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“HEY, GALLAGHER, I hear your cutie’s
subbing on the Rescue Squad tonight. You gonna bunk with her?”

Riley looked up from a copy of The Heart of
Hidden Cove, a magazine produced by the husband of a firefighter he
liked. “Say one word against Jane and I’ll deck you, Decarlo.”

“Ha! You and whose army?”

The retort was accurate. He’d need a
battalion to subdue Rocky Decarlo, the Rock, a hulk of a guy, with
hands like baseball mitts and a body as big as the trunk of a
tree.

Riley snorted back. He liked Rocky and knew
the guy was wholly supportive of the women in the department.
Besides, Jane Phillips could take care of herself. That trait was
one of the many things he loved about her. Really, he’d been crazy
about his childhood friend, turned high school sweetheart, turned
fiancé for literally half their lives.

The magazine article on Hale’s Haven, a camp
for the kids of firefighters and police officers that was held
every summer, kept his attention until she walked into the
kitchen.

Rocky greeted her with a big hug. “Wish you
were on this shift more often, Phillips. We’d rather look at your
beautiful face than Gallagher’s ugly mug.”

“Yeah, I can understand that.”

Janie wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous and they
both knew Riley was, but they joked about it. He dug her dark,
short, sassy hair, chocolate-brown eyes and her five-foot-eight
sturdy build. Also, Jane possessed an inner beauty, which he’d seen
when she was a gawky nerd in high school and he was a star football
player. He’d fallen hard in that tenth-grade science lab and was
still madly in love with the woman.

She glanced over and winked at him. “Hi,
hotshot.”

“Sweetie.” He smiled, grateful all over
again that she was part of his life’s work.

The only thing he cared about as much as
Janie, his mother and a sister who’d given him two beautiful
nephews was firefighting. He scowled. Too bad one of the boys was
named after Riley’s degenerate father who’d once been his
idol.

The captain of the Rescue Squad, Nick Evans,
walked in. “Gallagher, your fan club’s outside. They came right
from school.”

“Oh, fun. I love those kids.”

“Yeah, that’s why they keep bugging us.”

Ever since House 7 had gone on a call at an
elementary school to put out a simple fire, the kids had rallied
around Riley because he’d found a couple of little ones hiding in a
closet and carried them out. He’d told them to stop by the fire
station anytime—and they did.

A staticky voice crackled out from the PA.
“Fire on First and Liberty. Rescue Squad 7 and Quint and Midi 7 go
into service.”

It was as if somebody had turned on a
switch. All teasing evaporated and the men and women assigned to
the three trucks in the house bolted up from wherever they were and
met in the bay; the smell of gasoline and smoke was strong.

Three feet from the rigs, eleven sets of
turnout boots and pants waited for them on the concrete. Riley
kicked off his shoes, tugged on his boots and pulled up the bulky,
blue pants, securing them with yellow suspenders. Just before he
hopped on the truck, he caught a glimpse of Janie heading toward
the Rescue rig. Be careful, she mouthed.

He nodded to her. You, too.

They were lucky that way, having vowed not
to worry about each other on the line. But it was easier to dismiss
the danger she put herself in when she worked at her home firehouse
and out of his sight.

A shiver skittered through him, a feeling
something bad was going to happen today. Shaking if off, he noticed
the kids out on the pavement. “Sorry, guys,” he called out. “Next
time.”

Openmouthed, they watched him climb on the
truck, where his turnout coat and self-contained breathing
apparatus, commonly called SCBA, awaited.

Adam Langston, another firefighter on the
Quint, drove the truck from the bay at high speed on the mild April
night.

Lt. Tony Ramirez, seated next to him,
warned, “Careful, Langston, we wanna get there.”

Sirens blared and horns blew as they rumbled
through the April night, the streets crowded with traffic. And
Riley did what he always did on the ride to a call. He closed his
eyes. Centered himself. Focused on the task ahead. It was one of
the many things his father had taught him. Be prepared. Get into
the zone. You need all your wits about you to fight a fire.

In minutes, they arrived at the abandoned
clothing store in the center of Hidden Cove. Since it was a
one-alarm blaze, Company Seven was the only one called. The Rescue
Squad would search the building, the Quint would gain entry and
slap water on the fire, and the small Midi’s job was to deal with
medical issues. It had recently been replaced with a truck that had
a bed area in the back so the paramedics could drive victims to the
hospital.

