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Chapter 1

IAN WOODWARD GLANCED up from where he
sat staring out the window in the lobby of the Hidden Cove Fire
Academy to see Noah Callahan stride toward him. Though Ian had been
confined to a wheelchair for years, he didn’t think he’d ever get
used to the fact that he’d never walk like that again—so
confidently, so at ease. Noah’s broad-shouldered, muscular build
testified to good health and fitness. Briefly, Ian looked down at
his useless legs hidden in navy Dockers, then shook off the
thought.

“There you are,” Callahan, his
brother-in-law and HCFD fire chief, said when he reached
Ian.

“Right on time.” Ian’s tone was
dry.

“Not gonna give in gracefully, are
you?”

Tired of the battles, Ian absently
rubbed the scar on his left cheek. “Yeah, I am.”

Noah chuckled. “Evie get you here
okay?”

Ian was used to driving himself in a
specially equipped van, but it was being serviced. So his sister
Eve had chauffeured him to the Academy today. “Yeah, but don’t
worry; she didn’t lift anything heavy.” Eve was pregnant with
Noah’s child.

“She’d better not.” The chief got a
sappy look on his face. “God, I’m excited about this
baby.”

Noah’s awe over Eve and their unborn
child softened Ian. “Me, too. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so
happy.”

“Let’s go up before I completely
embarrass myself.” Noah nodded to the elevator across the lobby. He
knew better by now than to offer Ian help getting
anywhere.

The only assistance Ian accepted was
from Joe Harmon, a retired Vietnam medic who’d been Ian’s aide in
rehab at the Westside Rehabilitation Center in Manhattan. Joe had
helped Ian through the horror of ADL—learning Activities for Daily
Living—then had become his private physical, massage, and
occupational therapist when Ian was released. But Joe hadn’t come
up from New York to Hidden Cove to work with him yet.

As they made their way to the elevator,
Ian thought about what had brought him back to this town from
Albany, where he’d gone to live with his sister after his wife left
him. He and Noah had had a hell of a fight over it...

“I don’t believe in the old adage,
Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach,” Ian had curtly
told Noah.

Noah’s gaze had narrowed on him.
“Neither do I, Woodward. I believe that those who can teach
others how.”

Ian had slapped his hand down on the
iron bars that had become his prison. “In case you haven’t noticed,
I no longer can. “

Instead of cowering, Noah had crossed
to him, leaned down, and braced his own hands on the arms of the
wheelchair. “Eve says you were the best New York City firefighter
she’d ever seen before 9/11. You can teach those skills and help
others become the best of America’s Bravest.”

At the time, Ian had wondered how he
could explain to Noah that the thought of involving himself in the
world of fire fighting again broke his heart. Noah couldn’t know
what it was like to face every day what you could no longer have.
What you’d loved with a passion. What had ruthlessly been taken
away from you by a terrorist attack.

They’d reached an impasse that day. It
was another incident—when Ian had rescued the chief’s little
granddaughter from a near-debilitating fall last summer—that had
gotten Ian to thinking maybe he could still save lives, if only
indirectly. Sensing it, Noah had gone in for the kill and
maneuvered him into teaching at the Academy to replace an officer
who’d taken an unexpected early retirement for health reasons.
Since nobody had held a gun to his head to accept the job, Ian was
trying to be gracious about it.

As they rode the elevator, Ian made
small talk. “What’ll we do today?”

“Meet with Jeb Caruso.” Caruso was the
deputy chief who ran the Academy. Ian had already met him when he
accepted the job. “Tomorrow you’ll hook up with the other
instructors.”

“Do you have a schedule of the training
that’s going to be done these six months?” Ian had agreed to a
half-year stint of contract work, which meant he wouldn’t be
teaching every day, only when needed. He planned to stay in Hidden
Cove until Evie’s baby was born.

The elevator pinged, and the doors
opened. “Yeah. Caruso wants to talk to you today about your areas
of expertise.” Seeming a little uncomfortable, Noah headed down a
long hallway as Ian wheeled himself over the vinyl floors. The
walls were painted a steel blue, with prints and photos of
firefighters and recruit classes gracing them, and the furniture
was a speckled gray and black. Everything was spanking new because
this facility had just been completed last year. Located at the
edge of Hidden Cove, and under Noah’s jurisdiction, it served as
the Anderson County police and Fire Academy. All the surrounding
fire departments used the facility, not just Hidden Cove, which was
home to about two hundred firefighters. Noisy chatter, a phone
ringing, and the smell of coffee made Ian realize how long he’d
been out of the hub of activity. He’d tried to tell himself he
hadn’t missed it, but he had.

They reached Caruso’s office, and Noah
knocked on the closed door. A man yelled, “Yeah, come in.” Noah
preceded Ian inside. Caruso was on the phone and waved them to sit.
“I promise. No. Look, sweetheart, I gotta go.” He rolled his eyes
at Noah. “Okay, I will. Yeah, me, too.” His expression was sheepish
when he hung up. Caruso was dark and swarthy, with muscles that
bulged at the seams of his white chief’s shirt. Ian remembered when
he’d worn officer’s garb like that instead of the checked blue and
black shirt he had on. He refused to wear his old FDNY uniform to
teach here, and he and Noah had had a hell of a fight over that,
too.

Caruso rose and shook hands with Noah.
“Chief.” He nodded to Ian. “Good to see you again, Woodward.” They
shook, too.

“Sara?” Noah asked, nodding to the
phone.

The deputy shrugged. “She’s home now
because of the baby, and lonely.”

Noah chuckled. “I’ll know what you mean
in about seven months.”

“No shit?”

“We just found out.”

“Eve quitting her job?”

“No.” Noah glanced at Ian, who warmed
at the thought of his twin as a mom. “Taking some time off, though.
We can’t wait.”

Jeb chimed in with goofy-parent
comments of his own. Then he focused in on Ian. “It’s good to have
you here, Woodward. I bumped into some FDNY guys at a conference
last week. They sang your praises.”

Ian had to force himself not to
stiffen. He stared out the window behind the chief at the early
October day. “Thanks.”

“So,” Caruso said, picking up a
three-ring notebook. “Here’s the curriculum for the training we
need to provide the line firefighters.” He handed the book to Ian
and glanced quickly at Noah. “I wanted to meet with you about it
before the others.”

Sensing something brewing, Ian gripped
the wine-colored binder. “What?”

“Check out the table of contents.
Number four. I was hoping you’d take charge of that.”

Ian opened the notebook. He scanned the
first page: Basics of RIT, EMS, Confined Space Training,
Terrorism...

His heart began to jackhammer. He had a
brief flash of fireball explosions, heard the crash of bodies as
people jumped from the top floors of the Tower, smelled burnt
flesh. He tried to compose himself before he said, “I see.” He
scowled. “Is this why you wanted me here, Chief?”

Caruso’s dark brows knitted. “I wanted
you here to teach our guys how to be better firefighters. I wanted
you here because an FDNY member is more valuable than some of the
other instructors who haven’t been on the line in a while, or been
where you’ve been.”

“I haven’t been on the line in
years.”

Caruso cocked his head. “You don’t
wanna do this, Woodward?”

Ian thought of the hours he’d spent
soul searching. The discussions and debates he’d had with Lisel.
She’d been instrumental in this decision, though she’d never know
it. You have so much to give, Ian. You’re lucky you can still
give it. Teach others, like Noah asked. Save even more
lives.

“I wanna do this. I just didn’t expect
to be teaching antiterrorist tactics.”

The chief shrugged. “You’re perfect for
it. You were in the Towers. Seasoned firefighters are a bitch to
have in class, but they’ll respect you. They’ll listen. You could
save their lives someday, Woodward.”

Noah had been silent. Now he leaned
forward in his chair, ready to do battle. “Ian, I know you’ve spent
these past few years researching the fire department’s role in
responding to terrorism. I read the articles you wrote for
Firehouse magazine on it.”

He had. He’d become obsessed with
researching tactics for preparing for terrorism in the fire
department. Mostly, he knew what it was like to be their victim and
wanted to keep others from finding themselves in the same boat. And
in some ways, he felt like he was getting even with the ones behind
9/11. For his injury and the deaths of the buddies he’d lost,
something he couldn’t let himself think about, had to keep buried,
or he’d go crazy. Still in the dark of the night, he dreamed about
Bulk, and Cortland, and the rookie under his charge...

Don’t think about that, Lisel
had told him. Think of all the good you can do.

“Yeah, okay, I’ll teach
this.”

“Great. Let’s go over what we’ve got in
place and what suggestions you have for additions or deletions.”
Caruso exhaled. “God, I’m glad we got an expert on this to help
out. I’m outta my league here.”

By the time they were done, Ian felt
relieved. Despite the ambush of the terrorism content, it hadn’t
been as bad as he thought. He and Noah rode the elevator down in
silence, staring up as the numbers blinked different floors.
Finally his brother-in-law spoke. “You did good in
there.”

“Yeah, you could have warned
me.”

“I was afraid you’d say no.”

“Fat chance. My sister’d do anything
for you, and she wraps me around her little finger. Especially
now.”

“Oh, yeah? I’ll keep that in
mind.”

“Fuck you,” Ian mumbled.

“Back at you,” Noah said, laughing.
They reached the lobby. “Wait here while I get the car.” Ian and
Noah planned to have lunch before the chief went back to work and
Ian returned to his condo.

While he waited, Ian wheeled over to
the small sitting area where magazines and newspapers lay on a
square table. Thinking about what had just happened, feeling pretty
good, he glanced down at the Hidden Cove Herald that had
been tossed there. The headlines on the front page snagged his
attention. BROADWAY STAR COLLAPSES IN REHEARSAL FOR PLAY. His
breath backstopped in his throat. He grabbed the paper and skimmed
the article.

Lisel Loring had been
exhausted when she left Hidden Cove...hadn’t recovered from her
ordeal in the fire last spring...anemic...play to replace her...and
finally...recuperating in an undisclosed location.

Ian closed his eyes and took a deep
breath to calm himself. Okay, the good news was she was all right.
Just tired. Needed rest. He’d bet it was her stomach. He figured
she was getting an ulcer.

The bad news was that, more than
likely, the “undisclosed location” was the condo on the lake she’d
rented and subsequently bought last summer. The condo that was
right next door to his mother’s—where Ian was now
staying.

“Damn it.” He threw the paper down. How
the hell was he going to deal with this? He thought of the last
time they saw each other, as he was leaving Hidden Cove to get away
from her.

She’d stood before him, her eyes red
from crying, her face blotchy. She grasped her stomach like she
always did when she was upset. He remembered she wore a red T-shirt
that had advertised her play, Longshot. Biting her lip,
she’d said, “I love you, Ian. I want a relationship with
you.”

“When hell freezes over.”

She’d protested.

And because they’d become truly good
friends in the couple of months he’d been in Hidden Cove, he knew
exactly what to say to make her go back to her life in New York.
And because he’d come to care deeply for her, too, he’d said
it.

It had worked, but it had killed him at
the same time.

This was a fine mess. What the fuck was
he going to do now, with her around all the time?

o0o

LISEL SLAMMED A box down in the living
room of her condo and kicked it with her canvas-covered foot. “Son
of a bitch. Goddamned men. Why, why do they think they can
treat me this way?” First her father. Then her ex-husband. And of
course, Ian. Now, her agent, Max Strong, was acting like she
couldn’t make the simplest decision for herself. He was furious
about her leaving the play and criticized her about every little
thing, like renting a van to bring her personal stuff here herself.
Well, it was time to choreograph her own life, and by God she was
going to do it.

From behind her, she heard, “Keep
kicking that box and you’re likely to break your toe.”

She turned to find Eve Woodward
standing on the stoop of the condo in the propped-open doorway.
Lisel’s throat clogged. Eve was Ian’s twin.

Still, Lisel was glad to see, her.
Crossing to the archway, she pulled the other woman inside, shut
the door, and gave her a huge hug. “Hi. It’s so good to see
you.”

Drawing back, Eve smiled. Lisel’s heart
gave a little tug. That smile was so reminiscent of her brother’s,
and her gray/blue eyes were the exact shade of his. Eve’s hair was
a deep auburn, though, whereas Ian’s was the color of ripe wheat.
She’d teased him that he resembled the sexy actor, Simon Baker,
from The Mentalist. He hadn’t liked the comparison. “It’s
good to see you, too. But what are you doing here?”

“Didn’t it make the papers
yet?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen today’s
Herald.”

Lisel fidgeted with the hem of the long
pink top she wore with jeans. “I’m, um, moving back to Hidden Cove
for a while.”

Eve’s face showed surprise, and
something else. Concern. “Is that a problem?”

“Not for me.” Eve shook her head. “But
it might be for your next-door neighbor. Ian just moved back into
Mom and Patrick’s condo.”

The world spun for a second. Dizziness
had become a problem. She had to do leaps and turns across the
stage, and the dizziness was one of the reasons she’d left Broadway
again.

“Lisel? You okay?”

“I’ve been ill. I came to Hidden Cove
to recuperate fully this time. I left too soon last
year.”

Eve reached out and grasped her arm. “I
know why you left. Ian told me.”

Oh, God, I hope not all of
it.

“Don’t worry,” Eve added as if reading
her mind. “He didn’t go into details. He just said you wanted to
take the relationship further, and he didn’t.”

For some reason, that made her mad. She
willed back the dizziness and let her temper spark. “I told him I
was in love with him, Eve.”

“Oh, wow.”

“And he mocked it. Said we weren’t...I
wasn’t...” She felt her eyes mist. “Goddamn it.”

Taking her by the hand, Eve drew Lisel
to the taupe leather couch. They sat, but Eve didn’t let go of her.
“I’m sorry he hurt you.” The other woman’s voice got throaty. “It’s
just that he was leveled by what happened to him in the World Trade
Center; so he closes himself off. He won’t let anybody get close to
him but me. And Noah, now, to a degree.”

“He let us be friends.”

“Because he thought a woman as
beautiful as you would never be interested in him. That
way.”

Her laugh was full of self-mockery.
“Yeah, well, I wanted to jump his bones inside of a week. I even
bought a book on how to make love in a wheelchair.”

Eve giggled, making Lisel smile more
genuinely. She pushed back her dark heavy hair. It had gotten long
and unruly. “Oh, hell, I’ve made a fool of myself with him and now
you.”

Mischief lit Eve’s face as she sat back
into the cushions. Wearing a loose-fitting white top and black
jeans, she curled her legs under her. “Want me to tell you about
how I threw myself at Noah the night I found out he was being
suspended from the fire department?”

Lisel knew the gist of what had
happened with Eve and Noah—she was an investigator from the Office
of Fire Prevention and Control who’d come to town to incriminate
the fire chief and fallen in love with him instead.

“Bet you didn’t make a fool of yourself
over him.”

Eve twisted her wedding ring. “People
in love always make fools of themselves.”

“You’re happy.”

“Delirious. We invited you to the
wedding, Lisel.”

“I didn’t come because I didn’t want to
ruin it for Ian. I wrote him a note to tell him I wouldn’t be
there.”

“You should have forced him to deal
with seeing you.”

“Like you did with Noah at Hale’s
Haven?”

Noah had broken the relationship off
with Eve, too, for her own good, but months later she’d come to the
camp his department had opened for the children of slain cops and
firefighters and forced him to face his feelings for her.
Apparently, the tactic had worked.

“Yep.” She smiled serenely, and her
hand slid to her waist. “And now I got me a baby on the
way.”

“Oh, Eve.” Lisel hugged her.
“Congratulations.”

“We’re thrilled.”

“I’ll bet Ian’s happy.” She felt her
heart turn over. “Why’s he back here, Eve?”

“Noah badgered him into working at the
Fire Academy.”

“I’m glad. He has so much to give to
the fire department.”

“To a woman, too.” She shot Lisel a
knowing look. “Don’t give up on him.”

“It’s too late for that. It’s over.”
She had some pride after all.

Eve grinned. “Living next door to each
other will give you both time and proximity for working things
out.” She frowned. “You won’t leave now that you know he’s living
next door, will you?”

“No, I can’t fathom moving somewhere
else. I’m exhausted. Besides, now that I’m here, I can work more
closely on the fund-raiser for the camp.” Lisel had agreed to
perform scenes from some of her shows on New Year’s Eve to benefit
Hale’s Haven. She was looking forward to it.

The doorbell rang.

“That must be Will
Rossettie.”

“Why’s the police chief coming
here?”

“Some personal business.” Rising, she
went to the door and opened it. On the porch was the chief and
another man. Tall, dangerously good looking, mile-wide shoulders
and pecs to die for. Almost as good as Ian’s, who worked out
religiously so he’d have as much autonomy as possible. “Hi,
Will.”

“Lisel. This is Rick Ruscio, the
security expert I told you about.” The guy’s name and face were
vaguely familiar.

“Ms. Loring.” Raspy voice to match his
looks.

“Come on in.”

They stepped into the foyer. When Will
saw Eve, his face wreathed in smiles like a benevolent father. Not
that Lisel knew anything about benevolent fathers. “There she is.”
He crossed to her and gave her a warm hug. “Noah told me the news,
Evie. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

“Feeling good?”

“Tired.” She yawned. “This is about my
nap time. I think I’ll go next door and lie down while I wait for
Ian to get back.” She glanced over his shoulder. “Hi,
Rick.”

“Ms. Callahan.”

“Eve, please. After what you did for
Noah, formalities aren’t in order.”

The big man’s face reddened. Lisel had
no idea what they were talking about.

“Well, I should get out of here.” She
turned to Lisel. “But I’m coming back later so we can
talk.”

“Fine. Rest well.”

After Eve left, they all sat in the
living room. Will took the bull by the horns. “Lisel, I think
Rick’ll be able to help you with security in light of what’s going
on. Being stalked by a rabid fan is nothing to ignore.”

o0o

RICK RUSCIO STARED at the beautiful
woman seated in the stunning room and didn’t feel a thing. Except
hope that she’d hire him. At one time, the sight of a chick as hot
as she was would have kicked up his testosterone to critical level.
But that was before he’d lost everything. Now, most of the time, he
felt like one of those cardboard cutouts used in target practice.
“I want her to know up front my background. I can’t get halfway
into this and then have her fire me.”

The woman turned huge blue eyes on him.
Beneath them were smudges attesting to sleeplessness. Something
Rick knew about. “Why would I fire you, especially after Will
recommended you?”

“Because I have a criminal record. And
I’m on probation.”

“Ah, that’s where I recognized you
from. The papers.”

“Yeah, the articles by the
ever-vigilant Nick Lucas.” Rick spat out the words. The news
reporter had made quite a name for himself hounding
Rick.

“I don’t remember exactly what
happened, though I know it had to do with the
Callahans.”

“I was kicked off the police force and
charged with aiding and abetting the guy who sabotaged Noah
Callahan.”

Lisel shook her head. “I don’t
understand. Eve just said you helped them.”

Will jumped in. “He did. He blew Stan
Steele in and exposed the whole plot against Callahan.”

“After I caused havoc in the fire
department.”

Will sighed with exasperation. “There
were extenuating circumstances.”

“Like what?”

“Steele was blackmailing him.
Threatened to get him fired. And Rick needed his job to support his
family.”

“I broke the law.”

“He was granted immunity for testifying
and got a suspended sentence.”

“And community service.” Which Rick
needed to be at in an hour. To start his new indenture. At a
freakin’ city preschool. God, he hated kids. He hated this do-good
shit. He hated life.

The Broadway star leaned back in her
chair. “Well, this is a lot to take in.”

“If you changed your mind, I
understand.”

“Don’t you want this job, Mr.
Ruscio?”

His hands fisted on his jean-clad
knees. At one time, everybody addressed him as Sergeant. “Yeah,
sure.”

“Then you better improve your
interviewing skills.”

Again, Will intervened. “He’s perfect
for this, Lisel. I know it.”

“Am I your first client?”

Rick nodded, hating the fact that he
was once again a rookie. “It took a while to get my security
business off the ground.” And if it hadn’t been for the man next to
him, the man he respected and admired more than God, Rick could
never have done it. But he had to live with the knowledge that he’d
let that man down, too, in the worst way. He remembered his
graduation from the police Academy.

I’m so proud of you,
boy.

Thanks, Will. I couldn’t
have done it without you.

You need to believe in
yourself more.

But other words taunted him, keeping
him from that belief.

You stupid spic. you’re just
like your old man...you’ll end up behind bars, not puttin’ people
there.

And still, he’d broken the law he loved
to help the people he didn’t. He was a stupid
spic.

“I have faith in Will, Mr. Ruscio.”
He’d tuned in quick enough to catch Lisel Loring’s statement. “When
can you start?”

He glanced at his watch. “Today. But I
got an appointment I gotta keep first. Can we meet later this
afternoon to work out some details?”

“Do it, Lisel,” Will put in. “When you
got a crazy fan on your tail, you should take some security
measures right away.”

o0o

FAITH MCPHERSON LOOKED up from her desk
as the A Time to Grow preschool administrator, Nancy, stuck her
blond head in the door. “Hey, girl, he’s here.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll be right
out.”

“He’s gorgeous. Tall. Dark. Dangerous.
Yum.” Then she added, “Your daddy ain’t gonna like this a
bit.”

Faith laughed at Nancy’s comments.
“Boy, we really do need men around here if one just showing up at
the school turns you into melting ice cream.”

“Yeah, well, I can think of a lot of
things that would be fun to do with melting ice cream and this
one.” She ducked back out. Faith put down her copy of Aesop’s
Fables and headed out of her room for five-year-olds to meet
her newest project. Contrary to Nancy’s belief, her dad had
suggested she take part in this community service, and had tagged
Rick Ruscio as someone she might be able to help.

She headed for the front of the
building, straightening the Peter Pan collar of her pink blouse and
smoothing down her skirt. Her clothes were boring. Truth be told,
her life was boring. Was that really why she’d offered to take on
an ex-police officer who’d gotten fired from the job for
conspiracy?

Oh, she’d read the newspapers.
Understood there were behind-the-scenes things happening with him,
but had she agreed to this just because it was a little bit
dangerous? Faith had experienced no danger, had no real
tragedy—except for the death of her beloved grandpa, and then he
was ninety—or even had any huge problems in her entire
life.

