
fires. Many different kinds of sprinkler systems are also
available.”

They began discussing the
advancements. Halfway through, Redman came to the door. “Brooke’s a
lot better. No blurred vision, no signs of shock. Her only symptoms
are soreness and a headache.”

“She should still get it
checked out.”

“JJ called Trish Mackenzie
and she’s here now. She did a full examination and determined
Brooke didn’t need hospitalization. Mac’s taking her home as we
speak and will stay with her.”

“Careful, Cord,” Mick Morey
called out. “It’s not a good idea to take on those
sisters.”

“Can I go with them,
chief?” JJ asked.

“No. You need this
training. You can leave at 3 when it’s break time. Until then,
business as usual.”

Cord shook his head. Had
Brooke been his, she’d be going to the hospital. But she wasn’t his
and never really had been. And he’d paid a high price for
that.

 


* * *

 


“Don’t you dare turn anyone
away who comes to visit.” Brooke was halfway up the steps to the
bedroom, where drill-sergeant Trish had ordered her to
go.

Ignoring the comment, Trish
warned, “I’ll be peeking in every hour to see how you’re
doing.”

“Don’t you have a baby to
feed?”

Trish laughed. “Nathan’s
bringing him over for that. Now get some rest.”

Churlish, she knew, Brooke
headed to her bedroom. She laid down on the bed and shivered, so
she got up and opened a window, ignoring the fact the air
conditioning blazed in the house.

She breathed in the warm
weather. What a morning. She had a flash of the impact when her car
was slammed into. How she was pinned and immobile because of the
seatbelt and the airbag, which had deployed. Quelling the
sensations, she went to the dresser, donned pink terry cloth
bottoms and a top, sometimes used as pajamas. Now, she could relax.
She lay back down.

An hour later, she heard
Nathan Mitchell downstairs. He’d come to bring A.J. to nurse. She
heard him talk to Trish then he appeared in her doorway. “Hey, how
you doing?”

“I got a little headache
and I’m sore. I broke down and took ibuprofen.”

“You’re pale. Have you
slept?”

“Some.”

“I won’t keep you. All
right if I spend some time here with my honey?”

“Nathan, take her
home.”

“Nope. Your friends are
concerned. She’s here for a few hours to help out, then somebody
else takes over.”

“I guess I shouldn’t be
alone.”

“We’ll stay until four.
Call out if you need anything.”

“I will.”

Trish appeared next to him
at the door, carrying a huge bouquet of roses and Godiva chocolate.
“They’re from Stoney.”

Brooke laughed as Trish set
them down. “How sweet.”

After they left, she was
surprised that she was still tired, so she closed her
eyes.

She awoke. The bedroom was
in shadows, like late afternoon. Unconsciously she took in a deep
breath. It didn’t hurt. Nor did her head. Maybe she should move
around.

The world spun as she swung
her legs over the edge of the bed and tried to stand. “Damn.” She
dropped back down, slid over to the headboard and stuffed pillows
behind her. Grabbing the remote, she clicked into the news. But her
mind drifted to Cord. He’d been so solicitous of her. She could see
the worry on his face. She tried to banish the images, but she
couldn’t right away.

In her peripheral vision
she caught sight of someone in the doorway. JJ. “Hey,
girl.”

“Hey.” Brooke smiled. “Been
here long?”

“Trish went home at four.
I’m on duty till 7, when Tess and David come. Lynne and Annie will
also take their turns.”

“If I had a say in this, I
wouldn’t have agreed.”

“Which is exactly why you
didn’t get one. Besides, Nick’s here so I have company, too.” She
edged onto the chair. “What a fluky thing to happen.”

“Yeah.”

“You didn’t need
this.”

“Would anybody?”

“No, but I mean first with
Zach dying and now with Cord showing up in your life. You’ve had
enough to deal with the past year.”

“Things are improving with
Cord.”

“How?”

She told JJ about Livy and
how they talked at the museum. “I’m glad to hear it. The guys like
him.”

“He was a fireman’s
fireman, pardon the sexist language.”

“Yeah.”

The doorbell rang. JJ said,
“I’ll get rid of them.”

“No, please don’t. I’m
bored. I want visitors.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“You know what I mean. Go
down and keep Nick company.”

In a few minutes JJ
returned with Cord.

 


* * *

 


She looked damn good for
being knocked unconscious. And he’d always loved her in baby pink.
He cleared his throat. “I hope it’s all right that I
came.”

“Of course, it is. Sit
down.” She motioned to a side chair by the bed.

He shouldn’t. Despite
knowing that, he dropped down into the chair. “I had to see for
myself that you’re doing better.” No matter the consequences, he
couldn’t stay away. Even if that stinging pain came creeping back
into his nerve endings.

“Trish is a top-notch
medic. She wouldn’t take chances with my health and Jack and Holly
wouldn’t have left if she wasn’t.”

“I suppose so. I guess I
still don’t understand how that network works.”

“We’re not a network. We’re
special friends.”

“It’s more than that.
You’re like real sisters, without the bickering.” He glanced out to
the window so he didn’t have to take in the bedroom she shared with
Zach. The thought of him and her making love here had shattered him
in the past.

She studied him. “You’ve
never seen this house.”

“Or this bedroom. When’d
you buy it?”

“After the kids were born.
The other one was too small.”

“It’s
beautiful.”

“I think so too. What was
your house like in Chicago?”

“I lived in a condo until
Livy came along. Then I bought a place a lot like this.”

“What’s your house like
now?”

“A sprawling two-story
halfway between Carina and my parents in Elmwood.”

“How sweet. I don’t know
all the day-to-day stuff in your life.”

“Do you want
to?”

She bit her lip.
“Sometimes. Tell me what’s happening with you.”

“Livy’s birthday was two
days ago. We had a small family party. I got her a dog for her
gift, and he turned out to be the puppy-from-hell. I was up five
times with him both nights.”

“Didn’t you know puppies
were like that?”

“I guess I never paid much
attention. At three, I put him in my bed. He slept there until Livy
got up at six.”

“Good luck with that.” She
smiled. “I got Livy a birthday present.”

“How did you even know it
was her birthday?”

“That day at the academy,
we talked about our birthdays.”

“Yours is coming up in
September.”

Her jaw dropped. “You
remember.”

“Yes, I remember
everything.” He looked away. “Especially the aftermath.”

“Was it
horrible?”

“What do you think,
Brooke?”

“I think it was probably
awful.”

Despite his anger, he
couldn’t lay all that on her when she was vulnerable. “It was. But
let’s not go there right now.”

“Okay. Will you stay a
little longer?”

He found himself wanting
to. “All right, let’s talk more. You know a lot about Livy. Tell me
about the boys. I don’t even know their names.”

She talked about her
kids.

Eventually, Nick and JJ
came to the door carrying a light supper of turkey sandwiches and
cut vegetables. “Hey, you two. I thought you might be hungry. You
should eat, Brooke.”

“Yes, Dr. Barrows. Did you
meet Cord?”

“JJ introduced us
downstairs.”

They talked some, then they
heard another person call out, “JJ, you up there?”

“Yeah, come up.”

Another couple appeared in
the doorway. “Hey, you all.”

“Hey. Tess and David
Ashford, this is Cord Remington.”

“I’ve seen you around the
academy,” David said.

“Nice to meet you.” Tess’s
tone was warm and friendly. “Every student you teach sings your
praises.”

“We interrupting your
dinner?” David asked motioning to the food.

“It’s all
right.”

“No, we’ll go downstairs
with JJ. See you later.”

Cord stared at the four of
them as they left. Finally, Brooke asked, “What are you
thinking?”

“That they could have been
my friends, too.” But he was surprised there was no anger at the
thought. He just felt sad.

She grabbed for his hand.
Linked their fingers. “But we’re going to be friends.
Right?”

His conscious mind warned
him he could be setting himself up for the horror he’d felt when
she left him, but he ignored it. “I said I’d try. I
will.”

“Then what are you doing
Saturday?”


Chapter 7

 [image: ]

 


 


From where she stood on the
deck, Brooke peered out at her pool. It was filled with little
girls: Livy, Maria, Emma, Melody and Izzy. The only other adult
present was Cord.

He stood in the shallow
end, his sunglasses shielding his eyes, and he wore a navy-blue
bathing suit. His muscles, in stellar display, were still well
developed, his build still lean, like twenty years ago. She sighed.
Sometimes, she wanted…

“Brooke, come in!” Livy
called to her.

She made her way down the
deck steps to the pavers surrounding the pool. Cord turned his head
toward her. She couldn’t see his eyes, and his expression was
neutral, so she didn’t know if he was staring. Like she’d been
staring.

“Having fun,
ladies?”

“I love your pool,” Izzy
said. “Thanks for inviting us.”

“Me, too,” Melody added.
“We both can swim. We’re going off the diving board.”

“Go ahead.” She sat down on
the edge of the pool. The little ones were climbing onto rafts and
noodles. “Need any help getting up, Liv?” she asked.

“Yes, please.” Livy was
coming out of her shell. Like Cord.

Sliding into the water, she
lifted the girl up to the raft and pushed her around. As she did,
she thought about this week. She and Cord taught group three with
camaraderie and respect. She even made him laugh sometimes. Then
one night after work, he asked her to go for a drink, like
colleagues do. They spent a lovely two hours at Connor’s, forgoing
Brothers&Sisters to avoid the memories.

After a bit, Maria asked,
“Can we play Marco Polo?”

Cord frowned. “I don’t know
if Livy’s played before.”

“I did, Daddy. With
Taylor.”

Brooke moved out of the
shallow end and hiked herself up to sit a bit away from them but
not close to Cord.

He dived under water and
swam over to her and surfaced. “This is fun.”

“Yeah, if that drone of
Marco Polo doesn’t strain our eardrums.”

He gestured to the girls.
“Thanks for having us.”

“It’s 86 out. The pool is a
way to have fun in this heat. But the poor firefighters.
Temperatures like this are almost as bad as when we fight fires in
the snow.”

“I remember.” He splashed
her. Like the old Cord would have done.

“Hey, Daddy, you said no
splashing.”

“Oops.” He hefted himself
up on the edge next to her.

“Maybe I’ll put a pool
in.”

“They’re work, but they’re
fun.”

“I’d pay people to come
every week and take care of it.”

“I started doing it this
summer.” After Zach died was left unsaid.

Her gaze traveled down to
where their legs were almost touching. He caught her staring at
them. He stood up. “I’m gonna take a dip.” Had he gotten aroused?
Brooke felt a stirring inside her.

After a while, Izzy called
out, “You guys want to play Red Rover with us?”

The adults
agreed.

Brooke went with Mel, Maria
and Emma, Cord with Izzy and Livy. “Don’t worry, we’ll win without
another player. Go ahead Izzy.”

“Red Rover, Red Rover,
anybody with pink in their suits come over.”

Brooke waited until the
little girls swished toward Cord. Then she dived under water, swam
out about three feet and surfaced. Strong, male arms went around
her from the back and pulled her close. “Gotcha.”

She laughed.

And the girls
giggled.

He didn’t let go right
away, and treaded water holding onto her. For Brooke, the sensation
was thrilling.

 


* * *

 


On one of his days in the
office, Cord sat behind his desk staring the phone.

“It won’t ring because
you’re watching it.” Patrick had come to the doorway.

“I was thinking of making a
call.”

His assistant came inside
and dropped down in front of him. “You know, you’re different
lately.”

“Different how?”

“In many ways.”

“Maybe. Livy’s made me
happier. Less stern, I guess.”

“Just Livy,
huh?”

“Why do you say it that
way?”

“The day I came to the
academy, you were pretty chummy with the Battalion Chief you told
me about.”

“Like I said, we used to be
friends.”

This man had asked for his
friendship so he took the leap. “And it was…traumatic for me when I
had to leave her.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, me, too. Did you
come in for something?”

“I did. There’s a job in
Dannerville. A small one.”

“Say yes and you teach
it.”

“I’d like to.”

“Then it’s
yours.”

They talked about the job,
and when Patrick left, he punched in a number. After two rings, she
said breathlessly, “Brooke Cartwright.”

“Brooke, it’s
Cord.”

“I didn’t check the ID.
Hi.”

“Busy day?”

“Nope. Tess and I went out
to lunch with Suzanne Blakely. Summer’s often slow here. I was just
climbing the stairs to my office. What about you?”

“Paperwork. New jobs coming
in.”

Silence. “Can I do
something for you?”

“I…” He pushed himself to
respond. “I called to see if you’d like to go out to dinner some
time.”