Their battalion chief was also on scene.
Mitch Malvaso was the town hero, a top-notch firefighter, and an
all-around great guy. He made his way to them from his setup of
Incident Command on his department Jeep. “One-floor building.
Fire’s contained to the front, we think. Smoke color says no
chemicals are in there, which makes sense, because the building was
a clothing store. But be on your toes. You never know what the Red
Devil’s gonna do.”

Another shiver ran through Riley. He ignored
it and focused on the instructions shouted by the officers.

Captain Evans gestured to his crew. “Once
the fire’s contained, the five of us will head inside and scour the
back.” To the Quint, he added, “The rest of you’ll search the
front.”

Though the building was abandoned, Riley
knew that every section needed to be thoroughly searched. Since the
structure was in the center of town, homeless people might have
taken shelter inside. Hell, the fire could have been started by
druggies freebasing in there. Even the idyllic town of Hidden Cove,
an hour outside of New York City, had its share of social
problems.

While the Rescue Squad circled around back,
Ramirez huddled with his crew. “Gallagher, follow me with the
rabbit tool. Decarlo, take the hose in behind him and the rest of
you follow them.” Langston, the driver, would stay with the truck.
Even the paramedics went inside, as they were fully certified
firefighters.

After he yanked the pry tool off the rig, as
the others were unfurling the hose, Riley followed Ramirez to the
building.

The doors were double-wide and padlocked.
“Shit,” Riley said. Someone from behind nudged his arm with
cutters. Firefighters never left the truck without a tool. Riley
snapped the thick chains and, over the mic pinned to his collar,
heard the lieutenant speak into his radio. “Door’s chained. We
snapped it but the Rescue Squad should know that nobody got in this
way.”

Riley put the tip of the rabbit tool—a
hydraulic hand held manually operated tool—between the door and
frame. He pumped the pneumatic unit so the two interlocking jaws
exerted enough force to pop the doors. They opened inward.

Inside the building, they were met with a
gray curtain of smoke that they couldn’t see through. The Rescue
Squad had a thermal imager for use when the flames were out, but
Riley’s group would work blind.

His crew slapped water in the front rooms,
which was the point of origin. The noise was loud and hissing; he
could hear it, even through his facemask and helmet. In ten
minutes, the fire was doused. Next, two of his guys would take axes
to the walls to make sure no flames were hiding.

The lieutenant’s voice came over the mic
again. “Gallagher, go down the left hallways with Duncan. Me and
Decarlo will take the ones on the right.”

Again over the mic, Riley heard from Evans
from the rear. “We’re in the back of the store and searching these
rooms. We already found two guys and dragged them out so there are
folks inside.”

“Make sure you’re thorough.” Malvaso’s voice
came next. “We don’t want to lose anybody because of neglect.”

Thinking, Nobody will be left behind on my
watch, Riley turned left with Duncan behind him. Because of the
heat, they dropped to their knees and ran their hands along the
wall to find their way. Their progress was slow, but this was how
fires were fought.

oOo

JANE PHILLIPS WAS glad she kept in
shape. Even so, her arms ached with the weight of the four people
she’d dragged out of the building. She was heading back inside when
Evans stopped her. “You okay to go in again, Phillips?” he asked.
“You been in and out four times.”

“Since I heard you ask Bilky that, I won’t
consider it a sexist question, Cap.” Her tone was teasing. She knew
Evans was fair and generous to women and had gotten some on to
rescue squads.

“Then ladies first, Phillips.” The remark
was also made in good humor. Man, she loved her job.

Jane led the way through the door, and Evans
nudged up to her side. The smoke was lessening, but she still
couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. Evans held up the
imager. They walked quickly through the sectioned-off areas they’d
already checked. The rank smell of decay and the stink of smoke
seeped in through her SCBA mask.

“There’s an area at the end we didn’t cover,
Phillips. Stay close.”

They’d taken only three steps when a loud
cracking noise rent the air, and the floor opened up. They fell
through fast. Before Jane could internalize what had happened, she
landed on top of the captain. He hit his head and his face mask
flew off. Loss of air made him cough.

When she got her bearings, Jane thrust off
the burnt wood that covered them and climbed off Evans. He wasn’t
moving. She began to feel around, running her gloved hands along
the floor. Finally, she touched metal. “Thank God.”

“What’s going on there, Evans?” The voice
came over the mic.

