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  Dedication




  One of my dear readers, Dawn Morrison Brady, lost her husband to colon cancer while I was writing this book and his story touched my heart so much that I decided that I must dedicate my firefighter book to the two of them.




  





  Dawn has been with me almost since the publication of my first book, The Future of Our Past, and over the years she has assisted with book signings, often driving hundreds of miles to do so, and has become a dear friend. I love her dearly and though I never met him, I learned a lot about her husband Barry Brady, a thirty-year fire-fighter and certified arson investigator for fifteen. He became a loving and devoted father to her 2 sons from a previous marriage, and they adored him. I know that he and Dawn shared a special love story.




  





  Brady, as he was called by all who knew him, was beloved in his community and had many friends, he won too many awards and accolades in his home state of Tennessee to mention them all, but enough that the state passed legislation that provides compensation to firefighters who acquire cancer because of their work. It covers four types of cancer and the only requirement is that firefighters get an annual screening. Dawn has said that she receives texts and emails often where firefighters tell her that because of the screening requirement their cancer was found much earlier than it might have been otherwise had it not been for this piece of legislation.




  





  When Brady was on hospice, during the last five weeks of his life, he found out that this legislation would be named after him, and he felt a great sense of honor. Unfortunately, he didn’t live to see it become law, but it was signed by Governor Bill Lee just one month after his death. Brady’s legacy will live on through The Barry Brady Act and hopefully save other firefighters from losing their lives, as he did.




  





  I love you, Dawn, and I’m so sorry for your loss. I hope this dedication comforts you just a little.




  You may notice that Ben’s last name in Embracing Today is Brady… by design.




  





  Rest in peace, Brady… Heaven is for heroes.




  





  ~Kahlen


  Xoxo


  




  Since 2002, 2 out of 3 firefighters suffer some kind of side effects from their career as heroes, including cancer. It is my wish that all states and/or the federal government would introduce legislation similar to the Barry Brady Act for firefighters and other first responders who risk their lives for others every day. Please contact your local legislature and share Barry’s story.




  





  Click here to learn more about The Barry Brady Act




  





  Click here to read a news story was done 1 year after Barry’s death which explains why, and how, firefighters get cancer from their gear.
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  Marin




  “Stop, Carter! Don’t come near me!”




  My shrill scream split the air, but it didn’t keep him from advancing on me in his fury.




  Over the past two weeks I’d been slowly working up the courage to end things with my boyfriend of almost two years, and I’d decided tonight was the night. The relationship that had started out good turned to crap after my Uncle Leonard passed away a few months back.




  After stressing about it all day, I’d come home, gathered my courage, packed up his things and loaded them into my car. Carter didn’t have many belongings; just a few clothes, a couple of hats, a pair of New Balance athletic shoes and two pair of work boots. He’d been a bit of a drifter before he settled in Jackson Hole, and that should have been my first red flag.




  I was intent in my purpose to be rid of him and had planned to confront him at The Auto Shop, no matter how much I dreaded his response. I couldn’t stand to have him inside my home one more night; he’d become violent after I refused to marry him only weeks after losing my Uncle. It was as if he was a different person; mean, short-tempered and violent.




  My parents died in a car accident when I was only nine, so I came to live with my bachelor uncle in northwestern Wyoming. It had been rough at first; I was a scared kid who missed my parents and Uncle Leonard had no idea how to relate to, or raise, a young girl. But as I grew up, we became very close and now, I was lost without him. In the midst of my grief I shut down, and Carter hadn’t been even a little sensitive to my sorrow. He got drunk after I said no to his proposal and became violent. That was the first night he beat me and the night I knew I had to get him out of my life for good.




  I was terrified of what his reaction would be, but I couldn’t take one more night of the drunken abuse. I steeled myself against the onslaught of anger that I knew was inevitable.




  A lightning storm caused the electricity to short out at the ranch just before I got into my little car and drove the short distance to the family business sitting at the other end of the property. I was determined to tell Carter I wanted to end our relationship, but knew if I told him at the house, he wouldn’t leave and more than likely beat me or hurt my puppy just to spite me.




  In the aftermath of delivering the news, he wasn’t taking it well. My heart was pounding inside my chest, thumping with fear. I realized I probably should have waited until he was sober, but I’d been working myself up to it and wanted this chapter of my life closed. My heart felt like it would fly from my chest as I stood in front of the furious man. I could see him about to fly into a rage and turned to leave my uncle’s auto shop before things escalated. I wanted to get home and lock the doors to the house behind me.




  “You ungrateful little bitch! Don’t you walk away from me!” he shouted viciously as I dashed to the other side of the building. He stumbled. His eyes were glazed over from alcohol; the half-empty fifth of Jack Daniels sitting on his workbench was no doubt the culprit. “I’m talking to you! You can’t kick me out! I’ll kill you, first! All this should be mine!”




  Realization dawned: so that was why he wanted to marry me. It should have occurred to me earlier. I felt sick to my stomach.




  Carter charged at me, pushing aside a partially full barrel of waste oil that stood between us and knocking it over. It landed with a loud clang and the thick liquid inside oozed over the cement floor like black blood. He unknowingly walked right through the dirty gunk in his urgent quest to punish me, slipping which made him even angrier. The one thing that Carter was truly adept at was holding his liquor, and terror seized my heart as he charged toward me. He must have had more than usual.




  “Just stay away from me, Carter!”




  I frantically looked for something to protect myself, but the light was low, and the shop cluttered with a plethora of scrap metal, greasy rags and trash.




  My uncle’s automotive shop was a mess and to make matters worse, it was dark inside. The one kerosene lantern that sat on the work bench was the only light in the dim space, except when the lightening flashed outside illuminating the premises for a brief moment at a time.




  Since Uncle Leonard died six months ago Carter had let the place go to hell. Gone was the orderly and efficient business it had once been; gone were the five mechanics who used to work for us and the steady stream of customers. Carter was the only worker left because he’d run the others off due to his tyrannical ways. I couldn’t help but think it was all my fault because I hadn’t had the strength to be rid of him sooner.




  The shop was now littered with old tires and engine parts, dented bumpers, and other automotive body parts that had been salvaged or discarded. A disassembled motorcycle that was mid-way through an overhaul sat to one side of the garage, and two cars, one with an open hood and another up on blocks, were in various states of repair. Two others were outside the broken-down barn waiting their turn to be serviced. Just a year ago, the lot would be full of repaired vehicles waiting to be picked up, or those about to be repaired.




