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WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT 

PLAYING WITH FIRE 
AND AUTHOR CATHY MCDAVID 
“McDavid creates compelling characters whose lives intertwine in the most unpredictable of ways.” Beth Kristin Ott, West Valley View





“Hot, hot, hot! This sizzling romance between firefighters Lindsay and Matt will win your heart.” 
Carrie Weaver, Award Winning Superromance Author 
“PLAYING WITH FIRE is full of sexual tension, heart-tugging events, larger than life characters, and emotional upheaval that all combine to form a very sweet story that'll leave you dreaming about finding a firefighter all your own.” 
Four Blue Ribbons - Chrissy Dionne, Romance Junkies 
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Chapter 1 

There are worse things than having to parade half-naked in front
of three hundred spectators. 
Lindsay Pfeiffer composed a mental list while walking from the parking lot to the fairgrounds behind the historic Old Town Library. Unfortunately, she didn’t have to think hard. To date, her career as a firefighter for the City of Glendale had been fraught with personal disasters. 
Three weeks into her first rotation as a booter, the term used to designate rookies, she’d turned a valve the wrong way and sent enough pressure through the hose to blast her captain, Emilio Chavez, from one end of the concrete driveway to the other. 
Only last month during a fire prevention assembly at an elementary grade school, a student asked her if menstruation ever interfered with her ability to do her job. 
And then there was the time she lost control of the engine during training maneuvers and ran over a dozen orange cones, not to mention an entire family of practice dummies. The battalion chief had witnessed that particular debacle. He was here again today, and Lindsay fought a sinking feeling of déjá vu. 
She didn’t need another mishap to distinguish herself. Especially when she was in the middle of testing for the position of engineer. 
Probably none of the guys minded sitting on a narrow platform wearing only their swim trunks and a big fat grin. They enjoyed showing off their chests, unlike Lindsay, who had no chest to show off at all. Tall and athletically built, her 1 
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streamlined silhouette lacked the necessary curves and angles to attract a man’s attention. Muscles hardened by strenuous physical labor were great for carrying forty pounds of equipment, but did zero for her self-esteem. 
If the battalion chief hadn’t made an hour-long stint at 
‘Douse the Flame’ dunking tank mandatory for all off-duty firefighters, Lindsay wouldn’t be at the fair. She certainly wouldn’t be there wearing a single square yard of neon yellow polyester beneath her clothing—one piece, Lindsay didn’t do bikinis. 
The thought of removing said clothing and exposing herself to a mob of strangers triggered a case of hives, and she scratched the back of her neck as she wound her way through a maze of tents which defied navigation. Her mouth watered as she passed a kettle corn vendor, but now was not the time to be picking kernels from her teeth. 
“Hey, Lindsay!” 
She stopped short at the familiar voice. Shading her eyes, she peered over a sea of bobbing heads. Patrons, dressed sparsely in order to enjoy the water-theme attractions, wandered about in chaotic disorder. 
“Over here.” Melodie Peterson waved, thrusting her entire chubby body into the gesture. The young secretary worked in Fire Administration and organized the various outreach programs sponsored by the department. Proceeds from ‘Douse the Flame’ were slated for Habitat for Humanity, a favorite charity of the battalion chief. 
“Hi!” Lindsay waved back, less enthusiastically, and started toward Melodie. Despite the hot weather, the Summer Daze Festival had attracted a record crowd. Lindsay narrowly avoided being trampled. 
“Excuse me.” 
A harried mother pushing an empty stroller with one hand while leading a toddler with the other cut in front of Lindsay. 
Her unconcerned youngster gobbled a fluffy pink confection, more of it sticking to his face than winding up in his tummy. 
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“You made it,” Melodie said, grabbing Lindsay’s arm and plucking her from the flowing stream of humankind. Without giving her a chance to catch her breath, Melodie propelled Lindsay behind the exhibit to a makeshift dressing room. “Dennis Bigelow bet Emilio Chavez ten bucks you wouldn’t show. He said you were too chicken.” 
“I’m surprised Emilio sided with me.” 
“Oh, he’s not still mad over that hose thing.” Melodie dismissed Lindsay with an exasperated huff. “Will you just forget it?” She pulled the floral shower curtain aside. “You can change in here. You’re early, so take your time. Matt still has ten minutes left on his shift.” 
Lindsay froze partway inside the dressing room. “Matt Callahan?” 
“Yes, silly.” An eye roll accompanied the mild chiding. “Do you know another Matt?” 
“No.” 
But at that moment, Lindsay wished she did. It would make staring at his underwear much easier. 
Boxers. Grey and white pinstriped. They were slung over the curved rod supporting the shower curtain, along with the rest of his clothes. Not quite what she’d pictured him wearing and to be honest, she frequently pictured Matt in various stages of undress. In her imagination, however, he wore something flashy, sexy, and sinfully snug. Maybe knowing the specifics of his intimate apparel would quash the fantasies she’d been having about him since they met at the academy two years earlier. 
After all, she was dating Joey. And it didn’t seem right to be seeing one man while secretly lusting after his roommate. 
Lindsay glanced over her shoulder at Melodie and offered a weak smile. Her coworker enjoyed gossiping far too much for Lindsay to risk being the subject of yet another juicy story. 
“I thought he was scheduled for Sunday.” The fair lasted all weekend, and Lindsay had made sure to sign up for a different day than Matt. 
“You know Matt. Always trading shifts with somebody.” 
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“Yeah.” Of all the rotten luck. 
“I’ve got towels for you up front. You’ll need several, trust me.” 
“Thanks. I’ll be right out.” 
Lindsay ducked behind the shower curtain and waited for Melodie to retreat before groaning with frustration. Her morning was nose-diving at an alarming rate. First there was her impending bathing suit exhibition and now Matt Callahan. What next? 
The answer came to her in flash when she realized the only place to hang her own clothes was right next to Matt’s. Her throat constricted, and the groan became a gurgle. 
Her despair didn’t last. “What’s the big deal anyway? I’ll just leave them on the ground. A few grass stains are nothing compared to the alternative.” 
Bending over, she attacked her sneaker laces. Once undone, she stood up. Leveraging the toe of her left foot on the heel of her right foot, she pried off a sneaker. With no room to move about, she lost her balance and automatically grabbed for the nearest handhold. 
Matt’s boxers. 
There was a small tearing sound as they came off the rod, bunched inside her closed fist. Lindsay’s heart sank, and she dropped to her knees. 
“Oh, dear.” 
“Are you okay?” Melodie’s bare toes appeared under the hem of the shower curtain. The nails were painted jade green. 
“I’m fine. I slipped.” 
“Sorry. There’s not much room in there.” 
“That’s an understatement.” 
“Let me know if you need help.” 
“You don’t by chance have a sewing kit handy?” 
“A what?” 
Lindsay squeezed her eyes shut. Not to staunch the flow of tears but to contain the hysterical laughter threatening to erupt. 
“Nothing. I was joking.” 
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“Okay.” The toes disappeared. 
Lindsay released the breath she’d been holding and listened to Melodie’s retreating footsteps. Only when the secretary was a safe distance away did Lindsay unfurl her fingers. Matt’s boxers fell open, soft, buttery, and slightly faded from multiple washings. She spread them out on her lap, ostensibly to examine the tear. Matt had been inside these boxers a short time ago, nothing separating his skin from the material except a few molecules of air. She tentatively touched the tear, which wasn’t much, then traced her fingertips down the length of one leg seam. 
The results were immediate and electrifying. A surge of desire ribboned through her and headed straight to a place low in her belly. Lindsay’s heart beat hard and fast, knocking into her ribs like impatient knuckles on a steel door. She inhaled sharply, bit her bottom lip, and dared to imagine the impossible. She and Matt alone in a dark, secluded place and her removing the boxers inch by slow, torturous inch. 
“Lindsay, you’re a pervert,” she whispered. “Handling a man’s underwear and getting a thrill from it.” 
Realizing how far over the edge she’d slipped, she stood and replaced the boxers, neatly hanging them back in the same place. 
She wouldn’t tell Matt about the tear. If he even noticed it, he’d likely make some sort of assumption as to the cause. 
What was wrong with her anyway? She had a perfectly good boyfriend in Joey, yet here she was, fondling another man’s underwear, drool spilling down her chin. All right, maybe not so perfect. Joey’s white cotton briefs were sadly uninspiring. 
In all fairness, she’d been helping him fold his clean laundry, not stripping him bare before having sex. That in itself was a joke since she and Joey did no more than kiss. Ever. And the most ardent of those kisses hadn’t elicited a fraction of the carnal response as one small and slightly weird encounter with Matt’s boxers. 
Lindsay finished undressing, taking her annoyance out on her clothes. She ripped off her ball cap, Arizona Diamondbacks 5 
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tee-shirt, and gym shorts, then tossed them haphazardly in a corner on top of her sneakers. She had no concerns that Matt would pick them up when he returned to change. If he ever learned how Lindsay really felt about him, he’d choke on his own laughter. No, Matt didn’t go for the stick figure type. She’d seen enough women flocking around him to know he favored the three P’s: pretty, perky, and petite. 
Glancing down at herself garbed only in the yellow bathing suit, Lindsay gritted her teeth and thrust the shower curtain aside. One hour. Sixty little minutes and she’d have performed her civic duty. Hopefully, Matt would be done by now and she’d miss him in passing. 
“Look out dunking tank, here I come. Innocent bystanders, beware.” 
She crept to the front of the booth and poked her head around the side of the tent. Matt didn’t see her, but she had an unobstructed view of him sitting on the platform suspended above the tank, his feet dangling inches from the crystalline blue water. Attached to a short post beside him was a red and white target. When struck in the center, a lever released and the platform collapsed like a trapdoor, dumping the occupant into the water. 
“Just you wait!” A buxom blonde in a halter top and Capri pants stood at the front of the line. She held up a bucket of baseballs. “I’ve got a dozen chances to make this guy fall for me. 
And if that’s not enough, I’m buying a dozen more.” 
Her remark was met with hoots, hollers, and one or two jeers. 
“Come on, darling,” Matt called out in a teasing drawl, tilting his head at the target. “Show me what you’ve got.” 
“I’ll show you what I’ve got.” The woman smiled wickedly at Matt, then at the crowd. “Ladies, this hot shot is all mine.” 
Lindsay didn’t blame the woman. Matt was gorgeous. She half considered buying her own bucket of baseballs. The surge of desire returned tenfold, and she had to concentrate to keep from mooning like a school girl deep in the throes of her first crush. 
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Sunlight glinted off Matt’s short brown hair, the damp ends sticking up in spikes across the top of his head. The aviator sunglasses he wore hid a pair of chocolate brown eyes, dark and delicious as a thousand-calorie dessert. His well-muscled shoulders and arms defined male masculinity. Lindsay itched to run her hands up the length of those arms, collecting the droplets of water clinging to his skin. Then she’d slide her hands over his... 

Thunk! 

A baseball missed the target entirely and hit the wall behind Matt. The woman in the halter top scowled at the target as if it were surrounded by a force field which deflected oncoming objects. 
“Rats.” 
“Try again, Suzy,” a friend encouraged. 
Suzy did, screwing up her face with determination. Her next pitch came closer, but not close enough. “Damn!” 
“I’m still waiting, darling.” Matt pretended boredom, the corners of his mouth twitching with amusement. 
He swung his legs back and forth, drawing Lindsay’s attention to the fine hair which covered their entire length. She hadn’t considered body hair a turn-on until the first time she’d seen Matt in a pair of denim shorts and nothing else. He’d been running laps around the track at the academy and when finished, came to sit beside her on the bleachers. She very nearly dropped the manual she’d been studying. They’d conversed. Well, Matt conversed. Lindsay babbled and stuttered, unable to take her eyes off him. 
He’d said something flirtatious. Flustered, Lindsay tried to respond, succeeding only in biting her tongue. While she swallowed a sob and blinked her watery eyes, Cassandra Hughes, another cadet, sashayed by, shaking her plump, heart-shaped fanny practically in Matt’s face. He mumbled an excuse and left, following Cassandra. Not that Matt had been interested in Lindsay anyway. Flirting was as instinctual to him as swimming 7 
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upriver to spawn was to salmon. And like the fish’s annual journey, served as a preliminary to reproduction. 
Another thunk from a misfired baseball brought Lindsay back to the present. Six more baseballs followed in rapid fire succession, all glancing off the target. 
The blonde woman shook her arm, working out the kinks. 
“Hmph. I must be getting rusty.” 
“Come on, lady,” an anxious customer near the end of the line hollered. “We ain’t got all day.” 
“Cool your jets,” the blonde retorted, then took aim and fired. 
The baseball struck the target dead center. A bell clanged, and a fountain of water rose in a pillar behind Matt. The blonde and her friend exchanged high fives, their squeals loud enough to rupture eardrums. With a loud whump, the platform dropped. 
Matt plummeted into the tank, making a giant splash. The spectators cheered. 
He popped up from beneath the water a few seconds later, sunglasses in hand, to a round of applause. With a wave to the blonde, who blew him a kiss in return, he waded to a stepladder leading out of the tank. Grasping the handles firmly, he hauled himself up the ladder. Water sheeted off his back, and his skin glistened in the sunlight. Each step he took revealed more and more of his torso, then his backside. A hush fell over the crowd. 
Matt’s wet trunks clung to his body, outlining his butt in perfect, mouth-watering detail. 
“Turn around,” the blonde yelled. 
Matt did when he reached the top rung, and a collective sigh rose from the audience, Lindsay included. Then he hopped off the ladder and disappeared behind the wall. 
“We’re glad you enjoyed Douse the Flame,” Melodie’s voice blared from the overhead speaker. “The Glendale Fire Department wishes to thank you for your generous contributions to Habitat for Humanity. Firefighter Matthew Callahan would also like to thank you. He’s finished his shift for the day, but don’t despair. Next up is firefighter Lindsay Pfeiffer.” 
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The crowd groaned in unison and immediately dispersed, with the exception of two customers; a teenaged boy whose overactive hormones manifested themselves in a severe case of acne and an elderly gentleman with a walker. 
“Lindsay,” Melodie called from the front of the tank. 
“You’re up.” 
“You can run, but you can’t hide,” Lindsay mumbled to herself. Determined to make the best of a bad situation, she plunked her ball cap on her head and thrust out her chest, not that it made much difference. Pausing long enough to draw a breath, she stepped out from behind the tank…and ran smack dab into Matt. 
He caught her and for one wild, lust-filled moment, held her against the downy soft mat of curls covering his chest. 
“That’s quite a crowd you’ve drawn,” he said in her ear, then reluctantly pushed her back upright. 


* * * * 
 Matt had spotted Lindsay watching him when he stood on the top rung of the stepladder. At the sight of her in a bathing suit, his line of vision narrowed to a pinhole, centering on her legs. Blood drained from his extremities to pool in his groin. He went from hot and sweaty to cold and clammy in a matter of seconds. She didn’t see him, which was just as well. With her emergency medical training, she might mistake his symptoms for shock and attempt to treat him. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea, he mused. He’d like to be under Lindsay’s care. Hell, he just plain wanted to be under Lindsay. Naked, and with her long, luscious legs straddling his waist. 
His feet had moved toward her on their own accord. He lived for this opportunity, dreamed of it twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Now it would become a reality. 
Lindsay’s legs at close range. All of them from ten toes to two thighs. No slacks, no shorts, no socks or shoes. Just miles and miles of skin au natural. Since the age of thirteen, when he’d peeked into his older sister’s bedroom window during a slumber party and glimpsed Mary Beth Shoemaker in a pair of babydoll 9 
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pajamas, Matt had been a leg man. Unlike Mary Beth, however, Lindsay’s limbs were the stuff of pure adult male fantasy, and Matt indulged himself often. 
Probably not very smart to be constantly obsessing about his roommate’s girlfriend. 
“S-s-sorry. I d-d-didn’t see you.” Lindsay stared at the ground and tried to back away. 
She was stuttering again. Matt liked it when she stuttered, liked knowing he was the cause. Whatever her feelings were for Joey, she wasn’t immune to him, and that pleased him in a way it shouldn’t. 
“No problem.” He didn’t lessen his grip on her arms. If anything, he tightened it. They were close enough to kiss. And could if he angled his head slightly and lowered his mouth. She had kissable lips, full and bow-shaped. And short, cinnamon-colored curls that any red-blooded man with an ounce of testosterone in his system would like to have spread over his pillow. Or better yet, trail down his stomach. 
Matt’s own stomach clenched as a mental picture filled his mind. Lindsay had no idea of her appeal to the opposite sex. If she ever figured it out, she’d have suitors crawling over each other to get to her. And Matt would be right there, fighting for his place at the head of the line. 
Wait. No, he wouldn’t. Lindsay and Joey were dating and one thing Matt didn’t do was horn in on another guy’s territory. 
Especially a friend. But if Lindsay and Joey ever parted ways…well, then it was every man for himself. 
Abruptly, Matt released her. The moment of truth had arrived. Afraid he’d not withstand the impact of seeing her legs all at once, he started with her feet. Millimeter by millimeter, he raised his gaze, taking in her slim, shapely calves, dimpled knees, and endless span of taut thighs. When he reached the vee where her legs joined, he almost lost it. Underneath the puckered yellow material of her bathing suit, he detected the slight mound of her sex. The pot of gold at the end of a rainbow. 
“You’re shivering,” Lindsay said, almost in a whisper. 
10 
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Shivering? Hell, he was shaking. “Am I?” 
“If you’re cold, I can get you a towel.” 
“I’m not cold.” In fact, he was burning up. In another few seconds, he’d combust. “Did you bring any sunscreen?” He tapped the tip of her nose with his index finger. “You don’t want to get burned.” 
“No.” She gulped, her green eyes flashing. “I forgot.” 
“I didn’t. Want to borrow mine? I’ll rub some on your back for you. Get all those hard to reach places, like under your straps.” She flushed, and Matt grinned. 
“No th-thanks. I don’t burn easily.” 
“Another time, then.” 
“I don’t think so.” 
She was wise to decline. He wasn’t the least bit trustworthy. Only her reluctance, Joey’s friendship, and the fact they worked together kept him from putting the moves on her. 
Twice during the six weeks they attended the academy together he’d made a pass, hoping she’d respond. She hadn’t, clamming up and retreating behind an invisible wall instead. 
After graduation—his and Lindsay’s, Joey bombed the oral exam—they went their separate ways, not seeing each other until nine months later when they were both assigned to Station 156. By then, Lindsay had a chip on her shoulder the size of a tree trunk and dating a coworker was out of the question. 
Regardless of what progress had been made in the last two decades, female firefighters still had a difficult time being accepted. The men didn’t help matters by refusing to cut them any slack. There were even a few who took perverse pleasure in making certain women’s lives miserable. It was no wonder Lindsay had become defensive. The toughest battles she fought were in her own station house, not in the field. 
“How’s the studying going?” 
“Fine,” she answered cautiously. “How’s it going for you?” 
“Okay, I think. Hard to tell.” 
She nodded in agreement. They were both undergoing the arduous testing process for engineer, along with twenty-two 11 
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other firefighters. Competition for the coveted position was fierce, and Matt knew Lindsay worked twice as hard as the rest of them. A quality he admired in her. 
“Guess I’ll see you around then.” He smiled and because he wanted her to look at him, hooked his finger under her chin and lifted her face to his. 
He shouldn’t have done it. Need flared inside him, then raged, growing fast and hot as an uncontrolled gasoline fire. 
Ignoring the warning bells going off in his head, he skimmed his fingers along her jaw line, tickling the delicate skin on her neck. 
She went still, and her breath caught, but she didn’t retreat. Bad move on her part. Matt took further liberties he had no business taking by tucking a single silky curl up inside her ball cap. Then he crossed the line further by tracing the outline of her ear with the pad of his index finger. Through sheer force of will, he managed to resist hauling her into his arms and tasting those Cupid’s bow lips. 
“Matt.” She spoke his name on a wisp of air. “Don’t.” 
“Don’t what, Lindsay?” Don’t touch you? Don’t want you? 

Don’t think about you day and night until I swear I’m going crazy? 
“Don’t tease me.” 
“Who said I’m teasing?” 
This was lunacy. She was dating his roommate, Joey, and for reasons that defied logic, they weren’t sleeping together. At least, Matt didn’t think so. Unlike the guys at the station, Lindsay didn’t brag about her sex life. And Joey, for all his open friendliness, kept more to himself since his ex-girlfriend Karyn dumped him last winter. 
As rough as the breakup had been for Joey, Matt didn’t think a previous relationship gone sour was any reason to pass up a new opportunity. Especially an opportunity like Lindsay. 
Where else could a man find a beautiful women with the figure of a super model who not only tolerated his reckless lifestyle, she embraced it for herself? 
If Matt were the one dating Lindsay, he’d do everything in his power to lure her into his bed. And once he had her there, he 12 
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wouldn’t let her leave until he’d loved her in every way imaginable, with his hands, his mouth, and the part of him that swelled huge and hard, filling the front of his swim trunks. 
“Come on, Lindsay. What’s the hold up?” Melodie’s voice echoed across the water. Arms crossed under her ample bosom, she cast an annoyed look their way. 
Matt thought he’d better leave before the annoyed look turned into a suspicious one. Melodie possessed superhuman radar abilities when it came to detecting possible gossip fodder. 
“I need to…to g-g-go. It’s my turn in the dunking tank.” 
Reluctantly, he dropped his hand, already missing her warmth. “Have fun.” 
“See you tomorrow at work.” She stepped sideways, then past him. 
Matt turned around so he could watch her walk away and let his gaze linger. Viewing her long legs from the back was every bit as enjoyable as from the front. By the time she climbed to the top of the ladder, his entire body was rigid with hunger. 
Joey must be a saint. Matt sure wasn’t, not by a long shot. 
And if Lindsay ever gave the slightest indication she preferred him over Joey, he’d oblige her in a heartbeat. 
13 
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Chapter 2 
“I saw that old man with the walker dunk you at the fair Friday afternoon.” 
“He had a mean fastball.” Lindsay’s fingers slid over Matt’s when she took the dirty coffee cups he was handing her. “A regular Randy Johnson at the plate.” She hid the sexual jolt zinging through her by placing the coffee cups in the top rack of the dishwasher. “But it was for a good cause and we raised a lot of money.” 
“Your nose is pink. I told you to use sunscreen.” He moved sideways, reaching for a stack of plates on the far end of the counter. 
Their hips bumped. 
Lindsay gritted her teeth. 
In the field, she was a pro and acted accordingly without fail. But working alongside Matt at the fire station always put her on edge. The inadvertent brushing of various body parts during seemingly mundane chores sent her system into overdrive, leaving her flushed, breathless, and highly agitated by the time they were finished. 
“And you were right. It’ll probably peel.” Lindsay ignored the TV blaring in the other room and focused all her energy on making small talk with Matt. She wouldn’t let him know how much he affected her for anything in the world. 
Why didn’t Joey’s proximity do funny things to her voice and wreak havoc with her system? She sighed softly. He was certainly nice looking, and his muscular physique set plenty of female hearts aflutter. Just not Lindsay’s. She did like him. A lot. 
They’d been friends since she, he, and Matt attended the training 14 
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academy together. But they’d only been dating the last three months. Lindsay kept hoping for sparks to fly between them, but so far, zip. 
Maybe if she could just quit thinking about Matt all the time… 
“I’m heading to Tucson later this morning to visit my parents and won’t be back until tomorrow,” he said, using the scouring pad to shove food scraps into the garbage disposal. 
“Special occasion?” 
“No. Family emergency. My mother called last night,” he said with lack of concern. 
“Is everything okay?” Lindsay suffered a small stab of guilt. 
Here she’d been totally absorbed with herself and all the while, Matt was dealing with a crisis. 
He shrugged. “Dad’s having chest pains and refuses to see a doctor. Mom’s worried, so she’s calling in reinforcements, namely me and my sister. I don’t know what she thinks we can do.” 
As he talked, he rinsed dishes and passed them to her for loading into the dishwasher. Another man with Matt’s towering height and rugged build might have looked silly scraping food from plates, but not Matt. He handled a kitchen faucet water sprayer with the same skill he did a one and three-quarter inch fog nozzle. 
Chores at the fire station were customarily divvied up among the crew. Emilio Chavez, the veteran among them, had cooked breakfast. While Matt and Lindsay cleared the table and washed the dishes, Dennis Bigelow tidied the common rooms. 
Cleaning of the bedrooms was left to each individual. Cleaning of the community bathrooms was shared. 
In another thirty minutes, crew members from the next shift would begin arriving. Shortly thereafter, they’d be debriefed by the outgoing crew. At precisely eight a.m., the fire station would officially change hands. 
15 
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“Why won’t he see a doctor?” Lindsay talked as she unplugged the coffee maker and emptied the basket of used grounds. 
Matt scowled and shook his head. Steam from the running hot water mingled with his perspiration and dampened the front of his uniform shirt. “He’s too busy.” 
“Too busy to take care of his health?” 
“Too busy for anything except work.” 
Lindsay thought she saw a flicker of pain cross Matt’s face. 
If so, it was gone in the next instant. “If your mother asked you to come down for a visit, it must be serious.” 
“Maybe.” He gave her a crooked grin which more closely resembled a frown. “Or maybe it’s a ploy to assemble the family. 
With both kids out of the house and Dad working sixty plus hours a week, Mom’s alone a lot.” 
“Would she really do that?” 
Lindsay didn’t know Matt’s parents. Occasionally, he discussed his family life, and she had the distinct impression the Callahans weren’t close knit by any stretch of the imagination. 
She sympathized, but only to a degree. Matt at least had a father. In Lindsay’s case, her dad had stuck around only long enough to see his baby daughter take her first steps, then left her and her mother for a commune outside Albuquerque, New Mexico. Lindsay’s mother said she always knew Jeremy Carpenter wasn’t the marrying kind. He’d lived up to Adelie Pfeiffer’s expectations and then some by not being the parenting kind either. 
No great loss. Things eventually turned out well. Lindsay adored her stepfather and his care and concern for her almost made up for her real father’s abandonment. Almost. 
Matt scrunched his brow in concentration. “It’s possible,” 
he said in answer to Lindsay’s question. “Mom’s good at pushing the right buttons. I’ll find out what’s going on with Dad for sure when I get there.” 
“Take a nap before you leave. We were really busy last night.” The crew had responded to four calls between the hours 16 
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of ten at night and five in the morning; eight altogether for the entire twenty-four hour shift. None of them had managed more than a few snatches of sleep here and there. 
Matt wiped his forehead with the back of his arm in a tired gesture. The effort mussed his hair. “I think I will crash first. 
Take off after lunch.” He handed her a frying pan. “What are you doing the rest of the weekend?” 
“Not much. Going shopping this afternoon with my stepsister. If it doesn’t rain, that is.” Lindsay peered out the window at the overcast sky before turning away from Matt to load the frying pan. When she turned back, she misjudged her step and came face to face with a navy blue cotton tee-shirt pulled tight across rock hard pecs. 
Flinching automatically, she reached behind her for the counter and much needed support. Matt gazed down at her, a me-Tarzan-you-Jane possessiveness in his eyes that set off enough sparks inside Lindsay to light up an entire city. At almost five foot eight, she was no midget. Yet Matt had a way of making her feel small and dainty and gloriously female. 
The moment passed as quickly as it came. Might never have happened at all. Matt stepped back and nonchalantly threw a dishtowel over his shoulder. Appearing not the least bit affected by what had happened, he reached into the sink and scooped up a handful of silverware, then passed the bundle to Lindsay, an almost apologetic smile pulling at the corners of his wide mouth. 
Quite unexpectedly, she felt the urge to smooth the short brown locks poking every which way on his head. She stared at him, her mind wandering to places best avoided. What did his hair feel like? Was it soft and smooth, or thick and coarse? She pictured the strands parting as she tunneled her fingers through it. Pictured herself cupping the back of his neck and pulling him down to her level as she stood on tiptoes, straining to meet him halfway. 
He turned to her, ready to pass her a spatula. Their gazes locked and the smile on his lips died. Whatever emotions he read 17 
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in her expression prompted an immediate reaction. He stepped closer, lowered his head, and fixed his attention on her mouth. 
“Aw…fuck it.” 
Lindsay went weak all over and dropped the forks and knives she’d been holding. The ensuing loud clatter brought her to her senses. 
She knelt, more to escape Matt’s unsettling scrutiny than anything else. Her reprieve didn’t last. He followed her down, sandwiching her between the cabinet and the solid wall of his muscled torso. They were so close she felt his breath, heavy and rapid, on her cheek. She sensed the tightly coiled tension vibrating through him, smelled the faint odor of smoke and chemicals clinging to his clothes. With fumbling fingers and a pounding heart, she began retrieving the scattered forks and knives. 
“What are you two doing in there?” Dennis Bigelow called from the other room. “Making a mess?” 
“Making something,” Matt answered in a cheery voice that contradicted the dark intensity blazing in his eyes. He leaned in until their foreheads touched, and said in a seductive voice only she could hear, “What that is exactly depends on you.” 
Lindsay jerked back, startled not so much by his brash statement—Matt was a notorious flirt after all—as by the fact his flirting had obviously progressed beyond the harmless stage. 
Reeling from the revelation, she stood on legs steady as cooked spaghetti noodles. Matt also rose. His legs, however, didn’t wobble, and he loomed over her, sure, strong, and determined. 
Hot water poured from the faucet, sending a cloud of steam into the air. He didn’t seem to notice and watched her with unwavering concentration, reminding her of a predatory animal stalking its dinner. What was he waiting for? A reaction from her? 
Unless…he really was interested in her and she’d been mistaken all along. 
Could that be possible? 
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Seeing her own lust-induced symptoms mirrored in him, she thought the answer might be yes. 
Deciding to test her newly discovered theory, she propped an arm on the edge of the counter and gave her head a saucy, take-that shake. 
“Aren’t you going to put those in the dishwasher?” Stone-faced, Matt motioned to the forks and knives still clutched in her hand. 
“Uh, yes. I am.” 
All right. Cheesy fashion model poses didn’t work. But Lindsay refused to quit just yet. She hadn’t succeeded in a profession where countless others failed by giving up at the first little bump in the road. Present her with a challenge, and she’d rise to meet it. 
Remembering Cassandra Hughes from training academy and her flouncing fanny, Lindsay spun around on the balls of her feet. She bent over and wiggled her bottom as she deposited the utensils in the bin. From behind her came a hissing sound. Matt sucking in air. 

Now that’s more like it. She glowed with self-satisfaction. Just for fun, she tried the move again, this time putting a little more swing in her gyrations. She waited, ears straining, for a low grunt of male appreciation or some other indication Matt liked what he saw. 
Nothing. 
Had she rendered him speechless? 
She wiggled her bottom a third time, putting everything she had into it. 
“What’s the matter, Pfeiffer?” Dennis Bigelow’s booming voice filled the kitchen. “Got ants in your pants?” 
Lindsay bolted upright and turned sharply, slamming her right shin into the open dishwasher door. Pain radiated up her leg, but she didn’t care. She was alone in the kitchen except for Dennis. Matt had disappeared and worse, Dennis had witnessed her idiotic behavior. She’d never live this down, not in a million years. 
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He broke into laughter, his beefy shoulders shaking like an erupting volcano. “That was some show. Where’s a video camera when you need one?” He wiped imaginary tears from his eyes. “I swear, Pfeiffer, you should have seen yourself.” 
He bent over and swiveled his large posterior from side to side, puckering his face into an unflattering female parody and making kissing noises. 
Lindsay burned with mortification and fury. Fury at Dennis Bigelow for being an unqualified jerk; fury at Matt for abandoning her; and fury mostly at herself for behaving like a fool. Matt attracted to her? Obviously not! No doubt her pink nose was now indistinguishable from the rest of her complexion. 
She slammed the dishwasher door shut and flipped off the faucet, anxious to retreat to the sanctuary of her bedroom where she could recover and regroup before their relief arrived. The story would be repeated for their benefit, reach all levels of the department by noon tomorrow. Lindsay needed to steel herself for the barrage of teasing headed her way. 
“Cute, Bigelow.” She breezed past him, knowing if she showed one sign of weakness, he’d harass her unmercifully, like a schoolyard bully who picks on the littlest kid in class. Her only defense was a strong offense. “Wear a dress and maybe some poor slob will ask you out. How long’s it been since you had a date anyway? A year?” 
His belly laugh followed her down the hall and to her bedroom. She shut her door seconds before angry tears filled her eyes. Heaving a bed pillow into the wall was a poor substitute for screaming out in frustration. 


