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        This is freaking ridiculous, but I can’t help it. We just met, and we’re total strangers.

        Except when you smile at me, I feel like you’re the missing happy piece of me I lost a long time ago.
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      Carina Alyce’s MetroGen Downtown books encompass the Medical, Fire, and Police heroes of Cuyahoga County and their complicated love lives with the steam and the drama of your favorite TV shows. Everyone needs a hot protective hero falling for a strong woman with goals.

      

      MetroGen After Hours gives you all the HEA in standalones connected in the bigger MetroGen universe. Opposites attract and grumpy sunshine galore!

      

      Volatile starts you out when nurse/part-time arson investigator Jennifer Bayani gets exiled to small town USA where she’s following up on a set of suspicious fires. Getting cuffed by Deputy Brandon Smythe, tattooed and so surly hot, is not one of her goals.

      

      Burn Card follows grumpy Fire Captain James Haskell on what is supposed to be a weekend of firefighter business in Las Vegas. Things change when he crashes into the Vegas B4 Vows Bachelorette party and his secret crush - his next-door neighbor, Caroline Peters.

      

      Roulette happens during Burn Card at the Vegas B4 Vows Bachelorette party when superfans ER doctor Ryan Yates and NICU nurse Kyra Washington find they have perfect chemistry and make a bet on their future - that they can live together without sex.

      

      Sentinel introduces grumpy Firefighter Rafe Falcon to single sunshiny mom Ava Remley. She might be the antidote for his bad mood, except she has a secret that might destroy the fire department and MetroGen.

      

      Get ready because there’s steam, secrets, lies, and betrayals ahead. . .

      

      (The MetroGen Chaplain has his finger one the pulse of the hospital, and he can see it’s going to be a bumpy night.)
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        Dr. Manika Gupta-Carver – ER Chief
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        Dr. Ryan Yates – ER
      

      	
        Dr. Kayla Varma – ICU
      

      	
        Dr. Joel Glazier – Ortho
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        Mateo Soto – Captain
      

      	
        Aiden Clarke – Lieutenant
      

      	
        Luna Rodriguez – Lieutenant
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        The first lymph node cancerous cells drain into.
      

      	
        Descriptor of an unexpected event resulting in death or serious injury of a patient. See ’swiss-cheese model’ for more details
      

      

      

      
        
        – Netter’s Medical Dictionary for Health Professionals
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            FROM THE DIARY OF CHAPLAIN AT METROGEN

          

        

      

    

    
      SEPTEMBER

      
        
        I adore September. The kids are back in school, it’s too early for cold and flu season, and the new interns at MetroGen have settled in enough to be almost useful.

        Then the crisp cold air reminds me that the Browns were featured for the preseason on the cover of Sports Illustrated as the team they predict to win the Super Bowl. Before we’ve played a single game. Or our head coach has even been a head coach for a full season.

        It could go really well or end in total disaster.

        In the eternal words of a wise man (not my Lord and Savior JC), the Man in Black… Get used to disappointment.
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      The pencil snapped on the paper, and Rafe Falcon swore loudly. “Goddamn, motherfucking piece of shit…”

      He took a deep breath. This wasn’t that difficult. He wasn’t in the firehouse right now. No pressure. No klaxons. No bells. No axes. No buildings on fire.

      As a grown man, he should be able to handle this. He’d been a firefighter for almost twenty years. If he could climb a five-story ladder with an axe, an oxygen tank, and fifty pounds of gear, he would not quit here.

      
        
        
        Twenty-five across, eight letters. Begin at the beginning.

      

      

      

      The New York Times crossword puzzle was mocking him yet again.

      “Start. Five letters. Why the hell are you using the same word twice?” Rafe growled at the paper. It didn’t respond as usual, and he wondered why he kept up this torturous ritual.

      It was a regular post call morning for him. He’d finish his 24-hour shift at Firehouse 15, drive to his favorite quiet coffee shop, and enjoy his paper.

      Or rip his paper to pieces by erasing it too hard.

      “Trialed.” He wrote his guess in with a fresh pencil. “Seven letters. Crap.”

      He tried to erase gently. The New York Times paper, getting thinner and cheaper every day, had trouble competing with the strength of his shoulders and biceps. By his tenth erasure, it’d be time to use his second copy of the paper.

      The Monday crossword was easy. The Saturday one was the hardest.

      He decided to put the ‘ED’ at the end and figure out the start.

      “Don’t do that. It’s not a past tense clue.” A hand tapped the box in the left corner. “You can’t use an ‘ED.’”

      Rafe followed the pointer finger up an arm to a blue-eyed blonde. She was holding a cup of coffee and another copy of the Saturday paper.

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “If they wanted you to use past tense, it would have said, ‘began at the beginning.’”

      “Goddamn it. No fuck—” he started to swear and then stopped himself. This wasn’t the firehouse. He wasn’t supposed to swear the blue streak while interacting with the regular public. “You’re right. No ‘ED’ on the verb.”

      “It’s not a verb anyway,” she indicated the clue. He noted her fingernails had been chewed down, and her left ring finger bore the blank old callus of a past wedding ring.

      That was interesting because she couldn’t have been far past thirty. Then again, he’d been divorced twice, so who was he to judge? 

      “Then what is it?” he hissed.

      “Menachem.” She smiled at him like he hadn’t been giving off his best ‘leave me and my paper in peace or I will end you’ vibe.