  The locals in Jackson Hole were loyal to my uncle had kept coming after he died because they knew that the shop supported me and the ranch. That alone, accounted for the work that was still in process. The familiar scent of grease and gasoline permeated the air.




  The blood rushing madly in my ears was so loud that I could barely hear the thunder booming outside as it rumbled through the northern Rockies; the result of nearby cracks of lightning from the brewing storm.




  I lunged away from Carter, narrowly making it out of his grasp as his hand swiped through the air at me. His fingers tangled in my long hair and pulled it painfully as he reached for me, trying to grasp at the back of my suit jacket. My scalp screamed as I pulled away with all my strength. His fist was probably full of my long blonde hair. “




  I said get over here!” he screamed, his efforts making the veins in his neck and eyes bulge with his wrath.




  I still had make-up covering the residual bruise on my cheek that had been left from the backhand that had landed there only three nights ago, and though it was cloudy today, I’d conspicuously hidden my black eye with large designer sunglasses. I’d come to the conclusion that the shop was a thing of the past and I had to find a new way to support myself. I’d spent the day in town filling out applications at the diner, the police station, and one of the real estate offices.




  “Get out!” I screamed at the mad man chasing me. “I hate you!”




  I’d never meant anything more. I hated him beyond anything, but I hated myself, too. I’d fallen for his flattery and succumbed to his lies for the past two years ever since he’d come to work at The Auto Shop. I’d just come back from attending Denver University and I was young and impressionable, vulnerable to the attention of a handsome man. Carter had been 26 and unmarried; unlike any of the other mechanics that worked for my uncle, and I’d swooned whenever he flirted with me. It didn’t take long until we started dating exclusively.




  When Uncle Leonard got sick, he relied more on Carter than the others to take care of the shop, even though they’d worked for him longer. I felt disgusted at the thought of it; guilt filling up my soul because I knew that it was only because he was my boyfriend. It wasn’t because he didn’t trust the others; Dave, Scott and the rest of them had been there longer and were better mechanics. It was only because Carter had convinced both of us that he loved me and would take care of me once my uncle was gone. But he had flushed my uncle’s entire life’s work down the toilet in a matter of months as drinking became his priority. He ran through the business’s working capital for stupid shit and booze; proving he couldn’t care less about me.




  There had been a method to Carter’s plan; I was just a way to get my uncle’s business, the ranch and the life insurance money. Except, I hadn’t married him on demand like he thought I would, and then he got mean. I felt like such a fool and completely and utterly alone. I had no friends to speak of, because since returning from college, I’d foolishly spent every waking minute with Carter.




  “Get! Ouuuuuuuut!” I screamed again, this time at the top of my lungs. “I want you gone! I want you out of the house and out of my life! Leave, or I’ll call the sheriff!” I threatened even as I backed away in utter terror. Undeterred, he advanced.




  Carter laughed; a wicked, devious sound. “You can’t sur-survive without me,” he accused. “Who will run the biz-biznus?”




  I scowled at him. “What business? You’ve run it into the ground!” It was sickening that what my uncle had built over a lifetime was now useless




  He lunged again; his arms swiping through the air in front of him, the wrench in his hand flying free and whizzing past my head, barely missing me. My breath stopped as I realized my life was in mortal danger. He was deranged and his anger, combined with the alcohol, could be a lethal combination.




  He was pushing aside tools and a floor jack; picking up a fender that had been removed from one of the automobiles and flung it across the room. I searched frantically for something to defend myself with. The fender landed with a loud clang, partially on the cement floor and partially against one of the work benches, and it made me flinch.




  There was a long broom on the hook on the wall closest to me, and though it might not do much beyond hold him at bay, it was better than nothing. I raced for it and yanked it down, and turning, I held it up in front of me as a barrier between us. “Stay back!”




  Carter stopped and laughed. “You think you can stab me with a broom?” he sneered mockingly. “You really are a stupid little cunt!”




  I was used to his vulgarity by now; the face I used to find handsome now repulsed me. “I wish this was a sword, you lousy bastard! I want you to die!” I was crying and frantic, certain I meant every word.




  “Do you know what’s gonna happen to you when I get my hands on you? I’m going to kill you!” He said, calm as death and then pointed in my direction. “You’ll die, not me. I’m going to snap your scrawny neck!”




  Suddenly, Carter surged toward me again, but I launched into action, crouching down and pushing forward with the broom with all my might, poking him in hard in the chest. I managed to knock the wind from him, and he lost his balance. Stumbling backward, he fell into the work bench which caused the lantern to fall to the floor. Carter struggled to regain his balance but couldn’t, then crashed with a thud and loud grunt, onto the floor.




  As I watched the lantern clatter to the floor where the glass broke, it played out in slow motion. It was as if my mind were two steps ahead and I knew the shop would light up like flash paper. It was full of gas and grease, and now that dirty oil was all over the floor, there was no preventing the inedible.




  Whoosh!




  The sound of the oil igniting combined with the flash of light and an inferno of heat went up in front of me; engulfing Carter in its ferocity.




  My mouth fell open amid his horrific screams. He flailed, his arms slashing the air and for a split second I was frozen in shock. His shrieks of pain would mark my soul forever, but there was nothing I could do for him. Adrenaline made me dash outside to save myself. As I ran outside and away from the building as fast as my legs could carry me, a series of explosions behind me signaled the cars inside blowing up when their fuel tanks lit-up; the force of the first one flung me violently onto the ground.




  I could barely breathe as I scrambled away, glancing at my own little car so close to the fiery building. Knowing my cell phone was inside, I looked at it longingly, but there would be no retrieving it so I could call 911. My car and the others in the yard would likely explode, too, and within seconds. I had to get as far away as possible before that happened.




  Ignoring the blood gushing from my knees and the palms of my hands, I got up and ran. I ran for my life as more explosions sounded behind me. When I was about a quarter of a mile away, I turned, panting, to look at the fire ball that was once my Uncle Leonard’s shop. Two of the three cars in front were on fire. For a moment I watched until my Mini Cooper exploded, shocking me back to reality. I turned and ran the last distance to the farmhouse, finding the hidden key and quickly letting myself inside. My puppy cried from her kennel and though I longed to get her out, I had to call the fire department. Thankfully, my uncle was old school, and we still had a landline. I picked it up, but my fingers trembled as I dialed 911.




  “Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?” A woman’s voice asked almost immediately.




  I was out of breath, but I somehow got the words out. “The Auto Shop is on fire,” I gasped. “I need help. There’s someone inside!” Tears started down my face as the gravity of the situation settled. Carter was dead and it was all my fault.




  “Which auto shop, ma’am?”




