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“Love is a fire. But whether it is going to warm your heart or burn your house down, you can never tell.”
-Joan Crawford
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
1 CHAPTER ONE

 
Dr. Katy Malone sprinted down the corridor of St. Luke’s Roosevelt Hospital, adrenaline pouring through her veins, as she tried to outrun her fellow residents in hopes of claiming the best case coming into the emergency room. It was typically boots and leggings weather in early November in New York, but the temperature had drastically dropped overnight resulting in perfect conditions for the first snowfall of the season.
The third-year medical residents had all received the same 911 page dictating them to report to the ER to receive victims from a ten car pile-up on the Henry-Hudson Parkway. Snow typically meant that drivers forgot all basics and fundamentals of driving and to the residents, although unfortunate, this was the jackpot of learning since anything from broken bones to heart attacks could waltz in the doors. Katy reached the ER before her other co-workers and bent over to catch her breath as the first rig pulled into the bay.
As the ambulance doors opened, the paramedic called out, “Fifty-seven year old male, broken clavicle...” Katy tuned out as she saw the other rig pulling up and ran over hoping for something more than a broken collarbone. The second medic had already called out the vitals and Katy knew this was the case she wanted, a pregnant woman who had been trapped in her vehicle and cut out of her vehicle by the Jaws of Life. As Katy was about to stake her claim, Dr. Jeremiah Thomas, a five feet, eleven inch preppy Momma’s boy from the Upper East Side, and the epitome of tall, dark and handsome, stepped in front of her taking charge of the woman and shouting out commands. As he passed Katy, he gave her a sly wink making her cringe.
This interaction made her miss the next rig which was a sixty-five-year-old man in cardiac arrest. The last ambulance informed them that the others had been sent across town to Mercy Hospital. This left her with the last victim to arrive, Mrs. Humer, a chatty forty-three-year-old woman who needed stitches on her left cheek. Katy sighed and followed her patient into the hospital.
Katy tried to ask Mrs. Humer about her medical history but the older woman only wanted to talk about the accident. Mrs. Humer was the tenth car in the pile-up yet she saw the entire thing happen “right in front of her very own eyes” and knew exactly whose fault it was. Katy nodded, smiled, and added her words of concern where she was supposed to interject.
As she finished up the last stitch, Mrs. Humer grabbed her hand, pointed to her name on her coat and said loud enough for the entire ER to hear, “Thank you so much, Dr. Malone. I was a little worried when I was assigned a ‘knockout’ like you. You know, thought maybe you’d just skated through med school on your looks. I was a little worried you didn’t know what you were doing but I think you did a mighty fine job.”  Mrs. Humer beamed as she finished her statement expecting Katy to be beside herself by her “compliment.” Katy bit the inside of her cheeks which were turning crimson and quickly excused herself.
As she turned, Katy walked right into the chest of Jeremiah. He put his left hand on her waist and the other on her chin lifting her head up to look at him. Katy squirmed uncomfortably, hating that of all people he was the one she ran into. He gave a slight squeeze with his left hand and grinned. “Great job on the stitches, Knockout. I’d love to check out your work but I’m headed into surgery.” He gave her another wink as he walked towards the operating room.
Katy’s face which was already turning three shades of red was now on fire. Not only had she lost a prime case to Jeremiah, but he’d heard her patronizing patient call her by his pet name: Knockout. Katy had her parents to thank for the pet name because her initials were K.O. for Katherine Olivia.
Today wasn’t the first time a patient picked up on this, thanks to her lab coat which said, “Dr. K.O. Malone.” Katy would’ve preferred that her coat said, “Dr. Katherine Malone” like the other residents, but apparently that was too many letters. Katy had been the first in her class to do a solo surgery so while she was removing a gallbladder, Jeremiah told the secretary it’d be okay to put K.O.
There was truth to Knockout though. Standing at only five feet four inches, Katy drew looks from most men and women when she entered a room. It wasn’t her shoulder length chestnut wavy locks that elicited their attention nor was it her piercing aqua eyes. It possibly could have been her perky derriere that showed she ran five miles every day but no, it was the way she composed herself. When she entered a room, she exuded confidence but not in the cocky way that women would hate her and men felt she was a challenge. While coming across as a take-charge woman, Katy also had that down to Earth, best friend persona that drew people in.
Katy and Jeremiah had history, and a lot of it. They had both attended Johns Hopkins for medical school. Jeremiah had laid the smooth talking on thick, but Katy insisted they stay friends. And they did, well, until the night before their anatomy final. It had been a long semester and this was the final test of the year. Katy needed a break from quizzing and Jeremiah had been a great study buddy the entire year despite him constantly trying to woo her. Their anatomy study session turned into a hands on session which lead to one night full of stress release.
Katy saw a different side of him that night. He wasn’t cocky or full of himself, instead he tended to every one of Katy’s needs and whispered the sweetest things in her ear as they finished studying and from that moment on they were inseparable. Jeremiah followed her back to New York where they started as interns at St. Luke’s. They graduated tied for number one in their class at Hopkins although Katy was positive she had the higher GPA. However, when Jeremiah’s parents donated enough money for the library to be named after them, that’s when it was called a draw. They had decided to move to New York to be closer to Katy’s father after the attacks on September 11, 2001 and figured that St. Luke’s would be an excellent learning hospital.
They settled into life as interns and sublet a studio apartment that cost more than the two of them made in three months. Thanks to Jeremiah’s parents, they didn’t have to worry about the cost. Jeremiah proposed after her first solo surgery with a two carat diamond ring. Katy said yes, although she would never commit to a date for the wedding. Jeremiah’s mother ended up setting their wedding date and planned everything from the location, food, to even what Katy would wear under her wedding gown. It wasn’t that she didn’t love Jeremiah, or that she was afraid of commitment; Katy was afraid of losing him because everyone she had ever loved ended up dying.
Katy’s mother lived until she was two days old. On Katy’s second day of life, her mother stood up to walk to the nursery and fell down dead of an aneurysm at age twenty-eight. She never met her mother’s parents. They had blamed Katy for her death and couldn’t face seeing her so they never did.
Katy’s paternal grandparents, Mimi and Poe, moved in with her father to help raise her. When she eight years old, Poe died of a heart attack in their living room while Katy watched, not knowing what she could do to save him. Then when Katy was only thirteen, Mimi passed away from lung cancer though she never smoked a day in her life. As Katy held her grandmother’s hand as she lay in bed dying, that’s when she decided she was going to be a doctor.
Meanwhile, Jeremiah and she were happy living their dreams of becoming doctors in the big city. Then on an overnight shift, the month before their nuptials, her father came into the ER as a patient and he never left alive. Katy had lost the the man who raised her, her last remaining blood relative. She couldn’t keep doing this, loving and losing. She decided to protect her heart, so she gave Jeremiah his ring back and vowed that she’d never love again.
 
***
 
A few streets over, Nick Garrity sat in the kitchen of Firehouse 58 chopping onions. He was used to smoke, he ran into burning buildings for a living, but he would never get used to cigarette smoke. The guys on his crew constantly had cigarettes hanging from their lips and the air around the firehouse could be cut with a knife it was so thick. He would never understand how they could walk out of a fire and the first thing they’d want to do was fill their lungs with more smoke.
Nick usually stayed out of the kitchen since that was where the guys liked to congregate and puff on their cancer sticks. He always thought it was ironic since smoking was so unsanitary but he’d rather them smoke in the kitchen than in the living room or bunkhouse. Either way, it didn’t bother him because when they weren’t running calls, Nick spent his time working out on the free weights in the basement of the house, a place that none of the other guys even knew existed. Tonight he’d made an exception because he was helping the proby make dinner.
Probys, probationary firemen, are at the bottom of the pole, more like the dirt under the pole everyone landed on. It was customary that the veterans always give the proby a tough time, the grunt work, it was another “test” they had to pass before officially becoming part of the FDNY family. It wasn’t in Nick’s blood to be mean to anyone, the crew always gave him trouble for it. He was constantly helping the proby with any task he was assigned and tonight included making dinner.
The crew sat around the table chain-smoking, partially because they were addicted, but mainly because they knew it drove Nick crazy. Nick listened to them rag on him.
“Garrity, when did you become a proby again?” Jesse O’Neil smirked.
Jesse and Nick were like brothers. They grew up next door to each other, watching their fathers fight fires for the FDNY and knowing it was in their blood to do the same thing. Jesse had been by Nick’s side when Nick’s older brother, Ryan, died in the terrorist attacks on 9/11. They were still in the fire academy at the time it happened.
“Didn’t you know? Garrity and the proby are dating now.” Dan Murphy, the lieutenant of Engine 58, teased him. The guys roared with laughter as though it was the funniest joke they’d ever heard although Murph made the comment at least once during every tour. Nick’s father had been Murph’s lieutenant, but after Ryan and fifty-three other firemen he knew died on that apocalyptic morning, he decided it was time for him to retire.
The proby, Patrick Doyle, took the onions from Nick and muttered, “I can finish up. Thanks for your help.”
 
Nick slapped his shoulder and turned to the crew. “Doyle, don’t let these guys intimidate you. They’re just jealous that they aren’t as young and good looking as us.” 
As the guys started to protest, the alarm sounded signaling they had a call. They ran to the truck, pulling on their gear and jumped in the engine as they headed out to a car fire due to a pile-up on the parkway.
As they pulled out of the garage, Jesse asked, “How’d it go last night? Get any action?”
The two of them had gone to O’Malley’s, an Irish bar two blocks north of the station. Jesse insisted that they needed to find good Irish women. Nick always rolled his eyes at this because the girls Jesse picked up were good for him for a night at a time. Jesse was fine with picking up women at the bar for a one night stand and moving on to a different one the next, but it wasn’t for Nick. This isn’t to say that Nick hadn’t had his fair share of one nighters, but that was back when they were in the academy. Nick had always wanted a family with lots of kids and when the right woman came along, he’d settle down with her in a New York minute.
Nick was a catch too; he was almost six feet, three inches with fair skin that burned easily from the rays of the sun, sandy blond hair, and baby blue eyes. When he wasn’t at the station or being Jesse’s wingman, he was hitting the gym. He visited his parents almost every weekend, stepped up to take the place of his fallen brother as a male figure for his nieces and helped all the probys survive the heckling of the veterans in their crew. All he needed was some lucky lady to become Mrs. Nick Garrity and be the mother of his children, but he had decided he wouldn’t settle. He didn’t have specific qualifications, no laundry list of requirements per se, but he knew when they met, he’d know.
Nick shrugged at Jesse. “She was cute but only seemed interested because of the fact that I’m a fireman. You know how I feel about that.”
Jesse shook his head. “Man, you’ve got to get over that. That fact alone will get you laid every time.”
Nick laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Man, get off the future Mrs. Garrity thing. Live in the present and stop putting a deadline on things. You’re such a chick!” Jesse was good at calling Nick out on stuff, even when Nick hadn’t actually told him his thought process. It was the brotherly bond that they shared so Jesse always knew what was on his mind.
Nick’s thirtieth birthday was coming up in a few months. Nick had been ready to get married seven years ago when he graduated from the fire academy. He’d wanted to have three or four kids by now, but instead he was living in a rented two-bedroom house by himself. There’d been a couple girls in the past seven years that he thought could have been Mrs. Garrity. The first girl couldn’t handle the stress of being alone while he worked his tours and would constantly call the firehouse to find out when he was coming home. Then there was Missey Brown, the other woman he thought was the real deal. But when he came home sick, the only time in his career, he found her in bed with one of his classmates that worked over at Engine 75 and realized she wasn’t the one. After he kicked Missey out, he knew it would take time to find the real Mrs. Garrity, but now that he was almost thirty, he wasn’t sure he’d ever find her.
 



 
 
 
 
 
2 CHAPTER TWO

 
After the car accident, the ER was slow. Katy had missed any chance of landing a case that would require surgery tonight so she was stuck on suture duty. She was leaning against the counter at the nurse’s station when Jeremiah stepped next to her and set a cup of coffee in front of her.
He put his arm around her and smugly said, “Sorry you missed out. I was pretty amazing in the OR. How about you buy me breakfast and I can tell you all about it?”
Katy smiled and bumped her hip against his leg. “I’m sure we’ll all hear about it for the next month.”
Since their break-up, Katy watched as Jeremiah tried to act like it didn’t bother him, but she knew he had been devastated by it. In front of the other residents and nurses, he acted cocky and did everything he could to one-up her. However, every now and then, she noticed he’d purposely ignore a page so she’d have first dibs. It was obvious he wasn’t giving up on them yet.
She appreciated the way he still tried to take care of her. He’d stop by her father’s house where she had moved into, even though it was an hour outside of the city. He would check in to make sure she was safe and had everything she needed. He’d bring her dinner when she didn’t have time to eat, coffee during their overnight shifts, and he’d still kiss her cheek and whisper, “I love you” when they’d leave the hospital.
On more than one occasion, Katy wanted to grab his hand and go back to their apartment together. They’d been together almost an entire decade, and at times, Jeremiah knew her better than she knew herself. She was a point where she understood that she couldn’t though keep going back and forth with him. It wasn’t fair to let him think there was a chance for the two of them in the long run.
Katy took a sip of the coffee and glanced at clock above the station which read midnight. Only six hours left until the end of her shift. She set the cup down and turned to Jeremiah.
Before she could speak, he'd moved closer and gazed into her eyes. “You’re welcome. You know, if you need…” he trailed off and leaned down. Over his shoulder, Katy saw an ambulance pull into the ER bay. She sidestepped him and rushed to the doors to claim the case. He sighed and followed her.
The doors flew open to the ambulance. “Twenty-two year old male, third degree burns to the left arm and torso.” Katy jumped into action checking his vitals. As she looked over his body and saw his bunker gear, she realized he was a firefighter. She hesitated for a second then returned to doctor mode. The nurses wheeled him into the ER and Katy followed behind. Jeremiah grabbed her arm. “Katy, are you okay with this?” She nodded and ran behind the patient before he could see the tears in her eyes.
 
***
 
Katy spent the next three hours cleaning and bandaging Patrick Doyle's burns. From what she gathered, his unit had extinguished a vehicle fire and afterwards, he'd carelessly lit a cigarette. He flicked his cigarette to the ground where the gasoline had leaked, lighting himself up. When would people learn that smoking is bad for you?
Katy answered the page from the head floor nurse and her best friend, Tiffany Sanders.
"Patrick is awake."
"Great, I'm headed that way."
At almost five, Katy walked into the room. Another firefighter sat next to the patient's bed rubbing his eyes. His chiseled physique was all too noticeable through his too small FDNY T-shirt. She figured he probably knew better than to smoke.
She stepped lightly to his bed and gave her smile that put everyone at ease, even a proby firefighter who almost burnt his arm off. Her hand touched his softly as she spoke, “Hi Patrick. I’m Dr. Malone. Are you feeling any pain?” She asked this, knowing there was no way he could with all the pain meds he was on.
He shook his head no. The other firefighter stepped up to the bed. She tried to ignore him, his T-shirt and blazing blue eyes were too much of a distraction.
“You have third degree burns over almost fifty percent of your left arm and torso. We’re going to let your body take some time to heal and in a day or two, we’ll do a skin graft.”
He nodded as though he understood, but she knew he was so high that he didn’t have any idea where he even was.
The other firefighter asked, “Are there any risks with the skin graft?”
His question surprised her. It was his first question and it wasn’t how long he would be out. That was always the first question most macho men asked.
She answered, “There’s always risk with any procedure. This one includes bleeding, infection, and scarring to name a few. He’ll need to take some precautions, but the recovery is usually about two-three weeks.”
Patrick, oblivious to what she just said, looked at Katy and grinned. “Look, Garrity, K.O. she really—” He pointed at her lab coat practically feeling her up.
Garrity grabbed his hand and nodded. “Yeah, Doyle, K.O.” He looked at Katy apologetically and with a smile asked, “What does it stand for?”
Once again, this virile firefighter took Katy by surprise. She felt her cheeks flush slightly as she answered, “Katherine Olivia.”
Garrity’s smile changed and got a little bigger. “Katherine Olivia...I like that.”
Katy felt butterflies in her stomach and her cheeks burned a bright red. She excused herself and stepped outside of the room. She leaned her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure what just happened, but it had been a long time since a man made her feel all hot and bothered like this. She took a deep breath to try and slow her pulse. She almost jumped out of her skin when she felt a warm hand on her arm.
“Sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you,” the sexy firefighter said to her.
Katy shook her head trying to regain her composure. She could feel the warmth of where Garrity’s hand touched her spread throughout her whole body. She took a step back to put some space between them.
Garrity cracked a smile. “I was wondering what time you got off. I would love to take you to breakfast to thank you for saving our proby.”
Her palms were sweating as she shook her head. “No need to do that. I was just doing my job.”
Garrity stepped closer to her, his hips just inches away from her. Katy glanced down and her mind wandered to places it shouldn’t. He touched her arm again as she bit her lip nervously. “I know it’s your job, but I’d really like to show you my appreciation and get to know you better.”
His appreciation? Get to know her better? Katy’s mind was racing, it had been so long since she’d been with a man, but no, she couldn’t. Especially not a firefighter. She looked up at his face with his grin, he sensed he was having an effect on her. She knew he wouldn’t take no for an answer. She stepped to the side of him and quickly muttered, “Maybe” and rushed down the hallway.
 
***
 
As Katy turned the corner, she saw Tiffany leaving a patient’s room. She grabbed her by the arm and yanked her into the supply closet.
“Ow, ow, ow, ow!” Tiffany moaned rubbing her forearm as Katy shut the door and released her. Katy mumbled a quick apology and then in a rush of words told Tiffany everything that happened in one breath.
Tiffany grinned. “So basically, you think he’s hot and want to get some action?”
“NO!” Katy blurted out a little too fast. “I mean, yes, he’s good looking but, Tiff, you know I can’t take that pain anymore.”
“First off, not every man in your life is going to die on you. Second, breakfast and maybe some ‘fun’ doesn’t mean you’re in love or having a committed relationship. Besides, what you really need to worry about is Jeremiah finding out. Remember when you had coffee with Dr. Wheeler?”
How could she forget? She and Dr. Wheeler had just completed a successful fifteen hour surgery. In that amount of time, you really get to know someone. He wanted to discuss her thoughts on the technique he’d used so they decided to grab some coffee. Apparently, Jeremiah had been observing the entire fifteen hours and thought the two of them were flirting. He showed up at the diner where they were celebrating over a cup of joe. He invited himself to join them for the rest of their outing. Katy had never been so mortified in her life and neither she nor Jeremiah had been asked on his service again.
Katy bit her lip pondering what she should do. Then the door opened and Jeremiah stuck his head in. “What are you two ladies discussing?”
Tiffany shrugged. “Kit Kat’s debating whether or not to accept an invitation to breakfast.” She walked around Jeremiah and left the room. He stepped in and closed the door behind him, eyebrow raised he inquired, “With whom?”
Katy’s cheeks felt warm as she shrugged and bit her lip. “Tiff wants to try this new restaurant and I say it’s too far away.” She watched his face to see if he bought it.
He put his hands on her hips and looked into her eyes. “Knockout, I’m sorry about stealing that case from you earlier. I try to give you a head start, but I can’t make things too obvious.”
As his hands rested on her hips, she remembered how it felt when Garrity touched her arm. It wasn’t nearly as sensual as the way Jeremiah was touching her now, but her heart raced when she felt Garrity’s hand on her. When Jeremiah spoke, she realized he didn’t have the same effect on her. She leaned up and lightly touched her lips to his which he took as an invitation for more. He pushed his hips against her pinning her to the door and his tongue parted her lips as he gladly kissed her. Nothing. She felt nothing. She would always love him, but she knew it would never be the same between them again.
She broke the kiss and responded, “I can hold my own.” She opened the door and walked out knowing she had the upper hand as he stood in the closet alone.
 
***
 
Katy buttoned her jeans and pulled on a sweater at the end of her shift. As she sat down to put on her boots, Tiffany snuck in and sat beside her. Typically, the nurses stayed in their lounge and the doctors in theirs. The two women had crossed “battle lines” when they secured their friendship years ago.
As a first year intern, Katy had mixed-up patient charts and Tiffany saved her career. Katy had repaid the favor shortly thereafter when Tiffany overslept after a late night with her boyfriend at the time by checking in on all of her patients plus her own until Tiffany arrived. Everyone was used to the two of them being inseparably especially after the “end of the end” as everyone referred to Jeremiah’s and Katy’s break-up.
Tiffany nudged her. “So…”
Katy looked at her blankly. “What?”
Tiff gave her a “don’t play dumb with me” look and said, “Fine, I can play this game.” She paused and then smiled. “What color is your bra?”
Katy started to giggle. “I’m going home, not to breakfast, not to the fire station. I will not pass GO!, I will not collect $200.”
Tiffany reached over and tugged Katy’s sweater off her shoulder. “HA-black! Yeah right, do not pass GO!”
Katy stood and laughed as she pulled on her coat. She leaned over and kissed Tiffany’s forehead. “It’s what I had packed; today is laundry day. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
She walked out the ER doors into much warmer temps than when she arrived yesterday. As she walked towards the parking lot, she thought maybe she’d stop by Central Park for a quick run before heading home.
She fumbled through her purse searching for her keys, her mind lost in thought trying to decide whether to run five miles or go for seven. She didn’t notice the firefighter walking towards her. As she pulled her keys out and looked up, the broad shouldered Garrity stood in front of her smiling. “I know a great diner that serves the best omelets,” he said. She fumbled with her keys, dropping them to the ground.
She tried to quickly think of a reason why she couldn’t go and then she saw Jeremiah walking toward them. He hadn’t seen them yet. She picked up the keys and tossed them to Garrity as she said, “You drive.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
3 CHAPTER THREE

 
Garrity, Nick Garrity, since he’d finally introduced himself, talked about the omelets the whole way to the diner.
“You can get anything you want in them: mushrooms, sausage, onions, peppers…”
Katy nodded as he listed off every possible omelet ingredient she’d ever heard of, relieved he seemed just as nervous as she felt. Luckily, the restaurant was only a few blocks away. He parked her car, got out, and ran to her side to open the door. Katy smiled at his chivalry.
On the drive over, she decided to stop being so scared of a breakfast and to make the best of it. After all, it had been awhile since she’d had a meal without someone in the medical field. This might actually be enjoyable since the conversation probably wouldn’t involve discussion of internal organs of any kind.
It was a cute diner, hidden off a side street. It was decorated in a fifties-style decor with a black and white tile floor and a jukebox in the corner. The place probably only sat twenty people max. Katy had been here before with her father. They used to meet each other at this very same place for breakfast when they both finished their shifts. Katy would always order for her father, but the waitress would add extra cheese and a side of bacon to his. Her father showed his gratitude with a good tip. He knew his daughter was trying to keep him healthy, but he never did acquire the taste for health food.
As the familiar waitress approached their table, Katy hoped that she didn’t recognize her as she really didn’t want to discuss her father in front of Nick. Katy sat facing the door while Nick slid in the booth across from her. Nick paid careful attention as she gave specific instructions. She ordered her coffee black, no cream, no sugar. When Carla came to take their order, Katy requested an egg white only omelet with veggies and a side of fruit. As she finished, she saw Nick grinning.
“What?” Katy asked confused.
He shook his head. Then he looked at the waitress and ordered the same thing.
Nick sipped his own cup of plain coffee. “I’m not used to eating with someone who actually eats healthy. My crew usually drowns all their meals in either cheese, ranch dressing or gravy.”
Katy raised an eyebrow then said, “And they top it off with a smoke for dessert?”
Nick laughed. “Exactly! I hate how much the guys smoke, but it keeps most of them out of the weight room at the station so at least I get that to myself.”
Katy gave a soft smile and said, “I figured you knew better than to smoke.”
Nick nodded. “Of course, I work hard to keep my body looking this good.” He laughed at his own joke before he asked, “Tell me, what do you do to stay in shape?”
She savored her coffee before she answered. “I usually run at least five miles a day. I was thinking of stopping by Central Park since the weather warmed up.” As soon as she said it, she realized it sounded like an invitation. She was enjoying Nick’s company, but this was strictly breakfast.
“Wow, five miles? I think I could hang. I’ll join you if you don’t mind.”
“Sure, if you can keep up.” She narrowed her eyes as she lifted her eyebrow and took another sip of her coffee. What was she doing? First, she invited him to spend more time with her and now she was flirting? She needed to get her hormones in check and fast.
 
***
 
After breakfast, he drove them to his house. He changed in his bedroom while she put on her running clothes in the bathroom. She was shocked by how neat and tidy his house was. The toilet lid was down and the towels were hung up. She pulled on her running tights and hoodie. She stepped out of the bathroom and looked around his house. She peeked into the kitchen. There wasn’t a single dish in the sink. She thought to herself, he must live with his mother.
She sat down on the couch to put on her running shoes. As she laced them up, she asked, “So who do you live here with?”
He walked out of his bedroom in black Under Armour running pants and a matching red hoodie. “Just me, myself and I.” The pants stretched over his muscular thighs and Katy wondered what it would feel like to be between them. As she thought this, she felt her cheeks heat up.
He sat beside her, only a few inches between them. His gaze rested on her red cheeks. He reached over and lightly touched her face. “What’s wrong? Is it too warm in here?”
She felt the heat from his hand race throughout the rest of her body. She jumped up. “Yeah, just a little warm with all this gear on. Let’s get out there.” She headed to the door and felt his eyes glued on her.
She glanced over her shoulder and caught him staring at her pants this time. She smiled as he stood up and readjusted himself. He grinned as he said, “Let’s do this.”
 
***
 
They had reached the four mile mark and Katy was just getting warmed up.  Nick had kept up her with the first two miles, trying to make small talk. Katy didn’t want to tire out by talking so she nodded here and there. By the third mile, Nick commented that he needed to do more cardio and less weights. At mile three and a half, he fell behind. He wished he could say it was because he was checking her out, which he was enjoying the view, but his pulse was already racing because he was running out of steam.
At mile four, Katy turned around as he lagged fifty feet back. She was going to ask if he wanted to push their run to seven miles, but seeing him huffing and puffing, she figured she already knew the answer. She jogged in place until he caught up. He saw her waiting and slowed to walk. Smirking, she questioned, “Thought you could hang for five miles?”
In between breaths, he mumbled, “I...didn’t...know we were...going to be...running record pace.”
Katy laughed. “Come on, macho man, it’s barely a seven minute mile.” She playfully punched his arm giving him a hard time.
Nick stood up having caught his breath. “Macho man, huh?” He reached out and in one swipe picked her up and threw her over his shoulder.
Katy giggled as he carried her down the path then set her down. It was the second time in the span of a few hours that she’d laughed like a schoolgirl which was two times more than the past two years.  As her feet touched the ground, he let his hands linger on her waist. Even though they’d just met, they both the chemistry between them was undeniable.
Standing almost a foot taller than her, he leaned down to get a better look at her face. Katy’s heart did a somersault as she thought that he was going to kiss her. She jumped back stepping on a patch of ice. She looked like a cartoon character as her feet skidded and she ran in place trying to get her balance. Nick reached out to steady her and as she leaned into him, he caught the ice patch too. They both landed in a puddle of ice cold water.
Nick landed on his back with Katy on top of him. He had his arms wrapped around her tightly and despite the fact that the water was Arctic temperatures, she felt warm all over as she lay on him. She enjoyed the safety of his arms around her and her hormones were going crazy as she took in his scent. He was definitely wearing Paul Sebastian, it was a scent she had grown accustomed to since it was the cologne Jeremiah wore. As Katy lay on top of him reminiscing, she felt him shake her frantically.
“Katy, Katy, are you okay? Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. That was my fault.” Katy snapped back to reality. She realized she had him pinned down in the freezing water, although he was twice her size and could have moved her at any time he wanted.
She jumped up and offered her hand to him apologizing. He stood up laughing and pulled her into his arms, rubbing his hands up and down her arms trying to warm her up. “Was that your plan? Bring me to the park and take advantage of me?” he teased.
She stood in their embrace thinking she could get used to being in his arms and then pulled back. “I’m sorry, Nick, but I can’t do this.”
He looked at her confused. “Do what?”
“This. It’s just that...I don’t date. Especially not firefighters.”
He nodded. “I see.” She saw him grimace as she said that. He hesitated for a second then said, “Let’s go back to my place so you can change into some dry clothes.”
Katy started to object but she knew he was right. If they didn’t both change soon, they’d risk hypothermia along with too many other risks that she was too tired to think about. They ran the last mile and rode back to his house in silence.
 