Entering Nancy’s cramped office, she
saw him standing with his back to her, staring out the front
window. Wow, thick head of dark curly hair. Linebacker shoulders. A
nice butt. She cleared her throat. “Mr. Ruscio.”

He turned. Double wow. Man, look at
those eyes. Dark as sin. Striking in a rough-hewn face.

“Ms. McPherson?” His voice matched his
looks. Yummy was right.

She crossed to him and held out her
hand. As he reached for hers, he shook his head. She noticed he
bore a little scar on the underside of his jaw. “You’re gonna be my
watchdog? You don’t look old enough to be out of
college.”

“Twenty-seven and counting,” she said,
bemoaning her baby face, natural blond hair, and what one
particularly poetic suitor had called sage green eyes.

“I don’t believe it.” She caught the
surly tone.

“It’s true. Would you like to come to
my classroom? We can talk about what you’ll do here. Your
schedule.”

“I’m on the clock,” he told
her.

“Excuse me?”

He fell into step beside her. “I gotta
put in 300 hours. Today counts.”

“Oh, fine.”

“You gotta keep track.”

“I think I can handle that.” They
walked down the corridor, the walls of which were covered with baby
animals and their mothers or fathers. They passed a big tiger with
dark stripes, guarding its tiny cub; it reminded her of the man
next to her.

At her classroom, she preceded him in
and turned to face him. He looked huge, enclosed in a room with
miniature everything. He also looked scared to death. Glancing
around, he said, “Jesus.”

“I wish you wouldn’t swear.”

He sighed. “Sorry.” He jammed his hands
into the pockets of lethally fitting jeans. “Any other rules I need
to know?”

“No yelling at the kids.” She smiled.
“Or me.” Geez, she was flirting. “No running in the
halls.”

“Aw, shucks, ma’am.”

She chuckled. “Let’s sit.”

“Sweetheart, there ain’t a thing in
here that’ll hold me.”

“I’ve got big people chairs in the
corner.” She started for one.

His response was automatic. “I’ll get
it.”

She sat at her desk and crossed her
legs. Her foot bobbed nervously, and she felt a spurt of something
shiver through her as she watched him.

He pulled up a chair across from her
and straddled it like Charlie Sheen in Young Guns, though
his features were a lot more rugged. “So shoot, tell me what I
gotta do.”

“Why don’t you tell me what you want to
do?”

“I wanna be in Margaritaville,
lady.”

She recoiled physically at his
stingingly bitter tone.

“Sorry.” He ran a hand through his
hair. With the fluorescent lights teasing it, the strands were the
color of India ink.

“I’m sorry you have to be here if you
don’t want to.”

“It isn’t here. It’s this whole
community service thing.”

“You don’t like helping people? You
were a cop, weren’t you?”

Bleakness etched into his rugged face.
He said nothing.

“Cops help people.”

He just stared at her, his gaze
piercing.

“You can do a lot of good
here.”

“Truthfully, I’m surprised anybody’d
let me near a school.”

“Mr. Ruscio, this is a state-funded
preschool. We get really poor, really needy kids, especially for
the Pre-Kindergarten class that I teach. Their parents can barely
drop them off, let alone check out the personnel.”

“Why do you want me here?” he
asked.

“Me personally or the
administration?”

“Both.”

“Well, Nancy has a checkered past, as
she likes to say. People gave her a second chance, so she wants to
give one to others.”

“What about you? You ever done anything
wrong in your entire life?”

“Why do you ask that?”

“Honey, you look like the Virgin
Mary.”

Her chin came up. “I’ve done some
things.”

“Like?”

“I cheated on a test in first
grade.”

“That bad?”

“I told the teacher right
away.”

“No surprise there.”

“I stole black lace underwear from a
department store, because my mother wouldn’t let me buy it when I
was in high school.”

“Did you turn yourself in
again?”

“Confessed like I was Jack the Ripper.
But Mom bought me fancy undies after that, said she hadn’t known
how important they were to me.”

He actually smiled. God, he had a nice
mouth. Even white teeth. Beautiful lips.

“So, because of your string of crimes,
you decided to help me?”

She laughed.

He stared at her for a bit, then shook
himself as if he’d forgotten to be surly. “We’d better get down to
business. Tell me what I’ll be doing. Washing windows? Sweeping
floors?”

She cocked her head. “No, you’ll be
working with the kids as my aide.”

His whole face closed down. His hands
fisted briefly. He reminded her of a picture in a Sunday school
book she’d seen when she was little of a sinner condemned to hell.
“No, I won’t, Ms. McPherson. I will not, ever, be working with
kids.”

“But that’s all we have here for you to
do.”

“Then I’ll have to put in my hours
someplace else.” He stood and without saying a word, without a
backward glance, he strode out of the room.

“Hmm,” she said leaning back in her
chair and staring after the enigmatic, intriguing man. “That went
well.”


Chapter 2

IAN THOUGHT HE was prepared to see her;
he’d steeled himself all the way home, while Noah made small talk,
and again while Ian had chatted with his sister at the condo until
the Callahans had left. He’d gone outside with them, and there she
was. Seeing her was like having a ceiling cave in on him. Damn
it!

She was in the parking lot, her back
end sticking out of a van, so she hadn’t seen them or heard the
Callahans admonish him to be kind to himself before they bade him
good-bye. That cute little fanny was covered in tight denims. Ian’s
hand curled, remembering the feel of her supple flesh the one and
only time he’d touched her intimately.

When she inched her way out of the van,
sliding a box to the end of the cargo area, turned and saw him, she
startled. Then that lovely face, recognized by thousands, and those
beautiful eyes where only he had seen the pain she carried
in her heart, turned frosty. Her expression was in sharp contrast
to the Indian summer breeze off the lake behind Cove Condos--where
they both lived again.

She nodded her head regally, as he
imagined she did when taking bows on stage. “Ian.” The gesture of
bravado was lost in the skeins of thick, heavy hair the color of
midnight that fell into her eyes. It had gotten longer since the
last time he’d seen her.

“Hello, Lise.”

She literally stepped back, and it took
him a minute to realize what he’d done.

Lise. Only you ever called me that.
I like it.

Glancing over his shoulder at the lake,
she wrapped her arms around her waist. At least she hadn’t lost
weight, something he’d worried about after he’d told her
their relationship was going nowhere.

“I didn’t know you were here,” she said
huskily. “I’m sorry, or I wouldn’t have come back to Hidden Cove.”
She stared at the front door of the cedar condo. “And now...” She
sighed with disturbing weariness. “I’m sorry, I just don’t have it
in me to find someplace else.”

“Stop apologizing!” The snap in his
voice was unintended, and caused by guilt.

She stuck out her chin. “Fine.” Picking
up the box, she held it in front of her like a prop. “I’ll just
stay out of your way.”

Fat chance. Damn it, who could
have predicted this? Best they did stay out of each other’s
way. Still...He wheeled himself back and forth on the cement, like
an able-bodied person might shift on his feet. “Look, I’m sorry.
This whole thing is a surprise to me. And after being at the
Academy today, I’m on edge.”

It was like the sun coming out in a
steel gray sky. Her smile lit her face and warmed the air around
her. “I heard. I’m so glad you agreed to teach there, Ian. You have
so much to offer.”

“It was partly because of you. I
couldn’t forget what you said.”

“At least there’s that.”

“What?” A car door slammed in the lot,
but he was too busy watching her face to notice who it
was.

“At least you didn’t forget what I said
as easily as you forgot me.”

I haven’t forgotten you. “Let’s
not get into that.”

From her bleak expression, he could
tell the absence of a denial hit her square in the ego, and the
heart. How, how had he gotten the power to hurt her so
easily? It was a power he didn’t want.

“Hey, I can carry that for you.” The
voice drifted over from behind Ian. He angled the chair and came
face-to-face with a reminder of what he’d never be again. Tall,
confident, commanding. With long legs that worked just fine and no
scar on his left cheek.

He caught Lisel’s brief flash of
concern. “Oh, Rick. Hi. I didn’t expect you so soon.”

Rick took the box from her. “I
finished what I was doing early.” He shot an irritated look at Ian.
“Should I come back?”

“No, of course not.” Now she gave him
her smile, the one critics said garnered her a Tony nomination for
her first Broadway play.

“Well, I’m heading inside.” Ian tried
not to think about her having a man in her life so soon
after...

After what, Woodward? After you
humiliated her when she bared her soul to you? It was something
he was so ashamed of he couldn’t think about it. As a former smoke
eater, he was still good at blocking. Without saying more, he
propelled his chair up the sidewalk to the front door of the
condo.

“I could do all this for you,” he heard
Rick say. Out of his peripheral view, Ian saw them go inside her
condo.

Ian could have done it, too. He could
lift boxes, carry them on his lap. Unpack. Rub her shoulders if she
pulled a muscle.

In his own empty condo he was assaulted
by a memory of pulled muscles last spring...

“What’s wrong?” he’d asked when she
winced taking muffins out of the oven.

“I wrenched my shoulder dancing.” She’d
had a barre and a wooden dance floor installed in her spare room
and practiced ballet to stay in shape.

He’d been seated on a chair in Evie’s
kitchen. Since he had the use of his legs above the knees, he’d
been able to spread them. “Come sit here. I’ll rub it.”

Eyes bluer than the frothy thing she’d
been wearing twinkled. “Ah, an offer I can’t refuse. I’m a sucker
for massages.”

“I could send over my therapist when he
visits. He’s great at giving massages.”

She plopped down cross-legged. He’d
been immediately assaulted by her scent—lemony shampoo and soap. He
knew she also favored bubble baths.

Putting his hands on her had been a
mistake. He hadn’t touched a woman other than Evie in a year. Ian
relished the feel of her under his fingers—slight, with delicate
bones. Though she was toned all over, she could still be called
dainty.

He’d begun to knead her deltoids, and
she moaned.

It had taken about five seconds for him
to become aroused, and it had felt so good to have that reaction to
a woman again it practically immobilized him. In the years since
planes had flown into the World Trade Center and irrevocably
altered his life, Ian had taken care of his sexual needs himself.
For psychological and other reasons, he and his now ex-wife had had
no intimate relationship for a year. By the time he was ready for
one, she’d left him for a cop in the precinct where she
worked.

Now, Ian realized just thinking about
touching Lisel was making him hard again. “Fuck it,” he said aloud
in the lonely living room.

But all the cursing didn’t make his
reaction go away. It was intensified by the knowledge that he could
have had the beautiful woman—next door with another man—in his life
for sex and a million other things. But he’d rejected it, and her,
preferring to live in the dusty ashes of what he’d once been than
to risk the flames of a relationship again.

Ironic, he thought as he wheeled his
way to the bedroom. He’d run into the South Tower and saved more
than a dozen lives before a girder fell on him and severed the
nerves in his legs below the knees, yet right now, he’d never felt
like a bigger coward.

o0o

Dear Lisel,

I can call you that, can’t
I? I feel like I know you so well. I’ve seen every one of your
plays more than once and love them all. I would give anything, do
anything, to meet you. Do you ever meet your fans?

Adoringly,

Julia Madison






Dear Lisel,

Longshot was so good. I’ve been
three times and plan to go back again. Your gown is so lovely in
the second act.

Do you think it would fit
me? You’re soooooooooo much prettier, but still, I’d like to try it
on.

Lovingly,

Julia Madison






Dear Lisel,

That man heckling you in the
third row should be shot.

Pow!!!!!!!!!!

Love, Julia






Dear Lisel,

I love you. You are so
wonderful. I wish I could be you.

Jules






“Well, these are disturbing.” Rick
glanced up from the pile of letters his new client had given him
and scowled. “Ms. Loring? Are you all right?”

Lisel turned from the window where
she’d been staring out at the lake. Its surface was gilded by the
sun, and it’d be a perfect setting to play some cool jazz on his
sax. “Excuse me?”

“You seem preoccupied. Isn’t this a
good time?”

“No, I’m sorry. I had an upsetting
conversation earlier.”

If the shadows in her eyes were any
indication, it had been more than upsetting. He’d seen her talking
to the guy in the wheelchair, and neither of them looked like
they’d won the lottery.

Join the club.

“I said these are disturbing. I wanna
take them and study them.” There were about thirty altogether. “And
if you get more, don’t open them. We could try to lift fingerprints
off of the notes themselves.”

“All right.”

He stared at the letter. “This is
probably not her real name.”

Lisel shook her head. “It’s the name of
the character I played in my first production. I was nominated for
a Tony for the performance.”

Rick scowled. “Creepy.”

She joined him at the kitchen table. In
this light, she looked even more fragile. “What’s going to be the
extent of this security, Rick?”

“Well, your alarm system needs an
upgrade. I’d like to do that tomorrow.”

“Will I need a bodyguard?”

“That’s your call.”

“I’d rather not, at least not now.
Maybe the alarm system and trying to identify this Julia person is
enough.”

“Unless it gets worse.” He leaned back
in his chair and stretched out his legs. “You suspected someone was
in your dressing room in New York.”

“I did. It looked like my things were
worn, my makeup used. It happened a couple of times, even after we
got the locks changed.” She shivered. “Will said his guys would
keep an eye on the condo.”

“Yeah, a black and white will cruise by
at regular intervals.”

She hesitated. “Do you miss
it?”

Like I’d miss my right arm.
“What?”

“Being a police officer.”

“Yeah.” He looked around the room,
trying to defuse the bomb inside him that threatened to explode any
time he talked about losing his job. “Are you alone
here?”

“For now. My housekeeper’s coming in
this weekend.”

“To live with you?”

“Yes. She functions as a secretary,
too.” And a lot more. Lisel really depended on Mona Mincheon for
emotional and physical support.

“That’s good. How about neighbors?
Anybody to keep an eye out for you until then?”

Her gaze strayed to the lake again. “I
know Ian on that side.”

She indicated the condo on the right
where the guy in the wheelchair had gone. He might have been
disabled, but by the looks of him, Rick figured that Ian’s upper
body strength matched Rick’s own. “That’s good.”

“I don’t want him to know about this
problem, though.”

“Why?”

When she just stared at him, Rick
shrugged. “Sorry, Ms. Loring, but some prying’s going to be part of
this. Anything you can tell me will help.”

“Please call me Lisel. We’re about the
same age, and I hate formalities anyway.”

He gave her a weak grin and a nod. “The
guy next door?”

“Ian Woodward and I were...I mean I...”
Her face reddened. “We were close once; we aren’t now.”

“I see.” He wondered if there were hard
enough feelings on Woodward’s part...shit, Woodward. Eve
Callahan’s brother. Now he remembered. The man was hurt in the 9/11
attacks. Hmm. Hero material? Or PTSD nut? Though Woodward seemed
nice enough, Rick knew people weren’t always what they appeared to
be. Mostly, they weren’t.

Lisel scrubbed her hands over her
face.

Rick could see her fatigue. Besides, he
had stuff to do. He stood. “I think this is a good start. Did Will
tell you my fees?”

“Yes.” Standing, too, she crossed to
the desk and opened a drawer, removed an envelope. He followed her.
Handing it to him, she said, “Here’s the retainer and first week’s
payment.”

He wondered if he could make it to the
bank before it closed. His sister Pilar wanted him to take her
school shopping tomorrow. He’d rather just give her the money, but
his pequeña hermanita was a pit bull about spending time
with him.

Rick took the check and left Lisel
Loring in the doorway with an admonishment to use the alarm any
time she was home. She looked so incredibly sad, it twisted even
his hardened heart.

He made it to the bank just in time to
cash the check. Then he headed for his mother’s house, which had
never, even in the remotest sense, been a home.

o0o

MAX STRONG, LISEL’S agent, sank back
against the teak chairs she’d ordered for her patio and stretched
out his legs. Even here, at seven at night, he was dressed in a
chic sharkskin suit. His graying hair was so perfectly styled, it
wasn’t bothered by the light breeze that drifted in from the lake.
He sipped his Manhattan thoughtfully. “Nice and dry.”

“Well, you made it.” She took a taste
of the Pino Grigio he’d brought. She wasn’t supposed to drink
because of her ulcer, but she wanted to be polite. “This is good,
too.”

“For my best client.”

The lake rippled on the shore; Indian
summer had come to Hidden Cove, and Lisel was dressed in a
lightweight, peacock blue knit outfit. The view over her fence was
breathtaking. The setting sun reflected on the water. A boat
whirred across it. The lake always soothed her. Especially today
after her troublesome meeting with Rick, and of course after seeing
Ian, the calming effect of the water was worth more than gold. But
she had business to attend to.

“What’s the occasion, Max? Why are you
here?” Sometimes, to maintain control with this man, you had to cut
to the quick.

“A deal.”

“To work?”

He shifted in his seat. “Well,
minimally. The Century Theatre’s agreed to let you come in for
Sunday matinees this fall.” He chuckled. “We’re going to bill it as
Sundays with Lisel.”

Anger welled inside her. Damn it, why
did she have to keep fighting the same battles over and over? “You
know I’m under doctor’s orders to rest.”

“Hell, you can do this with your eyes
closed. It’s great money, and it will, keep you in the public
eye.”

“I don’t want to be in the public
eye.”

Max’s face darkened, which used to
scare her. Now it irritated her. “This is no way to run a
career.”

“It’s a perfect way to run my
life.”

With studied casualness—she was an
actor, after all, and knew the moves—he sat back and sipped his
drink. “This got anything to do with those letters and that stuff
about your dressing room?”

“Some. I don’t like the feel of all
that.”

He whipped out his cell phone. “I’ll
call somebody in Manhattan for a workup. Security
stuff.”

“I already have someone here. And I’m
not going back to Manhattan, not now at least.”

“When will you be
back?”

“Maybe the first of the year. I’d like
to stay in Hidden Cove for the holidays and do the
show.”

Max’s face darkened again. He’d
objected vehemently to a free performance, even though the
publicity would be good. “Lisel, baby, you’re killing
me.”

“It’s not that long to be
away.”

“By then, the ingénue who replaced you
will be the role.”

“There are other roles.”

“You’re thirty-seven.”

“Don’t do this, Max. I’m not coming
back now.”

“Promise me you’ll think about
it.”

A heavy sigh. He’d leave if she
appeased him. And already she felt the twinges in her stomach,
which she’d been ignoring—like a dancer who didn’t think about her
bleeding toes as she performed. But she was sweaty and getting
light-headed. “I’ll think about it. But don’t get your hopes
up.”

Standing, he crossed to her and lifted
her chin. The intimate gesture bothered her. “I just want to save
your career, love.”

Her hand went to her stomach. I just
want to save my life. “I know, Max.”

Max had a late dinner with a new
client; she showed him out, then headed back to her patio to enjoy
what remained of the sunset.

And startled violently when she saw a
figure sitting at her table; in the shade of the umbrella, and for
a split second, she couldn’t make out who it was. Oh my
God.

“What’s going on?” a voice asked from
the shadows.

She could barely hear the words above
her thudding heart, but finally the identity of the speaker
filtered through.

“You scared me half to death,
Ian.”

“Something’s going on with you I don’t
know about.”

That made her mad. Coming fully into
the backyard, she crossed over to him. His hair was rumpled, as if
he’d just awakened. And the shirt he wore had several buttons
undone. She could see a sprinkling of dark blond hair on his chest.
“A lot’s going on in my life you don’t know about.” She arched an
eyebrow, Katharine Hepburn style. “It was your choice.”

“Don’t play games with me. You know
what I mean.”

She sat back down and picked up her
wine. “Want some wine?”

Scowling, he shook his head. “You
shouldn’t be drinking.” When she sipped it anyway, he added, “I
want some answers. I was out in my backyard using my telescope near
the fence” —the one that connected their condos— “when you came out
with your shark. What’s all this stuff about letters? And what
happened in your dressing room?”

“Maybe I don’t want to share that with
you.”

“Goddamn it, Lisel. I wanna
know.”

Her stomach twisted into knots. She
winced. He caught the gesture. He’d told her once that being
confined to a wheelchair made him more aware of the nuances of
people and their situations. “And what exactly is going on with
your health?”

That was an easy one. “I’ve got stomach
problems. It’s not uncommon for former anorexics to have them.” In
one of their long talks last spring, she’d foolishly shared her
sordid past with him. Part of which he’d used against her. The
memory knifed her.

“Is it an ulcer?”

“Yes.”

“When did this happen?”

“It’s been coming on since just before
I came here last winter. Then it got worse when I went back to work
this summer.”

“You went back too soon?”

“Probably. Look, it’s not your fault,
if that’s what you’re thinking. I’ve had a bad stomach since I was
a kid. But it’s why I’m back in Hidden Cove. That and
fatigue.”

His expression softened. It was how he
used to look at her before she admitted she was attracted to him.
Before she’d told him she’d fallen in love with him. “You look
exhausted.”

“I haven’t slept well in
months.”

“Tell me about the letters.”

Absently, she slid her fingers up and
down the stem of the glass. “I’ve been getting them since last
fall. My housekeeper, Mona, answers most of the stuff, but she was
off for a few months to take care of her daughter, and I started
reading the mail. Some disturbing letters came.”

He drummed his fingers on the armrest
of the chair. “What did they say?”

“Mostly effusive stuff—how good I was,
how much this fan liked me. Then, how much she wanted to be
me. We got concerned when someone started prowling around the
theater, going into my dressing room. Even when we changed the
locks, she got in. I think she tried on my clothes. It was spooky.”
She sighed. “Given that and my health, I decided to come out here.
Mona insisted we alert the Hidden Cove police department, and Will
Rossettie set me up with a security expert.”

Something like relief flitted across
Ian’s face. Was he glad she got help? “The guy I saw
today.”

“Yes. Apparently he was a cop and got
fired for his part in what happened to Noah.”

“Ah, now I know why he looked familiar.
He helped out Steele initially because he was being blackmailed,
but then he blew the whole case out of the water with the email he
sent to Eve telling her how to get into a website that would
incriminate Steele.”

“I know. Still, he lost his job. Will
said it meant everything to him.”

He stared hard at her.