  “It’s called The Auto Shop! That’s the name of the business. It’s out on Old Calloway Road!” I cried.




  “Who’s inside?”




  “Carter Stanton. He is a mechanic who worked there.”




  “Are you a safe distance away?”




  “Yes, about a half-mile,” I answered breathlessly, my voice cracking. “Oh, my God! Hurry!” I knew it was already too late to save him or the building. It had been too late before I’d even gotten outside.




  “What’s the address?”




  I told her the address and she affirmed the fire department and EMTs were on their way. “There are no hydrants, correct?”




  “No, but we have a lake on the property if they can siphon the water.” The suggestion was no doubt ridiculous, but it was all I could think of to help.




  “Who am I speaking with?”




  “Marin Landry. I own the shop.”




  “Isn’t that Leonard Landry’s place?”




  “Yes. He was my uncle.”




  The sirens and flashing lights were already showing up on the horizon. “Okay. They’re on the way.” I glanced out the kitchen window above the sink of the ranch house. Two fire trucks, an EMT ambulance vehicle, and two sheriff’s cars all with sirens screaming and a bevy of flashing lights were coming over the foothills toward me at a breakneck pace.




  Honk! Honk! One of the firetrucks blew their horn as they reached the last intersection before the property line. Honk! Honk!




  “They’re already here,” I said into the phone, thankful the ranch was so close to the city limits.




  “Okay, ma’am. Please be available in case the sheriff or firemen have questions, but make sure to stay a safe distance away.”




  “I will. Thank you.” I was sobbing as I hung up the phone, shoving my bloody feet into an old pair of Vans without laces that I used when working around the ranch. I grabbed one of my uncle’s old work shirts off a hook by the door and flung it on as I pushed through the door and started running back toward the commotion. It was painful, but I tried to ignore it.




  I could see firemen scrambling to get the hoses out and hooked up to the tankers, and two others in heavy gear rushed into the building as the orange and red flames raged up the sides of the building and set the roof ablaze.




  Another group of men were hosing down the two remaining vehicles on the edge of the yard down with some sort of foam I could only assume was some sort of anti-inflammatory agent. I could hear them yelling as I got closer, the one in charge using a megaphone to bark orders to the others.




  For the first time, I felt the cold night air and breeze in my hair. I felt a throbbing ache in my knees and elbows, and the burning in my hands and feet where the gravel had ground in and ripped my flesh. I wrapped my arms around myself and slowed to a fast walk as I ran out of breath, keeping my pace quick despite the pain, after seeing the two men rush into the flames, risking their own lives in an attempt to rescue a man who was surely dead.




  As I approached two of the EMTs ran up to me with a gurney. “Let us help you,” one middle-aged man said, his eyes kind, and no doubt taking in my tear-stained face and assessing the extent of my injuries. “Can you lay down for us?”




  I shook my head. “No, please get those men out of there! It’s too late to save Carter,” I begged. “I saw him die. Get them out! Please!” I begged, almost screaming. “Get them out!” My hand flew to my mouth as I started to sob again.




  “I’m so sorry,” he said softly. The man who spoke to me nodded, indicating that the other should go tell the fire chief what I’d just said. I sank onto the gurney that they had lowered to make it easier to sit down; the remaining EMT steadying me with his hands. Once I was laying down and covered with a cotton blanket, he ran and got an equipment case, flipping it open and taking out a stethoscope and blood pressure cuff, and then using a pen light to look into my eyes. I started to shiver.




  “You might be in shock. I just want to get your vitals, okay?”




  “Brady, Danson…. Get out of there!” I heard the voice on the megaphone shout. “Witness says it’s a DOA!”




  I closed my eyes, silently praying that no one else would be hurt.




  Ben




  “Brady, Danson…. Get out of there!” I barely heard the captain through the fire’s roaring, me and my partner lifting and moving large chunks of metal looking for the victim. Our Turnout gear; the protective gloves, coat, boots, and fireproof pants kept us from getting burned but it was hot as fuck. “Witness says it’s a DOA!”




  It was an inferno by the time we’d arrived, but if there was a person inside, we had to attempt a rescue, no matter how hopeless. We were probably insane because I knew no one could survive this. My mask was fogging over and mixed with the thick black clouds of smoke, I could barely see a thing. I was used to the weight of the O2 tank on my back and that of my gear. The flames were licking up the walls and over the ceiling, blistering the paint. Soon the roof would probably cave in overhead. No question, we had to get the fuck out, but I didn’t want to leave the poor bastard in here. The walls were made of concrete blocks with wooden buildout on the inside, but one had been blown apart by the initial explosion.




  “Come on, let’s go,” Davis shouted. “There could be more explosions! We don’t know what else is in here and the roof is about to go!”




  The flames were already raging across the ceiling and it could flash in any second. I glanced around and saw the charred form of a man on the floor. He was charred beyond recognition; his features melted, and his hands only stumps on his frozen arms, the fingers completely gone. “I found him!” I shouted, pointing so Davis could see where I was looking.




  “The structure was already weakened by the explosions, man!” he yelled back, taking hold of my jacket. “Let’s go!”




  I shook my head, yelling. “You go ahead. I can’t leave him in here. The family deserves something to bury! I’m right behind you!”




  I used one gloved hand to pull on the dead man’s arm and then bent, to hoist him over my back. It was gross, like a hundred and fifty pounds of charred meat, but all I was thinking of was getting this guy and myself out before the roof caved in on us. The heat was intense; I was sweating profusely inside my gear and my helmet was starting to itch as I carried him toward the opening in the wall closest to me.




  Water was already raining down into the guts of the fire on the side that had been blown away by the initial explosion, and the teams from two of the six stations on the scene were getting it under control. I could hear the drops hit my helmet and my coat, but I couldn’t feel any temperature difference.




  Davis had gone out in advance and there was a black body bag laying on the ground waiting to receive the poor bastard I was carrying. He held it open until the body was inside, then zipped it up. I peeled off my mask, as he had already done, removed a glove and wiped my hand down my face to clear the sweat.




  “Cap says it’s a total loss. They’re just going to control the burn.”




  “Do they know what happened to start it?” I asked, unbuckling my jacket.




  “No. That’s the fire commissioner and the sheriff’s job to investigate.”




  I was annoyed that my friend pointed that out because I already knew it, but I was curious if anything had been discovered from questioning the person who called in, though it didn’t take a genius to know a place like this was full of flammable substances.




  I nodded, looking around. The EMTs were working on someone about a hundred yards away, and instinctively I knew this must be someone close to the deceased. “Be right back,” I tossed over my shoulder and began walking toward the open back of the ambulance.