      “‘Men’ what?”

      “It’s asking for the name of Menachem Begin, an Israeli Prime Minister. ‘Begin at the beginning.’”

      “Oh.” He wrote it in and looked at the clue opened up by the answer.

      
        
        British righteousness. Six letters down.

      

      

      Ah, this one he knew.

      Honors, he wrote.

      “Hey, umm. Not quite,” the woman said.

      He looked up at her smiling face and scowled. “Why are you still here?”

      Didn’t she get it? Between his hair, massive muscles, and the black dragon tattoo that started on his right wrist and climbed all the way across his shoulders, people in the coffee shop tended to give him a wide berth. Her grin and her bobbed, straight, almost white blonde hair could go elsewhere.

      Undeterred by his failure to make interesting conversation, she said, “You’re close, but no cigar.”

      “How the hell would you know?” He checked around to see if she was supposed to be meeting someone here. She had one cup of coffee and a pastry bag.

      “It says ‘British.’ Which means h-o-n-o-u-r with a U.” Still grinning, she took his pencil away and fixed his answer without ripping the paper. “No thanks needed.”

      “You won’t get it.” What was going on here? Had he hit his head last shift and entered an alternate reality where he’d turned into suburban soccer mom coffee shop catnip?

      When he glanced back up, she still hadn’t moved. The woman hadn’t stopped smiling, and even he had to admit she was cute.

      “Yes? Are you in an outreach program or about to ask me if I want to talk about Jesus?”

      “Should I?” She didn’t back up.

      “Hell no. What do you want?” His inability to get rid of her was baffling.

      “Well, you come in here once a week and destroy the paper, so I figured I could help you out,” she said.

      “My paper and I are fine.”

      “Right. Did you have a bad night at the firehouse?” She sat down in the chair next to him, plopping her coffee and pastry bag on the table.

      “You know what I do?”

      “It says so on your shirt.” She’d unsettled him enough for him to forget he was still wearing his uniform top.

      “Oh.” He was terrible at this. There was a reason he was divorced twice.

      “Bad night.”

      “Yeah, three dead bums and no sleep for the past thirty-six hours. So I’m not in the best mood. Best go about your way and bother some other shithead who is fucking awful at the crossword.” Rafe knew he wasn’t being fair, but he hadn’t been in the mood for company outside of his firehouse for a while now.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      “Fine. I’m still helping you.” She tapped on the clues. “What do you think this one means?”

      “It means take a hint and leave.”

      “Nah, it’s only eight letters. ‘Take a hint and leave’ is seventeen. I'm Ava by the way.”

      Despite himself, he chuckled. “Fine, Ava. Five letters. Bottled spirit.”

      She winked at him. “Genie. Or vodka.”

      It wasn’t his imagination. She was definitely flirting with him. A gentleman who possessed even a minimum of manners would do something at this point. “Ahh. Do you want a bagel or something?”

      “Well…” She was in the midst of writing on his crossword puzzle when she paused. Her hesitation reminded him of the pastry bag she’d set on the table.

      “God. I suck at this. Really. Save yourself and leave before I slit my own throat. You’ll be better off.”

      “We both might be a little rusty. Why don’t you offer to help me? You are a firefighter.” She nodded encouragingly.

      Feeling like a total fool, he said. “Do you need help?”

      “Not really. I was grabbing a drink before I took my groceries upstairs.” Ava sipped her coffee.

      “Oh.”

      Ava appeared to be waiting for him to continue. Couldn’t she see his last ex-wife was right and he had no conversational skills outside of sports, Michael Judge movies, and firefighting? He was going down in flames with no hope of rescue.

      “My apartment is on the third floor of this building.”

      This time he understood. “Do you need help with your groceries? I could carry them.”

      “It’s a trek.”

      “Do your groceries weigh greater than seventy pounds?” He named the weight of his usual firefighting gear. “Is the stairway on fire?”

      “I hope not.”

      “It’d better not fucking be if no smoke detectors’ve gone off.” He cursed and then winced. Too much time with too many guys, though the two women on his shift could swear like sailors, especially Vanessa Knight, a former Ms. Universe. “I’m sorry.”

      “My poor virgin ears,” Ava faked covering her ears. “A swear word. Need smelling salts.”

      Her eyes were full of such good humor that he couldn’t prevent his snort of laughter. He downed the rest of his coffee and folded up his newspaper. “Where’s the car?”
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      Rafe followed her to off-street parking and a simple sedan. She must have been shopping for one because it wasn’t a very large haul. He noted two gallons of milk, bread, shredded cheese, bunches of fruits and vegetables, and a rotisserie chicken.

      It was the exact type of thing he would have bought for himself on a day away from Firehouse 15, assuming he didn’t eat ten times the amount she did in a week.

      He gathered up her three reusable bags, and her eyes got big. “You don’t want me to carry a bag?”

      Stealing her pastry bag and placing it in one of the grocery bags, he used one of his better lines. “I could probably carry you on my shoulder, too.”

      “I should help at least a little.”

      “You can take the keys.”

      “And the paper.” She stole his newspaper.

      She directed him to the third floor, almost fluttering around him. They reached a sadly nondescript and equally spartan hallway. The nameplate over the door read. ‘Remley.’

      He hazarded a guess from the general size of the building, “One bedroom?”

