
Table of Contents

Heat of the Moment (White Pine Firefighters, #2)

Prologue

Part 1: Let the Games Begin | Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part 2: May the Best Man Win | Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Epilogue


[image: ]

Heat of the Moment

By Adam Carpenter

Published by JMS Books LLC

Visit jms-books.com for more information.

Copyright 2026 Adam Carpenter

ISBN 9798896022626

* * * *
[image: ]


Cover Design: Written Ink Designs | written-ink.com

Image(s) used under a Standard Royalty-Free License.

All rights reserved.

WARNING: This book is not transferable. It is for your own personal use. If it is sold, shared, or given away, it is an infringement of the copyright of this work and violators will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

No portion of this book may be transmitted or reproduced in any form, or by any means, without permission in writing from the publisher, with the exception of brief excerpts used for the purposes of review.

This book is for ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY. It may contain sexually explicit scenes and graphic language which might be considered offensive by some readers. Please store your files where they cannot be accessed by minors.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are solely the product of the author’s imagination and/or are used fictitiously, though reference may be made to actual historical events or existing locations. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Published in the United States of America.

* * * *
[image: ]


Heat of the Moment

By Adam Carpenter

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

[image: ]


Village Set for Annual Harvest Festival; Special Guest to Perform

By Kent Crandall

White Pine, NY. With Labor Day now behind us and the first snowfall no doubt weeks away, the Village of White Pine is gearing up for the twenty-fifth annual feast of the harvest, known locally as the Hibernation Festival, which begins with the crazy Running of the Bears. The highlight of the event is the Fire Ball contest between the White Pine Fire Department and their rivals-in-brotherhood from neighboring Honor Hills.

“We’re tied twelve to twelve, so bragging rights are on the line this year,” said Chief Devon O’Connell, referencing the friendly game in which each department formulates a team of firefighters to hose a metal ball across a wire that stretches out over one hundred feet. “It’s a fun event for everyone, and of course the suggested donation of ten dollars to watch the game benefits the Fireman’s Benevolent Fund.”

When asked which of his ragtag crew of studly firefighters would be participating this year, the Chief was noticeably evasive. “That’s still to be decided. We’ve got some new guys this year who have never played before, plus some veterans who might not have the stamina they used to, so we’ll have to mix and match carefully to ensure a White Pine victory. But trust me, win we will—and you can quote me on that.”

“Bring it on, we’ve won the last three years in a row,” said opposing Chief Alex Silva, “they got anyone left over there?” His own son, Joey, a six-year participant of Fire Ball, is considered their not-so-secret weapon.

Indeed, the White Pine Fire Department has seen its once-dedicated ranks depleted in recent months, what with the surprise relationship of two of its bravest, Angel Montero, who was only with the department a short while, and Trent Rodgers, a seasoned veteran who, after the fiery death of his father and longtime chief Paddy Rodgers, hung up his hose. The department has been operating with a revolving host of volunteers.

“While it does tend to overshadow the rest of the festival, it’s not just about the annual Fire Ball contest,” said festival organizer Alberta Walker, whose own son, Austin, is a two-year member of the White Pine Fire Department. “The whole village turns out for this family-oriented event, with apple picking and bobbing, a pie-eating contest and bake-off, pumpkin carving, and fun, safe rides for the kids. I’ve been bringing Austin since he was young, and this year, well, I’m sure he’ll do us proud during Fire Ball, which he always enjoyed watching. It’s that kind of history we are making here, ensuring that the kids of today continue our traditions when they grow up. The festival is just our way of wishing everyone a comforting winter.”

White Pine, nestled as it is in the low-lying valley between several of the higher peaks of the Adirondacks, often finds itself isolated from the world during the long, cruel winter months. Which, according to Sally Curtis, proprietor of Sally’s Dive, “could last anywhere between mid-October and late April. Heating bills might be a bitch, but come to my bar and you’ll be assured of a very cold beer.”

The other highlight of the festival will be a performance by Tuck & Tumble, the two-man pop duo who scored a big radio hit nearly ten years ago with “Summer Time, Summer’s Mine.” Tucker O’Connell, of Tuck, is the son of White Pine’s own fire chief, who said, “It will be good to see my son the rock star; it’s been awhile since he’s been home.”

The Hibernation Festival takes place the weekend of October 25th, with festivities scheduled all over town. The newly renamed Paddy Rodgers Memorial Bridge will host the Fire Ball contest, and the Saturday night performance of Tuck & Tumble will take place at the band shell. You won’t want to miss the sparks fly.

