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Dedicated to the loving memory of my friend, who shared the inspiration for this story from the tailgate of a pickup truck as we watched the fire next door. 
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Pain seared Brandy Harding’s throat as she swallowed past the boulder of despair crushing her heart. Her husband had left for work angry for the first time in twenty years. If only she’d kept her discontent to herself. They were both physically and emotionally drained, having helped their last child, Ava, move into her place three hours away from home.

Why she’d found it necessary to express her innermost insecurities this morning—when he was scheduled for three days on—was beyond her. Where had her common sense gone? Her husband was undoubtedly experiencing some of the same emotions as she was. He’d just relinquished control over the daily activities of his little girl.

Ava was their only daughter and just seventeen. Their nineteen-year-old twin sons, Dylan and Tyler, had each other to watch out for them, to ensure they never got lonely or sad. It hadn’t seemed so hard when they moved into their place. They lived merely an hour’s drive from home, while Ava had spread her wings and enrolled in a university in the northern part of the state.

The final chick in their small nest had flown the coop. 

God knew their daughter moving out on her own was no minor event for her alpha husband. In his mind—Brandy could attest from years of experience—he was responsible for the happiness and well-being of everyone carrying his name. And what did Brandy do? Within the first week after they’d lost their bright star, she laid upon his shoulders her doubt and despair about the future of their marriage. She wanted to kick herself for her lack of sensitivity. 

There wasn’t much she could do about it now. Once the words had left her mouth, there was no snatching them back. Judging by his reaction, storming out without even a goodbye kiss, she’d hit a colossal nerve. Because of the danger of his job, they’d always made it a point never to leave the house angry or without a kiss. She cried at the pain she’d read on his face. 

After twenty years, she knew how to push her husband’s buttons. And she’d wanted him to be as miserable as she. Looking back at the situation now, dumping her discontent on him was the cruelest thing she could have done. He suffered as much as she did. He just didn’t wear his heart on his sleeve like her.

In three days, he’d be calmer and possibly more receptive to her apology. They’d make up as they always did, though she’d never seen the depth of hurt in his eyes like this morning. Had she finally gone too far? A shudder of fear rushed down her back. She didn’t want to lose him.

On second thought, she shook her head. It would be better to tell him now just how sorry she was for adding to his distress, for not being more conscientious about his suffering. She’d ask for his forgiveness. After she finished with the girls next door, she’d call him at work. Texting would just make it worse. He hated the impersonal form of communication. 

Brandy glanced at the clock above the stove. “Shit.” 

Her neighbors were due at any moment. Wallowing in self-pity had taken more time than she would have liked. She’d promised to help the Donnellys plan their daughter’s wedding.

She blinked back her tears and dried her face with her hands, pulling herself together. One day, they’d be planning their own daughter’s nuptials. She chuckled through her sniffles at the bitter sweetness. Talk about despair. If they were this distraught over Ava going off to college, handing her over to a man would send them over the edge.

When the doorbell rang, she mentally switched gears. No need to dump her lousy mood on anyone else today. This was only the natural progression of life anyway, a transition into old age. She snorted. At thirty-eight, she was hardly over-the-hill, surely.
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“Hi, Brandy. Thanks for offering to help us plan Amber’s wedding.” Gretchen Donnelly toted a large stack of bridal magazines and a thick day planner through the front door of Brandy’s country farmhouse.

“No problem. I’m looking forward to being part of her special day.” Brandy ushered them through the house and into the kitchen. She smiled while filling three glasses with ice. She nodded toward the freshly brewed pitcher sitting on the kitchen counter. “Amber, can you bring the tea to the back porch?”

The young bride-to-be lifted the pitcher filled with iced tea and lemon slices and held the screen door open with her hip while the other two women stepped onto the covered porch. A set of dainty porcelain wind chimes tinkled in the faint breeze.

Brandy’s golden tabby, Daisy, sauntered across the wooden rail, brushing her face and body against the porch post, then jumped off and meandered into the backyard.

It was a beautiful summer day, the perfect setting to plan a wedding. Brandy thought of her special day long ago. She recalled the depth of love she had held for her hero.

Sadly, the spark dimmed over recent years with work, bills, and responsibilities. She’d give anything to experience the excitement that shone in her young neighbor’s eyes.

Gretchen sniffed the smoky air, setting her books on the table. “Old Man Peterson must be barbecuing.”

“Yeah, and it sounds like his dogs can’t wait to get their chops into a juicy steak.” Brandy frowned at the racket vibrating through the trees and across the yard.

Her five-acre parcel sat between the Peterson and Donnelly homesteads. What sounded like a hundred dogs barking frantically filled the ordinarily peaceful atmosphere with a violent ruckus.

Amber laughed. “They’re having a fit.”

While Gretchen and Amber arranged the wedding materials on the table, Brandy stepped down the wooden steps and into her backyard. She glanced toward the Peterson property and gasped. Her hands slammed against her chest as her heart tumbled to her stomach.

“Oh my God. Fire!” She waved her hands in the air, instinct insisting on action. “Call 9-1-1!” she screamed over her shoulder as she ran toward the chaos next door.

Red flames shot through the trees. Billows of dark gray and black smoke rippled through the sky like massive ribbons. Confetti made of ash flew everywhere.

Brandy bent at the waist and slipped between the wooden slats of the fence separating their properties. 

“Hold on,” she shouted to the bawling animals as she ran toward the cages closest to the fire. Dogs, cats, and goats jumped and circled their confinement, frantically trying to escape from being cooked by the blistering inferno. Chickens and roosters clucked, scattering all around.