      “Two.” She stuck her keys in the door and teased him for a second. “I’m separated. Divorce will be finalized soon. November, maybe.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Divorces aren’t easy. I’ve done it twice. First time we were so young, didn’t know what we were getting into. Second time, hurt more.”

      “Sorry for yours. You say it’s never going to happen to you, and then it does. You think someone will back down and forgive, except you don’t, and you won’t.”

      “And then it’s too late,” he agreed. “So, you didn’t forgive him?”

      Ava shook herself, opening the door and giving him another carefree smile. “What makes you think I’m the unforgiving one?”

      “I didn’t peg you as the cheating type,” he admitted. She’d been sunshine downstairs, the light of her smiles could drive away any darkness, and God knew he’d seen darkness.

      He passed her groceries through the door without asking for an invite.

      “Cheating isn’t the only way to end a marriage. And I’m the unforgiven.” She balanced on her tiptoes to place her hands on his shoulders. She placed a soft kiss on his scruffy jawline and handed him his paper. “Anti-hero 1992. Twenty-four across. Keep working on the crossword, Mr. Firefighter.”

      Then she was inside, her door closed and locked.

      He stood frozen for several seconds before staggering down the stairs. Nothing about that kiss was a simple, friendly thank you.

      It couldn’t be a booty call since she hadn’t invited him in. It was the perfect amount of first date encouragement, though. He must not have screwed it up too badly if she’d kissed him.

      Except, now what was he supposed to do?

      Hanging around the coffee shop and her apartment was more likely to get him arrested.

      The answer came to him back at his table in the coffee shop after he opened his paper to resume his piss-poor attempts on the crossword.

      ‘Genie’ intersected with twenty-four across, and she’d written ‘Unforgiven,’ the clue meaning Clint Eastwood’s 1992 anti-hero movie.

      Then he saw it.

      The minx had filled her phone number into the last row, completely ruining “Shredded” ten letters forty across.
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        * * *

      

      Ava Remley calmly counted to twenty, waiting for his footsteps to fade before exhaling.

      The first couple of times she’d seen him at the coffee shop, she was sure she’d conjured him up from the depths of her imagination. He was nothing like what she’d expected.

      He’d been a thundercloud of a man each time in his own bubble of frustration. The ever-present firefighter crewneck shirt displayed arms covered in scars and tattoos, telling their story without words. The tail of what she suspected was a dragon, spikes and all, rested on his right arm, near where he’d constantly destroy pencils.

      Everything about him screamed, ‘Go away. I’m stone cold.’

      Yet she couldn’t or didn’t want to believe it. She’d given in to the temptation to speak to him. Her intention had been to keep it light and playful, and it somehow ended with a sort of kiss.

      Allowing him inside her apartment would have been unforgivably fast, and bending the rules of her separation agreement. Besides, she had moved out here to get away from the past.

      Out with the old, in with the new.

      A letter of recommendation from Dr. Manika Guptra-Carver from the head of the MetroGen ER got her a solid job in a tech at a Lake County Urgent Care. Her salary kept the rent paid and her lights on.

      A text message popped up on her phone from an unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        ?ToretoBits. Rafe, by the way

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ava:?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rafe: Shredded. TORE TO BITS. I’m working on my crossword.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ava: See, you’re getting better.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rafe: I’m terrible. Might need a tutor.

      

      

      

      

      

      She stifled a giggle. He’d put a ton of effort into being cranky and was dedicating the same energy at securing a date. 

      Still, she hadn’t done this for a while, so she’d better at least attempt to play slightly hard to get.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ava: Can you afford my rates?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rafe: What if I buy you coffee and a muffin? I know a nearby coffee shop.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ava: Hmm. It’s really far from my place.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rafe: Two muffins?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ava: I’m in. 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rafe: When?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ava: About two weeks? Saturday, same time same place?

      

      

      

      

      

      She regretted it, but she had to name a date two weeks away. Jenna would be back next weekend, and Rafe wasn’t allowed meet her daughter yet.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rafe: See you there.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ava was debating whether to send a winking or kissing emoji to end the convo when another less welcome text message popped up on her screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        E: We need to talk. Six p.m. work?

      

      

      

      

      

      She checked the clock and calculated if she had time to make the neutral child exchange and be ready for her visitor.

      It was at least an hour till she would leave to pick up Jenna, so she could put the groceries away.

      She texted back the affirmative with her address.

      Ava nearly tripped over a pile of mail she’d tossed on the floor this morning. It didn’t take more than a glance to recognize the letter from her lawyers. Based on the previous six she’d received on the same topic, her lawyer wanted her to sign documents to designate where to send the child support payments.

      As if money could fix everything. This past year had certainly proved otherwise.

      She shoved the letter in a drawer next to the other six.

      No amount of money was worth abandoning her pride and her ability to stand on her own. She was a good, kind person, and she wouldn’t let him change that.

      Not now, not ever.
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      “Here comes the airplane.”

      “Mama.” Jenna squealed and flipped the entire bowl of pureed organic peas off the table.

      “Seriously, again, sweetie? Too bad. We have more.” Ava grabbed another one of her ex’s specially requested, gourmet prepared, organic, high nutrient pea purees from the fridge. He always sent Jenna home with a multitude of ‘acceptable’ baby food options.