* * * * 
 Matt winced at the sounds of Dennis Bigelow’s laughter and Lindsay’s bedroom door being slammed. He’d overhead enough before his hasty exit to his own bedroom to piece together what had transpired between his two coworkers. The thought of that unpleasant scene countered the very visible side effects of Lindsay’s little hoochie-coochie dance back there in the kitchen. 
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Whatever game she’d been playing, Matt had been up for it. 
Literally. 
Lucky for him, Dennis had been so enamored with Lindsay’s finer asset waving in the air he hadn’t paid much attention to Matt. Not so lucky for Lindsay. Dennis was a topnotch firefighter, but he had his faults, one of them being a warped sense of humor. With a loud groan, Matt sat on the edge of his bed and rubbed his thighs. He was a lowlife of the worst kind for running out on Lindsay and leaving her alone with Dennis. But he’d had no choice. 
Their full body contact dishwashing had pushed his control almost to its limit. When she’d looked at him like she wanted nothing more than to crawl up his shirt front to get to his mouth, he’d reach that limit. The butt-shaking exhibition threw him over the edge. Only by exercising superhuman willpower was he able to resist pinning her to the counter, nudging her legs apart and fusing his hips firmly with hers. 
That, of course, wasn’t an option. 
If he hadn’t left when he did, both their jobs would be in jeopardy. There were rules to abide by, policies to which they had to adhere. And just because Matt had been ready to break every one of them, didn’t mean Lindsay was too. 
Not to mention the potential loss of Joey’s friendship, something Matt valued greatly. 
How did his roommate do it? How could he be with Lindsay, not plant his hands all over her, and still keep his sanity? 
Matt felt his own grip on reality slipping daily. It was probably a good thing he and Lindsay were off work the next couple days. 
He needed to clear his head. The trip to Tucson to visit his family—and the inevitable disagreement he and his father got into any time they spent more than three seconds in the same room—should do the trick. 


* * * * 
 “Are you serious?” Mahina Lauas’ lovely dark eyes blinked in astonishment. “Joey’s never tried anything with you? Ever?” 
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“Speak a little louder, please.” Lindsay glowered at her stepsister with exaggerated annoyance. “Not everyone in Lady Footlocker heard you.” Despite Mahina’s outburst, Lindsay doubted they’d drawn much attention. One nice thing about a mall, private conversations could be carried on in public and nobody broke rhythm long enough to listen. 
“I’m sorry. I’m just so…surprised.” 
“I know.” Lindsay let out a long breath. “Me, too.” 
They wove their way through the Sunday afternoon throng of sale-inspired shoppers. Best friends since meeting as freshman in high school, the two matchmakers were related by marriage mid-sophomore year. It didn’t require much maneuvering on their part. Adalie Pfeiffer, former bra burner turned successful entrepreneur, and Sam Lauas, retired Navy Commander, were polar opposites. Yet it took only one look at each other for them to fall head over heels in love. Lindsay couldn’t have been happier. For the first time in her life, she had a real family. 
“Okay.” Mahina pushed back a long strand of jet black hair from her face. “I knew you two weren’t sleeping together, but I figured you were…well, building up to it. You’re not building up to it?” 
“No,” Lindsay replied dismally. 
“But you kiss.” 
“Of course.” 
“French kiss?” 
“Be serious.” 
“Just checking.” Mahina gave Lindsay a silly, sideways glance. “Is he any good?” 
“Not bad.” Lindsay tipped her head from side to side. 
“No sparks, though.” 
“Uh, uh.” 
“Not like with Matt.” 
“What!” Her stepsister’s remark halted Lindsay dead in her tracks. “I have never kissed Matthew Callahan.” 
“Maybe not in real life.” Mahina grinned impishly. “But what about in your dreams?” 
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“You’re so far off base, it’s not funny.” 
“I don’t think so,” she said airily. “I’ve watched you two together.” 
“When?” 
“At the station. When I’ve stopped by to see you.” 
“You haven’t seen squat,” Lindsay scoffed. 
“Face it. You’re hung up on him.” Mahina wagged a finger at Lindsay. “And he’s hung up on you.” 
Memories of that morning and her America’s Funniest Home Videos moment returned and with them, renewed feelings of hurt and frustration. She wasn’t sure what bothered her more, Dennis walking in on her or Matt walking out. Four hours of fitful sleep that morning hadn’t dulled the negative emotions, but rather honed them to sharp little pinpricks. 
Pinpricks that had her itching to do something—anything—to counteract them. 
“You’re wrong. Very wrong.” 
Mahina stepped closer to Lindsay, her expression and tone softening. “Am I?” 
“Yes.” 
“Then why haven’t you slept with Joey?” 
“One doesn’t have anything to do with the other,” Lindsay objected, but recognized a hollow argument when she heard one. “Come on.” Mahina motioned with her hand. “I promise I won’t talk about Matt anymore.” The two no sooner resumed their stroll, when she said, “Let’s talk about Joey.” 
Lindsay groaned. 
“Why do you go out with him?” 
“I like him.” 
“Of course you do. He’s a nice guy. But he’s not the love of your life. If he were, you’d be sleeping with him by now.” 
“Sex isn’t required for a satisfying relationship.” 
Mahina did a theatrical double take. “Says who?” 
Grudgingly, Lindsay had to agree there was some truth to the point her stepsister was making in her typical blunt fashion. 
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Dating came hard for Lindsay and not because of her shyness. 
Male firefighters attracted admirers by the dozens. The same couldn’t be said for their female counterparts. Lindsay didn’t exactly understand why, but she intimidated a lot of men. All that leaping through walls of flames and jumping from third story windows, she supposed. Pretty tough on the old male ego. 
Some of Lindsay’s friends met eligible men at their workplace. Not so with her. While dating a coworker wasn’t against regulations, it was probably unwise. Blurring the line between personal and professional had damaged more than one firefighter’s career. 
And even if she found someone special, maintaining the relationship over the course of time presented a whole new set of problems. There was the stress factor associated with the job, the lousy hours, the risk to life and limb. Not many partners were willing or capable of tolerating the demands put upon them. 
Joey, however, understood, having once wanted to be a firefighter himself. He remained on the outskirts by working as a superintendent for a fire sprinkler company and having a firefighter for a roommate. He was safe, comfortable. They shared common interests, if not an undying passion for each other. 
“Sex may not be necessary, but it sure as heck is natural.” 
Mahina pointed to a miniature grandfather clock in a storefront window, and they paused to consider its gift potential. 
“Can we please drop the subject?” 
“We could, but what fun would that be?” Mahina’s impish grin returned. “Look, do you want to sleep with Joey or not?” 

I want to sleep with Matt, Lindsay thought, but didn’t say. If nothing else, that morning’s disaster demonstrated she should forget about him once and for all. “Sort of.” 
“Sort of?” 
“I want Joey to want to sleep with me.” Lindsay tripped over the words. It was difficult admitting her insecurities, even to her stepsister. She constantly felt the need to prove herself. Prove to 24 
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her feminist mother that she was the equal of any man. Prove to a long-absent father that his rejection didn’t matter. And prove to her male coworkers that she was just as competent as them. 
What she hadn’t done was prove to herself that she could attract a man. “Does that make any sense?” 
“Yeah, it does. Women like feeling sexy and desirable. It’s a major turn-on seeing that out of control lust in his eyes, feeling it in his touch. Knowing he’s so hot for you he’s ready to explode. 
That’s pretty serious stuff.” 
Lindsay had thought Matt was hot for her, but she’d been terribly wrong. Well, what’s done was done. Now all she had to do was purge him from her system. Be proactive instead of reactive. Take charge. Become…a siren. 
“Mahina. Say a girl were interested in taking her relationship with her boyfriend to the next level. How might she go about it?” 
Her stepsister’s face lit up. “Are you thinking of seducing Joey?” 
“Let’s just say I’m considering the possibility.” Three months was long enough, Lindsay mused. Either she and Joey were going somewhere in their relationship, or they weren’t. 
Sink or swim. Make it or break it. 
“That’s an excellent idea!” 
“Matt left for Tucson this afternoon.” Lindsay’s mental wheels started turning. “He won’t be home until late tomorrow.” 
“So you and Joey will have the house all to yourselves. 
Right on!” Mahina threw an arm around Lindsay. “Let’s go. I know just the place.” 
Two minutes later, they stood in front of a small display window in a side wing of the mall. The marquee over the adjacent doorway read ‘Naughty But Nice’. 
“This is a sex shop,” Lindsay blurted out. She’d heard of Naughty But Nice but had never considered shopping there. 
“No it isn’t. They don’t allow sex shops at the mall.” 
“What would you call it, then?” 
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“A place for people who, like you, want to enhance their physical relationships.” 
“Same thing.” 
“Naughty But Nice is classy and tasteful. Not some dump down on Van Buren Avenue.” 
Stylized mannequins posed in the window, hairless and faceless. They were garbed in sleepwear, lingerie, and casual clothing that, while undeniably sexy, couldn’t be described as tacky. The center mannequin wore a yellow string bikini just this side of indecent. It made Lindsay’s utilitarian one-piece look like a flour sack. On the back wall hung posters of various couples kissing and embracing. Rainbow confetti dotted the floor and covered the mannequins’ clothing. All in all, the display projected an air of romance and playfulness, not one of depravity. 
“I’ve heard they sell,” Lindsay groped for the right word, 
“marital aids.” 
“You mean vibrators?” Mahina laughed. “Don’t I wish. But they do have lotions, candles, books, movies.” She fluttered her eyes. “Novelties.” 
“How do you know?” 
“I’ve been here before,” she answered smugly. “Last year a bunch of us got together and hosted a theme bridal shower for one of the girls at the office.” 
Lindsay hated to ask, but couldn’t help herself. “What kind of theme?” 
“Games.” 
“Not the Scrabble variety, I take it.” 
“Actually, yes. The board game I gave her was called Dirty Talking. Same idea as Scrabble. You spell out words with lettered cubes, but the trick is to—” 
“No need for a detailed description. I get the picture.” 
Mahina marched into the store. Lindsay followed at a crawl. 
They wound a path through circular racks of clothing which appeared harmless enough. 
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“Hey,” Mahina said over her shoulder. “Let’s buy Mom and Dad’s anniversary gift here.” 
“Uh, uh.” Lindsay shook her head violently. 
“Why? You think that just because they’re in their fifties, they don’t have sex anymore?” 
Lindsay placed a finger to her lips and shot her stepsister a murderous look. “Shh. Someone will hear you.” 
They rounded a freestanding fabric wall to which were tacked a variety of outfits, including a micro miniskirt and matching spider web halter top, a unitard refugee from Cat Woman’s closet, and peek-a-boo lounging pajamas. 
On the other side of the wall, they came face to face with a condom display. 
“Whoops.” Lindsay’s knees locked. 
Mahina propelled pushed her forward. “You’ll need some of these.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“You’re the one seducing him, remember? You want to be prepared.” 
“Good afternoon.” A conservatively dressed saleswoman of indeterminable age greeted them warmly. “May I help you?” 
Lindsay didn’t answer because the speech center in her brain had short-circuited. The saleswoman looked exactly like Mrs. Albertson, her home economics teacher from seventh grade. But that was impossible. Or was it? Lindsay turned her head and nonchalantly chewed on a thumbnail. 
When a jab in the ribs failed to rouse her, Mahina spoke on Lindsay’s behalf. “My stepsister here would like to buy some condoms.” 
Lindsay’s insides shriveled, and she tried to slink off. 
Mahina snagged her by the shirt collar before she got two feet away. 
“Certainly. We have several different products on sale this week.” She lifted various boxes, explaining the types, styles, and features without so much as batting an eyelash. 
“Do you still carry flavored condoms?” Mahina asked. 
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“One of our best sellers.” The sales woman pointed to the top rack. 
Lindsay found her voice, though it came out a full octave higher. “Still? You’ve bought them before?” 
“And if I have?” Mahina selected a box with a large strawberry on the front. 
“Those are on special. A second box is half off.” 
Mahina took another one. 
“Mahina!” Lindsay’s mouth dangled open in disbelief. 
“What?” 
“For beginners, we usually recommend these.” The sales woman presented Lindsay with a blue and orange box. “Ultra-thin with extra ribbing. They come with a money back guarantee.” 
A trio of college-aged boys swaggered toward the condom display. 
“Fine. I’ll take them.” Lindsay would buy a case of condoms if needed. Whatever was necessary to avoid having an audience. 
“Will there be anything else for you today?” 
“No. But thanks.” 
“Yes,” Mahina cut in, glaring at Lindsay. “She’d also like to see some lingerie.” 
Lindsay went along only because the trio of boys were almost upon them. 
“Do you have something particular in mind?” the saleswoman asked, leading the way to another part of the store. 
“Something appropriate for a seduction,” Mahina replied. 
Lindsay coughed, gagging on her own spit. 
The saleswoman paused and gave Lindsay the once over. 
“With your height and build, I’d suggest a bustier. It will give you,” she made cups out of her hands and held them in front of her bosom, “more up here. And something to show off your legs.” She pinched her chin thoughtfully. “Perhaps a v-string panty. Very flattering on tall, thin girls like you.” 
It took five minutes to select the outfit, then another five minutes of coaxing and cajoling on Mahina’s part before Lindsay 28 
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consented to try it on. Inside the changing room, she dallied, undressing slowly while avoiding the mirror. The v-string bottom took some getting used to. The back panel nestled uncomfortably between her buttocks. Slipping the short cropped bustier over her head, Lindsay tugged, pulled, and adjusted until it settled into place. 
“Well, girl, let’s get this over with.” Drawing a deep breath, she pivoted slowly and confronted her reflection in the full length mirror. “Oh, my God!” 
Shock rippled through her. She pressed her palms to her belly, stared down, then up again at the mirror. “Mahina. Come quick. Hurry!” 
Her stepsister yanked open the dressing room door, her expression knotted with worry. “What’s the matter?” 
Lindsay’s dim smile blossomed into a radiant one. “Look at me.” She then did something almost unheard of for her. She giggled girlishly. “I have breasts. I really, truly, have breasts.” 
With a sense of awe, she touched the soft, billowy mounds spilling from the top of the bustier. 
Mahina gave a low whistle. “That saleslady sure knows her stuff. Feel better?” 
“Are you kidding? I feel great.” Lindsay struck a sexy pose. 
“I am woman, hear me roar.” 
“I take this to mean you’re buying the outfit.” 
“Two, if they have them.” On impulse, she added, “And the yellow bathing suit in the window.” 
“I’ll check if there’s one in your size.” Mahina buzzed away like a wood sprite. 
Lindsay studied her reflection again in the mirror, reaching her hand out until her fingers came in contact with the cool glass. A twinge of sorrow, unbidden and unwanted, crept in, dampening her soaring spirit. 
“This could have been yours, Matthew Callahan,” she whispered. “If only you hadn’t left.” 
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Chapter 3 

Paybacks were hell. 
Matt watched the steady plop, plop of water falling from a crack in the ceiling onto the middle of his bed. He’d been wanting to crawl into bed all day but for the wrong reasons. 
This, he concluded, was his punishment. 
The visit with his father had gone badly. He’d expected nothing less. While the Callahans weren’t exactly a case study in dysfunctional family dynamics, they had their moments. In between shouting matches and long periods of stubborn silence, Matt had envisioned burrowing beneath cool sheets, his head resting on a cushiony pillow. 
Understandable, considering he’d had less than three hours sleep in the last day and a half. Except these particular bed yearnings included Lindsay and her mile-long legs. She was naked, of course, and without the awkward inconvenience of dating his roommate. 
A puddle on his bed the size of Bartlett Lake was a small price to pay for what happened at the fire station that morning. 
Frankly, he deserved worse. 
“Sorry.” Joey stood behind Matt, craning his neck to see around. “Guess I missed this one.” 
“Don’t sweat it. You did fine.” 
Joey had placed buckets, pots, mixing bowls, and whatever else he could lay his hands on under the multitude of dripping leaks throughout the house. 
“It’s probably a good thing you came home early. Though where you’re going to sleep, I don’t know.” He clapped Matt on 30 
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the back of the shoulder. “You look a little rough around the edges, pal.” 
“I feel rough around the edges.” 
Exhausted and ready to snap at the least little provocation, Matt had abandoned his plans to stay overnight at his parents’ 
and started home right after supper. Driving like he had a death wish, he made the return trip in just under two hours. 
About the time he reached the outskirts of the city, Mother Nature unleashed a surprise on her unsuspecting children in the form of an early monsoon storm. Matt had been operating under the mistaken impression he had two more months of sunny weather ahead before he’d have to replace the roof. One look at the cracked and sagging ceiling told him he’d better hurry. 
“Your boss in the market for any part-time help these days?” 
Occasionally Matt signed on for a few days at the fire sprinkler company where Joey worked. “My credit card hasn’t recovered from the new air conditioner.” 
The old unit, which was manufactured about the same year Matt started kindergarten, had suddenly stopped working one day last month. After a cursory inspection, the service man pronounced it dead, and Matt went into debt yet again because of his house. 
“How about a beer?” Joey asked, his grin wide and friendly. 
“Might dull the pain.” 
Shame ate an ugly hole in Matt’s gut. His roommate wouldn’t be so accommodating if he knew Matt had spent the entire drive home fantasizing about Lindsay. His groin still throbbed from the sustained erection. 
“That sounds great, but I’d better take a rain check. No pun intended.” He scratched his head and tried to remember if he’d put his sleeping bag in the garage or the bedroom closet. With his luck, it was probably soaked, too. 
“Where you going sleep?” 
“The floor, I guess.” 
“The couch isn’t all that wet. We could push it out from under those two leaks and put the plastic tablecloth under you.” 
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“Naw, I’ll take the floor. It won’t be the first time.” Matt backed out of his bedroom and headed down the hall. “Any leftover pots or pans?” 
“I used them all.” 
On a shelf in the spare bedroom, Matt found his old football helmet from college. After stripping his bed, he set the football helmet on the bare mattress under the leak. Then he returned to the kitchen, carrying the soaked sheets and brightly patterned Indian blanket he used for a spread. 
“I take it your visit to the old homestead didn’t go well,” 
Joey commented as Matt passed him on the way to the small laundry room situated off the kitchen. 
“What gave it away?” 
“The facial tic.” 
At the doorway, Matt leaned against the jamb, considering. 
“Every time, it’s the same old crap. I barely get two feet inside the door and Dad starts in with his you’re-not-living-up-to-my-expectations lecture. Today, I just wasn’t in the mood to listen.” 
“Having a job where you put your life on the line every day to save others isn’t good enough for him?” Joey’s question was neither snide nor sarcastic. 
The same couldn’t be said for Matt’s reply. “According to Dad, being a firefighter isn’t a real job.” 
“What is it, then?” 
“How did he put it exactly?” Matt squinted his eyes and concentrated, shifting the load of laundry from one side to the other. “Oh, yeah. A game for men who never really grew up.” 
“Ouch!” Joey winced. 
“I don’t wear a suit to work and earn six figures a year, therefore, I’m a deadbeat.” 
Matt turned the knob and bumped open the laundry room door with his shoulder, swallowing his resentment toward his father. It went down like a spoonful of broken glass. He dropped the bedding on top of the washing machine, leaving it for the morning. 
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When he returned to the kitchen, Joey had his head submerged in the open refrigerator. He came up for air holding two bottles of water and offered one to Matt. 
“Thought you wanted the hard stuff,” Matt said, taking the bottle. 
“I hate drinking alone.” Joey broke the plastic seal and raised the bottle to his mouth. “So are you sorry you bought this house?” 
“Don’t you mean dump?” They both laughed, and Matt began to relax. 
The fixer-upper home had seemed like a good idea when he’d purchased it last year. Zero down and low monthly payments made it affordable, especially with a roommate to share expenses. He’d done most of the repairs himself and took pride in his accomplishments, thinking his father would feel the same. But his efforts had only earned him another lecture, this one on the irresponsibility of buying an older home. 
Cripes. He needed sleep. Fourteen hours of uninterrupted rest might change his perspective on life, which at the moment, was in the toilet looking up. He pulled out a chair and sat at the table, opened his water, and guzzled half the contents. 
“What about your dad’s chest pains?” Joey asked, joining Matt. “Are they serious?” 
“Who knows? He won’t see a doctor and refuses to discuss it.” Matt scowled and spoke in a deep voice, imitating his father. 
“Doctors are a colossal waste of time and money.” He pounded the table with a closed fist. 
“Maybe he’s afraid.” 
Matt started to make a glib comeback, but something stopped him. What if his father was afraid? Or in denial? 

No. His exhausted brain rejected the idea. Everett Callahan was and always would be in absolute control of his emotions. “I doubt it. The man has to give himself daily injections of antifreeze so his blood won’t turn to ice.” Twisting sideways in the chair, Matt asked, “Have you seen my sleeping bag anywhere?” 
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If Joey noticed the change in topic, he didn’t mention it. “In the storage shed out back.” 
“Figures.” Matt pictured a sodden mess. The storage shed had no floor. He stood, went to the Arcadia door and peered through the darkness at the wall of water pouring from the porch roof. “Why aren’t you with Lindsay tonight?” he asked, debating the pros and cons of retrieving his sleeping bag. 
“No particular reason.” 
Something in Joey’s voice had Matt turning around. 
“Everything okay with you two?” 
Joey scrunched his face and rubbed the back of his neck. 
After a moment, he answered, “Karyn called today.” 
“Really.” Matt took a moment to digest the news about Joey’s ex-fiancée. “Why?” 
“She has a box of my things she wants to return.” 
“After six months?” 
Joey shrugged. 
“You going to see her?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Is that wise?” 
“I’m sure it’s not.” Joey laughed cynically. “But I am anyway.” He sobered. “Lately, I’ve been thinking of calling it quits with Lindsay.” 
As much as Matt had wanted to hear those words, he thought only of Lindsay and how hurt she’d be. “Hey. Just because Karyn called out of the blue—” 
“This has nothing to do with Karyn.” 
“Are you sure?” 
Joey ignored the question. “I’ll be doing Lindsay a favor. 
She deserves a guy who isn’t in love with another woman.” 
“Think about this,” Matt warned. “She’s a great gal.” 
“She is. And beautiful, too.” Joey flashed Matt a knowing smile. “I’ve seen the way you look at her.” 
“Huh?” Matt didn’t hide his surprise. 
“Come on, pal. Quit the innocent act.” 
34 

Playing With Fire 



“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Matt panicked, like a kid caught with his fingers in the cookie jar. 
“Relax, will you? I’m not mad. I’m not jealous either, which says a lot. I should want to rip your throat out.” Joey sighed and shook his head. “But I don’t.” 
Matt made a final attempt to reason with Joey. “You were a wreck when Karyn ditched you last winter. Remember that before you go off half-cocked.” 
“I’m meeting her,” he said with finality. “I don’t expect anything to happen, but I’m keeping my options open.” 
The kitchen had become a vacuum in the last two minutes. 
Matt needed some fresh air or he’d suffocate. “I’m going to find my sleeping bag.” 
He opened the Arcadia door and stepped outside. The oxygen rush did nothing to restore his body functions to normal. 
Joey was breaking up with Lindsay. 
On a sudden burst of energy, Matt sprinted across the backyard to the aluminum storage shed. He found the sleeping bag quicker than he’d counted on—dry, at that—then ran back to the house, wondering what he’d say to Joey. 
As it so happened, he needn’t have worried. Joey was talking on his cellular phone. 
“All right.” He checked his watch. “Give me thirty minutes.” A pause. “Okay.” Another pause. “Yeah, I have some in the truck.” He glanced around, then reached for a pad and pencil on the counter. “What’s the address?” He scribbled something on the pad. “I’ll be there, don’t worry. Bye.” 
“Problem?” Matt asked when Joey hung up the phone. 
“Big one.” Joey tore off the slip of paper and shoved it in his front shirt pocket. “Sprinkler lines burst at a client’s house on Camelback Mountain. The whole stinking place is flooded.” 
“Geeze. How’d that happen?” 
“Who knows. Probably the city screwing with the water pressure.” Joey patted the front of his jeans. “Keys must be on my dresser.” He went to his bedroom in search of them. A few 35 
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minutes later, he returned. “Don’t wait up. This promises to be an all nighter.” 
Matt trailed Joey into the living room. “Anything you need done while you’re gone?” 
“Like you’ll be awake to take care of it if I did.” Joey halted at the front door, snapping his fingers. “Hey, why don’t you sleep in my bed? I’ve got the only dry room in the house.” 
“I can’t do that.” 
“Sure you can. I just changed the sheets this morning and sprayed for roaches.” 
“That’s reassuring.” 
“It’s a damn sight more comfortable than the floor.” 
“Maybe. We’ll see.” 
“Whatever,” Joey said in a tone that suggested Matt was being stubborn for no good reason, then headed out the door. 
“See you in the morning.” 
Tired as he was, Matt showered first and put on a clean pair of boxers. Afterwards, he unrolled the sleeping bag on the floor at the foot of his bed and lay down on it. Fifteen minutes later, he remained irritatingly awake. The steady drip of water into his football helmet sounded like a hammer striking an anvil, and the hard floor dug into his aching bones. 
After another fifteen minutes, he admitted the real reason sleep eluded him; his conversation with Joey and the prospect of Lindsay becoming a free woman. 
Itchy and restless, he leaped to his feet, taking his pillow with him. What the hell? He’d try Joey’s bed. And if that didn’t work, he’d continue moving until he either fell asleep or keeled over from exhaustion. Fortunately, he succumbed within seconds. His last waking thought was of Lindsay and what it might feel like to have her snuggled up beside him. 


* * * * 
 Lindsay stood at the front door of Joey’s house, her trembling fingers clutching the spare key he’d given her for emergencies. She’d parked at the curb instead of the empty driveway because she hadn’t wanted to risk Joey hearing her 36 
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arrival, thereby ruining the surprise. The truth of the matter was she needed the short walk to gather her courage. Somewhere between Naughty But Nice and her elaborate preparations for the evening’s seduction, Lindsay had lost her nerve. Only Mahina’s hovering presence had kept Lindsay from abandoning her plans altogether. 
She’d bathed, shaved her legs, and moisturized her skin, all with products purchased that afternoon. Then she’d donned her new outfit and covered herself with, of all things, a raincoat. 
She’d kidded with Mahina about being a flasher. In the pocket of the raincoat, she’d placed the bare necessities: her wallet, two condoms, and a small bottle of scented oil. She’d almost turned back half a dozen times on the drive there but managed to talk herself out of it. 
Not a single light shone in the house, but that meant nothing. Joey left for work at the crack of dawn, so he was usually in bed by nine o’clock at night. With Matt out of town, he must have parked his truck in the garage. 
Closing her eyes, Lindsay drew several deep breaths, willing her racing heart to slow down and her upset stomach to settle. If only she had more experience with men, maybe then she’d be excited instead of afraid. What she knew about sex would fill four pages of a hundred page book. 
Mahina had assured Lindsay her inexperience wouldn’t matter, saying, “One look at you in that outfit and trust me, your skills in bed will be the last thing on Joey’s mind.” 
The outfit did boost her confidence. The memory of herself standing in front of her full-length mirror, looking like one of those fashion models from a Victoria’s Secret catalog, gave her the encouragement she needed to insert the key and unlock the door. 
It swung open on a soft whoosh. She gingerly stepped into the cool, air-conditioned living room and listened. No signs of movement. Her entry hadn’t wakened Joey. She shrugged off her raincoat and draped it over her arm. Goose bumps immediately formed on her exposed skin. Her teeth chattered, 37 

Playing With Fire 



so she clenched them tightly together. At the hallway, she slipped off her sandals and nudged them into a corner. 
Skimming her fingers along the wall, she guided herself down the dimly lit hallway. Outside the bathroom, her foot collided with something hard, and she jumped back. 
“Shit!” She slapped a hand over her mouth. 
Cold water seeped between her toes while a fat drop splattered onto her head. Realizing what had happened, she set the bowl back under the leak and tried to find her bearings. 
Joey’s room was the first door on the right, opposite the spare bedroom. The master bedroom, Matt’s room, was at the end of the hall. For a split second, her trepidation vanished, but when her hand encountered Joey’s closed bedroom door, it returned with a vengeance. 
“You’ve come this far. Don’t chicken out now,” she whispered. 
Calling on the steely determination which had seen her through any number of difficult situations, Lindsay grasped the door handle and pushed. Inside the room, she hesitated, giving her eyes the opportunity to adjust. A body, long and definitely male, lay in the bed, the lower half covered by a brightly colored sheet. A flash of lightning illuminated the window, allowing Lindsay to make out a bare back, lean hips, and muscled legs that reached almost to the foot of the bed. An arm tossed carelessly across the pillow hid his face from view. 
She’d never seen Joey like this. Her racing heart beat with a new and different cadence, spiking at irregular intervals. She tiptoed closer, anticipation doubling with each step. At the edge of the bed, she paused to let the sight of him fill her senses. Her nipples tingled in response. A brush of her fingertips confirmed their aroused state. 
He was so beautiful, like a slumbering Greek god. Why hadn’t she noticed this quality in him before? Were today’s events responsible for the change in her, or something else? Her fears evaporated, leaving a void which was quickly filled with the heat of sexual excitement. No longer hesitant, Lindsay dropped 38 
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the raincoat on the floor, lifted the sheet and eased into bed beside Joey. The mattress rocked slightly beneath her weight. 
He moaned, but otherwise remained oblivious. 
His warmth instantly enveloped her, soothing, yet at the same time, heightening her awareness of him. She inhaled the clean scent of his freshly showered skin. Felt the springy hair on his calf as she rubbed her leg up and down his. Heard the heavy, regular breathing which told her he continued to sleep soundly. 
Lindsay almost laughed. She lay next to a man who was completely unaware of her existence, yet she’d never been so turned on in all her life. 
Because she wanted to touch him, she did, and watched her fingers dance along the hard line of his shoulders. He shifted and mumbled something unintelligible, but didn’t wake up. She snuggled closer, pressing her aching breasts into his back and placing a soft kiss on the side of his neck. 
Another bolt of lightning flashed, only this one from inside her. Jagged currents of electricity raced to her extremities, splintering off into a thousand highly-charged particles. Lindsay moved against Joey’s back, instinctively knowing what to do whereas minutes ago, she’d had no clue. Her hand snaked around his waist and caressed the rigid plane of his stomach. 
“Hello, lover.” 
She sensed the instant he came awake and stayed perfectly still, waiting for his response. She didn’t wait long. 
In the same amount of time it took her to whisper the endearment, he rolled over and pinned her beneath him, sliding his erection up and down the front panel of her v-panty. 
“It’s really you,” he said in a sleep-thickened voice. “I thought I was dreaming.” 
He gave her no chance to respond before bringing his mouth down on hers with a blinding, explosive force. The kiss, hot, urgent, and deliciously wicked, rocked her world to its very foundation. 
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Oh, she wanted more of this. Much, much more. It was as if they’d never kissed before. And they hadn’t, really. Not like this. 
His chest hair—she didn’t remember him having so much—tickled the tops of her breasts. Later, when the madness currently consuming her passed, she’d explore that part of him further. For now, she looped her arms around his neck and lifted her hips to meet and match the rhythmic motion of his. 
Bracketing her face with his hands, he held her steady so their tongues could tangle. Stroke. Savor. He tasted faintly of toothpaste and something else unfamiliar to her. Lindsay, however, was too overcome by an avalanche of sensations to pay any attention. 
Impossible as it seemed, his erection grew larger, pressing into the exposed flesh of her belly. Tiny sighs caught in her throat, coming out as anxious mews. She yearned to have him inside her. But not yet. First, she’d enjoy the feel of his hungry mouth and skilled hands learning every inch of her body. And after that, she’d reciprocate. 
Some things were simply too good to rush. 
Ending the kiss, he nibbled and nipped his way down the column of her neck to her cleavage. A cleavage she had, thanks to the amazing powers of the bustier. His hands followed, cupping her breasts, his thumbs kneading the pliant undersides. 
Lindsay jerked when he took a nipple in his mouth, sucking on the pearlized tip through the translucent material of the bustier. 
“Mmm.” She arched her back, but it wasn’t enough. 
Driving her fingers into his short-cropped hair, she pulled him closer…and went suddenly rigid. 
Short? Joey wore his wavy hair long, past his ears to his shirt collar. 
“You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do this,” 
murmured a voice too deep, too husky for Joey. 
An alarm clanged inside Lindsay’s head, penetrating the dense mist surrounding her brain. 
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“Baby, what’s wrong?” 
A feeling of unreality washed over Lindsay, as if she’d entered the room of mirrors in a carnival fun house. 
“No.” She pushed back, digging her heels into the mattress. 
Her back slammed into the wooden headboard. “I-I…d-d-didn’t know.” Oh, God. What had she done? She tried desperately to unwedge herself from underneath the man she at last recognized. 
“S-s-sorry. I…thought you were…” 

Sorry, Matt. I thought you were Joey. 
She couldn’t say it. Especially not when a small part of her suspected all along this man wasn’t Joey and purposely ignored the signs. Joey didn’t start her heart pounding with a simple look. He didn’t cause her to trip over her own words or turn her knees to Silly Putty. 
Matt did. And he was here now, the pad of this thumb stroking her damp, erect nipple. 
“Lindsay?” 