***
 
Katy stepped out of the hot shower and picked up a towel. Mmm, it felt like it had just come out of the dryer. She looked on the counter and saw a men’s long-sleeve T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that Nick had laid out for her. She knew she should put on her own clothes and leave, but the clothes looked so warm and she had barely gotten any sleep on her shift the night before.
She towel dried her hair and walked into Nick’s living room in his oversized T-shirt and sweatpants rolled around her waist ten times. She heard him in the kitchen and leaned against the doorway as she watched him in a pair of athletic pants and no shirt. She stood there for a couple minutes wanting to walk up behind him and slide her arms around his torso. She noticed a tattoo on his left bicep and walked closer to get a better look. She recognized it right away, it was the FDNY crest with the Gaelic phrases “Fir Na Tine” above it and “Braithre thar Gach Ni” below, underneath that was the name “Ryan Garrity.” She thought maybe she should give dating another chance, but when she saw that name, not even knowing who it was, she knew dating a fireman was too risky.
Nick turned around and saw her enter the room. “Hey you! Warmed up? I stuck your towel in the dryer while you were in the shower.”
She smiled remembering how good it felt. She walked over to him as he stood at the stove. She laid her hand on his bare back. “What are you making?”
Now it was Nick’s turn to feel the heat of her hand race through his body. He leaned against the stove so that she wouldn’t notice how much he enjoyed her touch. “Secret recipe for hot chocolate, my mom’s.” He smiled and dipped the spoon into the mixture to let her taste. He blew on the spoon to help it cool off. She noticed how plump his lips were and had a strong desire to lean forward and kiss them. Instead, she opened her mouth and he deposited the delicious liquid in her mouth.
“Mmm! What’s the secret?”
He shook his head. “No, no, no. You may be cute, but I’m not just going to give up the family recipe.” He ladled out a cup for her. “Maybe one day you’ll find out. I’m going to jump in the shower so make yourself at home. Promise not to sneak out on me?”
In a bit of shock, she nodded and mumbled, “Promise.”
 
***
 
Nick stood in the shower letting the warm water run over him. He’d left the door cracked so that he could hear if she decided to make a run for it. He knew he’d probably scared her off with his comment about the family recipe, but it jumped out of his mouth before he realized what he’d said. 
Besides, she said she wasn’t available to date. Was she already dating someone?
Engaged? And she didn’t date firemen, that was a change for him, usually the ladies were jumping on him when they found out. There was just something about this woman that he was drawn to and he thought she felt it too. What was it? Damn! He heard a door open, she must’ve left. He desperately called out, “Katy?”
He was surprised when he heard her in the bathroom. “Yes?” He pulled the curtain back and stuck out his head. She was hanging up his towel. She sheepishly smiled. “I just got it out of the dryer.”
“Thanks,” he said. He smiled and relaxed as she left the room. If she didn’t date, why was she still here? He turned the water off determined to solve the mystery. After drying off with the warm towel, he wrapped it around his waist and headed to his bedroom.
He found a clean pair of sweatpants and dropped his towel. There was something about her that tugged at his heart. She was beautiful, but it was more than that. She exercised, ate right, and took care of her body which were all things he appreciated, but that wasn’t it either. Maybe it was the gentle, motherly way she took care of Patrick. He wasn’t sure, but from the second he saw her, he’d felt an intense connection to her. It was so strong that he wasn’t sure what he’d do if he didn’t get to see her again.
He pulled on his pants and tried to figure out the best way to get to the bottom of Katy’s no dating rule. Nick turned around and grinned. He liked what he saw. Katy was sound asleep in his bed. He pulled the curtain closed and laid down beside her, pulling her close. She snuggled into his chest without waking and he knew this was the future Mrs. Nick Garrity.
 
***
 
Katy burrowed her face into the man beside her. While she had sworn off men, she missed the intimacy of someone lying beside her, holding her close while they shared their body heat. She sighed as she enjoyed the moment. Then she quietly slid out from under his arm trying not to wake him.
She walked to the kitchen to get a drink, reminding herself why she had vowed to stay single. Had she not hesitated, taken the broken collarbone then she wouldn’t be in this situation. But she was and Nick Garrity happened to walk into her ER.  Of all career choices, he was a firefighter, a man she shouldn’t even give the time of day. She knew she wouldn’t be able to handle losing someone else, especially not him. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours yet and already Katy couldn’t imagine him not being a part of her life. She watched him sleep from the bedroom door thinking she could do this forever. However, her brain was screaming at her to get her stuff and leave. She bit her lip trying to figure out what to do.
 
***
 
Nick lay in bed with his eyes half open watching her bite her lip. Damn, did she know how sexy that was? He had to fight every urge in his body to not jump out of bed and pull all the clothes off her. He could feel the blood rushing between his legs when he saw her start to turn away from the room. He opened his eyes and leaned up on his elbow. “Coming back to bed?”
A startled Katy jumped and nervously giggled as she turned around to face him. She walked towards the bed slowly and said, “Yeah, I just needed a drink of water.”
She sat the glass on the nightstand and lay down with her back to him. He pulled her against his chest and she could feel his hardness beneath his sweatpants. His hand slipped under her shirt and lightly grazed her bare stomach. She took a deep breath and guided Nick’s hand lower.
Nick was surprised as he felt Katy move his hand to her waist. He was positive that she could feel his hard-on against her thigh by the way she was breathing. He slipped one finger into the waistband of the sweatpants she was wearing and slowly moved it back and forth. His finger ran over the thin fabric of her panties; he rolled the string between his thumb and forefinger. He wanted to take things slow with her but he was having a hard time controlling himself.
Nick closed his eyes trying to control his desire to ravage her.  He knew Katy didn’t date so if they had sex tonight, would she be done with him? Nick didn’t want that. In the short time they’d spent together, Nick knew he wanted to wake up next to her every day. He rubbed her bare hip and pulled his hand back. He rested it on her waist, the sweatpants keeping him away from her smooth skin. He kissed her neck softly and warmly whispered, “Let’s get some sleep.”
 
***
 
She was slightly disappointed he hadn’t accepted her invitation. She could use some stress relief, get rid of some of the tension her whole body was holding. At the same time, she was relieved. It had been almost a year since she’d been with anyone and almost a decade since she’d been with anyone besides Jeremiah. At the moment though, she was too tired to dissect what had just happened so she scooted closer to Nick Garrity and drifted back to sleep.
 
***
 
Katy woke up around nine in the evening because her stomach was growling loudly. Embarrassed, she rolled over hoping it wouldn’t wake Nick but he was gone. She sat up looking for him but she was alone in his bedroom. Crawling out of bed, she heard music coming from the kitchen and got up to investigate.
As she got to the kitchen door, her nose was filled with the most amazing smell of garlic and rosemary. Apparently, her stomach agreed as it howled wanting a bite of whatever he was cooking. Katy clutched her stomach as if that would silence it, but Nick had already heard. He turned around grinning and walked over to her. He kissed her cheek. “There’s sleeping beauty. I’d ask if you’re hungry, but your stomach already answered.”
He guided her over to the table to sit down. “Red or white?” he asked as he held up two bottles of wine.
Katy pointed to the red and he poured her a glass. Her tastebuds were dancing from the velvety wine on her tongue when she commented,  “You put the lid down, make your momma’s hot chocolate, and you even cook. How are you single?”
Nick set a plate of poached tilapia with a side of steamed veggies in front of her. Inside, he was dancing by her comment, but he played it cool. He sat across from her and answered, “Truth? I’m ready to settle down, but most women I meet aren’t. Either that or they can’t handle the schedule I work.”
Katy almost choked as he said this. She chugged her glass of wine to wash down the exquisite meal he’d served her. She knew she had to get out of here the first opportunity she had.
Nick filled her glass as she set it down. “What about you? Why don’t you date...especially firemen?”
She set her fork down and lied. “My schedule is crazy. Plus I live almost an hour away.”
She took another drink of wine. She had thrown that last part in in hopes of politely scaring him off.
“And no firemen?”
She bit her lip and lied again. “We’d never see each other.”
Nick’s lips turned up as he saw her biting her lip again. “And here we are enjoying dinner despite our crazy schedules.”
She finished her second glass of wine and shook her head. “Don’t get any ideas. You aren’t going to change my mind, Mr. Garrity.”
She stood up and felt the wine hit her. He saw her sway and grabbed her hand pulling her into his lap. “I’m not?” He lightly touched his lips to hers and electricity shot throughout her entire body. She leaned into him returning the kiss. His hand, which rested on the small of her back, tightened as he picked her up and carried her out of the kitchen.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
4 CHAPTER FOUR

 
Nick drove them both back to the hospital the next morning. He slid his hand up her thigh and squeezed gently. Katy placed hers on top of his, her lips turning up into a smile. His eyes sparkled with happiness and as he glanced at her, he saw Katy with the same look on her face. He was going to have to figure out some way to wipe this grin off his face before he got to the firehouse.
He parked in the employee lot and turned the car off. He looked at Katy, the giddy look still on his face, and she laughed.
“What? Still mad I beat you?”
He chuckled with her. “I still don’t think ablation is a word.”
He rubbed his thumb over her hand as she explained, “It’s a medical term. You can borrow my Med Terminology book to see for yourself, just don’t eat breakfast first.”
She leaned over and kissed him softly. “I need to get inside before anyone notices I’m still wearing the same clothes I left here in.”
He leaned his forehead against hers.  “I guess.” He kissed her nose. “I’m going up to check on Doyle.” He paused then ran his finger down her jaw and leaned back looking into her eyes. “I had a great time yesterday. I hope we can do it again...soon.”
Katy gave that gentle smile of hers and kissed him softly one more time before she answered, “Soon.” And with that, she grabbed her keys and slipped out of the car.
 
***
 
Katy quickly changed into scrubs shoving her jeans and sweater in the bottom of her locker. She finished lacing up her tennis shoes when Tiffany walked in and handed her a coffee. She took in the fragrant aroma of the caffeine, knowing she would need a lot of it to get through her shift. As she did, Tiffany glanced over Katy from top to bottom and grinned. “You got laid!”
Katy laughed and took a drink of her piping hot lifeline. She stood up and headed toward the hallway not responding to her comment. Tiffany was hot on her heels. “Spill. Every detail, don’t leave anything out.”
Katy kept smiling, ignoring Tiffany. As she reached for the door, it swung open and Jeremiah walked in wearing a frown, his eyebrows furrowed with worry. He pulled Katy into an embrace. “Knockout, you’re okay! I was so worried.”
Katy and Tiffany exchanged a confused look as he let go. “I went by your house yesterday, but you weren’t home. I was worried about you and thought you might need someone after…” he glanced at Tiffany, but continued knowing that Katy always told her everything, “—you kissed me.”
Tiffany’s jaw dropped, Katy grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the door. “Thanks for the concern, but I stayed at Tiffany’s...you know with the weather and everything. I’ll see you at rounds.”
The two women walked down the hallway in silence until Tiffany couldn’t handle it any more. She grabbed Katy’s arm, making her spill the coffee. Katy gasped as the hot liquid landed on her pants. As she pulled the fabric away from her leg, Tiffany loudly implicated, “You kissed Jeremiah and then slept with the fireman in the same day?”
Katy stopped what she was doing and looked around to see who heard then whispered, “Sshh! Yes, I kissed him, but it meant nothing and I did not sleep with Nick! At least not in the sense you are thinking.”
Tiffany shook her head. “Your face says it. I haven’t seen you this happy since you passed your boards.”
A smile crept onto Katy’s face again. “Yes...I’m happy, but we didn’t have sex. We hung out, got to know each other, played Scrabble.”
Tiffany’s face looked disappointed. “Played Scrabble? It’s official, you’ve lost your sex drive.”
Katy thought about laying close to Nick, the heat of his hand on her hip, fingering her lace panties and then that delectable kiss in the kitchen followed by a heavy make-out session on the couch before he suggested they play Scrabble. Blood rushed through her as she remembered the way he’d turned her on the night before. Her smile got bigger as she pictured him dropping his towel, seeing his bare skin as he pulled on his sweatpants and then climbed into bed with her. Tiffany was wrong. Her sex drive was definitely not lost.
 
***
 
The crew of Engine 58 crowded around the proby’s hospital bed. Nick was lecturing them on how this was just another reason they shouldn’t be smoking which only opened the door for them to take more jabs at Patrick. Nick knew the proby didn’t mind the jokes, Patrick was just appreciative that the entire crew was here checking on him. Nick understood what it was like to try to become a part of the team in hopes that one day he’d be part of the FDNY family.
“Come on, guys, lay off the proby. He’s had a rough couple days.” Nick said trying to defend him.
“Rough couple days? He’s been the object of a gorgeous doctor’s attention, I wouldn’t call that rough!” Jesse berated and shot Nick an inquisitive look.
“Hell, I’d burn myself up, too, if I had that hot little number all to myself,” Murph said and pulled out a cigarette as the doctor walked in. Dr. Katy Malone snatched it from his mouth and simply said, “Seriously?” while she shook her head.
The guys pointed at him, laughing and teasing him that he’d been caught. Katy glanced over at Nick and caught his eyes. The two shared a secret smile as she checked Patrick’s chart. As he looked away, Nick saw Jesse raise his eyebrows at him.
Katy lightly touched Patrick’s hand. “Things look good. If you consent, we can do your skin graft this afternoon.”
Patrick nodded. Katy asked, “Do you have any family you’d like me to speak with?”
Patrick looked around the room at the crew. Katy understood and leaned over to him whispering, “You’re going to be in good hands. I’ll call the station as soon as you’re out of surgery.”
He nodded and smiled while the Chief shook her hand to thank her. Katy turned to leave but caught herself stealing on more look at Nick. She bit her lip remembering the touch of his hand on her the night before. He tried to hide his smile, and the bulge in his pants, as he winked at her and sat beside Patrick.
She had barely entered the hallway when Jesse punched his arm. “You scored with the doctor!”
The guys all looked at him to see if it was true and saw him with a huge grin on his face but he was shaking his head no. “Scored no, got to know her yes.”
That didn’t stop them from teasing him and giving him grief until the Chief ordered them to head back to the station. The crew left the room but Nick hung back. He patted Patrick’s leg. “You’re in good hands. She’ll take good care of you and I’ll come check on you after our tour.”
Patrick nodded. “Thanks, man. Nick...I hope things work out with her.”
Nick smiled. “Me too.”
 
***
 
On the way back to the station, Jesse stayed quiet as long as he could. He couldn’t take it anymore so he blurted, “Why her?”
The cab of the fire engine was where Jesse and Nick always had their best talks since it was so loud that they could only hear each other and no one could eavesdrop.
Nick looked at him, breaking his gaze out the window as he was lost in thought. “What?”
“Why her? Why do you think she’s Mrs. Garrity?”
Nick smiled. He hadn’t told Jesse that he knew she was the one, but his buddy knew him well enough to have figured it out.
“Because I can’t stop thinking about her. All day yesterday while I was with her, I didn’t want her to leave and I can’t stop thinking about when we can be together again.” Nick sighed as he was already wanting to kiss her soft lips again.
Jesse rolled his eyes. “That’s shit, man. Get her in the sack and that’ll pass. You need to get over the wife, kids, and white picket fence. Enjoy bachelorhood!”
Nick shook his head and glanced at his watch, twenty more hours until he could see her again.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
5 CHAPTER FIVE

 
Katy sank into the warm bath water until the bubbles touched her chin. She felt her muscles relax and let out a long sigh. It’d only been two weeks since the pile-up on the Parkway and, aside from work, Nick and Katy spent every free moment together. Unfortunately, with their crazy careers and mismatched schedules, the time didn’t amount to much. Still, it didn’t deter them as they both wanted to be around the other as much as possible.
They unspokenly agreed that she would stay at Nick’s since he lived in the city, closer to both their works. This made the most sense so that they could spend more time together and not waste any free time commuting. She made a quick trip to her house to get clothes and was slowly making herself at home in his place. Nick did his best to make her feel at home, too. He had gone to the store to buy her a toothbrush, loofa, and some peach scented shampoo not to mention finally throwing away the last three years subscriptions to Sports Illustrated and moving his weights to the guest room.
The fruity smell filled her nose as she leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes. With her eyes shut, she pictured Nick. Last night, she’d laid in bed with no clothes on, desperate for his touch. Despite their instant attraction, both emotionally and physically, they’d done nothing more than make out like high school kids. While she’d been abstinent for almost a year without it ever bothering her, she suddenly wanted nothing more than Nick’s kisses and gentle touches.
Her nerves started to tingle at the thought of him and his enticing body. He’d walked into the bedroom last night, a towel wrapped around his waist after his shower. He didn’t see her as he hummed an upbeat song. In the short time they’d been together, she noticed he constantly hummed. She smiled taking in his toned muscles, his large frame that made her feel so small yet so safe at the same time. She cleared her throat to get his attention. He glanced in her direction and judging by the movement under his towel, he liked what he saw. 
She wiggled her finger, inviting him to come closer. He happily obliged. When he reached the bed, he moved on top of her, the towel was the only blockade between their unclad skin. Katy put her hands on either side of his face, lightly kissing him. Nick moved his body on top of her and she moaned as she felt his hardness pressing against her.
Her hands moved down his back as his moved up her stomach. She held her breath as his powerful hand gently clutched her breast. It wasn’t the first time they’d fooled around in the buff, a barrier between them to keep things from getting too heated. Last night though, Katy was hoping Nick would let his guard down.
His shaft danced against her leg and Katy’s libido raced into overdrive. She moved her hands inside his towel, loosening it then pushing it to the side. The cloth still laid between them as they grinded against each other, moans escaping from each of them.
Nick moved his lips to her neck as Katy ran her fingers through his hair. She reached for the nightstand, knowing that’s where he kept the condoms, but he stopped her. He sat up and kissed her hand, leaning back on her thighs as he did. He had to catch his own breath before he could speak. He shook his head and Katy pouted.
He leaned down and kissed her nose. “Not yet, baby.” His lips lightly grazed her cheek and he whispered, “I want it to be perfect.”
Katy motioned between the two of them, her lower lip still sticking out as she sulked. “Tell me how this isn’t perfect.”
Nick sighed and kissed her forehead. He stood up, his manhood at full attention between his perfectly defined pubic bone forming the shape of  a V. He stepped into a pair of shorts and sat back down beside her.
He pulled the sheet over her and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “I want it to be perfect in that...I want you to be the last woman I’m ever with.” He took a deep breath. “Katherine Olivia Malone, I love you.”
Katy turned off the water filling the tub as she opened her eyes, his words echoed in her mind. Her body turned ice cold in the warm bath water and her heart started to race. She’d vowed to never love again, but somehow she found herself falling in love with Nick Garrity.
 
***
 
Nick struggled to finish the last rep as he bench pressed three hundred pounds. He used all the strength he had to push the bar back into its resting position. Only a few inches away, Nick clenched his teeth pushing with all his power. Completely focused on the task at hand, he barely noticed his best friend watching him a smirk. Jesse took the bar and helped him rack the weights.
Nick sat up and wiped his face with a towel. “Thanks, man.”
Jesse nodded as he leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “You’re really pushing yourself in here lately. Trying to prove something?”
Nick shrugged as he took a drink from his water bottle.
Jesse raised his eyebrow. “Things not going well with the doctor?”
A smile appeared on Nick’s lips and he shook his head. “It’s actually going pretty great.”
Jesse frowned. “If it’s so great then why are you in here instead of getting laid?”
“Damn!” Nick laughed. “I guess I need a better poker face.”
Jesse laughed with him. “Nick, I’ve known you for a long time, man.”
Nick nodded and put his arm around his buddy as they walked toward the locker room at the fire station. He let go of Jesse as they got to his locker and Nick pulled off his shirt.
“You’re right, there’s been no sex. Partially because our schedules never match up, but also because,” he shrugged but went on, “she’s the one, Jess. I don’t want to screw this up.”
Jesse responded to his friend’s comment. “Garrity, it’s been what? Two weeks? You don’t know she’s the one yet. Sleep with her and if it’s meant to be then it’s meant to be.”
Nick shook his head. “No, Jesse, I know it. She’s definitely the one.”
Nick grabbed his clothes and headed to the shower. He needed to ditch Jesse before he mentioned that he’d told her he loved her last night. He hummed a John Mayer song as he turned on the water. He recently taken up humming since meeting Katy. He was happy and he knew it, and apparently he showed it through humming. As he waited for the water to warm up, thoughts of her laying on the bed flooded his memory. He quickly changed the water temperature and began singing loud enough for the whole fire house to hear him.
 
***
 
Finally the new lovebirds had gotten a morning off together. They had just returned from their morning post-work run. Nick could tell an improvement in his cardio in just the couple weeks they’d been running together. He closed the door behind him as Katy lay on the living room floor to stretch. He walked over to her, bended down on his knees, and pushed her legs back to stretch. Katy smiled and he knew she didn’t mind the help.
She moaned as he put more force against her and pushed harder. She softly moaned as she felt him brush his hand along her calf. Leaning up, she gave him a long, deep kiss. He returned the kiss, letting his tongue move slowly inside her mouth. Katy kissed him back longingly, her hands sliding along his sturdy shoulders. Without breaking the kiss, Nick scooped her up and carried her into the bedroom. He laid her gently on the bed as he kicked off his shoes and took hers off as well.
Pulling off her shirt and laying back down in her sports bra, Katy continued the kiss before his lips moved to leave a trail of kisses along her jawline, down her neck and across her collarbone. His chin grazed her nipples making them stand erect. Katy sighed and pulled his chin to look her.  She pulled off his shirt exposing his perfectly cut pecks and stated, “Nick, I need you.”
He kissed her softly and leaned back. “I don’t want to rush things. It’s only been two weeks even though I feel like it’s been forever,” he hesitated. “I mean that in a good way.”
Katy ran her finger down his cheek and gave him a wistful look. “Fine, then a compromise because you set every nerve of mine on fire.”
Although, he’d seen her bare-skinned on more than one occasion, but her sweaty, in the hot pink sports bra and the wild fire in her eyes made her irresistible despite his best efforts. He saw the need in her eyes and nodded as he said in a low, husky voice, “Compromise.”
He grabbed her running tights by the waistband and peeled them off her legs. He yanked her to the edge of the bed and dropped to his knees. Placing each of her legs on either side of his shoulders and kissed the inside of her thighs. He heard her let out a breath as he reached up to caress her breasts through the cotton material of her bra.
He dragged his tongue from her mid-thigh to between her legs. Once he was sure she was wet with anticipation, he slid his tongue parting her lips. He heard her gasp and he smiled as he used his free hand to rub her hot spot softly while his tongue teased her. His nose filled with her vanilla scent, which intensified as she got more and more excited. The scent encouraged him to keep moving, going faster with each flick of his tongue.
Her fingers were tangled in his hair and judging from the speed of her breathing, he knew she was close. Glancing up, Nick saw her face twisted in ecstasy. Deciding it was time to send her over the edge, he slipped his tongue into her as she arched her back and called out his name. Nick grinned as her words made his tongue flick faster causing the bedroom to be filled with breathless, raspy moans from the woman of his dreams.
 
***
 
Katy lay on the bed trying to catch her breath after Nick just gave her one of the best orgasms she’d ever experienced. She’d never felt one like that before, especially not from someone’s tongue. Nick laid down beside her grinning. “Was that a good compromise?”
Katy rolled over on top of him pushing him to his back and grinding against him. She kissed him hard, her tongue sliding over his. He rubbed his hands over her bare skin as their tongues erotically fought each other. She broke the kiss. “Your turn.”
Nick sat up shaking his head. “Not today. I’ll go run us a cold shower.” He laughed and gave her a quick kiss as he sat up and exited the room.
Katy laid back as Nick went to start the shower. She loved how easy it was with him. No pressure in the relationship, they weren’t competing at work or in bed the way she and Jeremiah always had. If the two doctors weren’t fighting each other for the best cases or to be head of their class then it was to see who could satisfy the other the most. It was really an exhausting relationship.
She respected Nick’s reason to wait. She was hoping he wasn’t planning on waiting for marriage. Although she had decided to date again, she still wasn’t planning on getting married anytime soon.
She stood up and pulled off her bra making her way to the bathroom. She could hear Nick already in the shower humming a Christmas tune.  Her lips turned into a smile, it was still a week before Thanksgiving. She pulled back the curtain and stepped into the shower. Giving him a quick peck on the cheek, she took his place under the cascading water.
Nick rubbed his soapy hands over her body, touching every inch of her skin. The smell of peaches filling the air. “Tell me about your family.”
She looked at him as her body tensed up. “What do you mean?”
He kissed her neck trying to relax her. “Well, Thanksgiving is next week and I just wondered if you were doing anything with them.”
The kiss worked and she loosened her muscles. “Oh...no family. I typically work most holidays so everyone else can celebrate with their families,” she answered trying to shrug it off.
Nick frowned. “I’m sorry.” He hesitated and she knew he wanted to know more but she didn’t volunteer any information so he continued. “I would love to take you to celebrate with my family.”
Katy bit her lip and Nick smiled. “That...that is what’s going to cause me to break.”
She giggled. “Is it?” She playfully sucked on his earlobe and ran her tongue along it knowing that drove him nuts.
“Hey, play fair!”
She leaned back biting her lip and grinning. “All’s fair in love and war.”
He smile widened. “Are you saying you love me?”
Katy hesitated thinking about what she’d said then nodded. “Yeah, I guess I am.”
 
***
 
Nick let out a whoop and pushed her against the shower wall in the heat of the moment. He covered her mouth with his and she laughed into his kiss. She wrapped her arms around his neck as they made out. She thought she had needed sex but realized she only needed Nick. He broke their embrace and looked into her eyes. “Katherine Olivia Malone, I love you.”
No sooner had the words come out of his mouth, he slipped into her and she cried out in surprise and pleasure. He’d been wanting to do this since the day he saw her in the hospital and he couldn’t wait any longer. He kissed her again as they started to move together. The warm water turned cold as it ran over their bodies that were now molded together as one. He drove in and out of her fast, Katy barely able to keep up with him. She squeezed her legs around him to get his attention. She gazed deep into his eyes.
Nick slowed as he looked into her sky blue eyes. He kissed her neck and turned off the water. He didn’t want this to be over so quickly, not their first time. Still holding her against him, him deep inside now, he carefully grabbed a towel and walked them back to the bedroom.
He tenderly laid her down and looked into her eyes again. All he could do was grin at the woman he loved. He started moving at a slower pace after putting on a condom. She matched his strokes and within minutes, he started to melt into her. Now he was the one biting his lip trying to hold back until Katy lightly placed her fingers on his lips. She replaced her fingers with her lips and softly kissed him sending him over the edge with a howl.
 
***
 
It was midnight and neither of them had slept yet. They were too busy exploring each other’s bodies. They took turns taking care of each other and then making love over and over again. Katy had just climaxed for the fourth time that evening and Nick wasn’t far behind her. She kept pumping her hips as he moaned as he enjoyed another.
He rested his head on her shoulder, kissing it lightly. “Did I mention that I love you?”
Katy smiled and kissed his forehead. “Maybe once or twice.”
She yawned and Nick nodded. “Think it’s time for a break?”
She slid off the kitchen table. “Maybe a quick nap and then up for another round and breakfast at the diner before work?”
He grinned as he kissed her. He’d told her that he’d never be satisfied with all the kisses they exchanged. He’d always want just one more and she had to agree with him.
“I like the way you think.”
He followed her to the bedroom where she practically collapsed on the bed. He laughed and fell beside her. He pulled the blanket over them and wrapped his arms tightly around her. “You never answered about Thanksgiving.”
She started to bite her lip, but caught herself. How could she say no after they just professed that they were in love? She didn’t want to ruin the moment so she nodded. “I’d love to.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
6 CHAPTER SIX

 
Katy fidgeted with the belt on her sweater dress for probably the tenth time then anxiously looked in the mirror. She had already run seven miles which normally calmed her nerves, but it wasn’t working today. She sighed as she brushed her again, it wasn’t cooperating either. She grabbed a hair elastic and started to pull it back into a ponytail.
As she gathered her hair, she saw Nick walk behind her and felt his hands slide around her waist as he kissed her neck expecting her to purr in delight. When he didn’t get the reaction he’d expected, he looked up into the mirror and saw Katy sulking. He turned her around to face him. “You better put that bottom lip away, you know how much that turns me on,” he said and leaned forward to suck on her pouty lip.
Katy pushed him away. “I look awful, my hair is flat, and I hate this outfit,” she sighed. “I should just stay home.”
Nick smiled to himself, loving that Katy referred to his place as home and also to see her so flustered overlooking just right to meet his family. Since they both had the next three days off work, he wouldn’t have minded skipping Thanksgiving and being locked in “their” house together for the weekend. But he was excited for his parents to meet Dr. Katherine Malone. He’d been waiting a long time to introduce the right one to his family and today he would be. He only wished his big brother would be there.
He pushed a stray hair behind her ears and lightly kissed her. “You look amazing.”
Katy leaned into his embrace and kissed him back. He could tell she was a ball nerves and needed distraction. She moved her lips down his chin then over his neck. Nick let out a moan of pleasure. “You have the perfect touch,” he mumbled.
Katy un-tucked his button down Polo shirt from his pressed Chinos. She slid her hands under his shirt over his rock hard abs, and then promptly moved her hands to unzip his pants. Nick kissed her quickly, knowing if he let her undress him that they’d never make it to his parents. He stepped back tucking in his shirt. “Relax, baby, everyone will love you. Now we need to go or we’ll be late.”
 
