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HEART ON FIRE

Emilia Spencer-Ronan is finished handing her time over to her best friend since college. He calls her a lifesaver, but she’s beginning to think of herself as a two pound whirly sucker. That she’s been in love with him for almost as long was getting old, that she loves his four-year-old son, will make it difficult, but she’s ready to move from Nanny, Inc. to so over-him.

Nick Katsaros’ life is a mess. His marriage is over, and his best friend has turned her back on him, just when he begins to see her in a new light. He has to bury the past before he can move forward but that’s not his biggest hurdle. He’s mister fix-it, and she has an aversion to that kind of man.

When disaster strikes, Nick is back on his horse as avenger. He wants her to appreciate his actions, but she slams the door in his face, instead. What will it take for him to see that if he can get over his white knight complex, he might have a shot at forever?

Emilia Spencer-Ronan is finally willing to go from two-pound whirly sucker to so over him and she’s closed the door on her best friend. Nicholas Katsaros has other ideas. Now that he’s seen her in a whole new light, he’s gearing up, to break it down


To my Readers

Originally, there were four stories planned for the Fire and Ice series. They were written to touch on some of the issues being confronted today by undocumented residents and citizens alike. I’ve decided to expand it by two. The founders of the firm, Arianna Woodley and Mia Fisher, have a story to tell as well, and their voices became so loud, I couldn’t ignore them. They deal more with woman’s right issues, but there will be lots of research done on another event that has taken over the news, the special prosecutor’s investigation.

All the heroines are strong women, lawyers who have decided to make a difference, each with their own area of expertise. They are friends and comprise the support system needed to fight in the trenches. They come from different cultures, different economic backgrounds, different parentage, and each of them live with a wound that makes them human.   

Heart of Fire Consumed by Fire is the story of Em and Nick, best friends who’ve come to see they were always meant to be more. Of course, they have to go through some angst, heal some flaws, but in the end, love conquers all and they are stronger in themselves, by being together.  

Please feel free to contact me at my website www.faithoshea.com and follow me on Facebook and Twitter. 

Faith
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CHAPTER ONE

Emilia Spencer-Ronan pushed through the double doors of the Woodley and Fisher law firm suite with a vengeance. She was pissed, and her scowl accompanied her into the reception area and down the short hall to her office. After throwing her briefcase on her desk, she picked up the phone and followed up the earlier call she’d made as she’d exited the courthouse. Having gotten nowhere with the attendant at the deportation center, she was now calling the superintendent to see what the hell had happened. Evalina Bazorga was scheduled to appear via video this morning during her court appearance. It wasn’t bad enough that her clients couldn’t face the judge personally, but when things like this happened, they missed their day in court completely.

Tapping her foot, then pacing, she waited on the line for the man in charge of the corrections facility to come to the phone. Instead of the head of the jail, she got his assistant.

“Ms. Ronan.”

“It’s Spencer-Ronan and you better be able to fix my problem or I’m taking it to the governor.”

“I’m very sorry that the video equipment was malfunctioning. It doesn’t happen often. From what I understand, you were able to get the judge to postpone.”

“I did, but it means more time for my client in your beautiful center, and that is not acceptable.”

The sarcasm was thick. They both knew the center wasn’t beautiful. Better than most in the country, but a jail was a jail, no matter what you called it or how you sliced it.

“I’m aware of that, but if she had not broken the law—”

Her voice rose in direct proportion to her blood pressure.

“Broken the law? She is the victim here, sir. She was the one assaulted. She is the one with the broken arm. She was the one who was crawling out of that house to get away from the husband who was beating her.”

There were witnesses to the brutality of the attack. Nick Katsaros, her best friend, was one of them. On patrol that day, he was called in by a frightened neighbor to stop the assault. He was the one who’d written the report she read over before filing a new petition to present to the court. Evalina had had no choice but to defend herself. Her life had depended on it.

Emilia had a hard time controlling her emotion.

“Are you telling me that a woman can’t fight back against her abuser?”

“No, that’s not what I’m telling you. But she’s undocumented and now has a pending assault charge.”

Undocumented residents could be summarily deported if they’d broken the law in some way. A woman was more at risk than other perpetrators.

“Against her abuser. What is it about that that you are having trouble with?”

Em caught sight of Cami standing at her door, her look suggesting she change her tactics. She knew her law partner was right. She wasn’t going to get anywhere being belligerent with the person on the other end of the line. Taking a deep breath, she tried to tamp down her anger and approach from a different perspective.

“Assistant Superintendent Bayles, I know this was not done intentionally, but my client needs to get home to her children. Their father’s already been transferred to the county jail. It’s my job to make sure those kids don’t lose both parents to this domestic abuse issue. I hope the video equipment will be fixed soon, at least in time for my next hearing.”

“I can promise you that, Attorney Spencer-Ronan. We are sorry for the delay, but some things can’t be helped.”

“I’d suggest you get a back-up.”

“I’ll run it by our accounting department. Good day.”

“Good-bye.”

She let the receiver slip onto the cradle and plunked herself down in her chair, just as Cami came in and took one opposite her.

“What happened?”

“The damn video machine wasn’t working, so Evalina wasn’t able to—” she raised her hands to make quotation marks around the words—, ‘attend the hearing.’ I sat outside the courtroom for over an hour waiting to be called and got the message right before I went in.”

Prisoners were not guaranteed a day in court. Any petition presented by their attorney was done by means of a video conference. When the video failed to function properly, their pseudo day in court was postponed. It was no way to do business.

“What judge was presiding?”

There had been only one until the governor had assigned another to help with the backlog.

“Thankfully, it was Frechette. She was as angry about it as I was. Mumbled something about wasting the court’s time.”

The immigration courts were on overload, and judges were forced to give a bare minimum to each case presented. That she had read the brief meant she had lost five minutes, half the time she gave for each decision.

“Evalina’s the one you got a restraining order for, isn’t she?”