      Despite these special food choices, Jenna came back starving from her father’s. Ava was fairly certain their daughter subsisted primarily on formula and Bamba peanut product at his apartment. Per their separation agreement, Ava was to offer her a no added sugar organic baby puree at least twice a day. Crackers, bars, and cookies were on the unacceptable list.

      Bamba made the cut because research had found three times a week consumption made the child less likely to end up with peanut allergy.

      Jenna, smart little (illegal per the aforementioned rules) cookie, had long ago figured out the loophole.

      Before she had time to feed Jenna more of the hated peas, Ava had to answer a knock at the door.

      As expected, she opened the door to Dr. Kandal, a former friend and current general surgeon at MetroGen Hospital.

      “Hi, Eliza.”

      Her non-friend stood outside in the hallway. “So, this is where you went?”

      “Yeah, I moved someplace smaller. Come in?” Ava said, wondering why Eliza had decided to come by today.

      Ava was a persona non grata at MetroGen now, and if she’d been allowed, she’d have already moved to Lake County. The separation rules dictated she was unable to leave Cuyahoga County, or they’d have grounds to take Jenna from her.

      Yet another box on the whole multitude of other prohibitions, from dating to being in contact with anyone employed at MetroGen.

      “Sure.” Eliza walked through the door, and Ava gestured for her to sit at the table two seats away from Jenna and the pea splatter. “Oh my goodness, she’s so cute.”

      Jenna had inherited Ava’s grin, which she used to excellent effect on Eliza. It made the total mess of smeared peas on her purple bib almost forgivable.

      “Yep, this is my little gremlin. Say ‘hi,’ Jenna.” Ava sat down with the peas.

      “Mama. No peas.”

      “Yes, please. Yummy peas.” Ava tried to give her more. Her parents had similar issues when it came to the purees. They gamely took a picture every day at their Lake County house lest the ex claim they hadn’t fed Jenna whatever disgusting peas, prunes, or yams he’d sent.

      “No. Blah.” Jenna blew a raspberry.

      “Yummy peas. Jenna can eat the peas.” Ava attempted to ‘fly’ the spoon into her daughter’s mouth.

      “No. Peas.” Faster than an almost ten-month-old should have, the adorable vandal in training snatched the bowl off the table and dumped it on her head.

      “Not again.” Ava got up to get the trash can and paper towels.

      “Why feed her peas if she hates them?” Eliza asked. She had two kids of her own and raised them with her sister Kayla since the death of her husband over a year ago.

      “Because the lawyers say I have to try.” Ava cleaned up Jenna’s flinching face, which quickly resumed smiling because she knew what would happen next.

      “You’ve tried. What does she actually eat?”

      “My food.” Ava brought over a plate of three grilled cheese sandwiches, quartered grapes, and steamed carrots. “The rules are about baby food, not about adult food. She’s been eating table food since she was four months.”

      Eliza watched Jenna stretch to snag the top grilled sandwich and a mushy carrot, which she then eagerly gummed to death, sans hesitation.

      “Ymmm,” Jenna over enunciated. Thus far, she’d mastered mama, papa, gamma, yum, no (constantly), nose (sounded like ‘no’), please and peas—likely because the last two sets were close together.

      They watched Jenna inhale the three sandwiches, the fruit, and vegetables in quick succession.

      “Wow. I can’t remember my kids eating a single sandwich at this stage. She must have her mama’s brains,” Eliza said, as if they could avoid the other half of Jenna’s genetics.

      “Or my nose. Watch.” Ava used another washcloth to clean Jenna off again. “Hey, sweetie. I’ve got your nose.”

      “No. No. Nose.” Jenna pointed at her nose and then grabbed Ava’s nose.

      “Silly Jenna.” Ava unstrapped Jenna and moved her to the fenced-off baby playpen with a bunch of brightly colored, ethically sourced, cruelty free, painted blocks and multiple artisan, handmade, stuffed animals. Ava snapped a picture of Jenna with the toys before grabbing two waters out of her fridge and pointing to the couch.

      “Aren’t you coming, too?” Eliza moved to sit.

      “I will in a second.”

      Ava waited for Jenna to toss her expensive toys out of the playpen. Shrugging, she didn’t bother to give them back. Instead, she gave her daughter a Walmart pop-up toy, a squeaky giraffe, and a beat-up, nigh indestructible, ball. All Jenna’s favorites.

      “Nice place you have here,” Eliza said at last.

      “Thanks.” Ava automatically sat on her second-hand couch. “So?”

      “I wanted to see how you were doing. We didn’t stop caring for you after everything,” Eliza said. “You could have visited me at my place. I thought I’d have been neutral ground.”

      Eliza was at least a decade older than Ava and had climbed the ranks of the surgery department to be the head of General Surgery. In her current position, Eliza had no claim to any neutral ground.

      “I’m fine. I work at an urgent care clinic in Lake County now,” Ava said, not giving more details.

      Eliza looked over the room with its thrift store furniture and cheap knickknacks. It was a far cry from Ava’s previous home, a near mansion in Eliza’s neighborhood. “Do you need anything? Help?”

      “My parents watch Jenna when I work. Family always comes through. I probably had an easier time than you did,” Ava said. Her parents lived in Lake County, and her two siblings were still in-state.