***
 
They’d been driving in his Yukon for almost an hour. Katy bit her lip not realizing how close his parents lived to her father’s house, not that Nick would know since he’d never been there. He stroked her thigh the entire ride calming her nerves, but when he said they were twenty minutes away, the butterflies that had occupied her stomach started attacking.
Katy took a deep breath. “So tell me who all is going to be there.”
It’d only been three weeks since Katy and Nick met. While they both felt like they knew each other inside and out, there were still some topics that had never come up. Family was one of them. Nick had asked a few times, but Katy always seemed to skirt around the issue so he didn’t push. While she never discussed her family, or lack there of, she’d picked up on bits and pieces here and there about his.
“My best friend and crew member, Jesse, will be there with his parents. You met him at the hospital, remember?” Katy nodded and Nick continued. “My parents, my sister-in-law, Abby, and my two nieces, Nora and Alayna.”
Although he’d never told her, Katy knew that his brother Ryan had died in 9/11. She saw pictures of the two brothers around his house. There was one of all three Garrity men in FDNY gear framed with a medal Ryan had received posthumously.
Her favorite was of the two of them covered in mud holding a football, both of them had the biggest smiles, their white teeth the only part of them not painted in dirt. There was another one of the two Garrity sons with their father and Engine 58 in the background. She knew the tradition, all boys born to a crew member of FDNY would grow up to do the same. She knew that one day Nick Garrity’s unborn son would grow-up and work at Engine 58 as well. She pushed that thought from her head as she said, “Tell me about your parents.”
Nick smiled and kissed her hand before he answered. “My dad, Andy, acts like a hard ass but he’s really a teddy bear,” he looked at Katy and smirked, “especially to good-looking ladies. Now that he’s retired, he spends most of his time fishing and doing Pinterest projects for my mom.”
“My mom, Lisa, is the sweetest woman you’ll ever meet,” he squeezed her leg, “after you. She was a school teacher until three years ago when she was diagnosed with breast cancer. The doctors gave her less than a year, but she’s shown them she’s tougher than they thought. Although it’s getting worse by the day.”
Katy had to bite her tongue, fighting back the doctor in her to ask a million medical questions to ensure that all options had been covered. She loved Nick and didn’t want him to experience the pain of losing a parent. She was also a bit envious of him that he had spent twenty-nine years with both his parents. She hadn’t gotten twenty-nine years with either of hers combined.
Maybe it was the injuries she saw in her line of work, or her family, but she’d rarely heard of a firefighter retiring. Most of them either died on the job or were pushed out the door. “Why’d he decide to retire?”
“He retired after 9/11. He’d worked for FDNY for twenty-five years. The last five years, my brother worked there with him...” Katy nodded that she knew about Ryan so that Nick wouldn’t have to say those words.
Nick swallowed hard. “After seeing his son and some of his best buddies die that morning, knowing that his only living son was in the fire academy, he decided it was time to retire...for my mom. She barely survived losing Ryan.”
Katy nodded and lifted his hand to kiss it. They turned onto a gravel driveway and Nick smiled. “Do you like dogs?”
Katy looked up and saw a golden retriever jump on the driver’s side door as Nick parked the SUV. The dog’s warm breath fogged up the window as Nick laughed. “Katy, meet Duke.”
 
***
 
Nick got out and rough housed with Duke as the dog wagged his tail eagerly. Katy could relate to the feeling all too well. The sight of Nick always excited her, too.  The furry pooch ran towards the house barking for them to follow. Nick reached for Katy’s hand as they walked behind him.
“Duke’s my boy, but unfortunately, the landlord won’t let me have pets so he stays here with my parents.”
Duke trotted back to them and Katy gave him a pat between his ears which he seemed to like. “Duke would make a great running buddy, probably runs faster than you,” she teased.
Nick gave her a hurt look as he pulled her to follow him in the house. Katy looked around inspecting Nick’s childhood home. It was a two-story white house with a huge dogwood tree in the front yard. It had a yard flag with a G, signifying their last name, waving in the wind with pumpkins, gourds, and a hay bale decorating the front porch. Katy tried to picture Nick and Ryan growing up here, climbing the dogwood with Duke barking at them from the ground. It seemed like the perfect place to raise a family, she shook her head, surprised at her thoughts as she found herself picturing her and Nick with their kids climbing the tree.
 
***
 
Nick opened the door and they stepped into the foyer. He took her coat and hung it on a hook as Jesse turned the corner, “Hey man, our moms are talking about —” He stopped when he saw Katy. “You didn’t mention you were bringing the doctor?”
It wasn’t as though Nick was hiding Katy. The guys at the station knew Nick had met someone, but only Jesse knew who it was. Nick knew the constant humming and smile he wore during their tours gave it away, not to mention he’d laid off them about smoking. He also spent less time in the weight room and had started running laps outside the station instead. He said he was trying to improve his cardio. Most days, the crew stood outside with cigarettes hanging from their lips as they shouted loving insults at him as he ran past. Nick knew Jesse was skeptical of his relationship with the doctor so he hadn’t mentioned her coming along today.
Katy stepped forward and kissed Jesse’s cheek. “Good to see you again, Jesse.”
She asked where the bathroom was and stepped in leaving the two guys to face each other.
Jesse punched Nick hard in the arm. “What the hell, man? You’re bringing a girl you barely know to your parents?”
“Ow!” Nick rubbed his arm pretending it hurt. “I know her well enough and she’s my girlfriend.”
“Dude, it’s only been a few weeks. What is this? Your third date?”
Nick grabbed Jesse’s shoulder squeezing it tightly. “I told you, man, I love her.” He smiled as Katy came back then went to introduce the future Mrs. Garrity to his parents. Now if only she knew that.
 
***
 
Everyone had liked Katy, she fit into their family perfectly. After Nick introduced her, she helped Nora and Alayna set the table. It was hard to believe that they were both already teenagers. They had been so young and innocent when his brother died. As she got older, Nora admitted to her uncle that it was harder to remember her father. Every time Nick saw the girls, he told them a new story about his brother so that they’d never forget him.
Nora was asking Katy questions about her outfit and Katy was sharing her secrets of where to find the newest trends at half the price. Alayna, the quieter of the two, listened intently to the two of them talk. Nick was happy that they’d taken a liking to her. He glanced over at his mom, Abby, and Mrs. O’Neil and they nodded their acceptance.
The ladies insisted they had everything under control in the kitchen and dinner would be served soon. Nick walked over and massaged Katy’s shoulders. “You okay?”
She nodded and kissed him. “Yeah, once we got there, my nerves went away. Go hang out with the guys.”
He kissed her back parting her lips with his tongue to show his appreciation and headed to the living room. The men were drinking beer and whispering. Nick walked up and grabbed a beer. “You three look like a bunch of catty old ladies gossiping in here.”
“Just talking about your lady friend,” Jesse said with raised eyebrows.
“Why are you so concerned about it?” Nick asked defensively.
“I know your birthday is coming up soon and I just don’t want you falling for the first girl you think is marriage material.”
Nick took a long swig of his beer and shook his head. His dad came to his defense. “Nick has a level head on his shoulders. I think he can be trusted to make the right decision.” Andy took a drink of his beer and then said, “Besides, she’s a looker, boys, isn’t she?” The guys all nodded and bust up laughing, Nick shook his head and joined them.
 
***
 
Dinner had been devoured and everyone sat at the table, stuffed like the turkey that had been served. They were all enjoying coffee while Nora and Alayna took over the television. Nick’s parents had been so welcoming and friendly as they got to know her. Luckily, they had avoided the topic she had dreaded until now.
“So Katy, what do your parents do?” Andy asked as he stirred his coffee.
Katy swallowed, there was no way around it and Nick would find out sooner or later. “My mother passed away when I was a baby and my father passed away a few years ago.” She could have stopped there, but she knew the whole truth would come out sooner than later. “He worked for FDNY.”
Katy couldn’t look Nick in the face, but out of the corner of her eye, she saw his jaw drop.
“Really? I’m sorry to hear that.” Andy’s words were genuine but Katy saw his face light up with reverence. “What’s his name? What station?”
Katy stared down into her coffee and answered in a tone that was barely audible, “Mike Malone, Engine 290.”
No one said anything, the only noise in the whole house were the voices from the television.
 
***
 
Nick couldn’t believe what she had just said. How could she not have told him? Why was she hiding it? He shook his head thinking back to the night Mike Malone died.
A little over two years ago, it was a hot July night and a call came in for a five alarm fire at a set of warehoused apartments on 59th. By the time the crew of Engine 58 had arrived, Engines 62, 75 and 290 were already on the scene. As they pulled up, Murph switched on to the same channel as the other engines.
Mike Malone’s voice came over the radio, “Just got to the seventh floor, searching for victims...proby-NO! Don’t open—” The radio cut out as the crew looked up as an explosion on the seventh floor blew out all the windows. Fire and glass rained down on them.
Murph maneuvered their ladder to a seventh floor window and the lieutenant of 290 flew up it before it was in place, two other members of their crew right behind him. Jesse and Nick were gearing up to head inside when they looked up and saw them dragging the proby down the ladder with Malone’s mask on. He looked hurt but even from the ground they could tell he was breathing. Then they saw the lieutenant carrying a lifeless Malone. Malone and the proby were loaded into a rig and taken away while the other firefighters worked to extinguish the fire. 
It had been a long call, they’d been working for almost ten hours and had finally finished up. They loaded into the engine, but instead of heading to the firehouse, they turned towards St. Luke’s Hospital. They pulled into the parking lot and stopped. Murph looked back at the guys. “We’re here to pay our respects to our brother Mike Malone.”
The crew walked into the hospital in their bunker gear, reeking of smoke, and soot covering their faces. The hallway was already lined with other members of the FDNY there to pay their respects. A female doctor came running around the corner. There had been a male doctor pacing outside Malone’s room. He saw the woman and walked to her pulling her into his arms as she started sobbing and fell onto the floor.
It clicked, that doctor had been Katy.
 
***
 
Lisa touched Katy's hand and, as if on cue, it relieved the tension and everyone got up to clean up the table. Nick lightly placed his hand on Katy’s arm as she turned to look at him, tears in her eyes, she mouthed sorry. He pulled her into a hug, holding her tightly. He broke their embrace and took her hand leading her upstairs to his bedroom to get away from everyone.
The room was covered with trophies and medals from his glory days of high school sports. A bulletin board was covered in articles about fires his dad fought. Andy would come home and tell his sons what happened, including pointers on how they could have done better. It was why Nick was so good at what he did today.
Katy looked at the wall of his accomplishments, her back to him, but Nick could see her shoulder shaking as she tried not to cry. All he wanted to do was hold her and make sure she never hurt like that again. She finally turned to him, her palms facing upward and shrugged. “I’m sorry, I should have said something earlier but I, I try not…” She started crying and Nick pulled her against him again.
“Ssshhh,” he held her tightly. “It’s okay, I understand.”
He sat on the edge of his bed and pulled her in his lap. “Is that why you don’t date firefighters?”
The tears were slowing down and she nodded. “I guess I don’t date them. I just love them.”
He smiled. “I promise I won’t let anything like that happen to me.”
Katy sighed knowing that was a promise he couldn’t keep.
 
***
 
Nick recalled the aftermath of Mike Malone’s death. He would probably still be alive if that proby had known what he was doing or even if he’d just listened to the veteran firefighter. It was part of the reason that Nick spent so much time with the new guys that came through his station. He wanted to make them the best, not only for themselves, but for their crew members, too.
There had been an uproar after Mike’s death when the proby quit. There’s an unsaid rule with FDNY, you don’t quit. You can request a transfer, you can retire, but you don’t get another guy killed and then quit. The brothers of the FDNY felt they had lost one of their own for no reason when the proby turned in his badge.
 
***
 
Katy sat on Nick’s lap as she calmed down while he rubbed her back. She kissed his cheek and looked around the room. She stood and inspected each picture and medal, proud of his achievements even from over a decade ago when she didn’t know him.
Nick watched her wondering what she was thinking and loving her even more after finding out about her dad. If he thought she’d say yes, he’d have asked her to marry him right then and there in his childhood bedroom.
Katy turned around smiling and walked over to him. “How many girls have you brought up here?”
“What are you talking about? I’m a virgin.” He grinned as he grabbed the back of her thighs pulling her on top of him.
She straddled him and she could feel him getting hard. She shifted her weight, pressing down on him. He moaned with this movement and leaned into a kiss sliding his hands under her dress and over her backside, her leggings keeping him from touching her skin.
He slipped his hands inside her leggings and got even harder as he found she wasn’t wearing any panties. He broke the kiss and commented, “I think any condoms in this room are probably too old to use.”
Katy laughed. “Shall we risk it?”
He knew she wasn’t being serious. There was no way a child would fit into her life at this time, she’d made that clear. At the same time though, he knew she wanted to feel him inside her. He’d come to realize that Katy used sex as a stress reliever.
Nick flipped her onto her back and moved on top of her. “Tempting, but I want to make you Mrs. Garrity before we procreate.”
Katy sucked in her breath, shocked by his comment. Before she could respond, there was a knock on the door.
“Nick? Abby and the girls are leaving.”
He kissed her and answered his dad, “We’ll be down in a second.”
 
***
 
The crowd began to thin out as they said their farewells and left. Nora and
Alayna asked if they could meet Katy in the city to go shopping for their upcoming dance. She promised they could meet the next weekend she had off. She and Abby exchanged numbers to set up the outing. Mr. O’Neil and Jesse headed home to watch the last of the football game while Mrs. O’Neil stayed behind to help clean up. Nick and his dad sat at the kitchen table talking while the three women washed dishes.
Andy nodded toward Katy. “So she’s the one?”
Nick was taken aback as he’d never said that, but his dad knew him as well as Jesse did. He nodded. “She is.”
Andy reached in his pocket and put a box on the table. “It’s not your traditional engagement ring, but it was your great-grandmother’s. Hold on to it until you’re ready.”
Nick took a peek in the box. It was a rose-gold band with a pearl in the center of the ring surrounded by small diamonds. He slipped it in his pocket already trying to figure out how he’d offer it to her. He shook his dad’s hand appreciating that he trusted his judgment.
 
***
 
In the kitchen, the older women washed the dishes as Katy dried them. Lisa looked frail and exhausted. In Katy’s professional opinion, she knew this would probably be her last Thanksgiving and Katy knew Lisa thought the same as she insisted on doing all the cooking and cleaning, not wanting to miss any part of the holiday celebration.
The women discussed tips they’d seen on Pinterest about how to get rid of stains on their clothes and how to make dishes sparkling clean. Katy smiled and nodded acting like she knew what they were talking about. She didn’t have a spare moment in her life, especially now that she’d met Nick, so she had no idea what Pinterest was nor did she ever have time to clean. If something needed cleaning that badly, Katy usually threw it away and bought something new. Mrs. O’Neil went to collect more dishes to wash.
Lisa handed her a plate. “You make my boy very happy.”
Katy looked over at Nick and saw him shaking Andy’s hand. “He makes me happy, too.”
“I know I probably won’t get to see him marry, but I would like to know that he’s at least found the right one. Have you two discussed marriage?”
Katy almost dropped the dish she was drying as Lisa asked this. She opened her mouth to talk, but nothing came out. Lisa’s fragile hand touched Katy’s hand.
“I’m sorry, honey. I shouldn’t have asked that. You’re a doctor, you know I don’t have much time left. I just want to know that my Nicky is taken care of when I’m gone.”
Without thinking, or even being asked, Katy blurted out, “We’re engaged.”
The gravy boat Lisa had been holding slipped out of her hand and shattered on the floor. Katy’s face turned crimson, unsure where those words came from or how Nick would react. Lisa pulled her into the biggest hug she could muster. When she pulled away, she was grinning and laughing, tears rolling down her face.
“Andy, did you hear that? My Nicky is getting married!” Lisa shouted as she tried to run over to hug Nick.
Both men looked at their women in shock. Katy stood there unable to move as Lisa hugged her son, looking like a small child against his large frame. Nick hugged her back, not taking his eyes off Katy.
Andy patted his arm. “Looks like I gave you that ring just in time. Go put it on your fiancée !”
 
***
 
Andy pushed his son in Katy’s direction and Nick stumbled over to her standing by the sink, the gravy bowl in pieces beneath her. He stood in front of her and looked down into her blue eyes. He’d never seen her look scared before and he wasn’t sure what had happened, but one thing was certain, he was anything but upset.
Nick pulled her away from the splattered ceramic to the middle of the kitchen. He took the dish towel from her hand then dropped to one knee. As his fingers touched her, he could feel her hand shaking. He kissed it and then slid the ring on her finger. “Katherine Olivia Malone, will you marry me?”
She looked like she could faint at any moment. Nick looked into her face and tried his best to put her at ease with his eyes. She seemed to relax a little as she nodded. “Yes,” she barely squeaked out.
Nick jumped up whooping, lifting Katy into the air and spinning her around the kitchen. He set her down and kissed her. He nodded to the ring on her finger. “Well, Mrs. Nick Garrity, do you like it?”
 
***
 
Lisa had started calling family to spread the good news. Mrs. O’Neil had walked back in to see Katy say yes and started clapping. Andy walked next door to finish watching the game with Jesse and his dad. Nick didn’t have time to think about how his buddy would react to the news.
He took Katy into the living room where they were alone. He pushed her hair back out of her face, unsure of what to say, afraid if he said the wrong thing she’d back out. Luckily, Katy beat him to speak. “I’m sorry, I just blurted out that we were engaged because I thought it was what your mom wanted to hear.”
Nick’s ego deflated and he felt a stab in his heart, but then he decided to go all in before he lost his nerve. “It’s just a ring right now, Katy. We don’t have to get married tomorrow. I meant it when I asked you to marry me and you’d make me the happiest man in the world if you would be my wife.” He paused and saw Katy open her mouth to say something so he rushed on. “Think about it, you don’t have to decide right now.”
 
***
 
Katy hadn’t answered him yet when Lisa walked in and hugged them both. Relieved that Nick wasn’t mad, she looked into his beautiful blue eyes, and could tell he was scared, but not because they were betrothed. No, he was scared she would go running for the hills, which she’d be lying if she didn’t admit that the thought had crossed her mind.
Lisa spoke. “Katy, I know you said you don’t have much family so would it be okay if you all got married here? I can start calling halls and caterers tomorrow. What religion are you? Do you—”
Nick cut her off and put his arm around his mother’s feeble shoulders. “Mom, don’t push. Let’s let it all sink in now and we can discuss later, ok?”
She smiled, but looked embarrassed. “Okay, okay, I’m just excited.”
Katy touched the thin skin that covered Lisa’s hand. “I would love for you to plan the wedding. I don’t have much free time with work.”
Lisa grinned and put her other hand on top of Katy’s. “Okay, future daughter.”
Katy smiled as it’d been awhile since anyone called her that.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
7 CHAPTER SEVEN

 
Katy insisted they take Duke with them for the next couple days and stay at her place. Nick drove down the dark road, Christmas carols playing on the radio. They’d only driven about ten miles when Katy directed him down a couple side streets and announced they’d arrived.
He looked at the place she called home and saw a split-level house. It was hard to see much in the dark, but he could tell that the yard was mowed and the house was well cared for. Briefly, he thought that this would be the perfect place for him and Katy to settle, especially with his parents just a few minutes away to watch the kids. He shook his head, reminding himself that he still had to convince her to marry him.
Katy was already out of the car with Duke and unlocking the front door. Nick followed behind them locking his SUV although it probably wasn’t necessary in this area. As he stepped inside, he quickly realized this had been her father’s house. There were plaques and FDNY memorabilia up and down the walls. Nick closed the door behind him.
Katy twirled in a small circle, holding out her hands. “Home sweet home.”
Nick nodded as he looked around. “I like it.”
She walked toward him and kissed his neck. “Shall we finish what we started in your bedroom?”
Nick felt his manhood screaming yes, but he pulled back. “Can we talk?”
Katy sighed and walked to the couch where she slipped off her black Calvin Klein pumps. She pulled her legs underneath her and waited for him to say something.
Nick took in the room and tried to picture Mike Malone there, sitting in the recliner, ballgame on the television. Then he pictured himself sitting there, Katy on his lap as they watched their kids playing on the floor. Whoa, he was still getting ahead of himself.
He sat beside her on the couch and took her hand, playing with the ring he had placed on her finger, not exactly sure what to say.
She whispered, “You didn’t scare me off.”
He looked up hopeful. “I didn’t?”
She shook her head as her eyes met his. “No, I want to be Mrs. Nick Garrity.”
He grinned. “You do?”
“I do.”
He almost jumped on top of her as she said those two words and he bellowed a deep, manly hoot. She giggled as she pulled his shirt open, breaking off the first four buttons. She pushed him back to sit on the couch, his well-defined chest on display. She stood up and turned on the stereo, soft rock filled the room. She walked back to Nick and stood between his legs.
She unbuckled her belt, slid it from its loops, and with a soft snicker, dropped it to the floor. Nick rubbed his hands up and down the back of her thighs. She started swaying her hips side to side with the Bellamy Brothers, leaning down to kiss him occasionally. She raised her dress over her hips then dropped it again teasing him. Nick smiled and slipped his fingers into the waistband of her leggings.
She lifted her dress again and Nick tugged her leggings down exposing her. She leaned forward and held on to his shoulders as he pulled them off. He rubbed her bare bottom and jerked her onto his lap. They started kissing slowly, rubbing themselves against each other and both groaning in desire. He pulled her dress over her head and they continued their foreplay on the couch.
Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. He rolled her over, laying her down on the couch. As he stood beside her, Katy’s hands worked quickly on his zipper and he tugged off his shirt, tossing it aside. Nick still couldn’t believe this sexy woman agreed to be his wife. Without waiting any longer, he dropped his pants and boxer briefs throwing them in a pile with her clothes.
Katy reached for his pants to get his wallet. She raised an eyebrow mischievously as she pulled out a condom out. She licked her lips and mumbled, “Mmm...grape.” Nick watched as she seductively placed it in her mouth and leaned forward. Nick closed his eyes as his fiancée rolled the rubber over him. He let out a muffled moan as he wondered what other tricks his future bride had up her sleeve.
 
***
 
After another round on the couch and one on the living room floor, they had finally made it to the bedroom for sleep a little after midnight. Katy had been exhausted from the emotional ride the day before and the physical celebration all night. Deep in slumber, she felt Duke’s cold nose on her back and jumped. She rolled over, looked him in his big brown eyes. He panted his warm Milk Bone breath in her face while she scratched him between his ears.
The sun shined through the curtains as she lay in bed thinking about the turn her life had taken in the past three weeks, she heard a car pull into the driveway. She got up to inspect. As she peeked out the blinds, she saw it was Jeremiah. She panicked, knowing he had a key. This was not the way she wanted to tell him about Nick.
Katy grabbed the first thing she could find which happened to be Nick’s shirt with the top few buttons missing. She ran downstairs and opened the door as Jeremiah was about to unlock the door. She held the shirt together with one hand. “Hey…” she said, unsure of how this was about to go down.
Jeremiah looked past her and then at Nick’s Yukon in the driveway. “Who's here?”
Katy stood up a little taller. “Excuse me? Last I checked, this was my house, not yours.”
Jeremiah nodded taking a deep breath. “You’re right. Sorry, Knockout.” He kissed her lips and sidestepped her into the house.
Katy closed the door and spun to face him, amazed at his audacity, although it was a typical Jeremiah move. “Can I help you?”
Jeremiah let out a long sigh as he spoke. “I’ve barely seen or talked to you in three weeks. Yesterday was Thanksgiving and I switched shifts so you wouldn’t be alone at the hospital. I got there and it turned out you had taken off. When my shift ended, I drove out here to see if you wanted to spend the day with my family and no one was home.”
Jeremiah raised his eyebrows. He had told Katy on more than one occasion that he could handle her sleeping around as long as he was the one that wound up as her husband. Katy understood why he hadn’t given up on their relationship. In the two years since her father passed, Katy had sent him many mixed signals, although since the last anniversary of his death, she had made it very clear that there was no chance they would get back together. She knew she would have to tell him about Nick sooner than later but right now, right this moment, was not the time she wanted to have that discussion.
Katy glanced over his shoulder at the stairs. Jeremiah followed her gaze hearing movement upstairs. As they both kept their eyes on the staircase, Nick appeared wearing only his boxer briefs. When he reached the last stair, he rubbed his eyes and noticed Jeremiah in the room. Both men turned their attention to Katy. 
Katy, who suddenly felt naked in just Nick’s shirt, shifted uncomfortably. Jeremiah walked over to Nick extending his hand. “Dr. Jeremiah Thomas, nice to meet you.”
Nick shook it tightly causing Jeremiah to squirm. “Nick Garrity. You work with Katy?”
“Yes and—”
Katy jumped in. “He was checking to make sure I was okay since I normally work Thanksgiving and he didn’t see me at the hospital.” She grabbed Jeremiah’s hand, letting go of the shirt, forgetting it wasn’t buttoned and giving him an eyeful.
She pulled him to the door ushering him out. “Thanks for coming by. I’ll see you on Monday.”
Jeremiah looked over her shoulder again at Nick who was staring him down. He looked back at Katy and glanced down at the wide open shirt exposing her flat mid drift, leaving the rest to his imagination.
He put his hand on her bare hip and leaned down kissing her softly on the lips. She quickly pulled away, opened the door, and practically shoved him out the door. Jeremiah turned around with a cocky grin on his face for one last look before Katy slammed the door shut. She didn’t have to look to know Nick was fuming. She could feel his stare from across the room.
 
***
 
Nick counted to ten in his head so that he wouldn’t follow the doctor who was pawing and kissing his fiancée . He balled his hands into fists and released them as he slowly said, “What...the...hell...was...that?”
Katy casually turned around and Nick saw what Jeremiah had. Her perky round breasts peeking out of his frayed shirt . He couldn’t blame the guy for being turned on, but did he not know boundaries? He’d have to talk to Katy about answering the door like that, if it wasn’t someone she knew, she could have been in danger. Hell, the way this Jeremiah guy had undressed her with his eyes, she was already in danger.
Katy moved across the room to him. She started to reach up and kiss him but Nick took a step back. He wasn’t in the mood to be distracted by her sexuality. He wanted to know who the jerk was that waltzed into her house and kissed her in front of him.
She pulled the shirt back together and Nick scoffed. She glared at him. “What?”
Nick felt his blood pressure rise and tried to keep from yelling but it didn’t work. “What?! Who the hell was that punk walking in here, acting like he owns you? And what were you thinking answering the door in that?”
Katy’s threw her hands up in frustration. “Don’t yell at me! This is my house. And why do you think you can tell me how to dress?”
Katy’s breasts peeked out of the shirt as she yelled back at him. He took a deep breath knowing that yelling wouldn’t solve anything. He nodded and in a calmer voice, he said. “Just tell me what the hell’s going on.”
He took her hands and kissed them gently. He saw her face soften and her muscles relax. She took a deep breath and answered, “Jeremiah’s my ex-fiancé.”
Nick stood there stunned. It was just one blow after another with her. Maybe Jesse was right and he’d jumped in too quickly. He dropped her hands and walked to the couch, not sure what to think or even say so he kept his mouth shut for fear of what might come out. Katy followed him and sat down next to him on the couch. She began to tell him their history, every detail. Some things he didn’t want to hear, but he knew she was telling him everything so that he couldn’t say she say she hadn’t left anything out.
As she finished, Nick couldn’t believe what he had heard. How did he think their three-week relationship would stand up next to an eight-year courtship, engagement, and no real reason to break-up other then she didn’t want to hurt again? He stood up.
Katy watched him walk away from her. “Nick? Talk to me. Please.”
He shook his head, he knew he should respond to her, so he said what he was honestly thinking. “I...I don’t...I think we’re moving too fast. I don’t even know you…”
 
***
 
Katy couldn’t believe what he’d just said. Granted, it was true, but she was still hurt by his statement. Not about to let him walk out on her, she put every inch of five feet, four inches against his six feet plus stature. Then with all the confidence and gusto she could find, in one breath she said, “Nicholas Garrity, you don’t mean that. Yes, things have moved fast and we don’t know every single detail about each other. But don’t sit there and tell me that you haven’t had lovers and other women in the past, which is what it is-the past. I made decisions that I thought were best for me and last night, when I told you I’d be your wife, I meant it.”
Nick looked bewildered, but Katy took a breath and continued. “So if you want to walk out on me and give up on love then fine, go ahead, but you would be giving up something special.” Katy motioned between the two of them, indicating the love and passion she knew they both felt.
Katy wasn’t sure what had flipped in her mind, but she’d gone from wanting to live the life of a recluse to this moment where she wasn’t sure how she’d function if this man walked away from her. She bit her lip nervously, still not sure how he’d react.
Nick watched her lips as she nervously chewed on the lower on. Smiling, he walked  toward her, leaned down, and kissed her. “You’re right,” he said and pulled her closer, “but we’re changing the locks on the door.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
8 CHAPTER EIGHT

 
The days flew by as Katy and Nick fell deeper in love. Katy would stay at Nick’s, even when he was working so that they could sneak in any spare time they could find. Nick also encouraged this so that Jeremiah couldn’t stop by her house when he wasn’t there. Katy had let down her guard and told him everything about her family, something she’d never been able to do with Jeremiah. And in the bedroom, it was good, it was better than good, it was amazing. Katy had never experienced such toe-curling, cry-out-his-name, never-want-to-get-out-of-bed sex in her entire life. However, they both knew they couldn’t continue to spend all their time working and making love. They had to figure out life as a couple so they started to make their own routine.
She hated when Nick worked and she didn’t. Not because she didn’t like being alone, in fact, she welcomed a break from Sports Center and taking a nice long bubble bath. No, it was because constantly she worried about his safety. She knew he’d promised he would be safe, but she also knew there was no way he could guarantee that.
Katy walked into eighties night at O’Malley’s. Nick wanted her to hang out with the crew so they could get to know her. She knew by crew that he really meant Jesse. The other guys all adored her and begged Nick to bring in more of the cookies she baked. Jesse still was skeptical of their whirlwind relationship and hadn’t warmed up to her yet.
As she walked in, she saw college co-eds dancing in spandex and leg warmers as the band played Journey with their teased hair held in place by an entire can of Aquanet. Katy spotted Nick and made her way to their table. As the guys recognized her, they all cheered and called out her name.
Nick stood up, grinning and pulled her tightly against him as he kissed her passionately igniting more hoots and hollers from the guys. Katy laughed as she leaned back to say hello to the guys, Nick’s arm possessively around her waist. She glanced over and saw Jesse was the only one not joining in on the shenanigans.
Murph pulled out a chair for her to sit and the drinks started flowing. Jesse got up and left the table to flirt with a girl at the bar. Each firefighter got more and more animated with every beer they chugged and every shot they downed. After a couple drinks, Nick kissed her cheek and excused himself to the bathroom.
Katy looked over and saw Jesse standing against the mahogany bar alone. She made her way to him and squeezed between him and another burly firefighter named Chambers from Engine 75. The guys had been making fun of him all night.
Jesse glanced over at her, but didn’t say anything. Katy looked behind the bar to order another drink, the bartender immediately made his way to her. She ordered two beers and two shots of whiskeys.
Jesse scoffed. “You don’t strike me as a whiskey drinker.”
Katy shrugged. “Looks can be deceiving, can’t they?” She raised her eyebrow as she said this. She’d caught his attention and he turned to her.
“Why don’t you like me?”
Jesse rolled his eyes and finished his beer as he muttered, “Women…”
He started to walk away from her, but Katy grabbed his wrist, taking him by surprise.
“You’re his best friend. Don’t be a coward, tell me what you’re thinking.”
Jesse stared at her hand gripping his wrist and then looked into her eyes. He stepped against her, trapping her against the bar, obviously trying to intimidate her. Katy straightened her shoulders, not moving her eyes off his. She wanted him to know she wasn’t about to back down.
“I’m a doctor, Jesse. He’s a firefighter. It’s obviously not about money or power.” Katy knew she sounded cocky as she said that, but she had no idea what else Jesse’s concern could be.
“He wants more than you can give him.”
Katy looked at him confused.
“You’re a doctor. You don’t have time for a family which is what he wants. You’re only going to hurt him in the long run, Kate.”
Katy smiled, glad he finally admitted his worries. She leaned up and kissed his cheek. “I appreciate your honesty and I’ll do my best not to hurt him. Trust me the last thing I want is for either of us to end up burned.”
The bartender set the drinks on the bar. Katy picked them up and handed Jesse one of the shot glasses. “And I’ll let the ‘Kate’ thing slide this time.”
Jesse laughed as he clinked the glass with her and they both downed the whiskey. The guitarist started the intro to a Rick Springfield song and the crowd cheered. Jesse grabbed her hand and pulled her to the dance floor. “Come on, Kate, they’re playing my song.” Katy laughed as she followed him, knowing she had a new nickname.
 