“Yes, for the amount of good it did her. Her husband walked right through it. The kids had to watch while their father pummeled their mother before they were whisked off to family services. It didn’t help that Evalina tried to stab the son of a bitch with a kitchen knife. I went to see them yesterday and they’re not doing well. The family they’re with is great, but the kids are emotionally traumatized. They need their mother.”

It wasn’t the first time she’d handled domestic abuse cases, but when there were children involved, her hackles went through the roof.

“Where’d you get the case?”

“Saban. She was the one who got the initial call about domestic violence in the home and then got the kids into family services after the attack.”

That had happened almost a month ago and now there’d be another week added to the sentence.

Cami studied her before saying, “I still don’t get what Saban’s doing in that capacity. From some of the stories you’ve told me, it’s not her calling.”

“It’s not, but I think her supervisor has noticed. She’s not working with families anymore. She handed off this case before her…demotion.”

Saban Katsaros had been promoted to caseworker just six months ago and with each case handled, she made more of a mess than she’d started with. That she was back in her cubicle with paper and files was an improvement in the process. Organizational duties were more her thing than dealing with people, especially children. She didn’t relate well to them. Her emotional stamina was critically low, so she created problems at the initiation of each case that had to be smoothed over. Em wondered why her supervisor had been so quick to step in. Usually the powers that be let the unqualified remain, to wreak havoc on those who weren’t.

She told Cami, “She’s being sent to court now as a resource. She knows her stuff, just can’t put into practice with real people.”

“She used to call you on a lot, didn’t she?”

“Only when she needed an attorney.”

“Or a babysitter.”

Irritation pinched Em’s eyebrows together. Nick had asked her to take Teddy tomorrow night, said he and Saban needed to talk. She knew their marriage had hit a rough patch, but it had hit a lot of them over the years. When would enough, be enough? And why was she still enabling him? She was his friend, not Nanny, Incorporated.

Her frustration meter had already been on high, and the problem with the video cam ratcheted it up a notch. It was probably why she’d handled it so poorly.

Camille slid her leg over her knee in such a graceful way, Em wondered how they’d become best friends. Totally feminine, Cami could have made her feel inadequate in comparison. Saban had the same effect and didn’t go out of the way to disabuse her of that fact. Maybe if she had had that kind of allure…

“At least you don’t have to work with her anymore. It must have been hard.”

Shaking off the feelings that came with thoughts of the social worker, Em admitted, “Not really. She deferred to me on everything. She likes it when she can depend on someone else to do the job.”

“Aren’t you lucky she trusted you. Not only with her cases but with her son, as well.”

With a large dose of disapproval in her voice, Em said, “Teddy’s my buddy. Leave him out of this.”

She didn’t want to get into it. After the shit show at the courthouse, she’d didn’t need to have an argument she couldn’t win.

“Yes, ma’am. What are you doing tonight?”

Em released a sigh of relief.

“Just hanging out. You?”

“Maks and I are going up to the Notch. My mother wants to go over some of the wedding details.”

Em sat back, a smile on her face. This was something she could feel good about. Camille had fallen head over heels with the man the FBI assigned to her right before the holidays. Cami’s specialty was asylum, and the Russian had been brought into the country with detailed information about the election hacking scam that was still being investigated. The FBI was seeking data. Maxim Zhernova was seeking protection. Russians like him were being killed all over the world. Somehow, he’d managed to escape detection. Now? They hoped he’d be left alone. To think it had only been several months since they met, but the attraction had been strong, a love story, destiny, if you were to believe Cami’s mother. They’d gotten engaged and the May wedding they’d planned was just a week away. She was thrilled to see her best friend so happy. That it made her own hollow love life more apparent didn’t take away her feeling of contentment at Cami’s upcoming nuptials.

Cami leaned forward, her features animated.

“Why don’t you come up tomorrow. The snow is packed, and the skiing will be great.”

Em steepled her hands under her chin and hesitated. Cami would probably lecture her about her plans. Knowing she couldn’t get away with turning her down without a reason, she told her about keeping Teddy and the why behind it.

Cami’s vexation was evident. “He has no idea that it must kill you to do that, does he?”

Camille was one of the few who knew her feelings for Nick went way beyond friendship. It might have started that way, but a switch had turned on somewhere over the years, and she’d developed even deeper feelings. Or maybe she was fooling herself and she’d loved him from day one.

Pulling at the corner of the file that sat atop her desk, Em sat with her eyes downcast. She didn’t want to see the expression on Cami’s face.

“It doesn’t kill me. I love having Teddy. It’s a preview of upcoming attractions when I finally have kids.”

Leaning forward, Cami grabbed her hand.

“You need to fall in love with someone else to find that, Em.”

After looking up to meet the intensity of the stare, Em gave her what she was looking for.

“I know. I’m working on that. I went out last week with a guy I met at Rissa’s.”

“And?”

“No chemistry on either side. But can’t I get an A for effort?”

“I’ll give you the A, but you can’t quit now.”

“I won’t. If the opportunity presents itself, I’ll take it.”

She’d dated off and on over the years, but hadn’t found anyone that made her heart sing. With Nick there was a forty-fucking-piece symphony.

Cami rose from her seat, seemingly satisfied that she’d made the promise.

“We’re taking off a little early, so I probably won’t see you until Monday.”

“Have a good weekend. Say hi to Maks for me.”

“I will.”

Cami disappeared into the office right next door, and Em heard the rustling of papers as she collected her things before leaving for the day. Em sat in the silence, wishing she could find a lasting love like her friends. Six months ago, Nell was alone with her daughter, Cami was alone with her fear, Jelani was alone with a burning desire to find her one and only. She was alone because she loved someone who wasn’t available. She didn’t know how to break the spell he’d cast the day they met. But she was sick of being in a one-sided relationship, especially now, seeing Nell and Cami with men they loved, soul mates if she had to label it, just like her parents.

It was way past time to put it behind her and seriously think about opening another door.

When her cell rang, she checked caller ID and let out a staggered breath. How could she close this door if he kept pushing it open?

“Hi, Nick.”

“Hey, I’ve got a favor to ask.”

Of course, he did. It was happening more and more often, and she didn’t know what she was going to do about it. She couldn’t seem to say no. There had to be a dozen books on Amazon that would give instructions. Maybe it was high time to buy one.

