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CHAPTER 1

HOT UNDER THE COLLAR

 

Sometimes when things get too heated, flames result.  The problem with being a female firefighter married to the job is that everyone becomes just another stranger in the smoke.  Figures all dressed the same, their details blurred by a smelly grey-brown mist wafting in the air.  And everyone is too busy preventing an unfolding disaster to remember names and faces.  Finding a partner is equally as difficult as I am just one of the guys.  And if my captain promotion comes through my chances of finding a bloke wanting to date a female firefighter captain is unlikely.  Sure, the crews trust each other and have fun together, but most are not partner material.

With Troy falling ill at the last wildfire deployment, it’s been a quiet week with a team member down. Lieutenant Blake Davis breathed deeply as she heaved the weights above her chest.  A fellow firefighter from her crew stood over her acting as a spotter for her weight training session.  “One more,” she grunted, her muscles burning as she pushed the bar higher.  With the bar stowed away, she took a deep breath as she sat up and wiped the sweat from her face.  I shouldn’t overdo it; we have our second deployment tomorrow.  Looking across at the dark office in the corner of the fire station.  Captain John and his crew will be back in the morning and then we will be off to Brook Hill.  I haven’t seen Troy’s replacement yet.  Draping the towel over her shoulder, she reached into her kit bag and grabbed her water bottle.  Her shirt clung to her sweaty back as she moved.  Oh, I need a shower and some lunch.  Pulling the shirt away from her skin, she rose turning toward the bathroom.

Captain Bosham or Bo as the crew call him walked into the gym with a stranger at his side.  “Everyone, this is Tim Smythe.  He will be replacing Troy for this deployment.  He has just left the army fire brigade.”

OMG.  Where did they find him?

The crew gathered to greet their new team member.  Tim strode over to the crew, forcefully shaking the bloke's hands.  He paused lowering his arm as he looked back at Blake, “Hi,” he muttered.

Hi, is that all you can say?  She held out her hand, “Lieutenant Blake Davis but call me Blake.”  Tim briefly made eye contact; his crushing grip stung her hand more than weight lifting.  The veins popped between the stretch marks on his pumped-up arm muscles.  His puffed-up body was as unappealing as his closely shaved head and piercing eyes.  Ease up on the steroids, Tim.  A gorilla might fancy you.  Tim followed Bo back to his office with little to say to anyone.

The crew looked stunned as their eyes darted around the group.  “It’s going to be one of those weeks,” Blake murmured as she headed toward the bathroom.

Fresh from her shower, she joined the others in the lunchroom.  Tim was chatting away to the blokes.  He seems to be fitting in. Grabbing her sandwich from the fridge, she sat beside Bo.

“Blake has been here five years.  She is due for a promotion to Captain at the end of the year,” Bo said, stirring his coffee.

“Five years, I’ll be Captain before then,” Tim muttered not lifting his head, and taking a mouthful of his steamed chicken.  The crew all looked back at each other in silence.

Not if you continue to be an ass.  She glanced across at her crew from under her brow.  That comment doesn’t deserve a response.

One crew member got the message and asked, “Have you seen the new movie—” All conversation was drowned out when the fire siren echoed through the station.

And I just started my lunch.  Taking mouthfuls of her sandwich Blake pulled her fire jacket over her shoulder.  She reached for the front passenger door handle but Tim was already sitting in the front.  Just take my seat.

 

***

 

The narrow street lined with parked cars on each side made manoeuvring the fire engine difficult.  Everyone peered out the side windows checking on clearances as the truck crawled along.  Eventually arriving at the scene, they pulled into a driveway, the back half of the fire engine partly blocked the road.  A civilian had accidentally set alight to their shed while welding.  Flames licked the walls and smoke poured from the roof.

“Blake on hose one,” Bo ordered with his head in the switchboard checking that the power was off to the shed.

“I’ll take that, you man the radio,” Tim butted in grabbing the hose.  Only feet away, his shoulder almost hit hers as his hands tried to push hers aside.

Blake resisted his grip and ordered, “Start up the pump.”  I will not react in public.  At least one of us can be professional.  Tim tugged the hose again before she glared back at him, “Find the street hydrant and connect it to the truck,” she ordered sternly.

“Bloody woman taking over,” Tim mumbled as he disappeared behind the truck.

What did he say?  She paused, her eyes widening as her anger grew.  Focus on the fire.  Her neck stiffened as she went back to the task at hand.

With the fire extinguished, Blake placed the equipment in the truck.  Closing a hatch, she noticed Tim and Bo were having a heated moment behind the engine.  She didn’t pay much attention to the argument and kept rolling up the hoses.  It doesn’t involve me.  Carrying out a final check of the yard she returned to hear her name being yelled out by one of them as they argued with each other.  What? I hope the deployment is not going to be like this.

It wasn’t just the fire suit making her hot under the collar.  Tim had made several derogatory comments throughout the task.  The trip back to the station was quiet as she stared out the back passenger window. She shuffled in her seat as the shadow of the station garage roof ran over the truck as it reversed home.  Right.  Time to stop this crap.

Gathering her gear, she took a deep breath, her jaw clenched as Tim started throwing orders the moment his feet hit the floor.  Putting all her focus into staying silent was her only means of controlling her rising anger.  Climbing from the fire truck she didn’t get time to remove her jacket when Tim ordered her to refill the drinking water.  That does it!  I’m second in charge here.  Blake ripped off her jacket tossing it behind her and spun around to face Tim, “You are not in charge here,” she glared over her finger as she waved it in his face, “And if you ever belittle me in public again.”  Her voice rose above the station noise.