  Mitch, one of my team’s younger emergency medical techs, was jumping out of the back.




  “What’s the story?” I asked.




  He shook his head. “She was inside and saw the dude light up, from what I gather. She has some injuries on her hands and knees, a concussion from being thrown in the explosion, and her feet are injured from running a half-mile on white rock. We’re giving her IV fluids to stave off shock. She lives alone at the ranch house in the distance over there,” he pointed. “…so, we’re taking her to the hospital for overnight observation.”




  “Can I talk to her for just a minute?” I asked, taking off my helmet and pushing the hair that was plastered to my forehead back with a clawed hand.




  “Sure. Just a minute while we load up the rest of the gear.”




  “Okay.” I climbed in the back and sat down next to the slight young woman under the white cotton blanket. It was up to her neck, and one dirty hand that had an IV line attached to it was resting on her stomach on top of the covers. I could see she was beautiful, despite her smudged, tear-stained face and her tangled, soot-covered hair. Her eyes were closed when I sat down next to her.




  “Miss?” I said softly, trying to rouse her.




  Her eyes flew open and in the bright light of the ambulance, her light grey eyes were stark against her dirty face and hair. Something inside me stirred. She was so fragile, so sad; her soul seemed to be injured more than her body. My heart broke for her.




  When I was sure she could see me clearly, I spoke again. “I just wanted to say… we tried to save the man. I’m so sorry that I couldn’t.”




  “He’s dead,” she said. Her voice was weak, and I wasn’t sure if she was asking or telling.




  I nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’m so sorry.” I wanted to ask who he was to her but knew that I shouldn’t.




  Her face crumpled and she started to sob. Her other hand came out from beneath the blanket to cover her mouth.




  “I’m so sorry,” I said again, helpless to know what to do for her, or how to ease her suffering. “We did get him out so the family can…” my words dropped off.




  She shook her head. “It’s not your fault.” She swallowed hard and tried to stop crying. “I already knew. I saw it happen.”




  “Is there anyone I can call for you?” I hesitated to ask after such a harrowing experience. Was the man who had perished related to her? Was he her husband or lover? I didn’t want to do or say anything to make her more upset, so I held my tongue. It would be difficult enough to come to terms with his death; she didn’t need any extra reminders.




  “Not really. My uncle died six months ago. I have no family.” She didn’t mention the dead man or what he was to her.




  “I’m sure there is someone. A friend?”




  She cried hard again. “I have a few, but I don’t have anyone’s number. My cell phone was in my car when it exploded.”




  My heart fell as silent tears rained from her eyes. I knew what it was like to have no family around. Since my little sister and her son had moved to Atlanta a year and a half ago, so I’d been on my own, too. Sure, I had friends, as this young woman must have, but friends weren’t the same as family. Even some of the guys who I worked with had become like brothers back in Billings, but I was new here and it wasn’t quite the same. Davis was my only close friend.




  “What happens now?” She wiped at her eyes to clear away the tears, but it only served to smear the soot on her face around leaving wet smudges.




  “They’re going to take you to the hospital to check you out. I’m not sure if they’ll keep you overnight, but it looks like you could use the rest.”




  She began to shake her head adamantly. “I can’t!” She was panicked. “Who will take care of the horses and my puppy?” she asked. “I need to feed them and let my dog out. I have to take care of them!”




  So, the man who died must have been close to her if she was alone. I cleared my throat, wanting, in fact needing, to help this poor woman in some way. It may have been forward, but I covered her hand with my own in order to calm her. Something passed between us; like an electric charge or connection making a circuit. Instantly, her eyes locked with mine and she calmed down.




  “I get off shift in a couple of hours. I know it will be kind of late, but I can do it if you’ll tell me what to do. It’ll be okay.”




  She sucked in a shaky breath. “Really? You’d do that? My puppy was crying when I ran from the house.”




  I smiled. “Sure, if you’ll tell me where to find the food. Were your keys in the car, too?” My mind raced, wondering why she’d leave her purse, phone and keys inside the car when she went inside the now burned down shop.




  “They were, but there is an extra house key in the blue flowerpot by the back door at the ranch. Just up the road from the shop. I can’t remember if I locked the house after I called you guys from the landline.”




  “Ben, we’re rolling up the hoses. Can you help us?” One of the others shouted from twenty feet away.




  “I have to go, but don’t worry, I’ll take care of it.” I smiled and patted her hand again.




  “My-uh-my dog; Gem; she’s just a puppy. She cries if she’s left alone at night.” Her face crumpled again, and she began to cry again. It was heartbreaking to watch.




  “What breed is she?”




  “A black lab. She’s just ten weeks old.”




  I nodded, happy to help out. I knew that I’d be taking the pup home for the night.




  “Don’t worry, miss…?”




  “Oh, my name is Marin. Marin Landry.”




  “Bennett Barry, at your service.” I wanted to say it was nice to meet her, but considering the circumstances, it would make me seem insensitive. “I’ll pick up your puppy and feed and water your horses. Don’t worry about them, tonight. Just concentrate on getting some rest.”




  For the first time, the hint of a smile graced her mouth and I found myself anxious to see her without soot, blood or sadness covering her face.




  “How will I find you?” she asked.




  “Mitch and Stan, the EMTs who worked on you, know me. One of them can give you my number. I gotta go help pack up the equipment.”




  Marin’s hand reached out and grabbed the sleeve of my coat. “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver. I’ll never be able to repay you.”




  I paused to meet her eyes again. I wasn’t tonight, I thought regretfully. But I was glad that I could help her, if only in some small way. “No need for that, ma’am. Happy to help.”
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  Ben




  The puppy was crying pitifully from her kennel and had been since I’d brought her back to my house. She didn’t eat when I tried to feed her some of the canned puppy food that I’d found in a cupboard in the utility room of the young woman’s farmhouse.




  I wondered if she had to go to the bathroom.




  Dogs didn’t shit where they live.




  That’s what my grandad used to say, and why we’d always used kennels to house train our pets. I could still hear him say it like it was yesterday. Knowing there was nothing left to do but take her out again, I pushed back the covers and padded into the adjacent bathroom where I was keeping the small kennel I found her in at the farm, after I’d fed and watered the horses three hours earlier.




  I crouched down and carefully unlatched the metal door.




  Bowww, bowww, bowwww! she wailed. Booooowwwwww!




  “It’s okay, honey.” I swung open the door to the kennel. “Come on! Come on out,” I said in something akin to baby talk. “Do you have to go outside?”




