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I WISH MY HEAD COULD forget what my eyes have seen...

Two years after running a black ops mission in Syria, Dane Morrison is struggling with PTSD while serving his Aspen community as a fireman. Though many around him can tell that something is wrong, there is only one person who can pull him out of the fire and make his life better. 
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INTERIOR DESIGNER CHERYL McKinney is trying her best to get life back to normal while mourning the death of the father of her unborn baby. Even though she has the support of her best friend, Delilah, an apartment fire will show her how alone she really is, that is until a handsome fireman offers to help.  
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Dane
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THE POPPING SOUND OF gunfire faded in my dream and morphed into the annoying sound of my alarm. As I rolled over, peeling away from the sweat-soaked sheets, I slapped the stupid clock from the bedside table sending it to the floor. Unfortunately, it took my glass of water with it, which rolled dangerously close to the edge, as its contents spilled down the side of the table.

“Son of a bitch,” I said, reaching to grab the plastic cup a moment too late as it bounced to the floor. “Damn it.” Minding the fact that my hand was wet, I collapsed onto my pillow. It would be easier if I just went back to sleep.

Or would it?

Corso, my handsome gray Weimaraner, quickly came over from his spot on the floor and licked my hand, which still hung over the bed. Then he found the puddle and went to work cleaning it up while I caught my breath. Another bad dream had my heart in my throat, leaping like a frog with its ass on fire.

After I gained my wits and sat up, Corso laid his head in my lap for his morning praise. “You’re a good boy, Corso. Cleaned that mess right up, didn’t you?” I patted his back, and he lifted up to lick my face. “It’s almost sixteen hundred hours, my good buddy. Time to get ready for work.”

Four p.m. and all is well.

I got to my feet, found a dirty shirt, placed it over what remained of the water, and walked to the bathroom to perform my usual duties. After my shower and shave, I headed to the closet for a pair of jeans and a shirt. While I pulled on my boots, Corso walked over and got my keys off the dresser and then brought them to me in his mouth. “You’re too smart for your own good,” I said, patting his head. “Now, let me grab my wallet, and we’ll be on our way.”

I rescued Corso as a puppy. He was my faithful companion and went everywhere with me.

Knowing that I’d grab something to eat at the station, I passed up the fridge and led Corso to the back door. As soon as it was open, he ran out to do his business, marking at least three trees in my backyard. By the time I’d locked the door and walked over to the truck, he was ready to go. I opened the door, and he jumped up into the cab, settling in the seat beside me as I climbed in and started her up.

The drive to work was a short one, just a quick trip down the main road, through the town square, and then another couple of turns until I came to the fire station where it looked like I was the last to arrive.

I passed a couple of my brothers on their way out, shaking their hands and wishing them a good night, and of course, they all had to say hello to Corso too. He loved the attention much more than I did. Being a private person, I was a man of few words and avoided the spotlight as much as possible. I loved my work and my unit, and I was glad that I’d been assigned to my station.

As I walked up the stairs, I found Markus Reid in the kitchen, cooking up what smelled like his prize-winning chili. As the oldest on the crew at thirty-eight, he was our mother hen, always keeping the rest of us in line and our bellies full of something more than fast food and junk. “Is that five-alarm this time?” I asked, knowing he never made anything but the spiciest chili.

Markus grinned. “Nah, I made it a little weaker this time for pussies like you and Henry.” He gestured over to the living area where Henry sat watching a preseason football game. He raised his hand and gave Markus the middle finger.

“Bring it on, old man,” Henry challenged. “I can take anything you dish out.” Giving Markus a hard time about his chili was about the only thing that Henry Kent and I agreed on. It wasn’t that we didn’t respect the hell out of each other, but in the past two years, when I’d become a firefighter with the Aspen Colorado Fire Department, we hadn’t spoken to each other unless absolutely necessary. Even though we got along okay, we more or less talked around each other, never lining up on our opinions of the world even if we were on the same side. And though I wasn’t sure about it, I’d heard it was my coming in behind him with more experience that pissed him off and knocked him down a peg. I guess Henry was the type to hold a grudge.