Don’t cry, she ordered herself, cementing her teeth together and holding back the tears. It won’t help. 
When she could trust herself to talk, she said, “Let me go, Matt. Please. There’s been a mistake.” 
“Like hell I will.” He rose up, bringing his face level with hers and trapping her against the headboard. “I told myself once that if I ever got you in bed with me, I’d never let you go. And trust me, I’m a man of my word.” He manacled her wrist, brought it to his mouth and kissed the sensitive underside. 
“Don’t go, Lindsay. Let me love you.” 
“I can’t.” 
“Why? We’re all alone. Joey won’t be back until tomorrow.” 
Lies couldn’t save her. Only the cold, hard truth would convince Matt to relinquish his hold on her. How will he feel, she wondered, when he finds out she’d mistaken him for Joey? 
Or had she? The time had come to quit fooling herself. She wanted him, Matthew Callahan. No other man, including Joey, drew the kind of responses from her Matt did. But she wouldn’t, 41 
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couldn’t make love to him under false pretenses. Difficult as it was, she owed him an explanation. Swallowing did nothing to alleviate her parched throat. Her confession came out scratchy as sandpaper on a brick. 
“I snuck in here…to seduce…Joey. Not you. I don’t know why you’re in his bed. And it doesn’t matter.” 
To her utter shame and horror, Matt laughed. “Seduce Joey?” 
“You find the concept of me seducing a man amusing?” She bristled, which was really rather absurd under the circumstances. 
“No!” He sobered instantly “I loved it, as I’m sure you can tell. What I find amusing is the thought of you and Joey together.” He bent his head and skimmed his lips lightly over hers, nuzzling her cheek, her jaw, her ear. “Do you make those little whimpering sounds for him?” Matt sucked on her lobe, gently tugging on it with his teeth. “Does he get hard every time you walk within ten feet of him?” He lowered her hand to his swollen groin. 
She instructed her fingers to remain limp, but they stubbornly refused and closed around him. 
“Oh, yeah.” He squeezed his eyes shut, his expression a mixture of pleasure and pain. “Tell me this doesn’t feel right.” 
“Matt.” She was at a loss for what to say. The sensible part of her brain screamed that making love with him was wrong for a hundred million reasons. The other part, the one she generally tried not to listen to, urged her to live for the moment. 
“You’re driving me crazy,” he said, finding her mouth again. 
“You have practically since the day we met.” The kiss was hot and wild as the first, but with an undercurrent of tenderness that threatened to melt her resolve. “I want you so bad, I can’t think straight.” 

Matt wanted her. 
It was true. She, with her stick figure and tomboy personality, turned men on. One man, leastwise. The only one who really mattered. 
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The room lit up as another lightning bolt cut across the night sky. Lindsay stared into Matt’s face, struck by the desire burning there. What was it Mahina had said? 

Women like seeing that out of control lust in his eyes. 
Lindsay must have misconstrued what happened at the fire station that morning because looking at Matt now removed any and all doubts as to whether or not he was attracted to her. She began to tremble. The room went dark again, and a loud clap of thunder shook the house. 
“I’m going to love you, Lindsay,” Matt said, sliding down her body until his lips found the sweetly scented valley between her breasts. “Unless you leave this room this instant.” 
In answer, Lindsay laid her head back and lowered the straps of her bustier. 
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Chapter 4 
“Let me.” Matt peeled back the triangle cups of Lindsay’s bustier to reveal her breasts. 
She cringed, thankful the darkness hid her face, and prayed he wouldn’t be too disappointed. The bustier had created a beautiful and sexy illusion, but an illusion nonetheless. Reality fell two cup sizes too short. 
His hands, so competent and strong when it came to handling heavy equipment, caressed her with the utmost gentleness. Fingertips, roughened with calluses, traced the dusky outline of her areolas. The invisible circles he drew spiraled inward, coaxing her nipples to taut peaks. Tiny tremors rippled across the surface of Lindsay’s skin when his warm breath fanned her. She sensed more than saw him observing the results of his handiwork. 
“Incredible.” 
He sat up on his knees only long enough to ease her away from the headboard, then lay down on the bed beside her. 
Lindsay sighed with relief. He wasn’t repelled by her small breasts. Quite the contrary, in fact. He appeared rather enamored with them, as if he’d discovered an unexpectedly pleasant pastime. When his mouth replaced his fingers, Lindsay’s back arched. Each flick of his tongue sent slender darts of sensation zipping along the network of her nervous system. 
His hands encircled her breasts. As he shaped and molded them to fit his palms, he sucked greedily, first on one, then the other. Pressure built inside her, gathering strength and fury like a dust devil skipping across the desert floor on a hot summer evening. 
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When he bit down, gently teasing her nipple between his teeth, the spring of tension inside Lindsay coiled tighter. She dug her fingernails into the taut muscles of his shoulders as her hips rocked reflexively. Needy moans, her own she supposed, filled her ears. 
“Easy, baby,” Matt crooned. “We have all night.” 
His right hand parted her legs and moved aside the narrow thong, enabling him to insert a finger inside her. Then two. 
Slowly, he pushed in and out. Again and again. 
She arched high off the bed, thrusting upward, willing an end to the exquisite torture as much as she longed for it to last indefinitely. 
“Matt.” She called his name over and over. Her surroundings dimmed until all that remained was him and the persistent throb only he could relieve. 
“That’s it,” he told her. “Don’t hold back.” He shifted, repositioning his hand so that his thumb could work a kind of magic on her. 
Another few seconds of expert manipulation and Lindsay quite simply fell apart. 
The orgasm, her first ever with a man, didn’t take her by surprise. But it did take her completely. 
“Wow,” was all she could say when she’d recovered enough for her brain to form coherent thoughts. 
Hooking a leg over hers, he tucked her close to him and chuckled low in his throat. “My sentiments exactly.” 
She heard the smile in his voice and her own lips curled in a Cheshire Catlike grin. “I had no idea it could be like that.” She sighed and stared at the ceiling, enjoying the feel of being nestled against his chest. “I mean, I’ve read about it, of course. And imagined.” 
His grip on her tightened. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” 
“No! I’m not a virgin.” What was the matter with her? One little orgasm and she was blurting out her most embarrassing secrets. She averted her head, afraid that, despite the darkness, 45 
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he’d see the mortification in her face. “I’ve been with a man before,” she said defensively. “In college.” 
“A man? As in one man?” 
The smile crept back in his voice and Lindsay wanted to cover her head with a pillow. She was so gullible sometimes. 
“Yes. One man.” Her voice hitched when his fingers, still buried inside her, began to move again. “And it wasn’t at all like this,” 
she said dreamily. “He never made me…you know. What you made me do.” 
“Come?” 
“Yes. That.” She was slurring her words and didn’t care. If Matt continued on his present course, she’d come again. As appealing as that sounded, however, she had other ideas. 
Not surprisingly, Mahina had been a wealth of information, sharing a considerable amount of it with Lindsay while helping her prepare that afternoon. Some of her stepsister’s suggestions were outside of Lindsay’s comfort zone, but others weren’t. 
And she fully intended to give those a try. Pushing Matt’s hand away, she rolled onto her side and reached for him. 
“What are you doing?” He nuzzled her neck. 
“My turn,” she cooed, tugging on the elastic waistband of his boxers, which for some reason, seemed glued to his body. 
He offered no assistance. “Having trouble?” 
“Nothing I can’t manage.” Thirty seconds later, she’d made little progress and was panting hard. “Don’t pretend you’re not enjoying this,” she scolded. 
“Oh, I’m enjoying it all right. A lot.” 
Succeeding at last, Lindsay slid the boxers over Matt’s lean hips, down his legs and past his ankles. She casually flung them across the room. By her best estimation, they landed near the door. Matt sat up, swinging his feet onto the floor. 
“Where are you going?” Lindsay suffered a moment’s anxiety. Had she done something wrong? This was all so new to her. “To ransack Joey’s dresser drawers for a condom. And if I can’t find one, I don’t want you to hear me whining.” 
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“You don’t have any?” She found that hard to believe, what with his reputation as a ladies’ man. 
Matt didn’t answer right away. “I haven’t needed any for quite a while.” 
His statement, delivered with such solemnity, took her aback. Had she misjudged him all this time, mistaking flirting for sexual prowess? Perhaps so. Funny, she’d learned more about him tonight than she had in the two years they’d been acquainted. 
“I have some.” 
That admission brought him to a grinding halt, and he sat back down on the bed. “You do?” 
“I was going to seduce Joey. Remember?” she asked softly. 
“Yeah, I remember.” Matt spit out the words as if they left a bitter taste in his mouth. 
Lindsay’s anxiety increased. This wasn’t going well. Before she could figure out how to repair the damage she’d caused with her stupid blunder, he twisted sideways, grabbed her arms and forced her down onto the mattress. 
“Good thing he wasn’t here,” Matt said in a low growl and then kissed her. Urgently. Thoroughly. Possessively. 

Yes, good thing,  thought Lindsay, circling her arms around his middle. They toppled sideways, landing with her on top. 
With their mouths still joined, he yanked at the v-panty, stripping it from Lindsay in mere seconds and leaving her bare from the waist down. Free of her clothes, she struggled to her knees and straddled him. A low rumble of appreciation vibrated in his chest. When she tried to end the kiss, he anchored her in place with an arm solid as a steel girder. His penis, full and thick, lay between them. She rotated her hips, grinding her feminine folds against him. With an agonizing groan, he released her. 
“Where’s the condom?” he croaked. 
“In my raincoat. On the floor.” 
“Get it. Quick.” 
“I brought two.” She hopped off him. 
“I hope that’s enough.” 
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“If not, there are other alternatives we can try.” 
He gulped audibly. “You’d better hurry. I can’t last much longer.” 
As she leaned over the side of the bed and fumbled for the raincoat, he unhooked the fasteners on the back of her bustier. 
The flimsy garment fell forward, and she let it drop to the floor. 
Her inhibitions, too, fell away. When she returned to lay beside Matt, a condom clutched in her fist, she was eager as he was to pick up where they’d left off. 
“I’ll take that.” He grabbed for the condom. 
“No way.” She jerked away from him and tore open the package with a flourish. “Why should you have all the fun?” 
Placing the condom on Matt was more difficult than she’d anticipated. And much more erotic. Lindsay didn’t think it possible for person to be so aroused that soon after satisfaction, but she was. He, too, enjoyed the process, if the way his stomach muscles involuntarily flexed was any indication. 
“I’m done waiting. How about you?” He was on top of her practically the second she finished. 
Without giving her a chance to catch her breath, he plunged his hard length inside her. A fleeting sting of discomfort quickly became a pulsating ache of pleasure. As with their first kiss, she craved more and lifted her bottom in an effort to maximize their contact. The ache intensified. Lindsay felt herself being carried—no, make that hurled—toward another orgasm. 
“Slow down, baby. Not yet.” 
Matt shoved his hands underneath her and took hold of her hips, his fingers gripping her flesh with vicelike strength. He forced her to remain still as his teeth bit into the skin on her neck, her shoulders, the tops of her breasts. 
Lindsay could no sooner slow down than she could stop the rain pouring from the sky. “I can’t,” she cried and wrapped her legs securely around his waist. This changed the angle of penetration, and she climaxed almost immediately, clinging to him as if he were the only thing keeping her earthbound. 
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Matt’s control snapped. One last powerful thrust and he followed her over the edge. 
The spasms gripping her lower abdomen gradually receded. 
Her throat constricted and her eyes burned with an unanticipated rush of emotions. Wonder. Joy. Contentment. 
Fulfillment. And a connection with Matt so strong, it scared her. 
Did he sense it, too? Should she ask him? How did one begin a conversation after such an extraordinary experience? 
Lindsay didn’t know where to start, so she said the first thing that popped into her head. 
“That was…unbelievable.” 
He pushed off her and fell heavily onto the bed. “No argument here.” He sounded exhausted, but happy. Very happy. 
Lindsay moved to cuddle beside him, and he gathered her in his arms as naturally as if they’d been together for years—which, in a way, they had. Matt, Lindsay realized, had claimed her affections the day they’d met. She just hadn’t admitted it until tonight. 
“You thirsty?” He cradled the back of her head, massaging her scalp with slow, sensual strokes. 
Lindsay thought if he didn’t stop, she’d fall asleep right then and there. “A little,” she murmured lazily. 
“I’ll go raid the refrigerator.” He disengaged himself, stretching as he sat up. “Stay put, you hear?” He punctuated his order with a pat to her thigh. “I mean it, Lindsay,” he said, no longer teasing. “I don’t want you more than an arm’s length away from me from now on.” 
Was it possible for a heart to smile? If so, Lindsay’s did. The second Matt left the room, she disobeyed him and snuck into the bathroom. There, she freshened up and made use of the facilities. She hurried so he’d find her in bed when he returned. 
Still, she waited another minute before he strode through the door, carrying two bottles of water. 
They sat side by side, their backs to the headboard, and made quick work of the water. The cold liquid tasted good going down. 
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“Are you warm,” Matt asked, rubbing the bottle across his upper chest, “or is it just me?” 
“It’s warm,” Lindsay agreed. She envied the bottle, remembering her earlier promise to herself to investigate his chest hair in more detail. 
“Maybe this will cool you off.” 
Lindsay squealed when Matt dribbled water between her breasts. Laughing, she tried to scramble away from him, but he held her fast. “Stop it!” The water trickled down her belly in icy rivulets. “Look what you’ve done. Now I’m all wet.” 
“Not for long.” Matt bent over and licked her dry, following the liquid trail to where it ended at the junction of her legs. “Nice,” he said, brushing the fringes of her springy curls with his lips. 
Lindsay yanked him upright and sought his mouth for a kiss. 
“Save that for the next time.” 
“You mean this isn’t the next time?” He dipped his head to meet her kiss, grazing her cheek with the bristly stubble of his day old beard. 
He tasted good. And like the water, Lindsay went back for seconds. When they drew apart, she leaned against him and sighed. “I need a rest, first. You took a lot out of me.” 
His response was a huge yawn. 
They burrowed under the sheet, arms and legs entwined, her chin tucked into the crook of his shoulder. Lindsay closed her eyes and felt sleep’s seductive pull. She’d been operating on pure nerves for most of the day, and it was finally catching up with her. Matt, too, probably unless he hadn’t gone to Tucson. 
“What happened with your visit to your parents?” she asked drowsily. “Did you decide not to go?” 
“No, I went. And came back early,” he muttered in her ear. 
“You drove down and back in one day?” 
“Technically, half a day.” 
The poor guy. And she thought she was tired. “You must be ready to drop.” 
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He slid his hand down her belly. “I could be revived, with the right stimulus.” 
The exhaustion in his voice said differently. 
She laced her fingers with his, stilling them. “Good night, Matt.” 
“Good night.” He dropped off almost immediately, his limbs relaxing their hold on her. 
Wrapped in the cozy cocoon of his arms, Lindsay let her mind drift. Dimly, she realized they’d have much to talk about in the morning. The issues of work and Joey would have to be dealt with. But at the moment, she was too drained emotionally and too sated physically to do more than listen to the quieting patter of raindrops on the roof. The storm appeared to have lost its momentum, as had the one raging inside them. For now. 

Ironic,  she thought, slowly losing the battle for consciousness. She’d come here tonight with the single-minded purpose of ending up in Joey’s bed. She’d done that, all right. 
But the man she’d made love with wasn’t Joey. Eventually, she’d have to confront him and find the right words to explain. 
But not yet. 
Later. When she didn’t have Matt’s breath blowing gently in her ear and the memory of their recent lovemaking to muddle her thinking. 


* * * * 
 Sometime later, Lindsay learned the definition of ‘a morning hard-on’. She awoke with Matt’s thick arousal pushing into the small of her back and his hand cupping her breast, the fingers working the nipple into a tight bead. As much for her own enjoyment as his, she rotated her hips. Her reward was the sound of air rushing from his lungs. 
“That’s what you get for waking me up so early.” Through slitted eyes, she glanced around the bedroom. The grey light of dawn had yet to reach the window. And according to the digital clock on the dresser, they’d slept a measly six hours. 
“If you think you’re punishing me, you’re wrong.” He sounded far too chipper. 
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She moaned groggily in reply. 
“Not much of a morning person, are you?” 
“I’m capable of rising quickly when the situation calls for it, as you well know.” At the fire station, they were up, dressed, and out the door no more than ninety seconds after the alarm sounded. 
“Prove it.” He reached an arm over her to the nightstand. 
Lindsay heard the distinct sound of a condom package being torn open, and her pulse immediately raced. A mental picture materialized in her mind, that of her placing the condom on Matt the night before. Her body responded, exhibiting much the same symptoms as then. Hot in some places, tingly in others, and damp one spot in particular. Her excitement had reached a fevered pitch by the time he parted her legs. 
Without any preliminaries, he entered her from behind, swiftly and completely. 
She reached out and braced a hand on the headboard. “Oh, Matt.” 
“Hang on, baby. This is going to be fast and furious.” 
He wasn’t lying. Within a moment, both of them peaked. 
“That’s some method you’ve perfected for waking a girl up,” she said when her vision finally cleared and her heart stopped trying to knock a hole in the side of her chest. 
“I don’t know. I think it needs more work. How ‘bout we practice again tomorrow? Or better still, right now?” He bit her ear playfully. 
“We’re out of…supplies.” 
“No problem.” He hopped off the bed. “Like you said earlier, there are other alternatives we can try.” 
“I’m not done sleeping,” she protested when he unceremoniously lifted her in his arms. 
“Shower now. Sleep later.” 
“You’re crazy. You know that?” She looped her arms around his neck and kicked her feet, hiding her smile in the hollow under his jaw. 
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“Crazy about you,” he said, and swung her in a wide circle. 
They burst into laughter when he stumbled and almost dropped her. 
The laughter died on their lips when the light abruptly came on. Joey stood in the doorway, eyes wide and mouth gaping in a look of surprise and confusion. 


* * * * 
 Matt turned sideways, doing his best to shield Lindsay. 
“Sorry.” Joey had the grace to step out of the room and shut the door after him. 
He didn’t, however, turn off the light, allowing Matt to view up close the horror on Lindsay’s face. 
“Put me down!” she demanded. When he didn’t immediately comply, she fought him, squirming against his chest. 
“Lindsay. Don’t.” He couldn’t think of a single thing to say. 
This was all his fault. He’d pressured her to stay when she’d been ready to leave. Worse, he didn’t regret it one bit. 
Reassurances were probably useless at this point, but he offered one nonetheless. “It’ll be all right. Don’t worry.” 
“How can you say that?” she cried, obviously close to tears. 
Her movements became frenzied, and he released her, setting her on her feet. She was in no frame of mind to listen to him, not that he blamed her. Because of his conversation with Joey last night, Matt knew the situation appeared worse than it actually was. But Lindsay didn’t know that, and he had no business telling her. True, he should have waited until Joey officially broke up with her before taking her to his bed. 
Make that Joey’s bed. 
Matt groaned inwardly. What a mess he’d made of things. 
Lindsay had principles, and he’d coerced her into compromising them. She must feel awful. “I’m sorry.” 
“You weren’t alone in this,” she snapped, tearing around the room and collecting her clothes from where they’d fallen. “I participated too, if you recall.” 
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He did. Vividly. “I’ll talk to Joey. It’s not as if you’ve been unfaithful to him. Well, not exactly.” 
That remark triggered the tears she’d succeeded thus far in holding back. She swiped at her cheeks with the back of her hand. “I should never have slept with you. It was wrong.” 
Instantly, he was beside her. “Don’t say that. Everything about us is right. You know it and I know it. Okay, so maybe we went about it the wrong way. But it’s not the end of the world. 
Joey will understand.” 
“How can he when I don’t understand it myself? This isn’t like me.” She pressed a closed fist to her lips, her shoulders shaking. “I don’t go jumping into bed with one man while dating another.” 
“Dating. Not sleeping. There’s a big difference.” 
“Not from where I’m standing, there isn’t. Joey and I had a commitment. Disputing the depth of that commitment is simply semantics.” 
Rather than start an argument, Matt reigned in his impatience and frustration. He and Lindsay would talk once Joey straightened things out. A quick survey of the bedroom revealed the location of his boxers—they were caught on one of the college basketball trophies atop Joey’s bookcase. As Matt dressed, he watched Lindsay do the same. Before the sight of her in the bustier had a chance to really screw with his hormones, she threw on her raincoat and furiously knotted the belt. 
He felt a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. Damned if she wasn’t something. He’d better be careful. A woman like her could easily own his heart…if she didn’t already. 
She waited at the closed door, visibly gathering her courage before stepping outside. “Stay here. Please,” she said and sniffed. 
“This is going to be difficult enough for me as it is.” 
“I’m not about to let you face him alone.” 
“I have to. Technically, he’s still…my boyfriend.” 
“For about thirty more seconds.” 
“You don’t know that.” 
“The hell I don’t.” 
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He grabbed her then, spun her around and kissed her roughly; letting her know in no uncertain terms that she was his and his alone. Both of them were breathing unevenly when he finally released her. 
Pressing an open hand to her chest, he felt the violent pounding of her heart against his palm. 
“Tell me the truth,” he demanded. “Does this happen when Joey kisses you?” 
“No,” she whispered. 
His satisfaction was short-lived. 
Lifting her chin, she met his gaze head on. “Don’t mistake a trivial physiological reaction for more than what it is.” 
“Trivial, my ass.” 
She stiffened, but her heart continued its erratic beat, giving her away. 
“I need time, Matt. Time to explain to Joey and time to sort through what’s happened.” She closed her eyes, making a conscious effort to control her emotions. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t come out right away.” 
He’d give her one minute. But he didn’t tell her that. “All right.” 
She turned around then, opened the door partway, and ducked through the narrow opening. 
He entered the living room exactly one minute later. Joey and Lindsay stood at opposite ends of the kitchen, about twelve feet apart. Upon seeing him, their conversation came to an immediate halt. They each looked guilty as hell, which annoyed Matt to no end. If anyone should feel guilty, it was him. 
“How about I call you later?” Joey suggested to Lindsay with more consideration than another man might have shown in his place. “I know you’re upset, but trust me, this isn’t as bad as it seems.” 
Lindsay nodded, puppetlike, and shoved her hands into her coat pockets and headed to the front door. As she passed Matt, she shot him the briefest of glances. The pain in her eyes cut him in two. He started to say something, then reconsidered. He, too, 55 
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would be calling her later. Or better yet showing up on her doorstep. 
She left quickly and quietly without saying goodbye. Matt couldn’t help but admire her. It had taken real guts for her to face Joey. More than it took him to face his roommate now. He walked into the kitchen where he found Joey standing at the counter, sipping a cup of coffee as if he had nothing more important on his mind than that. The two men measured one another from a distance. 
Joey broke the silence first. “I forgot you were sleeping in my room.” 
“This is all my fault. I forced Lindsay to… Wait, I don’t mean it like that. She came here last night looking for you and I…” Matt raised a hand, then dropped it, giving up a losing battle. “I didn’t think you’d be home this early.” 
His roommate’s brows lifted quizzically. He set his mug of coffee down, then poured a second one from the thermos he usually took with him to work and handed it to Matt. Steam rose from the black liquid in white, wispy curls. “We finished up about eleven o’clock last night.” 
Something didn’t make sense. As Matt accepted the mug of coffee, a light bulb flickered on in his head. He had the sneaking suspicion the situation had just become ten times more complicated. “Where have you been since then? It’s almost five thirty.” 
“I stopped by Karyn’s house.” 
“You’re kidding.” 
“No, I’m not.” Joey pulled his lips back in a half-grin, half-grimace. 
“And spent the night with her?” 
He hung his head, then raised it, his expression chagrined. 
“Guess you and Lindsay aren’t the only ones who have some explaining to do.” 
Matt let out a long sigh. “Oh, shit.” 
“That goes double for me,” Joey said and took another sip of coffee. 
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Chapter 5 
“Hey, you! Get outta there.” 
The black and tan pup, head buried to his neck in the kitchen trash can and tail wagging ninety miles an hour, didn’t pay the least bit of attention to Dennis Bigelow. 

Smart dog, Matt thought, not for the first time since the stray had taken to hanging around the fire station, mooching, or occasionally stealing, food scraps. From the looks of it, their visitor had found something interesting. 
“I said beat it!” 
Dennis kicked the pup in the haunches, hard enough to warn him off the trash can, but not harsh enough to injure him. 
With a high-pitched yelp, the pup flipped sideways, knocking the trash can over and strewing the contents across the floor. 
“Hey!” Matt stepped forward. “Was that really necessary?” 
“Damn it to hell!” Dennis stomped his foot hard, making a loud noise. Ears flat and tail low, the pup ran from the kitchen, through the common room and straight to Emilio Chavez’s office, a candy bar wrapper stuck to his nose. “If everyone would stop feeding him, he’d go away.” 
Matt chuckled. The little bugger had befriended the two people on their shift who could help him the most; the captain and Lindsay. As if hearing her name, she stormed into the kitchen, prepared to give Dennis a piece of her mind. 
“You didn’t have to hurt him.” Fists planted on her hips and fury in her eyes, she sent Dennis a stare so chilly, Matt swore the room temperature dropped twenty degrees. “He’s young, he’s hungry, and he doesn’t know any better.” 
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“He’s a pain in the butt. And so are you.” Dennis held his hand out, level with his forehead. “I’ve had it up to here with the both of you. Him chewing everything in sight and you on a chronic PMS rampage.” 
Difficult as it was, Matt kept quiet. He disliked the snide remark Dennis directed at Lindsay, but firefighters, by unspoken agreement, stayed out of personal disputes unless tempers escalated to the danger level. In some ways, they were like an extended family, and a certain amount of bickering was expected and tolerated. Neither Lindsay nor Dennis would appreciate Matt’s interference, each for their own reasons. 
“Isn’t that just like you, Bigelow,” Lindsay shot back. 
“When you can’t come up with an intelligent remark, you resort to sexist insults.” 
Dennis’ face turned a dark red. “I’m calling the pound right now and having that stupid mutt picked up today.” 
“Nobody’s calling the pound.” Emilio Chavez walked into the kitchen. The dog, sans candy wrapper, followed faithfully, his long, pink tongue lolling in a playful canine grin. “You’re seasoned pros, both of you. Quit acting like a couple of booters.” 
He jerked his thumb at the toppled trash can. “Dennis, get this mess cleaned up. And Lindsay. You take care of the puddle the dog left in the hall by the utility closet. 
Bending to his task, Dennis grumbled under his breath. 
Lindsay ignored him, reaching across the sink and snagging several paper towels from the holder. She was halfway out the kitchen when Emilio stopped her. 
“I’ll see you both in my office when you’re through.” 
The unspoken agreement to not interfere obviously didn’t apply to captains. 
“Yes, sir,” they said in unison. 
Matt watched Lindsay go, the straight line of her back conveying her mood more effectively than words. He felt for her, for Dennis, too, imagining the scene in Emilio’s office. 
Lindsay and Dennis had been at odds more than usual lately and the captain, Matt was sure, planned to end it. 
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While he didn’t always agree with Dennis, Matt did in this case. Ever since the morning two weeks ago when Joey walked in on him and Lindsay, she hadn’t been her usual pleasant self. 
Truthfully, she’d become darn near impossible to be around. 
Matt told himself to be patient that she needed time to come to terms with the idea of them being together. 
Well, she hadn’t come to terms, and his patience was fast running out. 
As promised, he'd gone to see Lindsay that morning after he and Joey talked, expecting to find her distraught but glad to see him. She hadn’t been home. Neither had she been home that night, or the next day. The voice mail messages and pages he left weren’t returned. 
Okay. He got the hint. She didn’t want to see him or talk to him. Their first day back at work together went badly. When he cornered her alone in the workout room, she’d fed him some line about there being too many complications. What complications? He and Lindsay were on, she and Joey were off. 
Simple. 
He, she’d insisted, didn’t understand. 
No, he didn’t. Could she please explain it to him? 
If he didn’t already understand her feelings, nothing she said would make a difference. 
Failing once again to comprehend her logic, Matt left, more confused than angry. 
Not realizing Lindsay was shutting him out, Joey filled Matt in on the details. She’d taken the news of Joey’s reconciliation with his ex-fiancée well, and they’d parted on good terms, agreeing to remain friends. 
Upon learning this, Matt made another totally-male-and-thereby-wrong assumption; he and Lindsay would slide into a comfortable dating relationship. 
She corrected his erroneous thinking the next day at work. 
Too stubborn for his own good, he’d stopped by Lindsay's place one evening, peace offering in hand. For thirty minutes, his 60 
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hormones waged war with his brain cells, the latter winning by the slimmest of margins. They’d sat on her couch, making awkward conversation over two cups of her favorite Starbucks coffee when what he really wanted to do was push her down onto the cushions and dribble Mocha Frappuccino onto her bare nipples. 
While barely managing to keep his obvious erection under control, he’d listened to her explain why her breakup with Joey didn’t automatically imply she and Matt were a couple. 
Translation: she felt guilty. 
Finally. Something Matt understood. He, too, had suffered a fleeting twinge of guilt. But seeing Joey and Karyn back together and deliriously happy pretty much alleviated it. 
Lindsay wasn’t still bothered by what happened, was she? 
Yes. They’d been wrong to sleep together and should have waited. 
Reminding her that Joey had been with Karyn at the same time he and Lindsay were together only earned him an exasperated huff, followed by a that’s-not-the-point argument. 
Three days later, he still hadn’t sorted it out. 
“Callahan,” Emilio barked. “Don’t you have something else to do besides stand around here taking up space?” 
“Yes,” Matt said, giving his head a quick shake to clear the cobwebs. “As a matter of fact, I do.” With a friendly salute to his captain, he strode off in search of Lindsay. There had to be something else bothering her besides the thing with him and Joey. She wasn’t one to let her personal life affect her job. 
“Oh, by the way.” Emilio’s sharp call brought Matt to a standstill. “Word from Fire Administration is that the test results will be posted this afternoon. Good luck.” 
The test results for engineer. Of course! How could he have been so dense? That’s what had Lindsay on edge. In the midst of everything else going on, the test had completely slipped his mind. He’d even forgotten to study and winged it during the final session last week. 
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“Thanks, but I’m not holding my breath.” He nodded at Emilio and left. 
Actually, Matt didn’t care if he made engineer or not. He’d tested only because he thought a promotion might impress his father. A mistake, he realized in retrospect. Advancing through the ranks in a career his father didn’t approve of in the first place wouldn’t alter the older man’s opinion. Lindsay, however, wanted the promotion and had worked harder than any of them to get it. Matt didn’t doubt she’d be the next engineer for the City of Glendale Fire Department. 
He found her at the dumpster behind the station, discarding the soiled paper towels. The plain uniform did a poor job of hiding the sweet curves of her figure. The shorts, meant to be functional, accentuated her narrow waist and the slope of her hips, hips he’d held firmly in his hands while racing in a mad frenzy toward release. At the sight of her bare, tanned legs, his heart rate accelerated. 
Letting the heavy lid on the dumpster drop, she tracked his approach with wary green eyes. In his mind, he saw those green eyes widen in surprise when he entered her, warm with pleasure as he moved in and out, then squeeze shut at the moment of climax. Every muscle in his body involuntarily tensed. 
“Hi.” Leaning his back against the brick building, he shoved his fists inside his front pockets, hoping to appear casual and not like he’d purposefully sought her out. “Don’t let Dennis get to you.” 
“I’m not.” She kicked at a pebble, sending it skipping across the blacktop. 
“That wasn’t his butt you just mentally kicked into the next county, was it?” 
She cracked a tiny smile. 
The last residuals of tension between them dissipated. Matt took full advantage. 
“I know Dennis can be a jerk sometimes, but he has his good qualities, too. Next to you, there isn’t anyone else I’d rather have in the field with me.” 
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Lindsay studied him through slitted eyes, wondering if she should take his compliment at face value. 
“It’s true,” he reiterated, correctly guessing her thoughts. 
“Thank you. That means a lot to me.” He probably didn’t realize how much. Lindsay's struggle for acceptance by her male peers had been an ongoing battle since her first day at the academy. “I’m mad at myself mostly,” she admitted. 
“Sometimes, I think I play right into Dennis’ hands.” 


* * * * 
 “Now that you mention it…” One side of Matt’s mouth lifted in a dangerous grin. 
Dangerous because it cut through her carefully constructed defenses with the ease of a knife slicing soap suds. 

