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SUMMER IN NEW YORK meant baseball, suffocating humidity, and family barbecues. I wore the jersey for the former and was late to the latter Saturday afternoon. A chargeable offense when it was my job to supply the meat. The record high humidity caused the jersey to stick to my back and the loose hairs escaping my ponytail to curl. As I crashed through the back gate of my childhood home, the toe of my chucks catching on the loose steppingstone, my oldest brother turned to me with arms crossed by the grill. His dog, Felony, sat beside him, tongue lolling to the side.

“Don’t give me your serious detective face, it was Dad’s idea to put me in charge of the burgers,” I said, shaking the bag of patties fresh from the butchers. Felony perked up, sniffing the air. Her head tilted, jingling her tag against the badge on her collar.

“I’m not a detective anymore,” Patrick said, patting Felony’s head.

“Your serious cop face, then,” I said. He rolled his eyes.

“Those patties better be from Sal’s butcher shop, not Red’s,” he said, waving his spatula at me. “I don’t want to be eating meat prepared by retired nozzle jockeys.”

“Yes, it’s Sal’s.” I set the paper bag with Sal’s green logo on the table by the grill. “Even though I had to add another twenty minutes to my commute.”

“Good on ya.” He nodded, bending the brim of his Mets cap. “Can you give Theo a hand with shucking the corn in the kitchen? You know he always leaves tiny hairs on the cobs.”

“I’ll supervise, but my job was pick-up and delivery,” I said, heading for the back door. 

Theo perched on one of the kitchen stools lining the center island ripping into corn husks. Andre sat beside him, his well-worn faded-blue Mets tee revealing his left tattoo sleeve. 

“I thought it was family only,” I said, leaning against the door frame and pushing my sunglasses to the top of my head.

“Good to see you too, Jules.” Andre sent me a smile, winking one of his hazel eyes at me. 

“Andre’s as good as family, and he showed up on time.”

“It helps when you have a car with flashing lights to clear traffic.” Crossing the kitchen, I leaned against the island across from them. 

“Andre knows better than to abuse his status like that,” Lucy said, carrying grocery bags full of salad fixings into the kitchen, my niece following behind her.

“You’re right, that’s more Theodore’s style,” I countered, raising my eyebrows at Theo, and getting a face full of corn silk for using his full name. Blinking, I pulled the strings from my face and tossed them in the garbage can between Andre and Theo. 

“Where’s Drew?” I asked when my brother didn’t follow his family in.

“Working a case. I’ve got the night shift tonight, so I’ll take him a plate on my way to dispatch.” 

That explained the NYPD polo she wore instead of her old Mets jersey. 

“You’re working tonight?” I turned towards Theo and Andre. “Are you two pulling a weekend graveyard shift too?”

“Nope, we’ve got the weekend off,” Theo said. “We’re gonna head to the stadium and try and get tickets to the game tonight.”

“Do you want to come with?” Andre offered, tossing the last ear of corn into the pot on the stove. Theo sent him an imploring look; the same one he started using our freshman year in high school when he didn’t want me to tag along. 

“I don’t want to crash guys night.” As tempting as watching from stadium seats was, I could just as easily watch the game on the living room couch with Dad.

“It’s not crashing if you’re invited,” Theo said, surprising me when he didn’t jump at the excuse to leave me behind. “You should come. It’ll be fun.”

“Can I go?” Maddie asked. At five, she hero worshiped Theo and me.   

“I don’t know,” Lucy said, glancing at us, silently asking if we’d be okay with her tagging along. I let Theo decide, seeing as he already had one unintended plus one added to the evening. 

“The more the merrier,” he said, rustling Maddie’s hair. 

Dad arrived as Patrick set the plate of burgers on the table, dressed in his blues from his Chief of Department days even though he left that title behind for commissioner five years ago. Shrugging out of his jacket, his orange and blue Mets cufflinks stood out against his white dress shirt. He acknowledged us with a wave on his way upstairs to change. 

“Did your meeting run late?” Patrick asked when Dad took his seat at the table looking more relaxed in jeans and his old Seaver jersey.

“Commissioner Borelli was more unreasonable than usual,” he grumbled, slathering butter on a cob of corn. 

“What do you expect from the head of the hose-pullers?”  Theo piled his bun high with two patties before smothering it with mayo and ketchup.  

“You’re going to clog your arteries.”

“You’re one to talk,” he said, eyeing my plate. “Have enough artery clogging butter on your corn?”

“The key is balance,” I said, then asked Andre to pass me the salad mostly to make my point. 

“If the FDNY keeps pushing in on cases where we have jurisdiction, they’re going to get what’s coming sooner than later,” Andre said, handing me the salad bowl.

“Under no circumstance are you to start anything with any member of the fire department,” Dad ordered, leveling his serious gaze on each of my brothers and Andre in turn. “Tensions are high enough, we don’t need to add bad press in the mix.”

“Hey, if they throw the first punch, I’m not holding back,” Patrick said, taking a swig from his beer.

“Why don’t you channel your frustration into helping me improve my batting average,” I suggested, pointing my fork at him. “A punch to the face is momentary satisfaction followed by possible suspension. Whereas winning the annual charity baseball game against the FDNY will offer a year of gloating rights.”

It was the first year I was able to meet the requirements to try out, if only by a technicality. As the sole member of my family who didn’t work in law enforcement, my one qualification to try out was by becoming a medical consultant to the NYPD. There were some benefits of having connections to One Police Plaza. 