“What is it?”

“Alec got a call about a canceled ice time, asking if we wanted it, and I was wondering…could you pick Teddy up at the rink and keep him tonight?”

It meant she’d be keeping Teddy for the weekend so Nick could play and take Saban out. Talk about having your cake and eating it, too. She was the one left cleaning up the crumbs. The fact that she loved the kid made it hard to turn him down.

She could resent this but decided that being with Teddy might chase away the blues.

“I guess. What time?”

“We need to be at the rink by eight. I’ll feed him before hand, and if you want to stick around to watch for a while, he’d be up for it.”

Would she? She’d attended quite a few scrimmage games in college and after, and although she didn’t want to, she still enjoyed watching him play. He could have gone into the draft the year he graduated but didn’t think he had the talents to make it for the long haul.

“That’s prime time. Usually the big guys don’t play until after ten.”

“Don’t know how he managed it, but I’ll take it. I took on an extra shift tomorrow. This way I’ll at least get some sleep.”

“I’ll have to go home and change, but I’ll get there as close to eight as I can.”

“Thanks, Em. You’re a lifesaver.”

She swiped to end the call, thinking he had it wrong. She was a one-pound whirly-swirl sucker.


CHAPTER TWO

Nicholas Katsaros was tying up his skates, pulling the laces tight just as he’d been taught when he was a kid. There was more aggression in his movements than usual. He was still steaming after the text from Saban. She’d had to get one more dig in before she left for wherever she was going tonight.

Playing in the over-thirty-league was his one guilty pleasure. It was his way of letting off steam, of hanging with his buds. He didn’t move like he had when he was a teenager or when he was a starting center for his college team, but his love for the sport was as strong as ever. He’d been recruited for the intramural team by a friend, Alec Cleland, and over the last couple of years, they’d gotten tight. The Enforcers had a newbie who’d just joined in the last couple of months. Maxim Zhernova was a Russian transplant who just so happened to be engaged to Em’s best friend. The couple was in the middle of wedding plans and they were going up north to tie up some last-minute details, so the team’s new center would be away for the weekend.

When the call had come from Alec about the ice time, he was relieved that they’d be playing earlier than their usual ten o’clock time slot. It meant he’d be home earlier than usual, but it also meant Saban would have to feed Teddy and put him to bed. When he’d told her, she’d come at him with a vengeance, pissed by the last-minute change of plans. She warned him she wasn’t in the mood to deal with Teddy tonight, not after the long day she had, and left it to him to find a fill-in.

He’d called Em, like he always did, pleaded his case, and trooper that she was, she’d agreed. It meant Teddy would be staying with her for another weekend. He didn’t know what he’d do without her. They’d been best friends since college, and she’d stuck with him in good times and bad. The bad was coming in waves lately.

Saban was becoming an all-out witch.

Was it such a crime to want a night out with the guys? He certainly didn’t complain when she called saying she was going for drinks after work. Didn’t mind that she went to visit her family every single fucking weekend.

Okay, maybe he did, but he enjoyed the one-on-one time with Teddy. It was sad to say, Saban didn’t. Teddy had hinted that he didn’t like being alone with his mother, and he’d done his best to accommodate the little guy. He didn’t think it would be a problem much longer. His marriage had imploded, and looking at it objectively, he should have seen it coming when he stopped catering to Saban’s every whim. He didn’t have time for it anymore or the patience. She was a grown woman, not the college girl he’d fallen in love with. Shouldn’t she have matured with age? She was from a southern family, and she was the epitome of helpless female. If she’d lived a hundred years ago, smelling salts would be kept at the ready, to cure her vapors. It was her fragility that had drawn him in. Beautiful features, deep blue eyes, she’d needed him like no one else had and it’d made him want to protect her with his life. He’d been accused of having a white knight complex, but he didn’t see it like that. To him it was more about taking care of her than fixing broken windmills. But lately…

“You ready?”

Alec was standing by the door of the locker room, his stick banging on the floor.

Nick looked up, letting all troubling thoughts go.

“Yeah.”

He wobbled in his skates across the coated walkway until he reached the edge of the rink. Then he glided out, across the ice, feeling the freedom that comes from doing something you love. Doing his crossover, he followed the oval around, one glove under his arm as he snapped his helmet in place. Once the glove was back on, he put his stick down and played with a puck, keeping it perfectly balanced, in a to-and-fro motion. The air was cold, his breath coming out in wisps of steam, but he’d soon be overdressed from the amount of energy he’d be expending.

While gliding around the curve, he looked up into the stands and smiled. Teddy was sitting beside Em, waving at him. He flashed them both a smile. He didn’t know what he’d do without her. He certainly wouldn’t be here.

The expression on her face told him she was enjoying it as much as Teddy. She’d been part of his audience since college, attending almost all his games for the first two years, and she loved the sport. Things had changed when he started dating Saban. It wasn’t that Em stopped coming to root the team on. She’d been going out with one of his teammates and was still a part of the group that gathered at a local watering hole after the games. Saban had stopped going after her first game, thought the players were rough around the edges, uncouth was the term she used, and her disdain was obvious. Her idea of a good time wasn’t sitting in a cold rink, watching a bunch of guys chase a black puck around while people screamed in the stands. Soon after, Em had broken up with Jim and she was back as his number one fan. She got so caught up in the action her voice could be heard above the chaos on the ice, especially when he scored a crucial goal. She’d be hooting and screaming, making him feel like a winner. She still made him feel that way.

He was staring up at her, and she stared back as if in challenge. There was a spark that skittered in his gut. What the hell…

He was knocked off balance when Alec came up beside him and poked him with his stick. He almost tripped over his skate, still looking up, a sudden intense need pounding in his blood.

Snapping his attention away from her, he fumbled with the puck before finding his stride. He skirted around another player, zoomed down the ice, and swept the disk into the empty net.

Alec was patting him on the back. “How the hell we got your talent is beyond me. You’re the league’s Achilles’ heel. There aren’t many old-timers who could have played this for a living.”