“You’d know that feeling, I guess. Is
teaching at the Academy going to help?”

He glanced out at the lake and grasped
the wheels of his chair, running his palms over them. She noticed
he’d removed the fingerless black gloves he always wore when
riding. “Maybe. Might be harder, though.”

“Because you have to confront what you
can’t ever have, ever do, again?”

“You always understood.”

She gave him a smile. “I did. I still
do. Maybe we can be friends.”

His gray gaze narrowed on her. Then,
unexpectedly, explosively, he hit the iron arm of the chair with
the flat of his hand. “I can’t watch out for you, protect you.
“

Lisel didn’t say anything. He was
partly right about that, and if there was one thing she knew about
firefighters, they were a protective lot. Something like this would
kill Ian with his inability to help.

“I’d settle for a friend right
now.”

“No.”

“No?”

“It’s too risky.”

“For who, you or me?”

His eyes widened. Then he said, “You
won’t get a declaration from me that way.”

It was too much. Seeing him again for
the first time today. His rejection. Being tired. Max. The letters
and Rick. Tears burned behind her eyes. Abruptly, she stood,
turned, and headed for the house.

He reached her before she opened the
screen. She’d always been shocked at how facilely he could
manipulate the chair. Gently, he grasped her arm. When she didn’t
turn, he tugged hard, and she found herself pulled onto his lap.
Startled, her gaze snapped to his face. He lifted his hand, brushed
his knuckles down her cheek. “This has been too much for you,
hasn’t it?”

Emotion clogged her throat. She shook
her head. But tears still leaked out. He removed the armrests of
the chair and dropped them to the ground. Then, tenderly, and with
the kind of care she’d rarely known in her life, he pulled her head
to his chest. She wanted to resist because he’d kicked her out of
his life so callously, but she couldn’t. Instead she curled into
him, knees locked to her chest, like a child needing
coddling.

His hand went to her hair. Smoothed it
down. “I’m sorry things are so bad for you right now. I’m sorry
I’ve had a part in them.”

She nosed further into his chest.
Inside the open collar of his shirt. “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too.”

“We got close in those six
weeks.”

“I know.”

“I’m sorry I blew it by telling you how
I felt.”

“Shh, let’s not talk about that right
now.” He kissed her hair. “Let me just hold you for a minute.” His
voice was like sandpaper scraped across steel. Somewhere in Lisel’s
heart, she knew he cared about her. Wanted her.

“All right.”

As she listened to the water lap on the
shore and the crickets warm up for their nightly chorus, she
wondered how she could ever convince this man to let himself love
her.


Chapter 3

“CAN I GET it now, Ms. McPherson?”
Little Johnny’s black eyes were huge with anticipation.

“Yes, you may, but be very
careful.”

“Because your granddaddy gave it to
you.”

“Uh-huh.”

Faith watched as the young boy raced to
the bookshelf and slid her copy of Aesop’s Fables out of its
slot. With the care of a priest holding a chalice, Johnny crept
back to her and reverently handed her the volume. The big-eyed fox
on the front made her smile. Memories of Papa flooded her. Life
is like a fable, little one. There are lessons to be learned from
everything. Each night, when he’d lived with them, he’d read to
her. Her throat ached just thinking about it.

The fifteen kids in class jostled each
other and squirmed as she joined their circle on the floor. Once
she was comfortable, and they’d settled down, she opened the book.
She paused, letting them know attention was required. “One day a
mouse met up with a lion who was asleep in his lair.” She proceeded
to read the story of how the big cat awakened, caught the little
mouse, and was about to eat it, when the mouse talked him out of
it, promising if the lion spared him, someday he’d return the
favor. The lion thought it ridiculous that the mouse could ever
help him, but he let the rodent go anyway. Sure enough, not long
afterward, the lion was caught in a hunter’s net, and the mouse
chewed away at the rope and freed him.

Faith smiled as she looked at the
children. “Now, everybody close your eyes. Think—but don’t say—what
lesson we can learn from this.”

A churchlike quiet filled the
classroom.

After a moment, she asked, “All right,
who has an idea?”

Hands went up. She called on Jamal, a
frequent participant.

“Don’t think nobody can help
you.”

“Hmm. Good. Who else? Matt?”

“Small guys can beat up big
guys.”

She chuckled. Matt was a big fan of pro
wrestling.

Little Molly, always quiet in the
corner, slowly lifted her arm. “Mol, what do you think?”

“Throng people need help from little
people.” Molly’s lisp was endearing but often caused her
problems.

Faith smiled. “That’s a great one,
Molly. No matter how big and strong you are, other people can help
you if you let them.” For some reason she thought of Rick
Ruscio.

Why don’t you tell me what
you want to do?

I wanna be in
Margaritaville, lady.

Shaking off thoughts of the troubled
man, she checked the clock. “All right, it’s almost time to go
home.” Some groans. “Let’s pick up after ourselves.”

After delegating jobs, she turned and
caught sight of the entry to the classroom. And there was the lion
himself, not looking terribly happy, either. “Oh, you startled
me.”

“Sorry.” He glanced at the class as if
they were rattlesnakes ready to bite. “I thought they’d be gone by
now.”

“Almost.” With a weather eye on the
kids, she crossed to him. In the two days since she’d seen him,
she’d forgotten how big he was. His shoulders, encased in a denim
shirt, practically filled the wide span of the doorway. He smelled
like heaven. “I’m surprised you’re here.”

His already black walnut eyes darkened.
“Got no choice.”

“Excuse me?”

“Ms. McPherson, can I put that away?”
Jamal had approached her. “Hi, mister.”

Rick literally stepped back. His face
showed a brief flash of panic before he blanked it. He said
nothing, just stared down at Jamal as if he weren’t
there.

She handed the boy the book. “Here you
go, buddy.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“I know you will.”

Nancy materialized in the doorway
behind Rick. “We’re taking the kids outside to wait for their
rides.” She glanced at Rick. “Hi. Thought you weren’t coming
back.”

Rick shook his head. “I, um, I’m
here.”

The administrator’s look was amused.
“Yeah, I can see. I’ll take these guys,” she said, motioning to
Faith’s class. “Susie and Tim are out there, so we’ll be fine. Stay
and talk to Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome.”

“Sorry,” Faith said after the kids bade
her good-bye and the room was quiet. “Nancy’s totally
irreverent.”

Rick had crossed to the wall while
Faith finished up and was staring at the illustrations of Aesop’s
fables painted there. “Life isn’t like this, you know.”

She folded her arms over her white
blouse with a lacy ruffle up the front. She wished she’d worn
something a little more flashy. “Well, I guess that’s a matter of
opinion.”

“I listened to you read today. I know
the fables, anyway. They’re bunk.” He shook his head. “Life isn’t
fair, slow and steady doesn’t win the race, and honesty certainly
doesn’t pay.”

Curious, she watched him. He had the
most incredible face--so many hard angles. Wondering briefly if any
woman ever softened them, she glanced down at his hand. No wedding
ring. Not that the absence of a ring necessarily indicated marital
status, but she’d want her husband to wear one someday. Bemused by
the direction her thoughts were taking her, Faith walked over to
her desk and perched on the edge. She said directly, “What
happened?”

“I saw my probation officer this
morning. He says I got no choice about the community service here.”
Rick shifted from one sandaled foot to the other. She studied his
face, which was grim. “Isn’t there something else I can do?” He
nodded to the empty desks. “Besides work with them.”

“I asked Nancy. She said we need an
aide to help in my class. No money for it. You’re him, or we take
someone who will do the job as community service. She isn’t
inclined to make up things for you to do.”

He drew in a heavy breath.
“Shit.”

She looked away. She wasn’t a prude,
well not really, but cursing in the classroom wouldn’t cut
it.

“Sorry, you said no swearing. All
right. Look, can you, like, minimize the contact?”

“What happened? Why don’t you want to
work with kids?”

“That’s none of your
business.”

She arched a brow. “I think it is if
you’re going to be in my classroom.”

“I...there was...I could have
prevented...” She saw sweat bead on his brow and his chest rise and
fall a little faster. He turned his back to her. “Something
happened when I was a cop. I blew it. I should have been able to do
something, and I couldn’t.” He faced her again. “Look, no charges
were filed. Nothing legal or in the department
happened.”

“You just feel guilty.”

“Like a felon.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So was I.” Raking a hand through his
hair, he shook his head. “I never talk about it.”

Well, that was nice. He shared
something with her he hadn’t shared with others. She liked the
idea, so she gave him a big smile. “Thanks for telling me, then. “
She indicated the desk. “Shall we hammer out a
schedule?”

By four, they were done. His nearness
had unsettled her, though, her, Faith, who her dad teased
would be calm and collected during the Apocalypse. But Rick’s
smell—could it be any more male? Any more sexy?

He stood when they finished and jammed
his hands into the pockets of indecently fitting jeans. “Fine. I
can handle this. Though if the security job I got changes and I
need to be free sometimes, can we regroup?”

“Of course.”

He nodded, his face still somber. “I’m
outta here.” He started to walk away, without saying good-bye. She
touched his arm to hold him back. His skin was hot.
“Rick?”

He drew in a breath and turned. “Yeah,
Miz McPherson?”

Understanding the meaning behind his
use of formality, she smiled. His gaze—dark and dangerous—dropped
to her mouth. “If you ever want to talk about what happened to you,
I’m a good listener.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Get any ideas in that pretty little
head of yours. I’m not somebody you want on your social
roster.”

“Still, if...”

“No, never.”

Her stubborn McPherson chin jutted out.
“That’s what you said about working here.”

“I mean this.” With that, he turned and
strode out.

Like a big, brawny, and very unhappy
lion caught in a metaphorical net.
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SHE WAS SO incredibly beautiful, it
made Rick’s heart constrict. How was he ever going to protect her?
“You gotta be kidding me,” he said gruffly when she came out of the
dressing room in a pink slip of a thing designed to make men’s
mouths water. “They can’t really let you wear those things to
school.”

“Ri-ck. I’m seventeen years
old.”

Remembering what he had done with girls
at seventeen, Rick shook his head. “No.”

Her dark eyes snapped at him, and she
reached up to the neckline of her dress. The charm bracelet he’d
bought her when she turned sixteen, and had kept adding to, jangled
with the action. “Please.”

“No, querida. It’s too
sexy.”

“You’ve nixed the last three dresses.”
She tugged on the bodice. “It’s not that bad.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, he
stared at her like he used to rookies under his watch. They’d
certainly cowered more than his baby sister. “No.”

“I’ll buy it with my babysitting
money.” She mumbled the threat as she headed back to the dressing
room.

“I’ll find it and burn it,” he yelled
after her.

Leaning back, he scrubbed his hands
over his face. He knew he was being unreasonable. But if somebody
had gone shopping with his other sister Anita, seen she went to
school, spent time with her, she wouldn’t be a high school dropout
in a dead-end diner job where she couldn’t even support
herself.

“Rick? Is that you?”

He glanced up. Oh, great. Just what he
needed. Little Miss Pollyanna. She was dressed as she’d been at
school earlier, in a pretty white top with a ruffle and pants
cropped at the knees. Her honey-colored hair was disheveled, and
her green eyes lit up. Again, she looked about fifteen. “Miz
McPherson.”

Someone came up behind her. Her sister,
obviously. Same blond hair, styled similarly. Green eyes the color
of Faith’s, like newly mown lawns. And dressed in similar
clothes.

“Mom, this is Rick Ruscio, the guy
who’s going to be working in my classroom. Rick, this is my mother,
Pearl.”

Holy hell. Her mother. The woman looked
about thirty-five. Good genes, he guessed.

Then he noticed there was no rancor on
the mother’s face when she found out his identity. That was odd.
Maybe she didn’t know who he was, know the situation. He stood and
took her outstretched hand. “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

Faith watched him curiously. “What are
you doing here?”

“Shopping with—”

“All right, I swear Ricardo, if you
deep-six this one, I’m going home.” As she came out of the dressing
room, Pilar caught sight of the McPhersons. “Oh, hi.” She glanced
at Rick and blushed. “Sorry.”

Faith smiled warmly. “Hi.” She darted a
curious look at Rick.

“Um, this is Faith McPherson and her
mother, Pearl.” He smiled at the teenager. “This is my sister
Pilar.”

Pilar shook hands with both women.
“Hi.” She grinned at Faith. “Are you a friend of
Ricardo’s?”

“I hope so,” Faith said sweetly. “Nice
dress.”

“Oh, God, don’t tell her
that.”

“Yes, tell me. He nixed every outfit so
far.” She stomped a foot like she used to when she was little and
he wouldn’t let her cross the street. “I thought the point of this
shopping trip was to buy school clothes.”

From his peripheral vision, he saw
Faith’s grin broaden. It made her look even younger. And angelic.
Pure.

“It is, niña. But geez...” He
nodded to the dress. “It’s too low cut.”

She jutted out her chin, and he knew he
was in trouble.

“I’ve got an idea.” Faith stepped in
between Rick and Pilar. “I saw some tank tops over there. If you
put one underneath, it won’t be so daring for school.” She leaned
over and whispered something in Pilar’s ear. His sister giggled.
“Come on, I’ll show you.

“I’ll stay here and keep Mr. Ruscio
company.”

Uh-oh, here it comes. Mothers had been
trying to run interference on his contact with their daughters for
as long as he could remember. He decided to head it off at the
pass.

After the girls left, he faced her
squarely. “I’m sorry Faith got stuck with me in her classroom, Mrs.
McPherson. I won’t...” What, corrupt her? “I’ve done some things in
my life I’m sorry for. I’ll stay out of her way as much as I can.”
So I don’t influence her. Taint that obviously innocent
core.

Pearl McPherson laughed and took a seat
next to the chair he’d been sitting in. He dropped down, too.
“There’s no way you’ll ever stay out of Faith’s way, Mr. Ruscio.”
She looked after her daughter, and for a second, Rick was
overwhelmed with longing. His mother had never, ever looked at him
that way. Worse, she never looked at Pilar like that. “My
daughter’s a pit bull when she wants something. And she wants
you.”

“Excuse me?”

“She wants you in her classroom. She
wants to help you.”

Leaning over, he linked his hands
between his knees. “You know my background.”

The woman’s unlined brow furrowed. “Of
course. Faith wouldn’t do something like this without discussing it
with us.”

He shook his head. “Most parents
wouldn’t want their daughter working with a criminal.”

“You weren’t prosecuted, although the
papers were exceptionally hard on you, I thought.” Reaching out,
she touched his hand. “Everybody deserves a second chance,
Rick.”

A shadow fell over them. He thought it
signaled the return of the girls. Glancing up, he saw a tall,
good-looking, smiling man standing over him. “Well, should I be
jealous?”

Rick’s gaze dropped to the guy’s
neck.

“No, of course not, dear. This is Rick
Ruscio; remember, he’s working with Faith in her classroom.” Pearl
stood and kissed the man, then faced Rick. “Rick, this is Faith’s
father, David.”

He couldn’t drag his eyes away from
David’s neck. Because around it was a white collar.

Jesus Christ, Faith McPherson’s father
was a minister!
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“SHE’S A DOLL.” From the table they’d
commandeered by the window of The Pizza Place, Faith sat and
watched Pilar play a video game with her mother and father. “You
love her a lot.”

Rick was seated across from Faith,
staring at her with hooded eyes. Tonight he resembled a jaguar, not
a lion. Who’d, nonetheless, been caught in a net. This time it was
of her father’s making...

“We’re going for pizza,” her very
friendly dad had said to the Ruscios. With a minister’s intuition
for those in need, he smiled benevolently. “Join us?”

“No, I don’t—”

“We’d love to.”

Pilar and Rick spoke at the same
time.

“Pilar, I have work to do after
this.”

“Por favor.” She’d taken her
brother’s hand and kissed it. “Deseo pasar tiempo con una
familia verdadera.”

Faith knew from elementary Spanish,
Pilar wanted to spend time with a family; she also heard the
underlying loneliness in the girl’s tone.

At his sister’s pleading, Rick had
turned to mush. It was fun to see.

“She can be a pain,” he told Faith now,
but the comment was without starch.

“How old is she?”

He gave her a pointed stare. “Not much
younger than you.”

“She’s still in high
school!”

“Speaking of which, what did you say to
her about the tank top?”

The devil inside Faith surfaced. “Only
that she could wear the dress without one on a date.”

Running a hand over his face, he
sighed. “She doesn’t need encouragement.”

“She’s a young, healthy girl, Rick. Let
her spread her wings.”

“And nosedive when the first hawk comes
along? No thanks. I did that once.”

“What do you mean?”

He sat up straight. “My other sister
didn’t have her wings clipped, and she’s a high school dropout,
goes from guy to guy and can’t support herself.”

“You take care of her?”

He shook his head. “How did we get on
this conversation?” Frustrated, he raked a hand through his hair.
“And how the hell did I end up here?”

“God’s will,” she said,
smiling.

His eyes turned flat. It was chilling
to watch. “God’s forgotten about me and my family.” The words were
wrenched from him.

Immediately, she covered his hand with
hers. “Oh, no, Rick, God never forgets about anybody. I
promise.”

“This another one of your Aesop’s
fables?”

She took offense at that. “Don’t mock
my faith, please. It’s important to me.”

His face got even grimmer. “I’m sorry.
I shouldn’t even be sitting here with you.”

“Why?”

I’m not worthy. He didn’t say
the words, but they were etched on his face. Her parents and Pilar
returned just then, precluding comment. Soon, the pizza arrived,
and everybody dug in.

Faith kept casting surreptitious
glances at Rick, who tried to remain aloof, but couldn’t do it
beneath her father’s onslaught...“Will Rossettie’s a good
man.”

Her mother’s gentle coaxing...“Tell us
about your security business.”

And Pilar’s bragging...“Ricardo was
first in his class at the Academy.”

Faith liked hearing about his
life.

At one point, Pilar said something to
him in Spanish that made him smile. Faith was mesmerized by it—the
flash of white teeth in a somber-beyond-his-years face, the light
in those inky eyes.

The moment was lost when four people
entered the pizza parlor—two men and two women. Rick’s pleasure
died like a doused candle when he caught sight of them—and they
headed for the table.

A pretty blond woman spoke. “Reverend
McPherson, nice to see you.”

“You too, Detective...what is it now,
still Hale or did you change it to Malvaso?”

“I kept Hale.” She smiled at them until
she noticed Rick. Then her expressive face darkened. “Rick, I
didn’t see you.”

“Detective.”

“Megan, to everybody please. Do you all
know Ryan O’Malley? And Carla Lopez?” Detective Hale made
introductions to everybody but Rick, who of course needed none. He
was face-to-face with his former colleagues. It hurt Faith’s heart
to see his shoulders tense and his mouth turn into a grim line. She
wanted to ease his pain and the discomfort of the
moment.

Interesting, though, it was Pilar’s
reaction that was most remarkable. The young girl bade hello to
everybody but the younger female officer. Who said, to cover the
awkwardness, “Hello, Pilar.”

Without responding, Rick’s sister slid
from the bench and darted away. Rick watched her go helplessly.
After a brief hesitation, Faith said, “Excuse me,” and practically
crawled over her parents and hurried to the women’s room. Inside
she found Pilar blotting her face with water. “Are you all right?”
Faith asked.

Staring in the mirror at Faith, she
shook her head. “I’m sorry if I was rude. I’ll apologize to your
parents.”

“You don’t have to apologize to them.
Tell me what upset you.”

“It’s that woman. Lopez. She’s
responsible for Ricardo...”

Faith waited.

“I don’t know exactly what. She was his
partner on the police force.” Pilar fingered her charm bracelet
like a talisman. “Something happened when he was on duty. He’s
hasn’t been the same since.”

“How do you know it was Officer Lopez’s
fault?”

“I overheard them talking right after
it happened. I was staying at Rick’s apartment. She said it was her
fault, he shouldn’t blame himself.”

“What did he say?”

“That he’d go to his grave never
forgiving himself.” Big fat tears formed in Pilar’s eyes. “What
could he have done, Faith, that was so awful? It wasn’t the thing
with Noah Callahan; this happened before that.”

“I have no idea, honey.” She pulled out
some tissues. “Here, dry your eyes. Maybe you should talk to him
about it.”

“I tried. He got almost as mad as Papa
used to when he hit—” She broke off abruptly. “I’m talking out of
turn. Please don’t tell Ricardo I said anything.”

“Pilar, are you in danger in your own
home?”

“No!”

“Does your brother hit you?”

Her face was incredulous. “Ricardo? Oh,
God, no. He treats us all like china dolls.”

“Does your father hit you?”

Again, her beautiful eyes shadowed. “I
haven’t seen my father in years.”

“Really? Why?”

Angling her chin in a gesture Faith
recognized as one of her own, Pilar said, “Because he’s in
prison.”


Chapter 4

IAN PULLED HIS van into the Academy’s
parking lot—in a handicapped spot, which he hated to use but had to
in order to have room to lower the vehicle’s ramp; he shut off the
engine and sat there for a minute staring at the big building. The
Anderson County Fire Academy facilities were top notch, with a
huge, four-story office building near the road, which housed the
fire and police offices; out back were four football fields worth
of concrete for the rigs to practice maneuvers, a training building
with bays and a circular tower, and a three-story concrete
structure, which was “a smoke house” used for simulating fires in
training.

He tried to look forward to this
meeting with the other instructors, but he couldn’t get his mind
off Lisel and her situation. And how she’d felt in his arms last
night. He wanted to make love to her so badly he’d practically
punched the wall when he finally left her. But more so, he was
worried about this stalker thing. Christ, what the hell was going
on there?

Ian was startled by a knock on the
driver’s window. Outside stood a woman dressed in the white shirt
and navy pants of an officer in the HCFD. Over it she’d tossed a
light nylon jacket. Through the glass, he heard, “Hey,
hi.”

He rolled the window down.

The tall blond woman asked, “You the
new guy?”

“Yeah, Ian Woodward.” He held out his
hand to shake.

“Olive Hennessy. I’ll be working with
you.” She eyed the van. “It gonna insult you if I ask if I can
help?”

“I can manage on my own,
thanks.”