“I’d love to.” Genuine
pleasure laced her voice. “I’m free all week.”

“Tonight?”

“Absolutely.”

“If you don’t mind driving
to Elmwood, let’s plan on meeting at The Grand Hotel at
seven-thirty. If we’re down here, I can still put Livy to bed at
seven. I’ll confirm when I get a sitter.” He chuckled. “Whoever
comes has to be willing to put up with the monster
puppy.”

“Isn’t Buddy any
better?”

“He is. And Livy’s over the
moon about him. She also loves her present.”

“She thanked me. I got her
a craft kit because she’d enjoyed coloring and drawing that day she
came to class. So, I’ll see you in Elmwood. And Cord? Thanks for
asking me out.”

“I’ll text you.”

His heart was beating fast
when he disconnected. He’d wanted to see her socially and he let
himself plan it. He wouldn’t second guess himself.

At seven, after going home
to change, putting Livy to bed, he kissed his mother, who’d had Liv
all day but wanted to stay. He left the house smiling.

The Grand Hotel had been
built while he was in Chicago. Several stories high, it glittered
above the city in its black and gold décor. Once inside, he took in
the huge lobby and the hushed atmosphere. High ceilings with modern chandeliers and round balls of muted
lights were well-placed for effect.

His gaze zeroed in on Brooke, waiting by the
entrance to the dining room. He sucked in a breath.
Bare-shouldered, a gold-sequined dress wrapped around her neck and
ended above her knees. What was in between was accented by the
fitted cut of the material. Beige heels and jewelry completed the
package.

He crossed to her. “You’re stunning.”

“You too.” She reached up
and tugged at his tie. She’d been doing the probably-unconscious
things like that for a while: touching his bare arm, nudging his
shoulder, leaning into him. “Is the suit new?”

“Pretty much.” He gave her
a flirty once-over. “Do you have any idea how good you
look?”

She shrugged. “A little bit.”

He laughed, they linked arms and headed into
the dining area. Her scent tonight was delicate and exotic. He
breathed it in.

As soon as they sat, a waiter came over
bearing a bottle. “As you requested, sir.” He showed Cord the
label. Dom Perignon.

After the man poured and walked away, she
said, “We used to order the cheapest on the menu.”

Before things turned for them, they’d go out
occasionally as friends. Too bad they fell in love. “I remember.
Now I wonder how I drank it.”

“I’m sure you’re used to
the best.”

He gave a sideways glance. “Tell me you’ve
never had Dom Perignon.”

“I have.”

The meal was excellent though Cord had
trouble concentrating on his rare steak. He could barely take his
eyes off Brooke; his skin prickled and he felt warm all
evening.

Brooke watched him watch her. She enjoyed
her fish, but she enjoyed his company even more. Inwardly she
shivered with the knowledge that this relationship was dangerous to
her. That Zach had only been dead a year. That starting things up
with Cord would be almost blasphemous. Maybe another guy, but not
the one she cheated on him with.

Still, she let the tart, bubbly champagne
ease her misgivings. And, most perilous of all, she let herself
bask in his perusal.

After dinner, several
people with instruments entered the back of the dining room and
stepped up onto a small platform. She hadn’t noticed the dance
floor. Absolutely not, she told herself.

But when Cord stood, circled the table and
took her hand, she went along, as if in a daze. But she wasn’t. She
knew exactly what she was doing.

For the first time in two decades, he took
her into his arms. God, he felt good. It had been so long since a
man held her like this. Like a lover. She nosed into his chest, the
woodsy scent of a different aftershave filling her head. Drifting
through her body.

His arm clasped her back, he held her close.
Her breasts pressed into him. He kissed her head. She felt him
sigh.

They didn’t talk. Brooke was so immersed in
the scent and feel of his body that she had no words. She wondered
if he felt the same. She didn’t know how long after they’d begun to
dance, he stepped back.

“We should leave,” he said
hoarsely.

Nodding, she got her bag and wrap and they
walked out of the restaurant, then the hotel, hand-in-hand to her
car. Once they reached it, he moved in close to her. “Don’t even
think that you’re getting away from me this easily, after those
dances. I want to kiss you, despite the elephant that’s between us.
Is that what you want?”

“I do Cord, very
much.”

The kiss started out slow, a coming together
in the shadows, head to foot, mouth to mouth. He deepened it.
They’d hugged, held each other in the past, but never kissed. Now,
this was a man’s kiss, possessive, greedy, devouring. Her head
buzzed and her body flushed. She went damp. But the kiss
continued.

It was Cord who pulled away a second time.
His chest heaved with desire. Her breath had escalated, too.

“Goodnight Brooke,” he said
huskily. “Drive safely.”

“G-goodnight,
Cord.”

 


* * *

 


The newly opened Parkland Sports on the
outskirts of Elmwood and at the top of Harmon Hill had their grand
opening this month. None of the Sisters of Fire had visited until
today. The six of them, and five significant others, stood at the
entrance. A warm breeze moved through the trees and the grounds
sparkled in the sun that peeked through.

Annie stared at the brochure. “Wow, they got
batting cages.”

“I’ll take you on.” Colin’s
voice held challenge but it was diluted when he hugged his
wife.

“And bungee jumping.” Lynne
pumped her fist.

Brady gazed at her fondly. “Go for it,
love.” He never cautioned her against her exuberance.

The offerings also included a driving range,
laser combat tag, rock climbing and mini-golf.

“I can do mini
golf!” Trish was only weeks out from giving
birth to A.J. and was still nursing. But she’d kept fit before
having her son, and was getting in shape since. Little A.J. was
staying with his namesake, Nathan’s father, for a few
hours.

“Yep.” Nathan kissed her
cheek. “We’ll do it together.”

“Let’s pick three.” Brooke
often took charge. Today, though she didn’t feel in control. “I
vote for mini golf, the rock-climbing tower and the batting
cages.”

Sensing something, the women gathered closer
to her. “Feel bad about being alone, honey?” Lynne asked.

“She’s not alone.” A deep
voice came from behind them. They all turned.

Brooke’s heart did a little somersault. And
Brooke experienced relief so great it scared her. “I wasn’t sure
you’d come.”

“Taylor invited Livy to go
to Rochester with Carina to visit her in-laws. I thought I had to
work. But we closed the office early.”

He was gorgeous in dark gray shorts and a
matching T-shirt that outlined his pecs. She hadn’t seen him in
sneakers before.

“Glad to see you.” This
from Nick. Most of the men had met him during their coverage of
Brooke after the parking lot car accident. “I’m Nick.”

“I remember.” Cord raised
his sunglasses. “Hello again to all of you.”

Brady asked, “What’s your favorite sport,
Cord?”

“All of them,” Brooke
blurted out. “He was a big competitor in his younger
days.”

Cord laughed. He seemed relaxed. “We’ll see
if that’s in the past tense. How do we compete?”

“Three couples against
three couples.”

Couple. Brooke’s eyes widened at the word.

“Let’s start at golf.” This
from Nathan. “Our time out is limited.”

After securing carts which held four people,
they headed over to the greens. In one, Lynne and Brady drove
upfront and Cord and Brooke sat in the back facing outward. “I gave
up on you.” She said the words with regret. “I haven’t heard from
you all week except for the text I sent about today.”

“You didn’t call me
either.”

“Did you want me
to?”

“No, I needed some
space.”

“I think we both did.”
Everything had changed since the kiss at her car last week. Since
they danced like long-lost lovers.

He gave her a meaningful look. “I’m okay
with all this, though I tried not to be.”

“I’m happy you
are.”

At the entrance to mini golf, the man behind
the entrance booth smiled pleasantly. “Hey there. Which course do
you want: challenging, a step up or the championship course?”

“The championship course.”
The Sisters of Fire all spoke at once.

Even Cord laughed with the
guys at their competitiveness.

They rode a bit further to the third course.
He slid his arm around her. “Let’s enjoy today.”

Briefly, she put her head on his
shoulder.

They stopped in front of a setting of long
greens, water, bridges, shrubbery and trees. This was not your
funhouse putt-putt. The scents of cut grass and the rich loam of
the earth were pleasantly strong.

“Do you golf?” she asked
Cord.

“Yes. You?

“Never got into it. I’m
still a yogi.”

“Ah. I gave that up.” After
they parted ways.

Brooke remembered how he’d been teased by
their group that yoga was a sissy’s sport, but when they could
stretch, bend and balance better than any of their colleagues, the
crew shut up.

Trish started at the front
of the course. She hit a long drive to get up on the designated
fairway. Nathan smiled. “You’re so good, love.”

“Thanks.”

Brooke took a shot. It
sliced to the left, over the fence and bounced outside the course.
Everybody chuckled, even her. “I’m hopeless.”

Cord almost got a hole in
one, of course. When she went out the gate to chip her ball in, he
followed her. “Let me help.” He put his arms around her and
extended hers, covered her hands with his. “Now move your hips
when…”

Brooke barely heard the
instructions. She basked in his caress. She felt…possessed, which
led to a slice of desire.

Cord kept them in the game,
but Nick was good, and JJ starred at everything, so their team won.
JJ held up her hand. He high-fived her, then swung her
around.

At the rock-climbing tower,
Trish sat it out on a bench, and Brooke kept her company. She
knocked Brooke’s shoulder. “So, you didn’t tell us he was
coming.”

“I didn’t know if he was.
Long story.”

Trish sighed. “Are you sure
this is what you want, sweetie? What he wants? You hurt him
badly.”

“I did. And I feel guilty.
Doubly. I hurt him and Zach.” She bit her lip. “But I can’t seem to
help myself. I don’t think he can, either.”

“Just try to be
careful.”

Brady Jamison, the
soft-spoken minister, quietly ascended the tower fast. Wow, he
outdistanced everyone. Standing alone at the top, he pumped his
fist in victory. Everyone was so happy!

They took a break for lunch
at the Parkland Café then Nathan and Trish took off and the rest of
them headed to the last activity, the batting cages. Settings could
be set at 40, 50, 60 and 70 mph. The women stood right at the fence
to get a bird’s-eye view of each other hitting.

“Set it at 50,” Tess called
out to David. She took ten swings and only missed one. He kissed
her nose when she finished. “That’s my girl.”

Lynne missed two at 60,
Annie and JJ went to the 70 of course, but both missed
two.

“Okay, hotshot, go,” Cord
told Brooke, as they entered the cage. “Leave it at 70?”

“Of course.” Brooke put on
her helmet and walked to the plate. Tapped it with her bat then
took her stance. “I’m ready.”

The first ball was easy.
The bat hardly cracked. But the pace began to speed up. She hit
another. And another. On the final pitch, they heckled her. “You’re
not gonna get this…Too fast for a lightweight like you…”

The ball hurtled toward
her. She kept her eye on it, swung, bulleting the ball to the back
and the bat splintered. She jumped up and down. “Yay, I beat all
the Sisters of Fire.”

As it turned out, she beat
even the guys.

The day ended, and everyone
walked to the parking lot and bade cheerful goodbyes. At her car,
Cord turned to her and lifted his sunglasses. The sun was still
bright and his silvery eyes accented the strands of gray in his
hair. He grasped her arms gently. “I’m not ready to let you go
yet.”

Once again, Brooke didn’t
analyze what she was doing. She went with her heart. And her
gut.

“My house, for a swim? I
have extra suits.”

“You’re on.”

 


* * *

 


They swam.

They ate cheesy omelets and
crispy bread for dinner.

As the sun set, Cord
scraped back his chair on the deck and stood. He held out his hand.
She took it. He cocked his head. She nodded. They walked inside and
over to the staircase. “Not your room. Not Zach’s bed.”

He said what was on his
mind, mentioning Zach intentionally to banish his ghost.

“I have a lovely guest
suite.”

Hand-in-hand they climbed
the steps and walked to the end of the hallway. She opened the
door, and he closed it behind him. Turned her around, and pressed
her against the wood. Lowering his head, he kissed her. Not softly.
Passion shot through his entire body, making him hard as stone. He
pressed his groin into her. Her hips jerked forward. So she wasn’t
going to be a passive participant. Good, because he didn’t want
that. He hiked her up and she circled his waist with her legs. The
kiss went on, got wilder, with nipping and soothing and
searching.

Finally, with her still
clinging to him, he turned around, stopped kissing her and stumbled
to the bed. He planned to let her fall onto it, but she slid down
against him instead. Drew away, and whipped back the white duvet.
Then she turned to him, she reached for his T-shirt to tug over her
head. But he swatted her hands away, pulled it off and unsnapped
her front-closure bra. He let out a little gasp at this first time
seeing her bare. She was the one to drag off her shorts and
panties. He took a minute to peruse her, and his eyes flamed like
mercury. Anxious and itchy, she rid him of his shirt, pants and
briefs. And studied him, too.