Tim shoved his face closer to hers, only inches away, his sour breath drowned out the smell of burnt plastic in his clothing, “Women aren’t strong enough to handle firehoses!”  His overpowering yell went hoarse as his face turned a dark shade of red.

What the!  Her neck stiffened as she glared back at him.  I’m not taking your macho BS.  She took a deep breath and braced herself, “Get out of my face!”  She reached out, giving him a huge shove.   Unprepared for her reaction he stumbled backward.  The thud of his body hitting the steel truck door matched his groan.

He bounced back to his feet and lunged forward with his palm raised.  His glare locked with hers.

“Whoa.  Calm down,” a crew member called out from behind the truck.  The crew dropped their gear and rushed toward the two of them.

“Blake! Stand down,” Bo ordered stepping in between them with his arm out ready to block any retaliation.  “Go for a shower.”

She stood her ground, glaring back at Tim.  “Now!” Bo ordered blocking her view with his chest.  With Bo standing so close, she stepped back looking at Bo’s less than impressed gaze.  Turning away, she ground her teeth and strode toward the showers.  If he had hit me, he would have needed an ambulance. And I wouldn’t have been the cause of his injuries.

Closing the bathroom door, she peeled her sweaty shirt over her head.  The muffled yelling could be heard through the wall.  Turning the shower up and letting the hot water run over her head deadened some of the argument outside.  Why wasn’t he shot in the army?  Surely there were women there who thought about it.

The team was not the same after that fight.  It was shut up and get the job done.  Everyone was concerned about starting another argument.  There were some private conversations, but the team interaction was cold and toxic.

With the shift over the crew had gone home, leaving Blake and Bo at the station.  Blake still fuming from the afternoon’s events, packed her kit for the return trip to the wildfire at Brook Hill.  Bo silently walked past her carrying a box to the truck.  “Couldn’t we leave him behind and find a replacement on site?”  She asked.

“We don’t have time to replace him.”

“Do we need him?”

“Yes, unfortunately,” Bo dipped his head as he lowered the side compartment hatch.  The door didn’t shut, resulting in some forceful shoves on the contents before the latch closed.

“Well, if you don’t control him, I will,” she replied sternly, zipping up her bag and loading it in the truck.

“Don’t get dragged into his crap.  Remember who you are,” Bo’s voice softened as he returned to his office, looking back from the doorway, he ordered, “Go home, get some sleep.”

 

***

 

Blake sat alone in the booth at the pub staring back at the ice floating in her drink.  A wall light overhead dimly lit up the stained table top.  Her thoughts played out scenarios for removing Tim from the deployment.  Call the police, an injury, or put laxatives in his breakfast.  She twirled the glass between her fingers when her phone buzzed.  Trish.  “We are at the bar.”

“Look left.”  Blake texted back, straightening her posture.  Peering through the dim light.  She brought her boyfriend to a girl's night?  And what’s with the little red dress?

Blake looked up at the couple standing at the end of the table, “You said seven.  It’s a quarter to eight.  And why are you dressed all fancy for the pub?”

Trish sat across the table and outstretched her fingers, “We were late because Jim proposed.”

Taking hold of her hand, Blake leaned over to examine the ring, “Congratulations.  It’s big.”  It has to be a fake diamond.

Jim sat beside Trish and looked around the bar “Where is your partner?”

Ha.  “Single,” Blake replied with a flat tone sipping her drink.

“Well, you won’t find one here dressed in cargo pants and an office shirt,” Trish said, leaning over the table.  “Is that vodka?”

“Yeah,” Blake moaned.

Trish turned to Jim, “Give us a minute.  She is drinking vodka.”

“So,” he replied, looking back confused.

“Bad day,” she whispered over his shoulder.

“Oh,” he rose and went back to the bar.

Placing her purse to the side, Trish asked, “Should you be drinking?  Don’t you have a deployment tomorrow?”

“Why are you drinking rum and cola?  What happened to your zero carb fitness goals,” Blade asked taking the last mouthful of vodka.

“Celebrating our engagement,” Trish leaned towards Blake and murmured, “What has happened?”

Blake dropped her gaze, “A stressful day.”

“Find a man to ease your frustrations?”  Trish replied taking a sip of her drink.

Ease my frustrations, ha, they are the cause.  “When do I get time to meet blokes?”

Lunging forward Trish dropped her elbows on the table, “You work in a sea of men.  Firefighters at that.”

“Why do you think I’m drinking?  I thumped an asshole today,” Blake muttered still fiddling with her glass.

Shocked by the answer, Trish moved around the table, sitting beside Blake, “Thumped a bloke.  Go, girl.  Not the way I would get a bloke but if it works.”

Date Tim!  Blake shifted back in the seat, her eyes wide, “Get stuffed.  I want to kill him, not date him.”  Blake waved at a passing waiter.

Trish glanced up as the waiter arrived, “A jug of water please.”  Turning back to Blake, “Fires and hangovers don’t mix.  Don’t worry about him, surely you can find nice blokes you can have a coffee with.”

“Have you seen them?  It’s all sweaty socks and body odour.”

Pouring a glass of ice water, Trish replied, “You probably aren’t much better at work.”

“Go find Jim, focus more on your love life and less on mine,” Blake sculled the water, “I’m heading home for some sleep.”

 

