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Chapter 1: Duke




The firehouse alarm startles me out of my thoughts. I jump in my office chair and look up at the ceiling as the noise blares through the firehouse. 

I’m deep in the middle of my latest batch of resumes from my advertisements for new staff, but I have to drop everything and go out to support the crew.

I make a few last-minute clicks on my computer, but it turns out not to make a difference. I have to stop again the minute I get out into the hall.

The crew was hanging out in the breakroom. They charge the stairs and I wait by my office door so they can go first.

They rush downstairs to their trucks and ambulances. Voice yell back and forth while they scramble into their seats and fire up the engines.

I stand back while the rescue and ladder trucks and the two ambulances pull out onto the street with their lights flashing and their sirens wailing.

I pull on my turnout jacket, but I probably won’t need it. I usually only supervise the rest of the crew doing whatever they need to do to handle the call.

I never know when I might need to step in, though, so I have to take all my gear. I leave my helmet, pants, boots, and breathing apparatus off. That would be overkill for the Fire Chief unless I absolutely need it.

I’m the last one here by the time I walk around the firehouse to the parking lot, get into my support pickup, and head out to follow the crew to the scene.

I check the dispatch notes on my dashboard computer on the way. The call is a major car accident on the highway with five cars totaled and dozens more damaged. 

The crew hits a massive traffic jam long before we get near the scene. Keith Brewer is driving the rescue truck. He has to drive up the shoulder while the ladder truck and the two ambulances follow single file behind him.

I stay behind them, but it doesn’t take us long to figure out what the problem is.

We finally get to the scene and discover wrecked cars blocking all four lanes of traffic. They form a barricade with all the other traffic packed in behind them.

The area in front of these cars looks like a war zone or maybe some kind of natural disaster. 

A big rig lies overturned on its side. It must have flipped and then skidded into the other cars. More than ten cars lie smashed to pieces right up against the rig’s chassis. 

Beyond the disaster zone, another twenty cars stand, sit, and lie at odd angles with different degrees of body damage.

The rest of the highway stretches away into infinity with not a single car in sight. 

The Fire Department vehicles don’t have any problem finding enough space to park. The crew unloads and spreads out across the area to triage all the patients.

A crowd of people from the traffic jam gather at the edge of the barricade to watch. 

Another group of fifty people stands off to one side of the disaster zone. They huddle together watching the scene with huge, terrified eyes.

Some of these people hold their arms around each other. Others sob loudly. At least half of them are bleeding from some body part.

A few people sit on the ground and another six lie off to the side. They need medical attention, too.

I go over there to triage them, but on the way there, I happen to catch a glimpse of one of the passenger cars smashed against the big rig’s underside.

I freeze when I see the driver’s door caved in and the driver slumped over the steering wheel. 

I forget all about everything else. I spin around fast, charge over there, and tear the driver’s door open.

I have to yank on it a few times. Don’t ask me how I get it open because it’s damaged beyond repair. I should have had to use the Jaws of Life to get into the car, but I somehow manage to wrench it open.

The hinges creak and groan and the door immediately starts to close again, but I don’t give a crap about that.

I lunge for the driver. It’s a woman.

I pull her off the steering column and push her back in the seat so I can see her. “Naomi!!” I yell in her face. “NAOMI!!”

She doesn’t respond. She’s unconscious with her whole face pulverized to a bloody mass of exposed flesh torn off the bone. 

The force of the collision imploded the airbag when she hit it. Blood saturates her clothes from her collarbones all the way down to her pelvis. This isn’t happening.

I go over her as quickly as I can, but everything I see and touch makes me panic even more. Her bones crunch under my hands…..and then I get to her abdomen.

Her big pregnant belly doesn’t feel right. I should know. I’ve been feeling her belly growing every day through her entire pregnancy. I can’t be sitting here looking at my pregnant wife completely smashed in a car accident.

I barely glance into the back seat. My baby daughter Amelia lies in the backward-facing car seat. I can only see the round dome of her head. I can’t see if she’s injured, too.

She’s sitting way too quietly, though, and her big, soft head lies at an angle like she might be asleep.

The sight of her sends me into another hysterical flurry of activity. I’m the only person here who can help both of them.

I keep yelling Naomi’s name while I try to examine her, but just saying her name out loud sends me into a frenzy. I attack her, but there’s nothing I can do for her. 

I pull my head out of the car and bellow across the highway, “We need some help over here!” but none of the rest of the crew is close enough even to hear me.

The other firefighters and paramedics are all dealing with different cars and different passengers just as injured as Naomi is or maybe worse—if that’s even possible.