Then there was David Cranson, who everyone called Davey. At six foot two and two hundred fifty pounds of solid muscle, he was a gentle, fun-loving soul who knew when it was time to get down to business. I couldn’t think of a better man to go into a burning building with.

Davey walked right up to Corso and gave him a pat on the head. Then he looked me in the eye. “When are you going to get a real dog, one with spots.” He leaned down and let Corso lick all over his face. “I’m only kidding, old boy. Spots are overrated.” He liked to kid with the dog as if Corso understood, and, most of the time, I wasn’t sure if the two weren’t speaking the same language. Corso followed him to the living room and planted himself right smack between Henry and Davey as I went into the kitchen to join Markus.

Markus stirred his chili as he waved the steamy aroma into his face. “Doesn’t that smell good?” He flashed me a big grin. “I added a ghost pepper this time, boys, so beware.” Markus had participated in every local food competition for as long as I’d known him, and he had finally won his chili cook-off last fall at the town fair, and since, we’d never heard the end of it. 

“Yeah, make sure you don’t touch one and then touch your eye like you did last time, Davey.” I lifted my voice across the room to where he could hear. He had been such a big baby about it, and I’d had to flush it out.

“Oh man, that was the worst. I forgot and handled my contact lens. Took days to get it back to normal,” Davey said.

“Nothing is worse than taking a piss and burning your dick,” Markus added. “You guys are going to be sick of chili by the time I’m done. I’m getting ready for this year’s competition. I want to turn it up a notch, so tell me how you like it.”

“Boy, if you don’t all sound like a bunch of pansies.” Henry stood to his feet, where at six foot, he was just shy of being as tall as the rest of us. “Forget the chili, what are we going to do the rest of the night?”

Davey laughed. “From the sound of it, we’ll be taking turns on the toilet.”

Henry sighed and gave Davey a narrowed glare. “I meant poker, asshole. Or we could play dominoes.”

“Cards is fine with me,” Markus said, then held up his chili-covered spoon and tasted his handiwork.

I knew if I picked one, then Henry would insist we played the other. “I’m up for whatever.” It was sure to be a slow night, but no one dared say so. It never failed that when you got too cocky, a fire would break out somewhere, or worse, a cat would need rescued.

Davey followed Henry into the kitchen, which was barely big enough to hold the four of us. Corso whimpered from the other side of the room. “You want some of that delicious chili, don’t you, boy?” Davey asked, giving the dog’s gunmetal-gray coat a stroke.

“No,” Henry and I said at the same time.

We exchanged a look, and I continued, “You’re not feeding my dog that stuff. I’ve got him trained, and you’re going to spoil him. Besides, I don’t even want to remember what happened the last time you thought you could slip him some human food.”

“Yeah, that was horrible. The carpet still has the stain,” Markus snapped, giving Davey a dirty look. “If you do that, man, I swear I’ll kick your ass.”

Davey lifted up his hands. “Fine. But you guys are no fun.”

“He’s got a whole bag of kibble, Davey. He’ll never know the difference.” I didn’t need a sick dog to nurse back to health because Davey felt generous, and I wasn’t sure it was getting through that thick head of his. “If you sneak him a taste, I’m making you pay his vet bills for the rest of the year.”

Markus gave his chili one last stir. “Someone find the bowls. Dinner is ready.”

Davey turned to get them out of the cabinet. “I want some corn chips too,” he said as he placed the dishes on the counter, then went for the bag of chips in the pantry.

“You’re going to ruin the chili with that mess.” Markus crinkled his nose. Not only did he decide what we ate, but he also tried to control how we ate it, and he hated when we drowned out the flavor of his cooking.

“And cheese,” Henry said, bullying his way in and grabbing a bowl.

“No.” Markus growled. “You’re going to compromise the entire flavor of the chili. Just try it, just once, without all of that junk.” Markus raked his fingers through his graying black hair with disappointment in his eyes. All he could do was watch as his chili was turned into nothing but a condiment for their chips. “At least use some of the onions with that. I cut them to garnish with.”

“Would you listen to that?” Henry teased. “Garnish? Don’t get too fancy on us now, Markus.”