What am I so afraid of? 
It was the same question she’d asked herself over and over since spending the night with him. 
The answer wasn’t Joey. They’d resolved their differences and returned to the kind of relationship they’d always had but not admitted to: friendship. He deserved to be happy, and she was glad for him, if a little concerned. Karyn had hurt him badly in the past. Lindsay didn’t want the same thing to happen again and had cautioned him to proceed slowly. He’d assured her he would. Lindsay, however, feared he’d go off the deep end without so much as a backwards glance. 
Which is exactly what she’d done with Matt. 
He hadn’t slept by himself that night in Joey’s bed. She’d been with him, physically, emotionally, and in every way possible a woman can be with a man. He didn’t deserve to be shut out of her life or the decisions she was making which concerned him. But how much should she let him in and what kind of impact would that have on their jobs? 
Changing the subject, Lindsay said, “Emilio mentioned the test results might be posted today.” 
“So I heard,” he said, giving her a mildly curious look. 
“Nervous?” 
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“Yes.” She hadn’t intended to be so blunt and softened her response. “A little. You?” 
“Naw.” He made a face. “I don’t stand a chance.” 
“Of course you do.” 
“I didn’t study for the last part.” 
“I don’t believe you!” 
“Afraid so.” 
Lindsay couldn’t comprehend Matt’s cavalier attitude about something so important. She wanted to make engineer. Needed to. That one feat, she believed, would earn her the respect she craved. Only then would the men stop treating her as second rate, like Dennis did. “I can’t take things as they come, like you do.” 
“Don’t sweat it,” Matt said optimistically. “You’re a shoo-in.” 
“I’m not so sure.” Lindsay considered the other candidates testing. Even with Matt’s elimination, the competition was still stiff. She scraped the toe of her right shoe along the blacktop. 
Finally, she found the courage to voice her concern, one of those complications Matt didn’t think they had. “What if I’m promoted? How would you feel about that?” 
“Terrific.” 
“You wouldn’t resent me?” 
He gave her a puzzled look. “Why would I?” 
Did he not understand? “I’d outrank you.” 
Matt chuckled. “Is that what's bothering you? Well, let me put your mind at ease.” 
“You don’t mind taking orders from a woman?” 
“Depends on the orders,” he teased. 
“Be serious.” 
“I am.” 
Though his had tone changed, she didn’t quite believe him. 
“You don’t want to make engineer?” 
“Yeah. Sure.” He shifted, readjusting his weight. 
“Eventually. When it’s for the right reasons. I get my satisfaction from the job itself, not the rank I hold.” 
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“That’s very noble of you,” she said, recalling her own less than noble ambitions. 
“Don’t go erecting any statues in my honor just yet. My motives are selfish.” 
“How so?” 
“I’m a typical guy. Into speed, action, the adrenaline rush that comes from taking risks.” He smiled wryly. “Sometimes, I think my dad’s right. I’m nothing more than a grown-up kid.” 
“There’s nothing wrong with that. Besides.” She scrunched her mouth to one side and contemplated the setting sun as it dipped below the horizon. “Ambition’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” 
“I think it’s great you want to move up. We could use more women in higher level positions.” 
“I’d like to be Battalion Chief one day.” She didn’t realize how much until she said it. 
“You will. And making engineer is the first step.” Abruptly, he pushed off the wall and moved close to her, closer than was necessary to carry on a casual conversation. “Enough chit chat. 
Let’s talk about us.” 
“That’s probably not a good idea.” 
Probably? Lindsay knew full well it wasn’t a good idea. In the span of a single indrawn breath, the atmosphere changed from companionable to intimate. For two weeks, she’d managed to prevent this kind of thing from happening. And now it had, under the most mundane circumstances. 
At an unexpected clicking noise overhead, Lindsay started and felt foolish for it. The exterior light had come on, activated by an automatic timer. It glowed hazily, which only served to heighten the mood. Were she smart, she’d concoct some excuse and run for safety. She didn’t, however. Her traitorous mouth and feet refused to cooperate. 
Matt leaned in, reducing the space separating them by another few inches, and reached for her hand. Every nerve ending in Lindsay’s body came instantly alive, humming with anticipation. She took a cautionary step backwards, afraid if he 65 
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touched her, she’d snap, crackle, and pop like a severed live wire. 
“I want to see you, Lindsay. Be with you.” He countered her retreat with a large stride forward. “Let’s have dinner tomorrow night.” 
She rubbed her arms, trying without success to erase the goose bumps erupting there. “We can’t.” One of them had to be sensible. 
“You’re right. Tomorrow night’s too far away. “We’ll go for breakfast in the morning after our shift is over.” 
“Impossible.” 
“You have plans?” 
“That’s not the reason.” 
“Why then?” He bent down and nuzzled her cheek with his. 
True to her earlier prediction, the contact set off a series of tiny explosions throughout her body. Fearing he’d kiss her—or she’d kiss him—she turned her head. “We always eat breakfast here. Together.” 
“Skip it.” 
“Emilio and Dennis will wonder why.” 
“That doesn’t wash and you know it. What’s the real reason?” 
He was right. She had been making excuses. “The problem is we work together.” 
“Other firefighters date.” 
“Not many.” 
“Rhonda and Lee Schaeffer are married.” 
“They’re not assigned to the same station.” 
“They were at first. He wasn’t transferred until after they became engaged.” 
For one completely insane second, Lindsay pictured an identical scenario with her and Matt. Ridiculous, she chided herself. He was asking her out, not proposing. 
“It would be awkward. And Emilio won’t approve.” Not to mention Dennis. He’d never give her a moment’s peace if she and Matt were to openly date. 
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“There’ll be obstacles,” Matt conceded. “I won’t disagree with you on that.” He pressed his mouth to her ear and spoke in a husky whisper. “But I promise you, the benefits will outweigh them.” 
“I-I—” 
“Callahan! Pfeiffer,” Dennis hollered from inside the apparatus room, the large open area where the engine was parked. “Where are you?” 
Lindsay sprang back as if she’d been stuck with a hot poker. 
Her heel caught on a rough patch of blacktop, and she teetered unsteadily. 
Matt looped an arm around her waist and reeled her in. 
“I’ve got you.” 
Naturally, Dennis appeared through the side door at that exact moment. 
“Hey!” He frowned suspiciously. “What’s going on here?” 

Where was a good hiding place when you needed one? 
She’d forgotten about the meeting with Emilio, and now Dennis had been dispatched to fetch her. Great. More ammunition for him to use against her. 
“She stumbled,” Matt answered blithely and dropped his arm, acting as if he cared less. The wink he gave her when Dennis glanced the other way implied differently. “What’s up, Dennis?” he asked. 
“The captain wants to see the two of you in his office. 
ASAP.” 
Confused, Lindsay said, “I thought he wanted to see you and me.” 
“Guess he was sidetracked when he checked his email.” 
Dennis smirked. “The test results have been posted.” 
Matt placed a hand on the small of Lindsay’s back and propelled her forward. “Go.” 
He didn’t have to tell her twice. She was already on the move. She’d been waiting weeks for this. Matt and Dennis were right behind her, their heavy footsteps echoing off the walls. 
67 

Playing With Fire 



Even the pup joined the fray, trotting alongside Lindsay and yipping. 
Lindsay clenched her fists into tight balls. The trip down the corridor seemed to take forever, during which a whole series of negative ‘what-ifs’ ran through her head. She mentally pushed them aside, reminding herself she’d studied hard and knew the material inside and out. At the end of each test session, she’d walked away confident she’d done her best. 
She’d make engineer. She simply had to. 
At the entrance to Emilio’s office, Matt briefly touched her arm in a small gesture of support. She smiled over her shoulder at him in return. 
“Come in, come in,” Emilio bellowed when he spotted Lindsay standing in his doorway. He sat at his desk, the computer screen to his left flickering. 
Lindsay’s hopes escalated at the sight of him. He stared straight at her, grinning like he’d just won the lottery. She and Matt squeezed into the compact office, crowding in front of the desk. 
“Dennis, you wait outside.” Emilio motioned Lindsay and Matt nearer. “Look there.” Beaming, he pointed to the screen and tapped it with the tip of his index finger. 
Lindsay squinted and scanned the official announcement, along with the list of names it contained. It took several ticks of the wall clock for reality to sink in. She blinked. And blinked again. Her eyes weren’t deceiving her. Emotion welled up inside her, clogging her throat. 
“Congratulations,” Emilio said heartily and swung around in his chair, his hand extended across the desk. “I’m proud of you. 
Both of you.” 
“Thank you.” Lindsay swallowed hard and shook his hand, then watched silently as the two men also shook hands. When they were done, she turned to face Matt, her smile bright. 
And forced. 
With a calmness that belied the turmoil inside her, she said, 
“Congratulations.” 
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“Lindsay.” He looked unhappy. Not like someone who had just made engineer. 
“Who’d have believed it?” Emilio's chair squeaked as he stood up. “The two highest scores are from my crew. I figured Lindsay for a top spot. But you, Matt?” He chuckled and thumped his chest as if jump-starting his stalled heart. “The shock nearly did me in.” 

Yes. Quite a shock. 
“Only two-hundredths of a point separate your scores,” 
Emilio went on, ignorant of the renewed friction between his two crew members. “It’s like the Olympics. The difference is so small, it’s practically nonexistent.” 
For Lindsay, two-hundredths of a point might as well have been twenty. 
She’d come in second. Not only that, she’d come in second to Matt. He didn’t even want to be engineer. Or so he’d said. 
Emilio didn’t appear to notice he was the only one of the three talking. “I’ll be losing one or the other of you before long. 
You’re in line for the next opening, Lindsay.” 
Matt spoke for the first time. “She’s in line for this one.” 
“Can’t you read?” Emilio joked, tapping the computer screen again. 
Matt inhaled sharply. “I’m declining the promotion. 
Lindsay’s the one who deserves it.” 
“No, you aren’t!” The vehemence of her denial had both men gawking at her. She waited until she could trust her voice not to betray her, then said to Matt, “The promotion’s yours. 
You’ve earned it.” 
“She’s right, Matt. You did.” Emilio came around the desk, herding them from his office into the hall. “And her turn will be here before long.” He waved them away. “Now get outta here, you two. I’m sure there’re a few phone calls you want to make. 
Oh, and Lindsay,” he said as an afterthought. “I want to see you back here in fifteen minutes.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
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Damn. Once again because of Matt, she’d forgotten about the meeting with Emilio and Dennis. Since skipping work wasn’t an option, she made a beeline for her bedroom. There, at least, she’d have a few minutes of privacy to steel herself for the upcoming emotional blow. Her second one for the day. 
“Lindsay. Wait up.” 
She ignored Matt. He persisted, blocking her bedroom door with his foot before she could shut it. 
“Stay out.” 
“We need to talk.” 
“Not now,” she hissed and jimmied the door. 
His foot held fast. “I had no idea. You have to believe me.” 
The trouble was, she did. And that’s what hurt the most. 
She’d worked her tail off, only to lose to someone who hadn’t cared enough to study. The fight drained out of her, and she sagged in defeat. 
Lightning quick, Matt pushed open the door. But he didn’t enter her bedroom. He wouldn’t, not without an invitation. And they both knew one wasn’t forthcoming. 
“I’m sorry.” 
She closed her eyes and sighed, disliking scenes and wishing Matt would leave. “Me, too.” 
“Challenge the results.” 
Her eyes flew open. “Are you nuts!” 
“Our scores were so close, there could have been a mistake.” 
“Forget it.” 
“I wasn’t kidding back there, Lindsay. I’ll decline the promotion.” 
“No, you won’t.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I wasn’t kidding, either. I’ll make engineer. But I’ll do it on my own. Not because you disqualify yourself.” 
A moment passed before he responded. “Okay. I can respect that. And like Emilio said, your turn will be here before long.” 
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He most likely didn’t intend to patronize her, but it still sounded that way. “Leave me alone, Matt. Emilio is getting ready to chew me out for fighting with Dennis and I’d really like some time by myself beforehand.” 
“We’re still on for breakfast in the morning, right?” 
“We were never on for breakfast.” She pushed the door shut. 
He caught the edge of it with his hand. “This changes nothing between us.” 
“You’re wrong, Matt,” she said dejectedly. “It changes everything.” 
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Chapter 6 
“There you are, Lindsay. Take a load off your feet.” Emilio inclined his head toward the visitor chair beside his desk. 
Lindsay sat and wished she could lighten the load on her heart as easily as she did her feet. The brief respite in her bedroom hadn’t been nearly sufficient. It would take more like a week for her to overcome the disappointment of losing the promotion to Matt. 
The stray pup lay in a corner by the filing cabinet, destroying the cardboard tube from a roll of paper towels. 
Lindsay no sooner settled in when he lumbered over, planted two oversized front paws on her knees and proceeded to slobber her face with wet, sloppy kisses. Gently, she pushed him away. 
Lindsay liked dogs and had owned many through the years. 
During college, she’d supplemented her income by working summers as a dog obedience instructor. Were it not for her hectic lifestyle, she’d own one now. 
Cats, being a lower maintenance pet, were a better fit. His Highness, a pint-sized tabby with visions of grandeur, had come to live with Lindsay last year. A housewarming gift from her stepsister, Mahina. 
“Sit,” Lindsay said and pushed the pup’s behind to the floor with the flat of her hand. He obeyed, and she absently stroked the smooth fur between his ears. “Good boy.” He stared at her with adoring eyes, his tail thumping loudly on the tile floor. 
She hardly noticed. She was too busy fighting the urge to cry by gnawing on the inside of her cheek. This wasn’t like her. 
In light of the many horrors she regularly witnessed on the job, crying over a lost promotion seemed trite. She searched her 72 
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memory for the last time she’d shed tears. It had been three years ago at her maternal grandmother’s funeral. The time before that had been at her mother and stepfather’s wedding, and those were tears of joy. She remembered the ribbing she’d taken from family and friends, which only strengthened her resolve not to yield to clichéd feminine reactions. Lindsay was a tomboy through and through. 
“Shall I call Dennis?” She wished her coworker would hurry, preferring to get the meeting over and done with as soon as possible. 
“That won’t be necessary.” Emilio smiled fondly. “You’re good with him.” 
“Dennis?” 
“No.” The captain gave her a funny look. “The dog.” 
“Oh.” The subject of their discussion had made himself comfortable, resting his head on Lindsay’s lap. He blew a gust of air through his nose and smacked his lips, obviously preparing for a short nap. 
“I knew I’d made the right decision.” 
Lindsay didn’t follow. “What decision?” And what in the world did any of this have to do with her and Dennis? 
“Tom, Rebecca and I have been talking and we’re all in agreement. We want to keep Booter.” 
Now she was really confused. Emilio often consulted with the other two station captains, but the results seldom necessitated a private meeting with a crew member. 
“Which booter?” 
There were two rookies she knew of within the department Emilio had been watching with interest. He must have requested one of them for permanent assignment in preparation for Matt’s promotion. 
Emilio rolled his eyes and repeated, “The dog. We named him Booter. Cute, huh?” 
“Uh, yeah.” 
Booter yawned, evidently unimpressed with his new name or the possible significance earning one might have for him. 
73 

Playing With Fire 



“We want to keep him.” 
“That’s great. Your kids will love him.” 
“No. Here. Sort of a station mascot.” Emilio’s bushy, black brows rose expectantly. 
“I see.” She didn’t see. At least she didn’t see what keeping Booter had to do with her. 
The brows knitted together. “Is everything okay, Lindsay? 
You seem distracted.” 
“Do I?” Hmm. Maybe she should tell Emilio the reason behind her distraction. 

You see, Cap, it’s like this. Two weeks ago, I slept with Matt while
still dating Joey, who, by the way, dumped me the next morning for his
ex-fiancée. Matt, being the kind of guy he is, assumed he could pick up
where Joey left off, like dating a coworker is no big deal. To top it off, I
found out today I lost the promotion to him. Which wouldn’t bother me
except I studied my tail off while he barely cracked a book. Oh, and
here’s the really funny part, he claims he doesn’t want the promotion. 

Can you believe it? So, yes, I’m a little distracted. Thanks for asking. 
On second thought, she’d be better off saying nothing. 
“Sorry. I guess I misunderstood you earlier. I thought we were meeting with Dennis.” 
“Argh!” Emilio screwed up his face. “I forgot to tell you. I cancelled the meeting with Dennis. There’s something else I want to discuss with you first.” 
“Oh. Okay.” What now? 
“Booter’s a little undisciplined, wouldn’t you say?” His gaze traveled to the scattered pile of debris left on the floor by the dog. 
“You called me in here to discuss the dog?” 
“Yes.” 
She didn’t know what to say. His answer wasn’t the one she expected. 
“We want to keep him, however he needs training.” He gave her a have-you-put-two-and-two-together-yet look. “You have the necessary experience.” 
“Yes, but—” 
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“And Booter already likes you.” The dog’s worshipful gaze had not veered one millimeter from her the entire time she’d been seated. 
“You want me to train him?” 
“That’s right.” Emilio grinned broadly. 
“I can’t.” 
His smile dimmed. “Why?” 

Because I’m sick and tired of being the brunt of every joke around
here. 
Lindsay bit the inside of her cheek again. Whiny complaints would not advance her struggle for acceptance by her peers. 
“You have to work with a dog twice a day minimum for the training to be effective. I’m only here every third day.” 
“Take him home with you.” 
Lindsay thought of His Highness and the cat’s response to a canine interloper. Particularly a young, discipline-challenged canine interloper. 
“My cat has a rule. No dogs allowed in the house.” 
“Keep him outside.” 
“The yard’s not fenced. I’d hate it if he ran off or got hit by a car.” Not to mention the potential devastation to her landlady’s elaborate desert landscaping. 
Emilio didn’t back down. He’d earned the reputation of being a steamroller when he set his sights on something. “Drop him off here when you have to go out. You don’t live five minutes from the station.” 
Lindsay made the mistake of hesitating. 
Emilio saw his opportunity and seized it. “We’re only talking what, a few weeks? A month at the most?” 
Emotionally depleted and unable to bear up under her captain’s skillfully applied pressure, Lindsay folded. “I have a suggestion.” 
“I’m all ears.” 
“What if I come by the station on my days off?” 
His broad grin returned. 
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“I’ll need some things: a collar and leash to start with, a box of treats.” 
“I’ll pick them up tomorrow.” 
Dislodging the pup’s head from her lap, she stood. “Will that be all?” 
“Can you start today?” 
“Sure.” She’d concede to almost anything at this point, and she did genuinely like the dog. “Come on, boy,” she said and slapped her thigh. 
Booter scrambled to his feet and padded after her, tongue lolling. 
Emilio trailed behind them. “By the way.” He tapped her on the shoulder, causing her to stop and turn. “Try and get along with Dennis, will you?” 
“I’ll do my best.” 
“Oh, and one more thing, can you housebreak him and teach him not to chew everything in sight?” 
“Dennis?” 
Emilio laughed. “Good one.” 
They entered the common room. Matt sat at the large multipurpose table filling out paperwork while Dennis lounged on the couch watching TV. 
“Hey, you two, listen up.” Emilio clapped his hands. “I have an announcement to make.” 
Lindsay cringed. Why couldn’t this be her and the captain’s little secret? 
Matt laid his papers aside. 
Dennis sat up and stretched. “Yo, Cap. You rang?” 
“We’re keeping the dog and making him station mascot. 
Lindsay’s agreed to train him.” 
“Say it ain’t so.” Dennis pretended to stab himself in the chest and fell back onto the couch. “My worst nightmare. Dog and woman. Together.” 
“Cool it, Dennis.” Emilio spoke sharply. “I want you to cut Lindsay some slack. In fact, that’s an order.” 
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“Yes, sir.” Dennis sat back up and fixed Lindsay with a lethal stare. 
She ignored him. “I’m taking Booter into the apparatus room for his first lesson.” 
“Good.” Emilio tugged on Dennis’ shirt sleeve as he went by. “While you do that, Dennis and I will clean the kitchen.” 
Dennis grumbled but obliged by crawling off the couch. 
Lindsay knew Emilio meant well, but she wished he wouldn’t fight her battles for her. His intervention sometimes made matters worse. She avoided Matt’s apologetic gaze as she and Booter passed by. He braced his hands on the table and started to rise. When she gave her head an imperceptive shake, he sat back down. She didn’t feel like talking at the moment. 
One more ‘I’m sorry’ from him, and she’d snap. 
Five minutes into the lesson, the alarm went off. Both Booter’s training and washing the dishes were forced to wait. 


* * * * 
 Lindsay didn’t cry. 
She held back the tears collecting in the corners of her eyes and the sobs lodging in the back of her throat. 
Instead, she let the steaming hot water of the shower run over her until her skin turned a bright pink. In her mind, she saw the old woman, tiny and frail, huddled in the arms of her family, her face as white as the hair on her head. 
The old woman had cried. 
She’d stood in the street, watching her home burn and everything she owned with it. While the firefighters doused the raging flames with water, she’d wept bitterly over what was lost. 
Family photographs in silver frames which had lined whitewashed bookcases. A greeting card her late husband had given her on their first anniversary fifty-two years earlier. The pine rocking chair where she’d sat and sung her babies to sleep. 
The drawing her youngest grandson had made for her with the box of crayons she’d given him last Christmas. Priceless, irreplaceable mementoes gone forever. 
77 

Playing With Fire 



There were days Lindsay hated being a firefighter, and today was one of them. 
For hours, they’d fought the flames; at first, to try and save the house and when that became a lost cause, to prevent the fire from spreading. Lindsay reminded herself the old woman’s life was what really mattered. Pieces of paper, wood, and fabric weren’t worth dying for. 
Faulty wiring appeared to be the cause. The old woman had been watching TV in her recliner, the antiquated window air conditioner running on full blast. The next thing she knew, the room was full of smoke. Coughing and disorientated, she somehow made it to the front door and outside. Neighbors called 9-1-1, but it was too late. In the span of time it took for a single spark to ignite, her entire world changed. 
Lindsay had felt much the same way herself earlier in the day after learning Matt’s test scores were higher than hers. In retrospect, she’d overreacted. Her promotion hadn’t been lost, merely delayed. It could be worse. She could be watching everything she owned vanish in a puff of smoke. Literally. 
Putting things in perspective should have made her feel better. It didn’t, which was unlike her. 
Shutting off the water, she stepped from the shower and toweled dry, then donned a clean uniform. She shared the bathroom with Dennis and could hear his heavy snoring through the connecting door to his bedroom. She ran a comb through her wet hair and brushed her teeth. A glance at the wall clock above her bed told her it was past midnight. Matt and Emilio had also retired to their respective bedrooms soon after returning from the fire. She assumed they were resting as well. 
Lindsay lay down on her bed eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. A hard ball of misery had lodged between her heart and lungs, making breathing difficult and sleep impossible. She begrudged Booter, who snoozed peacefully on the floor at the foot of her bed. He continued to snooze twenty minutes later when she stepped over him on her way to the kitchen. 
78 

Playing With Fire 



Later, as she sat at the table sipping a cup of herbal tea, the oppressive stillness closed in around her. Try as she might, she couldn’t shake her despondency. Suddenly, the ball inside her chest burst and tears seeped from the corners of her eyes. Before long, they were streaming down her cheeks. 
She was crying, and no amount of effort stopped it. 
A sob escaped. Lindsay snatched a paper napkin from the holder on the table and used it to cover her mouth. What if one of the sleeping men heard her and came out to the kitchen? What would they think? 
They’d think she was weak. They’d think she didn’t have what it took to be a firefighter. 
No. She couldn’t let that happen. 
Another sob and then a hiccup. She had to act fast. The chair nearly toppled when she jumped up. Righting it, she bolted from the kitchen, down the hall, and through the door to the apparatus room. Where now? She needed a hiding place, preferably soundproof. The weight room was out of the question. So was the supply closet. That left the equipment room. 
Tears obscured her vision as she stumbled around the rear of the engine. Ducking inside the equipment room, she shut the door. It latched into place with a reassuring click. She was completely—and finally—alone. 
Pale moonlight filtered in through a small window, enough so Lindsay could see to maneuver. Making a place for herself on the bench, she sat, dropped her head, and did something completely out of character. She cried her heart out. 
Time passed. How much, she didn’t know. Maybe three minutes, maybe thirty. Without warning, the door opened with a soft swish. Lindsay’s head snapped up. A man stood framed in the doorway, his features hidden in shadow. Nonetheless, she recognized him and averted her head so he wouldn’t see her tear-stained face. She need not have bothered. 


* * * * 
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For reasons that defied logic, Matt entered the equipment room and closed the door behind him. Common sense dictated he leave Lindsay alone. Besides the inappropriateness of their being alone together, she obviously didn’t want company. 
Especially his company. Any progress they’d made toward a reconciliation had been wiped clean with one email from Fire Administration. 
His first response had been to decline the promotion. He didn’t want it, or so he thought, and Lindsay did. But something inside him changed during the course of the day. The congratulatory back slappings and phone calls had felt good. 
Emotions he hadn’t anticipated surfaced: pride and satisfaction foremost among them. He came to realize a part of himself, a larger part than he’d originally suspected, wanted the promotion. Lindsay would still make engineer. Her scores stood for two years and in that time, another position was bound to open up. 
He took a step toward her, ignoring the warning bells clanging inside his head. When it came to taking risks, Matt didn’t know where to draw the line. He lived on the edge and liked it. If he and Lindsay were caught, and they probably would be, he’d have some interesting explaining to do. 
That didn’t stop him from advancing another step. “Are you okay?” He spoke in a whisper. 
She hunkered down lower and massaged her temples. “I’m fine.” Her voice cracked. “Leave me alone.” 
“Are you crying?” 
“No.” 
“Yes, you are,” he said in disbelief. He’d never seen Lindsay cry. She kept her calm even during the most horrific disasters. 
“What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing.” She sniffed. “So what do you want?” 
“I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d drop by.” 
Acting on his impulses, he took a seat beside her, after first moving a metal supply box out of the way. Usually he’d run at the first sign of tears, but he didn’t feel that way with Lindsay. 
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Quite the opposite. Instead, he wanted to take her in his arms and hold her until her crying subsided. 
She instantly stiffened and turned blazing green eyes on him. “You have no right to be here.” 
“None whatsoever.” Before she could react, he grabbed hold of her and lifted her onto his lap. True to form, she rebelled. 
“Let me go!” she hissed, kicking out with her feet and shoving her hands into his chest. 
“Quiet. Do you want someone to hear us?” He’d meant to comfort her, but all her squirming was having an adverse effect on him. On her, too. With each movement, her erect nipple brushed against the front of his tee-shirt. 
“I don’t care.” 
“Of course, you do.” He captured her wrists in one hand. 
With the other, he supported her back. “You’re a slave to protocol.” 
“And that’s so—” 
He brought his mouth down on hers. 
Hard. Hot. Hungry. 
The fight drained out of her and she went slack in his arms, but only momentarily. When he released her wrists, she drove her fingers into his hair and returned his kiss with like ardor. 
Curling into him, she moaned softly. Matt readjusted her weight to lessen the pressure on his swelling erection. 
They broke apart, breathless, their hearts pounding. He dropped tiny kisses on her damp cheeks, her chin, her forehead. 
“We can’t do this.” 
“Shh.” He pressed her head to his shoulder. “Everything will be fine. You’ll see.” 
She started crying again. Her whole body shook with silent sobs. He gathered her to him and soothed her as one might a small child. Eventually, she stopped. 
“How did you know I was in here?” she asked in a scratchy whisper, not lifting her head. 
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“Booter gave you away. He was right outside the door, whimpering. Didn’t you hear him?” 
“No. The last time I saw him, he was sleeping in my bedroom. I suppose I should get him.” 
“He’s all right. I gave him a bowl of Cheerios. That should keep him busy.” 
“For about five seconds.” 
He felt her smile. “Lindsay—” 
“Don’t say anything. Please.” She put a finger to his lips. 
“I’m too raw for any well-meaning words.” 
“Okay.” He angled his head and nuzzled the inside of her arm, nipping at the tender skin there. Then he worked his way up to her elbow. 
“Not a good idea, Matt.” She tried to wiggle free, but he only tightened his grasp on her. 
“I think it’s a very good idea.” He lifted his head and brought his lips to within an inch of hers. “Kiss me.” 
“In your dreams.” 
“Still mad about the test scores?” 
“Fuming.” 
“Physical activity is great outlet for venting frustrations.” 
“So, you won’t mind if I sock you.” She cuffed him lightly on the arm. 
“I had a different sort of physical activity in mind.” His fingers glided up her leg and under the hem of her shorts. 
“Are you insane?” She pushed his hand away. “Emilio and Dennis will hear us.” 
“They’re sound asleep.” 
“For the moment. A flea hopping off Booter would make enough racket to wake them.” 
“Then we’ll have to be really careful. None of that screaming like the other night.” 
She cuffed him on the arm again, a little harder. 
“Kiss me,” he repeated. 
“Go to hell,” she said, then did as he demanded and kissed him. 
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With her help, he yanked her shirt from the waist band of her shorts and drove his hand underneath, desperate to touch her bare skin. She was warm and silky and smelled like soap. He pulled her shirt higher, exposing a band of creamy flesh, and found out she also tasted like soap. 
God, he wanted her, with every fiber of his being and not just for his lover. His girlfriend? Definitely. Live-in companion? 
Possibly. Probably. Wife? Whoa! 
Why didn’t the thought of marrying Lindsay scare the pants off him? He’d have to dwell on that later. When he wasn’t so preoccupied with an uncooperative zipper. 
She didn’t object when he unfastened her shorts and hiked them down to her knees. Nor when he parted her legs and toyed with the elastic leg bands of her panties. 
A loud roaring filled his ears, drowning out all coherent thought. What they were doing went beyond dangerous. Well into the realm of suicidal. Matt’s excitement grew with each passing second they avoided detection. He hadn’t experienced such an illicit thrill since his sister’s friend, Mary Beth Shoemaker, let him feel her up behind the bleachers at a high school football game. She’d been a senior, he a lowly junior. 
Before tonight, that memory had stood out as his most daring sexual escapade. 
The panties came off, making way for his fingers, which found their target and quickly established a pattern. In and out. 
Faster and faster. Lindsay bucked and made a low noise in the back of her throat. 
“I want to kiss you, Lindsay.” When her lips grazed his chin, he pulled back and said, “No. Not on the mouth.” He stroked her. “I want to kiss you here.” His thumb found the very center of her and circled it. “And here, too.” She tensed, sucked in a harsh breath. “I will, too. Soon,” he promised. 
That was all it took. He swallowed her cries with his mouth and held her until the spasms ended. 
“You’d better get dressed,” he said and eased her to her feet. He’d put her at enough risk for one day. Making her 83 
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climax, learning she still wanted him despite their differences, was enough to satisfy him. Well, almost enough. 
“What about you?” she asked, tucking in her shirt and buttoning her shorts. 
“What about me?” 
“Aren’t you…wouldn’t you like…” 
“Yes, I’d like.” He held her by the hips, positioning her in front of him, and kissed her belly through her shirt. “But this wasn’t for me. It was for you.” 
“There you go again. Being noble.” 
He didn’t know if she was joking or serious. She knelt in front of him, and he realized how serious she was. “You don’t have to.” Yeah. Tell that to his throbbing erection. 
She covered him with her hands. “Trust me. I’m not doing this out of any misguided obligation.” 
Jolts of pleasure ricocheted through him. “Why then?” he rasped. 
“Call it a power struggle.” She opened his shorts. 
With each ping of the zipper teeth, Matt relinquished more and more of his free will. “I give up. You win.” 
“Not so fast,” she purred. Taking his rock hard penis in her hands, she began to stroke him. “I told you before. I’ll succeed on my own, not because you disqualify yourself.” 
Damned if she wasn’t true to her word. With the speed and fury of an engine barreling through traffic, he reached the point of no return. Lindsay sensed it and increased the pressure. 
Matt gripped the bench seat and swore as his lower body convulsed. Sweat popped out on his face, neck and arms. 
Colorful spots of light danced in front of his eyes. They faded only when his pulse rate dropped to below two hundred beats a minute. 
Lindsay stood and extended a hand to him. “We’d better go.” 
They both knew they’d pushed their luck to the limit. 
He dressed hurriedly, then pulled her in his arms for a last tender kiss. “We have a breakfast date this morning.” 
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“Matt.” 
“Breakfast,” he reiterated. “We need to talk.” 
Reluctantly, she nodded. 
“Are you always this stubborn?” 
“I’m not stubborn.” Her chin jutted out. 
“Neither is a mule.” He pinched her chin between his finger and thumb. “Don’t worry. I like that about you. I like a lot of things about you, Lindsay. We can review the complete list at breakfast.” 
“What’s that noise?” Lindsay turned toward the door. “Did you hear something?” 
“Booter must have finished his cereal.” 
Lindsay gave an exasperated huff. “That dog is a sweetheart, but he can be a real pain in the butt sometimes.” 
Giving himself and her a hasty once over, Matt hustled them to the door. He opened it, and Lindsay stepped out. 
She came face to face not with the station mascot, but with Dennis. 
“Tsk, tsk, tsk.” The beefy man sneered at them. “Isn’t this cozy? I wonder what the captain will say when I tell him Pfeiffer was in the equipment room playing kissy-face with Callahan?” 
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Chapter 7 
Lindsay tried her best to avoid having breakfast with Matt, but he refused to take no for an answer and dogged her the entire way from the station to her car in the back parking lot. 
She agreed, only because she didn’t want to make a fuss in front of Dennis and Emilio, who also happened to be leaving. She and Matt did need to talk, and they’d be better off doing so in public. 
In private, they tended to lose their heads, as well as a fair amount of their clothing. 
Why, she didn’t know. She’d never acted like that with any other man and the fact she did with Matt confused and worried her. Reckless abandon wasn’t her style. 
What happened in the equipment room proved they couldn’t be trusted. If Dennis had shown up one minute earlier, they’d be seated in Emilio’s office receiving the reprimand they so richly deserved rather than at a corner booth in Denny’s
Restaurant. And would be, if not for Matt’s quickly concocted and coolly delivered explanation. Lindsay still had trouble believing Dennis bought Matt’s story about them checking the oxygen levels in the tanks. Or maybe he didn’t and was biding his time until he caught her and Matt red-handed. 
Only one solution made sense: end it with Matt before something terrible happened. 
“So, what’ll it be?” the waitress asked, pouring coffee into their mugs. 
Despite skipping breakfast with the crew that morning, Lindsay had no interest in eating. She’d been on edge ever since the encounter with Dennis and the idea of food, any food, 86 
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turned her stomach. Finally, she decided on a bagel and told the waitress. “Toasted with butter, please.” 
“And how about you?” The waitress turned to Matt. 
“I’ll take the Western Grand Slam, scrambled, with a side of toast and a large orange juice.” 