Then he sat on the bed. His
hands kneaded her breasts, took a nipple into his mouth until she
was squirming. “Cord.”

In answer, he separated her
legs, and drew her down onto his erection. She startled! He
stopped.

“It’s been more than a
year.”

He wasn’t surprised. He
waited for her to settle.

“I’m fine now.”

Slowly, he moved her hips
up and down. She got very wet, which made it easier. A moan escaped
him. Soft sounds of pleasure from her. Up and down, up and down.
This was Brooke loving him. “Now, please,” she
whispered.

He pumped into her. Only a
few times and her spirals took him to the top along with her in an
explosion that almost blew his head off.

She lay limply against him.
He soothed down her damp hair. Finally, she slid off him. Pressed
him back into the bed. “Lie down with me.”

Their heads on one pillow,
he was quiet for minutes, then he said, “I don’t know how I feel
about this.”

 


* * *

 


Brooke knew in her heart of
hearts how Cord felt, even if he didn’t. “I can tell you
don’t.”

He’d raised his arm over
his eyes. “How do you know that?”

“You didn’t say a word. You
held back.”

Anger tensed his body. “I
came hard, Brooke.”

“Emotionally, you kept a
part of you protected.”

He turned on his side. “Can
you blame me? I almost didn’t make it through your rejection of me.
Of you choosing Zach.”

She cupped his cheek. “And
I am so sorry I hurt you. Badly, I know. But if we’re going to do
this, I have to have more of you.”

He closed his eyes. “I’m
not sure I can give you that.”

“I see.”

They dozed.

She awoke when he moved
over her, when he braced his forearms on either side of her. “I
want you again.”

“I want you.”

This time, his hands
caressed her gently, with care and kindness. “Your skin is so soft.
Like watery silk.” He sniffed her. “You smell the same.”

“You don’t. You use
something new.”

He came to a particularly
sensitive spot. She moaned. “I want to learn your body, touch every
single part of you.” He licked her. Laved her. Kissed the back of
her knee. “You’re so lovely.”

“Ahhh…”

He continued the
ministrations and whispering words of love to her. But soon, too
soon, he reached over and picked up his pants. She watched as he
sheathed himself, realizing only then that the first time they
hadn’t used protection. She banished the thought, and concentrated
on the man who meant so much to her. This time, she
did have him.

 


* * *

 


The door opened gently. But
still the swish awoke Brooke. Her son Grayson stood in the doorway.
“Hi, Mom, I took the red—” He stopped when Cord moved, turned
over.

Gray’s eyes rounded. “Hell,
Mom. Dad’s only been dead a year!” He came in closer, plopped his
hands on his hips. “Who the hell are you?”

Cord didn’t cower. He sat
up. “An old friend of your mom’s. Cord Remington.”

Her son’s face turned beet
red. “What the fuck? You’re the guy mom cheated on Dad with. Get
out of his house, right now! Get out!” he reiterated
“Now.”

 


* * *

 


Halfway down Brooke’s
Street, Cord swerved off to the small lot
near a little park. His hands were shaking so badly, he could
barely drive. He knew, damn it, he knew that he shouldn’t have opened
himself up to her again. He tried to stop it, but not hard enough.
And now, after her son kicked him out, he felt the same sick
feeling, the same searing pain and yawning hollowness he’d
experienced when his father did the same thing. And it leveled him,
just like before…

“If you don’t answer the
phone when I call, I’m coming out to Chicago.” Carina’s voice was
full of worry.

Barely able to say the
words, he mumbled, “Can’t. Hurts too much.” And
disconnected.

He lay in the bed and
stared at the ceiling fan. How long had he been here? He didn’t
care. He just wanted oblivion. Watching her chose Zach, being
unable to talk to her after that, left him with only enough energy
to get out of Dodge.

Knowing he’d regret it, he
reached for the bottle of whiskey and took a big gulp. And another.
And another. Finally he had enough to zonk out.

He bolted awake and rushed
to the bathroom. Where he wretched violently. And made a mess all
over himself. He laid back on the cool tile and the hollowness
inside him gnawed an even bigger hole. To the point where he didn’t
care if he survived.

He turned his head to the
side.

He didn’t know how long
later that he heard, “Cord, Cord, wake up. Oh, my God, look at
you.”

“Brooke?”

“No, Carina.”

He slitted his eyes. “How’d
you get here so soon?”

“It’s the next day. You’ve
been laying here all night?”

“Guess so.” His head
lolled.

“All right, you have a
choice. Either get up and get in that shower, or I’m calling
EMS.”

“No…no medics.”

She helped him sit up.
Dragged him into the shower, and laid him down, fully clothed. She
turned the water on warm at least.

Thirty minutes later, with
a sheepish expression on his face, he followed the smell of the
coffee. And toast. “Hey,” she said, with no anger in her
voice.

“Hey.”

She nodded to the toast and
coffee. “Try to keep that down. You won’t recover unless you
eat.”

His eyes got moist and he
started to cry. She scraped back her chair, stood and grasped onto
him. He sobbed into her shoulder. For a long time. Then he drew
back. “I…I’m never going to recover from the loss. It burns inside
me every single minute.”

“I know, buddy. But here’s
what we’re going to do…

Now, sitting in his car,
cursing himself for letting Brooke into his life again, he put his
head down on the steering wheel.


Chapter 8

 [image: ]

 


 


Though her woman’s heart
told Brooke to run after Cord, the mother in her surfaced. She’d
tend to her son first.

Dressed now, she went down
the stairs to find Gray on the deck, staring at the morning sun
glittering off the pool. From the side, she noticed again how much
he resembled Zach. But he wasn’t her husband, he was her child. No,
he was a man she’d given birth to. Like many times before, she had
to go with her gut.

“Gray.”

He didn’t turn.

“Sit down at the
table.”

“I don’t want
to.”

“Sit.” She didn’t raise her
voice but she made her point clear.

He took a seat at one of
the deck tables and she sat across from him. Instead of a mutinous
expression she expected, his face was full of sadness. “You have a
right to your feelings, and I respect them. Would you like to talk
about this?”

“I don’t know what to say.
I didn’t know you were seeing anybody, let alone him.”

Brooke wanted to know how
he knew about Cord, but she didn’t ask yet. She had to tread
carefully here. “It’s a new development.”

“And you jumped right into
bed with him?”

She arched a brow. “How
quickly did you have sex with Carol?”

His face reddened. “That’s
an inappropriate question.”

“I know it is.”

He lifted his scruffy chin.
“This is different.”

“How?”

“I—I—maybe if it wasn’t him.”

“Are you sure,
honey?”

He shrugged.

“It’s all right to have
qualms about your mother being sexually active again. I’m not
ashamed of it, but if you object, that’s your business and you’ll
have to deal with the situation.”

“I thought…”

“That I’d never be intimate
with another man?”

“No. Maybe that you’d wait
longer.”

“How long,
Gray?”

“What do you
mean?”

“How long would be long
enough to wait?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’d probably have mixed
feelings no matter how long it was. Unfortunately, you found out in
the worst possible way.”

His face was torn about his
behavior but still upset. “Why him, Mom?”

“How much do you know about
Cord and me? And how do you know?”

“After Dad got sick, I
overheard him apologizing for his behavior twenty-years ago. I
picked up enough to hear the guy’s name and that you screwed
him.”

“I
didn’t screw him. But I did have an emotional affair with him. He was my
best friend and it turned into more, but only emotionally. Which
doesn’t in any way make our relationship right. But the rest is
private. I don’t want to share it.”

“Private? You picked up
with him right after dad died.”

She let his words sink
in.

“I know that’s not fair.”
He looked away. “You waited a year.”

“And I expected to wait a
lot longer. But Cord came back into my life.”

He sighed.

“As your mother, no matter
what the circumstances, I have to tell you your reaction was out of
line. I understand why, but it was out of line.”

Nothing.

She waited.

“I’m sorry.”

“All right. Enough about
this. Now, why are you home?”

“We had a longer break than
I expected between orientation and the start of classes. Grandma
told me any time I wanted to come home, they had lots of airline
miles I could use. I wanted to see Carol.”

As if on cue, his phone
rang. He waited, then said, “Can I get that?”

“Go ahead.”

“Hey. Yeah, I’m back.
Um…wait a sec. Can I go out, Mom? Should I, now?” There was her
little boy!

“I think we’re done
here.”

“Yeah,” he said back into
the phone. “I’ll be right over.”

When he disconnected, he
was even more sheepish. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

“I’m sorry you were hurt by
what you saw.”

He stood. He wanted to
leave.

She stood too. “Go ahead.
You need time to process everything. If you want to talk more
later, I’ll be here.”

“What about
him?”

“Gray, it’s my business if
I see him again.”

“I didn’t mean that. He was
pretty upset when he left.”

But the notion made her
jittery. Adrenaline made her strong to deal with her son. But
now…She could barely get the words out. “He was. I’ll deal with
that. Go on, see Carol. Let me know your plans.”

“I want to spend time with
you, Mom, too.”

“I’d like that.”

Gray took a quick shower,
kissed her goodbye and left.

She sat back down on the
chair, totally drained from the teenage tornado that had left
destruction in its wake. How much destruction, though? She didn’t
even know if the harm he caused was reparable.

Best to find out. She had
coffee, a glass of water and an apple to give her stamina, showered
and was out the door, in the car, before she thought about where
Cord would go. On a hunch, she headed to Fire Engineering,
Incorporated. Relief flooded her when she saw his car in the
parking lot. The building seemed imposing with its solid structure,
its beige and brown brick, its discreet sign. But now, it would be
Cord who’d be imposing. But hurt, too.

Brooke got out of the car
and headed to the door.

 


* * *

 


Cord had done this before
and he could do it again. He knew how. In no way would he hit
bottom again. He had a child and family to consider. So, despite
his despair this morning, he let anger simmer inside him as he
stood at his window overlooking the city and stared out.

His phone buzzed. He was
honestly surprised that it was her. He let the call go to voice
mail. When the chime sounded, he couldn’t stop himself from
listening to her voicemail.

I’m outside your office
building. If you don’t let me in, see me face to face, I’ll wait at
your car. All day, if I have to. But please Cord. We need to
talk.

He clicked off. He could
leave her out there all day. Punish her. But he had no will to do
that. And what, he finally asked himself, had she done, except make him fall in
love with her again. The part of him she’d softened pressed the
buzzer on the intercom.

“Thank God.”

He swallowed hard. “The
code is 980909. You can come up.”

“Thank you.” She clicked
off.

He waited by his desk. In
minutes, she came through the door. The second he saw her he
realized allowing contact with her was a mistake. Brooke hurt
made him vulnerable. The first time this happened, he didn’t have to
face what effect Zach’s actions had on her.

She asked, “Can we
sit?”

He took a padded chair and
she dropped down into an adjacent one.

“I’m so sorry this
happened. It must have been déjà vu for you.”

“I-it was.” His voice
sounded rusty, like a bigtime smoker’s.

“I don’t know what to say
except I’m sorry.”

Holding her gaze made his
body tense. “Maybe it was for the best. We were starting down a
road that we had no business traveling again.”

“I disagree.”

He was shocked. “I thought
you’d take your son’s side. Now that I have Livy, I know he
should be your primary
concern.”

“There are no sides here,
Cord.”

“Not this time.”

She ignored the reference
to Zach. “I dealt with Gray. Comforted him as much as I could. But
I didn’t apologize for what we did.”

“How did he know about our
past?”

She explained what had
happened.

“So, Zach apologized for
what he’d done years later? Was it rough on you right
after?”

She raised her chin. “Very
rough. It took a lot of time for our marriage to heal. But that had
to be nothing compared to what happened to you.”

He didn’t correct her. The
immediate aftermath almost killed him. Hell, the first year, had
been excruciating. “You’re right about that, Brooke. Which is why
this can’t go on between us.”

“Don’t I get a say in
it?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“How can you even ask me
that?” he snapped at her.

She studied him. He
recognized the expression. She was trying to figure out how she
could get her way. “After what we shared last night, in the last
couple of weeks, you’ll end us?”

He cleared his throat. “I
have to. We’ve only got one more session. After that, we don’t have
to see each other again. Any contact with the department could go
through Joe.” He stood. “If you care about me at all, you’ll let me
end it here. Not try to…”

“Tempt you?”

“Yes. Promise me you won’t
contact me for something personal.”