As in previous years, partial funding for the annual Hibernation Festival is provided by a generous, anonymous donor.

* * * *
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Part 1: Let the Games Begin

Chapter 1
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Austin

Had he not given in to the heat of the moment, Austin Walker’s life might never have changed.

A quiet night, an innocent drink, that’s all it was supposed to be, but then he caught the man’s eye from across the bar. And he knew the night’s outcome would be different. The wink he received back was loaded with potential, with possibilities that only darkness provided, and when he ordered his next beer and made his way beside the newcomer, they were both ready for anything. A clink of chilled bottles, a gentle handshake that tossed off an electric spark and left him weak in the knees, they locked eyes again. He knew, right then, what was about to transpire. Light a match, add gasoline, watch it all combust.

Such was his transient love life in White Pine, a series of opportunities that left you frustrated if you didn’t act fast, ones that left you satisfied if you did. In this small town atmosphere with mostly close-minded people living behind white picket fences, what was a horny young stud like the curly-haired Austin Walker to do? He was a man with a healthy appetite for sucking cock and getting plowed long and hard, hopefully by something long and hard. It was assorted ingredients like those that added up to pleasurable nights of surreptitious, thrilling sex. Tonight promised to be no different.

The guy, young and tall and thickly muscled, had dark chocolate skin that gleamed against the neon light of the bar, and the sizzle behind his eyes indicated he would be energetic in bed. Austin was already imagining his powerful grunts, his eager enthusiasm.

Yes, Austin was ready to open himself up, heart, soul, body, even if just for a few hours. “You just passing through?”

“Yeah. But I could be convinced to stay a few hours more.”

Deal sealed, flame struck.

* * * *
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“Yeah, man, take it, take it all, oh right, that’s what you want..”

“Hell, yeah.”

That’s what he’d wanted since the moment their eyes had found each other, the second those same eyes had wandered down to check out the heavy package the guy had in his pants. Either he was already hard, or he was really big. Turned out, there was a lot of it. That’s what the guy had teased him with at the bar, asking, “You sure you can handle it?” Practically dry-mouthed, Austin had simply nodded. Turned out, the guy was right, it really was this big, as well as black and sleek. Veins pulsed in obvious need of release. Austin was more than happy to help on that front, get himself off as well.

Austin, sweaty hands grasping as best they could at the headboard, was on his knees with his tight, hairy ass open and ready for the taking. He felt every inch of the guy’s impressive cock as it entered him. He exhaled as he felt the pulsing head pierce him, tensed slightly as the shaft slid in, further, deeper, until its full length had slipped fully inside him. He could feel the tickle of the guy’s wiry pubes against his cheeks. His own cock was hard, throbbing; it was thick but stubby.

“Oh man, oh man, that feels great,” Austin said, “Come on, man, do it, do me, hard.”

Just then that thick cock thrust forward and Austin cried out with the sounds of a man in lust, a man in need.

“Aw, fuck, yeah, fuck me.”

“You like the dirty talk, huh man?”

“Shove it inside, fuck me till I pass out.”

“Yup, dirty talk, and you know what...?”

“What?”

The guy thrust violently against Austin’s tight ass. “I like it, too, it turns me on. Makes my cock even harder.”

“Then plow me, fuck me, don’t stop, shove that huge black cock deep inside me.”

There was no need to interpret such aggressive language, it was as plain as the attraction between the two men when they had met at Sally’s Dive down on White Pine’s main drag earlier in the evening. The guy, whose name was Nelson, forced his long cock deeper inside Austin, penetrating him with a determination both had wanted, desired. Austin cried out again, not worried about disturbing anyone who could be listening because no one was home. The house was all his tonight, all weekend in fact, and the notion that he’d met someone so hot and sexy and could take him home and do all sorts of things to him—and have all sorts of things done to him—had left Austin with a hard-on all night, a hard-on that threatened to explode right now, right this very moment...

He felt Nelson’s strong dark hands grab at his shoulders, locking him into position, even as that hard cock thrust deep, deep, deeper still.

“Oh, baby, baby, take me, I love it, oh yeah, it’s just what I needed...”