Hmph. Lindsay fumed. Nothing wrong with his appetite. 
“I’ll be right back with your juice.” The waitress gave them a distracted grin and scurried off, instantly lost in the breakfast-rush crowd. 
Lindsay fiddled with her silverware, her mind blank as a whiteboard. Staring at a chip in the Formica table didn’t help bring her thoughts into focus. 
“You first,” Matt said, taking two sugar packets from the dish of condiments and shaking them so the contents shifted to the bottom. 
“What?” She cursed her nervous reaction. 
He ripped open the sugar packets and emptied them into his coffee. “You’re obviously upset, so let’s hear it.” He made a beckoning motion with his hand. 
Not for the first time, Lindsay wished she were more like Mahina. Her stepsister had a knack for handling men, especially when it came to breaking up with them. Stabbing her paper napkin with her fork, Lindsay mumbled, “Well…um…I’m…” 
“You’re worried that Dennis will report us to Emilio.” 
“Yes. And…I…think…” There were now several dozen holes in her paper napkin. 
“You think we should end this before we do something really dumb, like lose our jobs,” he finished for her. 
“That’s right.” It annoyed her that he could so easily second-guess her, and that annoyance gave her the use of her voice. “A personal relationship is out of the question. We can’t handle it. 
All it takes is one kiss and the next thing you know, boom.” Her hands sliced the air as she talked. “Good judgment flies right out the window. It’s happened twice already. And in the process, we hurt a good friend, endangered our jobs, and lied to a coworker.” 
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Out of steam, she paused, then frowned. Why was he smiling at her? This wasn’t funny. 
“Don’t you agree?” 
“No,” he said, thoughtfully knitting his brow. 
The waitress appeared with his juice, and Lindsay waited until they were once more alone. 
“No?” 
He spoke slowly, enunciating each word. “A personal relationship isn’t out of the question.” 
She shook her head. It never occurred to her he’d disagree, though it should have. He could be so damn argumentative. 
Taking a firm approach, she said, “I want to end it.” 
“Well I don’t.” His smile broadened. 
“Y-y-you can’t d-do that.” 
He took a sip of his coffee, then set the mug down. 
Propping his elbows on the table, he leaned forward and said, “If you think I’m going to give up without a fight, you’re crazy. I’ll take on Dennis, the department, the city, and even you if I have to. What we have is that important and that special.” 
Dumbstruck, she gaped at him. And continued to gape at him all the while the waitress served their breakfast. 
Matt spread jelly on his toast, his broad smile back in place. 
“Eat up,” he said and took a big bite. 

Swell, Lindsay thought when functionality at last returned. 

What now? 



* * * * 
 “Oh, my God! You and Matt had sex in the equipment room at the station?” Mahina threw back her head and let out a loud whoop. She was perched on the edge of Lindsay’s bed, soaking up every word as Lindsay recounted what had happened the last twenty-four hours, starting with the engineer test results and progressing from there. “Who’d have thought stuffy old Lindsay Pfeiffer had it in her? I’m impressed, stepsister.” 
“Don’t be. It was stupid. Really, really stupid. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
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“Who thinks in a situation like that?” Mahina’s silly grin stretched from ear to ear. “I’d do the same thing in your shoes.” 
She sighed dreamily. “Would I ever.” 
“Mahina. Be serious.” 
Lindsay sat cross-legged on the bed with her back propped against the headboard. The oversized nightshirt she wore reached her knees, and she plucked at the hem as she talked. She’d been sleeping soundly until Mahina showed up fifteen minutes earlier and held a steaming cup of Starbucks coffee under her nose. 
No matter what hour of the day Lindsay awoke, and with her schedule, it could be anytime, she insisted on a heavy infusion of caffeine first thing. Her brain refused to function otherwise. Some days more than others. 
She’d arrived home after breakfast with Matt, physically exhausted and emotionally drained. Stopping only long enough to silence His Highness’ yowls with a can of cat food, she undressed, put on her nightshirt and fell into bed. She’d tossed and turned for twenty minutes, mentally reliving each high and low of the past day. When her mind finally shut down, she fell into a deep, dreamless slumber which lasted all day until Mahina arrived. 
Taking a long, fortifying sip of her coffee, Lindsay replaced the cup on the nightstand next to her bed. His Highness lay beside her, ears alert and front feet extended in a classic Egyptian Sphinx pose. 
“If Dennis Bigelow reports us to the captain, we’ll lose our jobs.” “You got caught?” Her stepsister’s jaw dropped. “Were you, like, in the middle of something or what?” 
“No, we were dressed and on our way out the door. Thank goodness. If not, our careers with the City of Glendale would be history.” 
“Oh.” Mahina blew out a breath of relief. “You’re in the clear, then.” 
“Hardly? Dennis and I don’t exactly get along.” 
“That’s because he has the hots for you.” 
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Lindsay almost laughed. “No, he doesn’t. He can’t stand me.” 
“Not true.” Mahina wagged a finger at Lindsay. “From everything you’ve told me about him, I’d say he has a crush on you. He’s like a little kid who doesn’t know how to express his feelings, or he’s afraid to, so he picks on you.” 
Lindsay started to object, then clamped her mouth shut. As far-fetched as it seemed, some of what Mahina said made sense. 
It certainly shed a whole new light on Lindsay’s ongoing problems with Dennis. Could it be? Did Dennis really like her in a romantic sense? 
“Ick,” she said and wrinkled her nose. 
“He’s no Matt. I’ll grant you that.” Mahina leaned back on her elbows. Her movements disturbed His Highness, who scorned her with regal disdain. “And speaking of Matt, what did you and he do when Dennis found you?” 
“Don’t ask me how, but Matt managed to convince Dennis nothing happened.” Lindsay shook her head at the memory. “He told him we were checking the oxygen level in the tanks.” 
“And Dennis believed him?” 
“I guess so. My legs were shaking so hard, it’s amazing he didn’t hear my kneecaps banging together.” 
“Sounds like Matt handled things.” Mahina gave Lindsay a sly wink. “In more ways than one.” 
“No jokes, please. I’m worried. There’s no guarantee this won’t come back to haunt us.” 
“It’ll blow over eventually. As long as you and Matt keep your hands to yourselves at work.” 
“Trust me. There’s no chance of a repeat performance. At work or anywhere else.” 
Mahina jerked upright. “You didn’t break up with him, did you?” 
“We were never going together to begin with.” 
“A technicality.” 
“That’s what Matt thinks, too.” 
“What did he say? 
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Lindsay summarized the unsuccessful brush-off speech she’d given Matt at breakfast. “I told him a personal relationship was out of the question. Then he got all macho on me and told me he didn’t agree.” She made a derisive sound. 
“Cool.” Mahina grinned gleefully. 
“No, it isn’t.” 
“Did you ever think you might be in love with him?” 
“Impossible.” Or was it?  “We hardly know each other,” she scoffed. 
“You’ve known him for two years,” Mahina corrected Lindsay. “Worked with him for nine months. That’s long enough.” 
“We’ve never had a real date.” Lindsay held up a hand. 
“And before you say anything, sleeping together doesn’t count.” 
“It certainly does. You took some pretty steep risks to be with him.” 
“Don’t remind me.” 
“My point exactly. That’s not like you, Lindsay. You wouldn’t compromise your principles for someone you were merely attracted to.” Her tone softened. “But you would for someone you’re in love with.” 
“I’m not in love with Matt. I’m not.” 
Lindsay pulled at her hair. Her well-ordered and meticulously planned life had taken an unpredictable turn. And she could recall the exact moment. That day at the dunk tank when she’d tripped and wound up holding Matt’s boxers. She moaned miserably, which earned her a look from Mahina. 
“Boy, when you anal-types crash and burn, it’s not a pretty sight.” 
“My life is falling apart and you’re poking fun at me.” 
“Your life is not falling apart. Okay. You made a few bad decisions. Who hasn’t? Nobody got hurt, did they?” 
Lindsay replied with a feeble, “No.” 
“So forget about it.” 
“I can’t pretend nothing happened.” 
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“Fine. Don’t. If Dennis rats on you, admit to fooling around in the equipment room and take your punishment. One little reprimand isn’t going to damage your record that much.” 
“It’s not my record I’m worried about. We’ll be the talk of the department.” Lindsay shuddered at the thought of what blabbermouth Melodie Peterson in Fire Administration would do with such a juicy tidbit of gossip. 
“Yeah, you will. For a few weeks. Then when something more interesting comes along, you’ll be forgotten. But in the meantime, look at all the positives.” Mahina ticked off the list on her fingers. “A promotion to engineer in the not too distant future. You and Joey are friends again. And you have a great—
not to mention gorgeous—guy crazy about you. How stinky is that?” 
“Not very.” Lindsay wiggled her toes, which for some strange reason, were tingling. “But I still think Matt and I should call it quits. We’re not trustworthy.” 
“Did you ever stop and think if you and he were to sleep together on a regular basis, you wouldn’t get carried away at inappropriate times?” 
Mahina’s logic, while unquestionably skewed, did make a certain amount of sense. 
Which only added to Lindsay’s confusion. 
She rubbed her forehead, then swung her legs off the bed. 
“It’s stuffy in here. I need a breath of fresh air. Maybe a jog in the park will clear my head.” 
The public park, a block down the road from the station, was a frequent hangout for many of the firefighters, including Matt. Besides the jogging path, there were basketball courts, volleyball courts, a driving range, and an Olympic-sized swimming pool with a high dive and a twenty foot water slide. 
“Instead of a jog, how about a swim?” Mahina’s eyes glimmered. A sure sign of ulterior motives. 
“And I would want to go swimming as opposed to jogging because…” 
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Mahina hesitated, then blurted, “Because then, if you were lucky, you’d run into Dr. Travis Montgomery.” 
“Who is…” 
“A veterinarian. His clinic is in the shopping center across from the station. I met him today when I took Baby in to have his nails trimmed.” 
Baby, whose name reflected the place he held in Mahina’s heart, was a twenty year old Yellow-naped Amazon parrot. He’d been a gift to Mahina from her grandparents soon after she’d come to live with them at fourteen. 
Lindsay took a well-calculated stab in the dark. “And during this office visit, we just happened to learn that Dr. Montgomery is single and swimming tonight at the pool.” 
“Every evening from seven to eight. He says regular exercise is good for the cardiovascular system.” 
She eyed her stepsister critically. “Looks like your cardiovascular system is operating at high speed.” 
“And how.” Mahina patted her heart. “Wait till you meet him.” 
“Uh, huh. I see. So you really came here, not to console me in my hour of need, but to recruit a partner in crime for your surveillance mission.” Mahina looked so unhappy, Lindsay caved. 
“A swim might be nice.” 
“Thank you, thank you, thank you.” Mahina hopped off the bed and hugged Lindsay. 
“I suppose you brought your suit.” 
“In there.” Mahina prodded the tote bag on the floor with her toe. 
“You knew I’d say yes.” 
“I hoped.” She grabbed Lindsay’s hand. “Come on. I’ll help you dress. You can wear that new yellow bikini you bought at Naughty But Nice.” 
“Not in public I won’t. It’s indecent.” 
“It is not. Honestly, Lindsay. When are you going to realize you’re a beautiful woman with a knockout figure? Matt obviously does, and he’s not the only one.” 
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“Forget it. If I go, I’m wearing my one-piece.” Lindsay crossed the bedroom to her dresser where she started rummaging through the drawers. 
The one-piece bathing suit wasn’t there. 
She finally found it in the bottom of her clothes hamper, bundled into a damp, musty ball. 


* * * * 
 Under protest, Lindsay wore the yellow bikini to the pool. 
Despite the addition of a sarong coverup, which she’d vowed not to remove under any circumstances, people stared at her. Men mostly. A few openly gawked, which Lindsay found unsettling, but not in a bad way. She wasn’t accustomed to being the recipient of so much male attention and told herself she didn’t like it. Yet when a college-aged boy whistled at her, she couldn’t help the upward tug of her lips or the extra swish in her hips. 
Mahina didn’t notice. She was too busy scouting for Dr. 
Travis Montgomery and fretting she’d misunderstood his remark about his early evening swims. 
They staked out a small spot at the far end of the pool and spread their towels. When they were done, Mahina paced back and forth in front of Lindsay, laying out her plan of action. 
Lindsay half-listened, shadowing her eyes against the glare of the setting sun. Her growling stomach reminded her she hadn’t eaten dinner. 
“First we hit the snack bar, then the restroom.” Like the Energizer Bunny, Mahina just kept going and going. “If we haven’t found him by then, we’ll make a sweep of the entire pool area. If that fails, we’ll sit on the steps in the shallow end where we can watch the entrance. He won’t be able to enter or leave without us seeing him.” 
“Sorry. No can do.” Lindsay was not about to canvass the entire grounds looking for some guy. “You’re on your own.” 
“I can’t go by myself. He’ll take one look at me and figure I came here specifically to find him.” 
“Which is true.” 
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“Yes, but I don’t want him to know that.” 
“You could have come here with a crowd of fifty and it wouldn’t make a difference. He’d still know.” 
“Fine. Have it your way. We won’t sweep the pool area or watch the entrance.” Mahina clasped her hands together. “But at least walk with me to the snack bar. Please.” 
Lindsay was hungry. “Bribe me with a hotdog?” 
“As many as you want.” Mahina extended her hand and helped Lindsay to her feet. 
The overt stares continued. One man waggled his eyebrows at Lindsay and nodded toward the empty recliner next to him. 
She declined his invitation with a friendly smile and a silently mouthed, “No, thanks.” 
They probably made a striking pair, Lindsay thought, not with vanity but objectivity. She, with her long legs and athletic build and Mahina, whose waist-length black hair and exotic Polynesian beauty had always turned men’s heads. 
They entered the line at the snack bar. Seconds later, a man came and stood behind Lindsay. He was about her age, not unattractive, and wearing a Speedo bathing suit which barely concealed his masculine anatomy. His dark tan and heavily muscled limbs testified that he spent a considerable amount of his free time at the pool. 
“Hi. Nice evening.” He smiled pleasantly. 
She smiled back. “Yes, it is.” 
“Come here often?” 
A pickup line, and not a very original one. Lindsay suppressed a chuckle. The guy wasn’t that bad. More amusing than offensive. “Sometimes. I don’t work far from here.” 
“What do you do?” 
“I’m a firefighter.” 
“No kidding!” He beamed. 
Lindsay felt her face grow warm and lowered her head to hide it. 
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“This is a great pool,” he said. “They have some awesome water basketball games. I play center.” He fired an invisible basketball in the air. 
“Really?” Lindsay liked water basketball. 
They moved ahead in line, and he used the opportunity to close the distance between them. 
“There he is. The vet.” Mahina grabbed Lindsay’s arm and shook it excitedly. “What did I tell you?” 
Lindsay caught a brief glimpse of a tall, lean man before he plunged into the water. “Mmm. Nice.” 
“See ya.” Mahina took off and disappeared into the crowd. 
“Hey! Where are you going? I thought you didn’t want to appear obvious.” Then Lindsay remembered Mahina’s promise. 
“And what about my hotdog?” 
“I’ll buy you a hotdog.” The man in the Speedo put an arm around her shoulder. 
The gesture was a little too friendly for Lindsay’s tastes. 
“No, thank you. I’m not really hungry.” She nonchalantly stepped sideways, thinking of leaving. Without Mahina’s presence to act as a buffer, Lindsay experienced a twinge of discomfort at being alone with the guy. 
“Come on. I won’t bite.” He hooked her by the elbow, reeled her in, and snapped his jaw at her ear. “Unless you want me to.” 
She reversed her earlier summation. He was that bad. 
Shrugging off his grasp, she said, “I said no.” 
“Aw.” He acted hurt. “I was just being sociable.” 
His arm was suddenly jerked away. 
“Water clogged your ears? The lady said no.” 
Lindsay had heard that voice too often not to recognize it. 
Matt. He was here. 
Of all the rotten luck. 


* * * * 
 “Lucky I came by when I did,” Matt said once he’d run off the guy in the Speedo. 
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“I could’ve handled him myself.” Lindsay’s eyes flashed with irritation. Her hands were balled into fists and planted on her hips. “I didn’t need your help.” 
“Sorry. My mistake. I didn’t realize you liked having that sleaze maul you.” He stepped up to the snack bar window and passed the attendant a ten dollar bill. “I’ll take two hotdogs and two bags of chips. Plus a couple bottles of water.” 
“I’m not hungry,” she grumbled. So did her stomach, and she blushed, letting her arms fall. 
“Force yourself to eat.” 
“I can pay for my own food.” 
His gaze went to her and lingered. He imagined where she could be hiding money in that skimpy outfit and anticipated the pleasure of watching her retrieve it. He grinned and held out a hand. “Your half comes to four-fifty.” 
“I-I-I didn’t bring any money with me. Mahina was going to pay. But I have some in my bag back at the towels,” she quickly amended. 
“Don’t sweat it. I’ve got you covered.” 
The snack bar attendant served their meals in a flimsy cardboard tray. 
Matt supposed the promise of food was all that kept Lindsay there. Of course, if she bolted, he’d go after her. Matt fully planned on keeping Lindsay with him for the remainder of the night, fighting off any competition with a club if need be. 
“Condiments are on that table over there. Grab some napkins and mustard, will you?” 
Lindsay shot him a scathing look, but did as he requested. 
At the condiments table, she gathered what they needed, taking some catsup and relish for herself. They sat at one of the metal picnic tables under the ramada and ate in relative silence. Matt had a lot he wanted to say, but opted to wait. She’d pretty well laid down the law that morning at breakfast, and he’d thrown it right back at her. The next move was hers, though he might nudge her a little. 
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He’d understood her reasons for not wanting to see him outside of work and actually agreed with most of them. What they’d done in the equipment room was foolhardy. And if discovered, the penalties would be extensive. Matt cared about his job and didn’t want to lose it. He also cared about Lindsay and because of that, he’d spent the day convincing himself to play by her rules. 
All that changed the second he’d surfaced from his last lap in the pool and spotted Lindsay lying on her towel. She’d looked like a model from the swimsuit edition of Sports Illustrated
Magazine. Eyes glued to her lithe form, he watched her rise and stroll to the snack bar, as did every other man present past the age of puberty. When the jerk in the Speedo overstepped his boundaries, Matt hauled himself out of the water, all his previous resolutions forgotten. She was his and his alone. 
“I’ll walk you back to your towel,” he said when they’d finished eating. 
“I don’t need an escort.” 
“Sweetheart, in that getup, you need an armed guard.” 
The irritation in her eyes gave way to pleasant surprise. “Is that a compliment?” 
“No, this is.” He reached across the table and lifted her fingers, lacing them with his. “You look fantastic tonight and if another guy comes on to you, I’m going to bash his teeth in.” 
“Thank you, I think.” 
She appeared pleased, which pleased Matt. After depositing their trash, they walked back to her towel, hand in hand. A spray of water showered them as they rounded the slide area. The lifeguard’s shrill whistle blew, and he admonished some children for running too close to the water. 
“Where’s Mahina?” Matt asked when they reached her towel. 
Lindsay scanned the pool area. “Over there.” She squinted. 
“Getting a cardiovascular workout by the looks of it.” 
“A what?” 
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“It’s a joke. She met a man earlier today and he mentioned his nightly swims.” 
“Which explains why you’re here.” 
“You know how women are. We travel in packs.” 
“But not now.” 
Matt moved closer, pulled her into a loose embrace. Her lips tempted him. He thought of kissing them, of running his tongue along the seam until they parted and she welcomed him into her mouth. Why not turn fantasy into reality since cooling it was clearly impossible for either of them? He lowered his head. 
She placed her hands on his chest. “I came here to swim.” 
“So we’ll swim.” She shrieked when he scooped her up in his arms, strode to the edge of the pool and jumped in. The water was waist-deep where they landed. 
Lindsay sputtered and kicked, pushing back the damp hair from her face and attempting to wrestle free. “Put me down!” 
“Not yet.” Not ever, if he could help it. 
He twirled her in a circle. Water rolled over Lindsay and sluiced between their slippery bodies, creating a silky friction where their skin met. Matt liked the sensation. More so when she linked her arms around his neck and her shrieks melted into laughter. He came to a stop when he felt himself swell and thicken inside his bathing suit. 
Lindsay must have felt it, too. “This probably wasn’t such a good idea.” 
“You’re right. I have a better one.” He carried her to the steps in the shallow end, then set her down. Together, they climbed out of the pool. When she turned left, the direction of her and Mahina’s towels, he caught her wrist. “This way.” 
“Where are we going?” 
“To the Jacuzzi.” 
Her steps slowed. “Maybe we shouldn’t—” 
He spun her around and took her in his arms again. 
“For once, Lindsay, let’s just enjoy each other’s company without worrying if what we’re doing is right or wrong. Later, we’ll deal with the repercussions.” He reached up and cradled 99 
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the side of her face, tracing her cheek with the pad of his thumb. 
“Tonight, it’s you and me.” 
She stared at him, her eyes searching. After a moment, she nodded. “Okay.” 
The Jacuzzi was separate from the pool, situated on the other side of the water slide. Wispy clouds of steam rose off the churning turquoise water. Two senior ladies, the only other occupants of the Jacuzzi, greeted Matt and Lindsay with warm, aren’t-they-the-cutest-couple smiles. 
Lindsay preceded Matt into the Jacuzzi, holding onto a handrail as she lowered herself into the hot water. They took a seat opposite the two ladies. Bubbles from the swirling jets collected in a white froth around them. After a short exchange of pleasantries with their companions, Matt and Lindsay faced each other and tuned out the rest of the world. 
“I’ve missed you,” he said in a low voice. Powerful jets of water struck them in the sides, the noise they made blocking their conversation from any listeners. 
Lindsay scooped up a handful of bubbles, watched them quickly dissipate, then repeated the process. “It’s only been since breakfast.” 
“Too long.” Under the water, Matt’s hand rested on the small of her back. 
The blanket of bubbles surrounding them provided a modest covering. Working his way to the edge of her bikini bottom, he toyed with the stretchy material. 
She shifted and smiled self-consciously at the two ladies. 
“We have company,” she said to Matt under her breath. 
“Do you suppose they’d mind if I asked them to leave?” He slipped his hand inside her bikini bottom. His fingers settled in the cleft of her buttocks. She jerked slightly, but didn’t move away. 
Matt wondered if any man had touched her there before. It made him want her all the more, if that were possible. He inched his hand lower, measuring her reaction as he did. One little flinch from her, any indication of resistance, and he’d back off. 
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She scooted closer to him. Matt was ready to suggest they abandon the Jacuzzi in favor of a more private setting when her fingers grazed his stomach. Then traveled lower. He ground his teeth together with force, afraid one touch would set him off. It didn’t. But almost. 
He fought for control, preferring to avoid a repeat of the previous night, this time, with witnesses. Their escapade in the equipment room, while definitely enjoyable, didn’t compare to making love. His need to touch and taste the most intimate places on her body was surpassed only by his need to sink himself deep inside her. 
“I’d like to take you home, Lindsay.” He removed his hand so that his fingers could scale the column of her spine to her neck. 
“I’d like that, too.” 
“You sure? Once we leave, that’s it. There’s no going back.” 
“I’m sure.” 
“And no regrets, either.” He angled her head so their eyes met. 
“None.” She held his gaze without wavering. 
That was all he needed to hear. “Tell Mahina we’re leaving.” 
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Chapter 8 
Matt opened the passenger side door of his pickup truck, and Lindsay climbed in. As she turned to sit, the hem of her sarong hiked up, revealing a long expanse of silky, smooth leg. 
Matt’s blood sizzled, and he felt like he was back in the Jacuzzi surrounded by hot, bubbling water. 
They hadn’t talked much on the way from the pool to the parking lot. There was no need. They communicated in ways other than speech; a brush of their fingers, a lifting of eyebrows, private smiles ripe with promise. 
Once behind the steering wheel, Matt started the engine and drove from the parking lot onto the street. Traffic was congested, typical for downtown Glendale during early evening. 
He tried to remain calm. Lindsay didn’t live far. He could afford to wait. 
Or maybe not. 
Frustrated by yet another red light, he punched the console beside him, sending an empty Styrofoam cup cartwheeling to the floor. 
“You okay?” Lindsay asked as he retrieved the cup. 
“If you hear a strange noise, don’t worry. That’s just me. 
Hyperventilating.” 
She flipped up the console, which fit into a recessed hole in the seat back, unbuckled her seatbelt and slid over next to him. 
“Relax,” she said, walking her fingers up his arm. 
Yeah, right. Every synapse in his brain had just simultaneously fired. “The only way I’ll relax is if you ride in the truck bed.” 
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Her warm, sensual laughter rolled over him. Matt liked hearing it. She didn’t laugh enough, taking life far too seriously. 
Placing a hand on her thigh, he congratulated himself for having the foresight to buy a truck with an automatic transmission. 
Her leg melding to his, the heat generated by their intimate contact made driving difficult. He stayed on task by reminding himself of the rewards should he deliver them both to her place in one piece. 
“You’d better buckle your seatbelt,” he said, nodding at her lap. 
As she rooted around for the middle seatbelt, the traffic light turned green. He pressed the gas pedal and they took off, only to come to a stop at the next intersection. 
Lindsay gave up on the seatbelt. She held up one strap. “I can’t find the other one.” 
“You should probably move back to where you were sitting before.” 
“We’ll be at my house in five minutes.” 
“A lot can happen in five minutes.” 
“That’s true.” 
Her suggestive tone jarred his concentration. Then she put her hand on the fly of his swim trunks. After that, he couldn’t add two plus two, much less operate a moving vehicle. 
“Lindsay,” he cautioned. “What are you doing?” 
“We have five minutes.” Her fingers grasped the Velcro fastener at his waist and yanked it apart. “Why waste it?” 
Matt almost jumped out of his skin at the ripping sound. He had trouble keeping a steady pressure on the gas pedal, and the truck slowed and sped up alternately. The driver in the car behind them beeped his horn. 
“You’re going to get us killed.” 
“I thought you liked the adrenalin rush from taking risks,” 
she said, quoting him from yesterday. 
He sucked in a sharp breath when she freed his erect penis from the confines of his swim trunks. With another one of those private smiles on her lips, she slid gracefully backwards and 103 
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lowered her head. Matt froze. Did she really mean to… No, she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. 
But she did. 
Her lips and tongue, petal soft and seeking, glided up the length of him. With a low murmur of pleasure, she took the tip of him in her mouth. Then more. 
“Jeeze, Lindsay.” He gripped the steering wheel so hard, his hands cramped. “Oh, God.” 
He should make her stop. But nothing had ever felt so good. For a woman without much experience, she caught on quickly. By some sort of miracle, he navigated traffic, managing to keep the truck between the white lines. Barely. The entire time, Lindsay loved him with her mouth. Sweetly, wantonly, and thoroughly. 
He’d never been so happy as when he pulled into her driveway. 
Or so turned on. 
He threaded his fingers into her hair and raised her head, crushing her mouth in a fierce kiss that left them both gasping for air when it was over. 
“You’re crazy for doing that,” he told her, his throat dry and scratchy. But then again, wasn’t he also crazy for letting her? 
“What were you thinking?” 
“Only that I wanted you. Right then. Not in five minutes.” 
Direct, succinct, and brash. 
Exactly the qualities he liked in a woman. 
“Inside,” he said and wrenched open his door. If he didn’t get her into bed within the next minute, he’d take her right there on the truck seat. 
They made it as far as the living room. 
Mouths meshed and limbs entwined, they stumbled inside the front door and fell onto the nearest piece of furniture, which happened to be an overstuffed chair. They landed in a heap with Matt on top and Lindsay trapped beneath him. 
“My turn,” he growled and slid down her body to the floor, kneeling in front of her. 
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Breathing heavily, more from excitement than exertion, Lindsay watched Matt as he pushed her sarong up. She facilitated the process by elevating her bottom. When she reached to remove her bikini bottom, he took over, nudging her hands aside. 
“Let me.” 
A single ray of soft light spilled in from the kitchen, providing enough illumination for Lindsay to see his face. His brows were drawn together in determination, his eyes dark and smoky with desire. Slowly, as if revealing a valuable treasure, he removed her bikini bottom. Pitching the flimsy garment over his shoulder, he drew her legs apart and went utterly still, save for the rapid rise and fall of his chest. After a moment, he lifted his gaze to hers. 
“You’re so beautiful.” 
Leaning forward, he kissed her belly, the sensitive spot where her leg joined her hip, the inside of her thighs, and lastly, the very center of her sex. 
Lindsay’s bones turned to liquid. 
She’d imagined but never engaged in foreplay of this kind. 
Fantasy, she conceded, didn’t compare to reality. The tension inside her built. She felt herself being lifted and pulled, as if riding in the front car of a roller coaster while it climbed the first steep hill. And like those thrill-seekers, she faced the fast approaching plummet on the opposite side with a mixture of nervousness and wild excitement. 
Her climax came swifter than she’d anticipated and with more force. Her liquid bones suddenly solidified, and she arched off the chair, calling Matt’s name. 
When her spasms finally ceased and the quaking in her legs subsided, he sat back on his calves. She tried to sit up, but her arms were as weak as two sticks of straw. “Quit your smiling, will you?” she admonished him jokingly. 
“Here.” He stood and hauled her upright with an urgency contradicting his earlier patience. “I’ll help you.” 
The next instant, she was in his arms, her feet dangling. 
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Sensing what he wanted, she locked her legs around his waist. He hoisted her higher and positioned her over his erection, found his mark, and drove home. Lindsay gasped as he filled her, clutched his neck as he moved in and out. 
A missing piece of her heart fell into place, making her whole. “I love you.” 
Matt stopped cold. Underneath her hands, his muscles contracted into rigid bands of steel. 

Oh, damn.  She hadn’t intended to tell him. The words spilled out in a flood of emotion. 
A tiny part of her died when he pulled out and set her down. Why had she told him she loved him? Mahina was wrong. 
Matt didn’t love her back, and Lindsay’s impulsive declaration scared him. Now he’d leave. She’d spend the night and the next day in misery and seeing him at work would be unbearable. 

Stupid, stupid, stupid. 
“I’m sorry,” she said, pressing her knuckles into her forehead. “That was really—” 
“I love you, too,” he said as if he half-believed it. Then again, more emphatically, “I do. I love you.” 
“Really?” For once in her life, the tomboy in Lindsay gave willing way to clichéd feminine reaction. With a cry of delight, she threw herself at him. 
“Hey. Take it easy.” He caught her, stumbling backwards. 
“Where’s your bedroom?” 
“This way,” she answered, disengaging herself. Suddenly, she drew up. “Wait a minute. If you love me, then why did you…you know…stop?” 
“Condoms.” 
“What?” 
“We need condoms,” he said, dragging her with him to the bedroom. “Lots of them.” 