I spin around to deal with her—like I can possibly deal with her. She needs extrication with full immobilization, but I don’t even have a bandage on me right now. 

I couldn’t extricate her by myself, but right then, when I dive back into the car, I smell gasoline.

I don’t see where it’s coming from, but right at that moment, flames burst out from under the hood of the car. 

The flames woof around the edges of the hood and come together in a ring right there beyond the shattered windshield.

I fly into another frantic whirlwind grabbing Naomi’s seatbelt and then cutting it off. I can’t take the time to immobilize her. I probably won’t hurt her any more than she already is. I really don’t see how her injuries can get any worse.

The flames radiate heat through the windshield and through the car body. I don’t stop to check how far the fire is progressing, but I can hear it building. 

I grab Naomi by the armpits and end up putting my arms around her broken body to pull her out of the car. 

Her shattered spine and bones offer no resistance. Holding her feels like holding a giant bag of goo with no bones at all.

She flops in my arms when I heave her out of the seat. I drag her clear and lay her on the ground fifteen feet from the wreck.

I lean back on my knees to take one more look at her before I go back for Amelia. I become aware of the rest of the crew swarming around me.

I can’t spend any more time on Naomi. Sophie McNish and Brooke Elsworth come over and start working on her. I have to back off.

Keith and Danny Brewer, Billy Cates, Caleb Watts, and Ellis Barrett head for the car. They pull their hoses over to spray down the fire.

I turn around to go get Amelia out of the car seat—and at that moment, a colossal boom obliterates the car in flames. 

It detonates in my face hard enough to knock me flat on my back. The same explosion sends all the other firefighters sprawling, too.

I bounce back up just as fast and charge the car. I have to get Amelia out.

I run into a solid wall of muscle when Keith Brewer gets in my face. “Stop!” he bellows. “Don’t you dare go in there!”

I struggle and even try to punch him to get him out of my way. “Get the hell off me! Get away from me! My daughter is in there!”

He’s a lot stronger than I am. He grabs me and shoves me back, but he doesn’t let me go to try again. “Get back, Duke! You can’t help her! She’s gone!”

“NO!!” I rage and try again to fight my way past him.

The other firefighters surround us and attack me to wrestle me away from the car. Danny, Theo Gough, and Carter Holt are already loading Naomi onto a backboard to transport her to the hospital.

Keith glares in my face with so much agonized fury that I really start to feel scared that he might hurt me.

He points in my face. “Get out of here, Duke!” he roars. “Go! Get in the ambulance! NOW, DUKE!!”

I don’t want to listen to him. My mind and body can only think of one thing. I have to go into the fire to get Amelia out. I have to save her.

The other guys drag me away against my best efforts to break their grip. They don’t let me go until they haul me all the way back to the ambulance. 

The firefighters load Naomi onto the gurney and Brooke and Sophie get into the back with her. 

Caleb, Ellis, George Dow, and Drew Killian force me into the front passenger seat and slam the door with me sitting helpless on the seat.

I try not to listen to Brooke and Sophie yelling back and forth while they take care of Naomi in the back of the ambulance.

Drew shoots me a pained look when he gets behind the wheel. Then he doesn’t look at me again when he puts the ambulance in gear and drives off toward the hospital.








  
  
Chapter 2: Ellen




Ilimp across the Emergency Department and meet the ambulance crew coming from the loading dock. Vince Jaeger is already opening the ambulance’s back doors. 

Half a dozen patients crowd the back of the ambulance. They’re all bleeding, but they stand up and get out of the ambulance on their own with no help from anyone.

Vince stands off to one side while the patients shuffle and stagger into the ED. “What do we got?” I ask him.

“More walking wounded from the car accident scene. The critical patients are all already here. We have another four loads of walking wounded. Don’t even ask me how many will be self-transporting.” He flashes me a wild grin. “You’ll be working late tonight, sweetheart.”

I try not to blush when I see him grinning at me like that. He’s a really handsome guy with dark hair, dark eyes, and a muscular build.

Vince is also a really nice guy and very dedicated to his job. He keeps making it obvious that he’s interested in me every time I see him.

I try to pretend not to notice. My late husband Fire Chief John Brewer had dark hair, dark eyes, and a muscular build, too, but Vince isn’t John.

I can’t say I wouldn’t be interested in Vince under any other circumstances. I’m just not ready to start thinking about anyone like that after John’s death.

I try not to smile too much that Vince is flattering me with his attention. I don’t want to give him the wrong idea.