Nelson grunted loudly in response to this urgent plea, his deep, gravelly voice filling the bedroom as much as his cock filled Austin’s ass. Oooh, oooh, oooh, he heard, all while his body erupted in fire. The bed squeaked, the headboard loud against the wall, as Nelson plowed him harder, deeper. As Austin took each eager thrust, he realized it had been too long since he’d had sex in his own bed, always sneaking into other places—motels, the woods, behind buildings, wherever his desires took him—there was something...natural about sex in his bed, as though it increased the intimacy, the connection between he and his lover. Even as temporary as this encounter was, Austin felt this one-night stand would linger long in his memory, awakening in him something he hadn’t realized before...there had to be more to life than random nights.

But such thoughts could wait.

Right now he just wanted to feel the guy shoot a load inside him.

And then feel his own powerful climax hit him, wrack his body.

“Yeah, yeah, fuck my ass.”

“Take it, Austin, you know you like it.”

“I do, I do,” he said, feeling the hard cock pull out, only to plunge again inside him. He screamed as the thick piece impaled him. He felt the world fall away, as though nothing existed but this moment, this intense, thrilling moment of pure sexual satisfaction. He urged Nelson on, more, more, faster, deeper, hungrier, and Nelson complied with every ardent desire, grabbing hold of Austin’s ass cheeks as he did so, pounding, thrusting, hurting Austin the way he wanted. Austin felt the man’s hands slide over his shoulders, drift down to a patch of hair at the small of his back, eyes growing wide with shock when Nelson pulled at the thick tuft.

“You’re a furry one, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, you like it? Tell me you like it.”

“Yeah, I love your ass, all that fuzzy hair coating your cheeks,” he said with another hard, eager thrust. He cried out a moment later, his breath coming in pants. Austin knew the guy was ready to blow, and so he opened up his ass even wider to receive another hard, thick thrust. Just then he felt the cock leave his ass, Nelson crying out seconds later. Austin felt a hot spurt of come hit him, sizzling against the small of his back and seeping into that patch of hair. The action was too much for him, so hot and sexy and dirty, that he cried out with anticipation. Maneuvering around him, Nelson suddenly wrapped his lips around Austin’s cock, and just in time, too.

“Aww, shit...shit...shit...here I come,” he said, and seconds later his cock exploded in thick bursts of come, drops pumping into Nelson’s mouth and creaming out over his plump lips. White drops against his dark skin only served to heighten Austin’s orgasm, as he pumped out a few last drops. Eventually both men collapsed onto the bed out of sheer exhaustion.

“You were good, I mean, real good,” Austin said, lying on his back, staring at the man who’d just fucked him.

Nelson, on his stomach, smiling, brushing at the curly blond hair that covered Austin’s chest, said, “I was inspired, I like a hairy white guy.”

“And I like a big black cock,” Austin said.

“That’s redundant,” he said with a laugh that echoed in the room. Austin joined in.

When both men stopped laughing, another sound caught their attention.

The fire whistle, loud and piercing in the dark night.

“Aw, shit.”

“That’s you, ain’t it?”

“Duty calls,” Austin said, rising from the bed.

“Too bad, I was looking forward to sucking your cock.”

“Hold that thought,” Austin said, and then impulsively leaned in and planted a kiss on the man’s full lips. He tasted his own sweetness, mixed with a hint of bourbon. What he’d been drinking at Sally’s. As for Austin, he’d only had two beers and after that sex and all that spent energy, he was as sober as the day and ready to take charge of whatever awaited him beyond the wailing fire whistle.

“So, you want me to hang out here while you go fight a fire?”

“Trust me, I’ll leave one fire burning, real hot,” Austin said, buttoning his shirt, slipping on his shoes. He was dressed, Nelson still naked and still quite hard, despite his earlier climax. The juxtaposition hit Austin hard, harder than that long, thick cock had. Sex was fleeting, covered up as quickly as the simple act of putting on clothes. Doused as quickly as the fury of an orgasm. As for fire, it burned long, it left scars a bit more permanent.

The siren pierced the quiet night once again, as though calling to Austin specifically.

“Bye,” Austin said to the man who’d moments ago been thrusting deep inside him.

“Hurry back,” Nelson said, sliding his hand over the thick shaft of his cock.

Austin’s cock was hard again, locked inside his jeans.

Not fair.

But duty calls, time to use a different hose.

* * * *
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“What do we have?”

“Fire,” spoke Dicky Tenders, on duty tonight and all ready to roll out with the White Pine Fire Department’s lead engine.

“Gee, really?” Austin replied.