“Who are you calling old?”

“If the skate fits…”

The game was about to start, and he was standing at the face-off position, squaring off against his friend, but took a second to glance up to see Em on the edge of the bench. Then his focus was back on the puck just as it dropped. The scrimmage was under way. Hip checking Alec against the boards, he retained control of the stuttering puck as he swung around a defenseman. Alec, trying to keep up, shouted at him, “I can’t believe you didn’t think you were fast enough.”

“I knew my limitations, never even tried for a shot in the majors.”

“Went out for the marines instead.”

“That was a team I knew I could make.”

“Why do we has-been marines always end up in law enforcement?”

“Don’t know. Are there stats?”

“You, me, Lance, Tim, Lou. Five out of fifteen. That’s…a high percentage.”

“Can’t do the math? It’s a third.”

“I can do the math. Just testing you.”

Alec poked his stick and stole the puck, Nick chasing after him. The play was heating up.

As always, he got lost in the zone, blocking out everything but the ice, the puck, his opponents, and the net. When there was a break in the action, the guys taking a much-needed breather, he scanned the stands. He shook his head. They were empty. He hadn’t even noticed Em and Teddy leaving, hadn’t said good-bye, hadn’t asked Em to meet him for a drink next week, whatever night she was free. He wanted to talk to her, let her know what was going on. It was no longer his gut telling him it was over. The signs were posted all over the place.

“Hey, Nick, you still playing?”

Alec skated around with the puck waiting for him to get in position.

“Yeah, sorry.”

With his mind back on the game, he scored a goal within seconds and looked back up into the stands. He wished Em was here to see it. It was pretty.

***

Two hours later, sweat glistening on his face, Nick stripped off his hockey gear and packed it away. He didn’t really want to go home. Teddy wouldn’t be there, so all he’d have to welcome him were Saban’s recriminations, and he’d have to hear the litany of sins he’d committed against her this week. She’d bled him dry of all emotion. When he pushed back, her demands became more obsessive, and when he’d finally blown, she’d shown him the door. Of their bedroom. Said if he couldn’t give her what she needed, she’d find someone who could. He told her to go ahead and try.

They’d reached a stalemate that was in its sixth month.

According to Saban, all it would take to go back was his undying devotion. The choice was his. He didn’t like being given an ultimatum even if the terms were equitable. They weren’t. She wanted to be on a pedestal and his number one priority. He thought it was way past time for her to come down from it and he was sick of all the drama. The last thing he wanted to do was relive it tonight.

His car seemed to agree. It had a mind of its own and he found himself in front of Em’s, which was only a few miles away from his house. There was a light on in the family room, which meant she was still awake. He shut off his headlights and thought about going in, grabbing a beer, telling her about the game, but there was a new energy flowing through him that made him hesitate. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say he was seeing her in a brand-new light.

Or was it? New?

He’d felt it the first time he met her, and thought he’d died and gone to heaven. Round face, cropped hair that was the color of brown sugar, the most beautiful hazel eyes, a great body, and an attitude that matched his. Cocky. Her athletic body was toned. She was muscular but in a feminine way, with a competitive streak that rivaled his own. Her nose was straight when he’d met her but had been broken at least once that he knew of. He’d been in the stands during college when a softball was hit straight at her, bounced off her face. It was no surprise to anyone that she stayed in the game. She’d had a shiner for a couple of weeks and he’d overheard whispers suggesting someone had hit her. The stitching on the ball left their mark over her eye, proved her story, not that it mattered. No one would dare strike her. Not because of their friendship, but because she’d deck anyone who tried.

When had he stopped noticing? Or rather, why had he started again?

He couldn’t do this, not now. Not until he unburdened himself from the woman he’d married.

After starting the car again, he went home. When he got there, the dark suggested he’d be left alone.

Saban was either out or asleep. Not that it made a difference which. He’d have peace and that’s all that counted. Not bothering to go up to the main floor of the split-level house, he went down to the basement, flicked on the TV in what was now his bedroom, surfing until he came to some hockey scores. He couldn’t watch for long. He’d offered to cover for one of his cop buddies, wanting the extra money the shift would bring in. Tomorrow night, he was taking Saban out so they could discuss the end of the marriage, decide how to split things up, figure out who’d get the house, and what to do about visitation. If he was honest, he was hoping she’d agree to move out. He wanted Teddy to have the stability of the same routine, the same bedroom, playroom, school. But if she knew that, chances were, she’d fight for it tooth and nail. He didn’t want to keep up the sham of a marriage. He didn’t want to live in the same house, he wanted a legal separation. After stripping down to his skivvies, he crawled under the blanket, his arm under his head. Half listening to the rundown of hockey scores across the league, he wished he had rung Em’s doorbell. Her mood was always infectious, and he always left her feeling good about the world. She was his happy place and he needed a dose of that right now.

He might need a dose of something else, if he was to believe his body, but he had to be careful. Em had never given him any indication that she felt that way about him. And there was no way he’d jeopardize what they had. He’d cut his dick off before damaging the most important relationship of his life.

By the next afternoon, Nick was exhausted from working six days straight. As he pulled into the garage, he was wishing he hadn’t taken the extra shift. He’d banged heads with a gang member, had to chase down a purse snatcher, and had to face off with an immigrant enforcer who was trying to get him to arrest an undocumented resident. There was an unwritten law that said the local police didn’t have to co-operate and he kept it as well as the written ones. Sanctuary city had to mean something for the residents to trust the community patrols.

As he made his way up the stairs into the main part of the house, he heard Teddy playing down the hall. It surprised him. Em was supposed to keep him again tonight. Wandering down to the room, he said, “Hey, bud. Whatcha doing?”

Teddy jumped up from his train set and raced over, jumping in his arms.

“I’m so glad you’re home.”

“Where’s your mother?”

“In her room. She said she has a headache and can’t deal with me right now.”

Nick’s heart ached at the tone. It was filled with shame.

“She said I was making too much noise playing with my train. She didn’t like me going whoo-whoo so loud.”