“I’ll wait and go in with you, if it’s
all right.”

“Sure.”

Ian rolled up the window and pushed the
remote to extend the ramp. Then he backed up his chair, wheeled out
to the ramp, and lowered it. When he was outside, he sent the ramp
back into position and locked the doors with his remote.

She watched him. “Nice equipment,
Captain.”

“Ian will do.”

“Olive, too.”

“You been with the department long?”
Ian asked, making small talk as they made their way to the
entry.

“Twenty years.” She smiled. “Took me a
while to get in, but I stayed. I’m shootin’ for BC.”

“Good luck. We need more women in that
role.” He traversed the blacktop, avoiding the loose pebbles. The
October morning was warm, yet there was the distinct feel of fall
tinging the air.

“That’s right, your sister made it up
the ladder.” Olive smiled. “And then blew it by marrying the
chief.”

“Blew what?”

“She could have been state commissioner
someday.”

“She’s happier than a pig in
shit.”

Olive laughed. “I guess that’s all that
matters in the long run. Me, I wanna be at the top.”

“As I said, good luck.”

They reached the building’s door. She
hesitated before it. “Look, Ian, I’m not sure of the protocol here.
I been dealing with discrimination in the fire department all my
life, and I don’t want to offend you. So I’ll ask. How much help do
you want?”

He liked Olive for that. Most people
were overly solicitous or else they ignored disabilities and
pretended he was whole. The worst were people who literally scooped
their kids out of the way when they saw him coming. As if he were
dangerous. Few tackled the situation head on. He appreciated her
being up front. “Doors can be a problem, though I see there’s a
button here for electric opening. But you can do it for me. It’s
not a big deal.” As he said the words, he remembered the first time
somebody jumped to open a door for him. Jesus Christ, I can get
a goddamned door. Well, in the years since 9/11 he’d made some
progress.

A lot, Lisel had said when they
were still friends and he’d foolishly taken to confiding things
like that in her.

Once inside the Academy they rode the
elevator together.

“Why you here in training?” Not
everybody was cut out to be a teacher, and many line guys hated
their stint at an Academy. Ian had been one of them. He’d craved
the action and adrenaline rush of the line. Sometimes, missing it
snuck up on him like a blast of fire and burned him
badly.

“Well, first, I need Academy experience
to get promoted. But I like it, actually. I got a teaching
degree.”

“Why didn’t you go into
that?”

“My dad and brothers are firefighters.
They didn’t want the baby girl of the family to do it, though. So I
took the safe route, then said, fuck it, I’m gonna do what I
want.”

They reached the fourth floor. “How’d
they take it?”

“Better than my ex.”

He didn’t say anything.

“Long story.”

“Exes usually are.”

They went the rest of the way in
silence, reaching a huge room with a sign that said, Training
Office. Beneath it were names, and for a second, Ian was startled
to see the list: Lt. Quinn Frazier, Lt. Richard Gerhard, Capt.
Olive Hennessy, Lt. Haywood Jenkins, Capt. William Underwood, and
Capt. Ian Woodward.

His throat felt tight. At one time,
he’d taken his title, rank, and position in the fire department for
granted. Like a lot of things.

“Woodward, you okay?”

“What? Oh, sure. Just surprised to see
my name in lights.”

“You’re one of the team.”

He tried not to let that feel good, but
it did. As did seeing his desk and nameplate as one of the six
flanking the perimeter of the room. It had been so long since he’d
been important to anything.

Suddenly, he was besieged by an image.
It had been a structure fire in the city; kids were trapped on the
fourth-floor walk-up apartment. He’d been the only one to make it
to them, and the aerial had helped rescue the kids. He’d carried a
baby out and the look on her mother’s face when he handed the kid
over was etched in his memory.

Hennessy was talking. “Hey, guys, meet
Ian Woodward.”

Three men looked over from where they
were drinking coffee and shooting the shit. Hennessy introduced
them as Frazier, Underwood, and Gerhard. “Where’s Jenkins?” she
asked.

“Dunno.” Frazier was small for a
firefighter, but looked like he was in top shape. His easy smile
said he was a nice guy. “Glad to have you aboard,
Woodward.”

Ian nodded.

“Can use your expertise.” This from
Underwood. He was bigger with dark hair, a moustache, and bushy
brows, fitting the firefighter image more than Frazier. Ian
wondered briefly if Lisel would find Frazier attractive.

“Looks like you got experience here
already,” Ian said.

Gerhard was a big bulk of a guy with
hands like baseball mitts. “You gonna do the terrorist shit,
right?” In contrast to the others, this man’s tone was not
friendly.

“Yeah.”

“Fuckin’ murderers.”

Hennessy said, “We waiting on
Jenks?”

“No.” The voice came from the doorway.
“You’re waiting on me.” Jeb Caruso entered the Training Office. He
took a minute to greet Ian. Then he said, “I got a
problem.”

“What else is new, Chief?” Frazier
asked.

Hennessy sat on the edge of her desk.
“Shoot.”

“Jenks is sicker than shit.”

“Damn,” Frazier said.

Gerhard cursed, too. “Hell.”

Then Underwood asked, “What’re you
gonna do?”

“We gotta regroup. In” —he glanced at
his watch— “exactly one hour, thirty veterans are showing up at our
door, guys.”

Ian cocked his head. “You got training
scheduled today?” Most people didn’t realize that veteran
firefighters took refresher classes and did practice sessions
called evolutions to keep up their skills and also to learn new
things. Ian hadn’t been aware that anything was going on at the
Academy this morning other than their meeting.

“Yeah,” Caruso said, “starting at ten.
That’s why we asked you to come in so early.” He ran a hand through
his dark hair. “But our classroom instructor is pukin’ his guts
out.” He surveyed the room, taking a bead on the
instructors.

“Don’t look at me.” Gerhard backed up a
step. “I’m workin’ with the bomb squad today.”

“I’m committed, too, chief.” This from
Frazier, who was scheduled already to teach a lesson in confined
space training.

Underwood shrugged. “I can’t do this,
Chief. You know my background’s EMS.”

Hennessy held up her hands, arrest
style. “I got the morning off after this. Remember? I gotta take my
kid to the doctor’s. I’ll be back for the evolution this
afternoon.”

“Fuck,” the chief said. “I got a
meeting with the mayor all the rest of the day, so I can’t do
it.”

Gerhard looked at Ian. “Don’t suppose
you got any RIT experience.”

Everybody stilled. The air was charged
like it got just before flashover. RIT stood for Rapid Intervention
Techniques. The procedure to rescue a downed
firefighter.

Finally, Hennessy said, “Gerhard, you
got no class.”

“What?” He looked at
Hennessy. Then the light dawned and he cast a sheepish glance at
Ian’s wheelchair. “Jesus.”

Ian drew in a breath. He hated awkward
moments like this. He used to seethe about them, but he’d learned
if he could defuse them, he was better off. So he tried to ease the
tension in the room. “Nobody’s got more experience with trapped
firefighters than me, I guess. From inside, anyway.”

Frazier asked somberly, “How long were
you in the towers?”

Ian could remember vividly the feel of
the beam crashing down on his legs. Being pinned. Knowing he was
going to die. Wondering what happened to his men. “Almost an
hour.”

“The tower hadn’t fallen yet,
right?”

“No. I was in Tower One. They got me
out just before it came down.” He rubbed the scar on his cheek.
“One of the lucky ones, I guess.”

Ian looked to Caruso. He’d thought
being a firefighter had been crushed out of him by that beam. He’d
thought being part of a team had been taken away by suicide pilots.
But he’d apparently thought wrong. “More to the point, I did a
stint at the Rock” —New York City’s famous Fire Academy— “and I did
RIT training.” He said wryly, “Several times.”

Crossing to him, Caruso held up the
binder. “Think you can handle this?”

He took it from the chief. Leafed
through it. “Yeah, it’s the same curriculum, updated, though, from
what I used.” He scanned the manual. “You got the scenarios on
Power Point?”

“Yep.” The BC focused in on Ian. “You
wanna do it?”

“Why the hell not?”

“Sort of baptism by fire.”

“I guess,” Ian said. What did he have
to lose?
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IAN HAD FORGOTTEN what it was like to
be in a room full of firefighters—the banter, the razzing, the
testosterone permeating the air, though there were a few women
included in today’s training. He recognized some of the people as
Eve and Noah’s friends.

One approached him. Mitch Malvaso.
“Hey, Ian, nice to see you.” The captain of the Rescue Squad’s dark
eyes were quizzical. “Noah told me that you were gonna be working
here, but what are you doing in this training?”

“I got roped into this session by
default this morning.”

“You’re teaching this class?
Great!” He actually meant it. The notion startled Ian.

Mitch’s family—Grady and Jenn O’Connor
and Zach and Casey Malvaso—also came up to say hi, then everybody
sat when Jeb Caruso asked for quiet. “All right, ladies and
gentlemen, you know what we’re here for. RIT, or in other words, an
incident within an incident. Haywood Jenkins was supposed to run
this class, but he’s on his knees with the flu and the other
instructors were busy.”

Ian heard a distinct mumble in the
crowd. “Least it’s not Gerhard.”

“So, we got the best of the best to
train you clowns. Captain Ian Woodward is at the Academy at the
request of his brother-in-law, Noah Callahan, to do some teaching
for six months.”

“Poor guy...”

“What’d he have on ya, Woodward? Musta
been blackmail.”

“Ian’s done RIT” —Caruso glanced at
Ian— “from both sides, as you all probably know. So listen up and
learn something from him. And be nice, for a change.”

Ian expected polite silence, maybe a
few welcomes, but instead, he was shocked when somebody started
clapping. A slow, loud putting hands together. Then others joined
in. All firefighters had gotten accolades after 9/11, but this,
from his brothers, choked him up. He didn’t know exactly what to
do. It went on for a long time, then ended with some embarrassed
coughs, mumbles, and quiet again.

To cover his emotional response, Ian
thanked them quickly, then dived in and put up the first slide. It
was entitled, Rescue Operations, and listed all the goals of the
training session-- when to call a Mayday, the Personal
Accountability Roll Call, Steps in RIT, SCBA Use, Radio Use,
Incident Assessment, and last, the Evolutions where trainees would
actually perform a rescue in the smoke house using a
dummy.

Quiet filled the room as the veterans
watched the screen; Ian broke it. “Let’s start with when to call a
Mayday.”

As soon as he said the words out loud,
they echoed in his brain, Mayday, Mayday, I’m trapped. Location
second floor. Huge beam. He could feel the heat, smell the
burning, and hear crashing outside. He later learned the crashes
were made by jumpers from upper floors.

He hoped he covered for the flashback
when he managed to say, “You need to call right away, as soon as
you think you’re in trouble or your buddy is. Anybody know why one
of us wouldn’t call?”

Mitch Malvaso lazed back in his chair.
“Pride.”

Somebody yelled out, “You jokers on the
Rescue Squad would know all about that.”

“Ego,” Zach Malvaso added.

His wife—of only a few months, if Ian
remembered right—added, “If the shoe fits.” But Ian noticed she
smiled intimately at her husband, who locked his hand on her neck
and whispered something in her ear.

“Get a room,” his sister Jenn
quipped.

“Denial,” another female firefighter,
Felicia White, her name tag read, added. “It’s like guys getting
lost and refusing to ask for directions.”

Ian chuckled as the men ribbed her
about her driving. God, he’d forgotten how good this camaraderie
felt.

For a while, he let them go, then
picked up the thread. “The first step is training in RIT, so we can
practice what to do now, instead of when the critical situation
happens. That’s why you’re here. As Caruso said, we have ‘an
incident within an incident’ and it’s gotta be
practiced.”

He talked further about the Mayday,
specifically when somebody like a partner calls it in. The group
got into a heated debate whether or not to use the name of the
downed firefighter over the radio—fearful that lay people’s
scanners would pick it up.

Shit, Woodward’s down.
Repeat, Woodward’s down.

How did he tell them that at the moment
you think, “I’m gonna die,” nobody in his right mind cared about
privacy or embarrassment.

“Captain Woodward? Firefighter Tony
Ramirez here. You gotta have an opinion on this.”

“You won’t give a shit then and neither
will your men. Use names.”

People nodded—as if he had some
authority in this. It took him a minute to realize he
did.

“Let’s talk about locating the victim.
You got survivor lights?”

“What are they?” a rookie asked. She
sat next to Ramirez and her tag read, Sydney Sands.

“Guess you don’t. Some companies have
lights to pin on your turnout coat for just this
purpose.”

A paramedic named Joe raised his hand.
“There are these glow-in-the-dark stick lights some companies
have...”

After he finished, somebody razzed
Mitch’s group again. “You guys on Rescue got the juice. See if you
can get us some lights.”

A crude expletive followed the
teasing.

Then they went on to talk about the
PASS alarm, Personal Alert Safety System, which every firefighter
carried on his shoulder, and which would go off if he was inactive
for thirty seconds, or which a smoke eater could activate himself
when he was in trouble. “Okay, the job of the PASS alarm is to
locate the downed firefighter.”

The blare was deafening,
like the alarm on an emergency exit door. It seemed to sound in
Ian’s ear forever.

He said to the group, “For God’s sake,
turn the damn thing off when you find the guy.”

They all chuckled, knowing
instinctively that what sounded routine became a whole different
ballgame when in an emergency situation. A downed brother brought
even more heightened emotions to the scene.

He picked up the SCBA Caruso had
provided him. “Now, let’s talk about getting your brother some
air.” He held up the pack. “We found in the FDNY that putting the
pack on the victim’s chest is more effective than trying to remove
his old pack and replace it with this. Just strap it around...” He
hefted the SCBA. “Attach it with...”

Hurry up, get this on him.
The second tower fell...

Instruction finished just in time for
lunch. Afterward, they’d conduct the evolution. Ian didn’t have to
stick around for that but, as he wheeled out next to the Malvasos,
who were going to go pick up subs and asked if they could bring him
something, Ian decided he’d stay and see what was going
on.
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IAN HADN’T FELT this good in a long
time. As he maneuvered the streets of Hidden Cove and headed out to
the lake, he was running on high from his successful instruction
and from being on the fire ground again. Though it was just
simulation, the experience had been exciting.

He’d forgotten how much smoke filtered
out of a building when it was on fire, though in training they used
mist-based smoke. Still, surrounded by it, he remembered the
adrenaline rush he felt when he was part of knocking down the red
devil. And there was the cacophony of noise—the officers talking
into the radios, the staticky reply of the men inside, the rig
idling loudly, even the water dripping from the bottom of the
pumper. Briefly, it reminded him so much of his former life that
the loss almost overwhelmed him; but he’d battled it back and let
being part of a team make him feel good.

And, Ian thought as he pulled the van
into the parking lot of the condo, all the trainees had been
effusive in their praise of him. “Great job, Captain. Lucky to have
you, thanks for filling in. You got a great style of teaching, real
personable. We’ll see you for the terrorist shit,
right?”

Ian had no idea he’d be a good teacher,
nor had he realized the satisfaction that came from imparting
knowledge. Maybe Noah was right, maybe he’d like this.

Sitting in his van, he stared at the
condos. Was Lisel home? He wanted more than his still-macho soul
cared to admit to share what had happened today with her. It’s what
he’d missed most when he’d left her. But craving that connection
with Lisel was what had gotten him in trouble in the first
place.

The door to his condo swung open. Shit,
he’d forgotten! Out swept his mother--there was no other way to
describe her entrances and exits.

Next to Lisel, Lila Cunningham was the
most feminine creature Ian had ever seen. She kept her blond hair
short, but it fell in soft folds over her forehead—her relatively
unlined forehead for a woman of sixty-two. Today she wore a
lime green outfit of silk, he’d guess. As she came toward him, he
noted that gold graced her throat and ears, neck and wrists. He
buzzed down the window.

“Hello, darling.” Her Lauren Bacall
voice revealed no annoyance, only pleasure at seeing
him.

“Hi, Mom. I forgot you were
coming.”

“That’s all right. We just got here.”
She smoothed his hair back and rested her hand on his
arm.

He loved it that she still treated him
like her “boy.” He covered her hand with his and
squeezed.

She studied him. “You look
different.”

He grinned. “I had a great day.” Her
eyes widened. He understood the reaction. He hadn’t had a lot of
good days in the last several years.

“How wonderful.” She frowned. “I worry
about you.”

“Mom, I—”

“Lila? Is that you?”

Ian hadn’t heard the car pull in next
to him. It was a black Mercedes, and out of it had climbed two of
the beautiful people. Both were tall and striking. The man had on a
meticulous suit—Italian he’d bet—and the woman dressed in the kind
of clothes his mother wore. The two looked vaguely
familiar.

“Jude?” His mother seemed surprised; he
knew her well enough to know it was not pleasantly. “Oh, my, what
are you doing here?”

“We’ve come to see my
daughter.”

The couple circled the front of the
van, and Jude gave his mother one of those air kisses. The man
shook her hand. “Is Patrick with you?”

“Yes, he’s inside.”

“Inside?”

“My son lives here. In 444.”

“Really? Lisel is in 446.”

Ah, Ian got it. The parents. The
withholding, overbearing parents who’d caused an insecurity in
Lisel that few knew about. Ian disliked them on sight.

He had no idea his parents knew the
Lawrences, though both his stepfather and Lisel’s father were Wall
Street men.

Lila turned to Ian and smiled warmly.
“This is our son, Ian Woodward.”

Both of Lisel’s parents greeted him
warmly--until he opened the door, lowered the ramp, and they caught
sight of his wheelchair.

It happened all the time. The subtle
shift to pity, to condescension, to maybe even a little bit of
fear. He called it telethon mentality. Ignoring it, he
rolled out of the van, secured it, and crossed over to the
sidewalk. “Nice to meet you,” he said politely to the Lawrences.
Then to his mother, “I’ll go inside and say hello to
Patrick.”

In his living room, he found his
stepfather, the multimillionaire, watching TV in Ian’s favorite
recliner. He was tall and thin and fit looking. “Hey, buddy,”
Patrick said, rising and coming over to shake hands with Ian. “Hope
it’s all right we came in.”

“Sure, it’s Mom’s place.”

“We want you to think of it as
yours.”

It was hard not to. When they’d bought
the site to build the condo, just before Evie came to Hidden Cove,
they’d given it state-of-the-art handicap accessibility—lowered
kitchen cabinets with no cupboards underneath, hardwood floors, a
bathroom in the spare room with a roll-in shower, pedestal sink,
extra-wide doorways everywhere.

“I know. I appreciate it.” That
gratefulness was all too true. From his volunteer work in rehab
after he dragged himself out of his funk, he realized that he was
one of the lucky ones to have a place like this; though Evie had
made adjustments to her home in Albany, this space was clearly
designed for him.

They were making small talk about the
baseball game Patrick was watching when Ian’s mother came back in.
“Oh, dear.” She was frowning. Ian and Patrick exchanged an
indulgent look.

“What is it, love?” Patrick
asked.

“The Lawrences asked us to have dinner
with them.” She looked to Ian. “I said no—Jude is not my favorite
person—but I’m afraid I couldn’t get out of drinks.” She glanced at
her watch. “They said to come right over. It would give you a
chance to meet your neighbor. From what I hear, she’s a lovely
girl, even though she’s a big star. I had no idea she was living
out here. Do you mind terribly, dear?”

Did he mind? He shook his head. Life
sure did have a way of conspiring against you. “No, Mom, I don’t
mind.”
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“DARLING, WHEN ARE you going to learn
to make a decent martini?” Lisel’s father had taken one sip of his
drink, grimaced, poured it out into the wet bar on the glassed-in
porch that faced the lake, and began to mix his own. Everything
Allen Lawrence did was with flair, like he was the star of the
show.

Lisel’s hand went to her stomach.
Already it was cramping. Great. She shot a glance at Ian, whose
eyes narrowed on the gesture. He didn’t look any happier than she
was to be having these cocktails. Bad enough she had to deal with
her parents’ visit. But for Ian to witness their relationship—she
was mortified. Not that she hadn’t already told him about it.
Still, for him to see her weaknesses staged and acted out was more
than unpleasant.

Patrick Cunningham intervened. “Me,
either, Lisel. I never did get the hang of fixing one of
those.”

She smiled at the older man who,
according to Ian, had married his mother ten years ago and made her
deliriously happy.

“You have a lovely place, Lisel,” Lila
said.

Ian’s mother was absolutely gorgeous.
Ian had her eyes, her facial features, but there was a delicacy
about Lila that neither Ian nor Eve possessed. She sat close to her
son, her hand frequently touching his arm or his
shoulder.

“You’ve done something different to
it,” Jude noted, surveying the porch where they sat, nodding back
into the rest of the house.

The lake, through the expanse of
windows, rushed up to the shore in time with Lisel’s accelerated
heartbeat. “Yes, I made some changes before I left last
summer.”

“Widened some doorways, didn’t you? And
got new flooring? And new furniture.”

She’d made the place more handicapped
accessible. She’d replaced the carpet to make it easier for Ian to
maneuver, gotten a table he could wheel under things like
that.

“Isn’t that recliner like the one you
have, Ian?” Lila asked.

“Yeah.” His mouth thinned. “Amazing
coincidence.”

Well, she’d planned and ordered all the
changes before he’d cut her out of his life. In one of their more
intimate conversations, he’d talked a lot about getting out of his
chair and how the recliner, which had built-in massage, felt like
heaven. She’d wanted to please him.

She saw Lila and Patrick exchange a
look. They got it. Her own parents hadn’t. Hopefully they wouldn’t.
She couldn’t imagine what trouble they’d stir up.

Right now, they were ignoring Ian, and
it made her mad. “So, Lisel,” Lila Cunningham asked. “Are you out
of Longshot for good? We hadn’t gotten to see
it.”

Jude’s face darkened. “No, of course
not. This is just a hiatus.” She elbowed Allen, like this was some
stupid sitcom with the doting husband and the pampered
wife.

He said, “Max called us. He told us
about the Sunday thing. We think it’s a good idea.”

Ah, so that’s why they’d come. She saw
Ian grip the edge of his chair and his mother lean in close to him,
probably at the tension invading his body. He put a hand over hers.
Lisel remembered his words from last night. You don’t have to do
this just because others want you to.