The scent no longer promised sizzling beef. This close, it smelled of acrid, burning leaves. The smoke clogged Brandy’s lungs and burned her eyes. She buried the lower half of her face in the crook of her arm, coughing as she tried to draw in oxygen past the searing pain in her chest.

She pulled the neck of her t-shirt over her nose and mouth as she rushed closer, unlatching the dog pens one by one. Heat burned her arms and legs. Shuddering fear slithered down her spine.

A neat row of kennels housed the neighbor’s hunting dogs. Eight large enclosures with concrete flooring held a variety of beautiful canines: spaniels, a pointer, and a couple of mixed breeds.

Brandy’s heart swelled when the four-legged creatures burst through the gates as she threw the latches, giving her barely enough time to get out of the way as they pushed through.

“That’s it, fellas, run!” They darted past her and scurried beneath the bottom rung of the fence onto her property. She shooed several cats out of harm’s way. They ran for dear life and then jumped up to perch atop the metal shed some distance away. Their hackles raised and their eyes widened as they meowed in terror. 

When Brandy turned toward the goat corral, she saw Gretchen and Amber already releasing the animals. The frightened creatures scrambled. The women drove them with flailing arms and whistles toward the back of the property as far away from the heat as possible. Mr. Peterson’s small wooden cabin was completely engulfed in flames.

The man customarily set fires to burn debris, and the authorities had been here many times, warning him against such practices. County ordinances require permits and, at the very least, close monitoring by anyone wishing to burn in these dry woods. But never had one of his fires gotten so out of control.

Peterson’s jeep was absent, so Brandy assumed he’d merely gone to run an errand or something. She stepped over a pile of charred timber and rubble. Surely, he wouldn’t set a fire and then leave for a significant length of time, his poor animals at its mercy.

Brandy jumped back to escape a falling branch. Her foot caught on a rock, and she tumbled to the ground.

“Ouch!” She rolled to her hands and knees and crawled as fast as she could to safety. Sticks and stones dug into her palms and scraped the skin on her knees. Pain and adrenaline pumped through her body.

“We’ve got to get the hell away from the fire!” Gretchen yanked Brandy up, and they darted beneath the fence several feet away. The sound of approaching sirens drew closer.

Brandy’s heart raced, and her ankle throbbed as a large red fire engine rolled down the long dirt drive, kicking wakes of gray dust beneath its tires.

Several neighbors congregated on Brandy’s side of the fence, viewing the spectacle with nosy interest. An ambulance pulled in behind the fire truck, a sheriff’s cruiser, and an Animal Control van.

Brandy hobbled over to a large log beneath an oak tree on her property and dropped onto it. She pulled her sore foot across the opposite knee. Her ankle had already swollen.

Amber plopped down beside her, concern marring her brow. “Do you think it’s broken?”

Brandy shook her head, wincing. “Just sprained, maybe.” She wiggled her foot. “I can still move it.”

A familiar black pickup truck pulled in behind the other official vehicles, and she placed her foot back on the ground with a frown. “A little ice and it will be as good as new.”

Gretchen smirked, teasing, “Someone’s going to be perturbed if you’ve let yourself get hurt over an animal again.”

Brandy ignored her neighbor’s remark, and the three of them watched the men handle the fire. The firefighters moved around the adjoining property with expert expediency, and Brandy was relieved. Drawing a deep breath, her heart rate normalized.

She knew she was gaining a reputation for putting animals above her own safety. She would never forget the time a rabbit had bitten her while she was trying to release it from the neighbor’s trap. They’d briefly worried the animal might have carried rabies, and she’d experienced a smidgeon of regret for her actions.

No one gave her more grief over her cuts and scrapes than her overprotective husband. She’d prefer him not to discover what she’d done, charging in to release the animals, but it was highly unlikely. Maybe he wouldn’t have to know she’d hurt her ankle. She could only hope.

“I’m not hurt,” Brandy assured her friends. “Anyway, there’s no way we could just stand around and let all those critters die.”

Gretchen wrapped an arm around Brandy’s shoulder. “We all know how much you love animals.” 

Her broad-shouldered hero, with his deep tan and dark brown hair peppered with a touch of gray, stepped out of the pickup. He wore sturdy boots, jeans, and a black t-shirt with the fire department logo and the words ‘Fire Inspector’ across the back. A gold badge flashed from one side of his leather belt. He stopped long enough to give each woman a thorough once-over. “You all right?” he shouted across the fence.

“We’re fine,” Brandy hollered back. Her heart fluttered, and her pulse quickened.

“Why are firefighters always so good-looking?” Amber asked the other occupants of the log bench. Her gaze remained on the yellow-clad men spraying the flames with large water hoses and the others moving around, checking for falling debris.

Brandy laughed. “I don’t know.” She pointed toward her hunky fire inspector. “But that one makes my panties wet.”

Gretchen bumped Brandy with her shoulder. “You two need to be quiet, or I might have to make Amber’s dad take off early from work tonight.”

“Oh, Mom, please.” Amber’s nose scrunched. “Too much information.”

“What?” Gretchen asked. “Do you think you’re the only ones who get aroused by a good-looking man?”

“No. But, Dad?”

“I’ll have you know your father was a lady-killer in his day. Believe me, we don’t need Viagra in this family.”

“Mom!” Amber screeched. She cupped her ears. “Please stop. The visual is making me queasy.”

Brandy burst into laughter, and the other two joined in. Several men turned their gazes toward them, but then promptly returned to the tedious work of extinguishing the fire.

After a long time, Amber
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