She stood, too. Crossed to
him. Kissed his cheek, and whispered, “I promise I won’t contact
you. But, Cord? Not on your life am I giving you up a second
time.”

And she left him standing
there, open-mouthed, angry and incredibly sad.

 


* * *

 


Brooke watched Cord come
into the classroom on Tuesday morning with a dour expression on his
face. “Good morning,” she said sunnily.

“’Morning. Anything I need
to know about the group?”

“It’s smaller. You have the
arson squad and a sundry of firefighters who were unavailable for
the other two sessions.” She smiled. “You look really sweet with
that forced scowl, by the way.”

He did a double take.
“What?”

“You heard me.”

“Brooke, be
professional.”

“Yes, sir. I’m just
sayin’.”

He studied her. “Why do you
have makeup on today? You never wear it to work.”

So he noticed. “It’s for
you.”

“I told you…”

“You asked me not to
contact you and I didn’t.” She turned away then glanced back. “Try
to chill, Cord.”

Boy, she hoped she was
doing the right thing here.

People began to file in.
Cord went outside the door to ostensibly welcome the firefighters,
but she knew it was mostly to get away from her. When everyone was
seated, she started the class. “You’ve all either heard of or met
Cord at the academy. But in case you didn’t, this is Cord Remington
of Fire Engineering Incorporated.” She grinned at everybody.
“Teacher, extraordinaire.”

“Hey, Cord.”

“Happy to meet
you.”

“Glad to see you
again.”

Redman, who was also in on
this session, said, “I’ve heard great things from the people in the
other classes.”

Cord actually blushed. He
was so handsome today in dark slacks and a gray shirt, open at the
throat she’d kissed just days ago.

Brooke shook off the
memory. “I’ll explain first why you need this training, as I did
the others, but I’m sure we can get to the meat of the content
right away.” She gave the talk he’d given to the other groups. Then
Brooke began the first lesson. Cord walked around while they worked
in a group and to assist.

By the break, the
atmosphere was cheerful and full of camaraderie. People filed out
to the common room with compliments and friendliness.

Tess made her move. She
waited until everyone left and went up to the front. “Hey, Cord.
I’m picking Livy up right at the end of the day.”

“Excuse me?”

“Yeah. Maria talked to
her.” Her brows arched. “I thought you knew about this.”

“I don’t.”

“Emma, Livy and Maria
arranged to go to the doll museum. I’m taking them.”

“Who made these
arrangements.”

“Your sister, Carina.
Taylor’s coming, too.”

“She didn’t tell
me.”

Tess’s brows arched in
surprise. “Is it all right if Livy comes with us?”

“She’s pretty
shy.”

“Hmm.”

“But it’s probably too late
now. She’ll throw a tantrum if I say no.”

“You sound…angry about the
trip. Do you have something against dolls?”

The joke pissed him off.
“Did Brooke have anything to do with this?”

“She’s coming
along.”

“I figured.” He threw
Brooke a furious scowl. She smiled and made no pretense about her
eavesdropping.

When Tess left, he crossed
to her. “What’s this all about?”

“You don’t want your
daughter to see original Barbies, the first black dolls, the
American Girl Collection?”

“It isn’t that. You’re
using Tess to get to me.”

“How?”

He seemed so frustrated it
would have been funny if she didn’t know how hurt he was. “Did you
do this so I’ll think about you?”

She went up on her tiptoes
and kissed his cheek. “You’re already thinking about me, Cord.” She
arched a brow. “I told you I wasn’t giving up.”

She started to walk away,
but he tugged her back. “What do you want from me,
Brooke?”

“A chance.” And she walked
out, leaving him open-mouthed.

 


* * *

 


JJ met him at the door to
the Engine 2. She was all smiles and friendly. But it was when he
stepped inside that his whole body tensed. “Something wrong?” JJ
asked sweetly.

“I, um, I worked in this
firehouse.” With Brooke.

“Oh? I didn’t know
that.”

“Like hell,” he said under
his breath.

“What was that?” she asked
innocently.

“Nothing. What can I do for
you?”

“Come out and say hi to the
crew. They liked you, you know.”

He recognized the
firefighters around the table. They’d been one cooperative. And the
smart in picking everything up.

“We’re having coffee.
Brooke said you take yours black.”

Ah, so she
was in on this. It was
bad enough having Tess scoop Livy away, and all Liv could talk
about when she got home were Tess…and Brooke.

He couldn’t be rude though.
He didn’t want to be.

So he sat.

Shot the shit with the
group, like he had when he worked here with his own
crew.

They were about to explain
why they asked him to come when the PA crackled. “Fire on First St.
Engine 2, Truck 3 and the Rescue squad, go into
service.”

Like clockwork, the
firefighters stood, threw back their chairs and bolted out. JJ
said, “Sorry Cord, but feel free to look around.”

As if.

He watched them suit up in
the bay, enjoying the familiar scent of gasoline and yeah, well,
smoke. They were efficient and in the truck in under three
minutes.

After they pulled out, a
memory came…

Fuck, I can’t get my boot
on.

Give it to me, honey. You
finish up with your turnout gear.

He slipped his hand inside
the boot. Felt something soft. Oh, wow, look,” he said and drew out
a totally white kitten.

His captain grabbed a box
from the side and said, “Put him in this. We gotta get
going…”

Brooke was teased a lot as
cat woman, especially since they kept the kitten and called him
Snowball.

Cord told himself to leave.
Just walk out the bay and put all this down to bad timing. But
instead, he was compelled to go inside and into the bunkroom. The
cots were lined up in the same configuration as they had been years
ago, but half partitions had been installed between each bunk. He
was drawn to the one that was hers. And his, only three feet to the
left.

It was on this exact spot
that he’d tried to tell her how he felt. She wouldn’t let him. It
would make it too real.

He should have run like
hell from her then.

The sense of loss he felt
was immobilizing. He sat down on her cot and it was a long time
before he could make himself leave the firehouse.

 


* * *

 


“Thanks for spending your
last night with me, Gray.”

Her son smiled over at her.
“I wanted to. I’ll see Carol later.”

“Nonetheless, I appreciate
it.” She perused the menu.

“What do you feel like
eating?”

“I’ll choose in a minute. I
want to say some things.”

No mention of the scene
with Cord had been made over these few days he’d been home. “Go
ahead.”

“I…I made a mistake
reacting to you and Cord like I did. I don’t know what got into
me.”

“That was uncharacteristic of you.” Gray had been on his best behavior
since Zach died, even though Jordan had acted out. But Gray had an
innate kindness in him, too. “I know that was a shock.”

He ran his hand through his
hair. “It was, but you’re entitled to move on. To have a sex life.
And more.”

“I am moving on. I have to.
But I’m taking things slowly.”

“In case it matters, it’s
okay with me.”

“Thank you for that. Now,
no more talk of that. Let’s order.”

“One more thing. I called
Cord. The number at his office was public. I
apologized.”

Reaching over, she took his
hand. “I’m sure it meant a lot to him.”

Brooke picked a meal and
while Gray studied the offerings, she wondered how Cord was doing
with all the Sisters of Fire inserting themselves into his life. It
had been Lynne’s idea…

“In no way are you leaving
him alone.”

“I don’t want to but I
promised not to contact him.”

“Hmm,” she said, evilly.
“That doesn’t mean we can’t.”

“I don’t
understand.”

“I do.” JJ rubbed her hands
together. “I know just how to do my part.”

“Me, too.” This from
Tess.

Trish frowned. “I have no
idea what you’re talking about.”

Annie chuckled. “I do, and
I can include you with me…”

Brooke should have stopped
them, but she’d had to admit they made an excellent
plan.

Her son said, “Mom, I’m
ready to order.”

“I’ll signal the
waiter.”

 


* * *

 


“Well, it’s all over,” she
said to Cord at four the last day of session three. “Thank you for
all your hard work.”

Cord tried to be grateful
for the completion of the training. He wouldn’t have to see her
every morning and wish he could kiss her hello. Or at the end of
the day, when he longed to go home with her. “It went well, don’t
you think?”

“You did a superb
job.”

“You did, too.” He smiled
but he hoped it wasn’t as sad as he felt. “I’ll, um, get my
things.”

She bit her lip; it had
always been a sign of her vulnerability.

Exasperated, he shook his
head. “Brooke, I hurt too, but having no contact again is the only
way to move on.”

“Yeah, move on.” She peered
up at him with a vulnerable expression on her face. “So, this is
goodbye.”

His heart hammered in his
chest. “It is.”

She held his gaze. But he
turned and left the office. In his car, he pounded the steering
wheel with frustration. But a relationship with her was
doomed.

When he reached Carina’s
driveway, he saw an unfamiliar car in front of the garage. Parking
off to the side, he got out and when he passed the sedan, he saw
two baby seats in the back. He didn’t know of any of Carina’s
friends who had little children.

“Hello,” he said walking in
through the garage. His sister’s house usually smelled good, like
now, of baked bread.

“We’re in here, Cord.”
Carina’s voice was light. Cheerful.

He didn’t feel like meeting
anyone new—fuck, he felt like punching something—but he pasted on a
smile. The sight that greeted him doused it and made him stop
suddenly.

“Daddy, look. I’m holding a
baby.”

His gaze traveled to the
baby’s mother, Trish Mitchell, who sat next to them. Next, it went
to the woman seated on a chair, Annie O’Shea, who wore an innocent
expression on her face. But he knew what a pistol she could be. She
set her daughter on the floor and the little one toddled over to
him. She held out her hands. “Up!”

Cord had no choice but to
scoop her into his arms. She was solid in weight, sported a head of
red curls, and eyes the color of the sky. “Hi, sweetheart. Aren’t
you a doll?”

Annie said, “She’s the
light of my life. Her name is Bridget.”

Bridget batted his face,
making him laugh. “Down,” she said now. He set her on the
floor.

“Come see A.J., Daddy.”
Livy was so much more outgoing, thanks in part to these
women.

He crossed the room and sat
on the couch on one side of his daughter and the infant.

Livy announced, “He’s only
weeks old.”

“I can tell.” He glared at
his sister. “I didn’t know you knew Annie and Trish.”

“I didn’t. Livy did. One
day at Brooke’s pool, she asked if she could see their babies. So
they brought them over today. Isn’t that sweet?”

Sweet was not the word
he’d use. Manipulative, sneaky and pushy fit better. All of them
were insinuating themselves in his life so he couldn’t get away
from Brooke. Damn it. They were
a coven. But he had no idea Carina was in on
their plan.

When the women and babies
left, he said to the girls, “Taylor, would you take Livy upstairs.
I want to talk to your mommy.”

“Sure.”

When the kids were gone, he
turned to Carina. “How on earth did you get involved with them? Why
would you, when you know what happened with Brooke and how it
affected me decades ago?” His voice was filled with hurt. “You
pulled me back from the brink yourself.”

Carina lifted her chin.
“Because these last weeks, while you worked with her, saw her, I
got my brother back.”

He felt a lump in his
throat. But he managed to say, “What the hell does that
mean?”

“You’ve been happy. More
fun. More open.”

He blew out a breath. Was
she right?

It didn’t
matter.

“Cord,” she said plopping
her hands on her hips, which always meant trouble. “I know
something more happened between you and Brooke when we took Livy to
meet Ted’s relatives. I don’t know what, but it sent you spiraling.
And you’re bordering on morose again. If seeing her friends is so
hard, maybe you made a mistake.”

“Carina, I need your
support.”

“This is support, Cord. You just can’t see it yet.”

 


* * *

 


Brooke gazed at the
headstone. Zach hadn’t wanted loving father or brother or husband carved on it. He’d written in his life plan that he chose
this quote instead. “Each day is a gift. Love, laugh and live like
they’re your last.”

He’d done that, after
they’d gotten over the hump of Cord. And she was glad. They’d had
wonderful years. She thought about talking to him again, as she had
several times. But she didn’t know what to say. I’ve made a mess of things? I hurt your son. I want another
man. All seemed inappropriate.

Her eyes watered when she
realized she didn’t need
to talk to Zach anymore. She needed to be here,
remember him, love him still, but she wouldn’t be having those long
conversations anymore.

 


* * *

 


Cord drove up to
Brothers&Sisters and stared at the sign. He didn’t want to go
into that bar, but Joe Redman called and asked him to meet for a
drink after work. He hoped the visit to a place where he and Brooke
had been together so many times didn’t make him feel worse. At the
doorway, he scanned the area. He didn’t see Joe. He moved inside
further, but no fire chief. He took a stool at the bar to
wait.