The team was strong this year. We could actually win it. And I really wanted to win. The FDNY have kept the trophy for three years in a row. It was time for it to come back home to the NYPD where it belonged. 

“Juliet’s right. You’re going to have to keep the competition with the fire department on the baseball field. As my children, your actions reflect on the commissioner’s office and will be scrutinized even more now that it’s a reappointment year,” Dad said. When Theo conspiratorially nudged Andre, he added, “I expect all my officers to be on their best behavior. In and out of uniform. The media are everywhere, and they influence the public’s opinion, which in turn influences the mayor.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not just your officers they report on.” Stabbing my fork into my salad, ranch dressing squirted across my hand. 

“I still say ice princess is better than rogue cowboy,” Theo said, handing me a napkin. 

“None of it is ideal,” Dad said. “As much as I hate having the media come after any of you, it’s inevitable. So, we need to provide a united front against them this time and ensure the media can’t spin our actions or responses any way but in support of the NYPD. Clancy’s arranged for all of you to have one on one time with him to prepare.”

“You expect us to listen to your public relations liaison when you hardly ever do?” Patrick asked, flipping his baseball cap backwards before taking a bite of his burger. “Need I remind you, some of us got good press last time around.”

“Luck of the draw,” Theo said. “You screwed up no less than us. You just managed to avoid the cameras when you did.”

“None of you are screw ups,” Dad chided. 

“But they are troublemakers,” Andre said, looking at Theo and me. “In detention more times than not if I remember correctly.”

“You’re one to talk. You were right there with us,” I reminded him. 

“I think having some lessons with Clancy is a great idea, Michael. Anything to help protect the family from the media,” Lucy spoke up.

“Good, because you’ll be participating as well,” Dad said, causing Lucy’s smile to falter.

“What about me?” Maddie asked, butter dripping down her hands from her corn.

“We’ll have our own lessons at home with daddy,” Lucy said, grabbing a napkin and sopping up the butter before it got on Maddie’s clothes. 

“Just tell Clancy the truth. The more he knows about your schedules and life the more he can help prevent the media from blowing anything out of proportion.”

“So, it’s like when we meet with prosecution before we go on the witness stand for cross-examination?” Theo asked.

“Yes. Clancy’s on our team. He needs to know everything.”

“Is this a ploy for you to learn anything we might be keeping from you?” Patrick asked.

“Are you keeping secrets from me?” Dad asked, looking at each of us in turn.

“No,” we answered in unison. 

“I don’t believe that for a minute,” he said with a wide smile. 

Conversation veered to the game, and when Dad found out we planned to watch it at the stadium, he reminded us it wouldn’t excuse us from mass the next day. He’d still expect all our butts in the pew on time, hungover or not. 

Maddie asked what ‘hungover’ meant and I distracted her by offering to paint her face for the game. Lucy followed us inside, trying to set me up with one of the cops she’d helped through dispatch while packing up leftovers in Tupperware to bring to Drew. 

“I’m just saying, give it a chance. He’s cute and funny, and I think you two will really hit it off.” 

“I can find my own dates, Luce,” I said, filling in the blue heart on Maddie’s cheek.

“But they never go anywhere, do they?”

“Harsh!” I rinsed the paintbrush in the cup of water and wiped it on a paper towel. 

“The truth often is.” She snapped the lid to the Tupperware in place.

“You think you can choose someone better for me?”

“I think a man in blue, someone who’s career instills trust, respect, and loyalty in him, might be just what you need.”

Turning back to Maddie, I dipped the brush in orange paint and moved to her other cheek.

“I’m not interested in starting a relationship with someone who puts his life on the line every time he goes to work. There’s enough worry to go around with Patrick, Drew, Theo, and Andre.”

Lucy’s eyes lit up at the mention of Andre, but before she could say a word the man himself came into the kitchen.

“Didn’t know you worried about me too, Jules.”

“Like Theo said, you’re family.” He’d been around our house so much while growing up he’d been unintentionally absorbed into the Cavanaugh clan. He was even in some of the portraits.

Focusing on Maddie’s face paint, I spelled out ‘Go Mets’ across her other cheek in alternating orange and blue.

“Alright, you’re all set,” I said when I finished her face paint. Helping her down from the counter, she headed straight for the bathroom to check it out for herself. 

“I could do your face for you,” Andre offered, grabbing the paintbrush.

“And end up with a blue and orange penis on my face, no thanks.” 

“I would never do you dirty like that,” he feigned. 

“History says otherwise.” I held out my hand for the paint brush. He dropped it into my open palm.

“I like to think I’ve matured since eighth grade.”

“I’m not convinced enough to risk it.” Rinsing off the brush, I put the kit back before following Andre outside. We left Theo’s beat-up car parked on the street in favor of the subway. 

...

Bottom of the ninth, tied game, Mets up to bat with two outs, and Maddie had to go to the bathroom. I told Theo not to buy her the slushie, but like always he didn’t listen. Taking Maddie’s hand, I kept my eyes on the field as I led her back towards the bathrooms. I waited outside the door with my gaze glued to the TV screen above one of the concession stands.

“Come on Alonso, don’t choke,” I muttered. The first pitch was wide, but he swung. Strike. 

My phone buzzed with a text from Andre requesting two beers after Alonso struck out. Glancing at the steadily growing line, I sent him back the middle finger emoji. He took that as a yes. Once Maddie emerged from the bathroom, I steered her to the back of the line behind a guy who was tall enough to block the TV. Moving to the side until the back of his head didn’t obstruct my view, I kept a hand on Maddie’s shoulder to ensure I didn’t lose track of her while distracted by the game. 