      “I can’t believe it’s been over a year,” Eliza admitted. Last Memorial Day, her husband Scott had drowned in a boating accident, leaving Eliza a widow with two children. Her sister, Dr. Kayla Varma, pulmonary critical care, had dropped her job at Yale and moved to Cleveland. “Somehow, between me, Kayla, and Stella, we’re surviving.”

      Eliza’s situation was in some ways worse than Ava’s. Kayla was the division chief of the ICU, and Stella, a distant cousin of Scott’s, a busy ENT surgeon. They completed the high-powered job woman trifecta. It took the three of them working together to care for the two fatherless children. Especially since MetroGen was more than happy to put the new blood to work.

      “I’m glad you have them,” Ava said simply. “You lost more than I did.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” Eliza said. “Do you ever wonder if you could have changed something? ‘Don’t get on the boat!’ Or ‘don’t get in the car.’”

      Ava shrugged. “Dwelling on what could have been won’t change anything. It’s no one’s fault. We’re stuck making the best of it.”

      “Are you making the best of it?” Eliza asked.

      “I am. I’m fine. We’re fine. Everything’s fine,” Ava assured her.

      “Aren’t you lonely?”

      “I’ve got my family, I’ve got Jenna, and I had coffee with a guy,” Ava added the last part because Elizabeth seemed to believe she’d become a hermit.

      “Coffee? Sounds promising? How did you meet him?”

      Ava laughed, “At the coffee shop on the first floor. It’s not a date. I agreed to give him crossword puzzle lessons.”

      “‘Crossword puzzle lessons.’ Is that what you kids call it these days?”

      “It’s a newspaper and a coffee. Which is allowed even when separated. Nothing to write home about. Even if he’s cute,” Ava admitted, propping her feet on the much-abused coffee table.

      “Wow, that’s great. I haven’t even thought about testing the waters,” Eliza said, her eyes slightly misty.

      “I’m getting a divorce. He didn’t die.”

      “Part of him did. Which is why I’m here,” Eliza said. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Is he trying to sue the ER again? I’ve already been clear I won’t testify.”

      “He’s not. The Fire Department and MetroGen placated him on that. Especially now that Jacob Carver got fired.”

      “He’s fired? Manika fired him?” Ava straight up in surprise.

      “Don’t ask me for details, please.” Elizabeth raised her hand. “By the time the news reaches me in the OR, the truth has gone full crazy rumor. Always dramatic, except you can’t tell fact from fiction.”

      “None of this was his fault,” Ava said. Dr. Jacob Carver was married to the ER Chief Manika Gupta-Carver. Manika had promised she wouldn’t fire him. He’d been suspended with the expectation that he would return to work after serving his time.

      “I can’t say I agree,” Elizabeth said.

      “He did nothing wrong. It was a bad situation.”

      “How can you be okay with it? You’re the only innocent one in this. It’s not fair. You lost everything, and you’re still paying.”

      “Eliza, I’m fine. I chose this of my own free will. It’s everyone else who seems like they can’t move on.” Ava tried not to be annoyed. She didn’t work at MetroGen anymore and never would again. There was no reason to involve her in the politics. “Is that why you came here? To tell me about Jacob?”

      “No, though you can probably call Manika if you want the whole story,” Eliza said.

      “Then why are you here?”

      It took one sentence to confirm Eliza’s visit was no social call.

      “He’s seeing someone.”
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      Eliza’s pronouncement managed to fill the tiny apartment despite the simplicity of the statement.

      Ava crossed her arms. The separation agreement had a very specific clause about intimate relationships. Any such would constitute breach of the agreement and would be treated as adultery before the divorce was finalized. His legal team had made it very clear when forcing her to sign a gag order and various NDAs that the celibacy clause would be enforced on Ava.

      Clearly, the rules didn’t apply to him.

      Her former friend was pale, gaze fixed on the glass of water she’d set on the coffee table.

      Eliza probably had no idea of the ins-and-outs of their separation, though it wasn’t brain surgery to comprehend a woman dating a man who’d discarded Ava so abruptly after five years of marriage was nothing to celebrate.

      But also not Eliza’s fault. No point in shooting the messenger.

      “Good for him, and don’t use his name. We can’t say things in front of her.” Ava reminded her about Jenna, who was blissfully attempting to tear shreds out of the ball with her four teeth.

      “The someone he’s dating is my sister Kayla.” Eliza held up her hands. “I want you to know I do not support this in any way. It’s too much too soon, and he is the last person she should be involved with, especially after what he did to you.”

      The expression on her face made Ava rewind what Eliza had said about being neutral ground. Everything Eliza’d said had been in the past tense.

      “You could have visited me at my place. I thought I’d have been neutral ground.”

      She should have followed the same crossword advice she’d given Rafe about exact tense.

      This would not rattle her.

      “I said I’m fine.” Ava did have another question. “How long?”

      “Officially, I don’ t know. Unofficially, it might have happened at the resident and fellow mixer in June,” Eliza said. Her face was clear that the unofficial version was God’s truth.

      “Three months ago. Good for him.”

      “How can you say that? He’s dictating your every move—even what you feed your own daughter. Then he’s isolating you from your support network. The old him wouldn’t have done any of this. Kayla doesn’t know what a kind and caring person he used to be.”

      “Which is why he’ll be truly single soon enough,” Ava said.

      “Come on. Yell at me. Be pissed. He discarded you like a piece of trash. After what you’d been through…”

      “Stop. Living through it once was bad enough,” Ava cut her off.

