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Prologue

 


May 2016

As the music began,
the crowd in the church stood up at the bride’s entrance. Kelsey’s
blonde hair was blown out in waves, and she wore a white
mermaid-style gown with silver embroidery on the bodice—probably a
loaner from the designer who’d supplied the model groom’s tux.

Jason cut a fine
figure in it, and his eyes lit up at the sight of her.

He wasn’t the only
one enchanted. Evie Escrand loudly whispered, “Are you sure she’s
not a princess?”

“Shh.” Tony hushed
her, a few silver hairs flashing out of his dark mustache.

Carmen looked over
her sons’ heads to smile at her husband and daughter before looking
at the altar again.

A friend of Kelsey’s
looked like a rock star in their subtly shimmery jumpsuit and held
Bandit’s leash. The dog had been freshly groomed and had a black
bow tie attached to his collar.

On the groom’s side,
Damon looked sharp in his tux. His wife, Liya, filled out their
row, stunning in a sunshine-colored dress. Ahead of them, Carmen
could identify the rest of Tony’s firehouse team and their
partners.

As the chaplain led
the ceremony, it was hard for Carmen not to think back to
her wedding day, three kids and nearly sixteen years ago. It
had been about ten times the size of this one, with a procession of
cousins behind her. They’d also had a priest in full regalia
performing the ceremony, as opposed to the fire chaplain in dress
uniform. But this ceremony was no less meaningful for the smaller
scale. As the couple exchanged vows and rings, she carefully dabbed
at her eyes.

At the end of the
ceremony, Carmen took Bandit’s leash. “I’ll run everybody home and
see you as soon as I can,” she said.

Tony glanced at the
front of the church. “You shouldn’t miss much. Looks like they’re
still doing pictures and signing papers.”

“Mom, we can take a
taxi by ourselves,” AJ said in protest. Her oldest son was reaching
an age where he was eager for more independence. Sometimes Carmen
welcomed it because it took a weight off her, but other times it
caused more trouble.

“Not with the dog
you can’t,” she reminded him. The kids cheered at the reminder that
Bandit was spending the night with them and eagerly followed her
out. The indoor ceremony meant she wouldn’t have to worry about
muddy paws ruining everyone’s good clothes or the inside of the
car.

Back home, Carmen
unlocked the door to let everyone in. “Don’t open the door to
anyone except the pizza man. Get to bed on time, and let Bandit out
in the yard before you do. Your dad and I’ll check on him again
when we get home.”

The kids barely
acknowledged her instructions as they took off their shoes and let
Bandit off the leash. Carmen remembered worrying that the reception
at the Gansevoort Hotel wouldn’t have enough for the kids to do,
but that had faded when she’d seen their reactions to being asked
to dog-sit. Staying home with a dog, watching movies, and ordering
a pizza by themselves was clearly AJ, Matty, and Evie’s idea of the
perfect Saturday night.

Carmen’s Uber
arrived a short time later. As the car turned onto the West Side
Highway, she was filled with nostalgia. Between the house and kids’
schools in Brooklyn, her job in Midtown, and Tony’s work in Lower
Manhattan, she hadn’t had any reason to go to the Meatpacking
District in years. She didn’t remember that glassy hotel, the
weird-looking store, or nearly so much construction. But there had
been a time when she’d spent every weekend here. That had been how
she’d found her husband.

 


 





Chapter One

 


May 1998

Dave looked around
the common area. “Some Friday night,” he said.

“Yeah, Tiffany
wasn’t too pleased that I couldn’t come out tonight,” Tony said.
“Guess that’s it with her.”

Simms frowned. “That
sucks.”

He shrugged. “She
was nice enough, but there’ll be more.”

Several more if he
had anything to say about it. He was in no hurry to settle down,
not when there were so many gorgeous girls moving to New York to
make new lives for themselves … and get it on with firefighters. He
didn’t think that would go in the fire department’s recruitment
materials, but he’d gotten more in the past year than his entire
teenage years.