What the hell was Saban’s problem now? It was Saturday, so she couldn’t use the excuse she’d had a rough day. “When’s Em coming back to pick you up?”

Teddy’s head dipped in disappointment.

“She’s not. Mom called her to cancel. She said she changed her mind and to bring me back right away. We were going to the movies this afternoon and now we can’t.”

When Teddy looked up at him, there was a well of sadness in his eyes.

Had Saban decided not to go out tonight? He’d made sure he got off duty in time to get home to change. He’d made reservations at a restaurant that he thought she’d like. They really couldn’t afford to waste that kind of money, but she’d told him he’d better pick swank if he wanted her to agree.

When he’d walked by the kitchen on the way to Teddy’s room, it was dark. It told him that they wouldn’t be eating in. Did she want to take Teddy out with them? That was out of the question. They’d planned on talking about things that Teddy didn’t need to know about. Why had she told Em they wouldn’t need her tonight? He’d have to get something for Teddy to eat before too long. It was after six o’clock and the kid should be ravenous about now.

He undid his collar, began to unbutton his shirt as he walked to the room next door to Teddy’s. After rapping at the door, he heard an exhale of breath and “What now, Teddy?”

“It’s me.”

There was a long pause before he heard, “Come in.”

Saban was sitting at her vanity table putting the finishing touches on her make-up. She didn’t even glance up at him. He stared at her for a minute, her movements finally registering.

“I’m confused. Are we going out or not, and if we are, why did Teddy come back?”

Putting down the mascara rod, she turned and looked at him, her eyes highlighted by shadow and liner.

“Rachelle and I made reservations at a spa. You had your hockey last night. Now it’s my turn. This week was a monster.”

He could feel the animosity emanating in waves.

“We had plans. I came home early. Now you’re just going to up and leave?”

She huffed as if he had no right to be upset.

“I thought it would be nice to spend the weekend being pampered. I asked her to call. They had openings and we took them.”

“You didn’t think it important to check in, see if I’d mind?”

“Like you did yesterday?”

“I called, Saban, and we didn’t have plans. We did for tonight, so what you’re doing is blowing me off.”

She stared at him in her mirror, a spark of temper evident in her eyes. “We can do it next weekend. It’s not like anything is going to change, is it?”

“Not in the way you mean, no.”

“Then I’m going to the spa instead. You should be pleased. A massage will do wonders for my mood.”

His anger began to build, and he narrowed cold, flinty eyes at her.

“How long are we going to put off the inevitable?”

She cut him a sharp look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She was still playing her cards close to her chest. He wished she’d just get it over with and leave. She couldn’t possibly believe that he would. Could she? Was that what she had in mind? She’d freeze him out until he cried uncle and moved out? She shouldn’t hold her breath on that one. He’d be the one keeping Teddy and he wanted the house. He’d buy her out if he had to, if he could afford it.

As she sat fluffing her hair, she gave him a steely-eyed stare in the mirror.

“Oh, and Nick, you’re not going to dump Teddy on me every time you want to go out with your friends.”

“Dump him on you? He’s your son. Or have you forgotten that?”

She swirled around, her eyes casting daggers.

“How could I possibly forget when you keep shoving it in my face? You want me to act like a mother, well, I do. Mine. This is how I was raised. I had nannies. We can’t afford them. I do the best I can.”

The best she could? That was laughable. She did minimum work where Teddy was involved. Being up on the pedestal made it hard to deal with those below. When he met her, he’d thought she was a sensitive soul, who was overwhelmed by life but what he’d come to find out was that she was only using her vast set of manipulation skills to get what she wanted. At the time, it was him.

“If this is your best—"

“You’ve changed and you’re not the man I married. You would never have talked to me like this before.”

Her scowl turned petulant.

His mood swung again, disbelief turning the anger back on.

“That’s not a bad thing, Saban. People are supposed to change and grow. You haven’t done either. You are exactly the same as you’ve always been. Immature, willful, and selfish.”

He’d come to realize Saban wasn’t cut out for the emotional entanglements that family involved. It was all about what she could get out of a relationship, rather than the relationship itself. She was shallow and superficial, traits he’d come to detest.

She had gotten out of her seat, was looking at him imperiously.

“You’re right, I haven’t. I still expect certain things from the man I’m married to. His time and attention.”

He could feel the vein in his neck begin to pulse. It did that a lot lately.

“You’re a spoiled little princess. You want me to take on everything that you don’t like and then some.”

She shook her head, the blonde curls bobbing as she did so.

“I can’t talk about this anymore. You’re not hearing what I’m saying which just proves my point. I need something different than what we have. I’m taking the weekend for me.”

He clenched his jaw to stifle the argument simmering between them, but as her words rung in his ears, he stopped trying to contain it.

“It’s always about what you want, Saban, every damn time.”

“I take time for me, Nick, because you stopped doing it.”

She glanced over to her suitcase, packed and waiting.

He blew out a breath and threw his hands wide. “You’re not going to spend any time with Teddy this weekend?”

“He’ll have you and he’ll survive. I won’t if I have to stay here.”

She walked over and picked up the carry-all.

“I’ve got to go. I’m picking Rachelle up and I don’t want to be late. We have to be there by nine tonight or they’ll cancel our reservation.”

And with that she walked out of the room, never looking back, and he didn’t move until he heard the garage door open and close.

She hadn’t even said good-bye to Teddy.

Dropping down to the edge of the bed, he rubbed his scalp, the buzz cut beginning to grow out. Maybe he’d take Teddy for a haircut tomorrow, get one himself. Right now, he had supper to make. Or…

He glanced up to see Teddy standing in the doorway, his mouth drooping into a frown.

“Is it my fault Mom left?”

He opened his arms and his son ran into them. Enfolding him in a hug, he said, “No. You are the most loveable boy on the planet. Just ask Em.”

“I’m sorry she broke your date.”

“I’m not. Now I get to spend the evening with you. I have an idea. It involves pizza and a movie. Want to hear it?”

He knew exactly what the doctor would order to change the mood. With Teddy’s arms wrapped tightly around his neck, he got a muffled yes.