“I think I’ll just appreciate the chili,” I said when Henry tried to pass me the bag of chips.

Markus smiled. “Thanks, Dane. A true connoisseur of chili knows no beans, no chips, no cheese. The chili must stand alone.”

“No, everyone knows it’s the cheese that stands alone,” Davey said as he sprinkled some onto the top of his chili. “Heigh-ho, the derry-oh.”

The other men laughed, but Markus shook his head. “At least one of you will see how good it is on its own,” He clapped me on the back, and after I got my bowl fixed, I followed the others to the communal table where I’d spent more hours with the four men than I could count. If we weren’t eating or playing games, we were sitting around gossiping like a bunch of old ladies. We were one big, happy family. Or something like that.

Corso settled at my feet under the small, square table and behaved himself like a gentleman as I ate. And when I was done, I reached over and took Davey’s empty bowl to the sink with my own before he could have Corso lick it clean.

“All right,” Henry began. “What’s the buy-in. Papa needs a new pair of shoes.”

“No money this week,” Markus replied. “I’m strapped.”

Henry sighed and let out a sound of frustration. “Dammit, Markus, don’t tell me that the girl is cleaning out your wallet.”

“It’s hard to do that when she left two weeks ago.”

“Ah, another smart one. Was she jealous of your cooking skills?”

Markus downed the last of his energy drink. “No, more like I was sick of her lack of compassion. But don’t worry, I’ll get a new one.”

“A dime a dozen,” Henry said with a gruff laugh. “What about you, Davey?”

Davey raked his hand through his blond hair and then scratched his chin. “I’ve had no luck.” He threw down two cards and looked to Henry who was dealing. “Let’s see if that changes with this hand.”

“You wish. I’m winning this deal.” Henry dropped his cards to the table and then counted out two from the deck for Davey.

“What about you, Dane?” Markus asked, who knew better than anyone that I didn’t talk or especially volunteer, answers about my personal life. 

I dropped all five cards to the table. “I’m too tired to think about it. Ask me another time.” I looked at Henry who shook his head and dealt me another hand.
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Cheryl
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“YOU’D LIKE THIS DESIGN,” I said to my tummy as if the baby, who was 20 weeks along in my belly—aka 5 months—could understand what I was talking about. I had recently been hired to redecorate the Swansons’ new front room. They were a young couple I’d met over a year ago, back when life was much happier, and I still had a waistline that wasn’t in the process of disappearing. Now, on my way to being a single mother after losing my boyfriend, and needing all the help I could get, they’d been kind enough to hire me to design for their remodel.

“We’re going to make the happy couple’s house the prettiest ever, and you’re going to be mommy’s little helper, aren’t you, Doodlebug?” I had taken to calling the baby “Doodlebug” because I didn’t yet know the gender, which didn’t bother me like it did some people.

I got to my feet and stretched before padding to the kitchen for a cup of tea. The silence was so obvious, reminding me how truly alone I was, that I felt the sadness creeping in. “Nope, not gonna happen, Cheryl,” I told myself as I took the kettle to the sink and filled it with water. “You’ve got to pick yourself up and be strong. You don’t have time to mourn. You don’t have time to feel lonely. You have to be strong, be a good mother, and be the breadwinner. You’re all this little nugget has.” I stroked my belly as I talked myself down. I’d have time to fall apart later, at least that’s what I always told myself. If I broke down every time I felt like it, I’d do nothing but cry, and then I’d be nothing more than a big blubbering mess. And just like that, the tears were put on hold till next time, and I lifted my chin and put my kettle of tea on to boil.

I ambled to the other room and picked up my sketches, giving them a once-over with fresh eyes. With still so much to do, and with the designs due to my client the next day to secure the deposit on the job, I figured I had another few hours of work before I could get back to the book I started the night before.

Picking up my pencil, I went back to work, but my bladder called and it would not be refused.

I went to the bathroom and locked the door, even though I was home all alone, and after flushing, I walked to the sink to wash up and was startled by my own appearance.

Dark circles appeared under my brown eyes, and I noticed my face had rounded a bit as if being cursed with a dusting of freckles and dimples wasn’t enough to make me look like an episode of 
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