Jane ignored Malvaso’s question and grabbed
the helmet, felt the cap’s face and managed to secure the hat and
breathing device on him. Then she said into her mic, “Chief, me and
Evans fell through the floor. Northwest quadrant of the building.
Evans’s out cold. He lost his SCBA, but I retrieved it. Oh, wait,
he’s moving, coming to.”

“We’re sending ropes and harnesses. Hang on.
We’ll be there in minutes.”

It was quieter down here and she heard a
moan come from the corner. Jesus, victims in the basement were all
they needed. She rummaged around again until she found the imager
and scanned the direction the noise had come from. A body was
moving in the corner. Quickly checking the rest of the area through
the viewer and seeing no heat-emitting shapes, she started to move
toward the corner. Evans rasped out, “What is it, Phillips?”

“Victim about ten feet away. I’m going. Stay
still, Cap.”

The fact that he did made her realize this
rescue was all on her. Slowly, feeling her way, she crawled to the
body. Her hands reached the victim and she discovered he was a big
lug of a man. “Whaaaa happened?”

“There’s been a fire. I’m a firefighter.”
She took off her mask and placed the mouthpiece over his lips.
“Here take some air.”

The man sucked it in as she coughed like a
son of a bitch. He handed her the mask back. “Make sure you take
yours, Firefighter.” The gravelly voice sounded surprisingly
confident in his order.

They exchanged two more mouthfuls of air,
then she heard from above, “Hey, Phillips, we’re here.”

She yelled out, “Cap’s right below the hole.
I’m in the corner with a victim.”

“Stay there.” Apparently Malvaso had decided
to join the rescue with his fellow firefighters. “I’m coming down
with two others, and there’s a group here to pull us up top.”

The smoke started to clear. She saw the
outline of Malvaso shimmying down the rope. Then someone after him.
Malvaso went to Evans, and two people headed to her. She hoped one
of them wasn’t Riley. That’d freak them both out.

It wasn’t. Duncan and McCabe, both
paramedics, reached her. “I have the BVM,” Duncan said. “Keep your
mouthpiece on and I’ll fit the guy with the oxygen mask.”

The victim, who coughed mercilessly,
muttered something about saving somebody else first, but they
ignored him.

In minutes, the paramedics put a neck brace
on the guy and moved him onto a backboard. Before he left, McCabe
tugged her up by the arm. “Should I check you out?”

“I’m fine, Jack. I fell on top of the
cap.”

As the two paramedics left, Jane glanced
around; she was the only one left down here. Quickly, she walked to
the hole, where megalights were shining through. Somebody threw her
a harness, she stuck her feet in it, belted the waist and let
herself be pulled up. She heard somebody joke, “Jesus, Phillips,
you gotta lose some weight.”

When she reached the top, her limbs were
saturated and her head hurt from the smoke. “Okay.”

“Hell, she must be in bad shape if she let
that remark go.” She recognized the voice of the man who helped
bring her up. He grabbed on to her and held her close. “I got ya,
babe, like always.”

Jane removed her helmet and unbuttoned her
coat—the cool air felt wonderful—then surveyed the scene. Bodies
were scattered over the parking lot and grassy area behind the
store. “Casualties?” she asked.

“Not a one.” Riley put his face close to her
ear. “You scared me, honey.”

“None of that, Rye.” She looked around. “The
Cap?”

“Fine. His head’s hard enough to withstand
the blow.”

“How ’bout the guy I was with?”

“Alive, they say. With a wracking
cough.”

After a few minutes, Malvaso approached
them. “Gallagher, the man Phillips saved is asking for you.”

“For me? Not Janie?”

“Uh-huh. But she should go with you.”

“What? Why?”

“Just do it.”

Jane and Riley headed to where Malvaso
directed them. The man lay on the grass propped up against a tree.
His clothes were in tatters, now covered with smoky grime, and he
sported a beard which practically obscured his face.

Riley knelt down in front of him. “You
wanted to see…” His voice trailed off.

Janie bent over, too. The guy smelled like
body odor and alcohol. He raised his dirty hand to cup Riley’s
cheek. “I never thought I’d see you again, son.”

Riley jerked back. Bolted up. His fists
curled at his sides. “Yeah, right back at you. Which was fine with
me.”

oOo

RILEY BOLTED UP from the bed yelling,
“No, no, it can’t be true.” His naked body was covered in sweat and
his heart was beating double-time.

Jane reached out for him and grasped his
hip. “What’s wrong?”

“Nightmare. Go back to sleep. You need rest
after yesterday.”