***

Em was disappointed she had to give Teddy up. They’d made plans to go to the movies, and when Saban had called, telling her to bring Teddy home, she’d argued with her, asked if she could drop him off after they were done for the day. Saban had been adamant and insisted he be home when his father got back from work. It sounded as if Saban was just being Saban and there was no method to her madness. Did Saban resent her, deep down, and not want to admit it? She’d given Nick a hard time about their friendship over the years, pleaded with him not to spend so much time with her, and he’d acquiesced periodically. She could go weeks without seeing him, although they’d text and call like they always did. When Teddy had been born, it all shifted. Not wanting to deal with a squalling, colicky infant, Saban had encouraged the relationship. If that woman needed something, she’d be whoever she needed to be to get it. Why didn’t Nick ever see that side of her? Instead of getting angry, he’d placate. He was different around his wife, someone she didn’t recognize, and it drove her crazy. This was just another instance of Saban’s whim becoming a command performance, probably a punishment of some kind, and Teddy was getting the short end of the stick. It was probably more to prove the point that Teddy was her son. Em didn’t need it. She knew it all too well.

Facing a long night ahead of her, she went into the kitchen, knowing she should scrounge around for some food. Why hadn’t she been the one to cancel, gone skiing instead? She could still drive up if she was motivated enough. She glanced up at the clock and dithered back and forth as to whether she wanted to make the long haul around dinnertime. She didn’t.

The ring of her phone grabbed her attention and she swiped, sitting on the edge of her stool at the kitchen island. Maybe she’d get the real story.

“Hi.”

“Back at you. Sorry about this afternoon. I was wondering if you wanted to join Teddy and me at that movie you were going to take him to?”

She was too taken aback to answer right away but gave way to a question.

“What happened to your date with Saban?”

“She made other plans.”

He sounded different. Annoyed?

“What did you do?”

Somehow her thought became words and she almost winced when she heard them out loud.

“I had the audacity to play hockey last night.”

She sat up in surprise. This was a first. Where was his defense of the indefensible?

“She cancelled on you?”

“Went to a spa. She needed pampering. Right… Shit, sorry.” He paused, and she heard him take a deep breath. “Teddy was bummed about the movie, so I told him we could go, thought you might want to tag along.”

That’s what she always did. Tag along. A third wheel who didn’t have a place in the family. And yet the family didn’t seem to function without her. She had to stop giving in, stop wishing it could be something it wasn’t. How much longer could she pretend it didn’t hurt?

“I don’t think so, Nick. I might drive up to the Notch. Cami asked me to go up…”

“It’s too late to drive up there tonight, Em. Go tomorrow. Come with us. We’ll have fun.”

She was sure they would. They always did. That’s what made it so insane.

Before she could decline again, Teddy was on the line.

“Em, you’ve got to come with me. I don’t want to see it without you.”

When she’d gone on-line to check out what was up in theaters, he’d picked a story about a dog who had to get out of canine prison. He’d talked about it all morning. He was more excited about going to the movies, eating popcorn, and getting the one bag of candy she allowed than the movie itself.

“You’ll be with your dad, Teddy. What could be better than that?”

“Being with you.”

Her heart melted, and against her better judgment, she agreed.

“Dad, she said she’d come.”

Teddy must have been in the process of handing Nick back his cell, because Nick’s was the next voice she heard.

“We’ll swing by and pick you up. We were going to have pizza for supper. Why don’t you order it and we’ll eat there?”

“Fine. I’ll see you soon.”

When she swiped off, she castigated herself for her lack of will-power. But when it came to Teddy, she didn’t have any.

***

The movie was just what she’d expected, trite but cute. If a dog was the main character, it appealed to her and nothing was better than seeing a dog back with his owners. That he was put in jail appealed to Teddy’s sense of the absurd. His father put criminals behind bars and he kept asking questions about the chief jailer and the inmates. The variety of dogs showcased covered the spectrum, and about a mile away from her house, Teddy started asking for a puppy.

“Why can’t I have one?”

“It isn’t the right time for that, Teddy. They take a lot of work.”

Nick was talking to him, eye to eye in the rear-view mirror. It was heart-warming to watch their interactions. Nick was a great father. She hoped she could find a man who loved kids as much as he did.

You’d have to start looking somewhere else to find one.

“But I’d take care of it.”

Teddy’s voice had a tinge of whine and she smiled, glad those puppy-dog eyes weren’t focused on her.

“You’re too little to walk it and you can’t reach the cabinets yet, so how would you feed it?”

“I could take it outside to go pee. We have a fence, so he couldn’t get out. And we could put the food in the cabinet where the pans are. I can reach that.”

“I’m sorry, buddy, we can’t get one now. Maybe in a few years when you’re older.”

When he turned that adorable face to her, she gulped. “Em, can you get me a dog?”

She’d do just about anything for him and wished she could oblige, but she knew better than to make a promise she couldn’t keep.

“No sweetie. I’m not home enough. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“But I could stay with it for you.”

She turned around so she could face him when she said, “I would if I could, Teddy. I grew up with a dog and I’ve missed coming home to one.”

She hadn’t lived with anyone since Cami moved out of their rental a couple of years after they joined the firm. Just hired on, wanting to save expenses, they’d leased a condo together in the heart of the city, splitting everything equally. It was smaller than a postage stamp, but it’d served their needs. Working fourteen-hour days so you could make partner meant you didn’t need anything more than a bed to crawl into. Her hours were still long, but she was glad she’d splurged on her house. It just got lonely sometimes.

Nick looked over at her and asked, “What kind of dog did you have?”

She’d never told him? She couldn’t quite believe it. She’d shared most everything with him. Then again, she’d buried away the grief of those nightmarish days, so how could he know she still felt the pang of loss to this day?  She rarely showed anyone her vulnerable side.

“It was a goldie. A golden retriever. Her name was Lily and she slept with me and Olivia.”

Teddy’s voice floated to the front of the car.

“Does she miss you?”

“Teddy, she’s…She got old and she hurt, so we had to take her someplace that made her pain go away. I sure miss her.”