“Screw your sarcasm, kid, we’ll brief you on board,” the veteran Dicky said with his characteristic attitude. “And maybe if we get this one under control we won’t tell the Chief that you weren’t at your post tonight. Christ, Austin, you said you’d just be down the street at Sally’s. And yet here you come rushing up in your car—which means you were not within shouting distance of the station house. What, you get lucky or something? Christ, you’re hornier than a rabbit.”

Austin tried to blow off the words, but he knew he’d fucked up. What were the odds of hot sex and a burning fire happening in the same night, at the same moment? Why did boring old White Pine suddenly have to be a hive of activity, and why did it have to mess up his plans? He could have been having his cock sucked right now, his ass fucked all night.

Such were his dirty thoughts as he donned his gear and hopped aboard the back of the engine just as Dicky careened out of the station. Traffic was non-existent at nearly three in the morning. Still, the flashing red lights of the engine and the blaring siren were in full effect; it was regulation, and actually the sound gave Austin a thrill. He liked the action, the drama. He was curious where they were heading and what was now being consumed by flames. His cock was still hard as they turned toward Paddy Rodgers Memorial Bridge and zoomed across it, heading out of White Pine.

“Where the hell is this fire?” Austin asked through the communicator built into his helmet.

“Masterson House,” Dicky said from behind the wheel. “Boys from the Hills requested back-up.”

Masterson House was a sizable mansion up in the mountains, and the Hills was actually Honor Hills, a neighboring village. Austin had of course heard of the place; anyone who knew the Adirondack region of New York State had heard of Masterson House. A one-time ski resort and spa, it had closed up about fifteen years ago, when old man Masterson had retired. There was some drama about the family, but few knew the details. No one had gotten the chance to visit the old house since it had closed, as the Masterson family had not only closed the business’s doors, they had gone into full recluse mode. But self-sufficiency only went so far, especially when fire was ripping through its well-built walls.

About two miles beyond the expanse of the bridge, the fire engine took a hard turn and began to make its way up the mountainside road, Austin holding on for dear life. As they rounded one last curve, the horizon lit up like dawn had suddenly cracked. The smell of burning wood was overwhelming, making Austin wonder if the house was going to be salvageable; he wondered about the family, if anyone even still lived there.

At last the engine came to a stop amidst a collection of other emergency vehicles. Austin made out the hook and ladder from Honor Hills, as well as the paramedics from White Pine’s medical center. Men in uniform were rushing around, holding hoses, spewing currents of water at the mansion, now lit by fire, the surrounding woods in danger of catching the heat and erupting into wild flames.

Off to one side, shouting out orders, was the Hills’ fire chief, the silver-haired Alex Silva, and when he saw the new arrivals he quickly made his way over, pointing to the woods. Soon the White Pine team, led by Dicky and four others, unraveled the hose and began to spray around the perimeter of the house, trying their best to keep the fire from spreading.

Austin stopped what he was doing, staring up at the house. Flames licked at the roof, shot out from windows on the upper floors. From what he could see, the lower two floors had yet to become engulfed, and the firefighters from Honor Hills seemed to have it well under control at this point.

“Austin, stop daydreaming about your stud,” Dicky yelled, “Let’s go, let’s go.”

“Fuck you, Dicky,” Austin responded with an angry shout, “I’m here, I’m focused. Just assessing the situation. Anyone inside the house?”

“Not our job,” he said. “Now just do as you’re told.”

Austin heard the warning behind the words and suddenly he shook away all his thoughts and just went to work. He prided himself on his ability to just leap into his task; thinking wasn’t one of his strong suits anyway, and so he rejoined the others from his station house and immediately began to work toward containing the fire. Water shot out of the hose, taking all their strength to keep it steady; they pointed, making an impact. Despite how cool the water felt, Austin began to feel sweat pour from his brow, down his face. The heat of the fire grew as a stray flame jumped from the house to the leafy foliage nearby.

“Look! Get it, put it out,” Austin screamed, taking command of the hose.

The men followed his lead and pointed upward as water danced with fire, dousing the tree and its branches, keeping the fire from catching, spreading. It had been a dry summer, miss one flame and the woods would be kindling in no time. They’d have to call in other towns, they might be battling this blaze for days. But they managed to get the fire out and then help silence the angry flames that were putting up one last fight, one last attempt to claim its prey.