* * * * 
 An hour later, they’d used two. Matt lay on his back in Lindsay’s bed, hands clasped behind his head and eyelids drooping. After that last round of lovemaking, he’d require 106 
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twelve consecutive hours of rest to regain his strength. The adjoining door opened, and Lindsay emerged, the light from the bathroom bathing her in a golden glow. He took one look at her and sat bolt upright in bed, realizing he’d overestimated his recuperative abilities by eleven hours and fifty-nine minutes. 
She walked slowly toward him, wearing a shy smile and a wispy black nightgown that revealed as much cleavage as it did leg. 
Matt stared, too dazzled to speak. 
“What do you think?” she asked, her cheeks tinged pink with shyness, or possibly embarrassment. 
Roused from his stupor, he threw back the sheet and indicated for her to join him in bed. “No matter what I say, how much I beg, don’t tell me where or when you bought that.” 
“Why?” As she moved, the nightgown swirled and shifted like a cloud tossed by the wind. 
“Because I’ll go crazy with jealousy,” he answered, remembering the provocative outfit she’d worn the night she snuck in his house to seduce Joey. Thank God she’d found him instead of his roommate. 
“A little jealousy isn’t so bad.” She rested one knee on the bed. The mattress dipped slightly beneath her weight. “It keeps you from losing interest.” Swinging her other leg over him, she straddled his thighs. The nightgown drifted down around her in airy folds. 
“Fat chance of that happening.” He encircled her waist with his hands, his thumbs kneading the soft flesh of her belly through the filmy material. She sighed contentedly, her hips undulating in rhythm to his strokes. 
It was hard for Matt to believe that just yesterday, this beautiful, sensual woman had been covered in grime, toting half her body weight in equipment, and fighting a fire with every ounce of courage she possessed. 
The endless paradox of her personality fascinated him, and he couldn’t imagine ever tiring of her as she’d suggested. 
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He leaned up and placed a kiss at the base of her neck, directly above her breastbone. “Have dinner with me tomorrow night.” 
“At your place?” 
“Are you kidding? You’ve eaten my cooking at the station and we both know how awful that tastes.” 
Lindsay laughed when Matt grabbed his throat and made a face like he was choking. “It’s not that bad.” 
He lay back and attempted to pull her with him. “There’s a new Cajun restaurant I’ve been wanting to try. The Black Kettle.” 
Ever heard of it?” 
She resisted the pull of his arms, the lively twinkle in her eyes dimming. “A date?” 
“You know. That social activity couples engage in. They have dinner together. See a movie. Go to car shows.” 
“Car shows?” She gave him a sardonic look. 
“What? You don’t like car shows? This complicates things considerably.” 
“That’s just it, Matt. Dating does complicate things.” 
“I disagree.” He took her hands in his and brought them to his lips, kissing the knuckles. “I think it simplifies things.” 
“Work,” she withdrew her hands, “is going to be awkward.” 
“It doesn’t have to be. There are no rules stating we can’t date. And trust me, we will date. Even if you don’t like car shows.” 
She bent forward and tenderly kissed his lips. “I don’t care where we go as long as I’m with you.” 
“Am I wrong or do I hear a ‘but’ on the end of that sentence?” 
“But I think we should refrain from going public just yet.” 
She smiled, her eyes pleading with him to understand. “For now anyway.” 
“Someone’s bound to figure it out eventually.” 
“Not if we’re careful.” 
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Matt had a sudden flash of insight. “Is it Dennis?” Her refusal to meet his gaze confirmed he’d hit the nail on the head. 
“We can handle him. Don’t let that worry you.” 
She slid off him, reclining on the bed beside him. “It’s not just Dennis. It’s the entire department. Fire Administration is like a small town. Rumors spread quickly and half of them are blown out of proportion. I have enough trouble fitting in without being fodder for the gossip mill.” 
He put an arm around her, using physical closeness to counteract the emotional barrier she was erecting. “We have nothing to be ashamed of.” 
“I said that wrong. I didn’t mean to imply we do. It’s just that—” She started to speak again, then stopped and bit her lower lip. 
“Go on.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze. 
She took a deep breath, held it, then said, “I’m sick and tired of all the jokes made at my expense.” 
“Is it really that bad?” 
“The guys at work like you, Matt. You’re one of them, their pal, their buddy.” She turned over and stared at the ceiling. 
“I’m not.” Once started, she couldn’t seem to stop. “You can’t imagine what it’s like to be picked on, day in and day out. To spend each minute of each shift under a microscope, your every move being watched and evaluated. You pray you won’t screw up. And if you do, the news, grossly exaggerated, of course, will be telegraphed to everyone in the department within an hour.” 
“I didn’t realize.” He had, but not the extent of her hurt and frustration. 
“Tell me honestly. How many people at work congratulated you on your test scores?” 
Matt thought momentarily and shrugged. “A couple dozen or so. Maybe more.” 
“Guess how many people congratulated me?” 
“The same?” 
“Two. Emilio and Rebecca,” she said, speaking of the woman captain who shared command of the station with Emilio. 
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It was with more than a little shame Matt counted himself among those failing to give Lindsay her due. “I’m sorry.” 
“As of two days ago, you outrank me. If rumors spread that we’re dating…” She firmed her mouth into a thin line. “I refuse to have it said I used sex to advance my position.” 
“That won’t happen!” The idea that someone might accuse Lindsay of such a thing infuriated him. 
She turned sideways and stroked his jaw, her eyes sad. “You can’t stop it. People will say and think what they want.” 
She had a point. And while he didn’t entirely agree with her, he’d respect her wishes. Their being together was what mattered the most. One or the other of them would likely be transferred soon. True, they’d be assigned to different stations. 
But that one fact alone might make their personal relationship more readily tolerated by their coworkers. Especially after Lindsay’s promotion came through. For her sake, he’d remain silent. He had the feeling she was worth it. 
“All right,” he said. “We’ll do this your way.” 
Relief shone on her face. 
“But I won’t lie to you. I’m a little disappointed.” He hauled her on top of him, cupping her buttocks with both hands. 
“You’re ruining my plans.” 
She dropped playful kisses on his chin and neck. “What plans are those?” 
“Bragging rights. A guy likes to show off when he’s going out with the hottest chick in the department.” 
“Me? Hot?” She squinted at him. “I think you need glasses.” 
In one easy move, he flipped her over and pinned her under him. Her nightgown bunched up around her waist. Only a thin, transparent panty covered her. Hardly enough to deter him. 
“When will you get it through that thick head of yours? You’re an incredibly sexy woman, Lindsay.” He positioned himself between her legs. She responded by rocking her hips. “My woman.” 
“I like the sound of that.” 
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A sudden chirping from the vicinity of the floor interrupted them. His cell phone. “I don’t like the sound of that.” He rolled off her and sat up. 
Lindsay reached for the lamp on the nightstand and flicked the switch on. “Is that yours or mine?” 
“Mine, I think.” 
He bent over and rummaged through the array of clothes strewn haphazardly on the floor. Finally locating his tee-shirt, he removed his cell phone from the front pocket. It chirped again. 
He checked the caller ID, recognizing his father’s number. 
Immediately, his gut twisted in on itself. 
“Everything okay?” Lindsay snuggled against him and rubbed his shoulder. 
“Yeah.” The phone chirped a third time. Half of him was tempted to let the call go through to his voice mail. Not answering, however, would only postpone the inevitable. “I should probably take this.” He rallied his nerve and pressed the green button on the lighted keypad. “Hi, Dad.” 
“It’s about time.” 
“I’m fine, thanks. How are you?” 
“Don’t be smart with me. Where are you? I called the house and got your answering machine.” 
“I’m in bed.” Matt didn’t elaborate whose bed, or what they were doing. 
“At this hour? It’s only nine thirty. Are you sick?” 
Everett Callahan didn’t keep regular office hours like most people. He put in twelve to fourteen hour workdays, six days a week like clockwork. On Sundays, he took care of whatever items Matt’s mother had on her “honey-do” list. Holidays and vacations were for the lazy and unambitious, hobbies an unnecessary distraction. He’d been on a business trip the day Matt was born and missed his next ten birthdays for one work related reason or another. 
No wonder the man suffered chronic chest pains. Not from stress, but because his heart had hardened years ago into a cold lump of stone. 
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“I was sleeping,” Matt answered his father’s question. “I just came off a twenty-four hour shift.” 
“Which brings me to the reason I called.” 
“My schedule?” 
“Your work.” 
Matt groaned. The kinks in his gut tightened. He should never have phoned his mother that morning and told her about his test scores. But she’d been so tickled with the news, and he wanted at least one of his parents to be proud of him. 
“I hear you’ve been promoted.” 
“It’s not official yet.” Matt didn’t realize he was strumming his fingers on his thigh until Lindsay wrapped her hand around his. 
“Son, when will you give up this foolishness and get a real job?” 
Matt had heard this particular lecture so often, he could recite it along with his father word for word. He gave his standard reply. “I like being a firefighter.” 
“You’re smart, and you’re good with people. It’s a shame you’re not living up to your full potential.” 
“You mean it’s a shame I’m not upholding the family tradition by going into sales.” 
“Look how well your sister’s doing. She just bought a new townhouse with her last commission check.” 
“Money isn’t everything.” It wasn’t to Matt, but it was to his father. 
“What kind of raise comes with your promotion?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“That small, huh?” 
“I didn’t ask because it’s irrelevant.” He hated that his father always put him on the defensive. 
“You should find out first before accepting the job. 
Negotiate a better deal if the money isn’t what you want.” 
“The city establishes salaries based on position and length of employment. I can’t negotiate.” 
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“Then maybe you should consider another line of work. 
One where your income is a direct reflection of your performance and not some bureaucrat’s notion of a budget.” 
“That’s now how the system works.” Why bother? Matt asked himself. But still, he tried. “The city determines—” 
“I’ve got to run. There’s another call coming in. Drive down next weekend. We’ll have lunch. I want to talk to you some more about this promotion.” 
If Everett Callahan said goodbye, it was muffled by the click of his phone disconnecting. 
“Goodbye to you, too.” Matt set his own phone on the nightstand, then scrubbed his face with his hands. Resentment, old as his earliest memory, consumed him. 
“Your dad must be feeling better.” Lindsay nuzzled his neck. “No more chest pains?” 
Her touch acted like a catharsis, soothing his anger. 
“Apparently not. He’s as ornery as ever.” Matt lay down on the bed, taking Lindsay with him. This time, she didn’t resist. 
They cuddled content to simply hold each other. 
She skimmed her fingers over his chest. “Don’t let whatever your father said bother you. And it’s none of my business,” she quickly added when he started to explain. 
“I wish it were that easy.” 
“Anything I can do to help?” 
“There is. Tell me why gaining the respect of a father who doesn’t care is so important to me.” 
“I will. As soon as I figure it out myself.” 
“Your dad is great. Really supportive. I met him at graduation.” 
“My stepdad. I haven’t seen my real dad in years. I doubt he knows what I do for a living, much less is impressed by it. But that doesn’t stop me from trying to please him.” 
Matt heard the same bitterness in her voice he heard in his own. “I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t know.” He was glad she’d told him about her real dad. It not only explained her drive to 113 
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succeed, it also strengthened the bond growing between them. 
“We’re quite a pair.” 
“Yes, we are.” 
They found each other’s mouths and kissed; sweetly at first, then with increasing passion. 
“I love you, Lindsay,” he said, tugging her nightgown over her head. The back of his throat burned, making speech difficult. 
“I swear, I do.” 
“Show me how much,” she answered, taking his hand and placing it on her breast. 
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Chapter 9 
Lindsay entered the apparatus room, a laundry sack slung over her shoulder. They were having a slow day at the station, and the crew was using the lull to catch up on chores. She didn’t mind laundry detail. It beat the heck out of bathroom detail. For twenty-four out of every seventy-two hours, she shared close quarters with three men, none of whom understood the mechanics of a toilet seat: up when in use, down when not in use. Dennis had bathroom detail today, and the image of him on his knees, scouring toilet bowls, brought a smile to her lips. 
“You’re so mean, Lindsay,” she chided herself. The smile, however, remained. 
Ever since almost catching her and Matt in the equipment room, Dennis had been acting differently around Lindsay. More than once, she’d caught him staring at her in a way that made her uncomfortable. And while she didn’t dislike him, neither did she trust him and preferred to keep her distance if at all possible. 
She rounded the front of the engine and a movement above caught her attention. Matt kneeled on the chrome diamond plate over the side compartments, polishing the lights with a soft cloth. Drops of water remaining from when he’d washed down the engine gleamed brightly in the mid-afternoon sun. 
Engrossed in his task, he didn’t see her approach. She glanced around and finding no witnesses, inched slowly forward until she stood directly beneath him. 
There, she took in the view, and her smile expanded. 
Bless the powers that be who, years before, authorized shorts for summer wear. Matt’s legs were long, well-muscled, 115 
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and lightly tanned. His butt moved as his arm made small, circular sweeps. He had a great butt. She’d always thought so. 
Nowadays, however, she wasn’t limited to admiring it from a distance. 
They’d spent almost every free night together the last month, usually at her place. Lindsay and Joey’s friendship remained strong, but she didn’t feel comfortable sleeping with Matt at his house while his roommate was there. 
Often as not, Joey stayed with his ex-fiancée Karyn, who probably wouldn’t remain an ex much longer. If they became re-engaged, chances where Joey would move out. Matt and Lindsay hadn’t discussed the subject specifically, but she anticipated him asking her to move in with him in that event. To be honest, she didn’t know what her answer would be. 
Cohabitating constituted a huge step and one she wasn’t ready to take. There was also the matter of work. Keeping their relationship a secret would be impossible if they shared the same address and phone number. And when Matt’s transfer finally came through, he’d pressure her that much more. He’d already implied as much. 
Sooner or later, she’d have to make a decision. 
But not yet. She still had time. For now, she enjoyed being with Matt, getting to know him better, and making love at every opportunity. 
Taking another precautionary glance around the apparatus room, she pursed her lips and gave a low wolf whistle. 
Matt’s head shot up and upon spotting her, his face split into a wide grin. “Careful. A guy could get the wrong idea.” 
“Oh, I think you’ve got the right idea.” 
“Is that an invitation for later?” he asked, his tone suggestive. 
“Possibly,” she teased. Then laughed. “Absolutely.” She bent to retrieve some rags on the floor and added them to her laundry sack. “You through with these?” 
“Yeah. I’ll drop the rest in the hamper when I’m done.” He returned to polishing the lights. 
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Lindsay resumed walking the apparatus room, scouting for any dirty laundry. It suddenly occurred to her she hadn’t seen Booter since they left the supply room earlier. The dog was usually around, underfoot, in her way, and generally making a nuisance of himself. Not that she minded. She’d come to love the big mutt and missed him terribly on her days off. If only her cat wasn’t so anti-dog, she’d consider adopting Booter permanently as Emilio had suggested. 
Behind the engine, she almost tripped over the garden hose Matt had left lying on the floor. All at once, a little voice, intent on evil doing, whispered inside her head. 

Do it. 
Unable to resist, she set her laundry sack down and picked up the hose. The spray nozzle felt right in her hand, and the little voice whispered louder and louder. 

Do it. Do it. 
She peered around the corner of the engine. After determining the coast was clear, she snuck up on Matt, dragging the hose with her. He was still kneeling on top of the diamond plate, his back to her. And best of all, oblivious to her plans. 
Raising the spray nozzle, she took careful aim, pressed the release, and fired. A jet stream of water shot out, straight at him. 
She nailed him dead center, soaking his entire backside. 
“Gotcha!” 
With a howl of surprise, he rose up on his knees and twisted sideways, hanging onto the railing with one hand. 
Lindsay didn’t let up. Within seconds, the front half of him was also drenched. 
Dropping the cloth and shielding his face from the blast, he yelled, “Enough already. I surrender.” 
“What was that?” With her free hand, she cupped her ear, pretending not to hear him. 
Matt swung a leg over the side, his foot finding purchase on one of the fold down steps. “I said I surrender.” 
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She showed mercy and let up on the release. The water slowed to a trickle. Holding the nozzle to her mouth, she blew on it, as one might blow on a smoking gun. Then she snickered. 
He took another step down. “You’re going to pay for that. 
And pay plenty.” Eyes narrowed, he released his handhold and jumped the last few feet to the concrete floor. 
Lindsay dropped the garden hose and scooted around the side of the engine to the back. Too late, she realized her mistake. 
She couldn’t return to the kitchen. Emilio was there, fixing lunch. Neither could she escape down the hall to the living quarters, not with Dennis busy scrubbing toilets. 
That left only one place to go. 
“You can run but you can’t hide,” Matt called to her in a singsong voice from the front of the engine. 
Grabbing the top rung of a small ladder, she hauled herself up the back of the engine. She didn’t get far. Matt grabbed her from behind and pulled her down. With an arm banding her middle, he pinned her against his chest. 
“I’ve got you now,” he whispered in her ear. Wrapping his other arm around her, he molded her to his shape, and she felt every inch of his hard, wet body from the back of her neck to the back of her calves. “The only question now is: how shall I punish you?” 
Lindsay’s heart raced, and they both breathed heavily. The game had changed, taking on a new dimension. 
“I’m sorry, Matt. I couldn’t help myself.” She squirmed and tried to pry his arms loose when he dug his fingers into her ribs. 
“Please don’t tickle me.” 
His voice deepened, became husky with desire. “That’s not the kind of punishment I had in mind.” 
She knew what he was implying, and her heart beat even faster. There was a line at work, and they were careful not to cross it. Occasionally, they lost control and stepped over the line, but never to the extent they had that time in the equipment room. 
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“I can’t wait,” she answered, heat pooling in her middle. 
There were days when the end of their shift couldn’t come fast enough. 
“Hey, Pfeiffer!” Dennis’ shout echoed through the apparatus room. 
Instantly, Lindsay and Matt sprung apart. Saying nothing, they each took different routes. He climbed the engine, as she had attempted to a few minutes earlier, and she hurried back to where she’d left her laundry sack. 
“Pfeiffer. Where are you?” 
“Over here.” 
“Didn’t you hear me?” Dennis asked grumpily as he approached her. 
“I was in the weight room.” Lindsay knotted the drawstring on the laundry sack. “What’s up?” 
“Seen your dog lately? 
Something about the look in his eyes set her nerves on edge. 
“Not lately. Why? Is he missing?” 
“We should be so lucky.” 
Lindsay constantly worried that Booter might one day revert to his former stray self and take off for parts unknown. 
The station grounds weren’t fenced and the large overhead doors remained open most of the time, particularly in summer. 
Nothing, other than an addiction to free food and a burgeoning loyalty to Lindsay, prevented the dog from leaving. His training was coming along, and he certainly seemed to consider the station his home. But not all the crew treated him with affection, Dennis among them. 
Other than his chewing habit, which no amount of discipline had so far corrected, Booter learned quickly and was an ideal canine student. Their daily lessons were more fun than a hardship. Sometimes, when she wasn’t too busy, she’d take him on a walk in the neighborhood or at the park down the road where she and Matt sometimes swam in the public pool. 
“What’s wrong, then?” 
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“Cap sent me to find you. The stupid dog’s sick.” Dennis made an ugly face. “Puking all over the place. It’s disgusting.” 
“Where is he?” 
“In the kitchen. Cap’s with him.” 
Lindsay dropped her laundry sack and bolted. She heard noises behind her, possibly Matt climbing down from the engine. 
She didn’t stop to wait for him. 
Booter sat in the middle of the kitchen floor, his head hanging between his front legs. He looked up at Lindsay as she entered the room, his dull eyes full of misery. Rather than bound over to greet her, he lowered himself slowly to the floor, as if every little movement caused him pain. 
Emilio was also on the floor, cleaning something up with a paper towel. He stood as Lindsay fell to her knees beside Booter. 
“Hello, sweetie,” she crooned to the dog, stroking his ears. 
“What’s wrong? Are you sick?” He felt warm to the touch. 
Emilio came and stood beside her. “One minute, he was fine. The next, he started throwing up. I think he ate something he shouldn’t have.” 
“Spoiled food?” Lindsay had tried to remove temptation from the dog’s path by relocating the trash can to the pantry. But old habits were difficult to break, and the dog outsmarted her now and then. 
“Could be.” Emilio crouched down beside Lindsay. “The vomit’s clear, if that had any significance. What were you and he doing earlier?” 
Lindsay continued stroking the dog’s head. “He was with me in the equipment room early this morning while I was restocking the medical supplies. I remember getting after him because he was nosing around some of the boxes.” Suddenly it hit her. “Oh, God. The latex gloves!” She sprung to her feet. “He was chewing on one and I took it away from him. I’ll be right back,” she said and ran off, knocking into Matt, who stood near the doorway with Dennis. 
In the equipment room, her worst fears were realized. 
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containing the latex gloves lay on the floor, torn open. A dozen gloves were scattered about, many in pieces. It was impossible to tell how many he’d eaten. The box held hundreds. She returned as fast as she could to the kitchen. 
“He ate latex gloves,” she said in a breathless rush. 
“Stupid dog.” Dennis started to leave. “I hope he croaks.” 
Matt stepped in front of him. “Shut up, Bigelow.” 
“Yeah?” Dennis puffed up. “And who’s gonna make me?” 
“Stop it!” Lindsay hollered at them, tears stinging her eyes. 
She turned to Emilio. “I’m taking him to the vet.” She remembered Mahina’s new boyfriend, Dr. Travis Montgomery. 
“There’s one in the shopping center across the street.” 
He nodded. “Matt. Bring her a radio while we transport the dog to her car.” 
“You got it.” 
Dennis stayed in the station while Emilio and Lindsay carried Booter to her car and settled him on a blanket in the front passenger seat. 
A minute later, Matt met them and handed her a two-way radio. “Can you manage alone or do you want me to come with you?” “I’ll be all right.” She shot him a brief look of gratitude, then climbed in behind the steering wheel. “Thanks. For everything,” she said, hoping he understood how much she appreciated him standing up to Dennis. 
Emilio slammed the passenger door shut. Worry lines creased his face. “Call us as soon as you know something.” 
“I will.” The tires screeched as she sped off. 


* * * * 
 “I’m afraid the news isn’t good,” a grim-faced Travis informed Lindsay. 
Panic sliced through her. “Tell me.” 
He clipped an X-ray film onto a lighted panel. They were in the examination room where he’d first seen Booter. The dog was in another part of the animal hospital, sedated and hooked up to an IV. 
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“The X-rays aren’t conclusive.” Travis pointed with a pencil to a swirling mass in varying shades of grey that meant nothing to Lindsay. 
“But there has to be something there. He’s so sick.” 
“You say he ingested some latex gloves?” 
“Yes. This morning. I don’t know how many.” 
Lindsay searched Travis’ face for some indication of Booter’s prognosis. She’d met the vet twice in the last few weeks, both times at Mahina’s apartment. Lindsay had liked him immediately, warming to his easygoing charm. Now, in this situation, his compassion toward Booter inspired her confidence. 
He tapped his chin with the pencil eraser. “Clear plastic won’t show up on an X-ray. But given his history and condition, I’d say there’s a blockage of some kind. The question is, how big.” He removed the X-ray and placed it in a large white envelope and wrote Booter’s name, along with some other information, on the flap. 
“How do we find out?” 
“I suggest we do a contrast film, which is more involved than a simple X-ray. We’ll have to anaesthetize him, give him barium. The entire procedure will take about two hours, but we’ll know for sure what’s in there when we’re done. It’s costly, too.” The look he gave her told her he’d understand and support any decision she made. 
“I don’t care about the cost.” 
“If the blockage isn’t too large, he may pass it on his own.” 
“And if it is too large?” Lindsay hated asking, but she had to know. 
“Then he won’t pass it.” 
Travis didn’t expound. He didn’t need to. She understood the probable outcome in that case. 
Death. 
She swallowed a sob. There had to be another solution. 
“What else can we do?” 
“I can attempt to remove the blockage surgically.” 
“What are his chances?” 
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“Better than without surgery. He’s young and healthy. And we discovered the problem early. But there’s always a risk of complications,” he cautioned. 
“Do it” 
He nodded. “You’re making the right decision.” 
“I hope so.” She bit her bottom lip. This was her fault. Why hadn’t she moved the box of gloves to a shelf when she’d first found Booter with one? 
“I’ll try my best to save him.” Travis gave her a reassuring smile. 
“Thank you.” She swiped at her damp cheeks. “Can I wait outside in the reception area?” 
“Why don’t you go back to the station? Two hours is a long time. I’ll call you the minute I know something.” 
She shook her head stubbornly. “I want to wait here.” 
“All right.” He squeezed her shoulder before leaving. 
Lindsay didn’t wait long. Less than twenty minutes later, her radio went off. Leaving word with Travis’ receptionist, she hightailed it to the station. No matter what, work came first. She had to respond. 


* * * * 
 Lindsay chewed on a thumbnail, counting the seconds it took for Dennis to pull the engine into the station and park it. 

Too many. What was the hold up? 
The call, their second since Lindsay left Booter at Travis’ 
clinic, had taken longer than usual because of extreme circumstances. Lindsay remained focused while necessary, but on the ride back to the station, she’d thought only of Booter and any impending word on his condition. 
She couldn’t escape the confining cab fast enough. The blaring radio grated on her nerves like chalk on a blackboard. 
When the engine at last came to a complete stop, she flung the door open, leapt from the rear seat, and ran to the kitchen. 
There, she checked the voice mails on both her cell phone and the station phone. No message from Travis. 
“Damn,” Lindsay muttered under her breath. 
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She should have heard by now. He’d called earlier to tell her the contrast films he’d taken showed a sizeable mass at the top of Booter’s small intestines. As they’d agreed, Travis proceeded with the surgery. That was at two thirty. The clock over the desk read ten after five. 
Did no news mean good news, or had one of the complications he’d warned her about materialized? 
Replacing the receiver, Lindsay pressed a hand to her stomach. Guilt, worry, and frustration battled for dominance. A dozen ‘if only’ scenarios skipped through her mind. At an unexpected tap on her shoulder, she jumped her hand flying to her throat. 
Upon seeing Matt, she relaxed. “I’m a little on edge.” 
“Understandable.” He gazed at her expectantly. “Did the vet call?” 
Shaking her head, she expelled a long sigh. 
He smiled encouragingly. “That dog has a cast iron stomach. 
You’ve seen some of the junk he’s eaten.” 
“Nothing like this.” 
“He’ll be all right.” 
“You don’t know that,” she snapped. 
“No, I don’t. But I want him to be all right. For your sake as much as his. Part of being with someone is being there for them. 
Saying what you think they want to hear.” 
“I’m sorry.” Lindsay instantly regretted losing her temper. 
Matt had done nothing except offer his support. “You didn’t deserve that.” 
“Hey. What are friends for?” He tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. 
Lindsay remembered he’d done the same thing that day at the dunking tank. In a moment of sudden clarity, she realized the depths of his feelings for her. His simple show of support held more meaning, carried more weight than any lavish display of love and affection. 
A hundred words were on the tip of her tongue. She uttered only two. “Thank you.” 
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“Go on.” He jerked his head toward the living quarters. 
“Take a shower. You’re a mess.” 
That brought a smile to her lips, albeit a weak one. She was a mess. They all were. In a freak accident, an older model van caught fire in the middle of downtown traffic. Fortunately, no one was seriously hurt. But there had been an incredible amount of thick, black smoke which left behind an oily residue on their clothes, skin, and hair. 
“You sure know how to flatter a girl.” The wall phone near Lindsay rang. She dived for it. “Hello!” 
“Lindsay? It’s Travis.” 
“How’s Booter?” she asked without preamble and instinctively reached for Matt. His hand locked with hers. 
“He’s fine. Came through surgery with flying colors.” 
“Thank God.” She paused to collect herself. “When can I see him?” 
“He’s still groggy, of course, and will be for quite a while. I want to keep him here for at least two days. Maybe three. Why don’t you come by in the morning? He’ll be alert by then and ready for visitors.” 
“I’m off duty at eight a.m. Is that too early?” 
“No, that’ll be fine. We don’t open until nine on Saturdays, so come to the side door and ring the bell.” 
“Will do.” 
“If you’d like,” Travis continued, “I can call you before I head home this evening and give you a status report.” 
“I’d appreciate that.” 
“Sleep easy tonight, Lindsay. The worst is over.” 
“I can’t thank you enough.” 
“It’s me who should thank you.” 
“Why?” 
“For giving me a chance to impress Mahina.” He laughed good-naturedly. “Talk me up a bit, will you? Convince her I performed a miracle.” 
“It was a miracle.” 
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He didn’t answer right away. When he did, his tone had sobered. “Some days are better than others.” 
How well Lindsay knew that. “I’ll say.” 
“Goodbye, Lindsay” 
“Goodbye.” She hung up the phone and without conscious thought, spun around and flung herself into Matt’s arms. 
“Booter’s going to make it.” 
He enveloped her in a warm hug. “I told you so.” 
She hid her face, somewhat chagrined at the tears pricking her eyes. Horrible events were a daily occurrence on the job, and she considered herself made of stronger stuff. 
“I’m being silly,” she said, extricating herself from Matt’s embrace and dabbing at her sniffly nose. “He’s just a dog.” 
“You care about him. Nothing silly in that.” 
Matt’s fingers curled around the column of her neck, and his thumb stroked her cheek. Lindsay closed her eyes, letting herself sink into the soothing emotions his touch evoked. He drew her to him and lowered his head until their temples brushed. She started to say something. 
He quieted her with a soft, “Shh.” 
“Don’t let me interrupt you two lovebirds,” Dennis said from the doorway. 
Lindsay froze. 
Matt cursed softly and let his arm drop to his side. Keeping his expression neutral, he stepped back from her and pivoted to face Dennis. “You’re not interrupting anything. Lindsay’s just worried about the dog.” 
“Looks to me like I was.” Dennis strutted into the room. 
“Kinda like that night in the storage room. Only this time, you can’t lie your way out of it.” His mouth curved into a mean smile, and he clasped the sides of his face in a pantomime of distress. “Oh, dear. My poor sensibilities are offended. I’ll have to report this indiscretion to the captain. I wonder what he’ll say?” 
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Matt must have nerves of steel.  He acted as if nothing out of the ordinary happened. She, on the other hand, was a wreck. And with good reason. 
What they’d done was completely and unquestionably against regulations. No intimate contact of any kind outside of what was necessary in the line of duty. Matt could try and dismiss it, and someone other than Dennis might understand and overlook it, but that didn’t change the fact she and Matt had committed a serious violation. 
“Don’t,” Matt warned, pushing past Lindsay. “Don’t make this into more than it is.” 
Dennis snorted a crude laugh. “A little too late for that.” 
Lindsay sensed impending disaster and trying to head if off, raised her hands in supplication. “Hey, you guys. Take it easy, okay?” 
“Butt out, Pfeiffer.” Dennis took his eyes off Matt only long enough to glare menacingly at her. 
Matt ignored her completely and addressed Dennis. “What are you going to tell him? That you walked in on us during an innocent hug?” 
“Innocent hug, my ass.” Dennis shifted tactics, shrugging his beefy shoulders. “Hey, it’s none of my business what goes on between you two. But Fire Administration? I’m thinking they’ll be very interested to learn she’s putting out for a coworker during work hours. Course, I might be willing to overlook what I just saw.” He openly leered at Lindsay. “If Pfeiffer here is willing to share the goods.” 
Matt covered the distance between him and Dennis in the span of a single heartbeat. Dennis clearly didn’t expect that kind of reaction from Matt. His eyes bulged with alarm when Matt, taller, but many pounds lighter, grabbed him by the shirt front and shoved him into the wall with a hard thrust. 
“Geeze, man,” Dennis hollered. “Are you nuts?” 
“Don’t you ever insult her like that again. Do you hear me?” 
Matt spoke through clenched teeth, his dark, angry face inches from Dennis’. 
127 

Playing With Fire 



“Screw you, Callahan.” Dennis shoved Matt, but his efforts to budge the man towering over him failed. 
Lindsay frantically glanced around the kitchen for something, anything, to stop them. A fistfight was grounds for immediate dismissal, regardless of who started it. Matt and Dennis would both lose their jobs, and she couldn’t let that happen. The situation had blown way out of proportion. 
But how to stop them? Placing herself in the middle wasn’t an option for obvious reasons. All at once, an image of her holding the garden hose and spraying Matt flashed in her mind. It gave her an idea. Lunging toward the sink, she flipped on the faucet, grabbed the water sprayer, and took aim. Water shot out, showering the two men with a cold, wet spray. 
It worked. They fell apart in a frenzy of flailing arms and oaths. 
Wiping his face with his hands, Dennis turned from Matt to Lindsay. “You bitch,” he shouted. 
“Leave her alone.” Matt leaned on the refrigerator door, his chest heaving. “She just saved our jobs.” 
Had she? Lindsay hoped so. 
“You’re not getting away with this.” Dennis jabbed the air with his fist. “Either of you.” 
“What in blue thunder is going on here?” Emilio appeared in the kitchen doorway wearing a pair of shorts and nothing else. 
Fresh from the shower, his damp hair stuck out in several places, and he looked ready to kill somebody. “I heard you all the way in the bathroom.” 
“Matt started it. He—” 
“Save it for later.” Emilio cut Dennis off, then surveyed the room. With a disgusted shake of his head, he said, “Clean up this mess. All of you.” He turned to leave. “Callahan, I’ll see you in my office in fifteen minutes after that Bigelow and then Pfeiffer.” 
Following protocol, Emilio called a meeting with all three crew members an hour after their private interviews. “I’ve heard from each of you individually,” he began. “What say we see how 128 