He and Jane had left the firehouse as soon
as they got back from the clothing-store call. The night shift had
come in early because battling the fire had been exhausting for her
group. And two of their guys had sustained minor injuries. Turning,
he could see Jane’s sleep-tousled form in the gray light of dawn.
“I’m getting up. Sleep some more.”

“Okay.” Her eyes closed.

Grabbing some sweat pants and a T-shirt from
the floor, he dressed in the bathroom, then went out to the
kitchen. They’d bought a ranch house on the outskirts of Hidden
Cove eight years ago. It had been a fixer-upper and now was exactly
how they wanted it. Hardwood floors. Lots of windows and natural
light. Comfortable furniture. Big kitchen where they both liked to
cook. Most firefighters did.

His father had.

“Fuck,” he said aloud, pulled out a cup and
poured coffee, which had been set to brew at six. In an effort not
to think about his father, he looked out the side window and saw
Frank, their older, half-blind neighbor sitting on his deck. Riley
noticed the donuts they stopped to pick up every night, for the
next morning, and grabbed the smaller bag.

He stepped outside and crossed the yard.
“Hi, Frank. Up pretty early, aren’t you?”

“My sciatica is bothering me.” He eyed the
bag. “Hmm, is it jelly this time?” They always brought Frank a
treat.

“Yep, one of your favorites.” Though Riley’s
mind was whirling with conflicting thoughts, he stayed and talked
to the lonely man for a few minutes.

However, when he returned to his kitchen and
picked up his coffee, his mind went right back to his father’s
downfall. Riley had been nearly twenty-three and still considered a
young gun in the fire department. But he was treated with respect
because his dad was a captain on one of the busiest engines in the
department. And head of the Firefighter’s Union. Maybe that had
been the worst thing, because when the scandal broke and their town
councilman, a local cop, and his father were implicated, the entire
fire department had been disgraced. He’d never forget when his dad
had revealed the truth.

Ben Gallagher had come to the apartment
Riley shared with Jane then…

“Hey, Dad.” He was always glad to see his
father, as he adored the man.

Tonight, though, his dad’s face was ragged.
And his eyes were bloodshot, as if he hadn’t slept. “Hi, son. I
need to talk to you and Janie right away.”

“Janie isn’t here. Come on in.” His father
lumbered into his house as if he bore the weight of five SCBA
tanks. “Can I get you something?”

He’d been shocked to see his father’s eyes
well. He’d seen his dad cry a couple of times at a firefighter
funeral and when a baby died in a fire, but this kind of emotion
was a rare occurrence.

“Dad, sit on the couch.” He practically led
his father to the sofa, dropped down beside him and put his hand on
his dad’s shoulder. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

Ben stared at him. “I’m on my way to the
police department.”

“Why?”

“I’ve done something wrong, Rye. Really
wrong.”

“You? I don’t believe it.” In his eyes, his
dad was infallible.

“You…” He cleared his throat. “I-it’s about
the Steele scandal. You know some of the details.”

“Yeah, everybody does. The fuckers were
trying to hurt the chief and sabotaged the fire department. A lot
of our guys were injured. Are you filing some sort of charge on
behalf of the union?”

Ben had shaken his head. “No, I’m a fucker,
too.”

“What do you mean?”

“I helped Stan Steele.” The councilman.

“Dad, come on. Don’t joke about this.”

“I’m not joking. I set up some of the
sabotage.”

Riley’s heart had flip-flopped in his chest.
“You wouldn’t do something like that.”

“I did. For money.”

“Why? Money never meant much to us.”

“I…” His eyes turned even bleaker. “I got a
gambling problem. I was in deep. Steele found out and offered to
pay off all my debts if I’d help him.”

“No, no. The cop, Ruscio, helped him, did it
for the money.”

It had taken his father a half hour to
convince Riley that he’d been involved. Still, Riley had been
stunned. He’d cried like a baby with his face buried in his
hands.

Janie came home before his father left. But
she’d wanted to help Ben Gallagher get through what was to come, go
to the police station with him, stand by him.

And Riley couldn’t. Something seemed to snap
inside him at the awful thing his father had done to the
brotherhood of firefighters. In the end, all he could do was brace
himself against the shame.