***
 
Katy put the finishing touches on the Christmas tree she’d decorated in Nick’s living room. He was working a tour at Engine 75 so that he could get the weekend off to see his mother. Every day was touch and go with Lisa and the doctors didn’t know if she’d even make it to Christmas.
Her phone rang and she recognized his number. “Hey sexy,” she answered as she sat on the couch admiring her decorating skills.
“Hey beautiful, you doing okay?”
“Yes, and I have a surprise for you when you get home.”
“Mmm...I hope it’s you wrapped in a bow.”
Katy made a mental note of his request. “Not this time, but stop by the hospital tomorrow for lunch if you have time.”
Katy could hear the smile in his voice as he answered, “ Of course, I’ll have time.”
Excitement tingled throughout her body, because by lunch, she meant a quickie in the on-call room. They hadn’t seen each other for more than fifteen minutes at a time in the past four days because of their work schedules. Her body ached for him, but he needed the time off he was accruing so she didn’t object to the extra shifts he was putting in.
Katy heard the shrill alarm go off at the firehouse.
“Love you!” he said in a hurry.
“Be careful!” Katy called after him as he hung up. This was the part she hated the most, waiting to hear from him again.
 
***
 
Katy stomped her feet trying to stay warm as she waited outside Bloomingdale’s. She was meeting Abby and her daughters to do some shopping. Across the street, Nora was waving excitedly. Katy smiled as they crossed over and Nora wrapped her arms around Katy’s waist and squeezed. As her big sister embraced Katy, Alayna gave her a small one-armed hug. Abby laughed at Nora. “I guess she’s excited because you have better style than I do.”
Nora rolled her eyes like a typical teenager, “Mo-om! Come on, Katy, let me show you the dress I want for the Christmas dance.” With that, Nora grabbed her hand and pulled her along, Katy practically running to follow her into the store.
Nora led the charge trying on dress after dress. Katy was having a hard time keeping up with Nora as she enthusiastically prattled on about who was going with whom to the dance and how this dress was exactly like Dana’s, or was it Diana’s? Katy didn’t know so she nodded, smiled, and handed her a different dress to try on.
“This is perfect! Oh, Katy, you’re the best!” Nora squeezed her arm and ran into the dressing room.
She heard Abby sigh. She followed Abby’s gaze and saw Alayna silently browsing the racks, never even picking one up to look at. Katy bit her lip and immediately set out on a mission. It took her a few minutes, but she finally found it. She walked over to Alayna holding up an emerald gown and held it against her pale Irish skin.
“This will look gorgeous with your hair.”
Alayna looked up. “You think? I hate my hair.”
Alayna had fiery red curls down her back that stood out against her pale Irish skin. When Katy looked into Alayna’s eyes, she saw that they were full of sadness. She fingered one of the curls that fell in rebellion against her fair complexion.
“I love your hair. It’s much more alluring than my mousey brown mop.” Katy tossed the loose curls over Alayna’s shoulder.
It wasn’t big or very noticeable, but Katy could see a smile turning up on the teenager’s lips. She handed her the dress and she made her way to the dressing room.
Abby touched Katy's shoulder from behind as Alayna made her way to the fitting room. “Thank you.”
Katy turned to look at her. “No problem. I love shopping, but never have an occasion to wear dresses like this.”
“You’ll need a dress for the FDNY St. Patty’s Ball in March.”
As Abby said it, Katy got the feeling that she was testing her, wondering if she and Nick would still be together in four months. Katy didn’t back down.
“What would you suggest?” she asked sweeping her hand at the racks of dresses.
Suddenly, Abby seemed tired as she answered, “Something sexy so that Nick can show you off and make the other guys’ imaginations run wild.”
Katy smiled. “Is that what you’d wear?”
“It was when I attended, but I haven’t been since Ryan died. Nick’s always offered to take me, but after his death, I just couldn’t face those guys again.”
Katy rubbed her shoulder and lowered her voice as she whispered, “I’m sorry.”
She put her hand over Katy’s and shook her head. “It’s hard having him gone, but I find it’s easier to talk about him rather than keep it all bottled up.”
Katy nodded, even though she always took the opposite approach since her father passed away.
“It’s been even harder for the girls not to have a father. Nick’s been great helping me out, but Nora is interested in boys now and Alayna,” she sighed, “Alayna could care less about them. It's almost like she's just now realizing what she's missing out on, not having her father around. She was just a baby when it happened.”
She chuckled as she continued. “I can’t even imagine Ryan talking to either of them about boys or sex. Don’t worry, I won’t ask Nick to do it either.”
Katy smiled. “If I know Nick, he’d do anything for them if you asked.”
Abby nodded, wiping at a tear trying to escape. “He would. The entire family would.” She shook her head again. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without them. All my family lives in the Midwest. Ryan and I met while I was visiting a girlfriend one summer. It was love at first sight, a lot like you and Nick. I guess when the Garrity boys know, they know.”
“I never went home after we got engaged. My parents have come to visit a few times, but I knew it was meant for me to stay in New York with the girls. If it weren’t for Andy, Lisa, and Nick, I would’ve never survived on my own here.” She smiled as she went on. “They think of me as their daughter and I see in Lisa’s eyes she thinks the same of you. I know it’s a relief to her knowing that Nick has someone he can start a family with.”
Katy started to bite her lip nervously. She wasn’t planning on starting a family with anyone anytime remotely soon. She was about to ask more about the Garrity family when the girls came out of the dressing room holding hands. Nora was quiet as she stepped back smiling, letting her sister take the spotlight. Alayna twirled in a full circle to show off the dress, it had a wrap that came over her shoulders, tied around her waist then criss-crossed across her glowing skin along her spine. She completed her twirl and grinned, her bright red ringlets cascaded down her back.
Nora jumped up and down. “Alayna, you look stunning!”
Katy nodded in agreement, speechless at the beautiful teen in front of her. She looked over at Abby who had begun crying, now unable to speak. As tears fell down Abby’s cheeks and Katy got misty-eyed as she put her arm around her. More than anything, Katy wanted to be a part of this. She wanted to have a family again, maybe even start a family of her own.
She squeezed Abby’s shoulder and whispered, “We’ll have ‘the talk’ with them at lunch.”
 
***
 
Per Nick’s request, Katy tagged along with him when he went to visit his mom. She’d gone with him every week since Thanksgiving. She’d gotten to know Andy very well, as she always let Nick visit with his mother alone. Andy told her stories about her father and stories about Nick and Ryan from when they were little boys. She loved sitting and listening to him as they sipped coffee in front of the fireplace. She was beginning to really feel like a part of their family. This visit was no different until Andy brought up Lisa’s health.
“As a doctor, what is your opinion on her condition?”
Katy bit her lip apprehensively and Andy smiled. “From what Nick’s told me, that must mean nothing good.”
Katy realized what she was doing and stopped. “Sorry, it’s a nervous habit.”
She didn’t want to say what she was thinking, but so far the truth had worked with this family. “Honestly, her condition has taken a turn quickly and now that she’s bedridden, I don’t think she has much longer.”
“Her doctors think I should bring in hospice or take her to the hospital.”
“No!” Katy blurted out. “Sorry, you can’t take her to the hospital.”
Andy looked at her confused.
She shook her head. “It’s just...that’s where my father...and I don’t want Lisa to...there. It’s hard enough to go to work every day knowing it’s where your father took his last breath,” she sighed and looked at Andy, “I know my opinion doesn’t count, but I don’t want Nick to constantly be reminded of his mother’s death every time he comes to the hospital.”
Andy nodded. “I understand.” He patted her hand and gave her a gentle smile.
“And your opinion does matter, Katy Bug, you’re part of the family.”
Katy laughed. “Katy Bug?”
Andy nodded with a smile. “It’s what I call my girls...Nora Bug, Laynie Bug, Abby Bug and now you’re my Katy Bug.”
Katy’s vision blurred from the tears and she leaned across the couch and hugged Andy tightly. As he patted her back, he said, “I’ll call hospice in the morning.”
“Or…” Katy leaned back and started explaining her great idea.
 
***
 
Andy and Katy walked into Lisa’s room where Nick was lying beside her. He was reading from her favorite book, Anne of Green Gables. Andy walked over to the bed and kissed Lisa’s forehead as Katy stood beside Nick. He shut the book and he hugged, letting his arm rest at her waist.
“Good news, honey,” Andy told Lisa.
Lisa weakly smiled and croaked, “What is it?”
“I’m going to get you a private doctor so you can stay in the comfort of our house.”
“We can’t afford that!” Lisa squeaked.
“I’ll help out, Dad, that’s a great idea to keep her here,” Nick chimed in.
Lisa slowly moved her frail hand on top of Nick’s. “No you won’t, you have a wedding to save up for.”
Katy leaned over and put her hand on top of Nick’s and Lisa’s. “This doctor is very affordable and she’s the best there is.”
Nick looked at Katy in surprise. “You?”
She nodded. “I have some vacation and no major surgeries coming up. I can take the next couple weeks off and stay here with her. After that, we’ll decide what’s best.”
A tear slid down Lisa’s cheek. Nick kissed Katy and whispered, “Thank you.”
 
***
 
Katy was at her house packing a bag for the time she was going to spend at the Garrity’s. As she stood in her closet picking out clothes, she glanced back into the room and saw Nick pacing back and forth. 
“You’re going to wear a hole in the floor.”
He stopped and looked at her, a concerned look on his face. “I really appreciate this. I know you’re busy and you’re a surgeon, not an in-home nurse and, Kat—”
She walked over to him and put her fingers to his lips. She sshhed him and then leaned up to kiss him. He kissed her quickly then sat on the edge of the bed. Letting out a sigh, he leaned forward and put his head in his hands. He looked back up at Katy with pleading eyes and said, “Before I met you, she was the most important woman in my life. I just want one more Christmas with her.”
He slumped his shoulders as he spoke, “She’s going to miss so much...our wedding, the birth of the next grandchild, the flowers this spring.” He took Katy’s hand and smiled as he told her about one of their family traditions. “Spring was her favorite time of year. When we were younger, Ryan and I would spend every Mother’s Day planting flowers in the yard with her. She would take us to pick out the flowers, letting us choose our own, and then plant them where we wanted.”
His smile disappeared. “The May before the terrorist attacks. Ryan had brought the girls to our parents’ house and I met them there. Alayna was just a baby then so Andy ‘watched’ her inside while we worked in the yard. By watched, I mean she nap slept on his chest the entire time. Lisa let Nora help us that year and of course, she picked out pink pansies to plant.” Nick laughed out loud as he finished the story. “Nor insisted that her Daddy wear a pink feather boa to plant the pink pansies. Ryan looked ridiculous with it on, but Mom and Nor both loved it so now we wear them every year.”
Katy stood in front of him and cradled his head against her stomach. The stress of working doubles and the worry of his mom had really taken a toll on him. She was doing what she could to help even if that meant moving in with her boyfriend, no—fiancé’s parents after only two months of dating. She ran her fingers through his soft blonde hair that was in need of a haircut. Nick’s shoulders moved up and down slightly as he sobbed into her shirt. Katy held him against her, one hand rubbing his back as she let him weep.
Nick sniffed and looked up at her, tears in his eyes. “Don’t let her die alone.”
Katy nodded and kissed his forehead. “I won’t.”
“You don’t—”
Katy put her finger to his lips. “Come on, you need to get back to the city before it’s too late.”
He nodded and kissed her softly then cried in her arms once more.
 
***
 
Katy barely slept the first night at the Garrity’s. She was too worried something was going to happen during the night and Nick would blame her. She was starting to second guess her offer as she lay in bed with the sun shining through the window.
She heard Lisa coughing and went in to check on her. Lisa smiled up at her as Katy helped her with her morning meds.
“I’m glad you’re here now. I know Andy isn’t into decorating for Christmas as much as I am.”
Katy laughed. “Well, your tree out there is a bit Charlie Brown looking, but we’ll take care of that.”
Lisa patted her hand. “I heard you decorated at Nick’s. He loves it.”
Katy smiled proudly. “I wasn’t sure how he’d like it. I’m trying not to do too much at his place without permission.”
Lisa struggled to sit up. “It’s your place now too. I say do what you want! Get pink towels.”
Katy laughed as she helped Lisa up. They both knew Nick wouldn’t object to pink towels as long as Katy was there to wrap him up in them.
 
***
 
Andy hand been sent on a mission to get a real Christmas tree by both the Garrity women. While he was gone and Lisa napped, Katy rummaged through their basement to pull out all the decorations she could find. She hung garland on the mantel and set up the nativity scene on the coffee table.
When Andy got home, there was Christmas music playing on the radio. He looked around and saw how much she’d accomplished in the short time he was gone. The stockings hung above the fireplace, big red bows were tied around the banister, and mistletoe dangled in the doorway. He let out a whistle and exclaimed, “Wow! It looks like Santa’s Village in here.”
Katy grinned. “Think she’ll like it?”
He nodded. “This is exactly how she would have done it.”
Andy carried in an Evergreen almost seven feet tall. The room was instantly filled with the fresh, piney scent of the real tree. Katy was giddy at the sight of the new decor and felt like a kid on Christmas morning. As Andy fiddled with the tree stand, Katy heard Lisa stirring in the bedroom. She kissed her future father-in-law’s cheek and went to check on Lisa.
Only a few minutes later, Katy pushed Lisa’s wheelchair into the living room. Lisa’s face brightened up and tears sprang to her eyes. Andy walked over and put his hand on her shoulder.
Lisa looked up at him. “The boys would love this,” she said, speaking as though they were still in elementary school. Katy’s heart melted as she visualized a much younger and healthier Lisa with her rambunctious boys running around the living room
Andy looked away from her, tears in his eyes as well. Katy sat quietly, letting them have their moment then jumped in before the happy moment turned into sobs. Katy gently touched his hand and said, “Okay, Lisa, I’m going to set you up here. You can hand me ornaments and tell me where they look best. Is the tree in the right spot?”
The matriarch and patriarch of the Garrity family both wiped their eyes and shared a sweet kiss. Lisa started barking out orders to the two of them. Katy and Andy exchanged smiles, both only too happy to let her bark them around.
They were down to just a few ornaments left to hang. Katy was exhausted so she knew Lisa had to be too. She looked over from the tree. “Okay, what’s the next one?”
An old Santa ornament lay in Lisa’s hand. She wiped tears from her eyes as Katy walked over. Lisa held it up for Katy to see. It was Santa holding a fishing pole. It was cute, but nothing extraordinary.
Lisa smiled as she held it in her hand. “Nick and Ryan used to fight over who got to hang this one. Right until Ryan’s last Christmas...I made the boys take turns each year. Nick hung it the Christmas before Ryan died, so it was Ryan’s turn next.” She shook her head and said, “Nick hasn’t hung it up since. He always lets one of the girls do it.”
Katy blinked back tears as she looked at the ornament. What little paint remained, had faded away. If she hadn’t known better, she probably would have left it in the box. It wasn’t anything special, but to the Garrity family it was. She rubbed her thumb over Santa’s face and a flake of paint stuck to her finger. She wiped a tear that rolled down her cheek then set it aside to be hung later.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
9 CHAPTER NINE

 
An hour before the midnight Christmas Eve service at St. Joseph’s Catholic Church and Nick still hadn’t arrived at his parent’s house yet. Worry was beginning to take over Katy. She knew people were out drinking and it had started to snow. Jeremiah was probably one of the people hitting the bottle. Tiffany called her a few days earlier to say that Jeremiah called in a whole week straight when he found out about the engagement. When Tiffany went to check on him, she realized he’d been drunk for the whole five days he’d claimed to be “ill with a stomach bug.” Katy sighed, she’d deal with him once she got back to the city. For now, she had to focus on the Garrity family.
She paced back and forth in her ivory Christmas dress. It came just above her knees so it was church appropriate, but it accentuated her full breasts above the empire waistband. That, coupled with the sheer shoulders and sleeves, added just a touch of sexiness without being too seductive. She strode around the room again and looked at her phone yet again. She was about to text Nick, but was afraid he might get distracted while driving. She bit her lip trying to decide what to do when she heard the door creak.
As she stared at her phone, Nick walked in, still in uniform, and immediately gave her a big grin when he saw her. “I knew I’d see that look when I got here,” he teased her.
She ran over to him and threw her arms around his neck. “I was worried something had happened to you!”
As she said it, she knew she sounded like a mother. Not her mother though, because she’d never heard her speak, but it was definitely something a mom or wife would say. Nick leaned down and kissed her hungrily, pulling her against him roughly. “Mmm...I’ve missed you.”
Katy kissed him back and as badly as she wanted to undress him right there and have her way with him, she knew they were going to be late. There was no way she was going to miss Christmas Eve service with his family, especially when she knew it was going to be Lisa’s last one. She stepped back and patted his firm rear end. “Go and get ready!”
He pouted. “But that dress...and it’s been a—”
“A week, trust me, I know.” She pushed him upstairs. One week. They’d only known each other for seven weeks and the last five days had been the longest time they’d spent away from each other. Nick sighed and retreated up the stairs to get ready.
Katy followed him and walked into Nick’s room where she had been staying. She enjoyed reading articles that hung on his bulletin board about his quarterback days of high school and seeing how he matured into the man he was today. She took another look at her favorite picture of him and smiled. It was taken after Nick led his team to win the state championship and his dad and Ryan had hoisted him up on their shoulders while Nick held his helmet above his head in victory.
Nick snuck in behind her and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her neck. She pulled back. “Someone miss me?”
Nick nodded, trying to kiss her again. “Every minute.”
Katy glanced at the clock. “It’s almost Jesus’ birthday! We need to leave.”
Nick sighed and glanced at the suit laid out on the bed. Katy went to freshen up her make-up and when she came back in, Nick was pulling on his jacket. “What about your tie?”
He shrugged. “We’re running late, I don’t need it.”
Katy grabbed it and pulled it around his neck tying it hurriedly. He looked down at her tenderly as her fingers worked nimbly. As she finished, she looked up and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “Okay, let’s go.”
 
***
 
The church was about ten minutes away, but that didn’t stop Nick from trying to arouse Katy on the drive there. He rubbed her thigh under her dress and ventured up her legs. “You look sexy in that dress,” he complimented with a smile. “I can’t wait to get it off you tonight.”
Katy pushed his hand away and simply said, “Not now, Nick.”
Nick wondered what was going on. A week ago when he left her, the two of them couldn’t be left alone without their hands all over each other and now she was pushing him away and acting distant. Something had happened and he was going to have to figure out what it was.
They arrived at church as the service bells rang. They rushed inside and sat down in the pew beside Lisa and Andy.  His nieces sat on the other side of their grandparents with their mother. Nick hugged his mom and held her hand during the service, his other hand rested on Katy’s leg. He couldn’t see her face, but he could tell Katy was nervous by the way her leg lightly bounced. He sighed, he knew it was a bad idea for her to stay at his parents’ house without him.
The service ended in the dark with each congregation member holding a candle and singing “Silent Night.” Nick leaned over and kissed Katy’s cheek and then his mother’s as the song ended. Katy excused herself as soon as at the lights came on and Nick watched her rush off while his parents visited with friends and neighbors.
After he promised Mrs. Riehle that he’d stop by for a piece of Jesus’ birthday cake, he looked around for Katy, but didn’t see her. He leaned over to his dad and whispered, “I’m going to go find Katy.”
His dad ignored him. “Come, we need to speak to Father Galloway.” Andy nodded toward the priest standing at the front of the sanctuary where he normally preached.
Nick followed his dad wondering what they needed to talk about, hoping it wasn’t his mom. He wasn’t in the mood to discuss that today. He wanted to have one last Christmas with her without thinking about what it would be like this time next year when she was gone.
Nick shook the priest’s hand as the old organ piped Canon in D. He looked towards the back of the sanctuary and saw Nora and Alayna walking down the aisle holding flowers. They got halfway down the aisle and then he saw Abby walking behind them with a bouquet.
He glanced over at his mom who was holding her hands to her mouth in shock and awe, tears filled her eyes. His dad was standing behind him grinning. The music got louder and he looked at the back of the church. Walking towards him was the most beautiful bride in the world. Dr. Katy Malone was about to become Mrs. Nick Garrity.
 
***
 
After they were pronounced man and wife, Nick picked his new bride up off the ground and kissed her with zest. His family cheered as loud as they could for the two of them.
The kiss simmered down and Nick chuckled. “I knew something was going on, but I had no idea it was this.”
Andy wheeled Lisa over to the newly married couple and Nick leaned down to hug her. “That girl of yours, she is something else. We’ve had your dad running all over town getting ready for this.”
Nick shook Andy’s hand. “Thanks, Dad.”
Nick squeezed Katy’s hip then rested his hand on her waist. His nieces ran over to hug him and their new Aunt Katy. Lisa, Abby, and the girls began telling Nick how after the house had been properly decorated, they decided to plan the wedding. Nick didn’t let go of his wife’s hand as they talked. He liked the sound of that. His wife.
“Have you seen the house, it looks wonderful! When we finished decorating, I showed Katy some ideas I had for the wedding,” Lisa eagerly told her her son.
“I told Katy about how Ryan and I got married on Good Friday since all of our families were in town,” Abby continued.
“So Katy said we should plan the wedding for Christmas!” Nora cut in and exclaimed.
“Then Grandma took all of us shopping for new dressed, Uncle Nick.” Alayna quietly chimed in.
Nick winked as his youngest niece as her sister began telling him all about their shopping trip.
Andy finally spoke up. “Ladies, it’s getting late and it is Christmas. Let’s let the newlyweds enjoy the first night of their marriage and we’ll have breakfast around ten tomorrow.”
Nick gratefully patted his dad on the back then turned and swept Katy up into his arms and carried her out of the church.
After a sleepless night, Nick and Katy tore themselves away from each other to join his family for Christmas breakfast. The new husband and wife greeted everyone and then Katy led him to the tree. Nick admired all the decorations and gave her a peck on the cheek. “You did a great job.”
“Thank you,” Katy said with a grateful smile. “I had an excellent decorator helping me.”
Katy walked to the mantel and picked up something that Nick couldn’t make out what it was. She turned around with a smile and said, “It’s still missing one thing.” Katy handed him the fishing Santa ornament.
Nick took the ornament from his wife. He held it in his hand examining it. It’d been years since he’d actually held or even looked at it. Nic teared up as he kissed Katy and hung it on the tree. Ever so quietly, he whispered, “Thank you...for everything. Decorating, taking care of my mom...being my wife.”
Katy slipped her hands around his waist, hugging him against her. She nodded as she said, “It’s an honor”
Nick leaned down and lightly kissed his bride. Katy slipped her tongue between his lips. When she heard him moan, she pulled away and said, “The tree is officially complete.” She let go of him and took his hand. Then with a grin, she commented, “Now come try the hot chocolate. I used a new recipe.” Nick grinned as he followed his wife into the kitchen, but first, he grabbed her by the waist and dipped her back for a kiss under the mistletoe.
 
***
 
It had been one week since they’d become Mr. and Mrs. Garrity but they’d already survived their first Christmas as a married couple and their first funeral. Lisa passed away in Andy’s arms just two days after seeing her youngest son married.
When her father died, everything was a blur and she didn’t have any recollection of who was coming or going at the funeral. Jeremiah’s mother, always the socialite even when it concerned someone’s death, had arranged and planned all aspects of his funeral while Katy grieved in the arms of her then-fiancé. She remembered her father’s crew offering to help her in any way possible, but Mrs. Thomas respectfully declined all their offers. Katy hadn’t stayed in touch with any of his crew members despite their efforts to check-in on her. With Lisa's passing, she was afforded a different perspective, one that allowed her to witness the bond between the men of FDNY
Lisa’s funeral was much different than her father’s. It wasn’t a sad, somber event. It was full of bright colors and cheerful songs. Over the last few months, Andy and Lisa had planned her funeral together and insisted that it should be a celebration of her life, not a mourning of her death. Family, friends, and even some of Lisa’s former students came out for the festivity.
Katy stood by Nick’s side, watching him carefully, trying to read his emotions. However, when you’ve only known someone for a couple months, it’s tough to do this. He wore a smile and seemed to be taking everything in stride until his brothers from Engine 58 arrived. They marched in with pink pansies in their arms and matching feather boas around their necks. The room filled with happy laughter upon their arrival. The crowd's mirth proved infectious and he let out a low snicker as they approached him. The tears finally came, though, as he hugged Murph. Jesse and the other men embraced both of them and formed a large circle around the two men as Nick let his emotions loose. Katy stepped aside for them to have their moment and watched this band of brothers support her husband. 
Andy wiped his own eyes, then put his arms around Katy's shoulders. He nodded toward the group of men and gave her shoulders a light squeeze as he spoke. “They are family to us, Katy. Through thick and thin, they are our brothers.”
Katy nodded, trying to blink back the tears that sprung to her eyes. Guilt flooded her body. She had pushed her father’s crew away, but now she realized that they probably could’ve helped her through her grief as much as she could’ve helped them.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
10 CHAPTER TEN

 
It was New Year’s Eve and Nick was ready to let loose. The last two months had been amazing and heart wrenching at the same time. Katy had come home last night from his parents’ after helping to tie up loose ends after the funeral. He couldn’t have been happier to hold her in his arms.
Dressed in black slacks and a light blue dress shirt¸ unbuttoned at the collar, Nick was already sipping on a Jack and Coke. He fidgeted with his wedding band. He still wasn’t used to it, but he loved having it on.
Katy walked out of the bathroom in a strapless royal blue dress that stopped mid-thigh and hugged her athletic body. She held her heels in her hand as she put on an earring.
“This look okay?”
Nick started to unzip his pants to make room for the growing bulge. Katy laughed and stood in front of him. She held onto his broad shoulders for balance as she slipped on her shoes. She took a sip of his drink and nodded toward his zipper. “When we get home. Jesse and Tiff are waiting on us.”
Nick groaned and zipped up his pants. He gulped down the rest of the drink. He really needed her more than she realized. They had spent the first couple hours after the wedding consummating their marriage, but hadn't been intimate since. After returning to the city, Katy played catch up at work. He wanted nothing more than to ravage his wife, to let out some of the frustration he’d been holding on to since his mother passed away, but obviously, he was going to have to wait for that.
 