      “These aren’t the actions of a good person,” Eliza said.

      “This isn’t my problem. It’s your sister’s problem. So I hope the two of them have only happiness and bliss ahead of them,” Ava said.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Why did you come here? To assuage your conscience? To get my blessing for your sister? You got it.” Ava picked up the water from the coffee table. The beat-up table had come with its own set of rings, no need to add more.

      “That’s it?”

      “He’s my past. I can’t keep looking back. There is only one thing that is important to me, and it isn’t him. I will do whatever it takes to keep Jenna. She’s the one I care about. No matter what he will still be her father, so I have to keep an even keel.” Ava swung Jenna out of the playpen and gave her a hug.

      “But…” Eliza said

      “Mama!” Jenna called and turned her face toward them. Ava heard Eliza take a sharp breath, knowing what Eliza saw. Jenna had  her bright blue eyes, a carbon copy of her father’s. Her skin was like Ava’s, and had level four tight red curls, like neither of them.

      Genetics certainly had its quirks.

      “Yes, sweetie. Ready for bath time?” Ava kissed her hair, ideally reminding Eliza who was the center of the universe in this now.

      Eliza sighed. “I understand. I’m glad I got to meet her, and I felt you had to know about Kayla. I’ll see myself out.”

      Ava waited until Eliza was gone to wipe the tears falling down her cheeks.
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      The corner of her computer read three-fifty-nine.

      Ava rubbed her eyes and checked the clock again.

      Yep, it was almost four pm on a Friday two weeks later.

      In less than a minute, they’d close the doors and would accept no new patients into the urgent care.

      Completely different from the MetroGen ER, where it never closed, and the patients never stopped coming.

      Such was medicine.

      The big fish ate the little fish and became places like MetroGen. The little fish banded together, streamlining the design and expenses like urgent care centers. Or they got eaten up.

      “Wow, someone jumped through the door right before the four p.m. deadline,” Rowan Shaw, the nurse practitioner, said.

      “At least they could read the four signs warning them,” Ava said, waiting for the new patient’s information to come through the electronic medical record.

      “If you want your medicine served up like fast food, you shouldn’t be shocked it’s exactly what you get. No one bangs on the door of a restaurant demanding it reopen because its hours don’t match your work schedule. There’s another urgent care that sees patients till midnight,” Rowan observed.

      “I’m surprised they don’t turn off the lights and the heat at closing time,” Ava said. “It’s different from working in the MetroGen ER.”

      “The ER was probably more exciting. Do you ever feel like your brain is turning to mush?”

      “I’m probably not the best to ask—my daughter has a ten-word vocabulary.” Ava documented the supplies she’d used on the last patient.

      “My brain is turning to nothing but Encanto and Frozen songs with my three-year-old. She says a lot, mostly in song.” From what Ava understood, Rowan was an OR nurse and came up a few times a month from Geauga Regional for extra cash as a newly minted nurse practitioner.

      “Still, you can’t beat the hours,” Ava said.

      “No kidding. I’ll drive up from Geauga any day for what they pay me,” Rowan agreed.

      “How long is the drive?” Ava asked, moving a photo of the palm wound she’d finished suturing into the electronic medical record.

      “Forty-five minutes. Those are very neat stitches,” Rowan commented on Ava’s work on the patient.

      “Thank you.” The man had cut his hand open with a pocketknife trying to open a bag of chips.

      “I definitely couldn’t do them so neatly,” Rowan said. “Nice horizontal mattress stitches.”

      “It’s like they say—practice makes perfect.”

      “Must have been a lot of practice MetroGen, right? Do the techs get to suture a lot over there?”

      “Depends on how busy it is and how tired the residents are,” Ava answered.

      “Still, those stitches are superb. Sure you weren’t part of the plastic surgery department?”

      “No, the ER,” Ava said.

      “They trained you quite well. You caught that heart attack this morning before I had a chance to see him. Good thinking on the EKG.”

      “Thanks,” Ava said, closing the patient chart.

      “I’ve never seen a tech show quite as much initiative or enthusiasm as you,” Shaw commented.

      “I’m new. It might pass.”

      “Ever think of going back to school and getting a degree?” Rowan asked, then raised her hands as she assured her, “It’s not my business.”

      Ava picked up the newly printed paperwork of the next patient, whose chief complaint was heartburn and vomiting. “No, I think I’m done with school.”

      The nurse practitioner understood Ava wasn’t interested in discussing this further. Instead, she had a different question. “I’ve been meaning to ask you since you worked at MetroGen. Do you know anyone in the plastic surgery department?”

      “What are you hoping to have done?”

      Rowan brushed her hair with her right hand, her nursing jacket revealing an old, healed burn.

      Ava didn’t say anything. Among medical circles, asking prying questions was frowned upon unless it was a compliment or the other person gave a deliberate opening.

      Rowan noticed Ava’s deliberately neutral face. “Ugly, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve seen worse,” Ava admitted.

      “It’s a souvenir from high school,” Rowan explained and pulled her sleeve back all the way. “I actually got treated at MetroGen.”

      The scars had old skin grafts patched together in cut out fashion. “They did solid work.”

      “That’s what my regular doctor said. It’s vain to wonder if there’s more that could be done. The TV commercials claim Dr. Steadman and the plastic surgery department can work wonders. Ever met him?”