Playing With Fire 



the story changes when you’re together?” He nodded at Lindsay. 
“You first.” 
She gave her version of what happened, the same as she had when she and Emilio met earlier. 
“Dr. Montgomery called from the animal hospital with the news that Booter came through the surgery fine. I was so relieved when I hung up the phone, I hugged Matt. That was it. 
No big deal.” 
“You are aware that any physical contact between two firefighters not necessary to the performance of your job is strictly prohibited?” 
“Of course I am.” 
“Yet you hugged.” 
It had been difficult enough for Lindsay when she’d met with just Emilio. Having to repeat the story in front of Matt and Dennis was excruciating. “I…I didn’t think.” 
“Did he try to kiss you?” 
“No.” She shook her head emphatically. 
“Bullshit,” Dennis interjected. 
“Quiet.” Emilio scowled at him. “You’ll have your turn.” 
Dennis grumbled, but did as he was told. 
“Go on.” Emilio motioned for Lindsay to continue. 
“Dennis walked in on us and jumped to the wrong conclusion. He…made a comment. Directed at me.” 
“Describe the comment.” 
Lindsay gnawed on her bottom lip, debating. “He implied that I’m involved…sexually, that is, with Matt. The term he used was far from flattering.” 
“I see. What did you do?” 
“Nothing.” The admission shamed her. 
“What did Matt do?” 
She gnawed on her bottom lip again. To answer truthfully put Matt in a bad light. Yet what choice did she have? 
“Lindsay?” Emilio prompted. 
“Matt charged Dennis. But he was only trying to defend me,” she added hastily. 
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“Did Dennis threaten you?” 
“Oh, no!” 
“Then why was Matt defending you?” 
“Not from any physical threat.” Lindsay swallowed. 
Everything was going terribly wrong, and she didn’t know how to fix it. “More like defending my honor.” 
Dennis made a rude sound. 
Matt stared out the window. 
“All right.” Emilio’s gaze landed on Dennis. “What have you to add?” 
“In a nutshell, I came into the kitchen and found them in, shall we say, a compromising situation.” 
“Were they touching?” 
“Close enough to swap spit.” 
Emilio considered a moment. “Did you say something to them?” 
“Of course I said something.” 
“Would you define your comment as unflattering?” 
For the first time during the interview, Dennis lost some of his cockiness. “She deserved it.” 
“I didn’t ask you if she deserved it.” 
Dennis fidgeted in his seat. “I wouldn’t call it a compliment.” 
Emilio jotted a note on a pad of paper. He’d already filled numerous pages. Then he turned to Matt. “Your turn.” 
Matt didn’t immediately respond and continued staring at the window. 
Lindsay’s sweat-dampened shirt stuck to her and itched like mad. 
“We’re waiting on you.” Emilio drummed his fingers on his desktop. 
Matt brought his attention back to the group, and in a dispassionate voice, said, “She was relieved when the vet called. 
The hug was both impulsive and innocent. Afterwards, I didn’t want to let her go.” A spark flickered briefly in his eyes. “What can I say? I’m a guy. She’s an attractive woman. An opportunity 130 
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to hold her presented itself and I took it. Dennis walked in on us. 
He made a remark I took issue with and I got mad. The entire incident is my fault.” 
“Don’t listen to him.” Lindsay almost came out of her chair. 
“It isn’t all his fault.” 
Emilio shot her a warning look, and she quickly returned to her chair. “Are you admitting you took advantage of Lindsay and then instigated a confrontation with Dennis?” he asked Matt. 
Matt nodded stonily. “Yes, I am.” 
Emilio jotted down more notes. 
Dennis grunted with satisfaction. 
Lindsay struggled to make sense of the last ten minutes. 
What did Matt hope to gain by shouldering the blame? They’d all contributed to varying degrees, her more than Dennis. If she hadn’t hugged Matt… 
Then all at once, she knew. Matt was protecting her. Both her career and her reputation. 
Damn him! 
Emilio dropped his pencil, reclined in his chair and stiffly flexed the fingers of his right hand. “I want a written report from each of you on my desk by the end of the shift. After I’ve reviewed them and checked with Fire Administration, I’ll advise you of my decision. The process may take several days. Until then, you’re not to discuss the matter with anyone else in the department or with each other. Is that clear?” 
“Yes, sir,” they said in unison. 
“Dismissed.” 
They exited Emilio’s office single file, Lindsay in the lead. 
For the first time since becoming a firefighter, she planned on deliberately disobeying a direct order from her captain. She would definitely talk to Matt about this. And soon. 
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Chapter 10 
Matt swung open his front door and found Lindsay standing on the stoop, a let’s-have-a-serious-talk expression on her face. 
He’d been half expecting her since arriving home from work several hours ago. It was one of the reasons he’d stayed awake instead of crashing right away, like usual. 
“Morning.” He stood back and indicated for her to enter. 
“Cup of coffee? It’s not Starbucks.” 
“No, thanks. I’m coffeed-out.” 
“How’s Booter? Did you stop and see him?” 
“He’s good, but sore. Hopefully, his glove eating days are over.” 
Matt observed her demeanor as she strode past him into the middle of the living room. Purposeful, yet cautious. Well, they were in his house, after all. His territory. She may have initiated the game, but he had home court advantage. 
There were, however, other factors in her favor. Like clothes. She wore shorts and a tee-shirt. Sure, he saw her in shorts and a tee-shirt on a regular basis at work. But those shorts weren’t nearly so…short. And hip-hugging. The department issued tee-shirts didn’t display a three-inch strip of bare belly beneath the hem. Or mold to her breasts and rib cage like plastic wrap on a glass bowl. 
His hormones kicked in with a vengeance. He was going to have a hell of a time concentrating on whatever speech she’d prepared. But then, he thought with wry amusement, she probably planned it that way. 
“If not coffee, can I get you a cold drink? Soda? Iced tea? 
Water?” 
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Matt closed the door and came up behind Lindsay. Dipping his head, he inhaled her scent. She’d showered recently and used that citrus body wash he liked. If he closed his eyes, he could almost see the white, foamy suds spilling down her naked breasts. Feel the luxuriant lather between his fingers as he smoothed his hand over the small of her back and the rounded curve of her buttocks. 
She turned and started, evidently not expecting to find him so close. “We need to talk.” 
Blinking away the vision, he cleared his suddenly dry throat. 
“I figured as much. We can sit in here or at the kitchen table.” 
He gestured broadly. “Your choice.” 
“Here’s fine.” She took a seat on the far end of the couch, not quite hugging the edge, but almost. 
Wise of her to keep him at arm’s length, he thought wryly. 
Wise, but in vain. 
He plunked down right next to her, shoulder to shoulder, thigh to thigh. In part because he found perverse pleasure in unnerving her and also because he might not have a chance to be close to her again for some time. She squirmed uncomfortably, inflating his ego. He recalled the many incidents in the past when his proximity had made her nervous. Some things never change. 
“So, what do you want to talk about?” He knew, of course, but played dumb. 
“I’m surprised you have to ask.” 
So much for playing dumb. “If this is about yesterday, Emilio gave us strict orders not to discuss it.” 
“I don’t care what Emilio said.” 
Matt cracked a smile. “Out and out defiance. That’s not like you, Lindsay.” 
“As if we haven’t broken a dozen rules and regulations already.” 
“Yeah”. His abdomen tightened at the memories. “That we have.” 
“I refuse to let you take the fall for what happened yesterday. It’s not your fault.” 
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“It’s all my fault.” 
“I hugged you.” 
“And I’m the one who wasn’t satisfied with a hug. I’m also the one who attacked Dennis when I could have walked away.” 
“He provoked you.” 
“Damn straight he did.” The anger Matt had managed to contain all day exploded. “I should have nailed his ass to the wall for what he said about you.” 
“You were right not to.” 
The acute sadness in her voice had the same effect on his anger as water on flames. “Maybe.” He sighed tiredly. “I don’t want to lose my job and neither does Dennis.” 
“You know you’re going to receive a formal reprimand.” 
“No less than I deserve. After a year, I’ll petition to have it removed from my record.” 
“And you’ll be transferred whether or not your promotion comes through. At the very least, you’ll be reassigned to a different shift.” 
He laid his head back on the couch. “That’s a given.” 
“I’m going to Emilio,” she said determinedly. “Tell him I encouraged you.” 
“I’ll deny it.” 
“He’ll believe me.” 
“No, he won’t.” 
“How can you be so sure?” 
Matt’s head came off the couch. “Easy. Because when I tell him we’re sleeping together, he’ll understand why I did what I did to Dennis. He won’t condone it, but he’ll understand it.” 
Shock registered on her face. “You’d tell him we’re sleeping together!” 
“I will if I have to. He can’t fire us for sleeping together on our own time. Only for touching inappropriately while on the job.” 
Now it was her turn to be angry. “It’s not your duty to protect me.” 
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He reached for her, gently fitting his palm to her cheek. 
“Let me. Please. I’m not the one fighting for acceptance by my peers.” When she attempted to avert her head, he held her chin and forced her to look at him. “So I got carried away and nearly decked a coworker. I’m hardly the first person guilty of that. 
And Dennis has as many enemies in the department as he has friends. No one will fault me. But if word leaks that you were in any way, shape, or form responsible, the men will shut you out like that.” He gentled both his hold and voice. “Dennis will have won. Is that what you want?” 
He could tell by the tension in her jaw, it required all her willpower to resist arguing with him. She didn’t speak. Not for several moments. Then she said what she’d come there to say from the beginning. 
“I’ve been giving this a lot of thought. I think we should stop seeing each other for a while.” 
Matt released her and sagged into the couch. Anticipating the words didn’t make hearing them any less difficult. “Are you sure?” 
She sagged beside him. “Yeah. I am.” 
He hated admitting it, but she was right. As right as he’d been about taking responsibility for the incident with Dennis. 
“We’re talking temporary arrangement here.” 
“Absolutely,” she said with conviction. 
“We’re back together as soon as this all blows over.” 
“The very instant it does.” She stood and picked up the small purse she’d laid on the coffee table when she first arrived. 
“I should get going. I’m beat and so are you.” 
There was a time, only yesterday in fact, when they’d have gone to bed together, for sleep and other activities. “I’ll call you later,” he promised, walking her outside to where her car was parked in the driveway. Their parting kiss was brief and reserved. 
Matt waved good-bye as she drove off, smiling broadly. It took a lot of effort on his part. He didn’t feel much like smiling. 
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In fact, what he really felt like doing was punching a hole in the nearest wall. 


* * * * 
 Matt hesitated only briefly before putting pen to paper and signing the official reprimand that would become a permanent part of his personnel file. He didn’t regret assuming responsibility for the incident with Dennis and would do so again if need be. What he did regret was no longer working with Lindsay. 
His transfer had come through in record time. Not, however, his promotion. No surprise there. Technically, the reprimand couldn’t be held against him. If an opening came up, he’d be promoted to fill it regardless. But for some inexplicable reason, there’d been a delay in the process. Matt supposed if he toed the line for the next several months, the mysterious snafu would disappear. 
He’d wait. Besides, what choice did he have? 
“I’m sorry,” Emilio said, taking the paper from Matt and placing it in a file. They sat across from each other, Emilio behind his desk, Matt in front of it. 
“What for?” Matt shrugged philosophically. “You’re just doing your job.” 
“I can’t help thinking there’s more going on here than any of you are telling me. Care to enlighten me?” 
“Not really.” 
The older man squinted one eye at Matt. “Is that, not-really-I-don’t-care-to-enlighten-you, or is that, not-really-there’s-nothing-going-on?” 
“Take your pick.” 
Emilio chuckled, which wasn’t the reaction Matt expected. 
He hadn’t told the captain about his involvement with Lindsay. 
There’d been no need because she hadn’t gone to him as she’d threatened. 
Yet. 
Matt knew the burden of guilt weighed heavily on her, and her sense of justice might eventually prevail. 
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She may be relieved of that burden soon. From the glimmer of suspicion in Emilio’s eyes, the captain had put two and two together and come up with, if not four, something close to it. If he confronted Lindsay, she would, no doubt, confess everything. 
Another good reason for Matt to transfer to a different station. If Emilio had guessed he and Lindsay were dating, others would, too. And until the incident with Dennis became a distant memory in people’s minds, they were better off assigned to different stations. 
Emilio’s chuckle faded, and he sat back in his chair, scrutinizing Matt closely. “All right. I can’t force you to tell me. 
But if you ever want to talk, I’m here. I may not be your captain after tomorrow, but I’m still your friend.” 
Touched, Matt accepted the offer in the same spirit it had been given. “Thanks. I’m going to miss this place. There isn’t a better crew in the whole department.” 
“Even with Dennis?” 
“Personality problems aside, he’s a heck of an engineer.” 
“Yes, he is,” Emilio concurred, propping his elbows on his desk. “You’ll like Station 147. Kent Leonard is a fine captain with twenty plus years under his belt. He’s demanding, but fair. 
He can teach you a lot.” 
“So I’ve heard. I’m looking forward to working with him.” 
Emilio stood, and Matt did likewise. They shook hands. 
“Good luck, son. And don’t be a stranger. Stop in and visit when you can.” 
“I will.” 
Outside Emilio’s office, Matt hesitated. He wasn’t in the mood to socialize. Neither did he relish secluding himself in his bedroom. Heading left instead of right, he ambled into the apparatus room, no particular destination in mind. Booter met him on the other side of the engine, tail wagging. 
“Hey, boy. Happy to be home from the hospital?” 
The dog whined and stiffly lowered himself to the concrete floor, then rested his head on his front paws. He stared up at Matt with large, doleful eyes. 
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Squatting beside the dog, Matt scratched him between the ears. “Still hurting, huh? I know how you feel. Me, too. Only my pain won’t go away in a few days.” 
The dog nosed Matt’s hand, then licked it. 
“You be good, you hear? Take care of Lindsay for me.” 
Matt rose. Booter didn’t. He smacked his lips and settled in for a snooze. Hearing the clang of metal, Matt turned toward the noise coming from down the hall. He’d assumed Lindsay and Dennis were in the living quarters on the other side of the station, watching TV or busy with lunch preparations. 
Apparently not. 
Someone was in the weight room. 
Matt looked back at Booter, sound asleep in the middle of the floor. The dog would never hang out with Dennis. And Lindsay frequently worked out, especially when she was under a lot of stress. 

Leave, he told himself. Right now. Before it’s too late. 
Being alone with Lindsay was asking for trouble. Especially in his current frame of mind. Saying he missed her hardly described the way he felt. The three days since he’d last seen her seemed more like three years. Her absence created a void in his life greater than the one left by his father, who’d all but ignored him practically since birth. And Matt hadn’t thought that possible. 
Disregarding his own sound advice—a stupid move, considering only twenty hours remained until he and Lindsay were no longer coworkers—he traversed the short hall to the weight room and peered inside. She lay on her back on a bench, lifting a barbell high over her head and counting out loud in a strained voice. 
“Fourteen…fifteen…sixteen…” 
Clad only in gym shorts and a sports bra, perspiration glistened on her upper arms and the narrow band of exposed flesh underneath the bra. He went motionless, careful not to reveal himself. She’d tell him to leave, and he very much wanted to stay. On the count of twenty-five, she replaced the barbell in 138 
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the frame and sat up, facing away from him. After wiping her brow with the back of her hand, she got up and walked to the stationary bike on the other side of the room. Still oblivious to his presence, she mounted the bike and set the controls. Then she began to pedal, watching her reflection in the floor to ceiling mirror which ran the length of the wall. 
From the doorway, he watched her. And as he did, his body responded. 
The muscles in her long legs bunched with each forward thrust of the pedals. He knew every inch of those legs from hip to toe. Once, while they were showering together at her house, he’d shaved her legs. Lindsay had laughed, indulging his whim. 
Neither of them had any idea how far it would go. Her laughter was soon replaced with soft, needy sighs when he parted her freshly shaved legs and showed her just how much he’d enjoyed himself. 
The pedals of the stationary bike whirred as Lindsay increased speed. Lifting her arms over her head, she stretched and arched her back into a supple, sensual curve. She’d arched like that for him, too, when, desperate to have her one night, he’d taken her from behind as she knelt on the bed. 
Dangerous memories. This wasn’t the time or place to relive the past. Again, he ordered himself to leave before he did something he’d regret. 
It didn’t happen. His feet disobeyed and took him straight into the weight room. 
She caught sight of him in the mirror. Her arms floated downward, and her legs lost their momentum. He moved forward, weaving his way through the various exercise equipment. Their eyes connected, and he saw in hers the same rising sexual awareness he felt. Embarrassment flashed across her face, and she glanced away. 
She’d been remembering, too, he was sure of it. And that certainty made him willing to take risks. 
He halted at the treadmill beside the stationary bicycle. 
Flicking the start switch, he stepped up onto the moving ramp. 
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“My transfer came through.” 
“When?” she asked, resuming her pedaling. 
They kept their eyes trained forward, looking in the mirror and not at each other. At that angle, Matt had a perfect view of Lindsay’s cleavage, made plumper by the snug sports bra she wore. 
“Effective immediately.” He increased the treadmill’s speed, needing to work off the tension building inside him. It had no effect whatsoever. He could set the speed at sixty miles per hour and it wouldn’t be fast enough. 
She gave a small nod, her breathing slightly labored. 
Whether voluntary or involuntary, she pedaled faster, keeping pace with him. “Where are you going?” 
“Station 147.” 
“It could be worse. At least you pulled a decent assignment.” Her lips, moist from a recent licking, parted. 
“All things considered, I’m very lucky.” Mesmerized by the sight of her, Matt went out on a limb. Way out. “Come home with me tomorrow morning when our shift is over.” 
“We agreed to cool it for a while.” 
He detected a slight lack of conviction in her voice and pressed her harder. “My transfer’s official. Nothing stands in the way of our dating.” 
“It’s too soon after what happened with Dennis. People will think you picked a fight with him because of me.” 
“I did.” 
She groaned with frustration. “You and I know that, but the rest of the department doesn’t have to.” 
“Emilio does.” They were both breathing rapidly, their torsos rocking rhythmically as their legs worked. 
“You told him! You said you wouldn’t.” 
“I didn’t have to. He figured it out. Sooner or later, so will everyone else.” 
“Please.” She looked stricken and vulnerable. “I’m not ready for that.” 
“I want you, Lindsay. I’ve missed you.” 
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“I’ve missed you, too,” she admitted softly. 
“These last three days have been hell for me. I can’t sleep because you’re not in bed with me.” His voice deepened to a husky whisper. “Curled up beside me, hogging all the blankets, snoring loud enough to shake the shingles from my new roof.” 
“I do not snore!” 
He smiled at her indignation. “No, but you hog the blankets.” 
Her chin lifted. “You never complained before.” 
This time when he spoke, the huskiness in his voice was real. “Hog the blankets all you want, I don’t care. Just come home with me tomorrow.” 
“Matt.” 
“I promise to make it worth your while.” 
She visibly steeled herself. “This is about more than sex.” 
“Yes, but you have to admit, the sex is pretty darn good.” 
He went on, not giving her a chance to reply. “I love making you come, Lindsay. Anyway and every way. You can’t imagine what a turn-on it is for me.” 
She lowered her gaze to her chest. His eyes followed, and they both stared at her puckered nipples showing through the sports bra. 
“That turns me on, too.” Matt’s groin tightened. “If we were anyplace else but here, do you know what I’d do?” 
“What?” Her mouth formed the word, but if any sound came out, he didn’t hear it over the noisy exercise equipment. 
“I’d strip off your bra. Then I’d pour strawberry syrup all over your breasts and lick off every drop.” 
He sensed a shudder of excitement coursing through her. 
And though he knew what he was doing went beyond daring and into the realm of total and complete insanity, he didn’t stop talking. “Afterwards, I’d strip off the rest of your clothes and pour syrup on your belly. The insides of your thighs. 
And onto your throbbing clit.” 
“No more.” Panting hard, she dropped her head and closed her eyes. “I mean it.” 
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He ignored her. Turning off the treadmill, he stepped down and moved to stand behind her. She lifted her head and again their eyes connected in the mirror. Hers were dark and bright, the pupils huge. His were blazing. 
He eased marginally closer. 
She tensed. “Don’t touch me.” Her request was more of a plea than a demand. “It’s…too much.” 
Without realizing it, Matt’s agenda had changed. Initially, he’d wanted only to convince her to accompany him home in the morning. Now, he wanted to—no, needed—to make her comprehend the full extent of their feelings for one another. 
“I’m not going to touch you.” To prove it, he gripped the sides of the stationary bike seat with both hands. Then he lowered his head so that his breath fanned the back of her neck. 
“I’m just going to talk to you. Simple oral communication.” He tilted his head to one side, finding a new spot on her neck to torment. “And we both know how good I am at oral communication.” 
She made a small sound of protest. “Go away, Matt.” Her voice shook. 
“I will, if that’s what you really want. Is it?” He blew on her hairline, ruffling several loose tendrils. 
She bit her lower lip, not answering. 
He waited; every muscle stretched and ready to snap. 
At last, her shoulders slumped, and she threw back her head. 
That was all the invitation he needed. 
“Put your head down. No, look at the mirror, not at me. 
And whatever I say, don’t stop pedaling. Do you understand?” 
In response, she pedaled faster. 
“Sit down on the seat, hard as you can. Does it feel good? Is it anything like having me between your legs?” 
She nodded. 
“Move your hips. Back and forth. Hug the seat with your thighs. That’s right, baby. Perfect. I want to you think about the first time we made love. Do you remember?” 
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“Yes,” she answered in a hoarse whisper. 
“So do I. I think about it constantly. What it was like to be inside you. How tight you were. And hot. Like you are now.” 
As if pulled by an invisible magnet, she leaned back into him. There were as close as two people could be without actually touching. 
“You rode me that night,” he went on, using words to caress her instead of his hands, “just like you’re riding this bike. 
You wrapped your legs around me and squeezed. Do it again. 
Squeeze the bike seat like you did me.” 
She climaxed immediately. Watching her in the mirror, Matt almost lost control himself. Her jaw clenched, holding back her cries. A rosy flush colored her cheeks, her neck, and the top portion of her breasts not covered by the bra. Goose bumps covered her bare arms. 
He put his mouth to her ear. “Sweet. So sweet.” Her climax subsided and to Matt’s surprise, Lindsay was crying. “What’s wrong, baby?” 
She reached behind her and pushed at him, dismounting the stationary bike. “Oh, God.” Her hands flew to her face. “I can’t believe what we, what I just did.” 
“Lindsay, please. Don’t feel bad.” He touched her then, turning her to face him. “It was fantastic. For me, too.” 
His reassurances didn’t calm her. “What’s wrong with me? 
How could I let you…” She jerked away from him. “How could I let myself do something so incredibly stupid?” 
“Its all right. No one saw us.” 
“But they might have. We’re already in enough trouble as it is. You especially.” She put a fist in her hair and tugged. “I need to go.” No sooner had she started to leave, then she stopped dead in her tracks. Her rosy cheeks paled. 
“You two in here?” Emilio hollered, entering the weight room. “Lunch is ready. Didn’t you hear me? 
Dennis brought up the rear. He didn’t bother hiding his suspicions or his contempt when Lindsay barreled past them, muttering an excuse about changing clothes. 
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“What’s with her?” 
“Everything okay?” Emilio asked his tone concerned. 
Matt met them halfway across the room, scratching his head as if perplexed. “We were talking. I told her about my transfer. I didn’t think she’d get so upset about it.” 
Dennis rolled his eyes. “Women.” 
Emilio, his expression curious, glanced at the door, then at them. “Well, lunch is ready if you’re hungry.” 
“I am a little hungry.” The ball of tension inside Matt relaxed. Emilio and Dennis appeared to buy his story. 
They all three headed down the hall and into the apparatus room. Booter was gone, presumably with Lindsay. On the other side, Matt took the left doorway toward the bedrooms. “I’m going to wash up before lunch.” 
He found Lindsay in the laundry room and cornered her as she was loading the washing machine. “I know you’re upset.” 
“You have no idea.” She slammed the lid down and punched the knob. The machine sprang to life, the loud rush of streaming water echoing off the walls. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“I’m not mad at you.” She tried skirting past him, but he blocked her. 
“The hell you aren’t.” 
“No, I’m not,” she said decisively, putting a safe distance between them. “I’m angry with myself. And shocked. And ashamed.” Fighting tears, she covered her eyes with her hands. 
This wasn’t going according to plan. Matt searched for the right words to say. “Lindsay—” 
“It’s over between us.” Her hands fell away, revealing a face set in stone. 
“You can’t be serious. Because of what happened in the weight room? So we got carried away.” 
“Not we. Me. I got carried away.” Hugging herself, she paced the room. When she spoke, her voice cracked. “My life has gone berserk ever since we started seeing each other, and it scares me. I don’t understand the things I’m doing, the chances 144 
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I’m taking. And I especially don’t like the person I’ve become.” 
She came to a halt, her back to him. “I’ve worked so hard to get where I am, and I won’t throw it all away. Neither should you.” 
He knew then he was losing her and like a drowning man, grabbed at anything that might keep him afloat. 
“We’ll get through this. Once I’m transferred—” 
“That won’t make any difference. We could work in different fields, on different planets for that matter, and I’d still lose my head around you.” She sniffed and ruthlessly shoved the hair back from her face. Turning around, she said, “We’d better make an appearance before Emilio and Dennis come looking for us again. 
“I love you, Lindsay.” He reached for her. 
She retreated beyond his grasp. “I love you, too. I think I always have on some level, and I probably always will. But that doesn’t automatically make us good together.” 
“You’re wrong about that.” 
She didn’t answer. The pain in her eyes spoke for her. 
With a small shake of her head, she fled the room and left Matt alone to wallow in the ruins of his own making. 
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Chapter 11 
Lindsay crawled backwards across the concrete floor on her hands and knees, unraveling a line of electrical conduit from a large plastic spool. 
“Hey, Glen. Is this enough?” 
A man perched on the open rafters above her looked down. 
A ball cap with the name “Grand Canyon State Electric” printed on the front covered his grey hair. His leather tool belt, similar to the one Lindsay wore, only more heavily loaded, hung from his waist, the buckle buried beneath his pot belly. 
“Yep, that’ll do. Go ahead and cut ‘er.” 
Lindsay removed a pair of wire cutters from her tool belt and sliced the wire. “You want I should just leave it here?” 
“Scottie will take care of the rest as soon as he’s finished in the bedrooms. Can you run another line in the kitchen, same as here?” 
“Sure. No problem.” Lindsay struggled clumsily to her feet. 
The tool belt felt like an anchor tied to her waist. Her back ached, and her knees were killing her. A casual observer wouldn’t know by the look of her that she worked out on a regular basis. 
Her cheeks heated at the reminder of that day last week in the weight room and what had transpired between her and Matt. 
If Emilio and Dennis had showed up one minute earlier… 
She pushed the image from her mind. Better to forget it ever happened. And to forget about Matt, too. She couldn’t be trusted with him that much was apparent. They mixed about as well as charcoal starter and a lit match. Warning: stand back from open flames to avoid injury. 
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Lindsay sighed. Forgetting was proving difficult, particularly when so many things reminded her of Matt. She thought she’d be safe today by volunteering to help with a Habitat for Humanity project. Besides making points with the Battalion Chief, it kept her away from familiar places that evoked unwanted memories. Or so she thought. 
Mostly, however, it was for a good cause. Lindsay had been on the scene when this particular house burned. She vividly recalled seeing the old woman crying in the street as her home and all her possessions were reduced to ashes. Being a part of the reconstruction, even in a small way, lifted Lindsay’s otherwise low spirits. 
Of course, that was the same day she and Matt had gone too far in the equipment room and narrowly avoided being caught by Dennis. Again, her cheeks flamed. 
For crying out loud! Did everything have to remind her of Matt? 
She navigated the newly sheet-rocked walls into the kitchen. Following the same procedure she had in the living room, she laid out another line of conduit. On the other side of the room, she backed into a pair of legs. 
“Oops.” 
Cranking the upper half of her body around, she discovered the long and nicely muscled legs belonged to a man. A tall man, she deduced, as her gaze traveled up. A tall man wearing shorts and a uniform tee-shirt she’d recognize anywhere. 
“Hey, Lindsay. I didn’t know you’d be here today.” 
She tried to stand. Her knees buckled and sharp cramps seized her legs. 
“Here, let me help you.” He gave her a hand. 
She rose with the grace of a duck emerging from a pool of quicksand. “Thanks, Joey. I didn’t know your company participated in Habitat for Humanity.” 
“This is our launch project. The boss thought a fire sprinkler company contributing systems to burn victims’ homes might be good advertisement.” 
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Leaning forward, she rubbed her knees, which only set off an explosion of pain in her lower back. “Ow!” 
“You okay?” 
He seemed a little uncomfortable, so Lindsay did her best to put him at ease. Regardless of what had gone wrong with her and Matt, she wanted to remain friends with Joey. “I’ve got to tell you, after today, I have a whole new respect for construction workers. And here I thought my job was physically demanding.” 
“Um, Lindsay. Listen. I should warn you…” Joey didn’t finish because the reason for his discomfort walked into the kitchen. 
“Matt.” His name fell off her lips in a whisper. 
God, he looked good. Her heart went as soft as her aching knees. 

Be strong, she told herself. Act like this is no big deal. You’re
going to run into him now and again, so you’ll have to get used to it. 
Like she ever would. 
“Lindsay.” He looked as surprised to find her there as she was to find him. Though he recovered quicker. “I see you were recruited, too. Who are you working for?” 
It took a few seconds for her to formulate intelligible speech. “Glen Fletcher from Grand Canyon State Electric.” 
“I didn’t know you were an electrician’s helper.” 
“I’m not,” she said, rubbing the small of her back and wishing for a place to hide. “Not a very good one, anyway.” 
“You’re here. That’s what counts. Not your skill level.” 
“Hey, the roach coach is parked out front,” Joey chimed in. 
“I’m buying if anyone’s interested.” 
Lindsay declined. “Thanks, but I need to finish up here.” 

And the sooner the better. 

“Come on.” Matt gave her a thorough up and down. “You look like you could use a break.” 
“Matt promises to be good.” Joey gave Matt a clap on the shoulder. “Don’t you, buddy?” 
Matt’s raised eyebrow said he didn’t make any such promise. 
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Be strong, Lindsay. Very, very strong. Don’t show any sign of
weakness. 
“Let me just tell Glen where we’ll be.” 
They made their way outside to the mobile catering van. 
Lindsay hobbled, trying to keep up with the men’s long strides. 
“Potato chips, burritos, Hostess Twinkies, and Slim Jims.” 
She frowned as she perused the selections, which consisted of mostly junk food items. “Do you have any Power Bars?” 
“I have Rice Krispies Treats,” the attendant offered. 
“Rookies.” Joey threw up his hands in disgust. “What kind of construction worker doesn’t like Twinkies?” 
“A lousy one.” Lindsay made a sad face. There was no point in lying. “Look at me. I can hardly move and I’m so tired, my vision’s blurry. How pathetic is that?” 
Matt plucked something from one of the trays and tossed it to her. “Try this. It’s an instant pick-me-up.” 
She caught the object, examined it, then gave him ‘the look’. “A Baby Ruth?” 
“Think of it as the construction worker’s Power Bar.” 
“You’re not serious?” 
“Go on. Eat it. The sugar rush will help with your aches and pains. It’s true,” he said when she continued staring at him. 
On the off chance the candy bar might actually live up to Matt’s promise, Lindsay took it. She also took an orange juice, telling herself the healthy beverage would counteract the candy bar’s high calories and almost non-existent nutritional value. 
Snacks in hand, the three of them strolled over to a low block fence on the property line and sat down. They were no sooner seated, when Joey’s cell phone rang. 
“It’s Karyn,” he said, checking the caller I.D. before answering. “Hey, babe.” Excusing himself, he went off to conduct his conversation in private. 
“Look, I’m sorry,” Matt said after Joey left. “I really had no idea.” “It’s all right. These things happen.” 
“You sure?” 
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She had the feeling that, like her, he was talking about more than today. “Yeah, very sure.” She unwrapped the Baby Ruth and took a bite. The candy bar tasted surprisingly good. Chocolate and peanuts were a natural combination. 
Not like her and Matt. 
All right, already! Enough with the analogies. She took another bite of the Baby Ruth, gnawing off a large chunk. The flavor hadn’t diminished. It still tasted good. Go figure. 
Matt demolished his Slim Jim in three bites. “You know, its funny.” 
“What is?” 
“Some things don’t seem like they’re good for you on the outside, but when you look closer, they really are.” 
“Is that so?” 
“Yeah. Take that candy bar you’re eating. I bet you’re saying to yourself, I shouldn’t eat this because chocolate’s bad for me, bad for my weight, bad for my complexion, bad for my teeth. Am I right?” 
She tipped her head from side to side, unable to speak because her mouth was full. 
“Did you know eating chocolate produces endorphins? 
Those are the same hormones our bodies produce when we laugh. So when you get down to it, eating chocolate is a lot like laughing.” 
Lindsay swallowed the last of her Baby Ruth with an audible gulp. “Where did you hear that?” 
“My mom read it in one of her women’s magazines.” 
“Hmmm.” Lindsay didn’t put much stock in women’s magazines. 
“Well, how are you feeling?” 
She thought about it. She was in less pain. Flexing a leg, she noticed an increase in mobility. “Maybe I should have another Baby Ruth,” she mused. 
“Good idea. You should always give something a second try.” 
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Catching on at last, she asked, “Are we talking about Baby Ruths, or us?” 
Before Matt could comment, an older model sedan pulled up to the curb and came to a stop. A plainly dressed, but pleasant looking middle-aged woman emerged. She went around to the passenger side and helped an older woman from the car, who, once on solid ground, acted as if she didn’t need or want any assistance. 
Lindsay immediately recognized the older woman as the owner of the house. From the striking resemblance, the other woman had to be a relative, probably her daughter. 
Faces alight, they pointed to the house, their discussion animated. While Lindsay couldn’t hear everything they were saying, it was obvious they were enthused about the progress of the reconstruction. 
Lindsay smiled as they passed. 
“Be sure and watch your step in there,” Joey said, rejoining Matt and Lindsay. “The electricians are running wire. It’s everywhere.” 
“Thank you, young man.” The eyes behind the older woman’s bifocals were bright and lively. “Look, Nell.” She tugged on her daughter’s shirt sleeve. “The new windows are up. 
And the front door. Oh, my. Don’t they look nice?” 
“Very nice.” Nell gave her mother a gentle push, propelling her forward. 
“Aren’t these Habitat for Humanity people wonderful? 
They’re all volunteers. Did you know that?” The older woman waved at Lindsay, Matt, and Joey. Lindsay waved back. 
“Yes, Mom. I know that.” 
Again, the older woman brushed off her daughter’s helping hand. She stopped in the middle of the driveway and gazed at her reconstructed home, her expression melancholy. “If I’ve learned one lesson from all this, it’s to grab happiness where and when I find it. You never know when your entire life will change.” 
Then, breaking into a happy smile, she began walking toward the 151 
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house. “But that doesn’t mean your new life can’t be just as good as the old one, if not better.” 
Nell caught up with her mother. “Come on,” she said fondly. “Let’s see what else has been done on the inside.” 
Lindsay stared at them, amazed at the older woman’s positive attitude. As a firefighter, she understood more than most how quickly and drastically lives could change. But she hadn’t contemplated the emotional recovery until today. 
“They seem like nice people,” Matt said when Nell and her mother were out of earshot. 
“Very nice.” 
“Interesting what she said about grabbing happiness.” His dark eyes bored into hers. 
“Yeah. Interesting.” Lindsay was the first to turn away. 
Suddenly in a hurry, she stood up. “I’d better get back to work. 
Glen’s probably wondering what happened to me.” 
She spent the rest of the afternoon running conduit, installing outlets, and avoiding Matt, which wasn’t easy. To her dismay, her mind kept bouncing from one unsettling topic to the next. Topics which included Matt, Baby Ruth candy bars, and grabbing happiness where and when she could find it. 