***
 
They met Jesse and Tiffany at La Bam, a nightclub in Brooklyn. It wasn’t their  scene, but that’s where everyone else wanted to go so they tagged along. Tiffany and Katy stood at the bar waiting for drinks while Jesse danced with his newest “flavor of the week” as Nick called her. Nick sat at a table beside them slamming a beer while Tiffany’s date sat there awkwardly, not sure what to say or do.
“Looks like your husband is planning on getting three sheets to the wind tonight,” Tiffany said nodding toward him.
Katy sighed. “Yeah, it should be a fun night.”
“What’s that supposed to mean, you ‘ole ball and chain? Join him!” Tiffany handed her a shot of tequila. The girls both laughed and downed the shots.
Tiffany had been supportive of the marriage after she’d gotten over the fact that her best friend got married without her. Katy still hadn’t dealt with Jeremiah yet and luckily, he didn’t know about her marriage yet either. The next week should be interesting since they were on the same rotation.
The girls got their drinks and headed back to the table. Jesse sat beside Nick. “You need to slow down, man.”
Nick chugged the rest of his beer. “Not tonight, Jesse.”
Jesse held up his hands in surrender. “Fine, but treat your wife good, ok?”
The girls had just gotten to the table and Nick grabbed Katy pulling her to him.
“Always,” he said in response to Jesse’s comment and he started kissing her neck.
 
***
 
There had been a lot of drinking that night. Nick had lost count after three beers and a few shots. Everyone was having a good time and he was getting more aroused by the minute, especially as Katy’s dress inched higher and higher up her thighs when she danced.
Nick grinded against her on the dance floor. “I need you, baby.”
She kissed him and wrapped her arms around his neck.
He slipped his tongue over hers and then whispered in her ear, “No, I need you. Now.”
“Now?” She questioned with a raised her eyebrow.
He nodded and took her hand, leading her downstairs to the coatroom. As she looked for her jacket, he pushed up against her and whispered, “I could take you right here and no one would know.”
She tilted her head to the side so he could nibble her neck. He rubbed his hands over her dress, up her thighs then quickly lifted the back of it. He pressed his hardness against her and he could hear her breathing quicken.
“There you guys are! You leaving?” Jesse interrupted.
Katy turned around, pulling down her dress and walked over to him. “We are.”
Nick hung his head and wondered if he was ever going to have sex with his wife again.
Katy gave Jesse a friendly kiss good-bye. “Happy New Year!”
 
Nick nodded to his best friend and hurriedly pulled Katy outside to hail a cab.
 
***
 
Nick had been all over her in the cab. He grabbed her hand and pulled her out of the car as he threw a handful of twenties at the taxi driver. Katy laughed as he pulled her along the sidewalk. He fumbled with the keys as he tried to find the one that would let him finally be alone with his wife.
Katy nibbled on the back of Nick’s neck, distracting him enough to drop the keys. She giggled as she bent over to pick them up and Nick ran his hands over her hips and under her dress. As soon as she’d unlocked the door, Nick pushed them inside and in an instant, he had her dress around her waist.
He picked her up and carried her to the kitchen table which was the closest surface he could find. He shoved the mail to the floor. The bowl of fruit following in suit as it shattered into tiny pieces. Nick slipped deep inside his wife and started pounding into her as hard as he could. Katy moaned with each movement, both in pleasure and agony. He pulled her dress down and sucked on one of her breasts. Katy arched her back as he made her nipple stand at attention and she let out a loud gasp as she came.
Nick didn’t stop though. He flipped her over, her feet barely on the floor as he entered her from behind. He pushed her torso flat against the table as he made long, full strokes. He placed one hand on her hip to keep his balance, the other threaded through her copper locks pulling them as she turned her head to meet his eyes. Their eyes met for a split second before he looked away. A soft whimper escaped from Katy’s delicate lips, but Nick ignored it. He banged her harder and faster until he finally felt the release he needed.
 
***
 
Katy lay in bed the next morning, her head pounding. Her whole body throbbed from the top of her head to the tip of her toes, but mainly her thighs. She felt like she’d been riding a horse for days. She looked over at Nick and knew he had to feel worse than she did.
She slowly sat up and got out of bed. She couldn’t even bend over to put anything on she ached so bad. She shuffled to the bathroom and got in the shower, letting the steam and hot water pour over her.
Last night was...different. The sex was good, but Nick wasn’t himself. Normally, he was gentle, kind, and attentive. Last night though, he was ravenous going harder and harder time after time. She turned the water off and stepped out of the shower wondering how she was going to make it through the day at work.
 
***
 
Katy was only a few hours into her shift and was still sore and aching all over despite all the Advil she’d popped. Tiff walked up nudging her. “Survive last night?”
Katy grimaced as Tiffany touched her and muttered, “Barely. What about you?”
“We got all the way back to his place and get this, he doesn’t even have a condom! On New Year’s Eve of all nights! Do you think that’s a sign that this year is going to be a drought for me? I can’t go an entire year without sex!” Tiffany rambled on as Katy lost herself in thought.
She couldn’t remember the last time they’d used a condom. She closed her eyes and thought hard. She remembered him saying it was the last one and they needed to get more. When was that? She shut her eyes tighter which only made her head hurt worst. Then she remembered. It had been the morning after she put the tree up at his house. He stopped by the hospital for “lunch,” but they’d ended up using the last condom in the on-call room.
Katy started to panic, but then remembered that she had her period while staying at the Garrity’s and they’d only been together twice since then. She relaxed a little. Okay, good, she wasn’t late...yet.
Tiffany was still talking, but Katy walked off.
“Hey!” Tiffany ran after her.
Katy walked straight to the clinic where there was a bowl of condoms sitting on the receptionist’s desk. Katy filled both pockets of her lab coat and then handed Tiffany the last few. She was going to make sure there wasn’t a baby Garrity born in the next nine months.
 
***
 
Katy downed another bottle of water, her fourth since the start of her shift three hours ago. The headache was starting to dull, but the rest of the pain her body felt wasn’t budging. She slowly stood up from the bench in the doctor’s lounge, but was startled when she heard the door slam shut. Before she could turn to see who had done it, she heard the yelling.
“What the hell have you done, Katy Malone? You’re with me for eight years and cancel our wedding the month before, but then you go and fuckin’ marry a firefighter—a God damn firefighter—that you met two months ago!”
Katy cringed as Jeremiah moved to within a foot of her. Her headache spiked back like a nail through her skull. She reached out to grab his arm, knowing her touch usually calmed him, but instead he jerked it away.
“Don’t think you talk your way out of this. Katy, you could’ve had it all with me...status, money, power. Do you know how powerful a pair of successful doctors can be?”
Katy looked up into his eyes, the same set of eyes that she’d stared into time and time again, thinking he was the one for her. She touched his cheek, and this time he let her.
“What about love, Jeremiah? What good is status, money, and power if you don’t have love?”
Jeremiah pulled away from her as she said this. He punched a locker causing Katy to jump again. She’d only seen this physical side of him twice in the near decade that they’d known each other, but the aggression was never meant toward her. Today, though, it was. When he turned around to face her, she saw rage in his eyes. He moved forward, his chest pressed against hers as he glowered down at her.
“So you’re saying you love this firefighter?”
Katy slowly nodded as she answered. “I wouldn’t have married him if I didn’t.”
Katy watched as Jeremiah took in her words. He stepped back, deflated by her comment. Katy shook her head, not intending for him to take it this way. She stepped toward him reaching out to him again.
“Jer, I didn’t mean it like that. You know I care about you!”
Jeremiah held up his hands, shaking his head. “No, Katy, I know exactly what you mean.”
He turned and left the lounge without looking back at her. As he left, she stumbled to a bench. She had thought it impossible to hurt any worse than this morning, but Jeremiah's words struck her like a dagger to the chest.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
11 CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
Nick felt horrible about New Year’s. He knew he had taken out his grief on Katy and he was ashamed of himself. She hadn’t said anything, but he could tell by the way she moved the day after that he’d been too rough. He didn’t know what had come over him, but he decided that while he was still grieving the loss of his mother, he should stay away from the alcohol.
He hadn’t had a drink since that night, but his sex drive was set on high. He couldn’t help it, any time he saw her he needed her. She never turned him down or pushed him away. He had made sure to be slow and gentle with her and that she was satisfied as well. Katy had brought home condoms on two different occasions and there were only three left. He knew she wasn’t ready for kids just yet, hell, they’d barely known each other four months, but he couldn’t wait to see her pregnant and talk to a baby in her stomach.
Today was his thirtieth birthday and Katy insisted that she’d cook him dinner if they would stay in for the evening. He figured he’d better stop by the drug store on his way home. Nick parked his Yukon in the driveway. He opened the door to the house and tossed the brown paper bag that held the box of condoms onto the console table.  The house was dark and silent.
“Katy? Babe?” He walked into the living room and flipped on the light switch.
“SURPRISE!” his closest friends and family shouted at him. He laughed as he looked around the room and saw his crew members, family, and even some old buddies that he and Jesse used to run around with.
His wife’s soft voice whispered in his ear, “Happy birthday.”
Nick wrapped his arms around Katy and kissed her tenderly, his hand finding her neck as he slipped his tongue between her lips. The crowd in their house went wild as the newly married couple kissed. Katy giggled as Nick continued kissing her, not fazed by the crowd at all. He finally pulled away with a grin and said loud enough for everyone to hear, “I have the best wife!”
Katy blushed as he said that and Nick kissed her cheek before he went to welcome the guests. As he moved from person to person, talking to both old and new friends, he watched his wife across the room. She looked amazing in a peach colored dress with cap sleeves and a bodice that sculpted her like a second skin. Throughout the night, they’d catch each other’s eyes and exchange a secret smile. He loved having everyone here, but he couldn’t wait for them to leave so he could be alone with her.
As the party was dying down, he caught up with her again. He kissed her neck. “This was awesome.”
She turned around and smiled, but the dark circles under her eyes showed how exhausted she was. Nick moved his lips to her forehead. “You feel okay?”
She nodded. “Just tired, I worked a double this week and spent all day preparing for all this and it’s finally caught up with me.”
“I can ask everyone to leave.”
She shook her head. “No, no, it’s your birthday! I’ll be fine.”
He kissed her softly and whispered, “Thanks, baby.”
Katy headed to the kitchen to replenish the food while Nick and Jesse stood in the hallway chatting.
“Man, I’m really happy for you. Things have worked out like you always wanted them,” Jesse said.
Nick smiled. “Yeah, they really have.”
“And you were worried you wouldn’t be married before you were thirty!” Nick laughed and Jesse teased, “Now you just need her to start popping out babies!”
Nick nodded, but knew that was going to be easier said than done. Jesse pointed to the table in the front hall.
“You’ll need to ditch the condoms for that though.”
Nick laughed, forgetting that he’d placed them there when he walked in. He walked to the table and grabbed the box, wondering if anyone else noticed them. About that time, Katy walked past them quickly and into the bathroom. Nick followed her and knocked on the door. “Katy, you okay?”
He heard her throw up and went to get her a glass of water. That was weird, he hadn’t seen her drinking. He pushed on the door leaving it open behind him. “Here, drink this. You okay?”
Katy took the water and sipped it, nodding that she was fine. She moved to sit on the edge of the  tub, took another drink, and handed him something.
Jesse and Tiffany both stood at the door as Jesse muttered, “Looks like you’ve already started on that baby thing.”
Nick looked at his friend then to his wife. “What’s that...oh...OH!” Nick looked down at the pregnancy test in his hand. A pink plus sign looked back at him.
 
***
 
Katy knew that Nick wanted kids, he’d mentioned a whole house full of them before. However, in the short time that they’d grown their relationship, they’d never actually discussed children in their future. Katy was only a third year resident. She still hadn’t decided on her specialty and was applying for a research grant which would start next fall. As things stood now, it looked like she’d be out on maternity leave then.
Tiffany and Jesse quickly ushered everyone out before the pregnancy news was shared. Nick had closed the door to the bathroom immediately after he saw the test in his hand. It was twenty minutes later and there hadn’t been a peep from that bathroom.
“Think she’s ripping him a new one or they’re picking out names?” Jesse asked.
Tiffany laughed. “Katy’s not like that. She’s probably internally freaking out and putting on a front because it’s obvious how much your buddy wants to be Mr. Dad.”
Jesse was about to defend his buddy when the two of them walked into the kitchen. Nick had a big, goofy grin on his face as he held Katy’s hand who stood beside him, smiling softly. Tiffany ran over and hugged her tightly before pulling her into the other room.
Jesse held up his beer. “Congrats are in order, Dad.”
Nick grabbed a glass of water to toast a cheer with him, unable to wipe the huge smile off his face.
“So how’s the Mrs. taking it?”
Nick’s smile finally shrank. “Considering everything, pretty good. The timing isn’t great, but she seems to be excited.”
“Excited about the baby or excited because you’re happy?”
Nick looked at him, the thought never crossed his mind.
 
***
 
Tiffany closed the door to Nick and Katy’s bedroom.
“What the hell???” Tiffany demanded.
Katy lied down on the bed. “I knew there was a chance, a slight chance, but still a chance. I got everything ready for the party and had a few minutes to spare. I wanted to stop worrying about it so I ran to the store and took the test about ten minutes before everyone arrived.”
Tiffany lied down beside her. “Are you going to keep it?”
Katy looked at her like she had three eyes. “Of course! I’m a doctor, remember that oath I took: ‘do no harm’?”
“Oh so you’re doing it for the oath, not because Nick wants you to pop out four kids in the next four years?”
Katy rolled her eyes as she looked at Tiffany. “Is it an ideal time to have a kid? No. Was I stupid to have sex without a condom? Yes, but it is what it is. We’re both grown-ups, we can handle it.”
“Yeah, but you’re never going to sleep again, your boobs are going to get saggy, and you can just say good-bye to that perfect ass of yours right now.”
Katy laughed, feeling at ease for the first time since she’d peed on that stick. Tiffany put her arm around her best friend. “Nick’s going to be a great dad,” Tiff hesitated, “you….you’re going to need some work.”
Katy threw a pillow at Tiffany and the girls fell into a fit of laughter, giggling like middle schoolers.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
12 CHAPTER TWELVE

 
It was Valentine’s Day. Nick and Katy were spending their first one together at the doctor’s office. Katy sat on the cold exam table wearing one of those horrible paper gowns, her bottom freezing. Nick paced the room back and forth, jabbering about nurseries and names. Katy wasn’t paying a bit of attention to anything coming out of his mouth.
“It’s early!” she blurted out.
Nick looked at the clock. “Well, its nine…” he responded wondering where she was going with her statement.
Katy shook her head. “In the pregnancy. I’m maybe nine weeks along at most, we may not even be able to hear the heartbeat today if I’m not that far.”
She appreciated his excitement, but was afraid he’d be disappointed if something went wrong. She wasn’t trying to scare him, only prepare him for reality. She’d had some spotting last week which is why she’d gone ahead and made the appointment.
He nodded and sat down beside the table. He smiled. “So when do you think I knocked you up?” he asked with a grin.
Katy laughed and stood up. She leaned down to kiss him. “Well, it had to have been Christmas or New Year’s.” He kissed her back and pulled her into his arms, hoping more than anything it wasn’t New Year’s.
Dr. Keller came in about that time and Katy jumped up and pulled the back of her gown together, not wanting to flash her. It was ridiculous since she was about to see a whole lot more of her, especially over the next nine months.
Katy shook her hand and introduced Dr. Keller to her husband. She still wasn’t used to saying that and it sounded so awkward when the word came out of her mouth. Dr. Keller had her lay down on the table so she could do a quick exam.
As she finished, she turned on the sonogram machine, “Everything looks good so far. We’ll take some measurements to see how far along you are.”
Nick leaned up to the table excitedly, taking hold of Katy’s hand. Katy lay back and bit her lip nervously as the screen came on. She shivered a little as the cold jelly touched her stomach. The doctor moved the wand around her stomach for a little bit and Katy saw the baby and heartbeat before Nick had any idea what he was looking at. He stared at the screen in anticipation and Katy relaxed a little as she pointed. “There…that’s our baby.”
Nick’s face lit up and a huge grin took over his face. “When can we find out the sex?”
Dr. Keller and Katy both laughed. Dr. Keller answered, “We’ll do another ultrasound in about thirteen weeks. Judging by measurements, which all look excellent, I’d estimate your due date to be September 24.”
Katy leaned up on her elbows. “So I’m seven weeks along?”
Dr. Keller nodded. Katy glanced over at Nick who deflated as he realized their child had been conceived on New Year’s. A night of drunken debauchery where he’d been rough and hard with Katy was the night he’d gotten her pregnant.  Dr. Keller printed off some images and handed them to Katy. “I’ll see you in about five weeks.”
Katy thanked Dr. Keller as she left the room. She sat up, wiping off her stomach and lifted Nick’s chin up. “What is it? Out with it.”
He shook his head. “It was New Year’s. I was horrible to you that night and that’s the night we made a baby.” He shook his head and looked away.
“You weren’t horrible to me. If I remember correctly, both of us had raging hormones and I wanted it just as bad as you did.”
Nick didn’t move, just stared out the window.
“Why does it matter? We’re having a baby,” she smiled. “We’re making our own family.”
He looked over at her. “Do you want this baby? I mean really want this baby or are you just doing it for me?”
Katy was surprised by the question. “If you’re asking if I got pregnant on purpose to make you happy—”
He shook his head and cut her off. “No, that’s not what I mean. I know we were both drunk, turned on, and not even thinking about what could happen. I mean, do you honestly want this baby or are you just acting happy because you know I do?”
Katy stood up from the exam table and walked over to him. “Nicholas Garrity, I love you with my whole heart. I would do anything in the world to make you happy. This baby,” she took his hand putting it on her stomach, “is just the start of the huge family we’re going to make.”
His lips turned into a smile and he asked, “Honestly?”
She nodded.
“Huge, huh? How many are you thinking?”
She shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t know...eight? Ten?”
He let out a low laugh. “Ten? Well, we’d better start practicing.” And with that he pulled his wife into his lap and started kissing her.
 
***
 
Now that it was confirmed that Katy was knocked up, Nick began to frequently stop by the hospital to check on his family—his wife and their baby. He liked the sound of that, his family. Even more than that though, he loved coming home to his wife, even if on average they only spent two nights a week together. On the nights that he worked and she didn’t, he’d leave her notes throughout the house so that she knew he was thinking of her.
Katy had convinced Nick to wait until she had started her second trimester before they started telling people. It was driving him nuts, he hated keeping secrets, but he understood there were times when one had to. He knew that Katy was the expert in this area so if she said to wait until twelve weeks to tell, then they’d wait until twelve weeks.
He walked through the emergency room double doors at St. Luke’s holding a bag of sour gummy worms. Since they’d met, he’d never seen Katy eat any sort of candy, but in the past three weeks, she’d been inhaling a bag of these a day. He began to smile at the thought of seeing her, although he wasn’t sure if she’d be more excited to see him or the sweets.
As he turned the corner, he ran into Dr. Jeremiah Thomas. Jeremiah bounced off Nick’s muscular torso knocking the doctor back a few steps. Their eyes locked and neither of them looked away so the stare down began.
Finally, Jeremiah spoke, “Watch where you’re going, brute.”
Nick balled his fist, smashing the bag of treats for Katy. He stepped to Jeremiah so they were chest to chest.
“Excuse me?”
Jeremiah shook his head. “I knew you were dumb but I didn’t realize you were deaf, too.”
Nick could feel his blood boiling and was about to react to Jeremiah’s comment when he stopped himself. He opened his mouth to reply when the light, sweet voice he woke up to each morning called out, “Nick!”
Katy walked up to the men. Nick noticed the way Katy glanced at Jeremiah and didn’t like the uneasy look that came over her face. Jeremiah stepped around them and sauntered away. Nick pulled her into his arms and held her tightly. When he let go of her, she gave him a puzzled look and asked, “Everything okay?”
He held up the now mashed, and probably slightly gooey, gummy worms. Katy quickly snatched them away and tore into the bag. She ate the first one and let out an approving mmm. Nick smiled as he kissed her forehead. He had the girl, he had nothing to prove. 
 
***
 
The last few weeks had flown by for Katy, despite the constant morning sickness. However, it had crept along for Nick. The appointment with Dr. Keller was scheduled over Katy’s lunch at the hospital. Nick was working a twenty-four hour tour, so the crew all headed to the hospital with him. He didn’t want to miss this appointment. The Peanut, as Nick had nicknamed the baby, had gotten a good report and Katy gave him the go-ahead to start telling people. He gave a whoop of excitement and a quick kiss before he ran to the waiting room to “officially” tell the crew even though they’d all had a good idea what was going on due to his sudden interest in parenting magazines.
Katy was walking out of the exam room when she heard hoots and hollers from down the hall. She laughed as she walked toward them and saw the guys picking Nick up on their shoulders in celebration. Murph looked over. “There’s Lil Mama Garrity!” The guys cheered some more and they all took turns giving her congratulatory hugs and kisses.
Nick kissed her deeply before they headed out to answer a call. “I’ll see you tonight,” he grinned. “I can’t wait to tell everyone.”
Katy watched as he ran after the guys. That feeling deep in her stomach when he headed to work to run into burning buildings that always nagged her came up. She grabbed one of her patient’s charts and saw Jeremiah.
He turned in the opposite direction, but Katy grabbed his arm.
He wouldn’t look at her. She squeezed his arm lightly. “Hey...don’t be mad at me. I thought we’d both agreed to move on.”
“Move on?” he said loudly then looked around and lowered his voice. “I slept with a couple of nurses and an intern. I didn’t marry a firefighter.”
She sighed. “Jer...” She didn’t know what to say so she kissed his cheek.
He nodded toward the room she’d just came out of.
“What were you doing with Keller?”
Katy bit her lip and looked down, avoiding his eyes. Jeremiah shook his head in disbelief. “He knocked you up? Is that why you married him?”
Katy looked at him, a sympathetic smile plastered on her face as she placed her hand on top of his.
He whispered, “Don’t...Katy, just don’t. I still love you. I always will.” He looked into her eyes. “I want you to be happy, but I can’t watch this.”
He turned to walk off, then looked back at her. “It’s supposed to have been me. That should have been me in that room.”
Katy swallowed the lump in her throat, knowing he was right.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
13 CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 
Katy slowed her pace as she waited for Jesse to catch up with her. It was an unusually warm day for New York in March which allowed Katy to wear her favorite pair of teal running shorts and matching tank top. She knew the outfit wouldn’t fit much longer so she was happy to wear it today. She watched Jesse bend over, hands on his knees, as he tried to catch his breath.
He had been extremely wary of the sudden nuptials yet he quickly found himself liking Katy just like the rest of the guys in the crew. As it stood, Jesse had become like a second husband, checking on her when Nick was at work, running with her because Nick didn’t like her alone at the park, and later tonight, accompanying her to the St. Patty’s Ball until he could arrive.
He pulled his shirt off, still heaving, and muttered, “Shit, Kate. Nick didn’t tell me we were running a marathon!”
She patted his back. “It would be a lot easier if you didn’t smoke…” She said this in her sing-songy, told-ya-so voice.
Jesse rolled his eyes. “No wonder you two are so perfect together.”
Katy smiled at his remark. Jesse was still leaning forward which gave Katy a clear view of the same Gaelic phrases Nick had tattooed on his arm. She trailed her finger over the large ink letters that sprawled across his broad back and shoulders.
Quietly she mumbled, “Fir Na Tine...Braithre thar Gach Ni.”
Jesse stood up, towering over her and looked into her eyes.
“Men of fire,” she deliberately spoke the words slowly, unsure of her translation, but she continued, “Brothers above all else.”
Jesse nodded his approval. “Impressive, Doc. I didn’t know Gaelic was a required course.”
Now it was Katy’s turn to roll her eyes. “You’re not the only Irish one around here.” She paused as she said that and bit her lip. When she looked back to Jesse, she said, “Tell me what it means.”
“It means we’re firemen, but more than that we’re brothers.” Jesse looked into Katy’s eyes again. “Ryan and Nick were blood brothers, but they had a deeper bond than most siblings because of our line of work. That’s why Nick took care of Abby and the girls after 9/11.”
Katy looked at the ground as tears threatened to spill down her cheeks. She didn’t want to think of dead firefighters or about her husband who could follow their path. Jesse placed his finger under her chin, forcing her to look at him. He gazed deep into her eyes as he said, “It’s why I would take care of you if something were to happen to Nick.”
 
He lightly kissed her on the forehead and Katy wrapped her arms around his sweaty torso. She knew he’d made the comment to try to ease her worries, but it made her realize that now she had two firefighters to worry about.
 
***
 
It was the night of the annual FDNY St. Patrick’s Day Ball. Katy was taking advantage of the fact that she wasn’t showing yet by wearing a floor length, backless sky blue dress that hugged her body. She bought it when she and Abby were picking out the dress she wore at their wedding. Luckily, it still fit and the only physical evidence that Katy was expecting was in the full sweetheart bustline.
She was still thinking about her conversation with Jeremiah from the other day,  wondering if things would ever be “normal” between the two of them again. She wasn’t sure if that was possible because he was right. It should have been him today. She should be wearing the two-carat princess cut engagement ring he gave her. He should be rubbing cocoa butter on her belly and had her father still been alive, he would’ve. But here she was, pregnant and married to a firefighter, someone who looked death in the eyes almost every day. She knew it didn’t make sense, but she loved Nick more than she ever thought she could love anyone.
 
***
 
Jesse stood at the door waiting to pick up Mrs. Katy Garrity. Nick had stayed late to help with the shift change. Jesse had promised his best friend that he’d get his wife and child she was carrying to the ball safely. Nick was on cloud nine these days. Everything was falling into place for him and Jesse had to be honest, he had every right to be. Katy was the whole package...beautiful, smart, compassionate, easy going, athletic, Irish to boot plus an incredible body. It’s not like his buddy didn’t know all the guys in their crew checked her out on more than one occasion and agreed that she had an ass out of this world, but he could never admit to Nick that he was jealous.
Jesse was getting tired of being with a different girl every night. He’d tried dating a girl he met at O’Malley’s a couple weeks ago but when she started showing up at the station while he was on tour, he quickly cut ties with her. Katy had only stopped by the station three times while Nick was on tour in the five months they’d been together. Once to drop off his phone he’d left at home, once to drop off bread she’d baked, and the other time was when Nick was working doubles to take care of his mom. He’d heard them in the shower at the firehouse but never let on that he knew about it.
Jesse realized he needed to get out of the bar scene if he wanted to find the “one” as Nick put it. He was going to do that but he wasn’t quite ready to be celibate until he met the future Mrs. O’Neil. Jesse had never really thought or been interested in settling down, but after seeing Katy and Nick together over the holidays and now expecting a child, he knew one day he wanted the same thing. He was on his search to find his own Katy.
Katy opened the door and Jesse’s jaw dropped. He couldn’t believe the sight in front of him. The dress she was in showed off her athletic yet womanly figure. She smiled as she took in the sight of him in his FDNY dress uniform and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek. “You look handsome.”
“Wow,” Jesse mumbled. “You look...wow!” He laughed, unable to verbally give her the words she deserved.
Katy laughed and turned to grab her coat and purse. Jesse saw her backless gown for the first time. Every muscle in her back toned, her skin so delicate...he shook his head reminding himself who this was. He helped her slip on her jacket as she turned to him.
“Ready?” she asked as she closed the door behind her. He nodded and followed her to his truck. He still couldn’t get over how beautiful she looked. He shook his head to clear his thoughts.
Jesse kept his eyes on the road the entire drive to the ball. He and Katy discussed classic rock vs soft rock in the truck ride over. The more they talked and the more he learned about her, the more he was anxious to find his own version.
She took his arm as they walked up the steps to the City Hall ballroom. He put his hand over hers as they walked. After they’d checked their coats, Jesse got himself a drink and began to relax with her. They walked around the room and Jesse introduced her to some new faces as Mrs. Katy Garrity. If he ever brought a date to these kinds of things, he never introduced her to the guys because he could barely remember her name. This was new and different to him and he enjoyed having a beautiful woman on his arm. Now if only he could find his own.
 