At last, time ceased to matter, as the land surrounding the legendary Masterson House became a hub of activity, until finally the last flames died down just as morning began to break. It would be another two more hours before the firefighters from both towns could relax. Austin himself removed his helmet, his curly blond hair matted from the heat and sweat of battle. He shivered once, realizing now the fire was out, the new day had grown cold. Autumn in these hills, morning rose cold. As he recalled the warm body waiting for him back at the house, he felt newly energized. But he couldn’t leave yet, someone was calling out to him.

“Sir, yes sir?”

Austin recognized Chief Silva making his way toward him, hand outstretched. Another man followed, one younger, dark-haired and with a full beard. He stood his ground as the Chief handled matters.

“I saw what you did, kid,” he said, “The way you put out that flame that leaped onto the trees. Could have been a lot worse, this fire, if not for your quick action. Nicely done.”

Austin shook the man’s hand, smiling. “Thank you, Chief.”

“What’s your name, kid?”

“Austin, Austin Walker.”

“Well, Austin, Austin Walker, keep up the good work.”

Austin looked from the Chief to the other firefighter, saw the latter smile his way. He liked what he saw, the grin slightly crooked and alluring. His beard was sexy, thick. But then as quickly as the moment had happened, it was over and time to return to White Pine. He was told to go home, get some rest. Before he left, Dicky shook his hand, too, told him he was proud of him.

“So, my being late, not on duty when the whistle rang?”

“Your secret is safe with me,” he said, “Heck, I might even tell Chief O’Connell you’re a hero. Keep up the good work, you may find yourself on our Fire Ball Team for this year’s festival. Now get, before you get a swelled head.”

The mention of a swelled head had Austin thinking about Nelson’s cock, and how much he was looking forward to feeling it deep within him again. Upon his return, he found the house had an echo. Most noticeable was the cold, empty bed. But Austin discovered he didn’t mind so much—Nelson had been but a passing flirtation. That seductive look he’d gotten from that firefighter from Honor Hills, that’s all Austin could think about.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Tucker

Had he really made this crazy decision to return home? It was a rhetorical question, really, since his car had just crossed over the expansive, newly renamed Paddy Rodgers Memorial Bridge and slipped past the wooden sign posted just on the other side that stated Welcome to White Pine, New York, Population 1275. Make it 1276, he thought with an ironic, sad laugh. Yup, here he was, nearly to his childhood home, his tiny red car stuffed with his belongings—clothes, guitar, assorted other pieces of what he was calling, at least to himself, his former life. That didn’t mean he was here for a new one, it was more a holding pattern, or as he told himself, a visit to purgatory.

White Pine. There was nothing wrong with the place per se, nice people lived here, his parents among them. It’s just that, for him...well, he had left with big dreams in his head, and to achieve them he had to rid himself of the small town mindset. And in point of fact, his instincts had been dead on, as he’d achieved a great deal in the ten years since his departure, not as much as he’d hoped for but enough that he could return to White Pine with his head held high. That is, if he didn’t reveal too much of the truth; that was one of the things fame taught you, how to spin things so people only saw the glamorous side, the upside. Fame, fortune, the reality was that there was a lot of downside to such trappings, and for Tucker O’Connell, he’d seen it all. Both on the way up and, inevitably, on the way down.

Speaking of being down, he had just turned the corner onto Maple Drive, and at last, after miles upon miles, state after state, fear after fear, into the driveway of number 325. A cute little cape where a younger version of himself had played, run, and dreamed. Now, he’d come running back, older, wiser, his dreams tinged with the irrational fears of night. He rubbed his face, feeling the scruffy effects of not shaving for nearly a week, wondering if he would even recognize himself if he looked in the mirror. All such thoughts, though, dissipated, as before he could even step out of the car, his mother came rushing out of the house, still dressed in a floral-print housecoat.

“Tucker, you made it, oh my dear,” she said loud enough for the neighbors to hear.

Behind the house was an old cemetery, and Tucker had a sense those residents had heard her, too. He smiled over his gallows humor, even as his sweet-natured mother wrapped her arms around him and held him tight. After a good thirty seconds of silent embrace, Tucker began to wonder if she was ever going to let him go. But finally she did, only to assess the person that was her only child.

“You’re too skinny,” she announced.

Tucker looked around, saw a couple of neighbors watching the scene unfold.

“Mom, I’m fine. Normal weight.”

“Are you eating?” she asked with a worrisome tone that came too easily for her. “God, you’re not on drugs, are you? All those rockers are, you know.”

Yes, Tucker did know, but he wasn’t.

“No, Mom, I’m fine, and no...I’m not strung out.”