There had been backlash from others in the
department, which hurt like hell, and an emotional wall had shot up
between him and Janie. He still didn’t know how much she supported
his father, because after several fights over what Riley should do
and how Riley should feel, they’d agreed not to discuss the matter.
Later, he learned his mother had tried to help his father, too, but
Ben Gallagher had ostracized her and she gave up. They’d been
divorced ever since his dad had gone to jail…

“Hey, Rye, what are you thinking about?”

He turned to find Janie had come into the
kitchen. “Take a wild guess.”

She crossed to him, kissed his cheek—she
always smelled good after a shower—and poured herself a mug of
coffee. “Let’s sit down.”

They took seats in the sleek, oak breakfast
nook he, Janie and his buddies had constructed after they’d bought
the house. “You’re thinking about Ben, right?”

“Of course. I was shocked to see him after
all these years.”

“Me, too.” She stared at him. “Was it hard
for you, leaving him at the scene?”

“No. The ambulance came. He had what he
needed. Besides, I was worried about you.”

“Aren’t you worried about him?”

“When hell freezes over.” He would have
preferred to lie to Jane, to pretend he was forgiving like her, but
he was always straight with her. They promised each other they
would be.

She sipped her coffee and he noticed she’d
put on the ring he gave her when they were sixteen and a
cheerleader had tried to seduce him. It was a promise-of-fidelity
symbol and she wore it everywhere but work. “Well, I’m
worried.”

He raised his eyes to the ceiling. “Here we
go again.”

“No, it won’t be like what happened before.
We were kids when your dad got in trouble.” She picked up his hand
and kissed it. “We know how to work out our issues now.”

“Maybe. I can’t stand the thought of the
bastard coming between us again.” He shook his head. “And hurting
Mom and Abby like the last time.”

She opened her mouth to say something, then
closed it. After a minute, she asked, “I’ll go with you today to
tell your mom he’s back.” They were both off shift.

“I’m not going to tell her. I have to
protect her from him. We all thought he went to New York City after
his two-year stint in jail. She doesn’t need to know any
different.”

“Rye, you can’t keep the fact that he’s back
from Mave. And Abby will be furious if you don’t tell her.”

“I won’t let them be hurt by this again! He
can crawl back into his hole and we can forget we even saw
him.”

“That is so not going to work.”

He slapped his hand on the table. “No, Jane.
I’m not bringing them in on this. And this can’t come between us
again. Don’t you remember how it was last time?”

Her face closed down. And her eyes turned
grim. He still remembered the strained quietness of the house,
spending their free time away from each other, the lack of
intimacy. He’d hated the breach they’d both caused by their
stubbornness. “Look, I know he was like a father to you when yours
died, but what he did…I can’t forgive him.”

She shook her head. “After fifteen years
together, I still don’t know this side of you.” Drawing back, she
took a deep breath. “All right. Let’s not discuss him. It’s too
painful for us both.”

He brushed his hand down her hair. “How do
you feel this morning?”

She smiled. “Good enough for what I know you
want.”

“That’s my girl.” They both stood and he
slung his arm around her neck; she slipped her hand around his
waist. “I need the oblivion of some hot, monkey sex.” He kissed her
head.

“I can do that for you.”

oOo

JANE NEVER KNEW what she was going to
get from Riley when they made love. As they walked to the bedroom,
she remembered their first time. They’d been sweethearts their
sophomore year in high school but too young for sex, so it wasn’t
until after the Junior Prom, when they’d rented a hotel room in
Camden Cove, that he’d taken her on their first flight to intimacy.
Since both of them were novices, they’d fumbled and it wasn’t good
for her, but he’d made up for it by, of all things, asking his
sister for pointers. The two of them had been close, and Abby had
been like a sister to Jane, so she’d given them pretty explicit
instructions, some books for them to read, and a hefty number of
condoms. By the time they graduated, their sex life was great for
both of them. And neither had ever slept with anyone else. For a
nerd and not a very pretty one, she considered herself lucky to
have snagged the school football star and Prom King. The nice thing
about it was he’d considered himself lucky, too, to have a smart,
funny, and feisty girl like her in his life.

“Where are you, sweetie?” he asked when they
reached the bedroom.

“Thinking about the first time we made
love.”

“Oh, God, don’t remind me. I was a bumbling
idiot.”

“Ah, but now you’re a real stud.”

He laughed, that husky before- (or after-)
sex laugh, and reached for the hem of her nightshirt. “Hmm. Let’s
see about that.”

What she got this time wasn’t the hot,
monkey sex he’d mentioned earlier. Slowly—too slowly—he slid the
shirt over her head. She was naked beneath it. She reached for his
T-shirt, but he stopped her.