***
 
Katy glanced at her phone, it was a little after nine and Nick still hadn’t shown up. She masked her worry as she laughed when the Chief told another joke. Katy met most of Nick’s colleagues, each of them sharing a story about her husband with her. Most of the stories were from his days in the fire academy, or as a proby, and most of them were about a mistake or slip-up he made which resulted in lots of laughter. Jesse had stayed by her side all night sharing story for story with the men, putting them in their place, as he stood up for his best friend.
Murph had just started telling the story about Jesse and Nick’s first fire at a dress shop. One of them had pulled a mannequin out thinking it was a person, but Murph was laughing so hard that he could barely get the ending out.
Katy suddenly perked up, her sense of smell had intensified with the pregnancy. The familiar smell of Paul Sebastian filled her nose. The bottle sat on their bathroom vanity and when Nick was on tour, Katy would take a quick sniff to remind her of him.
She turned and saw Nick a few steps away in his dress uniform. Her face lit up when she saw Nick a few steps away in his dress uniform. Her smile faded when she noticed the gash above his eyebrow. She walked towards him reaching up to touch it. He grimaced as her fingers lightly ran over the wound. She looked at him anxious for an explanation.
He kissed her softly. “You look amazing.”
She kissed him back quickly, ignoring his comment. “What happened?”
He took her hand and led them to the bar. “It’s been a long night, and I need a drink.”
“No, you need stitches.”
Despite Nick’s comment, he ordered a ginger ale. He gave up drinking for good when he found out Katy was pregnant. It wasn’t that he drank often, but after New Year’s, he couldn’t risk getting drunk and being rough with her again now that she was carrying his child.
Katy tapped her fingers on the bar. “I’m waiting…”
Nick pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “You’re cute when you’re angry.”
Katy didn’t flinch, wanting to know what had happened before she insisted on the stitches.
He sighed. “Okay, okay. All the veterans have priority to come to the ball tonight so it was all young blood working. I stayed to show Doyle how to complete a report when a call came in. It wasn’t a big call so I’d figured I’d tag along to make sure they could handle it. One of the guys wasn’t paying attention and hit me with a tank, it’s not that bad,” he said as he smiled, trying to reassure her. “And it wasn’t even from the fire. I stayed outside the whole time.”
Katy narrowed her eyes. “We need to stop by the hospital so I can stitch that up.”
“Okay, I’ll let you do that, but can we stay for a bit? I want to tell some of my buddies the good news.”
Katy kissed him and nodded.
Nick grinned. “Thanks, baby,” he said and turned to take her hand to make the rounds around the room again. “I didn’t forget my promise. I’m good at my job and I promise I’ll come home to you every night.”
Katy smiled, but the promise didn’t make her feel any better tonight than it did the first time he’d made it. She’d been raised by a firefighter. She had heard of all the men that lost their lives in the line of duty, her father being one of them. There was nothing Nick could say that would make her feel better and for that reason alone, she hoped to the high heavens that this baby was a girl. She didn’t want to live the rest of her life worrying about her husband and her son fighting infernos.
 
***
 
Katy let Nick introduce her to the same people Jesse already had, but this time, Nick shared the baby news. Each time he said “I’m going to be a dad,” the guys cheered loudly, patted him on the back, or even punched him in the arm while Katy received sloppy, drunk kisses right on the lips.
Nick and Katy found a table to take a break. She hadn’t asked to sit down, but he figured with carrying another human being inside her, she was probably tired. He took her hand and rubbed his thumb over hers. “Having fun?”
Katy nodded and smiled. “Yeah, I haven’t been kissed this many times since a kegger in college.”
Nick laughed. “Yeah, the guys can get a bit overly friendly at times.” He touched her belly which was still flat as a board to him, but Katy told him he felt bloated and like everyone was staring at it.
“How’s he feeling?”
Katy raised her eyebrow. “He?”
Nick smiled. “Yeah, I really want it to be a boy so I figured if I said he, maybe I could will him to be a boy.”
As a doctor, Katy laughed to herself knowing the sex was already determined, but smiled at the thoughtfulness of her husband. “In that case, she’s doing good.”
Nick pouted. “You don’t want a boy?”
Katy bit her lip, but decided to be honest. “Another member of FDNY? Another man for me to lie awake and worry about while he runs into burning buildings? No, thank you.”
Nick smiled and kissed her softly. “You won’t have to worry, he’ll take after his dad. I’ll teach him everything I know.”
Katy leaned her forehead against his, wishing he could back up his words. Nick had his hand on the back of her neck deciding he was ready to take his wife home and get her out of that dress that was tempting him. It’d been a long day for him and he knew she was tense with worry so they’d both enjoy a session of stress release.
 
***
 
Nick was about to tell Katy he was ready to go when a woman cleared her throat to get their attention. Nick looked over and saw his ex, Missey Keefe formerly Brown, standing beside them in a long black dress trying to hide her baby bump. Nick stood up stepping between her and Katy.
Missey leaned forward and gave Nick a lingering kiss. “Nick Garrity, I haven’t seen you in ages.”
Nick tensed as she touched him. Katy had stood now moving to Nick’s side. Although Missey deserved it, Nick decided to be civil rather than a prick. “Good to see you, Miss.”
Missey ran her hand around her belly. “Look what you’re missing out on. I’m due any day now with the next FDNY brother.” Nick realized she was rubbing it in his face because she knew how bad Nick wanted to be a father. Despite his attempt to marry her and start their own family, she claimed she wasn’t ready at the time.
Nick wanted to laugh in her face. He was glad he’d found Jake Keefe and Missey together in his bed. The adulterers had gotten married shortly after Missey and Nick broke up three years ago. Missey had never wanted kids, she had just drug Nick along the whole time saying she did some day. It had been rumored that Jake had been sleeping around again so Missey decided to get pregnant to ensure that he wasn’t going anywhere.
Nick put his arm around Katy’s waist and pulled her close. “Missey, I’d like you to meet my wife, Dr. Katy...Malone.” They hadn’t discussed yet if she was going to keep her maiden name or take his, he made a mental note to ask on the way home.
Katy shook Missey’s hand and said, “Pleasure to meet you and congratulations on your son.”
Missey gave her a mischievous smile. “A doctor? I figured you would have been smart enough to figure out this inane fireman. He would marry anyone that was willing to give him a child.”
Katy’s cheeks flushed as Missey continued. “Oh, let me guess….you’re already pregnant? Honeymoon baby?” Missey had heard Nick’s announcement earlier in the evening/ Nick knew she’d probably spent all evening trying to figure out a way to use it against him.
She touched Katy’s stomach. “Watch out, if it’s not a boy to carry on the Garrity name, he’ll have you knocked up again before you even leave the hospital!” She laughed at her own joke.
Nick could feel Katy starting to shake and he stepped between them. “That’s enough, Missey.”
Missey smirked as she said, “Good luck to you both. Nice to meet you, Dr. Katy.” Then she leaned over and whispered, “At least he waited until you were married to plant his seed.”
Katy slowly turned to Nick. Through gritted teeth, she slowly asked, “What...the...hell...was that, Nick?”
Nick looked after Missey then back at Katy. He touched her arm, but Katy quickly shrugged it off. He sighed and answered, “It was nothing, baby. It was Missey playing head games with us.”
Katy threw up her hands as she exclaimed, “Nothing? Nothing! What did she mean by her comment about planting the seed?”
Nick shook his head as he looked around the room for a distraction, trying to avoid the question. Katy put her fingers on his chin and jerked his face to look at her. He looked down into her eyes, fearing that the truth might send her running. Nick swallowed and responded, “When we were together, Missey was pregnant.”
Katy’s hand dropped from his face and she grabbed the back of a chair to steady herself. Nick reached out to steady her but Katy pushed him away. She looked up at him and barely whispered, “Do you…”
He shook his head, “No...she didn’t have the baby.”
Katy stood beside him, not speaking a word. Nick desperately wanted her to speak, say something, anything, but instead she turned away from him and walked out of the ballroom.
 
***
 
Nick chased after Katy as she left the ballroom, but she refused to speak to him, much less get in his Yukon to ride home together. Nick texted Jesse asking to come take her home while he went to the hospital to get stitches.
Katy sat silent on the drive home, her blood pressure through the roof which she knew wasn’t good for the baby. She understood they’d only been together for a short time and neither of them had the opportunity to fully disclose all of their dirty laundry. Still, Katy couldn’t shake the thought that Nick wanted this baby more than her.
When they pulled in the driveway and Jesse turned off his truck. He turned to her and said, “Nick’s a good guy.”
Katy shot him a look , but Jesse shook his head and continued. “He’s got a past, we all do. Weren’t you engaged to some doctor co-worker of your own?”
Katy’s eyes got narrower as she shot him the look of death, but Jesse went on.
“Nick’s been ready for a long time to start a family, but don’t let Missey make you think he only married you to become a dad.”
“Then why did he marry me?”
“Hmm, let me think….because he’s head over heels in love with you! Kate, you guys slipped up and now you’re having a kid. He didn’t do it on purpose. It’s obvious to everyone that you’re meant to be together so whether you have kids now or ten years from now, what’s it matter?”
Katy listened to what Jesse was saying and knew he was right. She knew from the moment she slipped on the ice at the park that he was going to be the father of her children. She just hadn’t expected it all to happen so quickly.
“And you need to stop worrying. We’re firefighters, our job is dangerous. You may have lost your father to the fire, but you aren’t going to lose Nick to it, too. Nick is smart, he’s one of the best guys on the crew. The fact that he has you and the Peanut now makes him work even smarter because he has you both to come home to which is all he’s ever wanted. Kate, you’re his whole world now.”
Katy wanted to believe every word Jesse said. The fire had taken her dad but it wouldn’t take her husband. After all, she now had two people promise her.
 
***
 
Katy lay in bed wearing a black sheer chemise with pink satin material that covered her enlarged breasts. She had bought it for Nick’s birthday and was shocked when it barely fit less than two months later. She heard the front door unlock and walked to the bedroom door to meet him.
Nick tossed his keys on the table not seeing her at first. He took his jacket off and threw it over the back of the couch. He saw a shadow on the floor where the moonlight should have been and looked up.
He stood frozen as he saw his beautiful wife in the moonlight. She slowly made her way over to him. She stood on her tippy toes and kissed his lips softly, his hands immediately sliding under the chemise. He started to open his mouth to apologize but she put her finger to his lips.
“You don’t talk, just nod yes or no.”
He nodded obediently.
“Do you love me?”
He nodded yes.
“Would you love me if I wasn’t pregnant?”
He nodded again.
She kissed him once more, using her lips to part his and sliding her tongue in between, letting their tongues circle.
“Do you promise to love me even when I’m nine months pregnant, can’t tie my shoes, and am waddling around?”
He laughed and nodded yes. Then he lifted her up, pulling her legs around him. He laid them down on the rug in the moonlight and made love until they both had no more energy to pick themselves up off the floor. Nick held his wife in his arms on the floor with an afghan over them thinking life couldn’t get better than this.
 
***
 
Katy lay in Nick’s arms, exhausted from the emotions of the night before and their physical intimacy that lasted well into morning. Nick lay naked beneath her, her head resting on his sculpted chest. She glanced down at the chemise hanging on her and laughed. Apparently, her chest had grown more than she thought and the strap popped on one side. Nick took it as an invitation and ripped the other side as well making it “easier access” he explained.
As she tried to adjust the top to cover herself, Nick pushed her hand away. He kept his eyes closed as he massaged her bust. Katy closed her eyes feeling her nipple harden between his fingers. She swallowed a moan as he continued to touch her and she felt electricity shooting through her body. She wouldn’t be surprised if she climaxed purely from his touch. Some days she felt she might just by the sight of him in his bunker gear.
Nick continued this for a while then softly whisper, “Are we okay?”
Katy had come to terms that Nick had a past, hell, she did too. There were probably a few things she should come clean about herself. The whole Missey situation was still nagging her so she asked, “What really happened with Missey?”
Nick opened his eyes and rolled to his side propping himself up on his elbow. He faced Katy, sliding his hand to her waist as he spoke.
“Missey and I had been dating a few months when she got pregnant. I told her we could get married, even before the baby came if she wanted. She considered it and carried the baby to seventeen weeks. Then she changed her mind and got an abortion while I was at work one day. She didn’t tell me until after the fact. I knew she’d been scared and she promised she wanted to have kids with me...one day when we were married. I thought she meant it so we kept dating. Then I came home one night and caught her in bed with her now husband and that was the end of us.”
Katy could see the pain in his eyes. She didn’t have to ask, she knew by seventeen weeks they would’ve known the sex and she could only assume it was a boy. Suddenly, Katy didn’t care about her research although it used to be the only priority in her life. Instead, she decided she would do anything in the world for Nick and wanted to give him ten million kids if that’s what he wanted. She smiled, it was crazy what love did to you.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
14 CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 
It was mid-May, exactly six months after Katy and Nick had first met, and it seemed as if overnight, Katy’s flat belly had popped into a perfectly round bump. Nick said her loved the baby bump while Katy still wasn’t a fan. Lately, he spent his time lying in bed at night talking to the Peanut, telling the baby stories from his and Ryan’s childhood, talking about his mother, and bragging to the baby about Katy. But Katy’s favorite moments were when Nick would tell the baby his plans for him.
Katy lay propped up on her back wearing one of Nick’s FDNY T-shirts, which he had pushed up so he could see the bump while he talked. His rubbed her belly. “Now, your first birthday party will be fire engine themed, of course. Grandpa Andy will get you a Radio Flyer wagon just like your Uncle Ryan and I had when we were little. After the big party, we’ll go visit your Grandma Lisa.”
Katy smiled and leaned down to kiss his forehead as she turned off the light. Nick moved his head to the pillow, but left his hand on her belly—it’s how he fell asleep every night. He kissed her neck and confirmed, “So, tomorrow we find out?”
Katy nodded. “Yes, tomorrow you’ll find out for sure that you’re going to be the father of a princess.”
Nick shook his head in the dark. “No, it’s a boy. I just know it is.”
“Why are you so hell bent on a boy? Are you going to be disappointed if it’s a girl?”
“Of course not! I’ll love a girl just as much. After Ryan was gone, I moved in with Abby for the next couple years to help her with the girls. Alayna was almost one.” He smiled as he reminisced. “On my days off, I would watch her so Abby could get a break. I loved taking naps on the couch with her asleep on my chest. Nora was a snuggler, too, so no, a girl would be great. But...I don’t know, I feel like this baby needs to be a boy to make up for the loss of Ryan.”
Katy and Nick had never really talked about Ryan’s death. Nick had told her many stories about him growing up, but any stories he shared post 9/11, Ryan was never mentioned. Katy suddenly felt a pang of guilt as she realized how selfish she’d been. She’d wanted the baby to be girl so that she wouldn’t have to worry about him fighting fires, too. Now, more than anything, she prayed this baby was a boy.
 
***
 
Nick tapped his fingers anxiously as he sat next to Katy who was seated on the exam table. So far, he’d made it to every one of her doctor’s appointments, even if he just rushed in to hear the heartbeat and right back out to his waiting crew. Today though, he had taken the entire day off.
He tried to be patient while Katy and Dr. Keller discussed birth plans. He had no idea what they were talking about nor did he understand why they were discussing it. In his mind, the birth plan was to get the baby out as safely as possible. He heard Katy mention that she wanted everything natural, no drugs, and he could tell she was serious about not wanting to be induced unless medically necessary. She repeated it at least four times and started reciting a bunch of medical research for her reasoning. Nick decided it was her body so whatever decisions she made, he would back her up.
After what seemed like an eternity, Dr. Keller told Katy to lie back and she started the ultrasound. Nick grasped Katy’s hand tightly. Katy smiled and watched him instead of the screen.
“Why aren’t you looking?”
“Because I’ll be able to tell before you do. I want to see your reaction when you find out.”
Nick grinned and kissed her hand.
Dr. Keller started scanning the baby, showing Nick the spine, a foot, and listening to the heartbeat-that noise had quickly became his favorite sound. Finally, she looked at him and asked if he was ready. He was about to jump out of his skin in anticipation. Yes! He was definitely ready."
The doctor moved the wand further to the left and then stopped, freezing the frame. She pointed at the screen. “There.”
Nick leaned forward and a smile washed over his face as he saw Peanut had something between his legs. Katy laughed at his reaction. “It’s a boy!” she exclaimed without even looking at the screen. Nick jumped up hooting and hollering. After sharing a passionate kiss with his wife, he grabbed Dr. Keller and spun her around the room as she laughed as his antics. The door opened and Tiffany peaked her head in. With a grin, she said, “I take it, it’s a boy?”
Katy laughed watching Nick pick Tiffany up and swing her around. The FDNY was about to have a new brother.
 
***
 
Dr. Keller left the room and Nick calmed down, kind of. Katy got dressed as he bounced around her. He was already on the phone with his dad, delivering the good news.
“Dad, you’re having a grandson!” Through the phone, Katy could hear Andy’s reaction wasn’t much different than Nick’s.
Nick tied her shoes and they headed into the hallway. Katy saw Jeremiah who glanced over his shoulder at her. He snapped the chart in his hand closed and walked off. She hated seeing him hurt like he was. But she was happy and wasn’t that what he said he wanted for her?
They left the hospital heading to the fire station. As they pulled in front of the station, Nick leaned over and kissed Katy, still giddy from the realization that he was having a son. He asked, “Have you thought of any names?”
She thought he was crazy, they’d known less than an hour that it was a boy. She hadn’t even begun to think of names. She shook her head no.
“If you’re okay with it, I’d really like to name him after Ryan.”
Katy touched his cheek softly and nodded, she had a soft spot for fallen firefighters. “Of course.”
He kissed her again, letting his lips linger for just a second. Katy leaned her forward against his thinking how wonderful a father he was going to be. Before she was table to tell him, he quickly jumped out of the car, running around to her side to let her out. He ushered her into the station and up the stairs to the kitchen. She laughed at how excited he was and she found herself hoping that there’d more more kids in their future. Smoke filtered out of the room as the Garritys walked into the unofficial smoking quarters of Firehouse 58.
“Pregnant lady on deck!” Murph yelled and they all quickly smothered their smokes waving the air around them to make the vapor disappear.
Jesse leaned against the counter, laughing at the crew.. Katy was thrilled to learn that Jesse had given up smoking. Being outrun by a girl half his size did have that kind of effect, she guessed as she strolled over to him with a grin. Katy waved hello to everyone  after she gave Jesse a quick peck on the cheek and he draped his arm around her shoulders.
Nick cleared his throat trying to hide the grin that had been on his face since he found out he was having a son. “Gentlemen, as you all know, my beautiful wife and I are expecting. Today was the day of the gender reveal and I’m happy to announce that in twenty years, there will be another Garrity joining the FDNY. It’s a boy!”
The guys all let out loud cheers and stood up to congratulate the expecting parents. Jesse glanced down at Katy and whispered in her ear, “You okay?”
Katy looked up at him and nodded, surprised that he knew her so well. She pointed at Nick and said, “Look how happy he is.”
Jesse nodded and kissed her forehead as Nick handed them all cigars to which they all got a good chuckle from the irony. The Chief asked if they’d talked about names yet.
Nick glanced over at Katy who nodded her assurance before he said, “We’re going to name him after Ryan.”
As Nick said that, silence fell on the room, the guys giving their unspoken respect to their fallen brother. Murph broke up the moment and said, “Great, another Garrity to bust our chops about smokin’!” The guys all laughed and held up the cigars Nick gave them.
 
***
 
Nick took Katy on a quick tour of the firehouse since she’d only stopped by a few times. The last room they visited was the locker room. Nick opened his locker to reveal pictures lining the door. The newest pictures were of her from Thanksgiving, a picture of the both of them on New Year’s, and the sonogram picture from their first doctor’s visit. There was also a picture of Nick, Ryan, and Andy from when Nick was in the fire academy and one of Nick and Lisa from his graduation. Then there was Ryan’s obituary.
She looked at Nick and saw him reading it although he’d told her that he had memorized it years ago. He nodded at the locker next to his, and Katy knew he didn’t say anything for fear if he did, he would break down in tears. Katy looked at it and saw on that top that it said “R. Garrity.”
Jesse walked in and put his hand on Nick’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze. Nick didn’t look up. Jesse opened Ryan’s locker for Katy to look. The same picture of the three Garrity men were there, plus a picture of Alayna as a baby and Nora, maybe three, holding her baby sister. There was a picture of Abby and him from their honeymoon on the beach and another one of Lisa smiling proudly with all three of her FDNY men in their dress uniforms.
Katy looked at the hooks and saw there was a plaid button-up shirt with a pair of jeans hung up. On the shelf, there was a half-used bottle of cologne, a rolled up tube of toothpaste, and other toiletry items.
Jesse nodded at the locker, speaking for his friend. “It hasn’t been touched since 9/11, everything was left the way he had it.”
Katy closed it and walked over to Nick. She softly said, “He seemed like a great man.”
She rested her hand on his back as Jesse commented, “He was, just like your little man is going to be.”
As Jesse said that, Nick turned to Katy, tears streaming down his face and hugged her. All he could do was whisper, “Thank you.”
 
***
 
Katy had the entire weekend off and was looking forward to sleeping in, but Nick had other ideas. Lying on her side, she dreamt of running through Central Park with a flatter stomach and a jogging stroller in front of her. She felt the warmth of Nick’s breath on her neck as he kissed her. She hoped it was a dream, because it’d been a long week at the hospital. She was already getting tired from standing during surgery and making rounds. She had no idea how she was going to make it another twenty weeks.
“Katy,” Nick whispered in between kissing her neck. She tightly shut her eyes wishing Nick would let her sleep. It was true that her sex drive had increased during the second trimester, but if hers had doubled then Nick’s had tripled. The sex was amazing, but exhausting at the same time and her belly was starting to get in the way so they were having to get creative. Heat flooded down her body as his lips continued to move over her shoulder. She sighed and rolled on her back to see Nick grinning.
“Morning, Momma. Happy Mother’s Day!” Nick rubbed her belly and pressed his lips against it. How was she supposed to be mad after that? She could tell he had something up his sleeve so she kissed him back and sat up.
“Is today Mother’s Day?” She gave him a sly grin.
He nodded. “And I have the whole day planned for you. First, I’m going to make love to you until your toes curl. Then we’re going to go pick out flowers to plant in the front yard. After lunch, I’m going to head to Abby’s to plant flowers with the girls while you go for a nice pre-natal massage then we’ll end the day the same way we started.”
Katy rolled to her side and rubbed his chest. “Sounds like a plan to me.” Then the two of them pulled the covers up and started their day.
 
***
 
After Nick picked Katy up from her pre-natal massage, they headed to Abby’s for an afternoon of gardening. En route,  he’d filled her in on the Garrity Mother’s Day tradition. Her hormones had been on high alert this week and she bawled the whole way to the nursery to pick out flowers.
Nick hadn’t intended for her to help, but rather to sit on the porch and watch. However, his stubborn wife was on her knees putting peonies in the ground while he covered the roots with dirt. Katy reminded him of his mother in so many ways and he couldn’t wait to see her with their son.
He smiled as he guided a wheelbarrow of mulch across the lawn and thought about the fact that he was having a son. In the past six months, he went from single and not sure he’d ever find Mrs. Right to being married to the perfect woman who was pregnant with his son. Every day, things got better and better. He was hoping the next twenty weeks went fast so he could meet his son and they could start on baby number two.
Nick, Andy, and his nieces had just finished planting the last flowers. This year, both Nick and Andy were wearing pink boas to plant the pink pansies per Alayna’s request since her dad wasn’t there to do it. Abby carried a tray of lemonade outside for the gardeners. She walked over to Nick to hand him a glass.
“The yard looks great. Thank you.”
Nick kissed her cheek. “Did you expect any less?”
She laughed. “Of course not, and the pink boas make it even better. How’s Katy doing?”
“Great, she’s still running every day.” He smiled as he pictured her running with Little Ryan in the stroller. “Ab, she’s amazing, the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
“I’m glad to hear that. I was worried about you when your mom passed…”
He nodded thinking back to New Year’s. He wasn’t proud of that night in one sense, but in another, things couldn’t have turned out better.
“It would’ve been worse if I didn’t have Katy.”
Abby rubbed his arm. “I know her dad was a firefighter, but how’s she handling being married to one?”
“She has a crazy work schedule so it doesn’t bother her too much. Plus, now that she’s pregnant, if I’m not home, then Jesse’s there with her.”
Abby shook her head. “I wasn’t asking if she could handle the lonely nights. I was asking how she felt about her husband putting his life on the line every day.”
He shrugged. “I think she’s apprehensive about it with everything that happened with her father, but I promised her nothing like that would happen to me.”
Abby sucked in her breath and exclaimed, “You what???”
Nick looked at her, confused.
“Nick, you can’t do that! Think about what Ryan did: every day he left for a tour, he promised to bring flowers home. For five years, I had fresh flowers in a vase on the table when he got home. It's been twelve now...” Abby paused as tears rolled down her cheeks. “He didn’t keep his promise.”
Nick realized what an idiot he'd been as he held a sobbing Abby against his chest.
 
***
 
Katy let out a long, enjoyable “aaahhh” that was met with a low, thick laugh.
“Feel good?”
She nodded and exclaimed, “Amazing!”
Jesse dug his thumbs into the soles of her feet and she moaned again. He chuckled as he shook his head. Nick was covering at Ladder 28 so Jesse was playing house with Katy.
Katy lifted her head as she opened her one eye and said, “Hey, you stand for a twelve hour shift while when you’re in your second trimester and let me know how your feet feel.”
Jesse squeezed her feet tighter. “I’m not saying anything. I’ll do whatever makes the Queen happy.”
Katy smirked. “I’m the Queen, huh? How’s the search for your own queen going?”
Jesse shrugged as he continued to massage her feet, moving his hands to her calves. Her raspy moan affected him this time, sending his pulse racing. It surprised him, although it really shouldn’t have. He kept working his hands, trying to ignore his reaction. He gave a noncommittal shrug and muttered, “Eh.”
Katy raised her eyebrows. “How hard have you looked?”
“When do I have time between work and the Garritys?” He was teasing, but it seemed like lately that’s all he did, work then hang out with either Nick or Katy, not that he minded.
Katy stuck out her bottom lip, playfully sulking. As Jesse saw her do this, his excitement grew. Instinctively, Jesse leaned forward toward her full, pouty lips, but he stopped himself. His index finger ran over her bottom lip softly. He saw the bewildered look on Katy’s face, but she didn’t stop him or move away.
Jesse shrugged as he answered, “Who knows? Maybe I’ve already met her.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
15 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 
Smoke billowed out of a three-story house in a quaint neighborhood just outside of Brooklyn. Engine 58 was the first crew to arrive on the scene. Nick counted the number of windows as he pulled on his oxygen tank, making sure he knew all of the exit options. He tapped Jesse’s shoulder and led them into the burning building.
Dispatch notified them to use extra caution as this house was owned by a well-known drug dealer. They were walking into the house blind, not knowing what chemicals they were dealing with. It was a firefighter’s nightmare, but the men forged on, understanding it was their job to put out the blaze and ensure the safety of anyone inside the house.
They’d cleared the third floor when Jesse looked at Nick through his mask and said, “Let’s get the hell out of here.” Nick nodded in agreement, a house full of explosive chemicals was no place he wanted to be. As Nick followed Jesse back down the stairs a pungent smell hit his nose and he grabbed his friend's arm. Their eyes locked and they both knew exactly what it was. The smell of rotten eggs inside a drug dealer’s house meant one thing—this was a meth lab. It also meant that it could explode at any time. The men quickened their pace, shouting over the radio for the rest of their crew to get out.
“10-80, 10-80! Get the hell out of here, boys!” Jesse yelled the code for hazardous materials into his radio, alerting the rest of the squad to their discovery.
Nick and Jesse were twenty feet from the front door and less than ten from the kitchen where the highly concentrated smell was wafting from. Jesse was a few steps ahead of Nick and didn’t hear the cry for help. Nick turned and saw a woman coughing and yelling at him from the kitchen floor. Nick looked back at Jesse, but he was already outside. He yelled at Jesse to get his attention, but he knew it was useless with their masks on and the distance between them.
Without hesitating, adrenaline rushed through his body as Nick ran into the death trap knowing it was against protocol. This was the part of the job he loved. The thrill of the fire and the excitement of the unknown.
He scooped up the woman and carried her limp body outside to safety. No sooner had his feet hit the sidewalk than an explosion shook the whole neighborhood forcing Nick and the woman to the ground. The blast sent them halfway across the lawn. He lay on his back, his ears ringing from the barrage and his whole body aching from his landing. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the woman he’d carried out beside him. Her hair covered her face and he was unable to tell if she breathing.
Nick scrambled to throw off his gloves and helmet. He didn’t even notice the gash above his eye as he brushed her midnight black hair out of her eyes. He saw no movement in her face as he moved his fingers to her neck to check for a pulse. It was faint, but she had one. As he glanced over her body and did what first-aid he could, he realized she was probably an addict herself. Her eyes slowly fluttered open and locked with his.
Nick smiled and softly said, “Hey there, beautiful.” He knew from experience how important it was to keep victims calm.  She struggled to return the gesture but was too weak to speak or raise her hand.
Nick gently touched her cheek, trying to relax her. “Rest up, help will be here soon.”
Within seconds of him saying that, the paramedics arrived and took over. As they strapped her to a gurney, she muttered, “You saved me.” Nick watched the doors slam shut as she was loaded into the rig to be taken to the hospital without having a chance to respond.
 