Someone slid onto the seat
next to him. Of course, Lynne Lucas. “Redman set me up?” he asked
without greeting her.

“Yep. What would you like
to drink? And don’t say you’re leaving. I got a whole bunch of
friends at the table by the door who’re ready to stop you.” Burly
firefighters glared over at him, as if this separation from Brooke
was all his fault.

“I’ll have a scotch on the
rocks.”

Lynne ordered a
beer.

“So, how’s this one going
to go?” he asked her sharply.

“This one?”

“Don’t insult my
intelligence. Tess kidnapped Livy, JJ tricked me into going to the
firehouse where Brooke and I worked together, then Annie and Trish
invaded my sister’s house. What are you going to do so I have to
think about Brooke?”

“I give you credit, Cord.
You get right to the heart of the matter.” Her green eyes had fire
in them. “I do have a few things I have to say to you.”

“Shoot.”

“For one, you’re not only
giving up the best woman I know, but you’re giving up all of us.
All of our guys inherited a cadre of buddies when we got together.
Our children adore each other. You know, you’re being selfish by
depriving Livy of us. We won’t be around if you ditch
Brooke.”

“I thought I’d done
that.”

She ignored his sarcasm.
“Second, do you have any idea what that woman’s been through in the
last two years? What those kids have endured. They watched their
father die and their mother suffer. So what if Gray made a scene
when he found you in bed with her? He apologized for what he did.
But you, you idiot, went running.”

“I—”

She held up her hand. “No,
let me finish. She’s in love with you. If you end your relationship
with her, her sadness could last another year.” Tough-guy Lynne’s
eyes misted. “I can’t bear for her to suffer again. Please, Cord.
Rethink your decision. The ramifications for both of you, for Livy,
are so far-reaching you can’t imagine them now.” She got up to
leave but glanced over her shoulder after a few steps. “And if you
don’t get back with her, remember how Callahan called the Sisters
of Fire a coven? Watch your back, Remington.”

He was stunned into silence
at the dressing-down Brooke’s best friend had given him. And fuck,
she cursed him.

 


* * *

 


After Gray left this
morning, Brooke’s spirits plummeted to dangerous depths. She didn’t
think she could endure the loss of Cord. The long, demoralizing
days. The empty nights. Pain that ebbed and flowed but was almost
impossible to endure. So she did something for herself. She
detoured the car to Yoga Vibes.

She was late getting there,
and walked in when Henri had already begun the class. He scowled at
her.

During a very long downward
dog, her wrists gave out and she had to go into child’s
pose.

Where she
farted.

And when they were told to
get the tennis balls in the corner to do foot stretches, she
tripped and fell right into her friend Julie, who went backward and
hit the wall.

Henri said, “I must see you
outside, Brooke.”

 


* * *

 


“Son of a bitch!” Cord
swore as he stepped into something squishy on the kitchen floor.
The smell identified it. “Hell, Buddy.”

The now three-week-old dog
peered up at him with soulful brown eyes. “I know, I know. You’re a
pup. But I just took you outside.”

Buddy whimpered, so Cord
lifted him up, cuddled him, then went to the laundry room to put
him in his crate. He caught sight of the dress Livy wanted to wear
today when she went to play with Taylor. Shit, it was dirty.
Absently, he poured the liquid into the washer, put in the dress
and set the size of the load. He started out but glanced down. The
poop stuck to the floor. Fuck, he was CEO of a Fortune Five Hundred
company and he was shoveling shit before he even had his damn
coffee.

Livy got up and came into
the kitchen as soon as he’d cleaned up the floor. “Hi, Daddy.
Where’s Buddy?”

“Sleeping in his
crate.”

“Can I get him
out?”

“Let’s have breakfast
first.”

She scampered into the
laundry room anyway and then came out. “He’s sleeping.”

He’s tired? Last night, Cord had finally put him downstairs so he
wouldn’t wake the dog up with his nocturnal pacing.

Livy climbed on a
stool.

“Have some water,
honey.”

“I know. I have to
hy…hy…”

“Hydrate, first
thing.”

She drank.

“So, what do you want for
breakfast?”

“Blueberry
pancakes.”

Her favorite. He mixed the
batter while she chatted about Taylor and their plans for today,
then crossed to the fridge and took out blueberries just as Livy
asked, “Can we see Brooke after I get home?”

He dropped the container.
It hit with a splat—and a sea of dark blue fanned out across the
floor, over to the sink and around and under the bar stools. Biting
his tongue so he wouldn’t swear out loud, he said, “Stay on the
stool, Livy. I’ll get the broom.”

Instead, she leapt off of
it, crushing some of the fruit with her bare feet and raced to the
laundry room, leaving blue stains on the hardwood floor. The dog
bounded out to the kitchen with her behind him.

Cord rushed to Buddy, his
own feet now squishing on the blueberries. He grabbed up the dog
with one hand, but not before the puppy got a couple of berries.
Since Livy was still stomping on the fruit, he circled his arm
around her stomach and hefted her up in a football carry. She
squealed with delight.

He brought them both to the
laundry room and parked them in there. “Stay!” he ordered both of
them. “Livy, you’re in time-out for disobeying me and for what you
did to the blueberries.”

“Yes, Daddy,” she said with
an impish grin.

He secured the gate, but
left the door open. Then he went back to the kitchen, avoiding the
trail of blue footprints. Great, he thought, just great.

It took him a full
forty-five minutes to clean up. Livy kept calling to him, but he
ignored her until the floor was mopped.

When it dried, he went to
spring the perpetrators. He didn’t even reach the laundry room when
he saw soap suds and water leaking under the gate and into the
hallway. He started to slide and fell onto his ass. Livy was
happily coating herself and Buddy with suds, again screeching with
delight.

Cord gave up, laid back on
the floor in the water and thought, What
the hell is happening here?

Then he remembered the
curse!

 


* * *

 


Brooke’s front bell rang in
the early morning. She’d been up for hours and was standing at the
screens to the back after the storm, thinking about Cord. Her
friends had called to say they followed the plan, but had no idea
if they wore him down. He was definitely a tough nut to
crack.

She tried not to hope the
visitor was him as she pulled open her front door.

It was him. He stood before her,
bedraggled in a way she’d never seen him, even after their worst
fires.

“Hi.”

His expression sheepish, he
cleared his throat. “Hi.”

She scanned him up and
down. “You’re um…”

“A mess?”

“Pretty much.”

“And I smell.”

She sniffed. “You
do.”

“Our puppy.”

“Ah. Want to come
in?”

“I should stay outside.
I’ll meet you around back.”

Brooke shut the door,
leaned against it, and knew in her heart this was a good thing. She
found him on the deck and they took chairs at a table under an
umbrella. In the air that had just cleared of the storm, she could
see water droplets in his hair. “You’re wet, too. And there are odd
stains on your shirt.”

Dead serious, he pleaded,
“You have to call off the coven.”

“The coven?”

“The Sisters of Fire. They
cursed me. First, they made me step in dog poop barefoot. After I
cleaned that up, I was making pancakes for Liv and dropped the
package of blueberries on the floor. Do you have any idea how far
those suckers can roll?”

She bit back a smile. “I
can’t say that I do.”

His eyes were full of
mirth, now, and she’d forgotten how much she loved that expression.
“They got crushed by Livy and the dog, and me. Then my little girl
stomped on them.”

“It, um… sounds pretty
bad.”

“Bad doesn’t even begin to
describe the mess.”

She scanned him up and
down. “How’d you get soaked?”

“Ah. I put the dress she
insisted she wear today in the washing machine and turned it on. I
must have pressed wrong buttons or put in too much soap and when I
went to check, water and suds were seeping down the corridor. I
slipped and fell.”

“Bad luck all
around.”

“I laid in the water a long
time.”

She shook her head, but it
was hard not to laugh.

“As I said, your women
cursed me. Lynne said so.”

“Lynne?”

“Don’t pretend you didn’t
sic them all on me.” He tried to sound stern but failed.

“I kept my promise to not
contact you.”

“Are you kidding? You were
there every time they visited me. Hell, Brooke, they even got Joe
Redman involved to set me up.”

“If it’s any consolation,
Redman picked up on our relationship early. Lynne said he was glad
to help.”

He sighed.

But she was done with the
games. She had to know some things. “Did you come to see me to lift
the curse?”

“Yep.”

Her face blanked. Then,
“Oh.”

“But that’s not the only
reason.”

Happiness that had dashed
to zero zipped up again. “No?”

He took her hands across
the table top. “I give up. I can’t stop thinking of you. I probably
wouldn’t have been able to even if the sisters hadn’t
intervened.”

“If it’s any consolation,
you’re in my thoughts, too. All the time.”

His gaze held hers, intense
and thoughtful. “We have to go slowly. I want a future with you,
Brooke. I never stopped wanting that. But I can’t risk Livy losing
another mother. So you, we, have to be careful with
her.”

“I understand. As far as my
boys go, Gray apologized to me for his reaction.”

“He called me.”

“Yeah, he told me. But for
the record, I don’t think they’re ready to see us get serious
yet.”

He cocked his head. His
dark brows raised in question.

“Let me rephrase that. I
know what’s between us is serious now. But they’re not ready for us
to move too quickly in our relationship. So, yes, we have to go
slow.”

“It’s hard to believe we’re
finally going to be together, even if it’s down the road.” He
kissed her hand. “I love you, Brooke.”

Brooke said, “I love you,
too, Cord.”

“There’s one caveat to all
I said.”

“What?”

“We won’t be cutting back
on this.” He stood, drew out her chair, and hefted her up. She
wanted nothing more than to make love.

But he didn’t take her into
the house. He strode to the end of the pool and unceremoniously
dumped her into the water. Kicking off his sandals, he jumped in
after her, fully clothed, too. He surfaced in front of her and
slicked her hair back. “I’m so dirty I couldn’t subject myself to
you that way.”

“I wouldn’t have
cared.”

“I know. But chlorine works
fast.”

She gestured to the
eight-foot-high fence with lawn and trees surrounding the entire
yard. “So, this is pretty private back here.”

He treaded water. “What are
you suggesting?”

“That we have hot sex,
right here in the pool.”

“Good idea. But man, I hope
nobody interrupts us this time.”

She laughed. They swam down
the water until they could stand up. As he began to remove her
clothes, she glanced up at the sky. “Look, Cord.”

He tracked her gaze. “A
rainbow.”

“Which represents promises,
of the Biblical kind, but still promises.”

Cord added, “Then it’s a
sign for us, too.”

“Yes, love, it
is.”


Epilogue
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1 year later

 


Note on children:

Trish—A.J. 14 months

Tess—Abby 17 months, Vinny 17 years, Izzy
15, Maria 8

Annie—Bridget 2

Lynne—Phillip 17, Melody 14, Emma 7

Brooke—Grayson 19, Jordan 17, Livy 6

 


“I’m still amazed at them!”
Trish motioned to A.J. and Abby, dressed similarly in designer
overalls. They sat on the grass in the center of a round gate under
a tree at Lynne’s cottage. A soft breeze tussled their wispy hair
as they played with a myriad of toys.

“I’m not surprised.” Tess
slid an arm around Trish. “We’re all so close, it makes
sense.”

“I guess they just get each
other like the Sisters of Fire do.”

Nathan approached them. Bare-chested, he
looked fit and sexy in his yellow bathing suit. He handed her a
beer. “Here, honey. You can have this now that you’ve stopped
breastfeeding.”

“Um, I don’t really feel
like one, just yet.”

“Okay.” He kissed her
cheek. Ran a hand down her bare arm, still raising goosebumps. “I
can take kid duty. Go be with your friends.”

“Thanks, honey.”

Trish and Tess started to walk toward the
lake. But Trish’s stomach roiled and she rushed behind another
tree. Tess followed her and held her hair back as she vomited. “You
okay, Trish?”

She straightened. Took in a deep breath. “I
guess.”

“Are you pregnant again,
sweetie?”

Sighing, Trish nodded. “I’m pretty sure. I
have the same symptoms. I’m going to do a test after this
weekend.”

“Do you feel good about it?
Having another so soon?”

“Oh, yeah. I can still be a
paramedic for a while because I won’t be running into burning
buildings.”

“Then I’m happy for you.
Does Nathan know?”

“Nope. I didn’t want to get
his hopes up.”

“Then I won’t say anything
until after the test.”

Trish gave her a smile. When they reached
the lake, she took a seat with the others.

But Tess crossed to the dock. David sat on
the side of it, dangling his feet in the water. He’d gotten tanned
this summer and he looked like a million bucks. She dropped down
next to him so that their shoulders were touching.