“My doctor doesn’t agree, Mother.”
Lisel could hear the whininess in her own voice. Just say no to
them, she told herself.

Jude’s shoulders stiffened. “Not a good
idea to drop out altogether, darling. Especially at your
age.”

“What are you, Lisel, all of
thirty-five?” Patrick asked.

Jude sniffed. “She’s
thirty-seven.”

Ian edged his chair back and forth.
“That old? You’re almost over the hill,” he teased. But Lisel
caught the underlying frost in his tone.

Her parents didn’t. Jude threw back her
shoulders. “Well, we’re hoping we didn’t bring you all this way for
you to throw it away because you’re tired.”

“She has an ulcer.” Everybody looked at
Ian. Lisel closed her eyes, wishing he hadn’t revealed that little
piece of information.

“How would you know that?” Allen asked.
“Have you met before today?”

“Yes, of course, Father. When I lived
here last summer.” She smiled at Ian, hoping he’d support her. “We
became friends.”

“An ulcer, dear?” This, not from either
of her parents, but from Ian’s mother.

Jude brushed imaginary lint off
perfectly fitted silk trousers. “Nonsense. You’ve always had a
finicky stomach.”

Ian’s gray eyes got stormy. “As a
trained EMT, I can tell you an ulcer is stages beyond a finicky
stomach.”

Allen’s eyes narrowed on him. “You’re
an Emergency Medical Technician?”

“I used to be. I’m not a firefighter
any more, for obvious reasons.”

“What exactly do you do, Ian?”‘ Jude
asked coldly. Her mother was clearly pissed at Ian’s defense of
her.

“Not much.”

“Ian owned an electronics company
before 9/11,” Lila said impulsively. “And now he’s teaching at the
Fire Academy.”

No reaction. No “9/11, wow,” or “Thanks
for giving your legs to helping others.” The Lawrences instead
looked uncomfortable.

“Well,” Allen said, regrouping. “If
Lisel does indeed have an ulcer, that’s a good reason to cancel
this fund-raising thing for New Year’s Eve.” He shook his head.
“God, Lisel, I can’t believe you allowed yourself to be roped into
that.”

Lisel felt her stomach clench into Girl
Scout knots. Sweat beaded on her brow. So she ignored the dig that
they gave every time they saw her. “I’ll go check on the hors
d’oeuvres.” She stood and headed for the kitchen. Once there, she
grasped onto the countertop edge.

Take deep breaths. Don’t let it get
to you. Reaching up into a cupboard, she found the medicine
that the doctor had given her for attacks, then fished a spoon out
of the drawer. But her hand was shaking so badly she dropped it.
Biting her lip, she bent to pick the spoon up. The action made her
stomach pitch, then clench. For a moment, she stayed doubled
over.

“Lisel, what...Jesus Christ.” She
looked up to find Ian had come to the kitchen.

“I’m all right.”

“The hell you are.”

Taking deep breaths, she managed to
stand. “I just need to take some medicine.”

His eyes dropped to her hands. Without
saying anything, he wheeled over and removed the spoon and bottle
from her fingers. Then he made quick work of pouring out some of
the pink liquid. “Here,” he held it up. Bending, she licked it off
the spoon.

Then she leaned against the counter and
closed her eyes, willing her stomach to settle. Finally she said,
“I’m embarrassed.”

She expected anger, for her sake, but
anger nonetheless. “Don’t be.” His tone was soft, soothing. “You’re
nothing like them.”

His kindness brought on the threat of
tears. She battled them back. He picked up her hand and squeezed it
between the two of his. Her fingers were ice cold, and warmed with
his touch. “Do you have to go out with them tonight?”

“Yes.”

“They invited us. Mom got out of it.
But we’ll come, if you like.”

Moisture pushed harder to get out.
“You’d do that for me?”

“Slay your dragons, you
mean?”

She smiled.

“Sure. How bad could it be?”

“Bad. They’ll harp on me about the
play.”

“We could head it off.”

“No, I don’t want all that played out
in front of your parents.”

His smile was so tender, it made Lisel
wish for so much from him. “My mother’s a natural born nurturer.
She’ll jump right in and probably not even realize what she’s
doing.”

“She’s wonderful.”

“I know.”

“No, thanks, though. About
dinner.”

“You could refuse to go.”

Resting her head against the cupboard,
she shrugged. “I wish.”

“Just go in and say you’re
sick.”

“You think?”

“We could stick around for that.
They’ll probably be better behaved if you do it in front of
us.”

“They’ll just come back. Do this
again.”

“Well, in the meantime we’ll figure out
another strategy to get them off your back. Let’s just deal with
tonight.” He reached out and placed a hand over her middle. “I
don’t think your tummy can handle them now, honey.”

“It would be heaven not to have to
endure that. I love them, Ian, but they won’t stop ragging on me,
even now, about my career.” She threaded back her hair. “Jesus, I’m
thirty-seven, and I still can’t stand up to my parents.”

“None of us can. My mother gets Evie to
do all those girly things she hates. And she wraps me around her
little finger. It’s just that’s she’s a nicer person than your
parents.”

He understood so well.

“Come on,” he said, still taking her
hand. “Let’s go beard the lions. “

She held on tight to his fingers.
“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

o0o






Dear Lisel,

Where are you? I’ve been to
the theater several times, and you’re not there. And the newspapers
say you won’t be back for an unknown period of time. I hope you’re
not sick. Enclosed is a card. How can I find you?

I love you,

Jule


Chapter 5

THE HOUSE ON Eighth Street always
smelled the same. Like week-old mildew. Stale cigarettes. Booze.
And especially like desperation. All his life, Rick had battled
against succumbing to that desperation. As a teen, he couldn’t wait
to get out of the place.

And look what you did with
your life, hotshot.

Maybe some things couldn’t be overcome.
No, he wouldn’t think that way. Mostly because it would mean Pilar
would end up like his mother and sister Anita.

He’d eased open the front door and
stood in the entryway, staring at the scarred staircase, the dirty
rug that he knew Pilar tried to keep clean but couldn’t. Taking in
a deep breath, bracing himself, he crossed into the living
room.

And there she was, sitting in front of
the snowy TV, watching some show on Telemundo. Despite the fact she
said she hated “spics,” she seemed fascinated by his father’s
culture.

“Hi, Ma.”

Dolores Ruscio didn’t even glance up at
him. She wore a dirty red shirt and nondescript black pants. Her
graying hair was pulled back into a messy knot. At her elbow was a
beer; for some reason he thought of Pearl McPherson and her pink
capris and white shirt. Dolores took a drag on her Marlboro and
said, “Ricardo. Did you bring money?”

“I came to talk to Anita. She in her
room?”

Dolores grunted. He took that as a yes.
Turning, he hurried away from the evidence of what he’d come from
and took the stairs two at a time. He made a note to call the
landlord about the banister. It was rickety. Anita’s door was ajar.
Some sexy salsa played inside. From the doorway, he watched her.
She perched in front of a cracked mirror, doing something to her
almost orange hair. Her face was caked with makeup. She was in a
black lace slip.

“Hi.” He walked in and crossed to the
bed. Picking up a bathrobe, he handed it to her. “Here, put this
on.”

She rolled mascara on her eyelashes.
“Why?”

“Ever hear of modesty?”

“Not in my vocab, big
brother.”

He cleared a space on the bed by
sweeping a pile of clothes to the floor. The room was filled with
the scent of some cheap perfume. “Where you going?”

“Lennie’s.” She peered in the mirror at
him. “You? You look great.”

He glanced down at his gray slacks and
long-sleeved gray shirt. “I got a birthday party.”

“And I’ll bet your little lady
is gonna entertain you in her birthday suit.” She laughed at her
joke; it was an unpleasant sound.

He ignored the comment. “Where’s
Pilar?”

“At the library.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah, the little Virgin Mary’s got
nothin’ better to do.”

Rising, he crossed to his sister and
grasped her arm. The action caused the inky black makeup to streak
her face. “Hey, watch it.”

He held on to her. “Don’t you ever talk
about your sister like that. She’s got values, and she believes in
things. I won’t sit by and let you put them down.”

“Who the hell are you to talk? You
didn’t get booted off the police force for your upstanding ethics.
You’re just like him, you know.”

Bingo, she hit the mark. He felt
the familiar roil in his stomach, the drumbeat in his heart.
Looking down at Anita, he wondered if, in reality, he was like her,
like his drunken mother, like his criminal father.

Unable to rectify the thought, he
dropped her arm and turned away. “I’m outta here,” he said and
headed for the door.

She caught up with him at the bottom of
the steps. “I’m sorry, Ricardo. Please. I need to ask you
something.”

He drew in a deep breath, his back to
her.

“I need some money.”

“Now there’s a surprise.”

“I wanna take a hair stylist course at
a shop in town. It starts soon.”

Pivoting, he faced her. “Can you do
that and work, too?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s the place called?”

“Maxima’s. Will you give me the
money?”

“When do you need it?”

“Two weeks.”

“I’ll check it out first. How much is
the course?”

“A thousand dollars.”

“Jesus.”

“I can get a real job then, not some
stupid-ass job.”

“Waitressing’s honest work, Anita.” He
thought of some of the jobs he’d had in his life—working on the
docks had been the worst. Waitressing was high up on the scale from
that.

She slid her arms around his waist and
laid her head against his chest. “Por favor,
Ricardo.”

For some reason, he couldn’t stand up
to her or his mother. It had always been that way. He smoothed down
her hair. “I’ll let you know.”

From the living room, he heard his
mother’s too-many-Marlboros voice. “Aren’t you gonna leave me some
cash?”

Stepping back, Rick jammed his hands
into his pockets and felt for a bill. He handed it to Anita. “Give
this to her.” He opened the door. “I’ll be in touch.”

Outside he could breathe again. He
looked up at the stars sprinkling the sky and took in the clean
air. It didn’t help. He always felt dirty when he left here. He
stared at the heavens.

God’s forgotten about me and
my family.

Oh, no, Rick, God never
forgets about anybody. I promise.

Little Miss Innocent was wrong about
that one. Let her stick to her illusions about God and Aesop and
life being good. He glanced back at his house as he made his way to
the car. Here was living proof that God sure as hell didn’t watch
out for everybody. Rick’s only hope was that if He was up there, He
would take time for Pilar.

o0o

“HEY, GIRLFRIEND, WHERE are you?”
Dressed in baggy sweats, Nancy was sitting on Faith’s couch in
front of a half-devoured pizza, sipping a glass of merlot. She’d
have a cigarette in her hand, but Faith wouldn’t let anybody smoke
in her house.

She nodded to the TV. “Watching
Rescue Me reruns. I think Franco’s cute even if he is so
macho.”

“You’re vaguing out.”

“No I’m not.”

“You thinking about
him?”

“Who?”

“Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome. God, he
looked good in those black jeans today.”

Faith had thought so, too. The sight of
Rick Ruscio’s tight butt and muscular thighs had sent her pulse
spinning. She hadn’t admitted she was attracted to him before this.
But you’d have to be dead and buried not to be turned on by the
sight of him this afternoon. Truth be told, she’d been drawn to him
since Day One.

Wouldn’t you know he’d showed up just
in time for another Aesop’s fable. It had been one of her
favorites—”The Good and the Ills of the Earth.” At one time they’d
walked equally among mankind. But then, through man’s foolishness,
the Ills multiplied and threatened the Goods. So God—or Jupiter,
the book said—advised the Good to stay with Him, and go one at a
time to earth when He could watch them. “And that’s why there’s so
many trials and tribulations coming people’s way, but the goods
come one at a time,” she’d told her class.

He brought it up after the kids got
busy drawing pictures of the goods and ills of the world. “You
don’t really believe that, do you?” he’d asked. She’d wanted him to
mingle, but he’d stayed near the back bookcase, which somebody had
just donated.

“Of course I do.”

“You’re something else.”

“I hope that’s a
compliment.”

He grunted and folded his arms across
his chest, staring at the kids as if they were convicts ready to
revolt.

“Rick, you’ve got to help with the
children. They’re all staring at you. They want your
attention.”

His Adam’s apple had worked
convulsively. “Could I watch, and clean up afterward? Just today.
I’ll do something with them on Monday.”

“Promise?”

“Scout’s honor.”

She agreed, and he gave what passed for
a smile...

“You-hoo. McPherson. What are you
smiling about? The blond just dumped your guy there, and he feels
terrible. You shouldn’t be grinning.”

“Sorry.”

“You are so thinking about
him.”

Faith sighed. “He’s an enigma. He’s Mr.
Tough Guy across the board, but you should see him with his little
sister. He’s mush.” She told Nancy about their impromptu dinner
earlier in the week. “She’s lovely and she wraps him around her
finger. It was cool to watch.”

“He just breathes and he’s
cool.”

“I know.”

Nancy stared at her. “Heard from Sam
lately?”

“Sure, he calls almost every
night.”

“He coming home soon?”

“I don’t know. He’s got a real overload
this semester. He wants to finish in January.”

“So you can get married?”

Shaking her head, Faith stared at the
TV, not really seeing the hunky firefighters. “I don’t know, Nance.
You and I talked about this. Things aren’t right with
Sam.”

“He doesn’t flick your
switch.”

“Not like I think he should. Hell,
we’ve known each other since kindergarten.”

“He’s gonna be a preacher like your
daddy. He’s your brother’s best friend. And he’s a nice guy. I’d
think twice before I ditched him.”

“I’m not planning to ditch
him.”

“Well, he said he wanted an answer when
he’s done with seminary. He’ll ditch you, girl, if you don’t
commit.”

Faith didn’t say anything.

“You slept with him yet?”

“Nancy!”

“All right. I’ll stop prying. Let me
just say that might make a difference.” She stood. “I’m going
outside for a smoke.”

“It’s bad for you.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” She angled her head to
the TV. “Concentrate on Franco while I’m gone. Thoughts about Mr.
Bad Boy aren’t good for you.”

Faith watched the show, thinking none
of the guys’ shoulders were quite as wide as Rick’s, their faces
not as angular. When Nancy pulled open the door five minutes later,
Faith glanced up.

“Well, look who the cat dragged in.”
Nancy’s tone was teasing, but there was a note of worry in her
voice.

Faith’s gaze slid past her, where Pilar
Ruscio stood—her hair disheveled, her eyes red, a white islet
nightgown peeking out from underneath a raincoat.

And a huge bruise spreading across her
cheek.
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“THERE YOU ARE.” Casey Malvaso stood in
the doorway of her mother-in-law’s den and smiled at Rick. Her hair
had gotten longer, and she wore a black skirt with a ruffle along
the bottom. He was still stumped by the transformation of tough-guy
Brennan since she married Zach Malvaso. “Can I sit?”

He’d come in here to get away from all
the affection at the party. “You better not. Last time your hubby
caught us alone, there were fireworks.”

Casey grunted. Malvaso had good reason
to hate him. Rick hadn’t known when he’d slept with Casey last
spring that she was in love with Zach. Their hookup had caused a
big rift between the now happily married couple, but Zach still
looked at Rick as if he was one of America’s Most
Wanted.

“I’ll take my chances.” She came in and
dropped down onto a chair. “Will was worried you might not
come.”

“I wouldn’t miss his birthday party.”
He sipped the beer he was nursing, picturing Will’s broad smile and
the huge hug he had given Rick when he arrived.

Casey stared at him. “He watched the
door until you got here.”

“Don’t bullshit me.”

“He loves you like a son. Why can’t you
accept that?”

“I let him down.” He stared at the TV
where the Rescue Me guys were saving the world. “In the
worst way.”

“Yeah, well join the human race,
Ruscio. We let down people we love. It’s part of being alive. You
gotta forgive yourself for the dumb stuff you do and concentrate on
the good.”

“You sound like a damn Aesop’s fable.”
Which he’d been hearing way too much of lately.

“I know from whence I
speak.”

“Jesus, Brennan, you really have
changed.”

“Yes,” came a voice from the doorway.
“She has.”

Rick looked up into the unsmiling face
of Zach Malvaso.

Casey laughed. “Down boy.”

Zach scowled. He held up the phone.
“You got a call, Ruscio.”

Immediately, Rick felt for his cell
phone in his pocket. Damn, he must have left it in his car. “Who is
it?”

“Don’t know.” Zach strode in and gave
Rick the phone; he grabbed Casey’s hand and tugged her to her feet.
“I’ll take my woman back now, thank you.” With that he started to
drag her off.

Casey called over her shoulder, “We’ll
talk later. You’re going to help at the camp cleanup next week,
right?”

Rick didn’t answer. Shaking his head at
the retreating couple, he spoke into the phone.
“Ruscio.”

“Mr. Ruscio, this is Ian Woodward.
Sorry to bother you at the party—I needed to get in touch with you
and took a chance that you were with Eve and Noah at Chief
Rossettie’s party.”

“It’s cool. What’s up?”

“I’ve got Lisel Loring with me. She
tried reaching you on your cell. Something’s happened with this fan
thing I think you should know about.”

“Tonight?”

“I’d feel better talking to you about
it in person.”

“Sure. I’ll leave right
now.”

After a quick good-bye to Will and a
promise to try to return, Rick drove like he was in a squad car
again and was ringing Woodward’s doorbell twenty minutes later. The
man checked through the glass, then opened the door. “Thanks for
coming.”

“Where is she?”

“Right here.” He wheeled back and let
Rick in.

Lisel sat on a couch off to the left,
wrapped up in a lap blanket. Pink satin peeked out from beneath it.
He crossed to her. “Are you all right?”

“I’m sorry to ruin your
evening.”

“That’s what you’re paying me for.” He
sat down. “What happened?”

She nodded to the letter on the table.
“I got back late tonight from a trip to the city about my play.
While I was there, I picked up my mail from the theater. My
housekeeper’s coming tomorrow, and I wanted her to deal with it.”
She nodded to the letter. “That was in it. I opened it, then
realized what it was. There’s several more in the
stack.”

Gingerly he picked up the note. Skimmed
it. He knew he was frowning when he said, “This isn’t any worse
than the rest of them, Lisel, although we might get some prints off
it.”

“It wasn’t just the letter.” This from
Woodward, who’d wheeled over and sat as close to Lisel as he could
get.

Rick raised a brow.

“Tell him, honey.”

“I got phone calls. On the house phone.
Three of them. The person hung up after I answered.” She nodded to
the note. “Given what that says, I was afraid this fan had found
me.”

“Hmm. Maybe so. Could be crank. But
it’s best to be safe.”

“When I couldn’t reach you, I came over
here.”

Rick patted his shirt where he’d
remembered to put his phone. “Sorry, I left my cell in my
car.”

As always, he’d been distracted by
visiting his house. Some security expert he was. He looked at
Woodward. Something about the guy’s attitude niggled at Rick. It
was possessive, protective. He wondered if Woodward was as innocent
as he seemed tonight. He could have made those calls to lure her
over here.

“Well, I can stay the night out here if
you want. We can talk to Will tomorrow about where we should go
from here legally and decide some options for your
protection.”

He saw Woodward grip the armrests of
his chair. A quick glance told him the guy’s jaw had tightened. Was
this interfering with his plan? Yet he’d called Rick.

“I wish Mona—my housekeeper—had come
today. I’m sure having her with me will calm my
skittishness.”

“This is not just skittishness. It’s
valid concern.” Woodward sounded angry. He faced Rick. “I think
it’s a good idea if you stay with her.”

Lisel’s soft look focused on Woodward.
“I’d rather stay here with you, Ian.”

Though the guy shook his head, his body
language and the heat in his eyes said he wanted the exact same
thing.

Rick stood just as his cell phone rang.
“Sorry. Must be my night.” He flicked open the phone.
“Ruscio.”

“Rick?” The voice sounded
familiar.

“Yes.”

“This is Faith. McPherson. Your
sister’s here with me. I think you need to come over to my place
right away.”
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PILAR RUSCIO SANK further into the
cushions of Faith’s couch and wiped her eyes. “I’m causing so much
trouble.”

“Nonsense,” Faith’s mother told her.
“You did exactly the right thing by coming to see David.” When
Faith’s parents hadn’t been home, the young girl had seen a light
on in the carriage house behind the parsonage where Faith lived and
come back.

Pilar gazed at Faith’s father. “You
said if I ever needed anything...”

“And I meant it, Pilar. Anything. Any
time.”

“I was afraid to call Rick.” She
touched her cheek and winced. An angry red welt marred the
perfection of her skin. “You don’t know him. He’ll lose it over
this.”

Faith tucked back a strand of Pilar’s
hair, which was the exact color of Rick’s. “Honey, we had to call
him.”

When her parents had gotten home, Faith
had phoned them and explained the situation. Her dad said Rick
needed to be notified.

“Are you afraid of your brother?” David
asked gently.

“No! He’s got a terrible temper, but he
wouldn’t ever hurt me, if that’s what you mean. This will just
cause him more problems, and he already has enough to deal with in
his life.” She sighed. “He’ll want to take me out of Ma’s
house.”

Faith had begun to wonder why he hadn’t
insisted on that sooner.

“We don’t need to discuss this now,”
David said. “Would you like to tell us what happened or wait for
Rick?”

“Can I just wait?” she asked
sniffling.

“Of course.”

Nancy came in from the kitchen and
handed Pilar a mug. “Here sweetie, drink this.”

Pilar had finished her hot chocolate
when the bell rang. She jumped at the noise.

“Shh, it’s okay.” Her mother soothed
the young girl like she used to do for her own kids, while Faith
got up to answer the door. She swung it open.

Rick stood on the stoop, his face more
ravaged than when she’d told him he had to work with kids. Faith
reached out and touched his arm. “She’s okay.”

For a minute he just stared at her.
Swallowed hard. “Good.”

“Come on in.”

He stepped inside and froze when he got
a good look at his sister. “Son of a bitch.”

No one spoke. He crossed to Pilar.
Kneeling down, he took her hands in his. “Are you all
right?”