I stepped forward along with the rest of the line, inching my way to the counter. Standing to the side, I kept most of my attention on the game. Which inevitably was my downfall when the guy in front of me turned with his order and inadvertently ran into me. His nachos ended up on the floor while the cheese dripped down the front of my jersey. The drink carrier of beers miraculously remained steady in his other hand. Glancing down at my shirt, I let a curse word fly.

“Aunt Juliet, you said a bad word,” Maddie unnecessarily pointed out at the same time the guy apologized.

“I know. If I buy you cotton candy, will you promise not to tell your mom and dad you learned that one from me,” I said, accepting the napkins the guy offered. 

“I really am sorry,” he said, hovering as I tried to sop up the cheese. 

“At least it wasn’t the beer.” It wouldn’t do to reek of alcohol on the ride home. Talk about the potential for bad press. Giving up on my shirt, I turned my attention to the guy. He scratched his free hand along his jaw, his dark brows furrowing. 

“Seriously, no worries,” I said. He was cute, for a guy who might have made dry cleaning my favorite jersey necessary. Full lips, angular jaw, and long dark eyelashes framing hooded dark brown eyes that radiated concern. Maybe the fact he stopped to help instead of shouting at me for getting in his way pushed his attractiveness up a notch, as well. 

“Hey, you’re holding up the line. Either order or step aside,” the employee behind the counter said, causing both me and the guy whose nachos I now wore to glance over at him.

“Two beers, one cotton candy, a club soda, and a nacho,” I rattled off my order, reaching for my purse. The guy beat me to it, pulling his wallet from his pocket and sliding cash across the counter before I’d even unzipped my bag. 

“You don’t have to do that. I ruined your nachos.” I tried to hand him cash, but he wouldn’t take it. 

“And I ruined your jersey.” Taking the cotton candy from the concession employee, he dropped down to one knee and handed it to Maddie. “I’m sorry I made your aunt curse. Please don’t get her in trouble.”

Okay, his whole interaction with Maddie pushed his attractiveness up to dangerous levels. 

“Okay,” she said, taking the cotton candy without looking at him. 

I handed him the nachos when he stood back up.

“Try not to spill it on anyone this time,” I playfully warned before grabbing the beers and Maddie’s free hand. 

“I’ll do my best,” he said with a bright smile that had my heart doing a stupid little flip. Forget cute, he was downright swoon worthy with that smile. 

Raising the drink carrier of beers at him, I offered a final thanks before making our way back to our seats. 

“What happened to your jersey?” Andre asked as I handed him his beer.

“I had a run in with someone’s nachos.” Taking my seat beside him, I cracked open the can of club soda, pouring some on a napkin and dabbing at the stain on my shirt. It didn’t do much more than make my shirt damp, as well as cheesy. 

“People should watch where they’re going,” he muttered, taking a swig of his beer. “Did they at least apologize?”

“Yes, and he even paid for your beers and Maddie’s cotton candy.” 

“And you were saying the slushie would be too much sugar,” Theo chimed in, his gaze on the field. “Dad’s going to have fun trying to get her to sleep tonight.”

“It’s the weekend, one late night won’t hurt her.” I refused to admit how I let a curse word slip in front of her. I didn’t want to give him any ammo to use against me in the future.

The echoing crack of the solid contact between bat and ball had my attention swiveling back to the game. After a nail-biting inning on defense, we were back up to the plate. Leaning forward in my seat, I launched to my feet along with the blue and orange clad crowd around me when McNeil slid across home plate, winning us the game. 

Andre and I embraced in a side hug, jumping in time with the crowd’s chanting, while Theo lifted Maddie on his shoulders. Wrapping one arm across her legs, he raised his beer in celebration while Maddie clapped, her mouth stained blue from the cotton candy. It might seem overkill to some, but it was the first win after a long string of losses. 

Filing out of the stadium in a slow stream of fans, Maddie still on Theo’s shoulders and Andre sticking close behind me to make sure I didn’t get swept up in a side current, we made our way back to the subway. Maddie crashed hard after we transferred lines, her sugar high worn off. She’d transferred from Theo’s shoulders to Andre’s back, her head resting against his shoulder. He carried her back to the house from the station and up to my old bedroom where she’d be sleeping. 

Pulling off her shoes, I tucked the covers in around her. I probably should have woken her up to brush her teeth, but I was nervous she’d never go back to bed if I did. Flicking on my old nightlight, I kissed her on the cheek with the bright blue heart and left the door open a crack before heading out to Theo’s car. 

Andre insisted they give me a ride home, even though I could have easily taken the train to Brooklyn Heights and saved them 20 minutes. Instead, they dropped me off in front of my apartment building, idling at the curb until I made it inside.

I made sure not to disturb my roommate, Sruti, as I shuffled to our shared bathroom. Stripping out of my jersey, I threw it in my ‘to be dry cleaned’ bag and did a half-assed job brushing my teeth before crawling into bed. I had a measly few hours before I’d need to be sliding into the fifth pew with the rest of my family for mass.  
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SWEAT DRIPPED DOWN my back, and my tee stuck to my skin as I exited Prospect Park. The sun had only been up for an hour and it was already a scorcher. Running in place at the curb, I waited to cross the street. Blaze took a seat on the sidewalk beside me, and I adjusted my grip on his leash. Darting across the street during a break in traffic, we barely made it to the opposite curb when a single wail of a siren sounded behind us. Turning, I rolled my eyes when a cop car double parked someone at the curb, its lights flashing. A young cop swaggered towards me with his chest puffed out. 

