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			Chapter One

			Ten years ago

			There are tattoo parlors and then there are tattoo studios. The Rusty Needle was definitely the former, thought Lara Nelson as she dismounted from the back of her friend Liam’s dirt bike. Liam’s brother Patrick had already parked his motorcycle and was staring at the grungy back-­alley hole in the wall, which looked even dingier at this late hour. Sailors would love this place; hipsters not so much. Its curb appeal consisted of a broken neon sign and a skull and crossbones decal on the front door. She hadn’t even known the place existed in Loveless, Nevada.

			“I’m not getting an infection just because you want to impress your Prince­ton friends,” she grumbled as she caught up with Patrick. Liam glanced her way, and she quickly signed the same sentiment to him.

			Seamlessly, they all switched to signing.

			“I don’t give a crap about Prince­ton,” said Patrick. “This is for my brother. So he doesn’t forget me when I turn into an Ivy League dickhead.”

			“You’re only a dickhead sometimes,” signed Liam, who didn’t understand sarcasm. Lara laughed, giddy after a night spent driving aimlessly around Loveless. There weren’t many night spots to choose from in their town.

			“This is for you too, Lara,” Patrick said out loud, which he did when he wanted to tease Lara without upsetting Liam. “A souvenir of Loveless to take to college with you.”

			“There’s got to be a better souvenir than an infection,” she said dubiously. She stared at the daunting sign in which half the letters flickered sickly. “The Rusty Needle?”

			“There’s a T in front of Rusty. It’s the Trusty Needle. Perfectly safe.”

			Squinting, she peered more closely. “I don’t see any T.”

			“It fell off, then. Seriously, who would name a tattoo parlor the Rusty Needle? Anyway, this is the only one that’s open. And we haven’t even gone inside yet. Grow some balls, Lulu.”

			“What would I do with those?” she snapped back. She refused, absolutely refused, to protest the nickname. He knew she hated it, but she wouldn’t let him get to her.

			Patrick, the older brother and most annoying guy in town, if you asked Lara, was the usual instigator of mayhem. Lara’s role was to make sure her best friend, Liam, didn’t get steamrolled into doing something he didn’t want.

			She stood between the two brothers and quickly signed to Liam. “You don’t have to do this, Liam. We can hang out while Patrick gets his tattoo, then laugh when he cries like a baby.”

			“I want one,” he signed back, seriously. “If we make sure it’s well-­sterilized, I want to get ‘wild thing’ tattooed on my butt.”

			She bit back a smile. Liam was not a wild thing. He was the dreamy one, the offbeat one, always lost in his own world.

			Patrick Callahan, on the other hand . . .

			“I want a freaking ball of flames streaking across my chest.” Patrick cackled gleefully, his bright blue eyes glinting in the neon light.

			“Subtle.”

			“Maybe you should get little bunny fou-­fou hopping across your shoulder blade,” he mocked, touching the back of her shoulder.

			Fiercely, she tamped down the quick shiver that went through her. This was new, this weird, totally unwelcome attraction that had sprung up since Patrick had come back from college for Christmas break. She didn’t even like Patrick. He was too crazy, too reckless, too . . . unnerving. She always felt on edge around him. But Liam idolized him. Since she and Liam had bonded as fellow misfits the first day she walked into Loveless Middle School, she was stuck with his older brother too.

			“Screw that,” she retorted, adjusting her ripped black tunic top, which she’d layered over a black tube top. Black was her favorite color, the only color that made her feel safe. She’d even dyed her blond hair black. “If I’m doing it, I’m getting something weird and different.”

			“Dragon?” he mocked. “Chicks love dragons.”

			“No. Nothing girlie. Something like . . . I don’t know. A jellyfish.”

			“A jellyfish?”

			“Okay, maybe a squid. Squid. Ink. Get it?”

			He shook his head. “Why don’t you at least try to be sexy, now that you’re getting out of Loveless? You might be able to pull it off.”

			God, she hated him. And of course she wouldn’t try to be sexy. That was the last thing she wanted, being who she was, living where she did. But Patrick wouldn’t understand. He would never get how it felt to be an outcast, the way she and Liam did.

			Liam broke into their conversation. “No fights. Are we going to get the tattoos?”

			“That’s a hell yes,” signed Patrick, with a quick, challenging glance at Lara. “I’m in. No fear. Seize the day. We’ll never forget this moment, the three of us getting jabbed with needles and spilling blood together.”

			Lara realized things were spiraling out of control, which happened a lot with Patrick around. “I didn’t bring enough cash.”

			“It’s on me. Do or die. Together forever.” Patrick put one arm around each of them and shepherded them toward the door of the Rusty, and hopefully Trusty, Needle.

			By the time they stumbled out, it was sometime around four in the morning. Night hung still and clear around them. Stars glimmered overhead. Pain throbbed in their various body parts. Only Liam had backed out, unable to get past his fear of germs. He’d watched the tattoo artist like a hawk the entire time to make sure everything was properly sterilized. The smell of rubbing alcohol surrounded them like a toxic cloud. Their eyes were bleary, their senses stunned.

			Patrick looked exhilarated. “Whooo-­hoooo!” He howled into the night sky. “Now that’s what I’m talking about! Yeah, baby!” He vaulted onto his bike. “Hell if I can sleep after that. Anyone want to head out to the cliffs?”

			“No!” Lara folded her arms across her chest, although every movement of her left arm felt uncomfortable. She didn’t even want to think about the ridiculous goldfish on her upper arm. It was the closest design to a squid the tattoo artist knew how to do. “I’m going home.”

			Liam signed. “Do you need a ride?”

			“Nope. You know how the Haven feels about motor vehicles. I’d rather walk. I need the fresh air.” Her Aunt Tam, head of the Haven for Sexual and Spiritual Healing, tried to maintain a tranquil atmosphere free from engine noise. Exceptions were made, of course, but not at four in the morning. “But . . . uh, yeah. It’s been real. Drive safe.”

			“Safe?” Patrick started his bike. The drone of its engine echoed through the empty, down-­at-­heels street. “What kind of boring-­ass word is ‘safe’? I want to live on the edge! Be wild! Go crazy! Right, Liam?”