“Can you bring her back?”

If only. She was the sweetest dog and Em would love nothing better than to live with her again. Lily would snuggle with her, the furry head in her lap. Dogs had a way of making everything better.

“I would if I could.”

Nick looked over at her, his eyebrow arched.

“Tell us about your Lily.”

A warm and fuzzy feeling hugged her heart, as it always did with thoughts of the cream-colored angel.

“She was part of my aunt’s family before Olivia and I were. The first night we arrived at our new home, Lily started sleeping with us. It helped having her around. She was so sweet, and she was so lovable. She let us cry as much as we wanted without making us feel bad.”

“They got another one after she was…gone, didn’t they?”

“Yeah, you met him. Our old Mr. Flash was a character but not the let-me-cry-in-your-coat-kind of guy. It wasn’t the same.”

Now her aunt and uncle had Bailey, as well. She was a trouble-making devil but they all loved her.

Nick pulled into her drive-way. She sat for a minute, the memories of Lily bringing back a longing for something, someone to love. She finally got out but didn’t leave without opening the back-seat door to give Teddy a kiss good-bye. Giving her attention to the driver, she said, “Thanks. It was fun.”

“I think for all the candy you let Teddy eat, you should be the one putting him to bed.”

Teddy began to unbuckle his seat belt. It seemed he took it literally.

“Sorry, bud. You’re stuck with me tonight. Buckle yourself back in.”

The pout was almost cute.

She waved them off before entering the darkened house, which made the memories of Lily that much stronger. She missed the old girl more than ever. There’s was something about a dog greeting you when you came home that made you feel you belonged to someone. Maybe she could get one, another golden, hire a walker. She’d check some websites, look around. Think long and hard to make sure she could manage it. Maybe she’d get two. Then they’d have company. It would be twice the love.

She smiled. A feeling of warmth permeated her being at the thought of wagging tails and lots of dog kisses. She silently thanked Teddy for bringing some of those faded memories into focus.


CHAPTER THREE

By Friday, Em was ready for a weekend away. Every day had been filled with one crisis after another, jam-packed with client appointments, court appearances, new client interviews, paperwork and all the details that went into it. It seemed like there were never enough hours in the day to cover all the bases, and just when she thought she had a handle on it, another case showed up in her lap. Just yesterday, she’d walked into the courtroom for a hearing, to see a woman, dressed in blue scrubs, sitting at the defense table crying quietly. After making her way over, she introduced herself and asked what was wrong. The woman, Yolanda Hernandez, told her she’d been picked up for a driving violation and sent to the detention center. A trans-gender who was being treated for AIDS, she was being denied medication. Em’s sense of justice had kicked in, and although this wasn’t her area of expertise, she’d taken on the case, asking the judge for a postponement so she could look at the file. The judge had granted the request and had given her fifteen minutes to file a complaint. The complaint was deemed appropriate, and an order was given to re-prescribe the medication. The file was sitting on her left. She had a lot more work to do on it before she was satisfied.

Tuesday she’d gotten a call from a young girl whose parents had been detained while she was in school. They were deported two weeks later, which wasn’t unusual. In one moment, Cara’s life had split apart just like Em’s had over twenty years ago. Born in the States, Cara Taibbi had legal standing here, and one of her neighbors had called to get her representation. She wanted to be emancipated, wanted out of the foster system. It was going to be an uphill battle, but at fifteen, Cara might be old enough for the courts to agree, giving the neighbor who’d brought her in temporary custody. Em still couldn’t believe that children, citizens were at risk of having their families ripped away from them. It’s why she’d put endless hours into helping Nell craft her Supreme Court case. They wanted a foothold, something that would give the courts leeway with their life-and-death decisions. Nell had done exactly that with her win, and because of it, Cara could petition the court to “sponsor” her parents within a year, bringing them back to the States. Age was the only limiting factor. When the justice’s opinion was handed down, there had been some stipulations put in place. Restricting young children from filing suit was one of them. Sixteen was the base age, but by the time this got in front of a judge, Cara would satisfy that condition. The women at the firm looked at it as a long-overdue reform, and everyone in the office was taking advantage.

Cara was her last appointment of the day, and as she sat with her and her temporary guardian, she outlined the steps they would take to get her emancipated. Getting her folks back here would take longer, but Cara eyes glistened, thrilled she might be able to live with a family that loved her in the interim. It wasn’t her own, but it was the next best thing.

Em was relieved that the week was ending on a positive note. A few of the other cases she’d worked over the last couple of days hadn’t turned out so well, but it didn’t mean she was going to give up. She’d have to find different avenues to pursue. Children should not be left in the care of strangers if their parents were alive. Children were returned to unfit mothers, drug-addicted fathers, environments rife with domestic abuse. None of it made sense to her. Some days the system sucked. It was her job to un-suck it.

As soon as Cara left, Em attempted to clean off her desk. She lived, by nature, in organized chaos. She knew exactly where everything was, all her files organized the way she liked them, and Liz, her assistant, had gotten used to her system, if you could call it that. She’d been with her since the beginning and they’d gotten close. She’d been trying to convince Liz to go to law school. She had the temperament for it and the skill set. Liz kept telling her she didn’t want the headaches or the hours.

She glanced at her phone. Should she text Nick to say good-bye? She hadn’t heard from him in a couple of days and it felt weird. She should be relieved, but instead she was…concerned? That wasn’t the right word. She didn’t have one for it. He’d probably made up with Saban and was busy catering to her, didn’t have time to connect.

Frustration spilled out in a heavy sigh.

With the folders all neatly stacked, she went to the door, looked back once to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. After clicking off the light, she went out to the lobby where, Heather, their receptionist, was just getting ready to leave for the day. The office was closing at noon, with only a skeleton staff left behind. Almost everyone from the firm would be in attendance tomorrow for Cami’s big day.

She was heading straight for Franconia, having packed all her things this morning so she wouldn’t have to backtrack to her house. Everyone was due in for the evening events, but she was leaving early, wanting to settle in before the festivities began. Tomorrow, Cami would become Maks’ wife. She was excited for them, happy her friend had overcome all her fears about commitment and allowed Maks in.