  I wanted to reach in to get her, but she was scared, and I wanted her to trust me. She was in a strange place and missing her people. There was a white T-shirt inside the kennel that I hoped she’d snuggle into, but there was no such luck.




  The pup peered at me and wailed again. “It’s okay. You’re okay,” I said in a soft voice, reaching in one hand and letting her get my scent again. “Come on, baby,” I cooed at her. “You’ll be back with your mom soon enough.”




  If the guys at the firehouse heard me babbling like this to a dog, I’d probably never hear the end of it. She was a baby, I reminded myself, but still. I had a reputation at the station for being a tough guy and this scene would certainly kill that notion, but I smiled when it occurred to me that I couldn’t care less if it did. If only my nephew Dylan and my sister, Missy, were still living with me, taking care of the puppy would have been a piece of cake. Dylan would no doubt have already won the dog’s trust, and Missy was such a loving person she would have jumped right in to care for my temporary little orphan.




  “You’re okay, Gemmy.” I tried using her name. She had such a sweet face. Her sparkling black eyes peered at me cautiously and she whined. “Come on. Let’s go outside, and then I’ll get you some warm milk. Would you like that?”




  I tried to use one index finger to pet her small, but very silky head. “You’re okay.” I probably should have gotten her something to eat before I’d opened the kennel, but her sad cries made food a second thought.




  “That’s it,” I soothed as the little puppy inched her way to the open door. By now I was sitting with my legs crossed on the floor, starting to rub behind her ears. Her tail started to wag and soon she was on my lap. I stood up holding the puppy close to my chest, then bent and kissed her head. “You’re okay. We’ll go outside and then we’ll get you something to eat.”




  It didn’t matter to me that I was only wearing boxer briefs and a t-shirt. It was late and my neighbors would be sleeping. I moved through the house to the back door off of the kitchen and pushed it open, turning on the porch light; it was so late that I wasn’t worried about my lack of attire. I moved gingerly down the steps and sat Gem in the dew dampened grass. She was so small that the grass came up to her belly and she had a hard time navigating through it.




  “Man, I guess I need to mow,” I muttered to myself. Soon she was walking around, turning circles until she found a place to do her business.




  When she was finished, she looked up at me and then waddled the short distance back to me. Before I could even bend to pick her up, she had laid down in a little ball, then rested her head on my foot, clearly intent on sleeping where she was.




  My heart melted. “Awww,” I said, and bending, I picked up the black ball of fur and nestled her against me with one hand as I went back inside. If I wasn’t careful, I’d become attached and then where would I be? I couldn’t have a dog because of all of the time I spent at the firehouse, but this precious little thing sure made me long for one.




  After I’d poured a little milk in a saucer and heated it slightly in the microwave, Gem was soon lapping it up happily. “Is that good, sweet face?”




  My bedroom was upstairs, and the house was dark, so I scooped her up and returned to it. I yawned, contemplating how the puppy’s owner was doing in the hospital. I hoped she’d at least be able to sleep.




  I placed the pup back in her kennel and she started crying before I even had the door closed. Sighing, I gave into the inevitable and was soon back in my bed with the puppy sleeping contentedly on my chest as I petted her in a slow rhythmic motion. I mean, if I wanted any sleep at all, what choice did I have?




  I smiled into the darkness as my hand stroked back and forth over the silky black fur. Yeah, it was the least I could do for the beautiful young woman who’d probably just lost the love of her life. This little dog was all she had to come home to; I reasoned, feeling sad that we hadn’t been able to save the man.




  The woman’s heartbreaking sobs still rang through my mind, as did her smoke smudged and tear stained face. I took my job seriously, and tonight was a particularly grizzly scene. I tried to remain impartial, but this… was worse than most. I could only imagine what it had been like for her to watch the man she loved burn to death. His screams must have been horrific. I’d witnessed something similar once and it still made me cringe to think about it.




  I inhaled a sigh of regret as the dog shifted on my chest and smacked her lips a couple of times the way dogs do when they are content and snuggling in for a long night’s sleep. I was loving every minute of my time with little Gem and I had to admit, having her with me tonight was nice. I was also looking forward to checking on her owner in the morning… as soon as it would be acceptable to do so. She’d just lost someone dear to her, but something deep inside me longed to know her better… The caveman inside me roared. I felt protective of the frail, broken young woman. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d failed to rescue her partner, or if it was another deeper connection that would have stirred regardless of how we might have met. It struck me that, somehow, she would be a big part of my future.




  Marin




  I was looking forward to getting out of the hospital. The house would be empty; a screaming reminder of what had happened, but then, so was being in the hospital. The horrific image and sounds of Carter burning would haunt me forever. It was awful.




  My injuries from the night before were relatively minor, though I’d been given IV fluids and some type of medication to sleep. They discovered two cracked ribs from one of my scuffles with Carter. I tried to hide it, but I’d winced during the initial examination, so they’d ordered x-rays. Hiding any injury had become such a habit over the past months, it hadn’t occurred to me that without Carter around to threaten more abuse, it wasn’t necessary to lie about it.




  The physician, who self-proclaimed himself the hospitalist, visited around 6 AM. I’d been anxious to leave ever since, as the gravity of the situation hit me. I was totally alone in the world but at least I had the ranch, the horses, and my little baby dog. Carter was a bastard, but at least he was someone to go home to. I was so devastated after Uncle Leonard died, I was ignorant to Carter’s motives.




  I sucked in a deep breath, shaking my head in an effort to rid my mind of such thoughts. As the television droned in the background, I wondered what needed to be done about Carter’s funeral and how to find his family. I didn’t have time to feel sorry for myself. Thankfully, Uncle Leonard’s life insurance had a nice payout though I hadn’t touched a cent of it. I would be able take my time and find a job I really wanted, and I’d have the money to cover the funeral.




  Maybe I’d go to back to school for my MBA. I hadn’t done so before because it was just assumed that I’d keep working at the shop as the business manager. Uncle Leonard taught me the billing duties when I was sixteen, so I had some practical experience that I could build on. My uncle loved having me involved and I wanted to make him happy.




  The pert young nurse who had worked the overnight shift popped her head into my room. She was dressed in the hospital RN uniform of monotone dark blue pants, top and long-sleeved jacket. The employees wore color-coded uniforms to easily distinguish their role in the hospital.




  “You’ve been cleared to get out of here, Marin. The discharge papers have been signed so you’re good to go! Do you need help getting dressed?” She smiled her encouragement.