			He signed the gist of his manifesto to Liam, who gave a worried shake of his head. Lara knew he was fretting about the lateness, even though Friday night was the Callahan brothers’ designated late night out. Lara’s heart ached for her friend. Oh, Liam, with his quiet manner and guileless blue eyes. Always in Patrick’s shadow, though he never seemed to mind. Then again, it could be hard to tell what he minded, since social interactions were challenging for him.

			“Whatever,” she signed, flapping her hands against each other. “I’m out. See you whenever.”

			Liam gave her an awkward wave. Then he carefully climbed onto his bike. Patrick offered a soldier’s salute. “We who are about to face our father’s wrath salute you.”

			She waved good-­bye and turned toward the empty street that would take her home. The last she heard of Liam and Patrick was the receding roar of their two bikes and the occasional war whoop from Patrick.

			She had no idea everything would change—­forever—­fifteen minutes later.

			Ten years later

			News spread fast in San Gabriel Fire Station 1. In the apparatus bay, Fred the “Stud” abandoned Engine 1 mid-­chrome-­polishing and raced to the training room. From the workout room, Vader saw him run past and tossed his fifty-­pound free weight aside. Double D nearly tripped over it, but in his eagerness to see what was happening, managed to leap high in the air, agile as a gazelle.

			“What’s going on?” asked a bewildered Sabina Jones as firefighters streamed past.

			“It’s Psycho,” someone panted. “He’s gone crazy.”

			“Always a relative term when it comes to him,” Sabina grumbled as she followed the general flow of movement.

			Captain Brody stepped out of his office, where he’d been trying to distract himself from the imminent birth of his baby with a pile of paperwork. He took in the madness, a faint frown creasing his forehead. “What the hell is this all about?”

			“Psycho’s got an excavator!” Fred shouted. “He’s in the backyard.”

			The captain looked at Sabina, who shrugged. “You got me, Cap. I heard all the shouting and came running.”

			Vader picked up the intercom through which firefighters made general announcements about such things as dinner and handball matches. “Attention, everyone. If anyone’s missing a sweet piece of heavy equipment, you might want to check the backyard. She weighs two tons, she’s painted bright yellow, and she’s a hot little piece of machinery.”

			“Get off that thing, Vader,” snapped Captain Brody.

			“For more updates, stay tuned to your local channel,” Vader intoned, then quickly dropped the mic at a glare from Brody.

			“Vader, go out there and find out what’s going on.” He’d go himself, but these days he liked to stay as close as possible to a phone—­to two phones, in case his cell decided to drop reception.

			“Jones, when’s the last time you saw Psycho?”

			Sabina rolled her turquoise eyes toward the ceiling. “To tell you the truth, Cap, I try to block it out when I see him. Anyway, he’s off shift today.”

			He fixed her with a stern stare. “Anything I should know?” All his crew members knew what that meant. He liked to stay out of firehouse drama until his presence was absolutely necessary.

			She shrugged. “It’s a heat wave. Everyone’s going a little nuts. And Psycho’s Psycho. What more do you need to know?”

			Brody groaned. The brass had begged him to fill in temporarily at his old position until they could settle on the perfect replacement. The authoritative and powerful Chief Roman had recently left, after becoming engaged to Sabina, and his shoes were hard to fill. Brody had warned them that he’d be taking paternity leave as soon as Melissa went into labor. But it wasn’t happening yet, so Psycho’s latest adventure would be his problem to solve.

			“Stan,” he muttered to the firehouse mutt, a beagle mix who sat patiently by his right ankle. “What am I going to do with him? He’s liable to blow this place up.”

			Stan gave him a wise look, but kept whatever insight he had to himself.

			“Fine.” Brody checked to make sure his cell phone was on, stuck it in his pocket, and strode out to the backyard to see what havoc Patrick Callahan IV was wreaking now.

			In the cab of the excavator, Patrick took another long slug of vodka-­spiked Arizona iced tea and sang the words to “Once, Twice, Three Times a Lady” as he lowered the bucket toward the crackling dry grass of the back lawn. He didn’t ever drink on the job, but he happened to be off shift at the moment, as he’d switched with Brent on the A shift.

			Alcohol wasn’t permitted on the premises, but then again, he wasn’t technically on the premises. The way he looked at it, he was a ­couple yards over the premises.

			And the premises weren’t much to speak of. It hadn’t rained in eight months and temperatures had been stuck over 100 for the past two weeks. The grass was probably dead. For sure, no one would miss it.

			“She’s once . . . twice . . .” He hooted at the top of his lungs. Why couldn’t he remember more than that one line? He scowled at the bottle of iced tea. Too much poison. He really had to straighten out one of these days. As soon as he got this thing dug, he’d do it.

			New leaf. A new life. A clean, relaxed new life.

			Vader appeared in front of the excavator, waving his arms over his head.

			Patrick stomped on the brake and the machine lurched to a halt. He leaned out and shouted over the noise of the idling engine. “What’s the rest of the words after ‘Once, twice, three times a lady’?”

			Vader cupped a hand behind his ear. “What?”

			“Once. Twice. Three times a lady. What comes next?”

			Vader’s forehead creased in thought. He sang the tune, tracing the rise and fall of the notes in the air. “La la la la la . . .”

			“There’s gotta be more words,” Patrick yelled.

			But Vader apparently now remembered why he was blocking the excavator like some tree-­hugging protester. “Captain wants to know what the fuck you’re doing!”

			“Tell him don’t worry about it. He’s going to love this.”

			“He said to find out what’s going on. Right now it pretty much looks like you’re digging up the backyard.”

			“Shhh.” Since his shushing was hard to hear over the sound of the engine, Patrick put a finger to his lips to emphasize his point. “Don’t tell anyone.”

			Vader gazed skeptically at the dent Patrick had already made in the lawn. “I think they’re gonna notice.”

			“It’s okay, ’ts okay,” Patrick reassured him. “Everyone’s gonna love this. Big hero, that’s me. I figure we’ll name it after me.”

			“Name what after you? The grave Captain Brody’s going to bury you in?”