* * * * 
 Lindsay gingerly lowered herself into the scalding water. 
Her sore muscles screamed, then sighed with contentment as the bubble bath slowly worked its magic. 
After leaving the Habitat for Humanity project that afternoon, she’d come straight home. But not before stopping at the store for supplies. The flickering shadows from half a dozen vanilla candles danced on the wall, their scent filling the room. 
Celine Dion, courtesy of Lindsay’s favorite CD, crooned to her from the other room. A glass of white wine and a dish of miniature Baby Ruths sat on the floor by the tub. 
When Lindsay threw a private pity party, she did it with style. God, she missed Matt. Seeing him today had been hard. 
Harder than she ever imagined it would be. 
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Reaching over the side of the tub, she plucked a candy bar from the dish, unwrapped it, and popped it in her mouth. Four more followed. 
“Lindsay, you’re a bad, bad girl,” she said between mouthfuls. 
If not a cure for the Matt-Callahan-blues, the self-indulgent binge did make her feel better. The effects, however, were temporary, lasting only until she’d dressed. Restless, she paced the kitchen and living room, closing her ears to the half-eaten bag of candies calling to her from the pantry. 
Rather than give in to weakness, she decided on a change of scenery. Preferably, one that involved burning calories. Her hips would thank her in morning. 
Twenty minutes later, she pulled into the station parking lot. Booter, familiar with the sound of her car’s engine, bounded out to meet her. She no sooner opened her door, then he was halfway in the car with her. 
“Hello, you goofy dog.” She scrunched his ears and let him lick her face until he tried to crawl onto her lap. “Ugh! Get down. You weigh a ton.” She pushed him off her. He didn’t go willingly. “Since you’re feeling so much better, how about a walk? We could both use the exercise.” 
Booter trotted beside her into the station where she was welcomed by the shift captain, Rebecca, and her crew, which included Dennis. Lindsay had forgotten he’d traded days with one of the other men and would be there. Having recently returned from a call, the four firefighters were hanging around the common rooms, snacking, watching TV, or preoccupied with paperwork. 
“There you are.” Rebecca sat at the table, thumbing through a manual. A petite, pencil thin mother of three, she didn’t look much like a captain. In her case, however, looks were deceiving. 
Even Dennis respected her, which was saying a lot. “I kid you not, that mutt has radar. He’s been waiting by the door for the last hour.” 
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Lindsay took a seat across from Rebecca. Booter squeezed in, resting his head on Lindsay’s thigh. 
“When are you going to take him home and make him a permanent pet?” Rebecca asked. 
“I can’t do that. He’s the station mascot.” 
“He’s your dog and everyone here knows it. Most of all, him. Take him home with you, Lindsay. You’ll both be happier.” 
“My cat will freak.” 
“At first. But he’ll eventually adjust. They may even become friends.” 
Lindsay thought of her small house and how empty it was lately without Matt there. She loved His Highness, but admittedly, the cat was a solitary creature, doling out affection in small increments when it suited him. It might be nice to come home to a happy face, be it a canine one. 
“Okay. Why not?” She patted Booter’s side, mindful of his healing incision. “We’ll give it a try. See how it goes.” 
After chitchatting for several more minutes, Lindsay pushed her chair back and stood. Keeping up appearances was using too much of her already depleted emotional reserves. She needed to recharge. 
“Leaving already?” Rebecca asked. 
“Booter and I are off to the park for a walk.” 
“Have fun. But be careful. It’s not smart for a woman to be out alone after dark.” 
“We’ll stick to the well-lighted areas. I promise.” 
“Hey, Pfeiffer,” Dennis called from the couch. “I forgot to tell you. Callahan left something for you in the bedroom.” 
“He did?” Lindsay’s stomach flip flopped. Her first inclination was to leave without checking, but it suddenly seemed as if, with the exception of Dennis, everyone’s eyes were on her. “In the bedroom, you say?” she inquired with a casualness that didn’t ring true. 
Dennis didn’t bother looking away from the TV. “The closet.” 
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“Stay, Booter.” She reinforced the verbal command with a hand signal. “I’ll be right back.” 
Feeling extraordinarily uncomfortable, Lindsay opened the closet door. This may be the bedroom she regularly used, but today, it belonged to Dennis. And even though he’d given his permission, she couldn’t shake the sensation of being an intruder. 
What had Matt left for her? As she searched the closet, her mind raced, exploring the possibilities. Relax,  she told herself. It was probably just a book or something she’d forgotten at his house. No big deal. 
Well, if it was no big deal, why was her heart doing a fair imitation of a sledge hammer? 
Lindsay groaned. Nothing here that she could see. No box, no package, no bag. Standing on tiptoes, she patted the overhead shelf with the flat of her hand. Bare as Old Mother Hubbard’s cupboard. 
She planted her hands on her hips and stared at the unyielding closet. “What gives?” All at once, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. 
She wasn’t alone in the bedroom. 
Someone had come in through the connecting bathroom. 
Slamming the closet door shut, she wheeled about, then went weak with relief. “Oh, it’s you.” 
“Disappointed?” Dennis strutted into the room. 
Hiding her unease, she asked, “What did you say Matt left? I can’t find anything in the closet.” 
“Is that so?” He scratched his head. “I could have sworn that’s where he told me he put it.” 
“Never mind. It’s not important.” A sixth sense warned her something was amiss and to make tracks. She turned toward the door, but didn’t get far. 
“What’s your rush?” Dennis stepped in front of her. For a bulky man, he moved quickly. 
“Whatever game you’re playing, I don’t want any part of it.” 
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“Sweet thing, you have no idea. But I’d like to tell you.” His huge hand closed around her arm, and he yanked her close. 
Unprepared, she stumbled straight into him. “Better yet, why don’t I show you?” 
He tried to kiss her, but she twisted her head to the side. 
His lips missed hers and grazed her cheek. Instinctively, she recoiled. “Quit it, Dennis. This isn’t funny.” 
“I’m not trying to be funny.” 
His second attempt to kiss her was also thwarted. “Get away from me!” She shoved at him, her anger mounting and also, to a lesser degree, her fear. “I’ll scream.” 
Dennis laughed. “You can’t blame a guy for trying. Now that Callahan’s out of the picture, I figure you’re looking for a replacement.” 
She knew then he’d tricked her. And both the trick and her falling for it infuriated her. “You lied. Matt didn’t leave me anything in the closet.” 
“You’re smart. I like that in a woman.” His hands settled on her waist. “Among other things.” 
Lindsay simply reacted. She didn’t think, she didn’t analyze, she didn’t worry that someone might hear them. Thrusting her hand into his groin, she grabbed and squeezed with all the force her five fingers could muster. 
Squawking in pain, Dennis released her and doubled over. 
“What the hell…” 
Lindsay maintained her paralyzing hold on him. His complexion darkened to a brilliant crimson, and he wheezed like a sick, old man. Placing her lips to his ear, she said, “Don’t you ever touch me again. Do you understand?” Sucking air, he nodded. “If you do, I’ll file a sexual harassment suit faster than you can say misconduct.” 
With one more squeeze for good measure, she let him go and stepped back. 
Stooping over, Dennis cupped his privates. “You’re really a bitch.” He grunted. “You know that?” 
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“No, I’m a firefighter.” She squared her shoulders. “And a damn good one.” 
On that final note, she exited the bedroom. 
There was something to be said about standing up for oneself. It rated right up there with bubble baths and Baby Ruths. Lindsay felt better than she had in days. 


* * * * 
 After a brisk fifteen minute jaunt along the concrete walkway looping through the park, Lindsay and Booter neared the one mile marker. On the other side of a grassy embankment was a small construction site, cordoned off with neon orange webbing. Tall orange and white posts topped with blinking yellow lights secured the webbing. High mounds of dirt had been piled along what looked like a deep trench. Signs warned of possible danger and ordered passersby to stay clear. 
Lindsay veered far to the left. Booter, who, so far, had been satisfied to walk calmly by her side, suddenly strained at the leash, pulling hard in the direction of the trench. 
“Come on, boy.” She firmly, yet gently, guided him back. 
“Can’t you read? That keep out sign refers to dogs, too.” 
Booter continued fighting the leash, digging his feet into the sidewalk and choking himself on his collar. 
She commanded him to sit, but he disobeyed and started barking. “Quiet, boy.” 
Placing her fingers on his muzzle to silence him, she listened for any noise out of the ordinary. There was none. She again attempted to lead Booter away, but he refused to budge, standing like a stone statue, his gaze riveted on the trench. 
For no reason other than intuition, she dropped Booter’s leash. He immediately ran up the embankment. Nose to the ground, he circled the orange web fence until he found an opening, then crashed through. Lindsay gave chase. She caught up with him on the opposite side of the dirt mound. He stood at the edge of the trench, staring into the wide hole and whining. 
She approached cautiously, unsure what Booter had found but knowing instinctively it wasn’t good. Looking down, her 157 

Playing With Fire 



heart caught in her throat. At the bottom of the ten foot deep trench, next to a length of exposed pipe, lay the still body of a child. 
Several inches of muddy water pooled around him. 
Something dark, possibly blood, covered one entire side of his head and his right leg stuck out at an unnatural angle. In the dim light, Lindsay couldn’t tell if he was breathing or not. 
She wasted no time finding out. Sitting on the edge of the trench, she hung her legs over the side and pushed off. Numbing pain radiated all through her when she hit bottom. She shook it off and yanked her cell phone from her belt, dialing 9-1-1. As the call went through, she kneeled down to examine the child. 
To her vast relief, he was breathing, though it was shallow and irregular. 
A woman’s voice came on the line. “What is the nature of your emergency?” 
Lindsay identified herself, then described the accident and their location. 
“I’ve dispatched an emergency response team,” the operator said. “They’re on their way. Does the child have any visible injuries?” 
“He’s unconscious and appears to be in shock.” Lindsay answered the operator’s questions to the best of her ability, giving as much information as she could before disconnecting. 
She was careful not to move the child or touch him, except as necessary to determine his condition. At the first sound of a siren in the distance, Booter started howling. 
Two minutes later, Rebecca hollered at Lindsay from topside. “Lindsay? Good Lord, is that you?” 
A beam of light flashed in Lindsay’s face, temporarily blinding her. “Yes, it’s me,” she hollered back, shielding her eyes. 
“What have you got?” 
“A boy. He’s alive, but barely. Head trauma. Shock. 
Possible broken leg and internal injuries.” 
“Get ready. We’re dropping the stretcher.” 
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Along with the stretcher came help. Dennis was also lowered into the trench. Their eyes met briefly and the mutual message was clear. A life hung in the balance. Now wasn’t the time for personal differences. 
They worked speedily. Dennis handled the heavy work while Lindsay attended the boy. As soon as he was strapped in and the lines in place, Rebecca and the other firefighter lifted him out. 
Lindsay and Dennis were next. By the time the two were safely topside, the boy was being loaded into the waiting ambulance. A sizeable crowd of onlookers and emergency personnel had gathered. 
“Do you think he’ll make it?” Lindsay asked Rebecca while absently patting Booter’s head. The two women watched the ambulance pull away from the curb and disappear into traffic. 
“He’s alive and that’s something. Thanks to you.” 
“Thanks to Booter.” Lindsay smiled at the dog, and he wagged his tail. “He’s the one who found the boy. I just made the call.” 
“Don’t underestimate yourself, Lindsay. Another person might have ignored their dog and walked away. You didn’t. You investigated. And that one small decision changed the entire outcome.” 
The crowd thinned, leaving behind a few stragglers. The firefighters packed up their equipment and gear while policemen and city workers secured the construction site. A TV cameraman filmed a pretty blonde reporter as she interviewed an excited witness. 
Lindsay and Booter rode back to the station in the engine. 
On the way to her car, Dennis stopped her. 
“Nice work back there.” 
She studied his face for any trace of insincerity and found none. “You, too.” 
“Look. I just want to say… Well, I’m sorry about what happened earlier. I was out of line.” 
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Wow. An apology. It was the last thing she expected from him, and it rendered her speechless. She remembered the remark Rebecca had made at the scene about one small decision changing the entire outcome of something. How she responded to Dennis could, and likely would, affect the future of their working together. 
One decision. 
Lindsay made up her mind. 
“Apology accepted.” 
“Great.” He shoved his hands in his front pockets and shuffled his feet. An awkward lull stretched between them, which Dennis broke. “I’ll see ya later, then.” 
She tugged on Booter’s leash, and he obediently followed. 
“Night.” 


* * * * 
 His Highness detested Booter on sight. Impersonating a Halloween cat, he arched his back into a hairpin curve. With fur standing on end, he hissed and spit and struck out at the intruder with claws extended. Booter, delighted with the prospect of a new playmate, initiated a game of tag-you’re-it. He lost, earning a nasty scratch in the process. The two new roomies retreated to opposite corners of the living room, each sulking for different reasons. 
It had been a long, physically exhausting, emotionally-packed day. Lindsay should be in bed, fast asleep, but her mind kept replaying the day’s events at a hundred miles an hour. 
She wanted to call Matt. More than that, she wanted to see him. But even if she worked up the courage to contact him, it was too late. Past ten o’clock at night and past the point where they had any chance of resolving their problems. 
Or was it? 
She and Dennis had reached an understanding of sorts and after the incident at the station. She’d have thought that impossible. It happened because they’d put aside their personal relationship for the sake of the job—that, and Dennis taking the first step toward reconciliation by apologizing. 
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Why couldn’t she and Matt do the same? Admittedly, they’d failed at separating their personal and business lives. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t if they tried—if she tried. Matt had been willing that day in the station laundry room. She’d been the one to walk out on their relationship. Could she now take that first step toward reconciliation? Matt still loved her, of that she was sure. She’d seen it in his eyes today while they sat outside the Habitat for Humanity house. 

One small decision could change the outcome entirely. 
Lindsay picked up the phone and dialed Matt’s home number, quickly before her nerve deserted her. 
Joey answered. “Hello.” 
“You’re up late.” 
“Hey, Lindsay. Something wrong? You sound funny.” 
“No. Everything’s fine.” Hopefully. Her jaw ached from clenching it. “Is Matt available?” 
There. She’d done it. And the ground hadn’t opened up and swallowed her whole. 
“No, he’s not.” 
Disappointment cut deep. “I see.” 
“He’s in Tucson. I thought you might be him calling when the phone rang.” Joey paused to draw a breath. “His dad’s in the hospital.” 
“The hospital?” 
“He’s had a heart attack. A bad one. He may not last the night.” 
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Chapter 12 
In his line of work, Matt saw countless people hooked up to tubes, wires, and monitors. But none of them had been someone he knew. Someone—much as he tried to deny it—he cared about. The jolt from walking into the hospital’s critical care unit yesterday afternoon and seeing his larger-than-life father reduced to a pale shadow of his former self had yet to wear off. 
Matt checked the heart monitor on a stand near his father’s head as he did every few minutes. The green blip continued to spike and dip at regular intervals, giving him a small measure of comfort. 
There’d been a time last night when the screen hadn’t blipped. In its place had been a long, flat line and piercing alarm. 
Everett Callahan’s heart had stopped beating. 
For a moment, so had Matt’s. 
Doctors and nurses came running. They formed a human wall around the hospital bed. Matt and his mother were shuffled out into the hall where they waited, clinging to each other. The next few minutes had stretched into an eternity. 
His mother’s prayers were answered. Everett Callahan revived, but there were no guarantees. His weakened heart might yet quit again. 

No matter where the hospital,  Matt thought as he left his mother to walk around his father’s bed, critical care units were all
alike,  t he same equipment, the same compassionate staff, the same
worried expressions on the faces of friends and loved ones. 
Only two visitors were allowed in the room at one time. 
Matt and his sister took turns staying with their mother. When not with her, they made phone calls, catnapped in the waiting 162 
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area, or grabbed a bite to eat in the cafeteria. The death watch, as one callous teen with tattoos and pierced eyebrows had called it. Matt hoped the kid was wrong. 
Everett Callahan turned his head and lifted his right arm as if reaching for something. Because he was closest, Matt grabbed his father’s hand. It was, he realized, the first time they’d touched in years. 
June Callahan leaned forward and cupped her husband’s face. “Can you hear me? Are you in pain?” She glanced worriedly at Matt. “Do you think he’s in pain?” 
Matt looked down at his father’s smooth, ghostlike face. “I doubt it. He’s heavily medicated.” 
Everett Callahan roused and muttered a few unintelligible words. 
“I don’t understand you, dear.” Mrs. Callahan put her face close to her husband’s. 
“He’s thirsty.” Matt couldn’t explain how he knew. He just did. 
Mrs. Callahan picked up a plastic pitcher from the nightstand and poured a small amount of water into a cup. She placed a straw in the cup, then held it to her husband’s lips. 
“Here you go.” 
Matt’s father managed a few sips, then slumped back against the pillow as if the effort cost every ounce of strength he possessed. Likely it did, and the thought scared Matt. 
He couldn’t remember his father ever being sick, much less incapacitated. He was too strong, too energetic, and too darn mean to succumb to even the most virulent virus. Yet less than twelve hours ago, he’d been on the brink of death. 
By some twist of fate, he’d escaped the Grim Reaper’s clutches. Matt glanced at the monitor again, at the green blip hopping across the screen. He released the breath he’d been holding and set his father’s hand down on the bed. The older man wouldn’t let go. 
“Matt? 
“Yeah, Dad. I’m here.” 
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“I wasn’t sure,” he said in a raspy voice, his eyes open but not entirely focused. “I’ve been having some strange dreams. I guess they’re dreams. I don’t really know.” 
“You’ve been through a lot.” 
“I’m glad you came, son.” 
“Of course I came.” 
Everett coughed. Or was it a laugh? “No one would blame you if you didn’t. I haven’t been much of a dad.” 
Matt was too floored to respond. 
“I don’t hear you arguing with me.” Everett’s mouth twisted into what could have been a grin. 
“Dad…” 
“You don’t have to say anything. We both know it’s the truth.” He shifted slightly, winced and groaned. “Remind me not to move for a week.” 
“We should go. Let you get some rest.” Matt jumped at the convenient excuse. Their conversation had become too personal, probing old wounds and finding them still tender. 
“Stay. Please.” 
There was a pleading in Everett’s eyes. A vulnerability Matt didn’t remember seeing before. Had he and his father burned all their bridges? If he left now, he’d never know. 
“All right. I’ll stay.” 
Mrs. Callahan smiled her approval. She stroked her husband’s forehead. “Try and get some sleep, dear.” 
“You’re fussing, June. I hate when you do that.” 
Her smile turned radiant. “If you’re complaining, you must feel better.” 
“I feel like roadkill. What the hell did they do to me?” 
“Don’t ask,” Matt said with an easiness he hadn’t felt with his father in years. “You’re better off not knowing.” 
A middle-aged woman in scrubs and a lab coat breezed into the room. She removed a chart from the foot of the bed before introducing herself. “Hello. I’m Dr. Bradley. I don’t think we had a chance to meet last night.” She shook hands with Matt and 164 
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his mother, after which she addressed Everett. “I see you’re awake. That’s good.” 
She asked several questions regarding his condition and gave him a brief examination. 
“Your last series of tests came back significantly improved. 
I’m downgrading your condition from critical to guarded. This doesn’t mean you’re fully out of the woods,” she cautioned when Mrs. Callahan reacted. “Your recovery will be long and require a number of lifestyle changes. But we’ll talk more later. 
For now, I’m ordering complete bedrest. That applies to all of you.” She looked pointedly at Matt and his mother, then back at Everett. “You’ve been given a second chance, Mr. Callahan. 
Don’t misuse it.” 
What, Matt wondered as he and his mother left his sleeping father alone, would he do with a second chance if given one? 

Get Lindsay back. 
No, not get her back. Never let her go in the first place. 
He should have stopped her from walking out on him that day in the laundry room at the station. If anything, he should have said something to her yesterday at the Habitat for Humanity house when he had the chance. But…said what? He’d already apologized. More than once. Declared his love? He’d done that, too, and it made no difference. 

Ask her to marry you? 
They found Matt’s sister in the waiting area. She must have read the expression on their faces for she jumped up from her chair and rushed toward them. 
Mrs. Callahan shared the good news, and they hugged. Matt listened with only one ear. The other ear was turned toward the small voice inside his head. 

Ask her to marry you. 
“Matt? Matt!” His sister jostled his arm. “Hey, Earth to Matt. Are you there?” 
“Sorry.” He raked a hand through his hair. “What did you say?” 
“Wherever you are, it’s a million miles from here.” 
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“No, not a million,” he said, absorbed in thought. “More like a hundred and twenty.” 
“Huh?” Samantha Callahan looked puzzled. 
Suddenly, the answer became clear. “Mom, sis, I’ve got to go to Phoenix. I’ll be back in the morning. No later. I promise I’ll call every hour and come back immediately if there’s a change in Dad’s condition.” 
“What’s wrong?” His mother clutched his arm. 
“Don’t worry.” He kissed her cheek, then his sister’s. 
“Everything’s fine. Wonderful, in fact.” 
“Matthew,” Mrs. Callahan called after him as he sped down the hall toward the elevators. “I don’t understand. Where are you going?” 
“To propose,” he hollered back, then broke into a run. 


* * * * 
 “How long have you been with the department?” Randy asked. 
Lindsay looked into the earnest face of the new recruit posing the question. Had she ever been that young? That eager? 
That inexperienced? She must have at one time, but it seemed so very long ago. 
“A little over two years,” she told him, trying to concentrate on their task of inventorying the medical supplies. 
Thoughts of Matt and his father continually interfered. “How many boxes of gauze pads do you have?” 
He counted as he stacked, his lips moving silently. 
“Eighteen,” he replied and went on to the next item. “When will everyone stop treating me like a rookie?” 
“That depends on you.” She didn’t think he’d have any trouble fitting in. Other than an annoying tendency to engage others in small talk when their minds were elsewhere, Randy struck her as a nice guy. A hard worker, too, if his performance thus far was an indication. 
“Any advice?” 
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“Gosh, I’m really not the one to ask.” She penciled in a number on the inventory sheet. “The men still hassle me. 
Probably always will.” Unless she changed. 
He gave an incredulous shake of his head. “I don’t buy that for one minute.” 
“No?” 
“Uh, uh. Not with the way people talk about you.” 
“Don’t believe everything you hear,” she answered flatly. 
“Some of it’s exaggerated.” And some of it wasn’t. A lot of it wasn’t. 
She’d always blamed her trouble at fitting in on her being a woman. In retrospect, she could see it was her defensive attitude—or, more correctly, her offensive attitude. Either way, the results were the same. She might as well have worn a sign taped to her back saying ‘kick me’. 
“The way Emilio tells it, you’re a hero around here.” 
The respect in the recruit’s voice caught Lindsay off-guard. 
She turned and found his gaze on her. Admiration shone in his eyes. No, she must be mistaken. Her recent bout of insomnia was impairing her judgment. But when she looked at him again, his expression hadn’t changed. 
“Really?” Against her will, she found herself smiling. To cover her embarrassment, she pulled out a carton of instant-cold packs. “We’d better get after it. I’m supposed to submit the requisition by this afternoon.” 
They became quiet after that, working methodically and making progress. The monotony allowed Lindsay’s thoughts to return to Matt and his father. She’d left a message with Joey for Matt to call her, though she doubted he would. No matter. 
She’d phone him again—and again, and again until she reached him. What was it Matt had said that morning at breakfast about their relationship being worth fighting for? 
She couldn’t agree more. 
Emilio stuck his head in the doorway of the supply room. 
“Lindsay, you got a second?” 
“Sure, Captain.” She set the inventory sheet down. 
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Booter, who’d been napping in the corner, woke up and shook his head, his big ears flopping. 
“I won’t be long,” she promised Randy before leaving with Emilio. The dog lumbered after them. 
“I just received word on the boy’s condition from Fire Administration,” Emilio said as they walked through the apparatus room toward his office down the hall on the other side. 
“How is he?” 
“He’s improved. He regained consciousness a few hours ago and despite being in a coma for almost a day, there doesn’t appear to be any brain damage.” 
“That’s good to hear. I’m sure his parents are relieved.” 
“They’re very grateful to you, Lindsay. They sent word from the hospital.” 
“I’m glad I was there. What about the rest of his injuries?” 
They reached Emilio’s office, and he indicated for Lindsay to take a chair. “He was dehydrated, of course. Leg’s busted in a couple places, lots of cuts and bruises nothing that won’t eventually heal. They’re still running tests, but the doctors are optimistic.” When they were both seated, he laid a newspaper in front of her. “Did you see this? You made the morning paper. 
Front page of the Metro section.” 
“Wow.” Lindsay picked up the paper and scanned the pictures of the accident scene. The first photo showed the boy in the stretcher as he was being lifted from the trench into the waiting arms of Rebecca and her crew. The other was a close-up of Lindsay speaking with a city official. She quickly scanned the article before handing the newspaper back to Emilio. 
“Go ahead and keep it.” 
“Thanks.” 
“I want you to know, I plan on nominating you for Firefighter of the Year.” 
It took several seconds for what he said to penetrate. 
“You’re what?” 
He grinned. “You heard me.” 
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“But why?” The award, which recognized performance above and beyond the call of duty, was the most prestigious one a firefighter could earn. She’d done nothing remotely deserving of such an honor. 
“You have to ask after last night?” 
“Any firefighter would have done the same thing in my place.” 
“Hopefully so. But you were the one there. You investigated the construction site, made the call, and administered emergency medical care until help arrived. If not for you, that boy might have died.” 
“Booter’s the one who really found him.” At the sound of his name, the dog raised his head and cocked his ears. 
“Who decided the dog might be onto something and let him explore?” 
“I did, but—” 
He didn’t let her finish. “You followed your instincts and it paid off. That’s what separates the rookies from the veterans.” 
“But Firefighter of the Year? Why not just a write up in my personnel file?” 
“The battalion chief is preparing a written commendation as we speak.” 
“What about what happened with Dennis? Won’t that affect my chances?” 
“It might.” He scratched his chin with the pad of his thumb. 
“One never knows what the judging committee will take into account. But I’d say after this,” he pointed to the newspaper in front of her, “the episode with Dennis will fade into history.” 
“I don’t know what to say.” 
“How about, I’ll miss you, Emilio. I’m going to hate like hell leaving this place.” 
Lindsay sat bolt upright and gripped the edge of his desk. 
“Am I…am I…” 
His wide grin accentuated the laugh lines in his darkly tanned face. “I just received the email. Your promotion came 169 
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through. Congratulations, Lindsay. You made the paper and engineer all in one day.” 
She’d done it! She was officially Engineer Lindsay Pfeiffer. 
Joy bubbled up inside her, followed immediately by a twinge of sorrow. “Where am I going?” 
“Don’t know. I suspect you’ll get a phone call today sometime.” 
A small lump formed in the back of her throat. “All joking aside, I am going to miss this place. You’ve been awfully good to me.” 
His features softened. “Gonna miss you too, kiddo.” 
It amazed her how quickly things had turned around. A week ago, she wouldn’t have given two cents for her career. 
Then, in a single day, she’d been nominated for Firefighter of the Year, received a written commendation from the battalion chief, and been promoted to engineer. 
Were it not for Matt, she’d be dancing in the streets. 

If only he’d call. 
She’d give anything to hear his voice. But it was Emilio’s who disturbed her reverie. 
“Matt’s promotion also came through.” 
“It did?” The news cheered Lindsay. The whole Dennis fiasco was truly behind them. 
“Now you two can date openly.” Emilio’s mustache twitched with contained mirth. “You don’t have to sneak around anymore.” 
Lindsay sank back into the chair. Matt had been right about their captain. “You know.” 
“Everybody knows.” 
Maybe it wasn’t that widespread. “Define everybody.” 
“From the highest ranking official to the newest recruit. 
Even Randy knows, and I never mentioned it to him.” 
She dropped her head into her waiting hand. It was that widespread. 
“Come on, Lindsay. Don’t tell me you’re surprised. The department is a regular Mayberry RFD when it comes to gossip.” 
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“I hate to break it to you, Emilio, but your sources are wrong.” She lifted her head. “Matt and I were dating, were, as in the past. We broke up a few days ago.” 
“I’m sorry. I’d hoped you’d make a go of it.” He appeared genuinely distressed. 
“Yeah, me too.” 
“Any chance you might work out your differences?” 
“Possibly.” If he’d just call. “I want to.” 
“What are you waiting for then?” He winked. “Go for it, girl.” 
“I can’t,” she said somberly, unable to muster the same enthusiasm as Emilio. “He’s in Tucson. His father had a heart attack.” 
“How serious?” 
“I don’t know yet. I’m hoping Matt will call soon.” Hoping
with every breath I take. 
“I’m sure everything will be okay. But if you need anything, just give a holler.” 
“Thanks.” 
Lindsay returned to the supply room, but her mind wasn’t on the inventory, nor was her heart in it. Preferring to be alone for a while, she sent Randy away to start on the engine’s supplies. That might have been a mistake. Without any distractions, all she could think of was Matt. The inventory sheet lay untouched where she’d left it. 

Call. Call. Call. 

She leaned against the wall and hugged her stomach, which felt the way Booter’s must have when he swallowed the latex gloves. On the one hand, her career had finally come together. 
On the other hand, her love life had fallen apart. The end result left her emotionally torn in half and prone to tears. 
Booter, always responsive to her moods, came and sat beside her, leaning heavily on her leg. She stroked the smooth fur on his head. Abruptly, he sprang to his feet and trotted from the supply room. His rambunctious barking echoed throughout the station. 
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“Fine. Leave me, why don’t you?” She snatched the inventory sheet off the shelf, determined to pull herself out of her slump. “See if I care.” 
But she did care. Booter didn’t generally abandon her unless it was for someone he liked. And besides Emilio, the only other firefighter who fit that description was…Matt! 
Hope blossomed inside her. She immediately repressed it. 
Matt was in Tucson. To think differently was nothing more than wishfulness on her part. Yet what other explanation could there be for the achingly familiar male voice in the distance? 
No. She must control her overactive imagination before it got the better of her. 

Yeah, right. 

One minute later, Lindsay reached the entrance to the apparatus room. Both overhead doors were wide open, allowing the early afternoon sunlight to shine in and voices to carry. 
Emilio was talking to someone on the other side of the engine. Lindsay couldn’t see who. 
“Keep us posted, buddy.” 
The visitor said something too low for her to make out clearly. 
“She’s here.” Emilio again. “In the supply room.” 

She? In the supply room? 
Her heart practically flew out of her chest. She burst into the apparatus room. Rounding the back of the engine, she came face to face with Matt. 
And stopped short. 
Whatever he’d been saying to Emilio died on his lips as their eyes met. He looked tired. Tired, pale, and rumpled. But the light in his eyes was unmistakable. Though her arms longed to hold him, she kept them glued to her sides. There they’d stay until she learned the reason for his visit to the station. To see her, yes. But she didn’t want to jump to conclusions. 
He spoke first. “Hi.” 
“Hi.” Suddenly shy, she brushed an imaginary strand of hair from her face. She was dimly aware of a crowd gathering. 
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Emilio, Randy, and Travolis, the man from Rebecca’s crew whom Dennis had traded days with. “How’s your father?” she asked. 
The acute tension in his face relaxed. “Better.” 
“I’m glad to hear that.” 
“Lindsay.” He took a step toward her. 
She did the same. 
All at once, she was in his arms, and he was kissing her. 
Kissing her as if they’d been apart three years and not three days. 
And Lindsay kissed him back. She didn’t care that they were at the station. Or that Emilio and the others were watching. She didn’t care that regulations strictly prohibited intimate physical contact of any kind. Nor did she care that they could both be fired. 
All that mattered was Matt and being with him. 
When he at last ended the kiss, they were both laughing. 
Their laughter died when he dropped to one knee and took her right hand in his. 
Lindsay’s other hand floated to her cheek, which was hot to the touch. Her legs wobbled, and a strange tightness squeezed her chest. 

Is this what if feels like the second before your whole life changes? 

Matt’s eyes never left hers. “I didn’t have time to buy a ring. But I swear to you, I’ll do everything else right for the rest of our lives.” 
The room went suddenly still as they all waited expectantly for his next words. Especially Lindsay. She wasn’t disappointed. 
“Marry me, Lindsay.” 
“Matt…” Her voice shook. 
“I love you. I know I’m a washout in the romance department. I should have put more thought into this. Prepared a speech or something. But I was in a hurry—” 
She placed a finger on his lips, silencing him. “You’re doing fine. Absolutely perfect.” Tears stung her eyes. 
“Is that a yes?” 
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He looked so hopeful, if Lindsay weren’t already head over heels in love with him, she’d fall right then and there. 
“Yes.” She started laughing again and pulled him to his feet. 
“I’ll marry you.” 
He let out a whoop, scooped her up in his arms, and swung her around. The room erupted with noise. The men clapped and cheered while a barking Booter ran in circles. No one told him to be quiet. They were too busy doing something. Lindsay, whose head was high in the clouds, didn’t pay attention. She should have. 
In the next instant, they were blasted with chilling cold water. The men had taken down the hose from the engine and turned it on them. The pressure nearly toppled Lindsay and Matt, but they managed to stay upright by holding onto each other. 
It would be like that always, she realized. No matter what came at them, they’d weather the force so long as they had each other. 
Over the roar of rushing water, Matt shouted, “Have breakfast with me in the morning.” 
The last time he asked her that, she’d refused, and he’d had to coerce her into going with him. Not this time. 
“Promise me something first.” 
“Name it.” 
Ignoring everything and everyone else, she pressed her wet body close to his in subtle invitation. “We have breakfast in bed.” 
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