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Chapter One

 


October 2013

In any other setting, some might wonder if the task
of making lunch had fallen to Kelsey Matthews because she was the
only woman on her team. But at the firehouse, she was only cooking
because it was Tuesday. Damon had been in charge of breakfast
earlier, and her lieutenant, Mike, was reading the paper now but
would be making meat loaf tonight—no one in this company could pull
rank and avoid cooking.

She tested a piece of chicken for doneness, added a
bag of frozen vegetables to the skillet, and looked up from the
stir-fry at the team she’d be feeding it to. Tony threw her
shepherd-husky mix a tennis ball, and Bandit tore after it. At the
table, Damon was energetically rehashing last night’s game with
Jake, the newest recruit. The scene was as familiar and comfortable
as her own apartment. She wished someone had told her girls could
be firefighters before her twenties, but she was grateful to have
found out at all and gotten this job.

A tell-tale signal interrupted the idyllic
atmosphere. “Truck Forty-Eight. Ambulance Eighteen. Electrical fire
at Bond and Bowery.”

Kelsey turned off the stove and gave Bandit a quick
scratch behind the ears before heading out to throw her gear on
with the guys. On the road, Tony barely had time to put on the
siren before the truck pulled in front of a spa. They could have
walked there if not for all the equipment and protective gear.

A small crowd was gathered in front of the cast iron
building. Some were in street clothes and others were dressed in
robes and slide slippers. It was a gorgeous day, with temperatures
in the mid-sixties, but it still couldn’t be comfortable to be out
here dressed like that. A young woman with long chestnut hair and a
polo shirt bearing the spa’s logo approached them. “Thank God
you’re here.”

“What’s going on?” Mike asked.

“Someone was getting a treatment in room three when
they heard a popping in the wall and then smelled smoke. Everyone’s
out, but we can’t handle this part.”

He nodded. “Sounds electrical. Kelsey, shut off the
power. Tony, with me. Jake, Damon, see if there’s anyone or
anything else we need to take care of.”

“Copy that.” The guys went off with their
lieutenant, and the paramedics approached to check on the clients.
Kelsey walked past everyone into the reception area. “Where’s your
fuse box?”

Another woman in a spa shirt, a blonde more platinum
than she, answered. “In the basement. Right this way.”

She followed her down a flight of stairs, then to
the end of a long hallway. “Through here,” she said, unlocking the
door.

“Great.” Kelsey killed the electricity and radioed
the confirmation to her team. By the time she found them again,
Tony had chopped a hole in the wall. The faulty wires were still
sparking a bit, but they were soon extinguished.

“All clear,” Damon announced, poking his head in the
room.

“So are we,” Kelsey said. As she headed up, she had
more of a chance to look at the dimly lit treatment rooms and the
lounge chairs set up around a waterfall and hot tub. She’d only
read about this fabulously luxurious spa in the women’s magazines
she indulged in off shift, so it was hard not to laugh at the
realization that she’d gotten to see inside through work.

On the sidewalk, the team found the woman who’d
contacted them. “We got the fire out, but recommend you keep the
electricity off until you get someone to fix the problem,” Mike
said. “You can let everyone back in to change, but that should be
it for today. That and calling your contractor.”


Chapter Two

 


“All set.” The contractor stepped back, and Jason
Stirling surveyed the work. Where a burnt hole had gaped in the
wall at this time last week, it was now perfectly smooth with a new
panel that wouldn’t indicate that anything had gone wrong. The
smells of charred wood and fresh paint clung to the room, but a day
or two of work in here would bring back the usual scent of
aromatherapy oils in no time.

“Looks good. Thanks.”

The repairman headed upstairs, and Jason’s phone
buzzed with a text from one of his fellow models. Hi, Jason. I
saw what happened on DNAinfo and hope everyone’s okay.

He opened his browser to visit the local news
website. Sure enough, the lead story in the Greenwich Village and
Soho section was the fire at the spa. He marveled at how quickly
word had gotten out as he sent a polite reply. Thanks. The
people in the room got out unharmed, and everyone else is
okay.

He’d barely put his phone back in his pocket when it
went off again. Glad to hear it. The article didn’t say if it
was closed because of the fire. If so, I’d be happy to schedule an
in-home session to tide you over. A winking emoji punctuated
the sentence.

Still open, thanks. Even if the spa wasn’t,
he knew he wouldn’t have taken her up on the offer. He did his best
not to let his professional worlds collide, and his few runway
shows had helped him put together the emergency fund every
economist would have advised him to have.

“Jason?” His best work friend cut into his thoughts.
Kat was wearing her spa uniform along with a fanny pack. The clink
of bottles and faint scent told him it was filled with massage
oils.

“What’s up?”

“I figured out which firehouse responded to our
call, and I thought it’d be nice to show our gratitude with
massages. You in?”

He smirked. “You thought it’d be nice to rub down
naked firefighters.”

She affected an innocent expression. “Can’t it be
both?”

He glanced at the time on his phone. “My next
appointment isn’t until four. I’ll join you.”

Jason gathered a few oils of his own, and the two
walked a short distance to a firehouse that looked right out of the
turn of the last century. A man just shy of middle age answered
their knock. “Can I help you?”

“Firefighters from your house responded to a call
from us around this time last week, and we just wanted to say
thanks.”

“Yeah? Which ones?”

Kat thought back. “There were five of them. I talked
to a woman, and a tall man was in charge. One guy had a mustache,
and—”

That was nothing to go on to Jason, but the guy at
the entrance seemed to recognize everyone she described. “Oh, yeah.
They left on a call about an hour ago.”

“When will they be back?”

“When it’s over,” he said. “There isn’t a timetable
on this.”

Just as Jason was starting to feel foolish hanging
around, a truck backed in. Four men and a woman with a blonde
ponytail piled out. “What brings you here today?” the driver
asked.

“We met briefly on your call to the spa.”

The female firefighter looked confused. Then her
expression brightened. “Oh, right! How’s everything going?”

Jason smiled. “You’d never know anything happened.
The electrician fixed the wiring, and the contractor put the room
back together. It looks as good as new. Maybe better.”

“Good.”

“So we wanted to say thank you.” Kat unzipped her
pouch to reveal the bottles. “Is there anywhere we can give
massages?”

A well-built Black man looked up from removing his
coat. “I don’t think anyone’s in the conference room. I’ll show
you.”

He started to head into the house, but a guy in a
long-sleeved white tee raised a hand to stop Jason and Kat from
following him. “Hold up. What if a call comes in while someone’s on
the table?”

The team slumped in disappointment, and Jason
realized how much sense this made. Suddenly, this generous offer
sounded really stupid. Kat realized it, too, and her shoulders
sagged. “We should have thought of that. I’m sorry.”

The other blonde smiled. “Don’t be. Your heart was
in the right place.”

He thought it over. “Well, maybe we can still do
something. What time does your shift end?”

“We’ll be off at seven tomorrow night,” the
lieutenant said.

“And we close at nine,” Kat mused, “but I don’t
think we have much scheduled.”

Jason turned to face the crew. “If we’re clear, what
would you say to coming down after your shift?”

“I’d say that sounds a lot more generous than
homemade cookies or free pizza.” Everyone smiled at that.
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