***
 
Jesse glared at Nick as he sat across from him in the fire truck. Nick could feel his friend’s laser-like stare, but he refused to look at him. Finally, Jesse broke the silence.
“That was real fuckin’ stupid, Garrity.”
Nick didn’t look at him, he already knew what he was going to say so he kept staring out the window. Jesse leaned forward and grabbed Nick’s shirt in his fist, forcing him to look at him.
“You can’t be the hero every time. You know you should have waited for backup.”
What Jesse said was true. He shouldn’t have gone into that kitchen without Jesse covering him. He knew procedure, but he couldn’t leave the woman lying there. If he had, she would have been right in the center of the explosion. Jesse shook his head as he leaned back in his seat.
“All you wanted was to find Mrs. Right, get married, and start a family. Well, you’ve got it.” Jesse chuckled bitterly and said, almost taunting him, “And you almost threw it all away on a meth head. I’m sure your wife will love to hear that.”
Nick shot Jesse a death look, but his best friend was right. He was thinking like a firefighter, not like a husband and father. He crumpled into his seat, knowing he’d messed up in more ways than one.
 
***
 
The fire truck pulled up in front of St. Luke’s. Murph turned around to face the men sitting behind him, informing them of the routine medical check that was required by the department after being exposed to the dangerous chemicals that had been in the house.
Nick passed his check-up and the gash above his eye was stitched up by an intern. He wandered the halls of St. Luke’s trying to locate the woman he’d pulled out of the house. Tiffany rounded the corner and walked to the nurse’s station. Nick called out to her.
“Tiff!”
She turned around and frowned.
“You look like hell, Nick.”
Nick glanced down and realized she was right. Normally, he’d take a shower after the kind of call they’d been on, but they hadn’t been back to the station yet. His hair was slicked back and black soot covered his face and arms.
He shrugged as he answered, “Yeah, we just finished up a call. I was wondering if you could tell me how one of the victims is doing.”
Tiffany narrowed her eyes. “I can’t give out that information and you know it,” she snapped.
Nick sighed. “Right, right...HIPPA. Okay, well, if I describe her to you, could you tell me what room she’s in and I’ll check on her myself?”
Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Fine, but hurry up my ER is full and I’ve got to move patients into rooms before more traumas come in.”
Nick grinned and kissed her cheek in appreciation, leaving a smudge of black residue on her face.
“Thanks, Tiff. She would’ve come in on a Brooklyn rig, long black hair, maybe in her thirties—”
Tiffany wiped at the mark Nick left on her face and interrupted him.
“Meth head? Yeah, she’s in the morgue.”
Nick’s face fell as Tiffany walked away. He hated when his rescues didn’t make it, but he hated himself even more for making the risky decision he had.
 
***
 
Nick’s brain told his feet to walk, but he was only thinking about the lady who lay in the morgue. Her words echoed in his ears. “You saved me.” He played their interaction over and over in his head, not seeing Jeremiah approaching. The two men passed each other and Nick snapped back to reality when he caught the end of Jeremiah’s comment.
“...not the first to knock her up.”
Nick turned on his heels to face the other man.
“Excuse me?”
Jeremiah stopped and faced him smirking.
“I said, you’re not the first to knock her up.”
Nick shook his head and turned to walk away, not knowing what the idiot doctor meant, but deciding to ignore it until Jeremiah spoke again.
“It’s just a shame that she’s pregnant now. It’s an awful time in Katy’s life to have a baby, with her research grant and finishing up her residency, not to mention the kid will have your genes.”
Nick took three steps toward the cocky doctor and with almost no effort, he pinned Jeremiah to the wall, pressing his forearm against his throat. Jeremiah gasped for air, but Nick didn't relent as he snarled at him through clenched teeth.
“Don’t...ever...speak of my wife...like that again. Do you understand?”
Jeremiah, still struggling to breathe, didn’t acknowledge Nick’s words. Nick shoved his arm tighter against the doctor’s throat. Jeremiah was wide-eyed as he tried to wiggle out of Nick's grip struggling to find his next breath. Nick was about to repeat himself when Katy’s voice filled the hallway.
“Nick! Let him go!”
She ran toward the two men, grabbing Nick’s arm, and pulling him off her ex-fiancé. As Nick let go, Jeremiah clutched his reddened neck and contorted his shoulders to relieve the pain. Katy dropped Nick’s arm and rushed to Jeremiah’s aid. She glared at her husband and pointed down the hallway.
“Go…” Nick started to object, but Katy repeated herself. “Go, Nick. Leave.”
Katy put her arm around Jeremiah’s shoulders and guided him down the hallway. Nick watched the two former lovers walking away from him and wondered if this day could get any worse.
 
***
 
Katy got out of her car and closed the door behind her. She spotted Jesse waiting for her outside the firehouse. After she found Nick choking Jeremiah in the hallway, she texted Jesse to find out what was going on. Jesse filled her in on what happened at the meth house. She couldn’t believe the story Jesse told her. How could Nick purposely risk his life like that? To be honest though, she wasn’t surprised and that’s what scared her most.
As her car door slammed shut, Jesse jogged across the street to meet her. Before he could greet her, Katy threw herself against him, sobbing into his chest. Taken aback by her throes, Jesse stood there, unsure of what to do. Finally he put his arms around her and held her tightly as she released her emotions. When she calmed down and let go of him, they leaned against her car. She nodded toward the station.
“Is he in there?”
Jesse shook his head and answered, “No. He was reprimanded for not following protocol. When the Chief found out about his run-in with Jeremiah, he sent him home.”
Katy started to talk, but tears got caught in her throat. She turned up her hands in defeat, unable to speak again. Jesse wrapped his arm over her shoulders. She took a deep breath and started again.
“Jeremiah wouldn’t tell me what happened or why Nick...” She couldn’t bring herself to speak about the image that was burned into her memory.
Jesse shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. I haven’t talked to him, he’s not picking up his phone.”
Katy held up her phone. “He’s texted me a few times, but I haven’t responded. I’m sure Jeremiah was running his mouth, but...Jesse, I’ve never seen this side of Nick before...I...I’m scared.”
Their marriage had happened so quickly, everything was a whirlwind. They hadn’t taken the time to really get to know one another which was evidenced at the St. Patrick’s Day Ball with the run-in with Missey. But when she saw Nick choking Jeremiah at the hospital, she suddenly realized that she didn’t really know Nick Garrity at all. She had no idea what made him snap or why. What if he did that to her one day...or their son? The thought of their son, made her think about New Year’s, the only other time she’d seen a different side of him. She shook her head trying to forget how much anger she’d seen in Nick’s eyes.
Jesse pulled her closer against him. “Don’t be scared. Like you said, I’m sure Jeremiah was mouthing off and Nick was defending you. He’s never hit a woman so you have nothing to be worried about.”
Katy slid her arms around Jesse, the waterworks turning on again. He kissed her forehead. “Look, I’ll go with you to talk to him if it’ll make you feel better.”
Katy nodded against his chest. Jesse sighed and held her tightly as she cried. His buddy was having one hell of a bad day.
 
***
 
Jesse parked his truck in the driveway of Nick and Katy’s house. Katy stared at the house, not wanting to go inside. She looked in Jesse’s direction as he reached out to gently squeeze her hand. 
“Kate, you have nothing to worry about. Nick won’t hurt you.”
Katy wanted to believe Jesse. She tried to swallow the lump that was growing in her throat. Then looked at him and said, “Wait for me, please.”
Jesse nodded and Katy slipped out of the truck. She slowly walked down the sidewalk and pushed open the door. She stepped inside the dark house, but didn’t see or hear Nick. He had to be there though because his Yukon was parked outside. She walked into the living room and made out a shadow on the couch.
She called out quietly, “Nick?”
There was movement in the room and Katy flipped on the light. Nick was hunched over, his elbows on his knees. As he turned around to face her, she could see a mix of emotions in his eyes. It made Katy’s heart hurt and she wanted to push away the fear she held.
Nick spoke softly, “Katy, baby, I’m sorry. I messed up today, I shouldn’t have gone back into the house without cover. I know better. I wasn’t thinking about us or our family, I was only thinking like a firefighter.”
She took a step toward him, wanting to reach out and hold him, but she knew she had to address the major issue at hand—Jeremiah.
She responded with a question. “Why were your hands on Jeremiah?”
Nick’s remorse turned to anger as he began talking, almost shouting. “I had to do it, he was running his mouth—”
Katy held up her hand, cutting him off. “Nick, there’s never any reason to place your hands on another person like that!”
Nick hung his head shamefully and nodded. The anger gone, he didn’t reply to her comment. Then in a hushed whisper, he said “Jeremiah said you were pregnant before.” Nick slowly looked up at her and waited for a response.
Katy bit her lip as she took another step toward the couch. She had skeletons in her closet, too. It wasn’t that she was hiding her pregnancy with Jeremiah, it had been so long ago. She’d pushed it out of her mind, not wanting to remember the pain she felt when she lost the baby or how disappointed Jeremiah had been.
“Nick, Jeremiah is a part of my life, and a big part of my past. You don’t have to be best friends. Hell, you don’t even have to like him. But you have to accept him.”
Nick didn’t move as Katy spoke those words. They stood in silence, both feeling as an hour rather than a minute had passed. The front door opened and Nick glanced over his shoulder. Jesse stepped into the room and looked from one Garrity to the other. He locked eyes with Katy.
“Everything okay?”
She gave a quick nod. “I’m going to grab some things and stay at my place for a few days. I need to clear my head.”
She knew she’d be back, but tonight, she needed space, she needed to be alone. She needed comfort and familiarity, what she really needed was her father, the only man she’d ever fully trusted.
Nick jumped up. “What? Katy, don’t! I’ll apologize if that’s what you want, but please, stay here. This is your home now, baby.”
Tears burned her eyes, but Katy didn’t acknowledge his plea as she walked past him. It only took her a few minutes to gather the items she needed. From the bedroom, she could hear Jesse and Nick arguing, but as she entered the living room, both men stopped their conversation and stared at her.
Katy went straight to Nick and without saying a word, she rested her hands on his chest and gently pressed her lips to his. Nick wrapped his arms around her, holding her close while he begged her not to leave. Katy lingered, not wanting to let him go. She had to fight the urge to stay in the arms of the man she loved, but she had to leave.
Looking into his blue eyes filled with angst, she muttered sorry and broke away from him. As soon as she closed the door to Jesse’s truck, she started crying until she drifted off to sleep. When she woke up, she was in her father’s house, a place she always felt safe.
 
***
 
Katy lay in her old, familiar bed staring at the ceiling as her baby boy did gymnastics. She smiled as one hand rested on her belly, feeling the movement. She wished Nick was lying beside her sharing this moment, but instead, she was alone in her father’s empty house.
Katy heard someone walking up the stairs and smiled as she saw Jesse enter the room. She still sometimes wondered what he meant about having already found his queen, but with everything going on, she didn’t have time to think too much about it. She motioned for him to come to the bed. When he sat down, she placed his hand on her stomach and his face lit up into a grin.
“Wow, that’s little Garrity, huh?”
“Sure is. If he’s this active now then we’re in trouble when he gets out.”
Jesse moved his hand to follow the baby’s movement. He spoke without taking his eyes off the baby. “You ready to go back?”
It had been three days since she’d left the city. She knew she needed to face both men, but she was enjoying the peace and solitude. Nick had sent Jesse by every day to check on her so he could report back and let him know everything was okay with his wife and baby.
“Give me twenty minutes and I’ll be ready.”
Jesse stood and headed toward the door. He stopped before he walked out and looked over his shoulder. “Kate, he loves you more than I’ve ever seen him love anyone. He’s a good man.”
Katy’s eyes filled with tears as he turned and left the room. Her phone buzzed and she glanced down to read the text message, wiping away her tears. It read: Baby, I miss you. Please come home.
Nick had spent the last three days groveling. He sent flowers every day. He texted her every couple hours and he called her first thing when he woke up and last thing before he went to bed. Katy missed Nick so much and imagined he was just as miserable without her. She loved him too much to hold a grudge and she couldn’t wait to get back into his arms. She quickly typed back: I’ll be home when your tour is over.
 
***
 
Nick pumped the thirty pound dumbbells up and down, grunting as he struggled to do one more rep. Three days had passed since he’d seen his wife and even longer than that since he held her, since he kissed her. He’d barely slept in the time she’d been gone and he longed to smell her hair and feel their baby moving inside her. He dropped the dumbbells with a loud thud and chugged his water.
He walked out of the fire house and started jogging around the building. He’d allowed his job to take priority over Katy, his baby. What the hell had he been thinking? They were his world now, he couldn’t take risks like he used to. His main responsibility now had to be getting home safely to his family.
Then there was that asshole doctor. Nick didn’t know why he let Jeremiah get under his skin. Katy was married to him, she had picked him not Jeremiah. For some unknown reason, Nick feared Katy would realize the mistake she’d made picking a firefighter over a doctor. Jeremiah’s comments haunted him. What had he meant by them? Was Katy hiding something from him? Even if she was, Nick didn’t care, he needed her back.
As he turned the corner of the building, he saw his best buddy walking toward the station. Nick stopped in his tracks. Thank God for Jesse these days. It was a relief knowing Katy was never alone when he was at work, but these last few days, he’d been a godsend. Nick hated Katy not staying at their house with him, but knowing Jesse was taking care of her was the reassurance that allowed him to give her the space she requested.
Jesse crossed his arms as he stood on the sidewalk. Nick knew his friend was upset with him because of the risk he’d taken at the fire. But he also knew Jesse would get over it soon enough, like he had the other times he’d made similar decisions. As Nick walked closer to Jesse though, his expression was different. Nick slowed down trying to understand what was going on behind Jesse’s arched eyebrows and stern expression. Both men stood facing each other.
Nick gave a quick nod before he asked, “How is she?”
Jesse’s face lit up with anger. “She’s fuckin’ scared. What the hell were you thinking? First, you risked your life for a meth head, then you attack her ex. You know she’s already afraid about your job, but then you physically hurt someone? She’s scared of you now, Garrity.”
Nick’s stomach dropped and he mumbled, “I would never hurt her.”
“I know that’s what I told her.”
“Thanks, man.”
Jesse didn’t say anything and Nick looked up. He recognized the look in Jesse’s eyes. Katy had gotten to him, too. She had that way of making everyone fall in love with her. Nick grinned as he put his arm around Jesse’s shoulders. At least he knew Katy would always be taken care of.
“I appreciate all you’ve done for us. It’s good to know someone else feels the same way about her.”
Jesse didn’t acknowledge Nick’s comment. As they walked into the fire station, Jesse commented, “Don’t break her heart, Garrity.”
 
***
 
Katy stood outside the door, her nerves eating her up. She knocked again waiting for him to answer. She was just about to leave when the door flung open. He stood there, unshaven, unshowered, and probably more than a little drunk. He leaned forward and looked behind her.
“What? You didn’t bring your Neanderthal of a husband with you?”
She ignored Jeremiah’s comment and asked, “Can I come in?”
Jeremiah turned his back, walking into what was once their apartment. Katy followed and closed the door behind her. He made his way to the Ginotti sofa his mother had bought them as an apartment warming gift. It was the most God-awful, hideous piece of furniture Katy had ever seen, and Jeremiah agreed, although neither of them ever told his mother that. He took a seat and picked up his glass of Scotch. Katy sat beside him, setting her purse on the coffee table. Neither spoke until Katy pushed a lock of his hair out of his eyes.
“Jer, I’m really sorry about what Nick did.”
He didn’t comment. Katy sighed and continued. “Tell me what I can do to make this better. I told him you’re a part of my life and he needs to accept that.”
Jeremiah looked at Katy and scoffed. “A part of your life? Bullshit, Katy! I’m only a part of your life when you need me. I stood by you after your father died, even when you called off our wedding the month before. You pushed me away and didn’t talk to me for months, then you ran back to me like nothing had ever changed between us. Four months later, you ran off again, calling me only when you wanted sex. Now that you’re pregnant with his kid, you don’t need me.”
Katy stared at the berber carpet, her face burning as she knew Jeremiah’s words were true. His fingers found her chin and pulled her face to him.
His spoke more gently as he said, “Knockout, if you hadn’t miscarried, you would’ve never left me. Nick wouldn’t even be in the picture.”
Tears streamed down her face. Her vision blurry, Jeremiah leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers. His hand moved to her neck as his lips devoured hers and his tongue hungrily found the inside of her mouth. Katy knew it was Highland Park Scotch that Jeremiah was drinking, but despite its price tag, it tasted old and stale as he kissed her. Katy broke the kiss and wiped her eyes. Jeremiah sat back on the sofa, lust still in his eyes.
“Nick is in the picture. He shouldn’t have attacked you and I’m sorry he did, but Jer, we’re done. There is no more Katy and Jeremiah and there never will be.”
Katy watched his face fall as she stood up and marched out of his apartment.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
16 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 
“Dr. Malone, are you ready for this? It’s going to be a lengthy surgery, probably six hours, if not longer,” Dr. Liam Ungsheim informed her. Katy had received the research grant she applied for and was assisting with a new heart valve procedure with the veteran doctor. Katy sent out quite a few inquiries and found that he was the best in the field, always on the cutting edge of new procedures.
In the doctors’ lounge, the two discussed the surgery they were about to perform. She stood up, her stomach displayed in all of its pregnant glory. She placed her hand on her back for support and nodded.
“Yes, sir. It will be my first transcatheter replacement, but I’ve been studying the technique as well as practicing in the lab.”
“Good, that’s what I like to hear.” He smiled and gestured toward her swollen abdomen. “How far along are you?”
Katy ran her hand over her belly as she answered, “Thirty-three weeks.”
She had officially made it to the third trimester without any complications, or any more drama. Nick was bending over backwards to please her while Jeremiah stayed as far away as possible.
Dr. Ungsheim gave an approving nod. “Ah, the home stretch. My wife is due in six weeks with our third, so I know all about how exhausting pregnancy can be. You’ll take a break every half hour.”
Katy conceded with a nod, not that there was any chance she would disagree with a superior, or an expert like Dr. Ungsheim. They walked to the operating room making small talk about pregnancy, labor, and babies. While she could perform a heart valve replacement, for some reason the thought of being responsible for such a tiny human being still frightened her. She was also still carrying the fear that any time she loved someone, something bad happened to them.
An hour and a half  into the surgery and things were moving along smoothly. Dr. Ungsheim told Katy to take a break and rest for a thirty minutes before coming back to the operating room. He assured her that there was plenty more for her to learn and she wouldn’t miss a thing.
Katy turned the corner toward the emergency room entrance holding her scrub cap in her hand. She rolled her neck trying to stretch out her muscles. A fire truck outside the door caught her eye. Her heart started to race as she walked to the nurses’ station. Typically, she and Nick texted each other throughout their shifts, but she hadn’t heard from him yet since he knew she’d be in surgery the majority of the day.
Katy immediately recognized Murph standing outside a patient’s room. She picked up her pace and started to run to him. Jesse saw her coming and stepped around Murph to stop her. He grabbed her shoulders and held on to her as she fought him trying to get around to see who was in the room.
“Jesse, let me go!” she demanded, trying to get out of his grip.
“Kate, stop. Let me talk to you first.”
She ignored him, struggling to get out of his grasp. After a few seconds, she finally gave up knowing she didn’t stand a chance as he was twice her size.
Jesse lifted her chin and she fearfully looked into his eyes. He tried to comfort her as he said, “He’s okay.”
Katy exhaled deeply then sucked her lower lip into her mouth while he continued. “His tank ran out of oxygen and he’s got some smoke inhalation, but he’s going to be fine.”
Her legs started to sway and Jesse pulled her against him. She wrapped her arms around him and the tears started. Murph patted her back while Jesse reassured her that everything was going to be okay.
“Mrs. Garrity?” She looked up and saw Jeremiah motioning her over. Of course, of all doctors on call, he was the one that got this case. She breezed past him while he started to explain what had happened. He spoke to her the way he would to any family member, not like the doctor she was. She grabbed the chart out of his hand and  mumbled, “It’s doctor.”
When she walked into the room, she saw Nick lying in the bed, eyes closed and hooked up to oxygen, his breathing still shallow. She skimmed the chart noting that his blood test showed his red blood cell count was low and Jeremiah had already ordered a chest x-ray. Katy racked her brain, wondering if there was anything else she would test for. She was so deep in concentration that she didn’t hear Jeremiah close the door behind him. He placed his hand on her back.
“He’s going to be okay, Knockout. After his chest x-ray, we’ll keep him overnight for observation and then he can go home tomorrow. I know you’re scared, but you have to be strong for him.”
Katy turned and looked up at him, grateful that he was there. Maybe they could be friends after all. Jeremiah smirked and followed up with, “Hell, he’s just a fireman so if he wakes up and sees his doctor wife bawling her eyes out, he’s going to think he’s in the afterlife.”
Katy laughed and touched Jeremiah’s arm. “Thank you,” she whispered as she wiped at her eyes.
He nodded and reached out to touch her belly. “I always knew you’d glow.”
 
***
 
Katy sat by Nick’s bedside waiting for him to wake up. She’d missed the rest of the surgery and had asked Jeremiah to stand in for her. The Engine 58 crew stayed as long as they could, but had to leave when they were called out for another emergency. It was just after midnight when Katy heard Nick coughing. She stood up and moved to his side, helping him sit up, and put a straw to his lips to sip some water.
She set the cup down and Nick struggled to make any noise as he choked out a nearly breathless cough. His voice barely made any noise when he opened his mouth to speak.
“Sshhh…” Katy whispered and made him take another drink of water.
Nick finally stopped coughing, but gave up on talking because it hurt so much. He touched her belly to ask how his son was.
“He’s good.”
Nick looked into her eyes.
“I’m fine...scared, but fine.” She sighed as she answered his unspoken question.
He nodded knowing he couldn’t have the conversation he wanted with her. He grabbed a notepad and wrote: “Go home and get some rest.” For once in their eight month marriage, Katy, exhausted both emotionally and physically, listened to her husband and went home.
 
***
 
Katy was sound asleep when the front door closed and woke her up. She looked at the clock and saw it read 3:17AM. She sat up and called out, “Nick?” She waited for an answer until she saw Jesse appear at the door wearing a pair of athletic shorts and a FDNY T-shirt. Her face couldn’t hide the disappointment.
Jesse smiled as he leaned against the door frame. “Don’t look so disappointed. I’m not that bad to look at, am I?”
Katy sighed and shook her head. It wasn’t that Jesse was a bad sight, actually quite the opposite. He stood just a couple inches shorter than Nick, but their body builds were totally different. While Nick was husky and stout, Jesse was tall and lean. Both men were extremely muscular. He didn’t work out half as much as Nick, but he didn’t have an ounce of fat on him. He had jet black hair with a pair of emerald eyes that you could easily get lost in. So no, Katy didn’t mind looking at him, but she wished it was her husband coming to bed and not Jesse.
Jesse nodded in her direction. “How you holding up?”
“Holding up pregnancy-wise or holding up due to the fact that my husband is lying in the hospital because of his job?”
“Both.”
“Little Ryan is doing great, but my blood pressure is high which isn’t surprising considering the circumstances.”
“Good, and Nick?”
“I thought you told me he was working smarter?” she grilled.
“Kate, these things happen. It comes with the job, you can’t anticipate them.”
The tears in Katy’s eyes spilled over and started rolling down her cheeks. Jesse walked over to her and pulled her into his arms as she cried herself back to sleep.
 
***
 
When Katy woke up, her head rested on Jesse’s chest as he slept propped up against the headboard, his arms wrapped around her tightly. It wasn’t the same as Nick’s large muscles holding her safely against him, but it was nice to not have to wake up alone. She slipped out of bed to take a quick shower and get ready. When she came back to the bedroom, Jesse was waking up.
“Morning sunshine,” he said as he rubbed his eyes.
She walked to the bed and sat down to put her shoes on. She glanced over her shoulder at him and said, “Thanks for staying last night.”
Jesse nodded as he walked around to where she sat. He picked up her Nikes and dropped to his knees, putting her shoes on one at a time Cinderella-style. The laces tied, he looked up at her. He cleared his throat before he said, “Kate, I’ve told you before, you’re part of the family now. You understand that, right?”
She swallowed, not sure she wanted to be a part of this family.
“Maybe we can’t promise our safety, but you’re married into FDNY now. I know it’s even scarier with a baby on the way, but know that no matter what happens, you’re taken care of. Braithre thar Gach Ni.”
Katy nodded, blinking back tears, she only wanted to be taken care of by one man and that man was her husband.
 
***
 
Nick mindlessly flipped through the channels. The nurse told him he could be released once his wife arrived to take him home. He hadn’t seen or talked to Katy since she left the night before which was only a few hours ago. He was slightly surprised when she’d taken him up on his words for her to go home and rest, but at the same time, he was glad that she did. When Jesse stopped by after his tour, Nick asked him to stay with Katy to ensure she really was resting. He was lucky to have a buddy like Jesse who didn’t mind helping him out.
Nick heard the door open and flipped off the television. He frowned when he saw Jeremiah walk in. The doctor picked up his chart and jotted down a few notes. Nick watched him, his jaw clenched, wondering if Jeremiah was going to kick him while he was down. Jeremiah slammed the chart closed and hung it on the end of the bed. He looked up slowly and locked eyes with Nick.
“You win.”
Nick narrowed his eyes, not sure what Jeremiah meant.
“She loves you, you win.”
Nick wasn’t about to let his guard down. Jeremiah rolled his eyes and said, “I really have to spell it out for you, don’t I?”
Nick didn’t like the way Jeremiah spoke, but he wanted to hear what he had to say so he nodded.
Jeremiah sighed as he leaned against the window sill and explained, “I know her a lot better than you do, Garrity. When you ask if it’s okay to watch the game and she crinkles her nose ever so slightly that you might not even notice but then says yes, that means she’d rather have the television off so she can read. When she feels passionately about something, even something as little as where you order take-out, her cheeks get red and she talks almost an octave higher. When you make BLTs for dinner, you have to have jelly for her sandwich. It’s a nasty habit she learned from her dad.” Jeremiah laughed before he continued, “And when she says she loves someone, she means it and nothing will stop her from taking care of that person. Nick, she loves you. I know, not because she told me, but because I know her.”
Jeremiah rubbed his forehead before he spoke again. “You’ll learn it all in due time, it took me eight years. Promise me you’ll take care of her?”
Nick understood how easy it was to love Katy and he couldn’t imagine if he ever lost her. It must’ve been hell on Jeremiah when she walked away from him, especially after the past they’d shared. Nick swallowed and held out his hand. “I promise. If you can promise that you’ll remain in her life. She needs you, too.”
The two men shook hands and didn’t speak another word.
 
***
 
Jeremiah hadn’t been gone more than ten minutes when Katy entered Nick’s room. A grin grew across his face as he saw his beautiful, pregnant wife walk in. His smile was quickly replaced by a frown when he noticed the dark circles under her bloodshot eyes. As she approached his bed, she leaned over him, almost falling on top of him as she started sobbing. Nick rubbed her back, trying to calm her. When the tears subsided, she leaned back and Nick moved his thumbs across her cheeks to wipe the last of them away.
His voice was gravelly as he spoke. “Baby, I’m okay, I promise.”
Katy threw up her hands as she stood up and began pacing. “Enough of your promises, Nick! Stop making ones you can’t keep.”
Nick’s heart sank as the words dug deep into his chest. She turned around to face him and glared.
“Everyone keeps promising me that you work smart, you’re the best there is, and that nothing will happen to you. I keep being told that I’m part of the FDNY family, I’ll be taken care of, I have nothing to worry about. Braithre thar Gach Ni. Screw brothers!”
Her face turned red and her voice got higher as she spoke. Nick recognized what Jeremiah has just described. He was also shocked to hear her mutter the Gaelic phrase he had tattooed on his arm. He knew Katy had seen it, she traced it while they lay in bed together talking late at night, but they had never discussed it or the meaning.
“I don’t want to be taken care of by anyone other than you, Nick. I want you to come home to our son and me. Above all else, I want you to be my husband!” Katy sighed and let her voice return to its normal volume. “I just want you.”
Nick reached for her hand and rubbed his thumb over hers. “Baby, I won’t promise you that I won’t get hurt, but I will promise you that I’ll always do everything I can to get home to you and our family safely.”
Katy nodded as she leaned forward for a hug. “I’ll take that promise.”
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“Ta-da!” Nick shouted as Katy waddled into the baby’s room. She had let Nick decorate and set the room up by himself. He had shot down her contemporary ideas for the nursery and she knew there was no way to avoid it—Baby Garrity was going to have a firefighter themed room whether she liked it or not.
Katy had one hand on her back to support herself as she looked around at the red, white, and black that covered the room. There was the firefighter’s emblem painted on the wall complete with the markings of Engine 58. Books filled the shelves, mainly firefighter related, and the same picture of Nick, Ryan and Andy that hung in Nick’s locker sat on the shelf. There was also a framed picture of Katy in her Dr. K.O. Malone lab coat sporting the full pregnant belly.
She laughed, thinking about the day Nick had taken the picture.  Ever since the accident, Nick was over the top about checking in with Katy. He had dropped by the hospital during his tour and insisted on taking her picture. Katy declined and held her hands up in front of her face until Nick started making monkey noises and jumping around like one. She tried not to, but she laughed until she cried. Nick took the opportunity, snapped the picture, gave her a kiss, and ran outside to his crew that was waiting on him.
Nick told Katy he hated to see how upset she had been when he was lying in that hospital bed. The accident combined with his conversation with Abby made him realize he shouldn’t make her a promise he couldn’t keep. Instead, he did what he could to reassure her, so he called or texted her every chance he got. If they were out on the engine, he’d make them stop by the hospital so he could run in to see her.
Katy was thirty-eight weeks along and they were in the home stretch. Nick didn’t want to risk anything going wrong for either her or the baby. He wouldn’t let her lift a finger at home, making sure she was off her feet whenever she wasn’t at the hospital. She refused to take off work, insisting that she needed to know how her research project was going although Nick would have preferred her to be resting instead of working. Nick cooked, cleaned, and took care of her however he could. He gave her full-body massages, mainly focusing on her feet since she was on them all day. He also insisted she stop running. Katy put up a fight on that one, but it was getting harder for her so she decided to concede and let it be Nick that made the decision and not her.
Nick anxiously watched her as she looked around the nursery. Her face wasn’t giving much away so he took her hand and guided her to the glider. “Okay, you sit here.” He  handed her a teddy bear and began to explain, “Now, this is Ryan—”
Katy laughed. “I hope this isn’t what our child looks like.”
Nick dropped to his knees and took her hand. “Don’t worry, we’re going to have the most handsome little boy. He’s going to be big and strong like his Daddy. He’ll have his Momma’s blue eyes and brains. I’m going to teach him how to throw a football while you take him running. And when he grows up, he can decide whether to take after Daddy or to be a world-famous surgeon like his Mommy.”
Katy smiled as Nick kissed her hand. He always knew exactly what to say.
“Okay, so this is Ryan,” he said, pointing to the bear again. “Now over here is the crib. We can let him sleep in the bassinet in our room for the first few months if you want or he can stay in here and I’ll get up with him at night.”
He pointed to the monitor. “This is all hooked up and ready to go. I have a spare one with batteries that we can carry around the house.”
Katy smiled as she rocked Ryan the Bear and listened to Nick describe every item from the monitor to the swaddle blankets even demonstrating on the bear. He finished and squatted beside the glider. “So what do you think?”
Katy took his hand and put it on her stomach. Nick’s face lit up as he felt Little Ryan doing gymnastics inside her belly. Katy smiled. “I think he likes it.”
 