      “On occasion,” Ava kept her answer neutral and focused on the skin before her. “Plastics usually doesn’t do scar revisions, particularly ones this old. The MetroGen Derm clinic might be more helpful. They can try some different steroids and smoothing to make the edges less noticeable.”

      “Damn. TV loves to promise miracles. I should know better.”

      “Hope springs eternal. You’ve got good function and full use of the hand, so I suspect they’ll tell you that you’ve got the best outcome anyone would hope for now.”

      “Except going sleeveless in the summer. Ridiculous, right? I could have died in this fire and I’m complaining about not getting to wear a tank top.”

      “It’s not ridiculous. You feel how you feel. The question is if any doctor on the planet can give you the perfect scar-free arm.” Ava stopped talking before she revealed too much.

      “Which I know no one can,” Rowan said. “You suggest dermatology then?”

      “I think so. Hmm.” Ava glanced down at the vitals of the new patient. “Want me to get an EKG on this one?”

      Rowan skimmed the chart, noting the age and elevated heart rate of the woman. They’d already caught a heart attack once today, and women tended to have uncommon presentations. “Start there. If it’s abnormal, you have my permission to call 911 immediately.”

      The urgent care wasn’t the place to get your heart attack treated. You needed to be in the hospital in the cath lab STAT, ideally within ninety minutes to save the heart muscle. The fastest way to do that was via the Mentor FD ambulance.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Ava rolled the EKG machine toward the door.

      “See, you should think about more school,” Rowan said, following her into the room.

      “Thanks. I’m good as I am.”

      With Jenna away this weekend, she only had to wait till tomorrow morning to see Rafe after his shift ended.

      Hopefully he liked her for who she was now.
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      “What are you doing?” Lieutenant Aiden Clark of Firehouse 15 stared at Rafe in the men’s locker room on Saturday morning.

      “What do you mean ‘what am I doing’?” Rafe tilted his neck and added more shaving cream.

      “Kevin, get your butt over here. You’ve got to see this!” Aiden called his best friend, Kevin Jones, over to the bathroom mirrors.

      “Fuck off, assholes.” Rafe had given himself a haircut and was now using a real metal razor on his face.

      “Oh my God!” Kevin’s dark brown eyes twinkled and ran back to the door. “Put it on the intercom. Falcon has a date.”

      They might as well have put it on a freaking banner because the rest of the Firehouse 15 A-shift crowded through the door, including the two women.

      Lieutenant Luna Rodriguez pushed her way to the front. A fellow Cleveland Puerto Rican, she teased him in Spanish. “¡No jíbaro aquí. Mira ese gato que viene ahí!”

      Rafe ignored her saying the equivalent of ‘Ain’t no hillbilly! See the hot cat on the prowl'.”

      The only other woman in the firehouse, the blonde ex beauty queen Vanessa Knight, said, “I hope you’re telling him he looks bangable. Who’s the lucky lady?”

      “Hopefully, someone one who’ll punch his V-card,” Kevin catcalled. Rafe debated shoving him through the mirror.

      Best not. Kevin was the only guy at Firehouse 15 who rivaled Rafe for sheer muscle but accompanied it with the attention span of a hummingbird.

      “Come on, he ain’t no virgin,” George Kenner commented from the back. “Or not, according to his ex-wives.”

      “Break it up, children.” Captain Mateo Soto marched through the same door. “Is this how we treat our senior leadership?”

      “Of course not, sir,” Aiden immediately deferred to the captain. The entire room knew the captain’s fake gruff act was precisely that, and Aiden’s deferral would only egg them on.

      “We absolutely don’t tease our broki.” Luna used the slang term for brother with a straight face. As the captain’s niece, she had a bigger license to sass her uncle, provided it didn’t occur during a scene. Strangling the captain’s niece or cleaning the clock of Aiden, the heir apparent to taking over the firehouse in the next few years, wasn’t an option.

      Over forty now, Rafe was feeling ancient compared to these youngsters. There was a clear divide between the new class of almost-thirties and the old guard. George and two of the other guys were pushing fifty, and boy did it show some days.

      “It’s not a date. I’m having a morning coffee and working on my crossword puzzle skills.”

      Aiden held up a nearby bottle. “The crossword puzzle is into aftershave?”

      “And polo shirts?” Luna pointed at Rafe’s best jeans folded up with his second-best polo shirt.

      “Or, even better, if you need to score, the klaxon rings, and we go to a fire. You show up dirty and ashy. ‘Sorry, I’m late. Saving lives.’” Vanessa waved her arms. “Trust me, the ladies fall for it every time.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” George said from the back.

      “Definitely not. Remember, though, when you seal the deal, don’t forget her name,” Kevin imparted equally questionable advice.

      “Too late. The shift’s over. Scram. Leave the man in peace,” Soto barked. “Even a perro viejo can learn new tricks. He’ll be fine without your help.”

      The crowd melted away except for Aiden Clarke.

      Rafe addressed him. “Something else you need to say?”

      “Not about your dating. Luna and I were talking. You doing okay?”

      “‘Luna’ is it?” Rafe carefully applied the aftershave, examining his face in the mirror.

      “Don’t change the subject. I wanted to check up on you,” Clarke said. “You and George.”

      Rafe scowled. “Of course we are.”

      “Well, I noticed you stopped going to therapy.”