She opened the car window and let the air circulate through the car. It would be a perfect weekend for a wedding. May didn’t necessarily mean warm but the forecast indicated the temps would be above normal.

Her blue tooth signaled a call and, she held her breath. Was it Nick? She’d decided she didn’t really want to talk to him, now. In the last hour, she’d developed an attitude. She was going to start sorting through some options, try to come up with a way to keep Teddy in her life, without the baggage that came with it. She was worn out from the merry-go-round of now-you-see-me-now-you-don’t. The number that flashed had a four-one-three area code and that could only mean one thing. She pressed her thumb on the indicator to answer the call.

“Hello.”

“Good afternoon. This is Diane from Diamond Breeders. Is this Emilia Spencer-Ronan?”

Em felt a thrill rush through her. She’d called a couple of kennels this morning, researched their methods, and had zeroed in on Diamond Breeders. She’d left a message once she’d made the decision and hoped someone would get back to her.

“It is. I’m so glad you called.”

“No problem. I hope this is a good time.”

“It’s perfect. I’m not in my office, so I won’t have any distractions.”

“From what I understand you are looking for two of our puppies?”

“I am. I like the idea of two so they could keep each other company while I’m at work. It might cut down on any mischief.” Wanting to reassure the woman she wouldn’t be leaving them alone all day, she added, “I’ve already contacted a dog-walking service, I have a fenced-in back-yard they can play in and I very rarely go into the office over the weekend. I had a golden growing up and was recently reminded how much I loved my Lily.”

“Our dogs never leave us, do they?”

The warm fuzzies were back.

“No, they don’t.”

“I assume you found us on our website?”

“Yes, and I like what I read. I know you raise the puppies at home, and the dogs are good with kids.”

“You have kids?”

“No, but I have my godson a lot and I know he’d help out whenever he could.”

She wasn’t sure whether her friendship with Nick would survive the new parameters she was about to put into place, but she hoped it didn’t affect her time with Teddy. He’d love visiting and playing with the pups.

“Pretty Girl is due to have a litter any day now. We keep the puppies here for the first three months, if not longer, so we’re talking mid-to-late summer at the earliest. If you’re looking for something sooner, I can only accommodate your request for one. There’s a runt from our most recent litter that no one wanted. It’s such a shame. She’s such a sweet thing.”

Such a sweet thing registered. It was just what she was looking for, not that she expected to get another Lily. She was one of a kind.

“Could I claim the one that no one wanted? I could take her now and then take one from the next litter when they’re ready.”

“Are you sure you want to do that, sight unseen?”

“If you say she’s sweet, I believe it and I don’t want her thinking she can’t be loved.”

“Oh, she’s loved. We would have kept her. I’m almost sorry you agreed to give her a home.”

“Now that I made the decision, I’d love to get her here as soon as I can. When will she be ready to leave Mom?”

“We have a pick-up date scheduled for mid-month.”

“That’s perfect. It’ll give me time to get everything in place.”

“We’ll need a deposit for both, the balance due when you come and get her. I’ll let you know when the next litter is born so you can pick the one you want.”

The breeder was located in the western part of the state, so she’d have to make a day of it. It was where she and Nick had gone to college and she loved the laid-back vibe of the place. She got out there as often as she could, visiting old friends who still lived there. She hoped that Nick would let Teddy come with her. She knew he’d love to help her with the new addition. Maybe she’d even let him name her.

“I can give you a credit card number, but you’ll have to give me time to pull over.”

“Why don’t I give you until tomorrow at noon to get back to me with the information. I have a couple of deposits on the next litter already, but Pretty Girl’s never had less than six. We breed several different dogs over the course of a year, so no one dam has more than one litter every twelve months. We like to give them recuperation time.”

She liked hearing that. No puppy mill here.

“I’m so excited. I feel like my godson right before Christmas.”

“How old is he?”

“Four.”

“The perfect age to become attached to a dog.”

“I think so, too. Thanks again, Diane, and I’ll call as soon as I get to where I’m going. I’m already in love with the little runt and don’t want to lose her to someone else.”

She ended the call, feeling almost giddy. She was taking control of her life, had promised herself that she’d begin making different choices, let love in. It wasn’t exactly what Cami wanted for her, but it was enough. At least for now. She had a feeling her life was going to get better, that something was right around the corner.

***

Nick was driving around in the patrol car, his shift almost over, on the look-out for anything amiss on the streets of Boston. Fridays could be a bitch, but he loved being a cop. Loved knowing he was making a difference. Being with the guys from his precinct was like being part of a large family, where everyone had your back no matter what went down. If you needed help, you had thousands of men and women you could reach out to. He’d enjoyed being part of it, the rituals, the routines, the camaraderie. Now that his personal life was changing he was going to look into a transfer, SWAT or Narcotics being his first and second choice. It was time for a new challenge and he’d never again allow someone else to call the shots for him. He’d gone along to keep the peace, but he’d landed in the same pile of shit he would have if he hadn’t.

How had he gotten so side tracked? He’d always been confident in what he wanted, and taken the steps necessary to see it done. He glanced over to Juanita, who was sitting beside him. He knew he’d miss her, miss the deep conversations they’d had while on stake-out or driving aimlessly, looking for trouble. He hoped he could trust his next partner as much.

“Nick, over there.”

She issued her command as she pointed to the left of the upcoming intersection.

As he got closer, he saw what she had. A man was banging someone’s head against the sidewalk. After screeching to a halt, he jumped out of the car, two steps behind Juanita. She had the cuffs on the attacker before he could get his own out, the scruffy man claiming he was the one assaulted, and that this was a big misunderstanding. Nick ignored the rant. It was par for the course. With his partner in control of the situation, he busied himself with the victim. After helping him up, assessing the damage, he turned on his radio and called for a bus. The face was a bloody pulp from the concrete facial, and his suit was ripped at the elbow.

“It seems this isn’t one of your better days. The ambulance should be here soon. They’ll get your face into some semblance of order.”
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