I turn away from the ambulance and head back inside. “You better get back to the scene for your next load, then. See you later.”

He dives for me, grabs my arm, and holds me back. “Hey, Ellen, wait! What’s going on with Naomi? Everyone on the crew is asking.”

“She’s still in surgery. She’s been in there for two hours. We won’t know anything until she comes out of it—if she comes out of it.”

I become aware of Vince holding onto my arm. I hug all the fire crew people all the time. We’re very close and Vince is no exception.

This touch feels different. He pulled me closer when he turned me around. I’m standing way too close to him—almost like he might want to kiss me.

I give my arm a very light tug to pull it out of his grasp. He realizes what he’s doing at the same time and lets go immediately, but it’s too late—as I didn’t already know that he’s interested.

“Hey!” he exclaims in an even softer voice. “Do you want to go out sometime—you know….like go out to dinner or something? I would love to take you if you can get Keith or Danny to babysit the munchkin.”

I turn bright red again. Now I have no choice but to turn away. “I’m really flattered, but I don’t think I’m ready for that. We’re having another firehouse barbecue next weekend. I’ll see you there if not before.”

I try to walk away again, but he comes after me. He doesn’t try to touch me again, though. Maybe he thinks he crossed a line there.

“I always see you at the barbecues,” he insists. “I was hoping we could go out just the two of us—so we could spend some time by ourselves. Everyone else is always around at the barbecues.”

I have to make myself turn around and face him. “I’m really flattered, Vince, but seriously. I’m not ready to go out with anyone yet. I have enough to worry about just taking care of Oakleigh by myself….”

“I could help you. You wouldn’t have to take care of her by yourself. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

I find myself smiling at him, but this conversation is making me too uncomfortable. “That’s really sweet of you, but I’m not ready to start thinking about anyone taking John’s place in my life—and I don’t think Oakleigh is ready for that, either. I’m flattered that you think of me that way, but I’m not ready to move on yet. Maybe ask me later…..”

“Like when?” he asks. “How long should I wait before I ask again?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t even begin to speculate. I better go.”

I walk back into the ED and leave him and the ambulance on the loading dock. I’m supposed to be at work treating and triaging patients, not standing around flirting with a hot firefighter.

I try to shake those thoughts out of my head.

“Hey!” he calls after me. “Find out what’s going on with Naomi!”

I nod and wave before I walk back inside. I can’t think about him anymore. I don’t want to think about him. I don’t want to think about dating anyone but John and he isn’t here.

I wish like anything he was here. It still hurts to go home to that house and realize he isn’t here—and then I have to deal with Oakleigh.

She makes it a thousand times worse because she’s so depressed and upset about his death. Time does nothing to heal that wound.

She used to be such a sweet, innocent, fun-loving kid. Now she’s gloomy, moody, belligerent, and explosive. She flies off the handle over every little thing. She lashes out at the people who care about her the most.

It’s interesting that the people who care about her the most, the people she lashes out at the most, are the same people who have lost the most from John’s death. 

Keith, Danny, and I are primarily responsible for taking care of Oakleigh. The three of us are the most grief-stricken over John’s loss and we’re the ones who come under fire from her when she does lash out.

I don’t know if she even realizes how much worse she’s making this nightmare for all of us—or maybe she does realize.

Maybe that’s why she does it. Maybe she understands that the three of us care about her as much as we do precisely because we share that pain with her.

I wouldn’t be surprised if that was the reason. I wouldn’t be surprised if she lashes out more harshly at us because she knows she can. She already understands that we see why she’s doing it and we actually love her for it.

I wish I could find a way to help her, but I can’t. I can’t even help myself get through it.

I can only get through it by doing my job and staying busy. I go through the Emergency Department waiting room triaging patients, stitching up lacerations, and repeating the usual round of questions to give instructions to people with concussions.

I don’t see any of the ambulance crews again until hours later when Keith, Danny, Caleb, and Billy come to find me.

“What’s happening with Naomi?” Keith asks.

“I don’t know. I’ve been stuck down here all day. I haven’t been able to go upstairs to find out.”

“Could you find out, please?” Danny asks. “The whole crew is waiting at the firehouse. No one knows if they should come over here to support Duke or not.”

“I’ll find out. You can come upstairs if you want to. Then I can let you know and you can pass the word to the crew.”

We get into an elevator and exit on the surgical floor. Naomi is already down in ICU, so the guys accompany me down there.

They wait out in the hall while I go into the unit to find out about Naomi. I read her chart at the nurses’ station and then go take a look into her room.