      “I went the required amount.” As of last December, he’d attended the mandatory six sentinel event debrief sessions.

      “I don’t know what happened that day. Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      Rafe made sure his tone brokered no argument.

      Clarke wasn’t willing to let him off easily. “Soto mentioned you traded off of Medic six times this month.”

      It was interesting Soto had tried to sic Clarke on him rather than Rodriguez. Soto should have been aware Rafe and Clarke could talk a good long time without actually mentioning the elephant in the room.

      “Yeah. Ladder has way less calls than Medic. And no subs.”

      Firehouse 15 was the busiest house in the city, and Medic 15 went to three times as many calls as Ladder or Engine 15. When they were struggling to fill staffing, Cleveland FD typically stuck the substitutes on Medic, where being less familiar with the regular team was a smaller issue. 

      “The extra two dollars an hour isn’t tempting enough for you?” Clarke asked.

      “¡De ninguna manera! The Chief can keep his extra two dollars an hour,” Rafe said in reference to the hourly increase he got for every Medic shift as an official Spanish translator. Since Chief Baker was elevated to Fire Chief, he’d offered an oral and written test to qualify as bilingual and get that pay raise.

      Rafe’s days of volunteering to switch to other firehouses or onto Medic died in November last year.

      “Am I supposed to put Vanessa with the sub for the fourth time this month?”

      Rafe shrugged. “I don’t want to be with the sub. At least it’s Vanessa. The last time Rodriguez was with the sub, she sang with the radio. He swore he’d cut his wrists before going through that again.”

      “Luna’s singing is terrible.”

      “‘Luna’ again? What the hell do you think you’re doing, Lieutenant Clarke?” Rafe asked. Calling each other by first names was fine and good while teasing each other. However, if Clarke was going to play the Lieutenant card, it wasn’t the time to slip up.

      Clarke blushed. “I’m not doing anything, and you’re changing the subject, Firefighter Falcon.”

      “You and Rodriguez think I’m in trouble because I won’t work Medic anymore for two measly dollars. Or maybe you should keep your hands off our new lieutenant.”

      “Shit, man. We aren’t anything.”

      “As it should be, hermano. Captain sent her away to that fancy college, and she came back home the second she graduated to join the department,” Rafe reminded Clarke. Rodriguez’s parents had died around Rafe’s rookie year, and Captain Soto had raised her practically in the firehouse. With her college education and language skills, she got her extra two dollars an hour and a promotion to lieutenant back in June. “Her uncle expects her to go far. She’s not for blue-collar slobs like us.”

      “I know. I know.” Clarke raised his hands. It had taken him multiple attempts to pass the lieutenant exam, which Rodriguez had breezed through on her first try.

      “Do you? The captain has a shotgun and shiv. He’d gut a gringo like you, and I’d be honor-bound to help him.”

      “Would you cut the crap already? I’m not dumb enough to date in the firehouse. So we, your officers, both of us, are concerned about you.”

      “Only me? What happened to George?” Rafe had a good idea where this was going.

      “He says he’s still talking to the counselor. You aren’t.”

      “I went to the required amount of sessions,” Rafe repeated his earlier statement. As commanded, he had followed to the letter his Fire Chief-mandated therapy about nine months ago. Hell, he’d done everything he’d been told by the legal department and his union rep.

      Never talk about the incident. Don’t ask questions about the incident. Avoid thinking about the incident even if you wake up with nightmares.

      “As your boss and your friend, I’m concerned you might be burning out. You’ve been divorced about two years, and she took your kid.”

      Rafe stepped away from Clarke, his eyes narrowing. Of course Clarke went there. “Wasn’t my kid.”

      He had to give Clarke credit; the lieutenant didn’t back down. “It changed you. And then... what happened this winter?”

      No. They weren’t doing this.

      Rafe wasn’t supposed to discuss the incident outside of those forced therapy sessions. How his attitude had worsened wasn’t Clarke’s business. Rafe was still doing his job.

      “Nothing happened I couldn’t handle,” Rafe said. “Thank you for inquiring, sir.”

      While Clarke wasn’t happy, there wasn’t much he could do. “I’ll drop it... for now.”

      “Good choice,” Rafe agreed in a clipped voice.

      “Be glad it was me and not Lun... Rodriguez. She was planning on cornering you and singing at point blank range until you broke.”

      “¡Los Santos nos protegen!” The saints had better protect him. It was no exaggeration that her voice could have been used in Guantanamo Bay interrogations.

      “Careful, she’s more relentless than I am. You’ll have to watch your back to make sure she doesn’t ambush you with a song.”

      “Then I’ll carry ear protection.”

      “Let me know if you need anything. Though for dating advice, I’ll send Kevin. He dates enough for two people.”

      “Three!” Kevin reappeared from where he had probably been eavesdropping. “Might be four. Oh, if you’re ever late, show up covered in ash and explain you saved a kitten from a tree. Or a baby. Also, the tree was on fire.”

      “If the baby was in a tree…” Clarke rolled his eyes at his friend.

      “Trust me, they never ask the how it happened. They only care about you being big and strong. FYI, Vanessa is wrong about showing up covered in ash. It’s an ash-rodesiac.”

      “Worse wordplay ever,” Rafe said. He bet Kevin, who was quite intelligent, though flighty, was excellent at crossword puzzles.
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