At the sound of the
signal, the guys jumped up and headed to the truck. It wasn’t a
long ride to Mystique, a club practically on the river, and they
arrived to find people already outside.

Lieutenant Caplan
approached what looked like a bouncer. “What happened?”

“Something started
sparking at the DJ booth, and the next thing we knew a fire had
started.”

“Is this
everyone?”

“No, there’s still a
bunch of people inside. Everyone you see here was close to the
exit, but it’s chaos in there.”

“Is there another
way out?”

“We have an
emergency exit, but it’s blocked.”

He nodded grimly.
“Simms, help me clear a way. Dave, Stoddard, stand by to get the
fire out. Tony, keep this crowd under control.”

Tony bristled. He
wasn’t that far out of the academy, but could certainly be trusted
to do more than baby-sit while everyone else dealt with the real
action. But this wasn’t the time to protest.

He and the bouncer
started guiding the crowd to an empty sidewalk across the street.
Everyone seemed a few drinks in and none too happy about being
bustled away from the burning building.

“Back off, man!”

“I left my
purse!”

“My friend’s in
there!”

“And we’ll get them
out,” Tony said firmly. “But you need to stay safe and let us
work.”

“Hey! Escrand!”

Tony was thrown for
a moment. He’d heard his surname pronounced any number of ways over
the years, but this speaker had gotten it right. He looked at the
source and was pleasantly surprised to see a girl with long dark
hair and amazing breasts. “Yeah?”

“What’s your first
name?”

“Anthony, but
everyone calls me Tony.”

Her elaborately
lined eyes narrowed. “Did you go to St. Bridget’s, by any
chance?”

“Yeah. Did you?” Now
that he thought about it, she looked vaguely familiar.

“Until I switched
for high school.”

“Same. What’s
your name?”

“Carmen.”

His eyes widened.
“Carmen Mitucci?”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Part of Carmen
wondered what she’d had to drink that was causing her to
hallucinate. And yet, everything else about the night seemed real
enough. Rain threatened in the night air, she smelled smoke from
the fire, and her feet were starting to hurt in those shoes.

“I don’t believe it!
I’d ask what you’re doing here, but it’s pretty obvious.”

“Same.” He looked at
her from under his helmet. “You grew up great.”

“You, too.”

Tony Escrand had
come a long way from that gawky kid she’d known in middle school.
He’d been trying to grow facial hair when she’d seen him last, but
he now had a carefully groomed mustache. He’d also had a
significant growth spurt and filled out his fireman’s coat
impressively.

Part of Carmen was
pleased at the transformation. Almost immediately, though, came the
thought that it wasn’t fair. If there was any justice in the world,
he’d be prematurely bald and sporting a gut.

His voice and the
noise of the crowd cut into her thoughts. “I wish I could stay to
catch up, but I should get back to work.”

“Totally.”

His brown eyes held
her hazel ones for a moment, and then he got back to keeping the
crowd at bay. More people had emerged from the club in the short
time that they’d been talking, and some had to be directed to the
paramedics.

Carmen watched the
crowd stagger out, feeling lucky to have been standing where she
was when the fire broke out. One minute she’d been dancing and
drinking like on any other weekend. The next, the room had erupted
into popping sounds, loud swearing, and more heat and smoke than
was typical at a Manhattan nightclub. Everyone had rushed toward
one exit. She’d had to elbow her way out and had taken a few elbows
herself in the process. Those would probably leave bruises, but
she’d take that over being the guy on the stretcher.

“Attention,
everyone!” An amplified voice rang out over the noise of the crowd.
“We’re getting the fire under control, but the party’s over. If you
need medical attention, more ambulances are on the way. Otherwise,
you’ll need to make your way home safely.”

Carmen obeyed the
first part of the order by leaving the scene but didn’t feel ready
to go home yet. It was too early, she was too sober, and she had
too much to process.

Instead of heading
for the subway, she headed farther into the Village. Lady Lucinda’s
show was sold out tonight, but there had to be another club or bar
where she could get this out of her system. It was too early to
call it a night and go to Florent—it’d be dead at this hour.
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