			Patrick cracked up at that, bending over the controls, shaking with big heaves of laughter. “No,” he gasped, when he finally got his breath back. “The Psycho Memorial Swimming Pool and Hot Tub. You’re welcome.”

			The next morning Patrick stood in an at ease posture before an extremely serious Captain Brody. “At ease” didn’t describe his mood one bit, but it was better than at attention. “At attention” would be hard to manage with a hangover this bad.

			“If,” said Brody, “and it’s a big if, we decided the station ought to have a hot tub in the backyard, funds would have to be appropriated, bids submitted, contractors hired, so on and so forth.”

			Patrick nodded. It hurt. He didn’t show it, of course. He prided himself on his ability to withstand pain.

			“Of course, some might argue with the need for a hot tub, considering our current heat wave.”

			“It was supposed to be both,” muttered Patrick, knowing it was the wrong direction to take.

			“Excuse me?”

			Patrick gritted his teeth. For all his faults, no one had ever accused him of lacking balls. “Both a swimming pool on hot days and a hot tub on cool days.”

			“Very ingenious.” Captain Brody bared his teeth.

			Patrick inclined his head. One didn’t pass up a compliment from the captain even if it was sarcastically delivered. He decided to take the reins of this conversation—­or at least attempt to. It had never worked with Brody in the past. Patrick didn’t give a crap about most ­people’s judgments, but the captain was different. It genuinely bothered him that Captain Brody didn’t have a high opinion of him.

			And this latest episode obviously hadn’t helped anything.

			“I’m very sorry for my actions, Captain Brody,” he said stiffly. “They were very wrong. I’ve already apologized to Perini Construction for the temporary use of their excavator. I’ve replanted the sod I dug up. You have to water it every few hours, which I’ve been doing.”

			“I noticed. We now have one lone patch of green on our lawn.”

			“If you want, I can resod the rest of the yard.” He decided to reach even further into humility. “After all, station beautification was my original goal.”

			Brody’s head snapped up, and Patrick knew he’d misstepped. Brody despised bullshit.

			“I thought of that, but it’s too easy. I have a better idea.” Brody reached into the wastebasket, pulled out the morning paper, and plopped it on his desk.

			Patrick stared at it. “You want me to write a letter to the editor? Apologize in writing?”

			Brody glared at him. “The Waller Canyon Wildfire. Heard of it?”

			Patrick looked again at the big color photo on the front page. It showed an SEAT—­a single engine air tanker—­dropping retardant on a forest of flaming trees. He swallowed hard. “Yes. I’ve heard of it.” It was impossible to ignore, with Channel Six doing twenty-­four-­hour coverage of the massive and growing fire that was eating its way across bone-­dry southwest hillsides. He’d been tracking its every move since it reached Nevada.

			“Three states are now involved. Nearly four thousand firefighters are on the scene. They probably have room for one more.”

			Patrick froze. He couldn’t be . . . was the captain getting rid of him . . . suspending him? He hadn’t screwed up that badly.

			“I’m sending you to Nevada,” said the captain. “They’re not in our GACC, but the fire’s big enough so they’re requesting help from outside the GACC.”

			GACC meant Geographical Area Coordination something, or so Patrick recalled. Sometimes it was hard to keep track of all the acronyms in the fire ser­vice.

			“So, you’re volunteering me?” he ventured.

			“Yep. An old friend of mine’s the incident commander out there. Seems they’re in need of heli-­rappellers. How long have you had your red card?”

			“Six years.” A red card certified that a firefighter had gone through enough training to tackle wildfires. Only a few of the San Gabriel crew had one, since they mostly dealt with structure fires, but Patrick was a glutton for training. “I worked on a rappel crew for a ­couple of years.”

			“I know that. I also know your certification is current. I’m not pulling this idea out of my ass. You seem a little . . . bored here in San Gabriel.”

			“I’m not bored, Captain, I was just letting off a little steam.”

			“Well, now you can let off steam in Nevada.”

			Patrick stared at him, his throat working. It wasn’t just that he didn’t want to go to Nevada. He couldn’t go to Nevada. “Can’t you just write me up?”

			Brody’s face tightened and his eyes narrowed. “You’re passing up a chance to throw yourself out of a helicopter and hang out with the hotshots?”

			Patrick stared stonily at his superior.

			“Unless you can give me a good reason why not, you’re going, Psycho. You’re a good firefighter. Smart, on the ball, strong, extremely proficient technically. But you make me nervous.”

			“I’ve never fucked up on a fire.”

			“You’ve come close.”

			Patrick dropped his head. Yeah, he’d come close to the edge. That’s where he liked it. He liked the high-­wire act, the adrenaline, the death-­defying thrill. But he knew the odds, and never went too far.

			Of course, getting into a battle with Captain Brody carried no good odds at all.

			“You have until next shift,” said Brody.

			Patrick wheeled around and stalked from the office. Everyone ignored him as he stormed through the training room and headed for the lockers. He passed Sabina and the battalion chief chatting near the TV, which, of course, was now tuned to the fire in question.

			“Still trying to decide on lilies versus baby’s breath?” he muttered, just to get under Sabina’s skin. “Personally, I vote for tulips. They really make a statement.” She shot him a glare, which didn’t bother him one bit.

			When he reached the lockers, an old school minicam loomed in his face.

			“Inquiring minds want to know how it feels to have your ass handed to you,” said Vader from behind the lens. “Here’s Patrick Callahan with a full report.”

			“Fuck off.”

			“Nice, Psycho. You just gave me an R rating.” Vader lowered the camera. “You don’t look so good. What’d the captain say?”

			“He said the station doesn’t currently have a need for a hot tub, but if circumstances should change, he’ll let me know.”

			Vader snorted. “Yeah right. What else?”

			Patrick wanted to talk about it. He really did. And if he could talk about it with anyone, it would be Vader. They’d started hanging out after Sabina got together with the former chief, Roman. Vader liked having a buddy, and Patrick didn’t mind. It was like having an eager puppy follow you around. A six-­foot, 200-­pound puppy who could bench-­press you and your whole family.

			Vader shrugged. “Interview’s over, I guess.”