  “Um…” I hesitated. “I don’t really have anything to wear home. I just have the clothes I came in here with and some of them were cut off in the emergency room. Is there a gift shop?”




  She looked at me sympathetically. “Sure,” she said. “If you want to dress like you’re sixty and spend a boat load of money to do it. Those ER doctors just get down to business after an accident without thinking about stuff like that. Thankfully, you weren’t hurt too badly.”




  I glanced at the white board on the wall to recall her name; Gina. “It’s understandable how they do it,” I answered, though I was worried. I couldn’t go home in a hospital gown.




  “Do you have anyone I can call to get you some clothes or to pick you up?” Obviously, she’d noticed I didn’t have any visitors during my brief stay.




  “I don’t have anyone. I spend most of my time with my animals, and our place is out in the country. Growing up, I pretty much kept to myself.” I’d had one or two high school friends, but they’d left Jackson Hole after graduation and never returned except an occasional holiday. I knew some of our neighbors, but they were more friends of Uncle Leonard than of mine. I ran a hand through my still dirty hair, realizing how gross it felt. “It sounds pretty pathetic, doesn’t it?” Tears blurred my vision and began to sting my eyes.




  “Not at all. I love animals, too. I have a dog, and three cats.”




  “I have a few horses and a new puppy.” Thinking about Gem crying from her kennel when I was calling 911 and how I had to leave her there, hurt my heart and made me anxious. I hoped the fireman who had volunteered to take care of her was good to her. He seemed like he had a big heart and a certainly had a kind face. I could tell he was handsome, despite the soot that was smudged all over it.




  “I was very sorry to hear about your boyfriend,” Gina said softly, coming into the room now.




  “Thank you,” I wiped at my eyes. I wanted to tell her that I was actually relieved, but guilt stopped me short.




  “I get off in about an hour and I could run home and get you something to wear. You can borrow something of mine… we look about the same size. And then I could take you home, if you like.”




  “Really? That would be amazing and very kind, thank you.” I dabbed at my eyes. She seemed close to my age and I felt a pang that she was so established in her life and I wasn’t.




  Gina smiled warmly. “It’s my pleasure. I’ll let my replacement know you’re waiting for me to come back during our shift change.”




  “Thank you, Gina. I really appreciate it.”




  As she was leaving, a large masculine frame appeared in the doorway, hovering.




  “Hey,” he said gently. I recognized his eyes from the night before. In the harsh light of the back of the ambulance, the cornflower blue color had been striking against his soot and dirt covered skin. I couldn’t help the way my heart leapt inside my chest. He was so good-looking my breath caught. Tall, with a muscular frame that had been hidden by his bulky gear, and dark blonde hair that was short in back and on the sides, but a tad longer on top.




  “Oh, hey…” I felt a small smile settle on my mouth. I wasn’t expecting him to drop by the hospital, and thought I’d have to go by the several fire stations in Jackson Hole, to find the one where he worked, in order to get Gem back.




  “How are you doing?” his deep voice reverberated in the small, stark room.




  I felt self-conscious of my surroundings and the hospital gown that I wore. I nervously began to fiddle with the edge of the rough cotton blanket that covered me to the waist.




  “I’m a little sore, I guess. How is Gemmy? Did she keep you up all night?”




  “She did a little, I can’t lie, but… she’s amazing.” One side of his sensuous mouth tugged into a lopsided grin. He was so disarming. “I don’t think I want to give her back,” he teased. “She had some warm milk last night and then we had oatmeal and peanut butter toast for breakfast.”




  “We?” I smiled gently.




  “Oh, yeah. I shared mine with her. You should have seen the way she went to work on it.” He stood, towering over me at the foot of the bed. “Sorry, she didn’t seem to like the puppy food I grabbed from your house.”




  “I’m sure she loved it. Thank you, again, for taking care of her; I don’t know what I would have done without you. Would you like to sit down? Forgive my lack of manners.”




  “You’ve been through an ordeal,” he said, understanding lacing his voice. “I can’t stay long.”




  He was right, I had. “But, still, after everything you’ve done to help me, I should be more thoughtful.”




  It felt weird to be equally intrigued and yet have the inherent fear of the male sex which Carter had instilled into me over the past several months. The man’s face twisted ironically, as if to say he didn’t consider me in anyway rude.




  “I’m glad to be of help’. He eased his long body into the one reclining chair next to the window after he moved a pillow from it. “So, you’re getting out of here today, then?”




  “Yes. As soon as my nurse comes back with some street clothes.” I felt embarrassed by my pathetic circumstances.




  “Ah.” His amazing eyes seemed to look right into my soul. I could sense the questions behind the blue depths. Surely, he was wondering why I had no friends or family who could take care of my dog or bring me clothes. “I went out to your ranch this morning to feed the horses, but the puppy cried when I put her in the house and in her kennel. I figured the same thing would happen at my place; strange place and all. So, I thought I’d take her with me to the firehouse for the day, if that’s okay?”




  “Oh, I don’t want to burden you. I’ll be home in a couple of hours.”




  He nodded his understanding, but his brow wrinkled as if he were pained. “Yeah, but they say an hour to a dog is like an entire day to a person, and I just can’t stand leaving the little thing alone that long. Or… at all,” he said with a sheepish grin. “She’ll get to run around, and everyone will love her. I promise I’ll take good care of her.”




  I was looking forward to seeing my fur baby, for that’s what she’d become in the short time I’d had her, and it was sweet that in one night this big, tough fireman had fallen under her spell as well. “It’s so nice of you, but you’ve already done so much. I can see if Gina can bring me to the station to pick her up on the way home.”




  “I can bring her out to your place tonight after my shift. I only have a partial day today. I picked it up for some extra cash. Then, I can take care of the horses, too.”




  “Oh, Ben, you don’t have to do that,” I protested. I felt like I was sliding down in the bed and tried to shift up to get a better position but winced at the pain that shot through my mid-section. “I’ll be home by then.”




  His expression was concerned. “Marin,” he said in mock sternness, proving he’d remembered my name as well. “By the looks of things, you’re in no shape to do chores just yet.”




  I’d done chores in worse shape than this, but I was ashamed of the situation with Carter and I didn’t want to tell him I was used to working with injuries. “I’m okay,” I said, instead. “I’ll be fine.”




  He stood up, shaking his head. “You’re dealing with a lot, and probably not just physically. Let me help you out for a few days until you get back on your feet. It’s the least you can do in exchange for your pooch keeping me up all night.” Ben offered a wink.




  I could feel my skin flush at his teasing. I had a rush of guilt that I found him so charming, but I couldn’t help it. “Well, since you put it that way,” I agreed, a warm blush of happiness washing through me.