The tears came again then. Pilar had
been strong since she’d arrived, just a little weepy. However, as
soon as she saw her brother, she threw herself into his arms. Held
on. Sobbed. He held on, too, tight, uttering nonsense words.
Crooning assurances. “Shh. Querida. It’s okay. I’m here.
I’ll take care of you.”

Finally Pilar pulled back, and Faith’s
mother handed her tissues.

Rick took the cushion on the other side
of Pilar. “What happened?” When she didn’t say anything, he looked
to Faith.

“She hasn’t told us yet.”

David said, “We can leave you two
alone, if you like.”

“No.” Pilar’s gaze was pleading. “He
won’t get so mad if you’re here.”

“I won’t get mad, niña. I
promise.”

“Yes you will.”

Rick said gently, “Who did this to
you?”

“Anita’s boyfriend. Lennie.”

“What?”

“He was hitting her, Rick. In her room.
I heard it. I couldn’t just let it go on.”

“Oh, God. I’ve tried to get her away
from that guy a thousand times. I can’t stand the thought of him
hitting her.”

Pilar’s chin jutted out. “Me, either.
So I went in and jumped on his back.”

Rick’s chest rose and fell heavily. But
he said nothing.

“It gets worse.”

“Tell me.”

“Anita...” Pilar’s eyes teared again.
“She yelled at me. She told me to mind my own business.” Her eyes
widened. “She sided with him.”

“Battered woman’s syndrome.” Rick
looked to Faith’s father for confirmation.

“Yes, it is.”

“It kills me to think of her in that
situation.” He turned angry eyes on Pilar. “And now this. What did
he do exactly?”

“He hit me.”

Rick’s face, which he’d struggled to
keep composed, reddened. “Hijo de una perra. Lo mataré.” His
swearing and desire to kill Lennie charged the already tense
atmosphere.

“I was afraid, Ricardo. Of what he’d
do.” She drew in a breath. “Of what Anita might let him do. To
me.”

Faith watched Rick bite back the deadly
anger simmering in his eyes. They were as black as onyx now. “Well,
this clinches it. You’re moving in with me.”

“I hate to leave Ma.”

“Si, bébé. But I can’t let you
go back there.”

“Your apartment’s tiny.”

“I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“You’re gone all the time. You might
have to do night surveillance for this new job.”

No answer for that one.

“The parsonage is huge.” This from
David, who Faith saw exchange a smile with her mother. “And since
Peter went to divinity school in New York and Faith moved out here,
we have a lot of room.” He looked at Rick. “For someone to stay
with us.”

Pearl literally beamed. “I would love
it.” She reached out and squeezed Pilar’s hand. “We still have
Faith’s room all set up. It has a white canopy bed. David works
right next door at the church.” She smiled at Rick, and Faith knew
he was dead meat when her mother effected that tone. “Pilar talked
to us the other night about attending services.”

“That’s a whole lot different than
moving in with you, Mrs. McPherson.”

“Pearl, please.”

David said, “Perhaps Rick and I can
speak privately for a minute.” He stood. “Let’s step into the
kitchen.”

Like a man going to purgatory, Rick
stood and followed her father to the kitchen.

Pilar’s innocent gaze swung to Faith.
“What’s he going to say?”

Biting back a chuckle, she smiled down
at the young girl. “How Rick has to put his ego aside and do what’s
best for you. How my parents can take care of you. You’re as good
as moved in, kid, lock, stock, and barrel.”

Nancy, who’d stood by and watched the
McPherson family dynamic unfold, gave Faith a knowing look. “Yeah,
and it looks like our guy will be hanging around here a lot, too.
Isn’t that interesting?”

Damned if Faith didn’t feel herself
blush.
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OUTSIDE, IN THE crisp October night,
trying to contain his emotions, Rick jammed his hands into the
pockets of his gray slacks. His rage had been murderous, but
Reverend McPherson’s firm yet gentle coaxing had quelled it. “Come
on,” he said to the preacher’s daughter. “I’ll walk you back to
your place.”

“Okay.” Faith started down the path to
the carriage house from the parsonage, where they’d gone to settle
Pilar. “She’s going to be fine with my parents.”

“It’s an inconvenience.” And Rick hated
asking for favors.

Faith stopped walking. The moon and
low-level lighting on the ground illuminated her skin. It glowed
like shiny pearls. “Of course it’s not. They love helping
people.”

Rick turned to her. “I never met
anybody like your family.”

“It’s who we are, Rick.” They started
walking again. “What did Dad say to you in the kitchen?”

It wasn’t so much what the Reverend
McPherson had said to Rick. It was his expectation that Rick would
do the right thing. The guy’s mere presence had to give the devil a
run for his money. “How I had to put my own need to protect Pilar
on the back burner and do what’s best for her.”

Faith smiled. “Sounds like my
dad.”

“She can’t stay here forever.” He’d
said the same thing to David.

I think we should put that
in God’s hands and just work this out one step at a
time.

They kept walking; crickets had come
out and were chirping. The air smelled like fall leaves. It had
gotten nippy, and Faith hadn’t thrown on a jacket. Wearing only a
long-sleeved T-shirt that said Union Divinity School, she shivered.
Rick whipped off his sports coat and slid it around her shoulders.
“Thanks. What will your mother do, Rick, about this?”

“Nothing as long as I keep paying her
rent.” He swore under his breath. He hadn’t meant to reveal
that.

“It’s nice of you to support your
family.”

“I do it for Pilar and Anita, though
I’d like to break my other sister’s neck right now.”

“Still, it’s nice.” She was quiet as
they neared the house, then she added, “Beneath that gruff
exterior, you’re a nice guy, Rick Ruscio.”

He stopped again. “No, Faith, I’m
not.”

She smiled up at him. God, she was
little; he loomed over her. Then she shocked the hell out of him by
reaching out and brushing a hand down his biceps. “This gray shirt
looks terrific on you.”

After a moment, he grasped her fingers.
“Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Get any ideas.”

She chuckled. “You don’t pull any
punches do you?”

He ignored her comment. “I’m bad
news.”

Her lovely green eyes rolled with
exasperation. “Spare me.”

“In reality, little girl, the lion eats
the lamb.”

“I can’t help it if I find you
attractive.” She lifted her hand to rub his jaw. Jesus, it felt
good. “You don’t scare me, Rick.”

He gripped her arms and said silkily,
“I should.”

Again she grinned. Shit, he didn’t know
what to do about her. She was coming on to him and she wasn’t
listening to his warnings. Well, maybe he’d just have to show her
his true colors.

There were shadows under the tree to
the left. Rick dragged Faith over. Without warning, he slammed her
body against his. His jacket fell from her shoulders to the ground,
as he lifted her up. Then he took her mouth. Carnally. Roughly.
Like the man he was.

Only in seconds, against his will, he
found himself gentling the kiss. Her arms encircled his neck and,
like a courtesan, not a preacher’s kid, she wrapped herself around
him. She had curves, a lot of them. His hands grasped her waist. It
was supple, causing his fingers to flex on her. And her scent,
fresh and sweet, filled his senses. She tasted wonderfully erotic
and innocent at the same time; the combination made his head spin.
He moaned and sank into her. She moaned and inched
closer.

This wasn’t what was supposed to…oh,
God, her tongue! Shit what was she doing? Her fingers inched down
into dangerous territory. He dragged his mouth away and tried to
push her from him. “Faith, stop!”

She fitted herself even closer, shook
her head, and went for his mouth again; he felt like he was
drowning, but his hand slid to her bottom and pressed her up and
against him. Holy hell.

A voice broke the silence. “Faith, is
that you out there?”

Nancy, from the preschool. Thank the
Lord the woman hadn’t gone home.

Finally Faith drew away. “Yeah, it’s
me.”

The moon came out from behind the
clouds. Rick looked down at her and was poleaxed by the sight. Her
hair was messy from his hands. Her lips swollen from his mouth. His
entire body responded to the sight.

And then Nancy said, “Faith, come on
inside. Your fiancé’s on the phone.”


Chapter 6

PUNCH. PUNCH. PUNCH.

Ian hit the leather bag mercilessly,
letting the frustration drain out of him in increments. When he’d
been injured and realized his legs would be useless the rest of his
life, his rehab therapist, Joe Harmon, had suggested boxing as an
outlet. It had saved Ian’s sanity. They often sparred when Joe was
with him; the man had become his physical therapist and a lot of
other things.

Since Joe didn’t get to Hidden Cove
until tomorrow, Ian had taken on the bag. He’d opened all the
windows and let the cool breeze from the lake and the water’s
gentle lapping envelop him. The clock in the living room clanged
twelve times. He hoped it didn’t wake Lisel, who slept in Eve’s old
room. Though Ian hadn’t wanted her here, when Ruscio’s sister had
gotten in trouble, the security expert had to leave.

His hands began to hurt, so he drew
back, threw off the gloves, and turned to the bars behind him. He’d
set up a gym of sorts in here so he could work out. Right after he
was injured, he’d learned he needed, in addition to a carefully
planned diet and a lot of good sleep, the upper body strength of
Hercules to manage his life. He glanced down at his legs, encased
in sweats. And to exercise his useless limbs. Though he did
stretches and strengthening exercises every single day, and Joe
really worked him out four times a week, Ian’s calves were still
thin. Embarrassingly so. Something he wouldn’t want any woman to
see, least of all Lisel. Fuck! Why was he even thinking along these
lines?

He spent another hour exhausting
himself. Then he wheeled into the bathroom, rolled into the shower,
and transferred himself to the built-in shower seat by lifting
himself on the grab bars. He pushed away the chair, then slid off
his sweats.

As he looked down, a vision of his
legs, hairy, sinewy, full of life, superimposed over the shriveled
limbs. He and his ex-wife had been hiking in the Catskills. She’d
slipped, and he’d braced himself on those legs to catch her. He’d
strained one calf, and bitched about it.

Little did he know.

Turning on the water as hot as he could
stand it, he let the spray pummel his face; reaching up, he
fingered the scar on his left cheek. The first time Marla had seen
it, she’d cried. It was less red now, only a couple of jagged marks
that faintly resembled a Z, but he was marred there, too. Maimed
and scarred.

Lisel had said innumerable times that
she didn’t care. But Ian cared. He always would. And yet he’d felt
guilty about moping because so many brothers had given the ultimate
sacrifice. How ungrateful. So, he’d done some volunteering at the
rehab center and worked himself out of the worst of the funk. He’d
gotten on with his life.

It just wouldn’t include
Lisel.

Finished with his shower, he dried off,
stuck another towel on the chair, pulled it close and transferred
back. He wheeled into his bedroom, removed pajama bottoms from one
of the drawers—he wouldn’t sleep naked tonight—and slid them on. He
remembered when just the act of dressing had exhausted
him.

He brushed his teeth, used the john,
then wheeled himself back to his room and transferred to his bed.
Shutting off the light, he lay against the cool brown sheets,
linked his hands behind his head and stared up at the sky, visible
through the two skylights. It was starry tonight, like it had been
that night he’d broken it off with Lisel. Mostly he tried not to
think about that time, but with her sleeping just a few feet away,
his mind refused to cooperate. Hoping if he rehashed his original
reasons for alienating her it would give him strength, he let the
ugly images come...

He’d been sitting on her back porch on
the floor, playing Scrabble with her. They were laughing, drinking
wine. She’d made a word, and his eyes narrowed on it.
Virile. He didn’t say anything, but three words later when
she’d made sexy and sinew and cute, he’d
stared over at her. She’d held his gaze, drew him in with her
cobalt blue eyes.

Finally, he’d asked, “What’s on your
mind, lady?”

“You,” she said simply.

He hadn’t expected that. He’d thought
she’d tell him about a new boyfriend and had braced himself to hear
about her and another man.

“Got me confused with somebody else,”
he mumbled and stared down at his letters.

“No, Ian. I don’t. I’ve felt this way
for a long time, waited for you to pick up on the signals, but I’m
tired of waiting.”

His heart catapulted in his chest.
“Well, redirect those signals, will you? To somebody
whole.”

She’d swept the board clean with her
arm, shocking him with her anger. “Don’t ever say that again.
You’re more whole, more of a man than any I’ve ever
met.”

“Look,” he’d told her, panicking. “If
I’d thought for one second you’d ever see me like that, I’d never
have let myself be friends with you.”

“We’re more than friends. I love you,
Ian. I want a relationship with you.”

He’d brutally ignored her precious
declaration. “When hell freezes over.”

She had the audacity to come up on her
knees and inch over to him; she was wearing a yellow gauzy sundress
that looked dynamite on her. Leaning in close, she put her lips on
his scar. “I don’t care about all this. Except for how it hurts
you.”

Roughly, he’d grabbed her arms. “I
care.”

She’d sat back on her haunches, the
action pulling the dress tight across her full breasts. “How can
you think so little of yourself? You dragged more than a dozen
people out of the World Trade Center before you got hurt. You’ve
made a wonderful recovery physically. You’re an attractive man,
Ian.”

“Don’t do this to me. That part of my
life’s over.”

“No, no, don’t say that.” He’d never
expected what came next; she’d crawled up on his lap and wound her
arms around his neck. “Please,”

He tried to push her away, but her grip
was strong.

And then it happened. He felt himself
go hard.

She felt it, too.

In his ear, she whispered, “Looks like
your body didn’t get the message that that part of your life is
over.” She’d settled into him, making him moan. “Share this with
me. Share yourself with me.”

“We’re not playing Beauty and the
Beast, Lise. Life with a gimp is hell.”

“I hate to hear you talk like that.
About the man I love.”

“I don’t love you, Lisel.”

She stiffened, but that lie wasn’t
enough to discourage her. “All right. Let’s just have
sex.”

“I don’t want sex with you.”

“Because you’re not man enough?” She
squirmed on his lap, making a mockery of his words. “There’s
evidence to the contrary.”

He had to do something fast. Finally,
he said, “No, because you’re not my type.” Callously he added,
“You’re not woman enough for me.”

He’d known exactly what he was doing.
In a close moment, she’d confessed to Ian that her ex-husband had
been a son of a bitch and knew her insecurities about her weight,
her problems with eating. When she got too skinny, he’d taunt her
with the exact accusation Ian had just hurled her way.

Consequently, his insult had hit the
bull’s-eye. She’d slid off his lap and stood, but not before he’d
seen the tears in her eyes. He felt like an asshole. His hands
itched to reach for her. But he’d controlled it and she’d left.
He’d saved her from himself...

“Ian?” Her voice came out of the
darkness. For a minute, he thought he was still in the past. Then,
the light from the moon glinted off the icy pink pj’s she
wore.

“Lisel?”

“Can I come in?”

Fuck! “Sure.”

She crossed to the bed. He sucked in a
breath at how lovely she looked with the silk molding to her body,
her hair messy like his hands would make it.

“What’s wrong? Can’t you
sleep?”

She sat down on the edge of the
mattress, her dancer’s posture slumped tonight. “I was out cold for
a while. I just woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep.”

“Your old nemesis.” They’d shared
insomniac stories and even sat together on some early summer
mornings when they both couldn’t sleep. “Did you take a
pill?”

“Uh-uh. I left them next
door.”

“Want me to go get them? Or I have
over-the-counter stuff.”

“No thanks. That’s not what I
need.”

Don’t ask. “What do you need,
Lise?”

She raised her hand to push the thick
waves of hair out of her eyes. He saw it was shaking. “Can I...can
I stay here with you a little while?”

“Here?” Oh, God, why tonight? When he
was feeling raw. And aroused just by the sight of her.

He started to say, “That’s not a good
idea,” but she clasped her hands tightly in her lap, probably so he
wouldn’t see she was shaking. Shit.

Sliding over, he patted the mattress.
“Come on, climb up.”

Her eyes widened, then she clambered
onto the bed, stretched out and sank into him as if she’d done it
her whole life. He let himself savor the sensation of having her
curled up into his side. Nothing, nothing, had ever felt
this right.

The scent of her hair filled his head.
The softness of her curves against the hard planes of his body was
indescribable. He’d missed touching a woman in general, but the
feel of Lisel--that was heaven.

“You feel so good,” he whispered in the
darkness.

“You’ve never once held me, except that
day I threw myself into your lap.”

Darkness was dangerous. It called forth
confidences best left unsaid. “I was just thinking about
that.”

She didn’t say anything, but nosed into
his chest.

His lips brushed her hair. “I’m sorry I
hurt you that night.”

“I’m glad you’re sorry.”

He rubbed his palm up and down her arm.
“I haven’t changed my mind, honey.”

“I know. I’m sorry about all this.
About coming back to Hidden Cove in general.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“I know. Still. Once Mona gets here,
once we settle on the extent of the security with Rick, I’ll stay
out of your way.”

He didn’t want her to. It took all the
strength he had, all the stoicism he’d cultivated since 9/11, to
keep that thought to himself. “Let’s just get through
tonight.”

She burrowed into him. It felt good, as
if he could really protect her. In just minutes, she relaxed. He
heard the soft rise and fall of her breathing. His own eyes started
to close. But for once, he fought sleep. He wanted to luxuriate in
the feel of her. Treasure holding her against him.

Because he never planned to do it
again.

o0o

HIS FEET HIT the ground along the
shoreline with stunning force. It was cold for October, but he
didn’t care. The wind whipped his hair, reddened his cheeks; he
basked in the freedom of a simple run. Pound, pound! His toes
squished in the sand; a few little stones dug into his flesh. Each
and every muscle in his calves began to ache, and Ian reveled in
all the sensations. By some miracle he could use his legs again,
feel them again, be whole. He kept running, let his breathing
escalate, make his heart pound. He was Superman. He could do
anything.

She was up ahead, dressed in ice pink
pajamas. The wind molded the silk to her, and as he neared, he
couldn’t wait to get his hands on her. She was laughing as he
reached her, scooped her up, held her over his head—because he
could—and felt the weight of her strain his arms.

“I love you,” she said on a giggle.
“But put me down. You’re making me dizzy.”

“I love you, too,” he admitted freely,
for once not hiding his emotions. He let her slide down his body,
reveling in every inch of her. His hand rested on her stomach.
“How’s my little one?”

“Wonderful.” Her face glowed. “He’s
going to look just like you. Be as strong, as masculine as
you.”

“Damn right,” the man he used to be
said.

And then everything changed. Lisel was
in the water, and the waves were crashing around her. She was
gripping a little child’s hand. It looked like Noah’s
granddaughter, Abby, but he knew the child was his. “Help us, Ian,”
Lisel shouted from the water.

“Daddy...”

He wanted to race in and rescue them,
like he’d rescued so many in his lifetime, but as he lurched
forward his legs wouldn’t move. And then he glanced down. They were
shriveled again. And useless. He shot a panicked look out to the
lake; the water was rising above his son’s head.

“Noooooooooo,” he yelled.

He awoke with a start. He sat up in
bed, covered with sweat, breathing hard. Gray dawn was peeking
through the skylights, and he recognized the outline of his room in
the condo; the wheelchair stood guard next to his bed. What was
that doing here? Then he remembered his reality, and that he’d only
dreamed about being whole.

He used to dream all the time he was
healed, but he hadn’t in a long time. In the dream, he could feel
what it was like before the accident; the worst part was waking and
the disorientation that came with the awareness of what his life
had become. He wondered why the dream had come back
tonight.

And then something moved on his bed; he
glanced to his side and saw Lisel, sleeping next to him. Ah, now he
got it. Now he knew why he dreamed he was whole.

o0o

THE LAKE WAS rough at seven A.M.,
crashing violently against the shore. He’d parked his chair beyond
the break wall where he could watch the waves batter the stones and
encroach upon the sand. Tugging his jacket closer, he forced
himself to blank his mind. Not to think. Not to feel.

“Ian?”

He angled the chair, and there she
stood. He tried to shut down immediately but he couldn’t. What it
had felt like to hold her all night filtered in and out of his
mind, his body. It had made him want more, so much so he’d dreamed
about it. And wanting more could kill him. “You shouldn’t be out
here.” He nodded to the pink pajamas peeking out from under one of
his coats. She wore the white canvas sneakers she’d had on last
night when she’d come to his house, scared and embarrassed. “It’s
cold.”

“Are you all right?”

Swallowing hard, he stared out over the
lake. “No.”

“I...” From his peripheral view, he saw
her toe some gravel out of the way, as if she was garnering
courage. The wind caught her hair and played peekaboo with the
silky strands. Some of it obscured her face. “I missed you when I
woke up. I was dreaming about you.”

He snorted. “I had my own
dreams.”

“Tell me.”

He watched her for a minute. “Come
here.” She moved in close. He took her hand, linked their fingers.
“We were together. Out here on the lake. I was running after
you.”

“Oh, Ian.”

“You were pregnant.” His voice caught
on the last word. “With my child.” He swallowed hard, remembering
the impotence of what happened next. “Then you were drowning. With
my son. I couldn’t save you because my legs wouldn’t
work.”

Her eyes darkened. Midnight shadows
chased through them. “Oh, no.”

It was the hardest thing he ever had to
do, but he was going to do it. He kissed their joined hands.
“Lisel, do you really love me, like you said last
summer?”

“Of course.”

“Then you have to do something for
me.”

“Anything, Ian.”

“You have to stay away from me. No more
spending the night together. No more closeness.” He stared hard at
her. “Don’t tempt me to take this further, to let you in and then
have to deal with things like in my dream.” He summoned strength
from God knows where. “Don’t make me want what I can’t have. It
hurts too much.”

She squatted down and faced him at eye
level. Softly, she whispered, “You can want me, Ian. It’s all
right.”

“No, you just don’t know, you just
don’t understand. After 9/11 I’ve taught myself not to want
anything.”

“Please don’t do this to us. You care
about me. I know you do.”

“I have to do this.” He hit the chair
with his fist. “I can never be happy burdening you with my
disability. It would destroy me.”

“I—”

His fingers went to her mouth. “Do it
for me. If you really love me. Just stay away.”

He saw the tears then and knew he was
right. He kept hurting her, and he almost couldn’t stand
it.

She rose and wrapped her arms around
her waist. “All right, Ian, I’ll do what you ask. But I think
you’re making a terrible mistake.”

“No, the mistake would be in changing
my mind from what I decided last summer.”