			The station’s resident muscleman stashed his minicam back in its case, stuffed it into his locker, and extracted his helmet. He dropped a kiss on top of it and murmured, “You been good while I’ve been gone?”

			Patrick smothered a smile. Besides his qualities as a friend, Vader was always entertaining. Something in him softened. He blurted out, “Why doesn’t the captain like me?”

			“Dude. Are you kidding? You just carjacked an excavator and tried to dig a hot tub behind the station.”

			“Before that.”

			“Before that you put superglue on the free weights in the workout room.” Vader glared, a frown denting his strong forehead. “That hurt.” His brow cleared. “ER nurses were cute, though.”

			“Before that.”

			“Before that you put soap suds on the floor of the handball court. And ‘borrowed’ a news chopper to convince the weather girl to go out with you.”

			“That was my first year here. I don’t do that crazy shit any more. Not as much,” he added quickly. “I work my ass off. I pick the hardest jobs. I always come through. I volunteer for extra shifts. When I’m not here, I’m training. Or signing up for some charity event. You know I bring in more money for charity than anyone else at this station. Hell, in this city.”

			Vader shrugged. “Brody thinks you’re a loose cannon.”

			Patrick slammed his fist into his locker. Who was he kidding? Vader was right. The all-­seeing captain knew the truth about him. Maybe Brody had magic powers and saw right to the bottom of his no-­good soul. He slowly banged his head against the strip of metal separating the lockers.

			Fuck it. Only one thing to do. Get through the shift. Do the job. Go back to his apartment and catch up on his sleep. Not that it was much of an apartment. Mattress on the floor. A couch, a TV he never watched, a refrigerator stocked with Red Bulls, protein drinks, and not much else. Truth was, he avoided going home as much as possible. He preferred to stay busy. But he’d just finished a triathlon a few days ago, and his next rock climbing trip wasn’t until next month. The thought of his empty apartment was, quite frankly, depressing. It still didn’t feel like “home,” even though he’d lived in San Gabriel for the past four years. Home was . . .

			He forced back a wave of nausea. No more drinking for a while. He’d focus on getting ready for the climbing trip. That would keep him busy. That would keep him from thinking about the Callahan Ranch in the crosshairs of a wildfire. About his family forced to evacuate, or worse, refusing to evacuate. Did they still have horses? What about the chickens? Who was taking care of things there?

			Hell. He slammed a fist against his locker, making the entire row rattle. Vader held his helmet protectively and glared at him.

			“Gotta talk to the captain,” Patrick muttered. He hurried back toward Brody’s office. Stan blocked his way, as he’d recently gotten in the habit of doing—­like some kind of toll keeper. Patrick dug in his pocket for a treat and came up with a mint slightly furred with lint.

			Stan didn’t mind. He jumped for it, gulped it down, and removed himself from Patrick’s path.

			Brody looked up as Patrick walked in. “Think it over?”

			“The thing is,” said Patrick, “my family’s from Nevada.”

			“I know.”

			“My father was even governor when I was a kid.”

			“I know.”

			“I haven’t been back in ten years.”

			“I know.”

			Patrick didn’t bother to ask how the hell Brody knew all that shit. Brody knew everything. “The fire’s getting close to Loveless, which is where the Callahan Ranch is. The Incident Command Post is actually located on the outskirts of Loveless.”

			“I know.”

			Patrick took a deep breath and launched himself into the kicker. “When I was nineteen, my father kicked me out and told me never to come back to Loveless. He had a pretty good reason.” Nearly getting your little brother killed definitely qualified as a good reason, but the hell if he’d explain it to the captain.

			This time Brody was silent. Finally, he’d surprised the captain. A sort of stillness settled around them. From outside the office came the low murmur of the TV reporters talking about the Waller Canyon Fire, the shouts of the guys as they gave Truck 1 its morning hose-­off, the snuffling of Stan as he wolfed down another treat. The familiar, beloved sounds of Fire Station 1.

			“Well, I guess you have a choice to make,” said Brody eventually.

			Patrick stared at him, taken aback. He’d been expecting condemnation, as if he’d just confirmed all of Brody’s worst suspicions. Instead, he caught the captain’s level, measuring glance.

			“And you’re the one who has to make it. A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do,” Brody finished cryptically.

			But for some reason, in that mysterious way the captain had, his words made perfect sense to Patrick.

			He nodded once, twice, making up his mind. “I’ll go.”

			“You want to go to Nevada?”

			“Yes. I want to go.” It was the last thing he wanted to do, and yet, suddenly, the only thing he wanted to do. “I’ll do it on my own time. You don’t have to pay me.”

			Brody raised an eyebrow. “No need for that.”

			“Yes there is. I mean it, Cap.” He managed a smile, though the thought of going back to Loveless was already making him tense. “In the words of the master, a man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			Outside Room 1176 of the pediatric ward of San Diego Hospital, Lara checked the corridors for signs of the chief resident, attending physician, or the nurse who hated her guts. Her heart pounded so loudly it drowned out the murmur of voices at the nurse’s station and the constant ring of the phone. Breaking hospital rules could not only get her in major trouble, but it was definitely not her style.

			The coast was clear. Slipping into the room, she gave ten-­year-­old Naomi Bly a thumbs-­up. The girl dropped her book, her face lighting up like Christmas in September.

			“Dr. Nelson! You got her?” she whispered.

			“I got her. But she can’t make a peep. And you only have a few moments.” She hurried toward Naomi’s bed. The poor girl, who had a flair for the dramatic, was going through the worst week of her life, as she’d announced to the entire staff. After a week of tests she’d finally been diagnosed with a blood disorder so rare, it didn’t even have a real name. The only thing that could possibly provide even the remotest, smallest tidbit of comfort, she claimed, was Gigi le FouFou.

			Who was at this moment scrambling out of the tote bag in which Lara had stashed her.

			The tiny, raggedy mop of a bichon frise scampered across the covers into Naomi’s arms, where she proceeded to lick every inch of the girl’s face she could reach. Lara winced, even though she’d insisted that Naomi’s mom wash her thoroughly before bringing her to the hospital. The prospect of breaking the rule against animals in the hospital had made her stomach cramp with anxiety, but the blissful look on Naomi’s face made it worth every stress-­filled moment.

