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Thank you, JM! Happy 12th! Here’s to many
more. As always, to Belea, much gratitude. To all firefighters and
everyone who sees love as the way forward.

* * * *

12 Months of August

By David Connor and E.F. Mulder


Chapter 1

April

Twenty-foot ceilings with orange steel beams,
a concrete floor, the smell of engine oil, a hint of leftover smoke
in the gear from the last call, various colognes, and lunch.
Garlic. Oregano. Those observations were fleeting when August
reached out between two rigs to gently brush his fingertips along
the gleaming red exterior.

“Fire engine red.”

A quick inspection in the hook and ladder’s
huge side mirror confirmed not a stray whisker remained on his
square jaw or dimpled chin. Every jet black hair in place, not a
wrinkle in the uniform, not a scuff on his shoes, Felicia Cirillo
had already given her son a thorough once over before sending him
off. Training and studying complete, it was August’s first official
day as a member of Levitville Fire Station 59. The Five-Nine. A big
moment. Still, he wouldn’t dare let the other firefighters see
wetness in his baby blue eyes.

“Just in time for lunch, partner.” They’d met
at orientation. A three-year Station 59 vet, Tasha Campbell was
half a foot shorter than August’s six-two and maybe a hundred
pounds off his two-hundred-ten. “Awe and anxiety…I remember those
first day feelings.”

Still, August knew she could lift him off the
ground if she had to. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be wearing the LFD
uniform.

“The tears, too. Welcome.”

“Thanks. I—”

“That is not a Mighty Morphin’ Power
Rangers lunchbox I see.”

August turned almost as red as the trucks.
“My mom thought it was funny. You took it on your first day of
school; you’ll take it on your first day as a fireman.”

“Could that be any sweeter? Come. Sit.”

A dozen or so other firefighters milled about
the expansive tri-level structure. Some held bowls of pasta. Others
sipped coffee. A group of three chatted and chuckled near a door
marked The John.

“Which Ranger did you pretend to be?” Tasha
brought August back to a row of long empty tables, their attached
benches also unoccupied.

“Tommy, of course.”

“We’d have been boyfriend and girlfriend.”
She motioned for August to sit. “Until Aisha showed up, and I could
pretend to be someone who looked like me.”

He waited until she had.

“Occasionally, the food here’s pretty good.
Other days, Mickey O’ Donnell makes marinara, and you wonder why
they let the Irish guy near the Italian spices.”

August smiled.

“What’d you bring?”

“Just sandwiches.” He lined up his plastic
wrapped smorgasbord.

“Four of them?”

August’s stomach was telling him he likely
couldn’t put away one. “Mom tends to overfeed me. She sent me to
kindergarten with three.”

“Big boys need big boy nourishment.”

“Or something to share with a new friend.
Peanut butter and marshmallow fluff?” When August held one out,
he’d have sworn Tasha practically drooled.

“Yes, please.” Her friendly chattiness was
soothing. “What’s in the brown bag?”

“Half a dozen carrot cupcakes.”

“And the thermos?”

“Orange Crush.”

Tasha had a wonderful laugh, and she wasn’t
shy about letting it ring out. “Your mama wants to make sure your
sugar doesn’t drop halfway through your shift.”

“I guess.”

“Listen up!” Jake Falco, August’s mentor
during training, the Five-Nine’s second in command, noisily
descended a set of metal steps from a second floor perch. “Hey!”
His two finger whistle and its echo throughout the firehouse was
enough to split an eardrum. “I said listen!” His hollering still
put August on edge. “Better.”

It also got results.

“Shayne County Firemen’s Calendar sign-up.”
Jake flapped a blank sheet of notebook paper then tacked it to the
bulletin board next to the bathroom door. “Nominate a buddy.
Nominate yourself.”

August received his first Shayne County
Firemen’s Calendar as a secret birthday gift from his first high
school boyfriend back in 2006. Now, he was about to get the inside
scoop on how it came together.

“Fill in a bio sheet if you want to be
considered. Five pages. Likes, stats,
etc.” Jake’s monotone was hardly rousing. “Hopefuls are
narrowed to two, tops, from each department.”

August’s inner voice made a joke about
bottoms.

“Eight firehouses throughout the county.
Sixty to eighty members in each unit. Fourteen months plus a cover
model chosen by democratic vote from there. Yada, yada. Most of you
know the drill.”

In its twentieth year, the calendar had been
a national bestseller for the past six. All proceeds collected went
into the fire relief fund along with monies raised from other
events like coin tosses, car washes, and summer carnivals.

“At least one model gets in from each unit,”
Jake concluded. “We’ve boasted two most years.”

“I’m putting your name on the first line,
August Cirillo.” Tasha rose from the lunch table as Jake headed
back toward the stairs.

“No one’s gonna vote for me.” August stood as
well.

“Tall, muscular, blue eyes, that face…”

He giggled when Tasha pinched his cheek.

“They wanna sell calendars, they’ll put you
on the cover.”

“Jake’ll never put up a probie for the
cover.”

“He was on it twice. The guy is Christopher
Meloni hot.” Tasha and August both turned toward the platform ten
feet above. “I’ll give him that. But I have a feeling everyone here
is gonna like you.”

“Hey, probie, come pick up this trash.” This
after Jake split the bag down the side by packing it too full.

“Be right there.”

“Now, Ugist.” Ugist as in Ugly August. What
Jake lacked in kindness he also lacked in creativity.

“Seems like some people never will.”

“Stupid frat-style hazing.” Tasha grabbed her
cupcake and followed August toward the stairs. “One of several
things that need to change around here.” She stopped at the
bulletin board. “Hold this.”

Though August’s plan was a beeline to Jake,
he took the cupcake and waited while Tasha wrote his name.

“C-i-r-i-l-l-o.”

“I’m gonna write in yours.”

The jiggling pencil on a string tried to play
keep-away.

“You’re gonna nominate me to be in a beefcake
fireman calendar? Should I be insulted by that?” Tasha’s smile said
she wasn’t.

“I’m going to nominate you to be in a
firefighters’ tribute calendar.”

“Which has never featured a woman.”

“Like you just said, it’s about time some
things change around—”

A sudden shrill wail brought a burst of
adrenaline. The station siren blared; August no longer jumped at
the sound.

“The bell,” August finished Tasha’s name, but
the trash would have to wait.

“Your first call.” She was right at his side
racing toward their gear. “Nothing like jumping into the deep end
an hour in. Exciting.”

“Yeah.” August found his coat and helmet
right where he’d been directed during
orientation—Cirillo—the name on a strip of tape along a
concrete wall beside Tasha’s—Campbell. “Exciting and
terrifying.”

“That, too, partner.”

* * * *

No smoke.

No fire.

A man required extraction after stepping
through a soft spot on his roof. Left straddling the peak, one of
his legs now stretched across a row of shingles, while the other
dangled through a hole in his attic ceiling. Ladder truck access
deemed impossible, the eventual plan was to send two squad members
up one of the many trees that made it so.

“I’ll go.” August volunteered right away.

“Swing over,” Captain Blalock said loudly to
be heard over four rescue vehicle engines. “Get the guy unstuck,
then guide him back to the dormer window he crawled out of.”
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