She lies on the bed with her face slashed to pieces. The surgical team has stitched up the major lacerations, but the swelling makes her face completely unrecognizable. She looks like a monster—or she would if she wasn’t lying unconscious in a hospital bed.

An ET tube goes into her mouth to ventilate her lungs. Another tube goes into her mouth and an IV hangs by her bed to drip fluids into her arm.

All the wires and electrodes run away from the bed to the equipment standing nearby.

The surgical team also put a shunt into her skull to relieve bleeding and pressure. It drains from the side of her head into a thick bandage wrapped around her skull.

I can’t see any of the rest of her through her hospital gown and the sheets and blankets covering her, but her chart says it all.

The impact of the truck running into her car completely obliterated all the bones on the front side of her body. She has a shattered pelvis, a shattered sternum, multiple shattered ribs, two broken arms, two broken femurs, and multiple spinal fractures.

Her unborn baby didn’t survive the impact. The blow of her body striking the steering column crushed the baby completely. The surgical team had to give Naomi a full hysterectomy just to save her life. Now she’s in a coma and might not come out of it.

The sight of her would be bad enough, but it’s the man sitting in the chair across the room that really gets my attention.

Three chairs sit against the back wall of the room. Fire Chief Duke Broebeck sits in the center chair resting his elbows on his knees.

He rubs his hands together again and again in nervous agitation. His shoulders, back, and arms tense with his movements. He looks like he wants to jump up and do something—anything to help bring his wife and unborn baby back. 

Nothing will bring them back. Naomi’s condition is listed as grave. The doctors must have been trying to spare Duke’s feelings when they listed her condition as that. I would call it dire or even hopeless, but I’m not her doctor.

I step into the room and sit down in the chair next to Duke. He doesn’t even see me.

The nervous energy coming from him immediately makes me nervous, too. The guy can’t calm down to save his life. 

I want to touch him….or put my arm around him…..or do something….

I don’t dare to touch him, though.

The first thing that comes to my mind is to ask if he’s okay, but I at least have the presence of mind not to ask that. He might attack me if I did.

“The fire crew is all supporting you,” I tell him. “They’re all waiting to hear the news and support you in any way they can.”

He doesn’t respond. He just stares at Naomi and keeps rubbing his hands together. He can’t sit still. That motion moves him back and forth in his seat. 

He’s a powerful man of forty-five with salt-and-pepper grey hair. Just sitting this close to him feels dangerous. He could jump up at any time and then nothing would stop him from doing anything.

I also don’t ask if he wants the crew to come and support him. He won’t appreciate that. I’ll just have to tell Keith and the others to leave Duke alone for now. 

Keith will take over the firehouse until Duke goes back to work—whenever that turns out to be. The rest of the crew will keep running things in Duke’s absence.

They won’t stop caring, though. They’ll all wait until Duke needs them to do something. That’s the fire crew’s superpower. They stick by each other.

Right now, he needs them to keep the wheels turning when he isn’t there to do it for them. He doesn’t have to worry about Howe Firehouse running itself without him.

I can’t leave him alone—not after this. 

He might not even realize I’m here, but I have to do something.

I lay my hand on his shoulder. I don’t expect it to do any good, but someone has to be here for him. I can’t let him go through this alone. “Can I do anything for you? Is there anything you need? I could take you down to the cafeteria….or take you home….anything.”

He suddenly stops fidgeting when I touch his shoulder. He freezes and then, without warning, he breaks down crying his heart out. He buries his face in his hands and crumbles right in front of me.

“Amelia’s gone!” he wails. “Amelia’s gone! She was in the car…and now she’s gone!”

Tears come to my eyes listening to him. God, what a nightmare!

He and Naomi gave everything to take care of Amelia. They gave her such a loving home—a home she never would have had without them.

Her life would have been a trainwreck without them—and now it’s over because she’s dead.

I put my arms around him, but he doesn’t notice that, either. His whole body shakes with sobs. He doesn’t sink into my embrace at all.

I wind up putting my head on his shoulder and then stroking my fingers through his hair. Nothing can comfort him from this. 

His wife is in a coma and probably won’t come out of it. His unborn child is dead and so is his baby daughter.

Don’t ask me how Duke is even still alive under such a devastating blow as this. How can he even stand it?

I hold him for a long time while he cries. He sounds so pathetic and heartbroken. Who wouldn’t be?

I wish I could do something for him, but no one can. Nothing will be able to undo this.

He cries for a long, long time, but at least he’s letting it out. All that nervous energy comes pouring out through his tears.