			“Thank you, Dr. B. You’re the bestest ever. Isn’t she, Gigi? Oh yes, she is.” Naomi buried her face in the dog’s fur. Gigi yipped and squealed. Even from a few steps away Lara could see the tiny dog vibrating.

			“Shhh.” She put a finger to her lips. “Don’t get her too excited.”

			“She’s never been away from me for a whole week before. Come here, pet her head, right here on top. She’s so soft. Doesn’t she smell like watermelon? My signature scent is watermelon, you know. My mom must have given her a bath with my shampoo.” She inhaled blissfully. Gigi gave a sharp, happy bark.

			Lara groaned. How soundproof were the walls? What would she say if she got busted? I’m as surprised as you are. That dog must have scaled the walls and climbed in the fourth floor window.

			“Naomi, please keep her quiet. Someone’s bound to hear, and if it’s—­”

			“Me, for instance?” A dry voice behind her made her spin around. Adam Dennison, Chief Resident, stood in the open doorway, along with a man in a business suit Lara had never seen before.

			“Um . . .” Lara shifted to block their view of the bed. “Naomi and I were just . . . um . . .”

			Adam pinned her with one of his devastating, skeptical raised-­eyebrow looks. A brilliant chief resident, he was also a bit on the neurotic side. He’d earned the nickname Dr. OCD for a reason. He and Lara had always gotten along well—­she had a soft spot for offbeat ­people—­but lately he’d tried to ask her out a few times. So far she’d managed to dodge the question.

			“We’ll talk about this later, Dr. Nelson.“ Adam gestured to the man still standing quietly behind him. “This is Mr. Standish. He’s a lawyer and he says he’s been trying to reach you for a few days now. You can use my office.”

			Lara’s gaze slid to the other man. In his late fifties, he wore a gray suit and gave off a definite undertaker vibe. She suddenly realized who he must be. “No.” She shook her head. “I can’t. I’m busy. I have three patients waiting and—­”

			“Please,” said the man, adjusting his horn-­rimmed glasses. He cleared his throat. “Don’t you owe it to your aunt?”

			He’d said the magic words. Not only were they true, but she didn’t want him spilling any more details about her outrageous, recently departed aunt in front of Adam Dennison. Or Naomi, for that matter.

			“Fine,” she said faintly. “But I should take care of this . . . um, situation.” She stepped aside to reveal Naomi huddling with Gigi le FouFou as if the Secret Ser­vice was about to tear them apart.

			“I’ve already called Mrs. Bly,” said Adam. “Give her one last hug, Naomi.”

			Lara couldn’t bear the tragic look on Naomi’s face. She brushed past Adam on her way out the door.

			“Come see me as soon as you’re done,” Adam called after her.

			Mr. Standish wasted no time. As soon as Lara had closed the door of the chief resident’s office, he whipped out a laptop and placed it on the desk. “Ms. Tamera Baumgartner made a video intended for you. I barely managed to dissuade her from putting it on YouTube, but it’s my job to make sure you watch it.”

			Lara mustered a smile. “Fine. I haven’t been avoiding your calls, I promise. I’ve just been busy.”

			The lawyer waved away her explanation and pressed the Play button. Lara watched the screen as the clip loaded. Her heart jumped into her throat as her aunt appeared, a vibrant splash of color against the gray institutional background of a hospital in Guatemala. Her short hair was Kool-­Aid purple, her lipstick bright fuchsia, and she wore a gold lamé cloak over her hospital gown. “Hello there down on planet Earth, this is your Aunt Tam Baumgartner coming at you from the Great Beyond. How’s tricks, Lulu?” She laughed, the great, hearty sound filled with a phlegmy rattle. “By the time you see this, I’ll be dead, but don’t you worry, I’ll still look fabulous.”

			Lara let out a hysterical bubble of laughter. “You really do, Aunt Tam, I have to hand it to you . . .”

			Aunt Tam was ignoring her, which was her prerogative, since she’d died a few days ago. “I’ve had a marvelous time roaming the world searching for a cure. But you can’t run from that bastard known as karma, toots. And you’ve been much on my mind, little Lulu. I know I put you in some awkward, maybe even mortifying situations while you lived with me. I want to make it up to you, my pumpkin seed, if it’s the last thing I do. And what do you know—­it is!”

			The dying woman threw her head back with a delighted laugh that rippled through the dreary, textbook-­lined office like a breeze through a set of chimes. Eyes blurring, Lara fisted her hands against her thighs, determined not to cry in front of the lawyer.

			Then Aunt Tam dropped her bombshell.

			Lara was still sitting on the floor of Adam’s office, alone and shell-­shocked, when Adam appeared. He took off his scrubs coat, loosened his tie, and sank into his ergonomic chair. Adam prided himself on the tidiness of his desk, and now he made a microadjustment to a small pile of paperwork. “I really ought to report your little stunt.”

			Lara shook herself out of the stupor caused by Aunt Tam’s announcement. Just because her life had just been thrown a major curveball didn’t mean she could neglect her patients. “How’s Naomi?”

			Adam ignored her question. “What were you thinking, Lara? This is so unlike you.” Two vertical lines of judgment appeared between his eyebrows. Had the man never bent the rules in his life?

			“Come on, Adam. She needed her puppy, that’s all. Ser­vice animals are allowed. Gigi provided a ser­vice. She didn’t come into contact with anyone else on the ward and I made sure she was clean.”

			“Gigi?” Adam snorted. “Let me guess. The parents let the kid name the dog. Rules are rules, Lara. Not even third-­years get to break them at will.”

			Her sense of annoyance increased. “Save it, Adam. If you want to report me, go ahead. Just tell me how Naomi’s doing.”

			“Sure. But first why don’t you tell me what the lawyer wanted.”

			Lara gritted her teeth. If she hadn’t been so gobsmacked by her conversation with the lawyer, maybe she would have had a little more patience for Adam’s power games. “You really want to know?”

			“Of course.”

			“He wanted to inform me that my aunt left me some property.”