“Is there a problem, officer?” I asked, trying my best to sound polite. His eyes flicked to the FDNY logo printed on my shirt and his gaze darkened.

“You just jaywalked,” he said, pulling out his ticket book. He had to be shitting me. That’s why he was stopping me.

“You’re giving me a citation for crossing the street?” 

“You endangered yourself and drivers by not crossing in a cross walk. I know FDNY are cocky, but none of you are above the law,” the officer said, clicking his pen. “Name?”

“Noah Borelli.” I crossed my arms when the officer’s head snapped up at me, his eyes narrowing. 

“Stick to the crosswalks,” the officer said, ripping the ticket from his book and handing it to me. 

“Seriously?” I asked after glancing at the amount on the citation. One-hundred and fifty dollars. For crossing ten feet away from the crosswalk. What a joke. 

“You have a problem with it you can plead your case to the judge,” he shrugged, turning his back on me and returning to his car.  

Shaking my head as he drove away, I refrained from giving him the finger. I shoved the ticket into the pocket of my shorts and continued my run at a faster clip. Unhooking Blaze’s leash when we entered our apartment, we both went straight for water. Oliver came out from the bathroom wearing his EMT pants and an FDNY tee identical to mine. He either just got off shift or was about to head out. I could never keep any of my siblings’ schedules straight. With four out of six of us working at different fire companies it was pretty much a lost cause from the start. 

“You’re back later than usual. Your time’s slipping,” Oliver said, slapping my stomach on his way to the fridge and making me choke on my water. 

“Hardly.” I pulled the crumpled ticket from my pocket and slid it across the counter. “I got held up by New York’s ‘Finest.’”

“Jaywalking?” He shook his head. “Don’t they have real criminals to chase?”

“Apparently not,” I grumbled, pulling out my phone to pay the ticket online and get it over with. I didn’t have time to plead my case to a judge who would ultimately side with the police. 

“Are you off today?” he asked, nuking a breakfast burrito in the microwave.

“The next two days. I’ve got my CPR recertification in about an hour.” I’d put it off a little too long and missed the red cross recertification, so I had to go to the hospital instead. “I’ve got a  24-hour shift Friday, so you or Sawyer are gonna need to make sure Blaze does his business outside and not in the living room.”

“That was one time, and it was all Sawyer,” he defended, pulling the plate from the microwave as I headed to the bathroom for a quick shower. 

Oliver was gone when I stepped out of the bathroom. He must have been headed to work. We really should put our work schedules up on the fridge like Ma did with our sports schedules growing up.

Making my way back to my room, Blaze tight on my heels, I threw on a plain gray tee and jeans before grabbing my laptop and heading out to the couch. After a quick run through of my social media, I checked my email. There was one from my captain asking if anyone could cover an extra day shift next Thursday. I responded letting him know I was free to cover it before clicking to the next message: an email from my dad with links to prep material for the lieutenant exam. I sighed and I flagged it for later.

With Eli in Rescue Four, Oliver a paramedic, and Allison the engineer of the truck in her company, Dad turned his attention to me, his new pet project. He wanted me to follow him down the bureaucratic route. The prep books he’d recommended three months ago have been sitting in my ‘save for later’ folder online. Pulling up my cart in a new window, I hovered my mouse over ‘buy now.’ Without clicking on it, my gaze darted to the bottom corner of the screen to the time. Muttering under my breath, I closed the laptop without signing off. I needed to leave ten minutes ago if I stood any chance in making it to my CPR certification on time. 

Tossing Blaze a bone, hoping it’d curb his tendency to chew on the furniture, I headed out to Brooklyn Methodist Hospital. I made sure to use the crosswalks on my way, still bitter about the outrageous fine I had to pay. By some miracle, I arrived before the instructor. The dummies were all set up around the room for each student. As I stood before the last free table, the instructor came bustling into the room in bright blue scrubs. She had a tumbler of water in one hand and her phone in the other.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said with her back to us, dumping her water, phone, and bag on the table in the front. “Dr. Davis has an unfortunate case of food poisoning, and I was notified about five minutes ago they needed me to cover this class.”

Pulling a hair tie from her wrist, she gathered her long dark hair up into a ponytail and turned to face us. Her gaze swept over the class, pausing on me as we shared a puzzling look and I tried to figure out why she looked familiar. She was pretty, with a playful spark in her gray-blue eyes, memorable even though I couldn’t place her. Before I could put my finger on where I’d seen her, she moved on.

“I’m Juliet, and lucky for you I’m less of a stickler and offer more practice time. Now, is this anyone’s first time getting certified?”

Her name triggered a memory of the aroma of popcorn, beer, and nacho cheese from the weekend at Citi Field. I’d made a complete fool of myself by spilling nacho cheese all down the front of her jersey at Saturday night’s game. And she couldn’t have been a better sport about it. 

Starting the class, she gave no indication if she remembered me. Letting those of us who were there for recertification practice on our own, she focused on helping those who had never done CPR before. At the end, she called us all together and reviewed everything on the test, hinting at the important parts, before handing out tablets with the written quizzes. It was my fifth time taking it, so I sped through the test. Hitting the submit button, a green check mark appeared on the screen, letting me know I passed.  