“Such words,” she said with an easy slap against his arm. “I was pouring milk over my cereal, not sure when you would be here, but now that you are...pancakes, French toast...you know I can easily whip up either...honey, are you sure you’re okay? You need a shave.”

“Mom, geesh, I’ve been in a car for days...”

“Pancakes, blueberry flavored,” she decided to herself. She wasn’t listening as usual, not as she dragged him toward the front entrance of the house, not as she waved at her neighbor, Bitsy Davenport, who even though she was looking right over the hedges, suddenly attempted to look away so as not to appear nosy. Still, she nodded knowingly when Jane O’Connell said, “My son, Tucker, he’s home, the famous rock star, finally come home to roost.”

“His music is too noisy,” said the nosy neighbor.

Tucker just hung his head, hoping to hide himself in the mop of hair that helped shield his brown eyes. Was it possible to feel claustrophobic even while out in the bright sunshine of the day, sky as large as possible hovering above you? He was chock full of rhetorical questions this morning, realizing the answers would not have made him happy anyway, so why bother? Once he was inside, the familiar scent of coffee filled his nostrils and he was thankful for one thing: the perpetually full pot of coffee his mother had available.

“When did you decide you liked coffee?” she asked.

“Mom, I always liked it, you just didn’t like to share it.”

“Well, your father, the hours he keeps at the fire station, you never know when he needs a pick-me-up. But fine, make yourself a cup, milk is in the fridge, sugar isn’t.”

“I like it black,” he said, taking a grateful sip. For a moment he closed his eyes and heard the gentle gulp of liquid slide down his throat. There was a musicality about it, a rhythm which had him tap his hand against his thigh. Yup, you take the guy out of music, but you can’t take the music out of the guy.

“Your father will be down in a minute, he’s getting ready for an important meeting.”

“The big fire chief, now he takes meetings instead of fighting fires?”

“Don’t disrespect your father, he’s earned his title,” Jane said.

Devon O’Connell, a florid-faced fellow and a thirty-year veteran of the White Pine Fire Department, had been elevated to the post of chief last spring after the death of longtime chief Paddy Rodgers. He’d earned the title and the respect of the village, his appointment having progressed from acting chief to permanent post in a matter of weeks. Tucker had sent a card of congratulations, along with a bottle of thirty-year old Scotch. On the phone, Jane had stated how nice it would have been had Tucker come for the swearing in ceremony. She repeated it again, now.

“Mom, I’m here now.”

“On your schedule,” she said.

“Can we not do this?”

“Not do what?” Tucker heard from behind him, and when he turned he found himself face to face with his imposing father. A quick glance, Tucker was surprised by how much the man had aged, even as his mother still seemed locked in her own time. He was still stocky, but his hair was noticeably thinner, grayer, and his gut was quickly redefining the word paunch. But that sparkle in his eyes was still there, especially wearing his finest dress blues.

“Hey, Dad!” Tucker said, attempting a quick embrace and being immediately rebuffed.

“Son, so good to see you...here, let me take a look at you, it’s been too long,” Devon said, holding Tucker back at arm’s length. His face scrunched up, as though fully examining the situation. “Skinny, if you ask me. Too much of that California granola lifestyle. People claim it’s healthy, but look at you...”

“Told you so,” Jane added.

Tucker drank from his coffee, wishing it was something stronger. Where was that bottle of Scotch?

Maybe he was on the skinny side, but when you make music videos for a living and the camera zooms in on your body, five extra pounds can look like a hundred. “Seems like you’re more than making up for it, huh, Dad?” Tucker said, with a light jab at his father’s gut. “Sitting behind a desk too much these days, not enough action.”

“He sees plenty of action,” Jane stated, “More than he needs to.”

Devon turned back to his wife. “Except I missed out on last night, didn’t I?”

She waved off his comment. “I practically had to rope him back into bed,” she said.

“Why, what happened?”

“Early morning fire, chief of the department should be there,” Devon said.

“It was an assist, you weren’t the lead engine.”

“Like that matters,” he said with an easy harrumph. “A big, deadly house fire up in the hills, an important landmark, I should be there. Luckily no one was seriously injured. And from what I’ve heard from the early reports, our guys saved the day. Ha, like Silva thinks he can win the competition this year, bunch of also rans if you ask me. Say, speaking of, Tucker, we need some help on the Fire Ball team this year. I’m sure you’ll want to help.”

“I’m not a member of the department, Dad,” Tucker said. “Rules are rules. No
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