			Brightening, Adam leaned forward and propped his elbows on the desk. “So you’re an heiress of sorts. That’s great news. What sort of property is it?”

			“Well, Adam, it’s not something you would understand. It’s probably better if we don’t discuss it.” Considering that she’d spent the last few years not discussing anything about her past, this seemed the best policy. Especially because at the moment she was very much afraid that discussing Aunt Tam would make her burst into tears and ruin her reputation as the resident who never lost her cool.

			“Lara, Lara. I think I know you well enough that nothing is going to change my opinion of you. Is that what you’re worried about?”

			She bit the inside of her mouth to keep her sarcastic comeback to herself—­it would have been something along the lines of: Of course, because your good opinion is the only thing in the world that matters to me.

			“Thanks, Adam, but—­”

			“I thought you wanted to know about your patient and her little bundle of allergens?”

			Lara scrambled to her feet. “Do you have to be such a dick?” She clapped her hand over her mouth, just as shocked by her words as Adam was. His jaw dropped and his chair nearly tipped over backward.

			“What is going on with you, Lara?” he asked when he’d stabilized his chair. “You’re not acting like yourself at all.”

			She shifted her hand away from her mouth enough to say, “I’m sorry.”

			“Apology accepted. I’m going to assume it’s the grief talking.”

			The grief. True, the grief was there, lurking in her chest like a wildcat she didn’t want to let out. Especially not in front of Dr. OCD.

			“Maybe you should just tell me the rest of it, get it off your chest,” he said soothingly. “I aced my psychiatry rotation.”

			“Of course you did,” she murmured. What else would an obsessive compulsive do?

			Adam got to his feet and walked around the desk to stand next to her. He put a hand on her shoulder and lowered his voice intimately. “You should give me a chance to be there for you. A sign of things to come, you might say.”

			A shudder went through her, and she fought the urge to step back. The thought of being close to Adam held no appeal. But that was her problem, not his. Brilliant and ambitious, highly eligible Adam had no trouble attracting women, despite his quirks.

			She remembered something Aunt Tam had always preached: true intimacy kept no secrets. Maybe that was the key. Maybe if she shared something personal with Adam she’d be more interested in him.

			“Okay,” she said slowly, fixing her gaze on the gray tile of the floor. “My aunt was Dr. Tam Baumgartner. She used to have a radio show about . . . well, sex. The show was called Ask the Sex Guru.” She didn’t dare look at Adam yet, but felt him stiffen in surprise. “She ran a sort of center, a counseling center. Like a retreat. It was called . . . is called . . . the Haven for Sexual and Spiritual Healing. She left it to me. I used to live there, you see, after my parents died in a car accident.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut. Now that she’d started, she couldn’t shut up.

			“She left me the Haven, with the recommendation that I sell it to pay off my med school bills. She knew how much the place embarrassed me.”

			“I can see why.” He squeezed her shoulder sympathetically.

			That comment made her bristle. “She also asked me to make sure the Goddesses are taken care of first.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“They’re not really goddesses, of course, they’re her workshop leaders. She called them Goddesses to encourage participants to connect with their inner divine nature. She hired all of them except Janey, who came with the place when she bought it. It used to be a brothel, you see. In Nevada. Loveless, Nevada.”

			Finally the flow of words trailed off. Adam’s hand seemed to be frozen in place on her shoulder. She raised an eyebrow at him. He was staring at her as if she’d suddenly turned into a bichon frise.

			“You used to live in a brothel with your aunt the sex guru? You?”

			“Well, it wasn’t a brothel when I lived there, it was a . . . what do you mean, me?”

			“No offense, but even though you’re very attractive, you’re on the uptight side. Conservative. Focused.”

			Lara flinched. Those words shouldn’t hurt, since she’d worked so hard to fit that description. She should be glad Adam saw her that way.

			Maybe it was even true, after all this time.

			She cleared her throat. “I’m going to take some vacation time and go back to Loveless. I have a clinic rotation coming up, so it shouldn’t be a problem.”

			“You’re going back to the brothel?”

			She could swear she heard a snicker in his voice. Pressing her lips together, she spun toward the door. “Yes, and I have a million things to do before I go.” First on the list, check on Naomi.

			But then a hand on her arm stopped her. She turned to meet Adam’s contrite gaze. “I’m sorry, Lara. I shouldn’t be teasing you at a time like this. Can I help? Do you need someone to go with you?”

			“No, thanks,” she said politely, although the thought of meticulous Dr. Adam Dennison showing up in tumbledown Loveless made her want to laugh out loud. “I’ll be fine.”

			“Naomi’s sleeping, by the way,” he said gently. “I let the dog stay until her mother came. It was a nice thing you did, though completely against the rules, not to mention out of character. I’ll let it go this time.”

			“Thanks, Adam.” She gave him a wobbly smile. If he was going to be nice, she might lose her battle with the tears. “I’ll call you from Loveless.”

			He made a jerky motion toward her, as if he weren’t sure whether a hug would be welcome. The gesture made her soften, and she stepped forward. The citrusy scent of his aftershave surrounded her, along with an overlay of antiseptic. She pressed a quick kiss on his cheek.

			Mistake. As soon as she pulled away, she spotted that look on his face. That look was a hypocritical mixture of disapproval and lascivious speculation. She’d seen it a thousand times in Loveless as soon as ­people figured out whose niece she was and where she lived.

			With barely a wave good-­bye, she fled to the women’s locker room, which was empty at the moment—­her first stroke of good luck that day. As she dialed the combination of her lock, she cursed her moment of weakness. Why had she told Adam all that stuff? Why? Things would never be the same between them. And she hadn’t even told him to keep it to himself. It might be all over the hospital by morning.

			She dug through the overstuffed tote bag she’d crammed into her locker that morning. Her personal iPhone was in there somewhere, and she had to start making a list. Talk to the chief of staff about vacation time. Call Mrs. Hannigan about Britney’s prescription. Call clinic to rearrange interview. Tell Emily I can’t watch her cat this week after all. Book flight to Elko. Book rental car.