Each person went up to the practice dummy at the front of the room for the practical examination, the first-timers cautious when they stepped up beside it. It was a more advanced model than the last time I’d been certified, where the dummy registered depth and speed of chest compressions and lit up accordingly to let you know if you were keeping the correct rhythm. It was touch and go, with one person faltering until Juliet started singing ‘Stayin’ Alive’ to help her speed up her compressions, but everyone left the class certified. 

Juliet signed off on each of our tablets signifying we passed the practical exam, collecting them afterwards as everyone filed out of the room. I made sure I was last in line, hovering after she took my tablet. 

“I don’t know if you remember me,” I said when she glanced up at me and I immediately second-guessed if I even wanted her to remember me as the guy who ruined her jersey. 

“You’re kind of hard to forget,” she said, eyeing me up and down. “My whole laundry bag smelt of nacho cheese after Saturday.”

“Again, I’m sorry.” I rubbed the back of my neck.

“The cleaners got the stain out.” Waving off my apology, she stacked my tablet in the carrier with the others. 

“And did the cotton candy keep your niece from telling on you?”

“The bribe worked. I think the sugar coma I put her in removed the incident from her memory.” 

“Her parents didn’t mind the sugar high?” 

“Alas, she’s a repeat offender. Every holiday she gets smashed on sugar and blacks out from the candy rush.” 

Her dry humor made me smile. 

“I’m Noah,” I said, reaching across the table and offering my hand. 

“Ah, now I have a name to add to the memory,” she said, shaking my hand. 

“Is there any way to redeem myself from the cheese incident?” I didn’t like the idea of her forever recalling me as the nacho-cheese guy.

“I’m officially off the clock and the cafeteria in the Carrington Pavilion has decent coffee, plus I get a discount,” she offered, shouldering her bag. “I just need to return these tablets to the information desk first.”

I followed her through the halls of the hospital, unfamiliar with the layout myself. Today was the first time I’d set foot in the building. Opening the door for her, we stopped at the curb as two bright yellow taxies sped by before crossing Sixth Street to the other side of the hospital campus. 

“I like your converse,” I said, the blue material splattered with the orange Mets logo contrasted with the sterile white tile, catching my eyes. 

“Thanks. My brother, Theo, and I made matching pairs together. Well, he painted a pair of high tops, but with the same design.”

“Were you at the game with him Saturday night?” She’d ordered two beers, and I doubt she’d intended on drinking them both herself. 

“Him and his friend. They let Maddie and I crash bros night,” she said, stopping by the information desk and handing over the tablets.

“You two sound close.”

“I’m closest to him of all my brothers,” she said as we continued down another hall until we made it to the cafeteria. 

“How many do you have?”

“Three, all older, if only by a few minutes in Theo’s case. He never lets me forget it.” She shook her head with a smile. “Being the only girl and the youngest meant I spent a lot of time tagging along trying to be one of the guys.”

Grabbing muffins to go with our coffee, she insisted on paying for both. She pulled out her ID, flashing it at the cashier for her discount before tossing it back in the bag. 

“What about you? Are you close with your family?” she asked, taking a seat across from me at a table set against the wall. 

“Yeah. I share an apartment with two of my brothers, which is better than it probably sounds.” Oliver and Sawyer annoyed me at times, but I liked having them close and knowing they were just a room away, at least when our days off lined up. I spent my whole life sharing rooms with them and living together now made the apartment feel more like home. 

“How many siblings do you have?” she asked, leaning closer as she popped a piece of her blueberry muffin in her mouth. 

“Five. Three brothers and two sisters. I’m right in the middle of them.”

“Wow, big family. Do they all live in New York?”

“Yeah, my whole family’s here. I come from a long line of New Yorkers originating from Queens.” Swirling the plastic stirrer around the coffee, I took a sip. It wasn’t half bad for a hospital cafeteria. 

“Same. Except from Brooklyn.” She blew on her coffee before taking a sip.

“Is that how you came to work here?” 

“Actually, I don’t work here. I normally work over at Komansky Children’s Hospital, but this is a sister site, and I had a patient to see over here this afternoon.”

“Are you a nurse or a doctor?” She seemed a little young to be an MD, but I didn’t want to insult her and exclude it as an option. 

“Neither. I’m a Physician Assistant.” She stirred another packet of sugar into her coffee before testing it again.

“Not to be rude, but what’s the difference?” 

“My license requires I work under a physician, but I see my own patients, make my own diagnosis, and prescribe the treatment I see fit.”

“So, you get the perks of a medical degree with less debt.” 

She huffed out a small laugh as she took another sip from her coffee, splashing some on her upper lip. Reaching for a napkin, she wiped it away.

“Kind of, though I’ve never heard it put so blatantly.”

“So, if you work at the children’s hospital, do you only treat kids?”

“By choice. My license allows me to work on all ages, but I focused my work experience on pediatrics.” She set the plastic stirrer to the side. “What about you, what do you do?”

I took a bite of my muffin, stalling as I considered how to answer without lying. Women tended to have two reactions when they found out I was a firefighter: they fetishized it, or they turned their nose up at it. Either way it changed the way they interacted with me, seeing the job instead of getting to know me. 

Swallowing the bite of muffin, I still hadn’t decided how to answer. Thankfully, her phone chimed, offering another distraction.

“I’m sorry, one moment,” she said, pulling her phone from her pocket.  

Biting her bottom lip, her brow furrowed and her fingers flew across the screen.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“No. Theo is supposed to pick Maddie, the niece I bribed with cotton candy, up from summer camp, but my sister-in-law says he can’t make it. I’m the only one who’s off the clock, and now I’ve got about forty minutes to make it to Staten Island.”