“Ah, not yet. Let me touch you.”

His hands were like a whisper of silk on her
skin. He ran them all over her, and when he knelt down before her,
he nuzzled his face in her mound. Kissed her. Licked her. Then
began in earnest to arouse her. With tender passion, he took her to
the first peak and she tumbled over with gentle but intense
feeling.

Then she led him to the bed. He laid down
first and held out his hand. She took it, knelt on the mattress and
moved between his legs. She ran her mouth over his pecs, down his
sides, lower, kissing his thighs, his knees, whatever her lips met.
He moved restlessly because she hadn’t hit her target yet.

“Janie, you’re killin’ me.”

“Good.” She kept up the sweet abrasion of
his body for a long time.

Finally, she took his penis between her
palms and massaged him as he’d taught her to do.

He moaned. “Jesus, baby…”

She kept up the motions, shifting subtly,
until he grasped on to her hips. “Now,” he growled.

Smiling, she went up on her knees and
straddled him. Slowly, easily, he lifted her farther and settled
her on him. Her pulse skyrocketed at how full and feminine she
felt.

“I love this part,” he whispered raggedly.
“When I’m first inside you.”

“Me, too.” Like most everything else, they
were on the same wavelength about sex.

She began to move. She increased the speed
in tiny increments. His grip on her hips tightened and he helped
escalate her movements. Groans of pleasure rumbled out of him as
all his muscles tightened.

Her body was in sync with his. She felt the
spiral build and build and build until he gave one last thrust. He
started first and she joined him with bursts of light, color and
sensation floating around her. The same gentle completion consumed
them.

After they’d climaxed, he pushed a few more
times, causing aftershocks to rock through her. Sounds of pleasure
echoed from him, too.

He eased her off him and down onto the bed.
Tugged her into the crook of his shoulder. Entangled their
legs.

Jane liked this valley as much as the peaks.
She felt him kiss her hair and murmur sleepily, “There. That’s just
what I needed.”

Me too, she thought. She was where she
belonged and was going to stay here, regardless of their
differences.

“Rye?”

“Hmm?”

“I’ll try to let you have your own feelings
about your dad.”

“So will I. I’ll be better at letting you
have yours.”

Turning her nose into his chest, she vowed
they’d get through this drama of his father’s return.

oOo

THE SOUND OF the doorbell woke them.
Riley stirred first. Glancing at the clock, he saw it was ten a.m.
Not too early for company, but inconvenient as hell.

“Who’s that?” Janie’s voice was fuzzy.

“Who knows? I’ll get up.”

He grabbed for his sweats and T-shirt again,
dressed and headed barefoot to the foyer. Checking the front
window, he saw his mother’s car in the driveway. She was always
circumspect and never invaded their privacy, so he’d tease her a
bit.

Pulling open the door, he said sassily, “Do
you even want to know what you interrupted, Mave darlin’?”

His mother’s face blanked and she stared at
him.

Uh-oh.

“Mom, I was kidding.” He kissed her on the
cheek. This was another woman he loved deeply.

“Rye, we have to talk. And I have to say,
I’m not happy with you.”

That’s what she’d said ever since he was
young, whenever he’d done something wrong. Riley Benjamin
Gallagher, I’m not happy right now.

Through his sex-induced and sleep-caused
haze, it took him until she said the words to remember what had
happened.

“I got a call from the hospital. How could
you not tell me your father showed up last night?”

Staring at the woman who’d given birth to
him, Riley tried to choose his words carefully. In the past, he’d
managed to keep from her his anger and despair over what his dad
had done and be there for her and Abby. “I’m sorry if I upset
you.”

“I don’t want an apology. I want to know why
you didn’t call me right away.”

“Janie was subbing on my group. She fell
through a floor. I was busy taking care of her.”

Mave’s eyes rounded. “Is she all right?”

“Yes, she’s still asleep.”

“That’s good.” His mother hesitated. “Honey,
I know you had a lot of feelings about your dad you didn’t share
with me in the past. But I also know my son better than you think.
You suffered the most over what he did; you two were so close and
because of the fire department.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “You knew? I
didn’t want to hurt you with my feelings.” He watched her for a
moment. “But now that it’s out, and especially now that you’ve been
through with him for years, I’ll confess that I have no intention
of seeing him. I assumed you’d feel the same, so why even tell you
he was in town?”