			There was nothing like a list to calm you down and make you feel on top of things. Lists contained practical, concrete steps instead of embarrassing, vaguely spiritual preachings. That’s why she loved the medical field. It was based on facts, not intuition. If they talked about penises, it was in a medical context, not sexual, and they didn’t call them lotus roots.

			A memory flashed through her mind—­a quarrel. Herself at fifteen, fingers stuffed in her ears.

			“Can you please postpone the penis talk until I leave for school? Or at least until after breakfast?”

			“But it’s completely natural, Lulu. You don’t have to be afraid of sex.”

			“I’m not afraid! I just don’t want to think about it first thing in the morning!”

			“I see your inner goddess is quite disturbed about this.”

			Lara had stuffed her fingers deeper. “Whatever.”

			“Fine, since you’re still in your pubescent squeamish phase, we’ll call them lotus roots instead.”

			Lara couldn’t stop a burble of laughter. Aunt Tam might have been . . . unique . . . but she’d had the biggest heart in the Northern Hemisphere. And, Lara reflected, she wasn’t fifteen anymore. She didn’t have to allow the Haven’s crazy atmosphere to upset her. She could apply her academic training to the Haven and sort everything out with rational common sense.

			Lara stripped off her scrubs and pulled on teal seersucker capris and a white blouse. She owed her aunt so much. She loved her. She even owed this outfit to Aunt Tam, who’d warned her no one would trust a doctor who wore black. A sudden attack of sadness made her lean her head against her locker. What a terrible niece she was. She’d dragged her feet about going back to Loveless, even when she knew Aunt Tam was sick. The least she could do now was honor her last request.

			At least she didn’t have to worry about a memorial ser­vice. Tam hadn’t wanted one, although no doubt the Goddesses had held some sort of ceremony. They’d probably held a drum circle and danced until dawn. Naked.

			After her parents died, Aunt Tam had swept into Lara’s life like some kind of rare comet. She’d always approached life as a weird, amazing, fabulous adventure. Maybe Lara should try to approach her trip back to Loveless in the same way.

			It was guaranteed to be weird anyway.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Three

			On top of everything else, it was wildfire season in eastern Nevada. The sky was a yellowish-­pink, as if the sun was held captive in some hellish otherworld. As she drove into Loveless in her rented white Aveo, Lara’s throat prickled from the smoke that hung in the air. An old frontier town, Loveless had retained its ramshackle roots. A wooden boardwalk wound its way past the storefronts of the downtown business center. A banner strung across Main Street read, THANK YOU, FIREFIGHTERS! She spotted a few ­people walking around wearing bandannas over their mouths, but most Nevadans took the yearly onslaught of brushfires in stride.

			Loveless had a High Noon feel; cowboys were a common sight. Real ones, not the expensive snakeskin-­boot cowboys she occasionally saw in San Diego. These guys were tough as rawhide and could drink all night and sleep it off on horseback.

			The grief that had lurked in Lara’s heart since she’d first gotten the call about Aunt Tam bloomed into full-­fledged sorrow as she passed all the familiar landmarks of Loveless. The family-­run, one-­screen movie theater where Aunt Tam had taken her to every single movie that ever came to town. The Loveless Pharmacy, where Lara had bought her black hair dye. Loveless High School, where she’d spent some of the most miserable years of her life—­except for Liam.

			But lately her contact with him had been via text message only.

			And there, at the edge of town, stood the Haven for Sexual and Spiritual Healing, squatting like a fat, overdressed, confused opera singer stranded by the side of a dusty highway. In its first lifetime it had actually been an opera house, adorned with ornate, elaborate curlicues and even a gargoyle—­anything that might look hoity-­toity. Then it had become a brothel. The owner had painted it pink, chopped it up into rooms, added some frescoes and canopied bedchambers, and named it the Pink Swan. The brothel did well, until a recession hit. That’s when Aunt Tam had swooped in. She’d decided she needed a base where she could help ­people in a more hands-­on manner, in addition to her radio show. And thus the Haven for Sexual and Spiritual Healing was born.

			The inspirational sayings attached to the fence posts that lined the driveway set the tone.

			SMILE. YOU ARE DIVINE. RELEASE YOUR FEARS. SURRENDER TO BLISS.

			Lara could practically hear her aunt repeating the slogans to eager ­couples. She’d always hidden in her room playing loud music during workshops, but she caught enough to know she wanted nothing to do with the sexual self-­actualization business.

			But that didn’t mean she didn’t appreciate the Goddesses. When the front door, with its carvings of Greek nymphs, opened and four women hurried out, a huge smile spread over her face. She jumped out of the car and into their welcoming group hug.

			“Lara!. . . . Look at you, all grown and luscious . . . I told you she always had good bones . . . never mind her bones, look at that skin . . . We’re so sad about Tam, we’re just lost without her . . . come inside, this smoke is terrible for your skin . . . I heard on the news it’s like smoking a pack a day . . . but my oh my, you should see some of the firemen who’ve shown up to fight this thing . . .”

			Lara let them bundle her inside the building. It was like being carried down a river of fragrant bath suds. It had always been like that; the Haven often felt like a cross between a dysfunctional family and a hippie sorority, with maybe a dash of burlesque show thrown in. The “Goddesses” had always been there for her. They’d helped her with homework, makeup advice, and boy trouble.

			Janey, the most senior Goddess, who had to be in her mid-­fifties by now, still looked spectacular with cocoa-­dark skin and magenta-­striped hair piled on her head in an unruly heap. She led the way into the “Be Loved and Welcomed Room,” which was filled with a motley collection of love seats, fainting couches, and velvet armchairs. Inside the Haven you could easily forget there was another world outside. Everything was either gold or deep burgundy, left over from the brothel days, or a newly added shade of white called “sea breeze.” Lara had mockingly referred to it as “lobotomy white” as a teenager.

			“How you holding up, dollbaby?” Janey asked, when they’d all settled in and Annabella had left to fetch refreshments. Janey was the intellectual of the group, and took a scientific approach to sex. She’d once warned Lara not to date a new guy while taking birth control pills because they’d mess with her ability to chemically sense if he was a good genetic match.