  “The fire commissioner will probably be around the burn site to do some investigating later. They might have a few questions for you, too. It’s standard procedure,” Ben assured seeing my shocked expression.




  I tried quickly to hide my fear.




  “I just didn’t want you to be scared if you saw vehicles or people snooping around out there. If you need more time before you speak to them, I can put in a request that they wait a week or two for your statement, but they’ll need to get on-site today.”




  Panic spread through me. I was responsible for Carter’s death. If only I hadn’t gone out to the shop. If I’d waited to talk to him, he wouldn’t be dead. It weighed heavily upon my conscience and now… would I be held accountable? Would I face charges? “I’d prefer some time before I speak to them, yes.” Was that squeaky, meek voice mine? Inwardly, I was freaking out.




  “Understandable. I’ll pass that along. Don’t worry,” Ben said, knowingly. “What happened was an accident and they just have to follow procedure.”




  “Okay,” I said, my trepidation only slightly appeased.




  “Listen, your little girl is in my truck by herself so I’m gonna head out.” He pointed toward the door of the hospital room and flashed a brilliant smile. “No doubt, she’s crying her head off.”




  In light of such an onslaught of kindness, I couldn’t help but smile at the mention of the puppy. She’d been my one true source of solace, though I’d had her such a short time.




  “Which station did you say you were at? In case you try to kidnap Gem, you know.” I laughed softly but still enough to feel it in my ribs. “Ugh,” I wrapped my arms around my midsection as if cradling it would make the pain stop.




  “Oh, yeah, clearly you’re ready for hauling bales of alfalfa. Just rest and I’ll bring her out. See you later, Marin.”




  “Ben?” He’d started to leave, and I stopped him, causing him to glance over his shoulder.




  “Thank you, again.” I meant it with all my heart. He was such a dramatic contrast to Carter’s awful and unkind personality. My heart fell when I realized that when Carter had first come to work at the shop, he’d seemed kind and caring, too, and I fell for it. I wanted so badly for Ben’s words to be genuine.




  He lifted a hand and put it over his heart, barely stopping his stride. He offered a gently grin. “No problem.”




  “Bye,” I said. He left me smiling, but the starkness of the room became overwhelming after his commanding presence, which had just so completely filled the space, had vacated. I was left bereft; the prospect of my future seemed bleak.




  Ben’s kindness was amazing, his smile infectious. For a just moment, I’d almost forgotten that the night before when I’d killed Carter. Then the guilt set in again, and just like that, I broke down into painful sobs.
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  Ben




  I couldn’t understand how such a beautiful and kind young woman, who I now knew as Marin, was so alone in the world.




  She seemed so distraught, and I couldn’t wrap my head around why she didn’t have anyone to help her. Her situation tugged at my heart so much because my father split when my sister, Missy, and I were just kids. Other than Missy, I’d never wanted to protect someone more.




  Marin must be lost without the man who died in the fire. After all, he was all she had in the world after losing her uncle. The responsibility of the ranch and auto shop had to be intimidating. It would be for anyone who’d recently lost so much. I just wanted to make sure she was okay and ease her burden; even if it was just helping out with care of the horses.




  When I arrived at the fire station, little Gem and I made our entrance to a round of cheers and happy greetings. The guys and the captain had discussed adopting a dog for the firehouse, but we’d never gotten around to it, and so they were enthusiastic about this little lady’s appearance.




  “What do you have here?” Davis asked, bending to play with the puppy. “What a cutie! Is this for us?”




  “That’s Marin’s pup—” I paused at the familiar use of her name. “You know, the woman from the shop fire. Last night,” I said awkwardly. For some reason I felt the need to explain.




  My friend’s eyebrows shot up. “Marin, huh?”




  “That’s asinine to imply, Davis. As you know, Marin Landry was injured and taken to the hospital, so this little thing was left kenneled inside her home without anyone to take care of her. What was I supposed to do? Let her go hungry and leave the poor thing to sleep in her own crap?”




  “Uh huh. Don’t forget, I saw her, too. Even bruised and bloody, she was beautiful.”




  I was annoyed at his crass suggestion and the protectiveness inside bolstered. “Yeah, I noticed,” I said honestly. “Have a little sensitivity, please. The woman just saw someone she loved burned alive, so why don’t you grow up? She’s off limits. I’m just helping her out with her animals. From what I gather, she’s not long on friends or family.”




  He nodded and smiled, then punched me softly on the shoulder. “Fine, you be her sensitive friend, Ben.” Davis emphasized the words with sarcastic humor. I liked him in many ways, but my sister’s abusive situation with her first husband had taught me to be more sensitive to hidden pain than the average guy.




  “I will,” I said, feeling uncharacteristically indignant.




  “Good,” he retorted, picking up Gem and scratching her head. The pup wagged her tail and nipped at his fingers playfully. “Let me know when she’s ready to date again, and I’ll call her.”




  “Humph,” I snorted and shook my head in disgust. “Don’t be a dick. Leave her alone.”




  I wasn’t sure if he was pissing with me or serious, but I flashed him a pointed look. I also wasn’t sure if his callousness was what was making me furious, or the prospect of a man, any man, trying to move in on Marin when she was so vulnerable.




  In that second, I made it my mission to find out the rest of Marin Landry’s story. It was unclear why I was so fascinated by her, or why I was feeling so protective, but something told me she was fragile for a reason. It became my new mission to befriend her and make sure she was on a solid road to recovery.




  The others all adored having the puppy at the firehouse and she spent the day frolicking among the crew. I was worried that she’d get sick when they all started giving her bites of their lunch.




  It was turning out to be a quiet afternoon and the station was fairly silent. With the puppy snuggled next to me on my assigned bunk, I did some research on the subject of my thoughts. I found her uncle’s obituary, and noticed he was preceded in death by his parents, and his brother and his wife, who must have been Marin’s parents. More digging found their obits and a news article about a car crash many years earlier.




  Poor kid, I thought. So, she had no family, but why no friends? And why was this woman hanging out in my head all day? I was going to help her, but that was already settled. I shouldn’t be so preoccupied with her predicament. This wasn’t my first rodeo with helpless victims, but this time I wasn’t able to compartmentalize as well as I had in the past.




  I was tired due to my late night and early morning. I closed my eyes, deciding to take a short nap, all the while petting the sleeping puppy who had climbed up and settled on my chest, resting her head beneath my chin. As I started to doze off, I was surprised how quickly we’d bonded. Maybe I’d have to get a dog of my own. I’d been lonely since Missy and Dylan moved to Atlanta the previous year.