Finally, she nodded and turned away. He
watched her walk up the grassy slope to her condo then looked back
out to the lake and breathed a sigh of relief. He’d done the right
thing again, protected her from life with a cripple.

He wondered if the grinding ache in his
heart would ever go away.

o0o

‘YOU KNOW,” JOE Harmon barked to Ian as
the therapist hammered away at his back with a series of karate
chops, “you could have resisted the Cong’s
interrogation.”

“I had a good teacher at the rehab
center.” Joe and a nurse named Sunny were the only good things that
he could remember about those days. Harmon especially had helped
him begin to deal with his limitations.

Harmon snorted. From where he lay on
the massage table, Ian raised his head and opened one eye. Joe
would never say how old he was, but from what he’d told Ian about
his war experiences, Ian figured him to be in his early sixties. He
had swarthy skin, a grizzled mane of hair to his shoulders, and a
beard. His body was honed from years of workouts. “What do you want
to know?” Ian asked just to torque him.

“For starters, whose pink lace socks
were on the floor by your bed this morning?”

Shit. “I don’t kiss and tell, old
man.”

Harmon worked his back muscles without
responding. Finally, he said, with gentle gruffness, “My impression
was you didn’t kiss at all, buddy.”

It was the brotherly tone that got him.
Like always. Joe was the only one Ian talked to about his
disabilities. “I didn’t. Somebody spent the night, but, shit, I
don’t wanna talk about it, Joe.”

Joe’s hands kneaded the base of his
spine. Ian moaned at the easing of the tension there. “It was her,
wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s she doin’ in Hidden
Cove?”

“She’s sick again. She moved back in
next door.”

“Fucking son of a bitch. You know about
this when you took the job at the Academy?”

“No.”

“She’s bad news. It took me weeks to
get you outta the blues when she ditched you last
summer.”

Ian hadn’t been totally honest with
Joe. He knew if he told his friend the truth, Harmon would ride his
ass about his decision to forgo a relationship with Lisel. So, Ian
had been vague about what had gone on between them, and Harmon had
drawn his own conclusion. “Like I said, I made a mistake. Won’t
happen again.”

“Yeah, and I got a bridge I’d like to
sell you.” He worked his way down Ian’s legs, reaching the useless
parts. He massaged there, too, then went through the exercises to
maintain muscle tone. “You been doin’ these? Your legs are
stiff.”

“From the knees up, it’s been a piece
of cake. For the rest, I’ve been trying with the machines.” He
grunted. “Took you long enough to get out here. By the way, where’s
your stuff?”

“I ain’t stayin’ with you.”

Ian raised himself off the table onto
his elbows and glanced back. “Why? That was the
agreement.”

“Nope, it’s what you wanted. I got no
desire to see your ugly puss twenty-four/seven.”

Ian knew that in many ways Joe was a
private man and needed his own space. “You’re not going to drive up
from New York four times a week, are you?”

“Turn over,” he told Ian before he
answered. As Ian completed the maneuver, Harmon began some
range-of-motion exercises on his legs. “Nope, I’m staying across
the lake in the main cabin of Hale’s Haven.”

The camp Noah’s firefighters had
started. “Why’s that?”

“They just framed in two more cabins. I
said I’d do some inside work if I could live there for free. With
what you’re payin’ me, I’m gonna be a rich man.”

Ian guessed that it was Joe’s way of
donating to the camp more than anything else. Everybody who lived
in Hidden Cove or came here seemed to form quite an attachment to
the place. Churches were doing fund-raisers, there was a massive
cleanup effort next week, which Eve had roped him into helping
with, and even Lisel was doing a benefit show on New Year’s
Eve.

“Noah never mentioned that you’d be
staying out there.”

“Will Rossettie suggested
it.”

“You know the police chief?”

“War buddies,” was all Harmon
said.

Settling back down, Ian was thoughtful.
He’d been hoping Joe would be staying at his condo as company, but
also as a buffer to keep him away from Lisel. Well, Mona Mincheon,
her housekeeper, was due in today, too. She’d at least be some kind
of chaperone. Thoughts of Lisel made him wonder what had been
decided about the fan letters. And how she was doing, after yet
another rejection from him.

“What’s wrong man? Your muscles just
tensed like a tightrope.”

“Nothing. Did I tell you what I’m gonna
be teaching at the Academy next week?”

Harmon hesitated, then allowed the
change of subject. “No. Fill me in. “

As Ian launched into a description of
his first lesson on terrorism, Joe was successfully distracted from
talk of Lisel.

Ian wished he could turn off his mind
as easily.

o0o

FROM THE SUNNY kitchen’s alcove desk
where she was sorting the mail, Mona eyed Lisel like a mother who
knew her daughter had been in the backseat of a boy’s car the night
before. Remembering what it had felt like to be in Ian’s arms,
Lisel hid her face in the fresh flowers Mona had brought
her.

Finally, Mona broke the silence.
“What’s he doing here, Lisel?” Mona had arrived just as Lisel left
Ian this morning on the lakefront and had witnessed how upset Lisel
was...again.

“Ian?”

Mona sniffed. It was so motherly. With
her graying hair pulled back in a bun, no makeup, and a modest
dress, she was the epitome of Lisel’s maternal image. “Yes, of
course.”

“He’s teaching at the Fire Academy.
Neither of us knew the other had come back to Hidden Cove.” Mona
riffled through the mail but didn’t comment. Her shoulders were
stiff, and she reminded Lisel of the disapproving nuns from
Catholic schools she’d attended. “You’re upset he’s
here.”

Her friend stopped and looked up. “Only
because of how devastated you were in July when you unexpectedly
came back to New York.”

Carefully, Lisel removed the flowers
from their green cellophane. “Have I told you how wonderful you
were to me then?”

“Many times.” She gave Lisel an
indulgent smile.

Lisel remembered Mona’s loving care.
“Your daughter’s a lucky woman.” She retrieved a hand-painted, blue
ceramic vase, crossed to the sink, filled it with water, and began
to insert the flowers in an arrangement. She found the homey ritual
soothing. “Did Jenny like having you stay with her up in
Rochester?” Mona’s daughter was a nurse in upstate New
York.

Shadows crossed her friend’s face. “I
think so. I worry about her, though. Sometimes I think she turned
out just fine, and other times, she’s so distant. I wonder if it’s
because I wasn’t home enough when she was growing up.”

“You did the best you could under the
circumstances.”

Mona had been a single parent and
raised a child by herself. “Maybe.” She took a bead on Lisel. “I
worry about you, too.”

“Well, this fan thing is really getting
to me.”

“That’s not what I meant, but tell me
about it.”

Lisel filled her in, stopping to smell
the pink carnations she loved, forcing her mind away from Ian. But
the feel of his arms around her in bed all night long wouldn’t go
away.

“Lisel, dear, are you all right? You
look flushed.”

“I’m fine, I—”

The doorbell rang. Lisel jumped. Then
she remembered Rick Ruscio was coming over today. “It’s probably
the security expert.”

Mona shivered. “I don’t like this
newest thing.”

Lisel walked by Mona on the way to the
door and squeezed her arm. “We’ve got help, Mona. We’ll be
fine.”

Checking the viewer first, Lisel opened
the door. She was surprised to see Will Rossettie with Rick. With a
very rumpled Rick. He looked like he’d had a wild night. Oh, dear,
she hoped he was responsible enough for this job. “Hi. Nice to see
you, Will.”

The men entered, and she introduced
Mona. “Glad you arrived,” Rick said gruffly. “Lisel was anxious for
you to get here.”

“Really?” Mona frowned. “I would have
come sooner, had I known.”

“You needed time with your daughter.”
Lisel let the men in and they all sat.

Will took over. “Rick showed me the
newest letter and the stack of others. He also told us about the
phone calls. There’s nothing we can do about those, and unless we
monitor your phone, we can’t trace future ones. First, you need to
tell us who has this number.”

“Well, a lot of people. My parents, my
agent, the theater.”

“That’s enough.” Rick shook his head.
“We won’t get anything from checking the phone. The fan could have
gotten it in a lot of ways, particularly if she’s associated with
the theater. You need to call the phone company Monday and cancel
this phone. Use just your cell phone. Get a new number for that,
and don’t give it out.”

“But how will people I know reach me?
My parents? My agent?”

“You’ll have to call them occasionally.
Just until this is settled.”

The idea of being cut off was
chilling.

“The main thing about this, though, is
if the fan had the house phone number here, she might know where
you are.”

Lisel thought about that. “Well, it
wasn’t a secret last summer that I came out here.” She shrugged.
“Then, of course, the fund-raiser’s here. Anybody could have put
two and two together, I guess.”

Deep grooves formed in Rick’s face. He
didn’t look like he’d slept much last night. “In any case, we
should assume the fan knows where you are.”

“All right. What do we do
next?”

“Will thinks if I stop in a few times a
day and the cops cruising by like they are should be enough
daylight surveillance. I’d like to watch the house during the night
for a while, though.”

“Really?” This from Mona. “I hadn’t
expected that.”

“Lisel was frightened enough to spend
last night next door.” Rick’s tone was concerned.

Damn. Mona’s gaze whipped to hers.
Lisel felt an urgent need to explain herself. Again like the kid in
the backseat of the car. “I was spooked. I’m sure with Mona here,
things will be fine.”

Rick shook his head. “Could be. Just to
be safe, I’ll park outside the next couple of nights. Keep watch.
If nothing happens again, we’ll suspend that.”

“If you think that’s best. Mona and I
were planning to go to the Catskills for a few days at the end of
the week.”

Rick stood. “That’ll be all right if
things settle down. If they don’t, we’ll have to
regroup.”

Will stood, too. The men bade them
good-bye, and Lisel and Mona walked them to the door. They’d just
stepped outside to the connecting front porch that she shared with
Ian when his door opened.

A big, burly man exited Ian’s house,
laughing. “Yeah, you too, buddy.”

Ian was behind him, smiling broadly.
His happiness and infrequent smile startled Lisel, who was feeling
like an abandoned spouse this morning.

The man stopped, turned, and his lined,
weathered face darkened when he saw Lisel. But it wreathed in
smiles when Will came into focus. “Rossettie.”

Lisel was surprised when the two men
hugged. “Good to see you, Harmon.”

Ah, this was Ian’s friend and
therapist. She hadn’t met him last summer.

“Get settled into the cabin?” Will
asked.

“I’m on my way there.”

“Want some help?”

“Sure. You free?”

“Yep.” The men said a final good-bye
and walked away.

Rick turned to Lisel. “I’ll be going
now.” Again, the shadows in his eyes concerned her. Then she
remembered what had happened the night before.

“Rick, I’m sorry I didn’t ask. I was
distracted and forgot. Is everything all right with your sister?
You look upset.”

“My sister’s just fine.” He shook his
head. “I didn’t sleep well last night. I guess I am worried about
her. I’m gonna go see her now, but I’ll be back
tonight.”

When he left, Ian, Lisel, and Mona were
alone on the porch. Lisel said, “Mona, this is Ian
Woodward.”

Mona’s whole demeanor was frosty. “Mr.
Woodward.”

Ian frowned, but said, “Mrs. Mincheon.
Lisel speaks highly of you. I’m glad you’re here.”

“Really?” She angled her chin. “I can’t
say the same for you.” She nodded to Lisel. “I’ll be inside.” Then
she left.

Ian edged the chair back and
forth.

“I’m sorry. She was rude.”

“Joe was rude to you.”

“They’re both protective of
us.”

“Yeah, I know.” Ian nodded after Rick.
“What did Ruscio say?”

She filled him in.

“Well, sounds like a plan.”

“You don’t have to worry that I’ll show
up on your doorstep again.”

He swallowed hard, but said
nothing.

“I’m going inside to get Mona settled.”
She turned away.

“Lise?”

That nickname. Damn him. She halted,
but didn’t turn back.

“I’m sorry.”

Without facing him, she whispered,
“Yes, so am I.”
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MY DEAREST LISEL...

Dear, darling Lisel...

Oh, Lisel, how could you...

Pushing away from the computer, Jules
stared at the screen then pressed delete. Nothing was coming out
right tonight. Nothing had been right since she’d been unable to
see Lisel on stage, communicate with her, at least from a distance.
She stood and crossed to the mirror. Mmm. Yeah, this was good. She
pushed a lock of dark, thick hair off her forehead, as Lisel had in
Longshot, in the scene where her mother dies. Leaning closer
to the glass, Jules examined her blue eyes. One reviewer had called
Lisel’s cobalt. Hers were, too, right?

Oh, she hurt so much. Yearned. Back to
the drawing board...






Dear Lisel,

It isn’t fair that I can’t
see you. Do you know what that does to your loyal followers? You
might do ‘Sundays with Lisel,’ right? At least I could see you
then. Please, please, please do that. Why are we being punished
just because you don’t feel good? Reconsider

For your own
safety.

Lovingly,

Jules


Chapter 7

IAN WHEELED OVER to the closet and
switched on the light. With the bars lowered to eye level, it was
easy to choose his clothes. He rifled through the shirts, looking
for something moderately dressy. But his hand stopped on one
specific garment. It was white, crisply pressed, smelling faintly
of starch. An emblem on the left shoulder faced out. Closing his
eyes, he thought of the man responsible for bringing it to
him...

“This is fucking cruel,” he’d told his
brother-in-law when Noah entered the condo and Ian saw what he
carried on the hangers.

“You are such an asshole.” Noah held up
the uniform. “This belongs to you. You should wear it when you
teach.”

“I’m no longer a
firefighter.”

“It’s like being Catholic, Woodward.
Once a firefighter always a firefighter.”

He’d gulped back emotion, replaced it
with ire. “Where’d you get it?”

“From your BC in New York. He was
thrilled to send it out to me.”

They must have had it specially made
because this one was new and unworn. Reaching out, he ran his
finger over the patch sewn onto the shoulder. 927. His badge
number. Still against his will, he slid out the shirt. Captain Ian
Woodward was engraved in the little metal name tag.

His throat tight, Ian remembered the
day he was made. His wife, his parents, his sister, everybody he
loved had come to the ceremony. He pictured himself striding, tall
and confident, over to the podium to receive his stripes. Striding
back, cocky as hell, thinking nothing could take him
down.

He couldn’t have been more
wrong.

“Stop it,” he told himself. “Think
about your buddies—Cortland, Bulk, Sorenson.” God, there were so
many who hadn’t made it out of the tower. Ian had wished for a long
time that he hadn’t either.

He didn’t wish that now. He was glad to
be alive, even if he still experienced rock-bottom bouts of
depression. And as always, he felt guilty for the bitterness he
still drifted in and out of. Now that he was back in Hidden Cove,
he thought about going back to the trauma survivor’s group he’d
attended last summer.

Lovingly, like a father stored his
son’s picture or a mother carefully tucked away her daughter’s
baptismal gown, he replaced the uniform in the back of the closet
and pulled out another shirt. It wasn’t until he was fully dressed
and on his way in the car that he realized the blue gauzy shirt he
wore with navy dress pants and polished loafers was one that Lisel
had bought him when she insisted he accompany her shopping one
rainy afternoon...

“What’s this for?” he’d asked when she
picked it out.

“For coming shopping with me today. I
know you’re bored.”

Watching her try on slinky skirts?
Hardly.

“You don’t have to do this.”

“Let me.” She’d held it up to him. “It
makes your odd-colored eyes a steely blue.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“You betcha.”

Thoughts of that day led to thoughts of
Friday night and how he’d held her all night. He growled at the
direction his mind was going. As he pulled into the Academy, exited
the car, and made his way upstairs, he shook off the memories.
“Think of something else.”

Terrorism. That was, after all, the
topic of the day. He’d planned his lesson over the weekend, from an
article he’d done for Firehouse magazine and the curriculum
outline Caruso had provided. The content had been grim, but the
preparation had been satisfying. He wondered, if he hadn’t fallen
in love with fire fighting, if he’d have made a good
schoolteacher.

He was reviewing the notes in his head
when he reached the fourth floor and met Jeb Caruso by the office.
“Want some coffee?” Jeb asked.

“No, actually, I’d like to go right to
the classroom. Get my stuff ready.”

“Good. The guys are filing in. They
look nervous as hell.”

Ian knew his audience consisted of
probies from outside HCFD’s jurisdiction. “You said they hadn’t had
the kind of preparation Noah’s guys got, so to go basic.” He patted
his briefcase. “I went basic.”

“That’s good.” They found the
classroom, where Ian had given his RIT training. “One of the
reasons we built this interdepartmental training facility is to
reach outlying areas where they don’t have a lot of money or
expertise to do sophisticated training. Though truthfully, our own
guys need constant refreshers.”

“Yeah, I’m doing some on WMD soon,
right?” Weapons of Mass Destruction had become an important part of
fire department training on terrorism.

“Uh-huh. For the seasoned guys. The
ones you had for RIT. By the way, nobody could sing your praises
loud enough about the class you taught. They appreciated your
perspective.” Caruso hesitated on the last word.

“Jeb, you don’t have to walk on
eggshells around me.” He hit the bars of his chair. “I know one
reason I’ll be listened to is because I was in the towers. It gives
me a special connection to RIT and to terrorism.”

“It doesn’t bother you to be a poster
child?”

“Truthfully, it does. But I’ve come
around—with Callahan’s ass kicking—to think that if it’ll save
lives or beat the bastards responsible for this, so be it.” He
didn’t realize how much he meant the words until he said them
aloud.

Caruso stopped. “Noah hinted you might
be touchier about this.”

“With good reason. During tragedies,
people are worst to those close to them. He’s taken shit from me.”
Ian thought about the uniform. “I’m doing better with
it.”

Jeb pulled open the classroom door.
“Well, he got you to us. I’m grateful.”

By the time all the guys were seated,
Ian had his papers out, his computer set up for Power Point, his
pathway to maneuver the front of the room cleared, and was ready to
be introduced. He looked out at the audience.

These guys were so fresh-faced, so much
different from the firefighters he’d trained in RIT. They reminded
him of Jimmy Jones, the rookie on Ladder 4 whom he’d been training
when 9/11 hit. The kid had never completed his stint. Thinking
about it made Ian seethe inside, but also renewed a resolve that
had been forming since he came to Hidden Cove. No more wallowing in
self-pity. Doing something should be his focus, and he’d
begin today.

“All right, guys. In front of you
you’ll find a blank sheet of paper. If you’ll look at the first
slide on the screen, I want you to answer these questions. No names
on the papers, but do it without help. I wanna see what you
know.”

Very nervous grumbles.

Ian called up the first slide he’d
created in his presentation. Listed were questions that would lead
to the objectives the fire department had for this lesson. The
curriculum was well planned with goals and activities, though Ian
had made the material his own and tailored the information with his
insights based mostly on research.

Ian gave the group some time to write,
then asked them to share their information in pairs. The private
discussion broke the tension in the room, the fear of being
embarrassed in front of their colleagues, and made those who knew
little, less self-conscious.

When they’d done the sharing in pairs,
he called up the goals of the session on the screen and told them
the information was all in handouts, so just to pay attention.
“Hopefully by the end of today, you’ll have a clear definition of
what constitutes a terrorist attack, the history of terrorism in
this country and some recent attacks, what are the weapons of
choice for those bastards, and what procedures you should follow if
involved in an incident.”

Ian turned away from the slide. “First,
let’s toss around what the fire department’s role is in a terrorist
attack. Why are we doing this training?”

A plump, jowly guy raised his
hand.

“No need to raise hands,” Ian said.
“Just tell me your name and give us your thoughts.”

“Jack Close. The fire department and
EMS personnel are gonna be the first ones on the scene in a
terrorist attack. They say we need to know what to do, and what not
to do.”

“Yeah,” his buddy next to him put in.
“Tom Smith. We mitigate the incident; we’re not there to try to
stop one.”

It was obvious he’d been reading up on
the subject. “Great point, Tom. Mitigate means what?”

“To assuage it.”

Even probies would only take so much.
“Jesus, professor, what the hell does that mean?”

The guy blushed. “To relieve it. To
take the edge off it.”

“Specifically,” Ian added, “to deal
with those involved and bring them to safety. The main point is
nobody expects first responders to stop a terrorist incident, just
deal with it.”

“Bad enough,” somebody growled from the
back. The guy looked to be about forty; it was real common in fire
departments today for rookies to be older.

“Do you have something to
say?”

“Yeah, look, I’m not complaining, but
seems to me the fire department keeps bein’ asked to do more and
more. We fight fires. Then we took on car accidents. Then EMS calls
with defibs, and incubations, and all that shit. Now I gotta know
about Weapons of Mass Destruction? When’s it gonna
stop?”

Ian had heard the concern before. In
his own eyes, it was valid. “I don’t know…” He waited.

“Guy Shumaker.”

“Guy. And in some ways, it sucks that
we keep adding to the department’s responsibility. But if there’s
an anthrax scare or a bombing, you’re gonna go. No two ways about
it. So you probably want to know what to do.”

“Yeah, ’course.”

Ian turned back to the screen. “Okay,
ladies and gentlemen, here’s the official definition of a terrorist
incident. Can everybody see it, or should I read it
aloud?”

“Read it,” a young woman said.
“Sometimes I’m not sure all these clowns know their
ABC’s.”

Since they had to pass a Civil Service
exam to be firefighters, that was highly unlikely. But when the
rest chimed in, he read the definition. “Terrorism is defined by
the FBI as the unlawful use of force against persons or property to
intimidate or coerce a government, civilian population, or any
segment thereof, in the furtherance of political or social
objectives.” Ian paused, then said, “What are the key words
here?”

It took some waiting, but they finally
contributed...

“Illegal use of force.”

“Action intended to intimidate or
coerce.”

“The attack supports political or
social objectives.”

“Great,” Ian said. “The criminal
component of intent is the key.”

Ian went on to ask about recent
terrorist attacks. He didn’t need the slides that listed them, the
group knew so much, but he put them up because he had pictures of
the buildings or the bomber or the damage done, and the graphic
depictions were sobering.

When he was sure he had their interest,
he continued. “Let’s talk about specific WMD’s and how to deal with
them. Terrorist weapons can include these things: nuclear weapons,
radiological material, and chemical and biological agents. Which is
the least probable that a country would use as a terrorist
weapon?”