“You better get going then.” Hopefully she had a car, she’d never get there on time if she had to take the subway from here. 

“I’m sorry to rush out,” she said, grabbing her bag from the back of the chair. 

“I understand. You’ve got an adorable little niece on Staten Island who needs you. Thanks for the coffee.” I raised my mug to her, trying to tamper down the disappointment lodging its way in my throat at her leaving.  

Pulling a pen from the pocket of her scrubs, she grabbed a napkin from the table and scribbled across it.

“In case you want to do this again.” She slid the napkin across the table to me. “You’ve officially redeemed yourself.”

With a small wave, she booked it out of the cafeteria. Watching until she turned down the hall, I glanced at the napkin to find ten digits scrawled across the paper in blue ink. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I added the number to my contacts.
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THANK GOD I BORROWED Sruti’s car today. The Ferry to Staten Island was faster than the train. Even with the Ferry, I cut it close. Sruti’s car didn’t have a car seat, so I drove several laps around Lucy’s block until I found street parking, then took the train to Maddie’s summer camp. By some miracle, after sprinting four blocks from the station, I made it with minutes to spare. 

I waited outside the front doors, breathing heavy and sweating like crazy, until Maddie came skipping out, her Frozen backpack bobbing out of sync with her. Taking her hand, I kept an eye out for cars as we crossed the parking lot. She told me all about her day on the ride home, barely stopping to take a breath between stories until we climbed the front steps of her house. 

“How was your day?” she asked, hanging her bag up by the door. 

“It was, unexpected. I had coffee with a new friend.” I almost didn’t bring up Noah, but then I remembered who asked the question. Everything’s simpler when talking with a five-year-old.

If I’d told anyone else in our family I’d had coffee with a new friend, they’d insist on knowing who it was, and upon finding out it was a guy, they’d assume it was a date. Then they’d want details. Maddie just said ‘cool’ before asking if we could watch Frozen. Turning on the TV, the local news came on, reporting on a shootout in the city.

Officers from Midtown North engaged an armed suspect earlier this afternoon. The suspect has been apprehended, but there’s at least one officer down.

Midtown North. Theo’s Precinct. I stared in horror at footage of officers milling around, yellow crime scene tape spread across the entrance to a side street downtown. The remote slipped from my hand. I scanned the faces of the officers but couldn’t find Theo or Andre in the crowd.

“Aunt Juliet, are you okay?” Maddie asked, tugging on my arm.

“Everything’s fine,” I said, forcing my voice to be as close to calm as I could manage. Snatching the remote from the floor, I switched the TV to play her movie. 

She sat cross legged in front of the screen and as soon as the opening scene started, the movie had her full focus. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I ducked into the kitchen. I called Theo first, then Andre, but neither answered. Chewing on my bottom lip, I called each family member in turn with the same result. No one answered and no one was responding in the group chat. Scrolling through news articles online for any updates, the metallic taste of blood forced me to stop chewing my lip. Instead, I paced the length of Lucy’s small kitchen. 

The news recycled the same information on a loop, forcing me to obsess over the details shared. With each step my thoughts spiraled down a rabbit hole of worst-case scenarios until a text from Theo silenced them.
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Letting out a sigh of a breath, I grabbed a napkin from the counter and dabbed it against my bleeding lip. After a minute or two my heart and pulse calmed down and I joined Maddie in the living room for the rest of the movie. After an encore viewing, I had her fed and tucked into bed by the time Lucy came home. 

“Thanks for picking her up last minute,” Lucy said. Her eyes were red rimmed. 

“It’s not a problem.” 

“And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the officer down. I took the dispatch call, but I didn’t know who it was, and I didn’t want to worry you.” She rubbed her hand down her face, smearing some of her eye liner.

Wrapping my arms around her shoulders, I pulled her into a tight hug. She slumped in my embrace.

“I’m sorry you had to take the call.” I couldn’t imagine having to remain calm and collected on a call when it could be about one of our own. I’d be a complete mess. 

We stood embracing in her kitchen for several minutes and I let her be the first to pull away. She squeezed me once before she did, wiping the tears from her eyes. 

I hesitated before asking her, “who was it?”

“Officer Harris.”

I knew Harris. He was on the baseball team this year, set to be our first baseman. He was a good cop and a nice guy. Just a few months ago he found out his wife was pregnant with their second child. 

“What can I do to help?” 

She shook her head.

“The department has it covered. Patrick and Drew started a volunteer list for people to bring his family food, I’ve lined up playdates between the widow’s toddler and Maddie, so she has time to handle the estate, and Theo and Andre are on the honor guard until the funeral Friday,” she said. 

Once again, because I wasn’t part of the department, I was the odd Cavanaugh out. Pressing my lips together, I forced back my disappointment. This wasn’t about me. I was being selfish. 

“Alright, well, I should get going, but let me know if you think of anything else.”

“And let me know when you get home.”

The commute back to Brooklyn went faster than the trip out. Dropping Sruti’s car keys on the table by the door, I pulled my phone out to let Lucy know I made it home safe. I paused at the text alert on my screen. 
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I smiled, adding Noah’s number to my contacts, and shooting back a reply before switching over to my texts with Lucy.

...

Friday morning, I coated my lashes with waterproof mascara and tucked a travel pack of tissues into my purse. Donning my usual funeral uniform of a knee length A-line dress and black closed toed heels, I smoothed back my hair into a high ponytail. 