***
 
Katy’s due date had come and gone. She was exactly forty-one weeks pregnant and very cranky. She was ready for this baby to be out. She wanted to run and do ten hour surgeries again, but she refused to be induced. As a medical professional, Katy felt the risks of being induced far outweighed the discomfort she felt.
The previous week, Nick had surprised her by telling her she needed to take a week of vacation in November. He had booked them a trip to Jamaica to celebrate the first time they met one year ago. It was crazy how in ten months, she met the perfect man, despite being a firefighter, married him, and was now about to have his child. Sometimes she felt like it was a dream and she was afraid she would wake up and there would be no Nick.
Nick walked into the bedroom, dressed for work, and handed her a mug of decaf coffee. Katy sat up and took in the scent. Mmmm, just a few more days and she’d be able to drink more than her allotted one cup a day. Nick sat on the bed beside her and rubbed her belly. He leaned over and kissed her. “You are so beautiful.”
Katy smiled, not feeling beautiful at all. She couldn’t see her shoes, let alone tie her shoes, she had to wear scrubs all the time because nothing else fit, and she could hardly eat anything because there was no room in her stomach. Nick had been wonderful to her during this entire pregnancy, she knew Little Ryan was lucky to have him as his father.
Nick lingered and Katy knew something was on his mind. “Out with it,” she said.
“I was just wondering if you’d decided on the last name yet.”
A few weeks ago, Nick had mentioned that Katy hadn’t changed her last name to his surname. Katy hadn’t really given it much thought as fast as everything happened. She mentioned maybe she’d keep her last name and they could hyphenate both their names for the baby. Nick hated this idea. Katy was his wife and this baby was theirs, they were his family. He wanted his family to all have the same last name—Garrity.
Katy sighed. “Let’s not get into this now, okay? We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”
Nick nodded. He didn’t want to push the subject, but he knew a decision had to be made soon. Hopefully, their son would be arriving within a couple days. He glanced at the clock knowing he needed to leave so he wouldn’t be late. Katy saw his glance.
“Not so fast, you have work to do here,” she said smirking.
Nick laughed and pulled his shirt off. Katy had insisted they try anything and everything to get this baby out on his own. They had eaten spicy food every night for the past week only to end up with a major case of heartburn, they’d walked around Central Park for an hour every day only to get blisters on their feet, but this wives’ tale, well, Nick didn’t mind this one at all.
 
***
 
Nick ran into the fire house a few minutes late. Jesse glanced up from his phone. “Any luck this morning?”
Nick hung his jacket in his locker. “He’s still in there, but not due to lack of trying.”
Jesse laughed. “Nice. Well, you know I’ve got things covered for you when he gets here.”
Nick slapped his shoulder. “Thanks, man. You’ve been great to us both.”
“Yeah, yeah...just name the next one after me.”
“Jesse is a good girl’s name.” Nick teased and Jesse threw a magazine at him as he walked out of the room.
Nick was grateful for Jesse. They’d been best buds forever and he always knew he’d be there for him no matter what. Jesse was there when he crashed his first truck, he was his running back when their team won the state football championship, and he was by his side when he got the news about his brother.
Nick had been there for Jesse, too. There’d been too many times to count when Nick had gotten into a bar fight to help out his friend. Nick would save him when a girl got too clingy at the bar, but Jesse was indebted to Nick for the advice he always gave and for helping him to make the right decisions.
Nick walked out of the locker room and saw the proby loading up new tanks in the bay. He went over to help, chit chatting as they did. Patrick was a good kid and he’d be a great firefighter if he’d just believe in himself. The cigarette incident made Nick question the kid, but he knew he was only trying to impress the other guys. After all, if that hadn’t happened, he would have never met his beautiful wife, or almost be a father.
Nick noticed that the kid was being quieter than normal today. “What’s up, Doyle?”
Patrick looked at him surprised. “What? Uh...nothing, I’m fine.”
“Girlfriend dump you?”
“No, it’s...well…”
“Out with it,” Nick said, using his wife’s phrase. She always used it on him when she knew something was up, but he wasn’t man enough to just spit it out.
Patrick took a deep breath. “I don’t know that I’m cut out for this.”
Nick nodded and pointed to the bench for them to take a seat. “Why’d you decide to become a firefighter?”
“My dad was a brother of FDNY, so is my brother and grandfather. Hell, I didn’t really have a choice.”
Nick knew where Patrick was coming from, but in his situation, he’d never questioned it. He always knew FDNY was his calling. It made Nick wonder what if his son didn’t want to be a fireman? Nick wasn’t sure how he’d react.
“If you weren’t fighting fires, what would you do?”
Without thinking, Patrick answered, “Cars, I love working on cars, it’s kind of my thing.”
Nick nodded again. “Doyle, I think if you believe in yourself and stop second guessing everything that you’ll be one of the best, but if your heart isn’t in it, then you need to get out. If you don’t, you’ll hurt someone.”
Patrick nodded and mumbled, “Thanks.”
Nick gave him a pat on the back as the sirens went off. Nick felt the adrenaline rush through his body. He loved his job and he knew his son would, too.
 
***
 
Engine 58 pulled up in front of a warehoused apartment building that was over twenty floors. On the ride there, Nick wasn’t in his usual spot across from Jesse. He’d switched with another guy so that he could sit by the proby, telling him what to expect and giving him pointers on how to handle the fire.
Nick pulled on his oxygen tank, adjusting the straps.  Jesse yelled at him while he walked toward the building.
“You ready to head in?”
Nick shook his head. “Take Naj. Doyle’s going with me.”
Jesse’s expression would have made anyone else think twice about their decision, but Nick knew the proby needed his guidance, not to mention a self-esteem boost, too. As windows burst and glass rained over the sidewalk, Doyle nervously looked at Nick as he spoke.
“Garrity, you don’t have to do this.” More debris rained over them as another window burst and flames shot down the building.
Nick clamped his hand on Doyle’s shoulder and smiled. “Come on, Doyle, I’m going to show you the thrill of the fire.”
Nick led the proby into the building, listening to the radio on his shoulder to find out where the rest of their crew was located. He hit the button, letting them know they’d cover floors five through ten.
Nick and Patrick ascended the stairs slowly. Nick calmly coached Patrick where to step, what side of the stairwell to stay on, and how to read the pattern of the fire. The flames danced around them without a care in the world, but it didn’t bother Nick. This was his refuge, where he felt the most comfortable. The fire thought it was in control, but Nick knew how to tame it. The higher they climbed, the hotter it got.
The walls blazed on either side of them, the ceiling was scorched, but Nick was calm. As they searched the sixth floor, Nick looked at Patrick. He stopped in the middle of the room and Patrick ran directly into the back of him.
“Close your eyes.”
Patrick looked at Nick like he was crazy.
“What?”
“I told you that you need to believe in yourself. You’re good at this, Doyle. Now close your eyes and tell me what direction we should move.”
Nick could tell Doyle was breathing heavily inside his mask, the condensation on the plastic was proof. Nick reached over and aggressively grabbed Doyle by the coat, forcing him to stop frantically look around the room, debating his next step. Nick took his breathing apparatus out of his mouth and then removed Doyle’s.
“You know what to do, Patrick. Don’t let the fire burn you. Think.”
Patrick took a deep breath and took in his surroundings again. Nick saw the fear in Patrick’s eyes subside and Nick grinned at him.
“Ready?”
Patrick nodded and they both placed their breathing masks back on. Patrick pointed to how he thought they should move throughout the floor, Nick still in the lead, but taking Patrick’s direction. When they cleared the floor, Nick patted him on the back.
“Nice work, Doyle. Take the lead on the next floor.”
Patrick grinned proudly through his mask and stepped ahead of Nick, opening the door to the seventh floor.
 
***
 
Katy shuffled down the hallway of the hospital. Tiffany offered her a wheelchair to do rounds. Katy refused, insisting she was okay although the wheelchair thing didn’t sound too bad.
Katy made her way to the resident’s lounge and sat down. Her shoe was untied. She tried unsuccessfully to reach it and was about to call Tiffany to come help her. The door opened and Jeremiah saw her struggling. He walked over to her, bent down, and tied her shoe without saying a word.
As he finished, Katy grabbed his hand then looked up at him as she softly whispered, “I’m sorry.” She knew her words wouldn’t heal his heart. The one that was once hers. The very one that she’d broken.
Jeremiah didn’t say anything as he hurried out of the room.
 
***
 
Katy and Tiffany were at the nurse’s station in the ER. Tiffany was listening to Katy debate the pros and cons of changing her name to Malone-Garrity vs. keeping her name as is.
“It’s just such a mouthful. I already have published research under Malone so if I change it to Malone-Garrity or, even just Garrity, it’s like I’m throwing those credentials away.”
Tiffany nodded, knowing where this conversation was going. “And the pros of being Dr. Katy Garrity?”
“Nick would love it.”
Katy and Tiffany both knew she’d already made up her mind. Katy just wasn’t ready to admit it yet. In fact, Tiffany had already placed the order for Katy’s new lab coat.
“What about the baby?” Katy asked for the hundredth time.
“Whatever you do with your name, you should do for the baby.”
“I know but there’s already a Ryan Garrity and I’m the last chance to pass on the Malone name. What if—”
Tiffany looked over Katy’s shoulder and saw a trauma coming in. She gazed past the team rolling in the patient. A fire engine sat outside with the number fifty-eight on the side. Katy read the reaction on her best friend’s face and followed where Tiffany’s eyes were focused. At first, Katy didn’t notice the truck outside, but when she saw a lifeless firefighter being wheeled past her on a gurney, she looked outside and recognized the numbers.
Katy started to run after the body that had passed her, but someone grabbed her from behind. She turned around looking up, hoping to be in the arms of her husband. He pulled her tight and held her close. Her whole body went limp as she looked into his face and realized it wasn’t Nick that was holding her. Jesse’s hair was wet and his face was covered with soot and sweat as he pushed her hair out of her face. He shook his head and whispered, “Kate, I’m sorry…”
Katy screamed and tried to push him away, not wanting to believe it. He held on to her tightly until she finally gave in and sobbed into his chest. Katy stood there shaking uncontrollably, wishing this was a dream and she could wake up. She desperately wanted out of this nightmare, but instead her water broke.
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Katy lay on the hospital bed. She hadn’t spoken a word since her water broke, but she’d at least calmed down. She barely noticed the pain and the contractions. Her heart had been ripped from her chest again. She wasn’t sure anything else could hurt more than that.
Tiffany finished checking her for dilation and announced, “You’re almost at ten centimeters. I’m going to call Dr. Keller and get you prepped to deliver.”
Tiffany perched on the bed, grasped Katy's hand and whispered, "You aren't alone, Kit Kat."
Katy rolled away from her, not wanting to talk to anyone and especially not ready to deliver this baby. Tiffany frowned and shrugged at Jesse as she left to prep for the arrival of the baby.
They were living in a nightmare and Jesse had no idea how they’d ended up in this situation. Nick should be here rubbing her back, telling her she was doing great, and feeding her ice chips, not him. He didn’t mind, not at all, but it wasn’t fair. It should be the proby laying in the morgue downstairs, not Nick.
He leaned close to her, gently trailing his fingers through her hair as he said, “Kate, honey, I know you want Nick here rather than me. Hell I do, too, but you’re strong and I know you can do this.”
He sighed as he looked at her. She was oblivious to the tears that flowed down her cheeks. She’d refused any kind of drugs including an epidural. Hell she refused to even talk other than a few assertive NOs when the doctors and nurses didn’t think she was listening.
When her water broke, Tiff rushed her to a room while yelling at Jesse to get cleaned up. A nurse helped him find a place to grab a quick shower and gave him a pair of scrubs. As he changed, he pictured the look Katy gave him when she looked up hoping to see Nick. It made him cringe. Jesse wished it had been him and not Nick if it meant she’d have never made that face.
Jesse smoothed her hair as she squeezed his hand tightly. As she grimaced in pain Jesse encouraged her, “Katy, honey, you can do this.”
She squeezed his hand tighter without saying a word. Tiffany returned with Dr. Keller. They put her feet in the stirrups and gave her instructions to push. For the next ten minutes, Katy refused. Each contraction, she would cry out in distress and tears, but would not bear down. Dr. Keller was lecturing with medical jargon that Jesse didn’t understand when he noticed Tiffany slip out of the room. Jesse felt helpless as he held her hand and kept repeating, “Come on, Katy, push. You can do it.”
The door flung open and Tiffany came walking in with Jeremiah. He took in the whole situation and then walked over to Katy. He leaned down and looked her in the eyes. “Did you love him?”
Katy squeezed Jesse’s hand as another contraction came about, but didn’t answer so Jeremiah repeated himself loudly, “Did you love him?”
Jesse scowled at him as Katy gritted her teeth and crushed his hand. But it didn’t stop Jeremiah from continuing, “Do you love his child?”
Katy glanced up at him, tears rolling down her face, and muttered, “I can’t do this without Nick.”
“Knockout, he’s gone. He’s not coming back. You know it and I know it. This baby is coming whether you’re ready or not. He’s your only connection to him now, your piece of him you get to carry on. Nick wants you both to be healthy and you know the longer you refuse to push, the more risk you’re putting on his son.”
When Katy heard Jeremiah say “his son,” she was ashamed of herself. She would never want anything to happen to Nick’s son. She sat up and squeezed Jesse’s hand even harder. She felt another contraction and pressed down to push. Jesse rubbed her back as she grunted, tears still streaming down her face. Jeremiah took Dr. Keller’s place at the foot of the bed.
“Good girl, Knockout. I see the head, now give me another strong one.”
Katy took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She pretended Nick was the one holding her hand, that he was the one whispering in her ear. Jesse never called her Katy, but in this moment, he did and she was grateful.
It only took three hard pushes for a baby’s cry to fill the room. Jeremiah laid the newborn on her chest. All the grief from Nick’s death was pushed aside as she stared down at their son. Happiness briefly replaced her grief as she smiled and kissed her newborn on forehead. Nick had been right. Their son was the most handsome little boy she’d ever seen. She turned him to their friends and said, “Meet our son, Nicholas Ryan Garrity.”
 
***
 
The hum of the needle made Kay’s pulse race. She was a doctor, she could do this. The needle entered skin, moving up and down quickly. The buzz almost made her physically sick. She was about to turn to leave when the tattoo artist, Tony, called her name. “Katy?”
She swallowed the lump in her throat as she followed him to his work station. He laughed and asked, “Do I need to get you a barf bag?”
Katy glanced in the mirror and saw she was as white as a ghost. She looked at the workstation next to her and smiled at the victim, um client, getting inked himself. Tony patted the chair in front of him.
“Okay, sweetheart, tell me where you want this.”
Katy lifted her shirt, her thin figure exposed as she pointed where she wanted the artwork placed on her rib cage. Despite his gruff appearance and the torn blue jeans, he was very delicate with her as he positioned the tattoo transfer. A few minutes later, Katy lay in the chair on her side as the buzzing started and the needle pierced her skin. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and tried to distract herself. Of course, the first thing that popped into her head was Nick and how much she missed him more and more every day since the last time she’d seen him almost six months ago.
The funeral had been brutal for Katy. Everyone tried to focus on the birth of Nicky instead of on the death of the great man she was able to call her husband. The day they buried Nick will forever be etched in her memory. The mist of the rain, the bagpipes playing in the distance, and of course, the pink boas. She sat by his casket until the sun started to set, only leaving because Jesse and Andy had forced her to because of the chill in the fall air that evening.
She constantly thought about the if-onlys: If only she had been induced, if only she’d gone into labor on her due date, if only she’d gotten pregnant on their wedding night instead of New Year’s, then Nick wouldn’t have been at work that day. He would have been home with her, doting over their adorable little man, but more importantly, he would have been alive.
When the funeral was over, the crew of Engine 58 kept the promise Jesse had made her. They all stepped in to help Katy raise Nick’s son. During her maternity leave, the guys had taken turns staying with her. If they weren’t at the firehouse then at least one of them was home with her.
Early one morning, when Nicky was just a few weeks old, Katy watched in the doorway of his nursery as Murph, the middle-aged, overweight lieutenant rocked her son. She bit her lip desperately wanting to ask what happened the night Nick died, but she was afraid of what she’d hear. The next morning as Murph headed out the door to work, he looked Katy in the eyes and simply told her, “Ask Doyle.” She never did as she had her suspicions and she didn’t want to confirm something that would break what was left of her heart.
The buzz of the needle stopped, bringing Katy out of her thoughts. She relaxed when a calloused hand touched hers and she asked, “How’s it look?”
A deep masculine voice answered, “Perfect.”
She opened her eyes and saw him staring at the spot where her skin burned from the tattoo. She smiled and rolled her eyes. “Not mine. Yours.”
Jesse rolled up his shirt sleeve and showed her the FDNY crest that had just been inked on his bicep. It matched the one Nick had donned for his brother except Jesse’s listed the younger Garrity’s name. Jesse squeezed her hand as Tony said he was finished. Her tattoo was small and nothing fancy so it didn’t take long to complete it.
Katy stood and walked to the mirror to inspect the new permanent art on her body. Jesse stood behind her, his hands on her hips as he read the tattoo aloud, “Thar Gach Ni, Gra Go Deo.”
She didn’t even try to fight the tears, she’d given up on that a long time ago. Jesse pulled her against him, wrapping his arms around her as she cried into his chest. Thar Gach Ni. Above all else. Gra...Go...Deo...Nicholas. Love forever. Yes, above all else, she’d always love Nicholas Garrity. He was, and would always be, the love of her life.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE

 
On a chilly October morning in New York, Dr. Katy Garrity sprinted the last mile of her run with Duke. As the numbers on her Garmin flipped to ten, she slowed down. As soon as Dr. Keller gave her the okay to workout, Katy started running and didn’t stop. Her lungs burned as they filled with the cold air. She wondered if Nick had felt the same way before he died. She fought the tears in her eyes as she walked back to her car petting Duke between the ears as he trotted beside her.Katy often wondered what Nick’s final moments were like, but she never asked any of the Engine 58 crew.
Duke jumped into the back of Nick’s Yukon as they headed home. She pulled into the driveway of the house that Nick once rented. She now owned it. There was no way she was going to get rid of the only place she’d ever lived with her husband or the nursery he spent days completing for Nicky. She’d own this house forever.
As she opened the door and Duke ran inside, she pushed her thoughts of Nick aside and forced a smile. She heard “boy” as she entered. Ever since Nicky had started crawling, her house was nothing but “boy.” Shrieking, vrooming, and laughter filled the house almost 24/7 and today was no different.
Katy walked into the fire engine red nursery and saw Nicky playing with his trucks. She swooped down and kissed his forehead. “Hey there, birthday boy!” Today was his first birthday. It also marked the anniversary of his father’s death.
Nicky looked up at her and grinned as he babbled, “Ma-ma! Ma-ma!” Katy laughed and bit the inside of her cheek to keep from crying.
“Hey, baby!”
Her son looked at her the exact way Nick used to, big eyes full of happiness and a goofy, lopsided grin. Not to mention, he had his daddy’s blonde hair and big blue eyes.
“How was your run?”
Katy turned around and accepted the cup of coffee Jesse offered. She shrugged in response to his question knowing he wasn’t asking about her run at all. Jesse put his arm around her and kissed her forehead. She leaned into his chest and let the tears fall.
 
***
 
Jesse had been with Katy almost every day since last October when he lost his best friend. With Katy and Nicky in his life now, he’d gained two more friends in place of him. Jesse didn’t know who he was more pissed at: Nick or the proby. Nick had left some big shoes for him to fill, but who was he kidding? It didn’t bother him. He loved Nick’s boy and while he’d never admit it to anyone other than himself, he couldn’t imagine life any other way. Jesse knew Katy would never love another firefighter again, but when he woke up at his place and the first thing he wanted to do was see her and Nicky, he realized he loved her more than just a friend. According to what his best friend had taught him, that’s when he knew he was in love.
Jesse moved his stuff in a little at a time. They never talked about it and Katy never objected. He slept on the couch most nights except when he’d hear Katy crying in the bedroom or she’d wake up in a panic screaming. Then he’d hold her in his arms until she drifted back into a slumber. In June, he sublet his apartment.
Every time Jesse saw Patrick Doyle, he wanted to punch him in the face. Jesse heard Nick loud and clear on the radio telling Doyle to stop and not to move. There was no immediate response from Doyle and then, he felt the whole building shake. Doyle screamed into the radio, "10-66! 10-66!", the code for a missing firefighter. It was too late by the time they found him. Nick had fallen seven floors to the basement while Doyle looked from the hole on the seventh floor without a scratch on his body.
After the funeral, Jesse and Patrick Doyle had a heart to heart conversation. There was a rumor floating around that the proby was going to quit the department. Jesse stepped into Nick’s shoes at the firehouse as well by taking Doyle under his wing to make him the best firefighter he could be. Even though the kid had gotten his best friend killed, if Jesse had a say in it, that proby was going to be a firefighter for the rest of his life or until the fire got him, too.
 
***
 
Katy stared out the window as they drove to Andy’s for Nicky’s birthday party. They passed the road to her dad’s place. She had to decide which house to keep because she couldn’t afford both. She’d received a substantial payout from an insurance policy Nick had plus another check from the FDNY. She didn’t touch either of them. She put them both in a bank account for Nicky which is what his father would’ve wanted her to do.
They turned onto the gravel road to Andy’s. Jesse set his hand on Katy’s knee and squeezed softly. “Ready for this?”
She bit her lip and nodded. Jesse gave her leg one more squeeze then got out of the car to get Nicky. She took a deep breath and followed the boys into the house. Abby and Mrs. O’Neil had been the party planners. Tears filled Katy’s eyes and her heart ached as she saw the room decorated with the fire truck theme just like Nick had promised his son when he was still in her belly.
Abby walked over to her, putting her arm around her shoulders. Nora and Alayna hugged both of the mothers. Katy laughed as the girls squeezed them as hard as they could.
She wiped her eyes and mumble, “Sorry, I’m such a mess today.”
Abby squeezed her arm which still rested on Katy’s shoulder. She whispered, “Don’t worry, it gets easier with time.”
There was a large crowd in attendance for the one-year-old. All of Nick’s and Jesse’s immediate family had come. Katy was grateful for how Jesse jumped in and basically gave up his life to take care of them. She felt like her and Nicky were intruding on his personal life, especially when he stayed home on Friday nights instead of going out. She told him she didn’t mind, but he insisted it was fine. She loved watching him with Nicky, he was great with him and Jesse was the only father-figure Nicky had known. The Garritys and O’Neils always celebrated holidays together so Nicky was like a grandson to the O’Neils, too.
Katy saw Jeremiah arrive. She smiled and excused herself from some of Nick’s cousins she’d been visiting with. The ex-lovers exchanged a long, endearing hug and a peck on the cheek.
“Where’s the little man?”
“Playing out back with some cousins.”
Jeremiah held a large present and Katy pointed to the gift table.
“How’s Sarah?” she asked as they walked to the table.
He shrugged. “Doing okay, I guess. She has the gender scan next week.”
“You going?”
“If she’ll let me.”
Jeremiah and Katy were never going to be the couple they once were before. After Nicky was born, he informed Katy he was ready to move on. He indulged in as many female prospects around him after being committed to one woman for so long. It worked in his favor for a while until he got one of the interns pregnant. Jeremiah told Katy he didn’t love Sarah and wouldn’t stay with her. Yet he still had every intention of being a father to the baby. However, Sarah wasn’t making it easy. Katy went from the lover he was waiting on to his closest confidant. Katy was happy she was back in his good graces. After he delivered her son, she realized how much she had missed their friendship.
 
***
 
The party started to clear out, only a few close family and friends remained. Jesse and Andy assembled Nicky’s birthday present—a Radio Flyer wagon. Katy cuddled a sleeping one-year-old on her chest as she watched the two of them. Although Jesse and Nick didn’t look alike at all, sometimes when he held Nicky or played on the floor with him, she’d imagine it was her husband.
Grandpa Andy loaded up the wagon into Nick’s Yukon while the remaining partiers loaded up and all headed over to the cemetery to pay their respects to Lisa and Nick. It was the first time Katy had brought Nicky to see his father. She hated every part of this visit, it was their son’s first birthday. Nick should be carrying his son to visit his grandmother, not his best friend carrying her son to visit his father. She sat in the car motionless, not ready to face the dead.
The driver side door opened and Tiffany slid into the seat. She grabbed Katy’s hand and gave it a light squeeze. Everyone else mingled outside the parked cars, waiting for Katy before trekking over to visit the loved ones.
“Today sucks, doesn’t it?”
Katy nodded.
“Everything happens for a reason.”
Katy rolled her eyes and pulled down the visor to fix her make-up. “You know I hate that saying.”
“Think about it, Kit Kat. Jeremiah came into your life to be there when your father died. Nick came into your life to make you believe in love again and to give you that handsome little boy.”
Katy looked out the window at Nicky who was roaring and acting like a tiger much to the entertainment of everyone.
“Yeah, and now I’m a widowed single mother, an untouchable.”
Tiffany shrugged. “Are you?”
Katy followed her gaze. Jesse was crouched down in the tiger position beside Nicky showing him how to roar. Katy’s lips turned into a smile.
Tiffany raised an eyebrow. “He’s pretty great with him, isn’t he?”
Katy looked at her wondering where she was going with this line of thinking.
“You’re blind, Katy! You have a great man that loves you and your son right in front of your eyes and you don’t even see it.”
Katy was shocked at what Tiffany said and chewed on her lip pondering it. Jesse loved her? No. Sure, he loved Nicky, but Katy was part of the packaged deal. He hadn’t ever made a move on her or even hinted about them being anything more than friends, roommates...what exactly were they? Besides after losing her father and her husband to the trade, she wasn’t about to go down that path again. She and her son needed stability in their lives which did not include another firefighter.
Katy reapplied her lip gloss and got out of the car. Tiffany held her hand as they walked toward the crowd and whispered, “I know what I’m talking about.”
Tiffany released Katy’s hand as they got to Jesse and Nicky. Jesse slipped his arm around Katy’s shoulders, pulling her close as he held Nicky in his other arm. Father Galloway had come along and said a prayer at each of the tombstones. Katy surprised herself and didn’t shed a single tear. She figured after a year of crying, she was probably cried out.
Andy swept Nicky into his arms, carrying him like an airplane back to the car so they could head back to the house. Katy lagged behind to have some alone time with Nick. She had given up on being angry at him but it didn’t help her aching soul. She wondered if her heart would ever stop hurting and if she could love again. She looked over and saw Jesse leaning against his truck watching her. Katy smiled and her butterflies immediately attacked her stomach.
She walked over to the truck as a cool breeze blew through the cemetery. Jesse pushed a stray hair over her ear and rubbed her arms. The wind brought goose bumps to the back of her arm. Or was it Jesse’s touch?
“You did great today.”
“Thanks...”
He smiled and nodded.
“No, thank you...for moving in, giving up everything, taking care of us, loving Nicky….for loving me.” Katy bit her lip and looked up into his eyes.
Jesse was taken aback by her accusation. He wondered if it was that obvious and if it was possible that she could love him the same way.
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