The rookies shouted out
answers...

“Nuclear.”

“Why?”

“Because they’re too hard to
get.”

“Right, however, the other three are
relatively easy to obtain and pose a greater threat. Since both
availability and impact are high, and have potentially devastating
effects, most fire departments are concentrating on those. It’ll be
our focus, too. Next time.”

Ian went on to give them information on
why weapons of mass destruction would be used: easy availability,
requiring small quantities of the agent, difficulty to recognize,
easily spread over large areas, strong psychological impact, and
they overwhelm resources like the fire department. The students
shifted in their seats, so he threw them a bone. “On the other
hand, effective dissemination is difficult, delayed effects can
detract from the impact, and they’re potentially hazardous to the
terrorist.”

“Where do terrorists get this shit?”
Guy asked.

“Good question. Let’s pause and
brainstorm that.”

A really young-looking man said, “I
read where some Russians just ordered smallpox from a lab here in
the States.”

“Unfortunately, some of the obtained
weapons are from our own facilities. Some can be produced at home—a
likely source for chemical and biological agents. Then there are
foreign military sources. And medical/university
research.”

One of the females in the group raised
her hand. “What’s likely to be attacked, Captain?”

“Well let’s brainstorm that, too. What
do you think?”

Eventually they came up with a pretty
good list: enclosed spaces, large crowds, critical facilities,
materials in storage, symbolic or religious targets, and ports or
ships.

As the morning wound down, Ian felt
good about the lesson. “Let’s wrap this up now by reiterating what
we learned this time around.”

Ian was in the middle of his summary,
when Caruso showed up at his door. He looked at the deputy. “Am I
running over?” he asked.

“No. But you gotta see something.” He
strode into the room and flicked on the TV, which was nestled
overhead in a corner.

A female reporter was on-screen; behind
her was a Hidden Cove Office Building. “We’re here, in front of the
old Eastman Complex, where a fire was allegedly started this
afternoon by a group of boys smoking in the abandoned wing.
Furniture and boxes filled with papers still hadn’t been cleared
out when a stray match ignited them.”

“This isn’t live coverage,” Caruso said
as the camera switched to the structure on fire. It blazed so hot
Ian could almost feel the heat, smell the burning wood.

A voice-over continued. “All the boys
were dragged out, but a firefighter from Quint 7 became
trapped.”

A picture of Quint 7 firehouse appeared
on-screen. “A RIT team was called in, the Rescue Squad, which is
headed by Captain Mitch Malvaso, who we were able to interview.
We’re pleased to announce that the team successfully freed
firefighter Casey Malvaso, who’d been pinned by a beam.
“

“Holy shit...those are the guys...the
group...” Ian looked at Jeb.

The deputy beamed. “That you trained
just last week.”

Mitch appeared on-screen—sweaty, his
face covered with grime. He’d removed his air pack, helmet, and
turnout coat and faced the camera with obvious reluctance. The
female anchor seemed mesmerized by him. “Captain Malvaso, the
rescue of the downed crew member went well?”

“Yes. Though at the time, we didn’t
know it was my sister-in-law. But we’ve been trained in this, so my
group went in.”

“Aren’t all firefighters trained in
RIT? That means Rapid Intervention Team, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, that’s what it means, and no,
not everybody’s trained. Our department’s doing more than most.” He
looked out at the camera. “As a matter of fact, we owe this
particular success to Captain Ian Woodward, a new staff member at
the Anderson County Fire Academy. Just last week he ran us through
these drills. Ironically, there was a similarity in the training to
this rescue that we’d just discussed and hammered out.” He smiled.
“Good training’s essential in departments.”

“So you’re heroes once again,” the
woman said, a little flirty.

Mitch’s eyes twinkled with humor. “Nah,
not us. I’d cast my vote to Captain Woodward, though.”

Caruso turned off the TV, patted Ian on
the back, and faced the rookies. “Remember this, people. Remember
how important our training is.” He shot a grateful look at Ian.
“And what our experienced staff have to teach you.”

Stunned and inordinately pleased, Ian
just stared at the group.

o0o

HALE’S HAVEN LIVED up to its name. Even
now, on this Saturday morning in October, and because it was the
seasonably warm Indian summer, the lake lapped lazily in tune with
this benign place. This place of sanctuary. From the dock, Ian sat
watching the water, the sun warm on his face, the breeze teasing
his hair. While others gathered in the kitchen for doughnuts and
bagels, he wanted time out here to think.

“Penny for your thoughts.” His sister’s
voice came from behind him. He peered over his shoulder to see her
in baggy jeans and a green checked flannel shirt covering a middle
that was thickening, she’d told him, so much she couldn’t wear all
her clothes anymore.

He asked, “What was it like, Evie, when
the kids were here?”

She rested her hands on his shoulders
and began to knead there. Through the navy blue sweatshirt, he
could feel her strong fingers loosen the muscles, tight from his
morning workout with Joe. “Oh, Ian, it was wonderful. We had twenty
kids, so the cabins were crowded. But they had a ball. The older
ones took care of the little ones, since they were in forced
proximity.”

He glanced back at the two shiny new
cabins built since July for next year. “You’re gonna have more kids
next summer, right?”

“Yes, we’re expecting twice as many,
but we’re also having two sessions.” She hesitated. “I was hoping
you’d be around to take part.”

Automatically, he started to ask what
he could do for kids from the iron prison that confined his life.
He used to be pretty good at the basketball they played, the rope
climbing they did, and relay races they conducted. Staring out at
the lake, he sighed. He’d also enjoyed water sports. “Remember how
we used to water ski? Dad’s captain used to take us out, and you
and I would try to outdo each other.”

“Yeah, you always won.”

“Hey, I was a guy.”

She chuckled, leaned over, kissed his
head, then continued the massage. “You didn’t answer my
question.”

“I know.” He reached behind him and
grasped her hand. “I’m tired of not being like other
people.”

“I would be, too.”

“I want a more normal life.”

“Teaching at the Academy’s a good
start.”

“I know. I like it.”

“I heard about the RIT
training.”

He shook his head. “It felt so good,
Evie. I felt so whole.”

“Oh, Ian, don’t say you
aren’t.”

“No, it’s too nice a day for morbid
thoughts.”

“I agree. They’re taking sign-ups in
the pavilion for next summer.”

“They are, huh?”

“Yep, Jenn O’Connor is over there with
the baby.” He saw his sister glance to the pavilion where Jenn sat
with her new son in a carriage. She was talking to her mother,
Sabina. Ian knew that Jenn was working half-time for a while, still
in charge of the camp, though she’d taken the RIT training from
him, too. “Go see the kid,” he told his sister. “Get some practice
holding him.”

“Want me to sign you on?”

“I’ll think about it.”

When Eve left, he turned and wheeled up
the path. Now, everybody was busy. He caught sight of Joe Harmon
raking leaves with Chief Rossettie. They were joking
good-naturedly. In back of them were some people Ian recognized
from the Academy sawing off ragged tree limbs. The leaves were
turning now, and vivid yellows, reds, and greens ringed the
perimeter of the camp.

He sighed. What could he do? Then he
saw the Malvaso brothers and their wives at the newest cabin. They
were painting. God this was hard, he thought as he watched them
stretch and strain on ladders, watched their muscles bulge with
exertion. Still, he wheeled over. When he reached them, he waited a
minute. “Hi, all. Is there something I can do here?”

Mitch turned and smiled broadly. “Hey,
Captain, how you doing?”

“Just fine.”

Casey Malvaso was on a ladder, but
trundled down quickly. She strode over and held out her hand. He
shook it. Cool blue eyes stared down at him. Without preamble, she
said, “I got caught on some wiring in a building; they were using
it to tie things up in bundles. It was, you know, like I was wired
down. Remember how you told the guys to do that to the dummy in the
smoke house?”

“Yep.”

“You saved my life.”

His smile was genuine. “I’m glad.” He
nodded to the cabin. “What can I do?”

“Know how to caulk?” Mitch asked,
coming up behind him.

“A bear shit in the woods?”

Mitch and Casey laughed. “Go help Zach.
He’s like a wounded lion today; maybe he’ll be nice to
you.”

“Why’s he upset?”

Megan joined them. She looked fresh and
young in a camp T-shirt and jeans. “Leave my favorite
brother-in-law alone.” She slapped her husband on the fanny. “He’s
still reeling from Casey’s close call.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Warmed—and truthfully jealous—of the
couple’s closeness, Ian nodded to Zach. “I’ll go over.” He started
away when Casey called out, “Ian?”

He glanced over his shoulder.
“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

Smiling, he continued on his way. When
he reached Zach, the man was concentrating so hard he didn’t look
up. “Zach?”

“I said to leave me the fuck alone. I
got a right to be grumpy.”

Ian laughed and Zach whirled on
him.

“I guess you do.”

Zach scrubbed a hand over his face.
“Sorry. I thought you were Mitch.”

Fatigue lined Malvaso’s handsome
features. He was clearly a man who hadn’t slept well.

“You okay?”

“Hell, no.” He stared over Ian’s head.
“I’m having trouble dealing with what almost happened to
her.”

Ian remembered that Zach had been in
the trauma survivor’s group Noah had taken him to and that he’d
attended while he was in Hidden Cove last summer. “Ah.” He shook
his head. “Symptoms come back?”

Zach’s head whipped to Ian. Awareness
dawned in his eyes. “Yeah. Full-fledged. I puked this morning when
I spilled coffee on the burner.”

Ian knew smells triggered a physical
response in trauma survivors. “Loud noises like the crashing at the
towers do it for me.”

“Yeah?”

“You still in the group?”

“Not lately.” Zach ran a hand through
his black hair. “Maybe I’ll go back, though.” He studied Ian. “You
gone to any since you left here?”

“Nah.”

“You doing better?”

“In some ways.”

Zach was distracted by a laugh. Ian
tracked his gaze and saw Casey holding Jenn and Grady’s baby. The
kid had his fists tangled in her thick black hair.

“I don’t know what I’d do if—” He broke
off then focused on Ian. “You saved her life, Woodward.”

Ian said, “I just helped give you the
tools to do it.”

Shaking his head, Zach said, “Same
thing in my book.” He swallowed hard. “Thanks, man. You saved my
life, too.” Then, embarrassed by emotional display—typical of
firefighters—Zach nodded to the cabin. “Wanna help?”

Ian looked at the building then scanned
the whole camp. He said, “Yeah, I wanna help.”

o0o

LATER THAT NIGHT, Ian sat once again
before his closet. So many emotions swirled inside him—satisfaction
for how the lesson had gone yesterday at the Fire Academy, surprise
at Mitch’s public praise on television, pure pleasure at the
Malvaso family’s reaction to him today at the camp. Reaching out,
he slipped a hanger off the bar; from it, he removed the white
shirt.

It felt different tonight than it had
yesterday morning.

Slowly, he stripped off his blue shirt.
He stuck his arms in the white one, then buttoned up the front. It
took him a minute, but finally he wheeled to the mirror.

And for the first time in over three
years, Ian saw a firefighter looking back at him.


Chapter 8

RICK FELT LIKE he’d gone a couple of
rounds with a fleeing suspect. Every single muscle in his body
ached, and his eyes were gritty as he drove downtown. He’d left
Lisel’s condo this morning when all seemed well after three nights
of surveillance, gone home, and caught a few hours of sleep. Not
enough. He’d showered, but it didn’t help. He hadn’t done all-night
stakeouts since he was in his twenties, and he couldn’t quite grasp
the routine. If he needed to do it again, he’d have to hire some
help.

Especially since he had to go do his
time in the school today. With the kids. With little
Lolita.

Shit. He still couldn’t believe he’d
kissed her Friday night. He struggled not to think about how she’d
kissed him back—actually she’d taken the fucking thing to a whole
new level. He did not want that on his mind. Nor the
bombshell her friend had dropped—that Faith was engaged to another
man. Wonder if he knew who was masquerading inside that
innocent facade.

After Nancy’s announcement, Rick had
stalked away before Faith could say what she’d opened her pretty
little mouth to tell him. Then he’d managed to avoid her when he
picked up Pilar on Saturday and Sunday afternoons.

Pilar, who, in just two days, was
flourishing like a hothouse flower, finally given the environment
she needed, she deserved, in the household of the good reverend and
his wife. His sister seemed happy, relaxed, and at home. Rick would
put up with the torture of the damned, if he had to, so she could
have that.

And it was torture...

Mrs. Pollyanna. “Stay and have supper
with your sister, Rick.”

Her father. “Care to attend services,
tomorrow, Rick? I’m told I don’t put too many people to
sleep.”

Oh, yeah, sure, that’s all he needed.
Lightning would probably strike the steeple if he dared to walk
into a church.

And then Faith’s room, which Pilar had
naively thought he’d love to see...a white islet canopy bed,
freakin’ pink carpet...and pictures of her at all ages. Even some
with the fiancé—who was as young and fresh-faced as she
was.

Rick was even more on edge when he
reached A Time to Grow. He parked next to her little purple Saturn
and headed inside. He noticed a car across the street with someone
inside, and wondered briefly who it was. Dismissing the thought as
a result of a security guy’s over vigilance, he climbed the steps.
There was only one thing that could make him feel worse today, and
it was going to happen right now.

I promise I’ll work with the
kids next week.

When he reached the classroom, he found
them all seated in a circle on the floor. Pollyanna was in the
midst of them, quietly strumming a guitar and talking with the
kids. She glanced at the clock and frowned. “Well, let’s get
started. Looks like...”

“He’s here,” Jamal said
enthusiastically. “Mr. Ru...ru...How do you say it again, Miz
McPherson?”

“Mr. Ruscio.” She glanced up at Rick
and smiled sweetly. “Hi, Mr. Ruscio. Welcome.”

Her manners called forth his own. He’d
seen it with criminals, too. If you spoke quietly, formally to
them, they often mirrored your tone. “Sorry I’m late. It was
work.”

“No harm done. Join us?”

He trudged to the circle. Jamal
immediately scooted aside. “Sit here, Mr. Ruscio.”

Rick dropped down onto the carpeted
floor. He tried sitting with his legs stretched out, but that made
him look like Gulliver among the little people. He tried crossing
his legs, but that was nearly impossible. Finally he hiked up his
knees, spread them some, and draped his hands in
between.

Faith hid a grin at his attempt to get
comfortable. “We won’t be on the floor too long. Just to sing the
song and brainstorm.” She scanned the class. “All right, who wants
to tell Mr. Ruscio where this song comes from and how we use
it?”

Matt raised his hand. “It’s from The
Sound of Music. That’s a movie.”

Faith nodded to a little girl. “Molly,
tell him about the song.”

“The little kids sthing it when they’re
sthcared. It makes ’em feel better.”

Faith asked, “And what do we
do?”

Jamal answered. “Every Monday, we sing
it and draw our favorite things.”

Faith smiled again and started to play
the guitar. Pilar loved The Sound of Music, but Rick hated
it. Along with shows like The Brady Bunch. Real life wasn’t
like this. Should we be teaching our kids that it was?

But it was hard to be grumpy in a room
full of five-year-olds all singing the wrong words, off key and
giggling. Faith laughed right along with them, though, and kept
strumming the guitar, repeating chords and helping them with the
words. She played well and sang like an angel. As good as Julie
Andrews. Shit, she probably sang in the church choir. With her
fiancé.

When the song ended, she faced Rick.
“Now we divide up into small groups and draw our favorite things.”
She addressed the kids. We’ll sit at tables today, so Mr. Ruscio
will be more comfortable.” With an arch of her brow, she added,
“You have to draw something, too, Mr. Ruscio. “

“Now there’s a surprise.” He joked, but
inside he was churning. What would he draw? What was his favorite
thing?

His badge.

A badge that had been stripped from
him. A badge, and what it represented, which he loved more than
anything except Pilar.

Damn it, could this get any
worse’?

o0o

AS FAITH DREW her favorite thing this
week, she cast surreptitious glances at Rick. His hair was damp and
slicked back off his face. Today that face was drawn and tired. She
knew from Pilar that he’d been on surveillance for three nights. He
was probably exhausted. Dressed in khaki cargo pants and a black
shirt rolled up at the sleeves, he looked dark and
dangerous.

He was. The kiss they’d shared beneath
the trees Friday night was anything but safe. It made Faith think
that her heart, perhaps even her life, was in jeopardy. She knew
that intellectually, but emotionally she couldn’t forget how it
felt to be in his arms, to have that mouth take hers with a passion
and possession she’d never known in her life. One simple kiss that
was anything but simple.

“What are you drawing, Miss McPherson?”
one of the kids asked.

She looked down. Lips. His. Damn. “Oh,
I’m just doodling—remember that’s how we can find an idea.
Sometimes, it takes a while to discover what you like and don’t
like.” She glanced at Rick. And sometimes it
doesn’t.

As she went back to her drawing, she
continued to steal quick looks at him. His knees were wedged under
the table, and he was concentrating on his drawing as if he were
reading ancient scripture. The kids kept trying to talk to
him.

“Whatcha drawin’, mister?”

“What do you like to do?”

“See my folder. It’s already got things
in it. By the end of the year, Miss McPherson says we’ll have them
full of our favorite things.”

Faith had to give Rick credit. He was
trying. He studied Jamal’s folder, made a comment, then went back
to his work.

After the allotted time, Faith called
for everybody’s attention. “All right, we’re going to share now.
Because Mr. Ruscio has trouble sitting in our circle on the
floor—”

“He’s as big as Hulk Hogan,” Matt
said.

Everybody laughed but Rick.

“We’ll share from our tables. Who would
like to go first?”

Jamal raised-his hand. “This is my
doggy. My mom got him for me last night.”

Smiling, Faith said, “I didn’t know you
were getting a dog.”

The boy beamed as he talked about
Spot.

Several kids contributed, then Faith
showed her drawing. “This is my bed. It’s one of my favorite
things, because my grandpa made it for me.” It was crafted with a
beautiful mission-style headboard and footboard made of warm oak.
“I feel safe here.”

She saw Rick’s eyes narrow. And was
dying to know what he was thinking. For a brief minute, the image
of him and her bed merged. She shivered. “Mr. Ruscio, your
turn.”

His face paled, and his expression was
fierce. But he held up his drawing.

“It’s a horn,” one of the kids
said.

“What kind?” Faith asked.

“It’s...” he cleared his throat. “It’s
a saxophone.”

“You play it, mister?”

“Ah, yeah. When I have time.” He looked
so uncomfortable, Faith started to intervene.

“Will you bring it here and play for
usth?” Molly asked shyly.

His look said, Not on your life.
His answer was, “Maybe.” He glanced at the clock.

Faith did, too. “Well, will you look at
that, it’s already time to go.”

The end-of-the-day flurry took place.
She was following the kids out the door, but turned back to Rick,
who looked ready to bolt. “You have another half hour,” she said
nodding to the tables. “I was hoping you could help me move some
things.”

He watched her like a cornered suspect.
“Not today.”

“Yes, today. I’m afraid I’m going to
have to insist.”

“Fine.”

“I’ll be right back. She got the kids
on their way and when she returned, she found him leafing through
the folders of the kids’ favorite things. “It’s a good exercise,”
she said, closing the door to her room.

He glanced up. “Whatever. What do you
want moved?”

“I lied. I don’t want anything
moved.”

“Your daddy wouldn’t like you to
lie.”

Ignoring the comment, she focused her
gaze on him. “I’m not engaged.”

“Look, lady, makes no difference to me
if you’re married with three kids. “

That stung. Not that she really
believed it. She crossed her arms over her chest. “Your actions
Friday night say otherwise.”

“Forget about that.”

“I can’t.”

“You better.”

She came in closer. This near to him,
she could see the red rimming his midnight eyes. His mouth was
bracketed with lines of fatigue. “You were trying to scare me off
by kissing me.”

“Obviously that didn’t
work.”

“Because it backfired.”

He stepped to the side and tried
circling around her. She blocked his way. “I don’t know what you
mean,” he hedged.

“Like hell.”

“Hey, no swearing in the
classroom.”

“You meant to scare me off, but you got
involved in the kiss.”

“You’re wrong. I’m not into little
girls.”

Holding her ground, she stared hard at
him. “You’re really afraid, aren’t you?”

“Of what?”

“Of me, of what that kiss
meant.”

“It meant nothing.”

“Have dinner with me tonight, Rick. At
my place. I want to get to know you better. I’ll cook for
you.”

His eyes blazed. She recognized anger
there. But it was mixed with other powerful emotions. “The guy on
the phone the other night won’t like that.”

“He’s not my fiancé. It’s complicated
what he is. I’ll explain it at dinner.”

“No.”

“Please.”

He drew in a breath and threw his
shoulders back. He grasped her arms, but not roughly. She stared at
the little knick under his chin he must have gotten from shaving.
She wanted to kiss it. Make it better. Make him better.

“Look, lady, nothing’s going on between
us. What happened Friday night was a mistake. Any...any
thoughts you’re having along those lines are detrimental to your
health and welfare.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“Over my dead body.” Reaching down to
her desk, he picked up her drawing. “See this? This safe bed you
love so much? It wouldn’t be so safe with me in your
house.”

With that, he stalked off.

o0o

AT SEVEN THAT night, Rick pulled up to
the parsonage to visit his sister. He stared hard at the white
rambling house and wondered how the hell he’d managed to get
tangled up with a minister and his family.

Swearing with intentional crudeness, he
exited the car and covered the brick path to the front door in big
strides. No answer when he rang the bell. Pilar had known he was
coming. He rang again, then was attacked—by a huge dog. The mutt
had scurried around the side of the house, and jumped on Rick. It
was a beautiful Irish setter. In spite of his determination not to
get sucked in by this family—Jesus, they were all treating him like
the prodigal son—he bent down. “Hi, girl. You’re a
beauty.”

“Yes, she is.”

He looked up. “Hello, Mrs.
McPherson.”

Faith’s mother smiled warmly. “Rick. I
told you to call me Pearl. We’ve been waiting for you.” She
motioned to the back of the house. “Decided to get yard work done
tonight. Sorry you missed dinner.”
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