He kissed her cheek. “Hello, love.”

“Hello,
handsome.”

Linking hands, they watched Izzy and Melody
splash in the lake with Phillip, Vinny and the older Cartwright
brothers. She asked, “Can you believe Phillip and Vinny are
applying for colleges this coming year?”

“I’m so glad Vinny wants to
go.”

“Me, too. His dad and I
never went, but you’re a good example for him.”

A snicker. “Well, I might have helped him
look for schools.”

Life was so good in most ways. “I wasn’t at
work today. Did we get a new case?”

“Uh-huh. I assessed the
scene already.”

She frowned. “Without me, which must have
pleased you.”

He squeezed her fingers. “Honey, we both
wanted you to work parttime permanently.”

They did. Tess loved the extra time with all
their kids.

“I know. Just so you don’t
finish the assessment until I get back to work.”

“I’ll try.”

“Well, that’s good.” She
laid her head on his shoulder. “I love you. I love how you work
things out with me.”

“Is that all you love about
me?” His tone had dropped to husky.

“Didn’t I prove that last
night?”

David laughed, a smugly male one. “Yes, you
did, sweetheart. Yes, you did.”

Tess caught sight of Lynne and Brady walking
to the water.

“Hey, guys.” Lynne waved.
Then she turned to her husband. “Beat you to the raft.”

“You’re on.” They dove into
the warm lake. With sure, smooth strokes, they headed to the
twenty-by-forty log raft. Brady had become a better swimmer in the
time they’d been married, but Lynne still beat him most of the
time. “Aw, shucks,” he said when they surfaced. “You won
again.”

She kissed his nose, then they hefted
themselves up onto the edge of the raft facing the shore. Lynne
kicked her feet and splashed them both.

“How’s the shoulder?” he
asked.

A timber had fallen on her when she was
fighting a fire. It clipped her in the shoulder and her partner had
to take over on the nozzle. Her captain had to come in and help her
outside. She’d been off the line for two weeks.

“Shoulder’s better.
Swimming actually helps. The doctor’s checking me Monday to see if
I can go back on the line.”

He turned his face to the side.

“Do you know how much I
appreciate your acceptance of the work I do?”

“Uh-huh. But you wouldn’t
have said that if you heard me after you called from the
hospital.”

“Really?”

“I gotta get it out some
way, honey.”

“What did you say?” she
asked with an impish grin.

“I’m not telling you.” He
nodded to the kids. “Emma loves playing with all these
kids.”

“Yes. But I’m getting a bit
worried about Mel.”

“Really? Why?”

“I’m not ready for her to
date.”

“She’s not
dating.”

“Yeah, but look at her with
Vinny. They’re flirting. We have to talk about what age she can
start going out with boys.”

“I already decided,” Brady
said firmly. “Twenty for both her and Emma.”

“Ha!” Her gaze took in all
the Sisters of Fire. “Everybody seems good, don’t they?”

“They do.”

Annie and Colin lounged on the deck in a
double padded chair getting some sun. Bridget was asleep in the
house, but the window was open so they could hear her if she
awakened.

Colin sipped his beer. “Having fun?”

“Of course. You and
Bridget, my besties gathered in gorgeous weather. What else could I
ask for?”

Placing his hand on her stomach, he said,
“How about a baby boy?”

“Sure.” Annie gave him a
questioning look. “We agreed I’d have another year at work first.
Or are you backtracking on that?”

“Nope. I just enjoy
thinking about it.” Colin sighed. “You like being a lieutenant?”
She’d just gotten promoted.

“Uh-huh. Except that if I
get an officer’s position, I’ll have to leave Lynne at our
firehouse.”

“You said she’s bound to
get a captaincy soon.”

“I’m sure she will. She’s a
stellar firefighter, on par with JJ.”

“You too, babe.”

“Yeah, I’m good. We’re so
lucky we both love our jobs. Our circumstances.”

“I know. Seems to me like
everybody here is lucky.”

JJ approached them as Nick detoured to a
cooler.

“How are the newlyweds?”
Annie asked her. Nick and JJ married six months ago.

“Couldn’t be better.” JJ
wore a leopard striped bikini today.

“I hate you because you
don’t have an ounce of fat on you.”

“Just a sec.” She turned
around. “Nick, can you come over here?”

He closed the distance between them. “Hey,
wife.” Nick, as usual, looked tanned and toned and utterly
gorgeous.

JJ linked arms with him. “Annie just told me
I don’t have an ounce of fat on me.”

“Yeah.” He cocked his head.
“You ready?”

“Uh-huh, I can’t wait till
dinner.”

“For what?” Colin
asked.

Annie jumped out of the chair. “I know what.
I always do.” She hugged her friend.

“That’s true. I can’t
believe you haven’t said anything.”

“What are you talking
about?” Colin again.

Nick drew her close. “Colin, my wife’s going
to have a lot of fat on her body in the coming months.”

Annie’s naïve husband looked exasperated
until he caught on. He got up too, and shook Nick’s hand.
“Congratulations, Dad.”

“Thanks.”

Colin hugged JJ. “And mom.”

“I’ll tell everybody else
at dinner.”

Annie grinned. “I love being the first to
know.”

JJ laughed. “I’m sure you do.”

She and Annie had always been close, but JJ
knew this baby thing would bring them even closer. To her. And to
the rest of the Sisters of Fire.

Around five, they served the kids supper.
Which turned out to be a madhouse. A.J. threw up all over Trish.
Bridget hit Abby when she took one of her napkins. Livy started
crying over it. Phillip and Jordan wouldn’t stop jabbing each
other. And even Maria and Emma had a spat. Izzy and Mel sat back
and watched the whole thing.

“Hey, teens, let’s have
some help here.” This from Lynne who stood amidst the adults
watching over their children.

“All right.” Izzy took
charge. “Mel, me, and the guys will take them all down to the play
area so you can eat.”

“Jordan and I will watch
A.J.,” Gray said picking up the little boy.

“I’ll take Bridget.” This
from Melody. “Vinny can help.”

“We’ll corral Abby.” This
from Izzy. “Emma and Maria and Livy can help.”

Phillip smiled. “I’ll go with you, too.”

Once the children were gone, the adults
served themselves. The spare ribs tasted saucy, the sweet potato
fries crisp and corn sweet. They sat at a long table for twelve
under a tree before the sun set.

“That was nice of the older
kids,” Brooke said, as she looked out at her two boys. They’d come
a long way in a year, not only in the kiddie area, but with Cord,
too. She was so happy about that, and about having Livy in her
life. Then she remembered something.

Brooke remembered something. “Oh, I forgot
to tell you all. Tim Daniels,” a captain in CCFD, “asked me about
the Sisters of Fire. How we got going. That sort of stuff.”

Lynne asked, “What for?”

“You won’t believe this.
After all the razzing we got from the men, Tim’s thinking about
starting a Brothers of Fire group. He said the guys are just
jealous of us.”

“Doesn’t that take the
cake?” Annie put in. “I wonder why Colin didn’t tell
me.”

“I don’t think Tim’s talked
to anyone else.”

JJ said, “They call us a coven. What will
they be?”

“Wizards.” Brooke laughed.
“As if. The term’s too positive.”

Cord leaned into her. “I have better news
than that.”

Brooke turned to him. “Really, what?”

He winked at her and stood. “I’d like to say
a few things. First, I, um…” He cleared his throat. He was the same
emotional guy that she knew years ago again. “I can’t tell you how
much I’ve enjoyed this year. Having all of you as my friends. It
means more than I can say.”

Brady spoke first. “Hey, man, we love
you.”

“Great to have you in our
crowd.” This from David.

“Happy to hear that.”
Nathan and Nick spoke at the same time.

“And there’s something
else.” He put his hand on Brooke’s shoulder. She still shivered
when he touched her. “Could you stand up, honey?”

Grinning, she climbed over the bench and
stood. He reached into his pocket. Pulled something out. And closed
in his fingers before she could see what it was.

She said, “What you got there, babe?”

He opened his hand. “Will you marry me,
love?”

“Oh, my God.” Tears came to
her eyes. “Oh, my God.”

“Is that a yes?”

“It is.”

“Whew!” He slipped a
beautiful platinum ring on her finger. Sapphires nestled with
diamonds and caught the dying sunlight.

“Wow.”

Tess asked, “So, when did you decide?”

“I didn’t know about this.”
JJ tried to sound stern.

“You didn’t talk about it.”
Lynne didn’t seem upset, though.

“We’d decided to get serious gradually.”
Now Cord grinned. “At least in front of the kids.”

Brooke added, “Till they got used to
us.”

But they’d had a lot of private time, too.
The sex had been great but the intimacy even better.

Cord took in a deep breath. “They are, and
I’m tired of waiting.” He grasped Brooke’s arms and peered down at
her. “I need you to be my wife, Brooke, I have for my whole adult
life.”

Trish and JJ sniffled. Hmm, not like them,
Brooke thought. But then Cord lowered his head and kissed her—a
long, passion-filled one, that only ended when the others started
heckling them.

Brooke hadn’t expected to fall in love
again, but she had.

Cord hadn’t expected he’d let her into his
life again. But he had.

“All right, as the host of
this gathering, let’s toast to the happy couple.” Lynne put her
free hand on Brady’s shoulder and lifted her glass. “To Brooke and
Cord, two people who deserve to be together in the future.” Then
she scanned the group. “And to all of us. The very, very happy
Sisters of Fire.”
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Goodbye to the Sisters of Fire! I have to
say that I’m sad to see the series end. Readers were crazy about
the women of the Crystal City Fire Department and so was I. Thank
you for all your kind reviews. But it’s time to venture forward.
I’m already working on a new series.

 


As for Cord and Brooke, I
found telling their story was an emotional rollercoaster. The
premise for me was almost unworkable. How on earth could Cord ever
forgive Brooke? And how on earth could I write a story that
illustrates how she could get him back?

 


But I jumped right in. First off, I had to
lay the foundation of how Cord and Brooke’s relationship
started—and ended. I had to show Zach as a flawed young man and not
the nice guy we see in the SOF books. And finally, I had to detail
how Cord suffered. That scene after Grayson finds them together
just about broke my heart. I truly understood how Cord could become
a different man.

 


I also understood how Brooke would choose
her husband. I’m glad she did. But that didn’t dilute how much
sympathy I felt for Cord. I tried to make her both contrite but
determined. She wants Cord back and is going to get him. She needs
a little help from the Sisters of Fire, but, ultimately, she wins
him over. And I had fun writing the scenes where they interrupt
Cord’s life. Again, as I thought all along, “You go, girls!”

 


As for the epilogue: I tried to pull
together their lives without being too confusing, which was why I
have a short notation about who the kids belong to and how old they
are. (I loved writing those kids in every book.) Were you happy
about the progression of the women’s lives? I wanted to see where
they ended up, too. A couple surprised me.

 


And wasn’t it sweet to see Cord propose?
That man certainly did change.

 


Thanks for following the Sisters of Fire
through all their stories. I for one, will never forget them and I
hope you don’t either.

 


Finally, did you like the hint about the
Brothers of Fire? I may write their stories in the future, but I
have another series planned to start in January of 2022 to do
first.

 


Best,

Kathy

 


Visit or contact Kathryn
at www.kathrynshay.com

www.facebook.com/kathrynshay

www.twitter.com/KShayAuthor

www.pinterest.com/kathrynshay
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The Sisters of Fire, a hot
new firefighter series, follows the path of six women who trained
together and remained friends ten years later.

 


Book 1: 
More Than Enough

Hardened firefighter, Trish “Mac” Mackenzie
rappels off buildings, saves kids in a car accident and carries
victims out of raging fires. But her personal life is a mess. Can
Mac fight her way out of abuse and insecurity with the Sisters of
Fire, a skilled counselor, and good-guy, kindergarten teacher
Nathan Mitchell at her side?

 


Book 2: 
At Last

Fire Investigator Lieutenant Tess Di Marco
has struggled through prejudice against women, a messy divorce and
years of training to get what she wants out of life. One constant
through the years has been her mentor and friend, Captain David
Ashford, a now-widowed arson investigator. But what happens when
sparks of a different kind erupt between them?

 


Book 3: 
No Easy Choice

Firefighter Annie Ferris O’Shea has it all:
an idyllic marriage to her high school sweetheart, an exciting
career and a circle of wonderful friends. But when she gets
pregnant, everything changes. Will she and Colin be able to adapt
to a new lifestyle or will their lives dissolve into old patterns
and expected roles in society?