			“I’m doing okay. I just never thought Aunt Tam would actually . . . I mean, I figured she’d beat the odds. Find some shaman in Peru or somewhere who’d chant her back to health.”

			“I’d have put money on her outlasting us all,” said Dynah Steel. Six feet tall, her wheat-­gold hair tucked into a ponytail, she wore a ribbed white cotton tank over a skirt decorated with OM symbols. Bright purple cowboy boots completed the look; Dynah had always refused to be a cliché. She’d joined the Haven while Lara was in college.

			“My heart weeps for you, Lara, even though I’ve only heard about you from Miz Tam,” said a delicate-­looking blonde, whose hair was pinned in dozens of little knots, and whose violet eyes were rimmed in tragic-­looking charcoal.

			“You must be Romaine,” said Lara, remembering Aunt Tam’s mention of a fragile new runaway she’d taken in. Lara still didn’t understand why Romaine had named herself after lettuce, but there was a lot she didn’t understand about the sex industry. And the self-­help industry.

			“Your aunt saved my life,” she answered dramatically. “I’ll hold her close forever.”

			Annabella came back into the room carrying a red enamel tray. It held a pitcher of cucumber-­scented water, glasses, and date-­almond cookies. Annabella, who came from Brazil, was a fount of oddball beauty tips. She’d taught Lara not to wash her hair every day to preserve the oils—­and how to shop for hair products at the hardware store. “Diatemaceous earth, querida. I can barely pronounce it, but I swear by it.”

			Lara took a glass and sipped. It was heaven on her throat, which was already feeling the effects of the smoke in the air.

			“I might as well tell you right up front that Tam’s passing has raised some issues for the business,” Janey said. “Not that it matters to you, since you’ve always kept your distance from the Haven.”

			“Actually—­”

			“It’s my fault. I’m no good at the workshops,” interrupted Romaine, who looked to be on the edge of tears. Or maybe her eye makeup always made her look that way.

			“I’m sure that’s not true,” said Lara uncomfortably.

			“It is.” Janey was never one to dance around the truth. “Romaine still hasn’t connected with her inner power. But she’s working on it.”

			“The problem is,” said Dynah, “the wildfire’s been terrible for business. No ­couple wants to deepen their relationship while they’re hacking their lungs out. I say we need to get back to basics. The old in-­and-­out, wham bam thank you ma’am, see you same time next week.”

			Lara winced. So this was her legacy. “I don’t know if that’s—­”

			“Silly us,” said Annabella, nestling into a love seat and curling her legs under her like a cat. “As if you care about our little problems. It will all work out. It always does. We want to hear about you, querida.”

			“Well, as a matter of fact—­”

			“It’s not going to just magically work out,” said Dynah, legs crossed, one purple cowboy boot bouncing restlessly. “I need to make me some money, honey. I have a horse ranch all picked out back in Kentucky, just waiting for my down payment. And right now the money’s disappearing faster’n my virginity on prom night.”

			“That’s not true,” said Janey, perching a pair of wire rims on her eyes and pulling out a ledger. “Business was up ten percent last week.”

			“Yeah, from zero.”

			“Tam always told us that focusing on the negative solves nothing,” said Janey, her brown eyes firing sparks behind her glasses.

			“Negative income solves nothing either. We’re in the sex business. All the other stuff is woo-­woo. The workshops, the spiritual babbling, the perfume.”

			“Aromatherapy,” said Annabella, toying with the dark hair that flowed over her shoulders like lava. “And it’s not woo-­woo. It’s transformative.”

			“No one came here for aromatherapy, I’ll tell you that. And now no one’s coming much at all.”

			“Hang on.” Lara waved a hand in the air for attention. “I’m still confused. Business is down, is that it? The market for sex has collapsed?” She winced. That hadn’t come out right.

			Annabella clucked her tongue reproachfully. “It’s not only about sex. We tend to ­people’s deepest needs. Now we are also tending to other needs.”

			Puzzled, Lara frowned. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but what other needs?”

			“Neuromuscular. Myofascial. That sort of thing.”

			Lara blinked. For the first time in her life Annabella was actually speaking her language. Anatomical terms—­the soothing lingo of the medical world.

			“Sí, querida! We’ve been practicing our massage on some of the firefighters and they really seem to appreciate it. Romaine and I have been working our little fingers to the bones on those handsome men.” Annabella winked. “Tough job, no? You should come along with us, Lulu. We’re leaving as soon as—­”

			“Focus, ladies, focus,” Janey broke in. “Fact is, our clients are getting older. They’re starting to be more concerned about their spines than their inner selves. It’s distracting from our mission. Besides, your Aunt Tam was the heart and soul of the workshops. She was like the Deepak Chopra of sex. Without her, it’s just—­”

			“Sex,” said Dynah. “Nothing wrong with that.”

			“One thought—­Dynah’s—­is to go back to our roots, and revive the Pink Swan,” Janey explained.

			Lara glanced around the Be Loved and Welcomed Room. It wouldn’t take much to turn it back into a brothel. Take away the jade sculpture of Kuan-­Yin and the Tibetan “tongka” tapestry, and maybe the placard that read, RELEASE YOUR MIND AND THE REST WILL FOLLOW. Which, she was pretty sure, her aunt had stolen from Salt-­n-­Pepa.

			She shook herself back to attention. What was she thinking? She wasn’t here to help rescue the Haven. She was here to break the news to the Goddesses. “Actually, I came to tell you guys something.”

			“Or . . .” said Janey, scanning the ledger. “Another idea is to turn the place into a spa and continue to offer massage and maybe mani-­pedis. We might have to remodel, which would take a bite out of our reserves, such as they are.”

			“The Pink Swan Healing Spa.” Annabella wrote the name with her finger in the air. Both she and Romaine gazed at it as if they could actually see it. Dynah rolled her eyes and snorted scornfully.

			“Tam didn’t leave so much as a note with instructions about what she wanted to do with the Haven. We’re not even sure who owns it now. Unless . . .”

			Slowly, all of them turned their gazes on Lara, who felt herself turn pink. Somehow she’d lost control of the conversation. Scratch that—­she’d never had control. She never did at
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