He cries for more than Amelia. He cries for Naomi, for their unborn child, and for all the children they ever could have had if she recovers. 

Their family meant so much to them. Now those dreams lie broken and dead in that hospital bed over there. How does a man survive that?

I stay with him, pet his hair, and squeeze him around the shoulders. That doesn’t help, either, but at least he knows he isn’t alone. That’s the only thing I can do for him.

I’m still sitting there when he finally stops crying, sniffs, runs his red, raw face across the shoulder of his T-shirt, and straightens up.

He scowls across the room at Naomi….and that’s it. 

I take my hand down and don’t touch him again. He doesn’t acknowledge my presence or say anything to me—not even once.

He just goes back to sitting there in silence. He doesn’t fidget or squirm in his seat or rub his hands together. All that nervous energy drains out of him. It doesn’t come back.

He sits slumped and broken in his chair just staring at his injured wife. Jesus, he looks awful!

I don’t want to leave him alone, but I can’t stay here. I have to go home and deal with Oakleigh and all the rest of my own problems.

I stand up, rest my hand on his shoulder again, and then, just because, I kiss him on the head and stroke his hair one last time. “I gotta go, but I’ll come back and check on you soon. We’re all waiting to hear from you if you need anything from any of us.”

I kiss him on the head one more time and walk out of the room. I have to leave sometime. I need to get it over with soon before I get stuck here.

He’ll keep sitting here holding this silent vigil to a life that no longer exists. His life no longer exists. The poor guy. 

I head out of the ICU and find Keith, Danny, Billy, and Caleb pacing around in the waiting room. They all rush me when I come out.

“What’s going on?” Keith glances behind me. “Where’s Duke? Is he okay?”

“No, he isn’t. He’s a mess—as you can expect. I don’t think you visiting him is a good idea—not yet.”

“How’s Naomi?” Caleb asked.

“Not good. She’s in a coma—and she lost the baby. The collision completely pulverized the baby and ruptured her uterus. The surgical team had to give her a hysterectomy to stop the bleeding.”

Keith hisses through his teeth and jerks his head away. “Man! That is rough!”

“Yeah,” I murmur. “Duke is pretty much gone. I couldn’t even begin to guess when he’ll come out of it. You better take over the firehouse.”

“Of course,” Keith snaps. “Tell him he doesn’t have to worry about any of that. We’ll handle everything.”

I smile at him—at all of them. “I won’t tell him because he wouldn’t even hear me. He’s too buried in his grief right now—but I’m sure he already knows he can count on all of you.”

“Damn,” Danny murmurs. “Poor guy.”

“Yeah,” I reply. “That doesn’t even begin to cover it. You guys should get out of here. That’s what I’m going to do. He won’t want us hanging around. We all know what we need to do, so we’ll just have to keep doing it the way we did when we lost John. Duke needs to know that we’ll keep going no matter what. I’m sure he appreciates the fact that we all care about him and Naomi so much.”

Keith squares his shoulders at me. “Of course. Thank you, sweetheart. We’ll go.” He steps forward to hug me. “Call us the minute anything changes.”

“I will.” I hug the other three and they leave. Now it’s my turn to go out there and face reality.








  
  
Chapter 3: Ellen




Iyell up the hall to the other end of the house. “Oakleigh! Breakfast time! Hurry up or you’ll be late for school!” 

She yells back in a furious roar. “I’m coming! You don’t have to yell at me!”

I groan and roll my eyes to Heaven. Here we go again. We go through the same old routine every morning—or any other time I try to tell her what to do.

I turn back to the stove and serve our scrambled eggs onto two plates, one for her and one for me. I put them both on the table by the time she comes storming in from her bedroom.

She throws herself down in the chair and starts stabbing her fork into the eggs. “Why do I have to go to school at all? Why can’t I home-school?”

“We’ve already talked about this. I don’t think that would be a good idea when you’re already isolated. Besides, I have to work. You couldn’t stay home by yourself.”

“What about today? You have the day off.”

I sit down across the corner of the table and make a face at her. “Please. Are you really ready to make me a solemn promise on your sacred word of honor that you’ll spend the day doing schoolwork—or will you just mooch around in your room doing whatever you feel like?”

She looks away. Of course. This whole home-school argument is nothing but a ploy so she doesn’t have to deal with the world.

She’s been on my case ever since John died to let her isolate herself even more than she already is. I wouldn’t be doing my job as her guardian if I let her completely cut herself off from the human race—which is exactly what she seems to be trying to do.