 


Book 4: 
Equal Partners

At thirty-five, Firefighter Julie “JJ”
Jensen runs circles around most firefighters. When her talent leads
to a fast-tracked promotion, she loses her boyfriend and gains
colleagues who resent her. Enter Dr. Nick Barrows, a surprise
suitor who makes her forget her name. Will he support JJ through
the complications of her career and merging their very different
lives or hold her back from professional success?

 


Book 5: 
A Different Way

When Battalion Chief Lynn Lucas’ marriage
turns cold and she can no longer tolerate the inactivity of a small
township firehouse, she decides to change her life. But when she
meets Brady Jamison, a younger man with a secret, will she lose
sight of her goals once again?

 


Book 6: 
To Trust Again

Fire academy instructor and Battalion Chief
Brooke Cartwright lost the love of her life, and she’s not looking
to replace him. But will Cord Remington, a man from her past, be
enough for her to trust in fate again?


Excerpt

 [image: ]

 


Sisters of Fire, Book
1


MORE THAN ENOUGH

 


 


Nathan smiled out at his kids, now sitting
in a circle on a mat on the floor, waiting for him to read them a
story. He loved this job. Thankfully, his previous experience had
given him the chance to work here.

Dropping down on his own
pillow, he said, “We have three books to choose from.” He tried to
give the kids options even though they were kindergartners. “I
think half of you already had a Pick Day. Only those who haven’t
can raise your hand.” He propped up the three books.
“Pig Will and Pig Won’t. The Giraffe
Dance. Mogli in the Jungle.”

Several hands shot up

A shy little girl had her head down so he
couldn’t see her face behind her long dark hair.

“Mary, what’s your
pick?”

She glanced up. “Me?”

“Which book would you
like?”

“Pig
Will.” She spoked softly, like she always
did.

“Pig Will
it is.”

He read the book about the cooperative pig
who helped harvest the food and cook it. Pig Won’t refused to do
any work. When it came time to eat, Pig Won’t didn’t get any food.
It was a bit preachy but had a valuable lesson and appealed to
kids.

They sat attentively for most of the book,
then they started to fidget. “Now, let’s talk about why Pig Won’t
didn’t get any food.”

“‘Cuz he didn’t help.”
Surprisingly, Mary spoke again.

“Do you all help at
home?”

“My brother
doesn’t…”

“I do…”

“I do…”

They volunteered until there was a knock at
the door. “Ah, I’ll bet that’s Mr. Simpson coming to get you for
Exercise Time.” He got up and opened the door.

“Hey, there. Are my kiddies
ready for ET?” He liked Ed Simpson’s mild-mannered way.

“They are.” To the class,
“All right, line up.”

After some juggling, the students left with
Ed.

Nathan decided to get some coffee on his
thirty-minute break and headed down the hall. Someone else was
walking down the corridor. Holy cow, it was Trish, Marcy’s
sister-in-law, again.

He jogged to meet her. “Hey, there.”

She was out of her uniform today, wearing
white cropped pants and a blue blouse. Her hair was down around her
face. Coming toward him, she seemed surprised. “Hi, Nathan.”

“Well, here we are
again.”

She chuckled.

“We have to stop meeting
like this, Trish.” His voice was stern, making her smile. “What are
you doing here?”

“I’m meeting with your
principal about the fire prevention program at the school for next
year. I’m the CCFD liaison. I’m out of uniform because it’s my day
off.”

“Terrific. I think the
curriculum needs some updating.”

“I do too.” She watched him
through huge blue/gray eyes. “I can’t believe that after the past
two years of seeing you at Marcy’s house, I never asked what you
did.”

“Teacher.
Kindergarten.”

“Wow. Where do you get the
patience?”

“I’m not sure some
days.”

“Ha.”

“And don’t feel bad. We
didn’t have many parties with both families.”

“I guess.”

“Let me walk to the
principal’s office with you. It’s past my classroom and down
another hallway.”

“Thanks.”

The door to the reception area of the
principal’s office was open and the secretary peered up at them.
“Oh, hello, Nathan.” She transferred her gaze to Trish.

“I’m Firefighter Mackenzie.
I have a meeting here.”

“I’m afraid Jay is running
late. He’s at the administration building. He’s not in control of
his time when he goes there. He texted me to take you for coffee
and he’d meet you in the Teacher’s Lounge.” She pushed back her
chair to get up.

“I’m going down to get
coffee,” Nathan put in easily.

“Oh, would you mind
accompanying her?”

“If it’s okay with
Firefighter Mackenzie.”

“I guess.” Was that shyness
or aversion. He couldn’t tell.

“Let’s go then.”

It was a short distance to the lounge where
he poured them coffees out of a pot on the counter and they both
sat at a table. The room was empty.

“So, firefighting, huh? Are
there very many females in the Crystal City Department?”

“Out of two hundred
firefighters, 67 are women. We’re also working on more diversity,
which is only 20 percent.”

“Wow! I never
knew.”

“Do you like your
job?”

Her expression seemed confused. “Yeah, of
course. A lot.”

"What do you like most about it?”

“The work we do helping
people.”

He lifted his cup. “To me you’re all
heroes.” He clinked the mug with hers.

“Most of us don’t think of
the job that way.”

“All the more admirable of
you. How long have you been one of America’s Bravest?”

“Over ten years. How long
have you been a teacher?”

“About the same. Only two
years in Crystal City, though.”

“What do you like best
about being a teacher?”

“The kids, of
course.”

“I can see why. Kids are so
much nicer than adults.”

He cocked his head. “Are they?”

She blushed, heightening the color in her
cheeks. “You’ll have to excuse me. I work with burly men who forget
their manners. A lot.”

“Any other women on
your…what do you call it?”

“My group.”

“Working on your
group?”

“Yeah, a paramedic. We
spread the women out. We still need 33 more to make up half of the
department, though.”

“You went to socialize with
some of those women the night we met.”

A genuine smile now. “Yeah, they’re great.
We all started in the same recruit class ten years ago.”

“That is so
sweet.”

“How did you know where I
went?”

“Rick told me.”

Her face went cloudy at the boyfriend’s
name.

“Tell me about
them.”

“The women?
Why?”

He shrugged. “I’m totally unfamiliar with
firefighters. Especially female ones.”

“Huh. Well, there’s six of
us…”

He watched her as she talked. Her eyes lit
now. Her wary face became animated. She gave him a detailed rundown
on the women which he thoroughly enjoyed. She’d finished and he was
about to comment, when the principal walked through the doors and
approached their table. “I am so sorry, Firefighter Mackenzie. I’ve
wasted almost half an hour of your time.”

“It wasn’t wasted,” she
said tossing a glance at him. “I got to spend some time with
Nathan.”

He delighted in the comment.

Jay asked, “Shall we stay here or go to my
office?”

“You can stay here.” Nathan
stood. “My class is coming back to the room in five minutes.” He
got Jay coffee then reached over and squeezed Trish’s arm. She
stared at his hand on her. “Nice to see you again,
Trish.”

“You too,
Nathan.”

He left. And whistled all the way down the
hall.


Take a look at Kathryn’s experience with
firefighters

 and the books that produced.
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Kathryn’s first experience
in Firefighting

 


Imagine this: it’s six a.m. on a Sunday
morning and a call comes over the P.A. system: “Stabbing on Brown
Street. Midi 8 go into service.” Two firefighters jump into the
little medical truck—with me sandwiched in between them. Off we go
with sirens blaring, taking corners like race car drivers. The
dispatch coming into the truck warned, “Firefighters are NOT go
into the building until the police arrive.” As a wife, mother,
teacher and ordinary person, I wondered, “What am I doing
here?”

 


The answer: I was in this situation because
I was given permission from the city where I live to ride along
with our firefighters to research a series of books. This wasn’t
the only exciting run I participated in during the five years I
worked with the Rochester Fire Department. There was a snowy night
where we raced to a college dorm that was on fire. Though I
couldn’t go inside, I watched the guys run in from the freezing
weather and carry people back out into it, the puffs of cold air
from their breathing creating an unreal cloud around them. There
was the time a basement flooded and we went inside to find the
people did not speak English. We had to phone the gas company
before a rookie could wade in. Once, I went to a training session,
where the officers filled a house with mist and tied a dummy down.
The guys had to rescue it. A very nice lieutenant took me by the
hand and led me inside. I was literally blinded by mist, as they
operate all the time, only real smoke surrounds them.

 


One of my most favorite parts of the
research was training with recruits at the fire academy. I crawled
through the maze like the rookies did, blindfolded. I went about
two feet with mine on and had to pull it off. I posed as their
victim in an EMS qualification exercise, where they had to take my
pulse, check my respiration and once, save me from bleeding to
death. On another occasion, they dressed me up in their gear, let
me hold a hose so I could tell the difference between one charged
with water vs. one with foam. (They also stood behind to catch me
when the recoil hit and I tumbled backwards.) Once, at night, they
powered up the HazMat Truck to show me how to test for anthrax.
Another time, they took the rig with the Hurst tools, used for car
accidents, out of service for an hour so I could learn about the
pry tools and generators—I started one—and the hold the Jaws of
Life.

 


In addition to all these exciting
experiences, I spent time with the firefighters. Some of them
invited me to their houses to talk to their husbands or wives. I
interviewed a female firefighter at length and got good insight
into what it was like to be a woman in a modern firefighter
department. I dined on countless dinners, lunches, and coffees late
into the evenings to hear their stories: how they were burned, how
they hated to be called heroes, some rescues they would never
forget. And, of course, how horrific 9/11 was for them.
Firefighters are an affectionate lot—they hug and playfully punch
each other. One afternoon, as we all sat at the kitchen table, a
guy went around massaging the necks of his colleagues. He got to me
and massaged my neck, too. (That was really cool.)

 


Not only did all of the above allow me to
write realistic firefighting scenes, but I also learned how
firefighting is a grueling, frightening and adrenaline-pumping
experience. The men and women who do it are selfless, intense,
quietly heroic with a black sense of humor and a deep sense of
integrity. I feel the success of my books is due to my experiences
with them and will be forever grateful to firefighters everywhere
for the job they do.

 


The Hidden Cove
Series

 


Overview of the series:

 


The Hidden Cove books are a series of
stories all taking place in the Hidden Cove Fire Department. Hidden
Cove is a small town about an hour outside of New York. (Some
scenes take place in NYC.) Hidden Cove is a tight-knit community
that has been able to stave off the barrage of New Yorkers
migrating out of the city. The fire department consists of about
200 people, with seven houses, usually referred to by their
number.

 



AFTER THE FIRE, Book #1

Three firefighters from the Malvaso family
are trapped in a burning building and almost lose their lives.
After they are rescued, they decide to change the way they’ve been
living. Mitch, the eldest, wants to make some decisions about his
dysfunctional marriage and spend more time with his troubled
teenagers. Jenn decides to have a baby—with her best friend, Grady.
And Zach, the bad boy of the group, vows to make up for his past
sins and become a better man.

 



ON THE LINE,
Book # 2

Fire Chief Noah Callahan
can’t understand what’s going on in his department. A series of
arson fires, broken equipment and unusual accidents plague the
firefighters. It’s no surprise when he comes under investigation by
Captain Eve Woodward from the Office of Fire Prevention and
Control. She arrives in Hidden Cove believing he’s guilty, but soon
begins to respect, understand and care about this very good man. A
second storyline follows hotshot Zach Malvaso, who suffers from
PTSD, as he befriends, then falls in love with tough, aloof female
firefighter Casey Brennan. Together Casey and Zach confront their
demons and alter the course of their lives.

 



NOTHING MORE TO
LOSE, Book #3

Ian Woodward, one of the
firefighter heroes of the 9/11 terrorist attack, lost the use of
his legs on that horrific day. When Ian starts teaching at the
Hidden Cove Fire Academy, he finds meaning in his life again. But
he vows never to accept the love of beautiful Broadway star Lisel
Loring—until a deluded fan starts stalking her. Disgraced cop, Rick
Ruscio becomes her bodyguard, but it’s his community service at a
local preschool, where he meets teacher Faith McPherson, that
completely turns his life upside down. Both men must deal with
their issues and accept the strong women who love them.

 



AMERICA’S BRAVEST, Book #4 (Six Novellas)

The Rescue Squad in the
Hidden Cove Fire Department deals with all kinds of emergencies:
blazing fires, horrific car accidents and a myriad of medical
calls. Like most firefighters, they also have complicated personal
relationships due to the nature of their jobs. In AMERICA’S
BRAVEST, each of the six novellas details both the love and work of
one firefighter with overarching themes of arson, a blogger out to
discredit them, and balancing their personal and professional
lives:

 


In Too Deep
features Captain Gabe Malvaso (cousin to the
original Malvaso siblings), who struggles with his attraction to
Rachel Wellington, a firefighter on his squad. But when they’re
trapped in a basement, thinking they’ll die, all bets are
off.