“I wish I didn’t have court so I could be here when you get home.” Sruti leaned against our bathroom doorway. She’d swept her dark hair back into a neat bun and wore her power suit.  

“I’ll probably go to Plug Uglies with Theo and Andre.” They’d need a sober buddy today. 

“How are they dealing with this?”

“I don’t know. Not well, I imagine. They’re on the honor guard, so I haven’t seen or talked with them in the past few days.” 

“And how are you dealing?” She tilted her head, sending me a knowing look. I smoothed my hands over the front of my dress.

“Theo and Andre were on patrol downtown when it happened. I keep thinking how it could have just as easily been one of them.” It plagued me each time my family donned the black mourning bands across their badges. How one day, one of them could be the cause for its reappearance. “I hate the gut-wrenching fear and anxiety when anything happens on one of their shifts.”

“I know, hon. But worry comes when you care about someone. You can’t love someone, regardless of their occupation, and not ever worry about them.”

“But the worry is monumentally smaller if their jobs don’t force them into life and death situations.”

My phone rattled against the counter with an incoming call from my dad. He was waiting downstairs.

“I have to go. Good luck today. Kick butt against the defense.” Slipping my purse over my shoulder, I hugged her on my way to the door. 

One Police Plaza supplied the car for the funeral, a black SUV with tinted windows. Dad, Lucy, and Maddie were already inside when I slid in. The boys would arrive with their units. As part of the commissioner’s family, we had seats reserved up front behind officer Harris’ wife and son. I hated having a front row seat to the crumbling grief of the loved ones left behind.

I don’t know how Dad kept it together, but he stood steady with dry eyes. I was a mess as soon as the service started, my heart tugging me back six years when my family sat one pew up in tearful silence and Dad gripped tight to the folded-up flag handed to him by the last commissioner. 

Leaning into my father’s strength, I held onto his arm throughout the service. I’d been to at least a half-dozen funerals for line of duty deaths, but it never got any easier. Seeing my brothers and their brothers and sisters in arms donning the mourning band across their badges, watching the shaky hands of Harris’ wife accepting the folded flag, and hearing the radio static from the end of watch call had a chilling ache settling in my heart and hot tears trickling down my cheeks. 

I rinsed my face with cold water in the church’s bathroom after the service. The water washed away the uncomfortable tight skinned feeling of dried tears from my cheeks. Taking a steadying breath, I put on a brave face before heading out to the funeral procession with my head held high. I was a Cavanaugh. Through our tears we remained steady in the face of tragedy. 

Theo and Andre stood stoically beside the grave with the other officers on the guard throughout the burial. When the funeral ended, and with it Theo’s honor guard duties, I made my way to him and pulled him into a tight embrace. He returned it readily, his breath shaky in my ear. 

“I’ve got the first round at Plug’s,” I said, pulling away to find Andre and my family surrounding us. 

“I need to get back to One Police Plaza,” Dad said, squeezing Theo and Andre’s shoulders. “Make sure you drink responsibly. You’re off duty, but still in uniform. And while in uniform, you represent the force.”

“Yes, sir,” they both murmured. 

“I’ll keep an eye on them,” I said when Dad circled around to me.

“Thanks, sweetheart.” He pulled me into a side hug, kissing me on the top of my head before heading back towards the black SUV parked by the edge of the cemetery.

“I’m driving Luce and Maddie home.” Drew hugged me. When he pulled back, he slipped a few bills into my hand. “Have a drink for me.” 

“Drive safe.”

Hugging Lucy and Maddie goodbye, I turned back to the three who were left. None of us had a car, so we ambled out of the cemetery on foot and headed to the nearest subway station. 

Plug Uglies was wall to wall cops when we got there. Standing in solemn silence, the subtitles moving across the bottom of the TV were unnecessary today as the news casters droned on. When coverage of the funeral flashed across the screen someone reached up and turned it off. 

As promised, I bought the first round, and we raised our drinks as Theo’s Sargent toasted their fallen brother. The cops’ answer rumbled the floorboards, and the silence was broken. Stories of Harris were told in pockets around the room. Patrick ordered a round of shots after, but I let Theo drink mine. I’d be nursing my beer for the rest of the afternoon so I could get Theo and Andre home with no incidents. 

Leading the way to the back, Patrick called dibs on the pool table, racking the balls. For a small time, we were able to overcome the heavy grief permeating the bar with our petty sibling rivalries. Theo and Andre paired off, leaving me on Patrick’s team. They had the advantage over us, having spent more nights than either Patrick or I in Plug’s polishing up their inebriated billiard skills. My sobriety couldn’t counter their experience. 

“It’s like you’re trying to suck,” Andre taunted when the cue ball rolled to a stop across the table without hitting any other ball.

“At least she’s not a cheater,” Patrick said, sending a pointed look to Theo. He’d ‘accidentally’ bumped into Patrick as he made his last shot. 

“You always were a sore loser. You didn’t have to choose Jules as your partner, we both know she sucks at pool.” Theo tipped his beer back. 

“Laugh now, you won’t be when I show you up on the practice field with my two-seam fastball in front of your fellow cops,” I said. The taunt lost some of its edge when I slipped out of my heels, losing three inches. Theo patted my head like I was a misbehaving kid. Giving him the bird, I stretched the soles of my feet against the wood floor, thankful for the smallest of barriers my pantyhose provided. 