  I’d long-since learned to sleep in the midst of my fellow firefighters milling around the station and quickly nodded off.




  It was unclear how much time I’d spent sleeping when I was startled awake by something hitting the bottom of my foot. My eyes opened and I craned my neck to look down my body toward the bottom of my bunk. Captain Connors was leaning in and down peering at me. His bright blue eyes were shinning out of his weathered, but smiling, face. “You got company.”




  “Oh, hey, Cap,” I mumbled sleepily. I rubbed my eyes with the thumb and index finger to clear them. “Who is it?”




  He only chuckled. “Just get your ass up, boy,” he grumbled in his signature good-natured way. “Hurry up. In the garage.”




  My arm wrapped around the puppy who was yawing in protest as I started to remove both of us from the bunk and begin the walk out of the second-floor bunk room to make my way downstairs. The pup was way too small to navigate the steep stairs, so I continued to carry her in my arms, but she started wiggling like crazy and then whining.




  When I walked through the station there weren’t any of the guys in the kitchen or lounge area, which was unusual. Passing through the archway into the garage where the three engines were housed, I noticed a crowd of dark blue uniformed people standing in a semi-circle near one of the open doors.




  As I got closer, I could hear murmured statements of condolences and I realized Marin must be here.




  I wove through the dozen or so men and two women, who had stopped their work cleaning the engines and packing up gear, to hover around the fragile young woman and another; the nurse I recognized from my earlier visit to the hospital.




  Davis was right up in there talking to her, though he was respectful.




  “I’m very sorry for your loss,” he said.




  Marin nodded somberly. “Thank you.”




  The bundle of fur in my arms started to yip and wiggle more the closer I got to her.




  Marin’s face lit up. “Gemmy!”




  I moved closer to hand Marin her puppy, who instantly began licking her face. She reacted by pulling Gem close and kissing the top of her head. “Hey, baby. I missed you!”




  I glanced around, silently communicating that everyone should scatter. I met Davis’ gaze and he offered a slight nod and moved away to get back to work.




  “Hi,” I said. “Are you sure you’re ready for her? I thought you were going to rest today, and I was supposed to come by tonight.”




  It occurred to me that by coming here, Marin Landry was going to collect her dog and tell me to buzz off. A veil of panic settled over me, and I frowned awkwardly. “To help with the horses.” I felt completely out of my element. This bruised young woman had affected me in a way that no one had before. I cleared my throat.




  “Marin, I’m just going to wait for you in the car,” the red-headed nurse said, pointing in the direction of her parked car and backing away. “Nice to see you, again,” she said to me.




  “You, too,” I nodded, feeling rude. “I’m Ben.” I held out a hand to her.




  “Gina,” she said, offering her hand in a brief handshake. “Marin?” she pointed to the car again.




  “Oh, sure. Thanks, Gina. I’ll just be a minute.”




  The jeans and blouse Marin wore looked a size too large and hung loosely on her small frame as she stood before me, still cuddling little Gem.




  I put a hand up and rubbed the back of my neck. “So, I’ll still come out about six to feed and water the horses.”




  “Oh,” she hesitated nervously. “I feel so bad asking you to help me. I’m sure I can manage.”




  This was what I was afraid of. “You’re not in any shape to open new bails of alfalfa and that’s what is needed.” I didn’t want to sound chauvinistic in my comments, but it would be tough for any healthy woman. They weighed up to seventy-five pounds each. “Besides,” I continued gently. “You’re injured, and I’m happy to help.”




  She winced a couple of times when the puppy got too rambunctious in her arms and there was a yellowish bruise on her face that was too old to have happened the night before. My jaw flexed as I clenched my teeth. Did the man who died abuse her? Was she a battered woman like Missy had been? Rage burst inside my chest, and the image of the charred man on the shop floor suddenly wasn’t so horrible to me. The bastard probably got what he deserved.




  Marin’s grey eyes were stormy. “I just feel so bad asking,” she began.




  “Hey, you didn’t ask. I volunteered, okay? I love horses and I always wanted one as a kid. Really, it’s you who is doing me a favor.” The corner of my mouth lifted in the start of a grin.




  “Alright,” she said with a small smile. “I do appreciate it.”




  “Sure.” I felt my smile deepen. “Is there anything you need? Groceries? Should I pick up dinner?” I groaned inwardly. I didn’t mean for it to sound like I was inviting myself for dinner, however, she had to eat, and it would be hard to cook in her injured state. “I mean, you should have some stuff that’s ready to eat in the house. For a few days at least, right?”




  Marin bit her lip and hugged Gem close. “Okay,” she agreed reluctantly. “I don’t feel very well.”




  I licked my lips and swallowed. “It’s settled then. See ya, later.” I took two steps forward and rubbed the puppy’s head. “You too, sweet face.”




  Marin’s head cocked and a surprised look dawned on her face.




  I was concerned. “What is it?”




  “Nothing. It’s just… that’s my nickname for her. Did I tell you? Is that how you knew? I was sort of out of it last night.”




  I shook my head and smiled. “Nope. But she does have a sweet face. Gem certainly suits her. I think I’m already in love.” I winked, casually. “I should get back to work.”




  Marin nodded and started to walk toward Gina’s car. “See you later, then.”




  Marin




  Gem settled onto my lap and fell asleep on the way out to the ranch. I gave directions to my new friend, Gina.




  Once we headed out of Jackson in her dark grey Toyota Camry, she grinned and threw me an offhand glance as she watched the road. “Who’s the cute fireman?” she asked. The expression on her face was lit up with undisguised interest. “I mean, I know his name but um...”




  I flushed with guilt and an odd sort of jealousy. It wasn’t even twenty-four hours since Carter had died. “Um…” I began, almost unwilling to share more. I didn’t really know anything, but I felt strangely selfish about him.




  Instantly, her expression changed to one of regret. “Oh, I’m so sorry. That was incredibly insensitive after all you’ve lost.”




  There was a big part of me that wanted to confide in her; tell her how Carter had abused me and beat me, how I was glad to be rid of him, even if I would have preferred him to just leave rather than dying in the fiery inferno that I had caused. I felt sick to my stomach remembering his blood-curdling screams.




  I shook my head, still stroking the silky puppy on my lap. Her warm presence offered a little comfort as my fingers threaded through her soft black coat. “Oh, no, you’re fine. I don’t know that much about him,” I answered honestly. “He was kind last night after the fire. He helped me with this little one and my horses when I had to go to the hospital. He’s been so nice.”
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