 


Hot Shot
picks up with Paramedic Brody O’Malley, who’s
happy with single life until he goes to a class reunion where he
meets Emma Walsh, the only woman he ever loved. But he because he
broke her heart, she refuses to rekindle old flames.

 


Worth the Risk
follows Ryan O’Malley, Brody’s twin cop brother,
as he pursues prickly Lieutenant Felicia White, who’s always
disliked his “playboy” persona. But when they are forced to work
together on an arson case, sparks fly.

 


El Bombero
is the story of Firefighter Tony Ramirez and his
beloved wife Sophia, sweethearts since high school, who run into
the biggest challenge of their lives: Sophia can no longer tolerate
the danger her husband is in every day. Bombero is the Spanish term
for firefighter. The series has diversity, as do fire
departments.

 


In Rescue Me, twenty-four-year-old
Sydney Sands saves the life of local businessman Max Delinsky only
to fall head over heels in love with him. But trouble comes in
merging the discrepancy in their ages and Max’s difficulty with her
past.

 


Trial by Fire
tells the story of Battalion Chief Cal Erikson
who has been fighting for two years with blogger Parker Allen about
the fire department. Imagine his surprise when he finds himself
attracted to the feisty journalist with deep scars from her past.
The arson case is solved but not before both their lives are
endangered.

 


In the epilogue, is a close
look at how all six couples live happily ever after!

 



IT HAD TO BE YOU, Book #5

When Beckett
Sloan, a war veteran turned firefighter on the elite Rescue
Squad (a different shift from the
Malvaso brothers, in Hidden Cove Fire Department), falls for Lela
Allen, the ex-wife of a PTSD sufferer, their relationship is
doomed. Beck also has the malady and it caused the breakup of his marriage and the estrangement of
his son. Lela is divorcing her army husband because of his
inability to manage his own post traumatic syndrome. And worse,
PTSD has greatly affected their
sons. Will fate keep these two apart or will their feelings
triumph? With storylines for two other veterans, IT HAD TO BE YOU
combines realistic firefighting and war scenes with heart-wrenching
emotion.

 


Beck is close
friends with Jack Harrison, the psychologist in all books, as well
as the army buddy of Noah
Callahan.

 



CHASING THE FIRE, Book #6 (Three Novellas)

This book contains three unforgettable
novellas about firefighters who must deal with the past in order to
embrace the present.

 


Backdraft: Firefighter Riley
Gallagher must come to terms with his disgraced father before he
can be happy with the love of his life. But has he already missed
the chance to claim a future with Firefighter Jane
Phillips?

 


Fully
Involved: Lisa Beth Duncan,
firefighter and paramedic, swore she’d never allow her ex-husband
into her heart again. But when he moves to Hidden Cove and
pursues her, she finds herself breaking her own rules.

 


Flashover: Captain Nick Evans
believes he committed the worst of crimes, even if it was to
protect his little sister. He's not ready for a relationship with
Stacey Sterling, a firefighter’s widow who’s determined to help him
heal.

 



THE FIRE INSIDE, Book #7

Fire Department
Psychologist Jack Harrison has spent his life helping firefighters
in Hidden Cove deal with firefighting deaths, PTSD, broken
marriages, the fear of spouses for their loved ones, and a variety
of firefighter romances. He is especially beloved by the Malvasos,
as revealed in the previous family saga novels. But when he goes to
upstate New York to train incognito with a recruit class, he meets
Captain Tess Righetti, unaware of her connection to the famous
Italian family. And he clashes big time with her about her stern
approach to teaching the recruits.

 


Then, one night after she
is injured, their contact unexpectedly explodes into sizzling
passion, but because of circumstances, Jack never contacts her
again. Until she moves to Hidden Cove. Tempers flare, sparks fly
and fireworks follow them everywhere. Readers will be surprised at
the twists and turns of the seventh book in the Hidden Cove
firefighter series.

 


A horrific shooting of
firefighters, based on real events, happens in this
book.

 



A BURNING PASSION, Book #8 (Novella)

In the newest installment of the beloved
Hidden Cove Series, Dan Collins is everybody’s favorite
firefighter. He’s good at his job, is a nice guy and treats people
well. But his life fell apart a year ago when his wife left him for
a wealthy man. Thank God Dan has had Firefighter Lucy Coretta to
lean on, both at work and at home. She’s brought him back from the
brink of despair and has been there for him during all those
horrible months after the divorce. One night, though, passion
explodes between them and by the morning everything has changed.
And not just in their relationship. A man comes to the door and
hands Dan an inheritance from a wealthy billionaire for saving the
lives of his godchildren years ago. It’s money, lots and lots of
money. Unfortunately, the windfall doesn’t bring him happiness. It
messes up all his newly made plans with Lucy and throws them both
into a tailspin. Zach Malvaso is Lieutenant on a new shift.

 


THE ROCKFORD FIRE
DEPARTMENT SERIES

 



FEEL THE HEAT, Book #1

She saves him from a fire,
then steals his heart without even trying. When white hot
attraction kicks in, sparks fly!

 


Francey Cordaro is a
dedicated firefighter, devoted daughter and a loyal friend who has
made her way in a man’s world. She rejects material goods, doesn’t
give a whit about her striking looks and focuses on saving lives,
spending time with her family and friends, working out and playing
poker with the guys. Until she meets Alex Templeton.

 


A wealthy businessman,
Alex is the epitome of success in every area of his life. A decent
man, he returns home to run the family company when his father
takes ill and his brother loses his way. What he can’t control is
his reaction to the sexy firefighter who dragged him from near
death. She’s gorgeous, fun-loving and challenges him at every turn.
But she refuses a relationship with him.

 


With differences that
rival champagne vs. beer, uptown galas vs. karaoke bars, and the
world of high finance vs. the reality of walking into burning
buildings, their relationship seems doomed. Or is it?

 


With a secondary reunion
romance as fiery as Alex and Francey’s, and cameo appearances of
readers’ favorite firefighters from Hidden Cove, as well as Shay’s
trademark tense and exciting rescue scenes, this book will pull on
your heartstrings and make you route for these very likable
characters.

 



RISKING IT ALL, Book #2

She’s the only woman he
can’t charm. He’s the only man she can never love.

 


Dylan O’Roarke has the
ideal existence. As a firefighter, he’s been at the top of his
game. Even when he’s reprimanded for his risk-taking, the accolades
far exceed the censure. Women fall at his feet, and he always has a
blond bombshell on his arm.

 


By-the-book Beth Winters
does everything with precision and caution in her job as an EMS
instructor and recruit trainer, even if she is considered stern and
stoic. She has a few good friends she manages to keep some modicum
of distance from. Life is best lived on its outskirts, where it
can’t wound you so badly you might not survive.

 


The only place the two of
them “lose it” is with each other. When Dylan was her student at
the academy, she sought out ways to focus on his flaws. And he
irritated her intentionally, snidely nicknaming her Lizzie Borden.
With eight years of open animosity that rivaled that of the
Hatfields and McCoys, they were both grateful when he
graduated.

 


Years later, fate throws
them together again when he’s assigned as her EMS partner to train
new recruits. Working side by side with him, Beth can’t deny his
rapport with the students or his warm and giving nature. And Dylan
sees the vulnerable side to her, caused by a past that would level
an ordinary person. When physical attraction flares between them,
they can’t stop their inevitable coming together.

 


Falling in love isn’t in
the cards for Beth and she rejects the hand they’re dealt. She can
never be part of the family Dylan wants. And he can’t break down
her final, indestructible wall.

 


Nail-biting fire scenes,
sizzling sexual encounters and the revelation of background that
will make you cry buckets permeate this beautiful story of
compromise and undying love.

 



CODE OF HONOR, Book #3

He was the most upstanding
lieutenant in the department, until he made a critical error in
judgement that almost ended his career. And she’s a mistake just
waiting to happen.

Fate has been cruel to
Lieutenant Jake Scarlatta. His father died when he was ten, his
best friend stabbed him in the back and his marriage went sour.
When he’s saddled with a female firefighter on his crew, he knows
trouble is coming his way again.

 


Chelsea Whitmore is a
pariah in the RFD. A stellar firefighter and competitive weight
lifter, she assumes none of that will matter this time around
either. When Scarlatta says he’ll help her fit in, she doesn’t
believe a word he says. She plans to keep her head down and her
heart safe from more bruising.

 


But when she’s accused of
one rookie mistake after another on the line, that she knows she
didn’t make, all hell breaks loose.

 


If that isn’t bad enough
Chelsea finds herself falling for Jake. And he feels the same. Can
things get any worse?

 


With cutting edge fire
scenes, exploding passion at the station house, and emotions
shooting off the charts, readers will gasp at the stunning
conclusion to this suspenseful and scorching story.

 



NEVER FAR AWAY, Book #4

She’s a feisty counselor
of troubled teens. He’s the fire department psychologist who’s
trying to outrun his demons. They clash at every turn.

Until one New Year’s Eve
encounter changes everything.

 


PTSD plagues Dr. Reed
Macauley and he tries to channel the disorder into helping other
firefighters with the malady. He keeps the nightmares at bay by
distancing himself from his colleagues. But when, in a moment of
weakness, he surrenders to Dr. Delaney Shaw’s allure, he finds he
can’t put that particular genie back in the bottle.

 


Delaney has fought her
attraction to Reed for a year, ever since she met him at workshops
and they clashed on philosophies. When he acts on his feelings for
her, she won’t let him go. She can help him, she knows she
can.

 


Tragedy in the Rockford
Fire Department throws them together as they must work side-by-side
to help the victims cope. She won’t give up on him, and he won’t
give in to her.

 


Will they ever be able to
find happiness together?

 


The horrific consequences
of PTSD, edgy firefighting scenarios, and an irresistible intimacy
of the main characters haunt the pages of this bittersweet
firefighter romance.

 



ALL I NEED,
Book #5

He’s a fire chief who
curses out the mayor at every turn. She’s the mayor who needs him
in a crisis.

 


He’s a line firefighter
attracted to the mayor’s daughter. She’s a woman who wants nothing
to do with a man like him.

 


Chief Chase Talbot has
butted heads with Mayor Vanessa Jordan since she was elected to
office two years ago. And since he’s the head of the fire
department, she’s his boss. Still, he takes no grief from her. But
after a fire involving her parents, Vanessa turns to Chase for
help. When the situation calms down, both are unable to get their
relationship back to what it was. Throw in troubled teens,
estrangement from family, a possible arson and you get a complex,
gripping plotline and an emotional and scintillating love
story.

 


Interweaved with Chase and
Vanessa’s lives is Joe Santori, the young, brash and immature
firefighter of book one. Now Joe is a wiser, more settled
lieutenant running his own crew. When Holly Michaels, a fourth
grade teacher, and the mayor’s daughter, moves into the condo next
to his, she intrigues him. But Holly doesn’t want to get involved:
Joe is worldly, gorgeous and way out of her league. The problem is,
he doesn’t think so. These young people go on a rollercoaster ride
of emotional highs and lows, but even after they give into their
passion, the old Joe resurfaces and Holly’s having none of
it.

 


It comes as a shock to
both couples that contrary to what each thought, they don’t have
all they need!

 


Cameo appearances of
readers’ favorite firefighters from Hidden Cove, as well as Shay’s
trademark tense and nail-biting rescue scenes, sizzling sexual
encounters, and emotions exploding on every page, this book will
pull you in and not let go until the characters find their way back
to each other.
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A NEW YORK TIMES and USA TODAY bestselling
author, Kathryn Shay has been a lifelong writer and teacher. She
has written dozens of self-published original romance titles, print
books with the Berkley Publishing Group and Harlequin Enterprises
and mainstream women’s fiction with Bold Strokes Books. She has won
many awards for her work: five RT Book Reviews awards, the
Bookseller’s Best Award, Foreword Magazine’s Book of the Year and
several “Starred Reviews.” One of her firefighter books hit #20 on
the NEW YORK TIMES list. Her novels have been serialized in
COSMOPOLITAN magazine and featured in USA TODAY, THE WALL STREET
JOURNAL and PEOPLE magazine. There are over ten million copies of
her books in print and downloaded online. Reviewers have called her
work “emotional and heart-wrenching.”

 


For notification of
Kathryn’s new work and information about her books, be sure to sign
up for her newsletter 
here.
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