An hour later, I reluctantly slipped my heels back on. Patrick left a half hour ago after making sure I could handle Theo and Andre, who’d moved onto the shuffleboard. He’d volunteered to help me, but I had a better track record of getting drunk Theo to follow directions. The two always ended up at each other’s throats whenever Patrick tried to tell Theo what to do. 

Another toast went up to Harris, and the hollow look in Theo’s eyes had me cutting him and Andre off and ending their game. Bribing them with the promise of pizza when they got home, we started the trek back to Brooklyn. Seats were limited on the Q train and by the time we made it to Kensington, my feet were killing me. Limping off the train, Andre stopped me before I attempted the stairs, offering a piggyback ride like he had with Maddie after the Mets game. I hesitated, concerned he wasn’t sober enough to make it without wiping out. It was worth the risk. We made it to street level without incident and strolled to their apartment with me on Andre’s back and Theo carrying my heels in his hand. 
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“IS EVERYTHING ALL GOOD with the fam?” Geo asked, moving to the next truck compartment to check the equipment. 

“Other than my dad riding me about the lieutenant exam, everything’s fine. Why?” I asked, pocketing my phone. Grabbing the clipboard resting on the rear seats, I dated and initialed the inventory sheet after ensuring all the air tanks were accounted for. 

“Because that’s the fifth time you’ve checked your phone since shift started. Last time you obsessively checked it was when Allison’s truck got called in to that out-of-control pallet fire in the Bronx.”

“I’m not obsessively checking my phone.” I waved him off, moving around the truck to hang my clipboard up on the wall. 

“Right. As the poster child for work ethic, don’t you usually keep it in your locker?” He sent me a smug smile. 

The overhead speakers buzzing to life with a second-alarm call at Ivy Tower had his smile fading. The whole house erupted with commotion. Rushing to the gear, we grabbed our PPE from their hooks. Shoving my head into my hood, I kicked off my shoes and stepped into the boots. I tossed my phone on the shelf above the gear hooks and pulled the suspenders attached to my turnouts over my shoulders before flinging my coat on. In just over sixty seconds our company had our gear on, air tanks and all. The engineers started the trucks, flicking on the sirens, and a couple of the guys halted pedestrian traffic in front of the station. I followed Geo into the truck, hopping up the steps as it pulled out after Engine 54 with my heart thudding like it did on every call since my candidate days. 

The sirens blared from both the engine and our ladder truck, and still Midtown traffic was slow to clear. Tourists had their phones out, some filming, some trying to take a selfie. I turned my gaze to Geo who sat across from me rubbing his gloved hands together, one of his nervous tics. After seven years on the truck together, there was little we didn’t know about each other; knowing each other’s movements made for better coordination on calls. 

We were the first ladder company on the scene, which meant we’d be on the inside team performing search and rescue, and clearing the attack stairwell for the engine company. Piling out, we checked in with the engine captain. The call put the fire around floor 20 up to 24. Grabbing our tools, we rode the elevator to the 18th floor. Geo led the way up the stairwell from there. We started with the 20th floor. Working through the light smoke, we cleared it and continued up. Two floors up, dark, heavy smoke poured out when we opened the stairwell door, impeding our vision. Temperatures skyrocketed as we pressed down the hall. We’d found the fire. 

Geo circled back to the stairwell, radioing the incident commander to report the floor and communicate the attack versus evacuation stairs. He continued up the next five flights, clearing the staircase of any civilians before signaling the engine team again and clearing them to start up with the hoses.

The rest of us searched the 22nd floor. Systematically, I made my way through apartments, which were thankfully empty. Busting through the front door of one of the apartments on the West side of the floor, a wall of red and orange flames greeted me from the left, creating a smokescreen across the room. Using the wall to my right to guide me, I swept the room and those adjacent to it. There was one closed door in the apartment, and I had to work to force it open. Smoke poured in after me, and I paused in my sweep, my heart lurching to my throat, when my thermal imaging camera showed a glowing red blob in the far corner of the room. 

Dropping to my knees, my hands shook as I reached out for the unconscious person. He lay face down on the floor. There was no time to check for a pulse, I had to get him out and hope for the best. 

I worked my webbing until I had a makeshift harness around him. Pulling on the handles, I dragged him out of the bedroom and back into the main living area. The fire blazed hotter, engulfing most of the front room in angry flames. Fire licked its way up half the front doorway, eating up the baseboard and frame. Trying my best to shield the civilian from the fire, I pushed past the flames, my coat soaking up the heat. With my left-hand tracing against the wall, I continued down the hall to the evacuation stairwell. Drenched in sweat, I pulled the civilian’s head and shoulders higher off the ground. I descended the stairs as fast and safely as possible, sending a prayer up to the big guy.  

Bursting through the doors outside, I dragged the man a few more feet before releasing my hold on the webbing and easing his shoulders and head onto the sidewalk. I pulled off my mask and gloves, starting CPR while shouting for paramedics. I kept up compressions until two paramedics relieved me. Switching out my air tank for a new one, I headed back in. 

...

Three hours later, our truck rolled into the station. Sweaty, soot covered, and exhausted, we shed our gear and headed upstairs to the showers. The cold water soothed my overheated skin. Wrapping a towel around my waist, I grabbed my bag from the shelf and set it on the counter by the sinks. I dug through it until I found my toothbrush and toothpaste. My mask prevented me from breathing anything but the pressurized air from my can, but the dry, bitter taste of ash and smoke clung to my mouth and throat after every fire. Even if it was all in my head, minty toothpaste always helped. 
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