Her eyes misted. His father had hurt her
irrevocably. “I had a right to know.”

“Janie thought so, too. Maybe I was wrong.
Who told you?”

“The hospital called me. They said your
father was there and gave me as next of kin.”

“You divorced.”

“Technically.”

His stomach clenched. It had been in a
permanent knot for months during the aftermath of his father’s
admission. “What does that mean?”

“Oh, honey, I’ve never stopped loving the
man. After twenty-five years of marriage, you don’t let go easily.
Could you ever stop loving Jane if you split?”

“No, of course not. But this is different.”
And he was horrified at her confession. “After the shame he brought
on us all?”

“Shame is a useless emotion. What I felt was
deep sadness. The shame was all yours.”

Had she told him that before? “Fine, it was
mine. And Abby’s. Her husband’s a cop, for God’s sake. Imagine what
he had to endure.”

“This is such old ground, honey.” She shook
her head, her pretty, auburn hair, shot with a bit of gray, moving
with the motion. “And no, Abby and Aiden didn’t feel shame. They
were overwrought at what he’d done but saw him as a man who’d made
a terrible mistake and lost everything.”

“Mom, he loved gambling more than us.” Riley
hated how whiny he sounded.

“Oh, honey, no.”

“Yes. He got in over his head and racked up
so much debt he was forced to commit a crime. Lord, Mom, he helped
Steele hurt the fire department, which we all love.”

“He was weak. I’ll give you that. But did
you ever think what it did to him to know how he failed us?”

“No. I refuse to.” He came to the edge of
his seat. “Mom, where is all of this going? Why are we dredging it
up? We never fight about anything.”

For some reason, she checked her watch.
“Because I’m on my way to the hospital to pick him up. Abby’s
meeting me there. I thought you might have forgiven him enough to
go with us.”

He felt cold dread seep through him, a
feeling he’d lived with for a long time right after his father left
and hoped never to experience again. “I can’t.”

She gave him a pitying look. “I’m sorry to
hear that. You’ve lived for years with your anger and resentment.
I’m sure it’s doing awful things to you, inside.” She stood. “I’m
leaving. If you want to know how everything is, you can call
me.”

“Wait.” He stood, too. Her face showed rays
of hope and he hated disappointing her. “He’s homeless. He was with
a lot of other vagrants in that building.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m taking him to the
house he paid for.”

Riley stilled. “Jesus Christ, Mom. You can’t
do that.”

She cupped his cheek with her palm. “Yes,
dear, I can.” Her gaze strayed to something behind him. “Oh, Janie,
hi.”

“I was listening.” He turned to see Jane
dressed in sweats, hair tousled and eyes troubled.

“Good. Maybe you can get somewhere with my
son. It’s time to put his father’s sins behind us.”

Please let her stand by me, God, please.

“I’m sorry, Rye, I agree with your
mother.”

oOo

THEY TOOK A hilly path on the
outskirts of town, running as if their lives depended on it. After
last night’s fall, Jane was having trouble keeping up. Earlier
today, when she told the truth—damn it, he’d said he’d let her have
her feelings—he’d walked out of the room, gone to the bedroom and
changed into running clothes. He’d come back down after Mave left,
told Jane he was going out for a jog, and she’d followed him. They
hadn’t talked for three miles. “Wait for a minute, will you?” she
said, stopping.

“If you can’t keep up, I’ll just go ahead.
You rest here.”

Rarely did she purposely manipulate him. But
today he needed it. “You wouldn’t be able to keep up, either, if
you fell through the floor of a burning building.”

He halted immediately. For their whole
lives, whenever she’d needed him, he was there for her. In high
school when the football team teased him about dating a nerd, he
took them on one by one. When her mother had run off with another
man, he’d consoled her. And she couldn’t have made it through her
father’s death if he hadn’t stayed with her every minute. With the
exception of his stubbornness about his dad, he always put her
first. So she wasn’t surprised when he said, “You look exhausted.
You shouldn’t be running.”

“I came along because I want to talk.”

“I don’t.”

“Tough shit. I told you earlier, we’re not
letting this happen again.”

He stared at her.

She said, “This is how it started off the
last time. Not communicating. Staying away from me as much as you
could.”

“I had to. Turning in to myself was the only
way I could deal with what happened. And I didn’t want to hurt you
anymore by fighting about him.”

“I’m not letting you shut me out, Riley. I’m
not letting you turn into a jerk and almost ruin our life together
because of your father.”
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